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Th e r e  i s  a  l o n g s t a n d i n g  t r a d i t i o n 
in Americanist anthropology to engage in psychologi-

cally oriented research in eff orts to expand our understanding of the cul-
tural and personal patterning of subjective experience. From dreaming to 
reasoning, desiring to thinking, motivation to internalization, psychological 
anthropologists have interrogated the nuanced nature of subjective life as a 
means for destabilizing many taken-for-granted assumptions about what it 
means to experience the world as social actors. At the core of this enterprise 
sits a motivated interest to question what psychologists, philosophers, and 
other human scientists view to be the basic faculties, processes, and contents 
of subjective life (cf. Biehl, Good, and Kleinman 2007). Somewhat paradoxi-
cally, however, when engaging the problem of culture and subjective life, it 
is still largely the case that psychological anthropology, and the discipline 

c h a p t e r  1

W I L L I NG  C ON TOU R S
Locating Volition in 
Anthropological Th eory
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of anthropology more generally, has often relied (at least tacitly) upon an 
analytical model, inherited from philosophy, that partitions human behavior 
into three main categories: cognition (which encompasses knowledge), emo-
tion (which includes feelings, moods, and aff ects), and volition (including 
desires, choices, and proclivities to act—cf. D’Andrade 1987).

Also quite perplexing is the fact that although most anthropologists are 
comfortable discussing the relationship between culture and cognition and 
culture and emotion (in the various ways these aspects of subjective experi-
ence are understood), it seems that we have not yet explicitly and system-
atically set our sights (or our sites) on how culture and volition are, broadly 
speaking, interconnected. Th e impetus for this volume thus stems directly 
from what we perceive as a need to better foreground and engage a compara-
tively under-examined aspect of subjective life in cultural context, what we 
in Anglophone academic traditions label the “will.”

To be sure, in highlighting the fact that volition has not yet been singled 
out for explicit and systematic discussion by psychological anthropologists 
does not mean to imply that psychological anthropology, nor anthropol-
ogy more broadly, has entirely ignored the topic. Perhaps anthropologists 
and other social scientists have indeed concerned themselves with volition 
all along—even if only tangentially—describing both the most fundamental 
and most esoteric qualities of human will, but using a diff erent vocabulary. 
When psychological anthropologists discuss subjectivity, desire, motivation, 
action, consciousness, and self; when linguistic anthropologists talk about 
agency and intentionality; and even in some cases when sociocultural an-
thropologists discuss embodiment, power, resistance, and struggle, we are all 
probably indirectly touching upon, or even outright addressing, the act and 
experience of willing—perhaps without characterizing it as such. Indeed, 
within the anthropological literature a signifi cant web of inquiry seems to 
surround the will, its constituents, and its eff ects that is translucent enough 
to see something caught inside, but still too opaque to sharply reveal its for-
mal contours.¹

Most anthropological research that has addressed topics related to vo-
lition can fi t into one of two broad categories. Th e fi rst approach can be 
called “culture as a barrier to volition.” According to this perspective, cul-
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ture—in the form of cultural models, norms, values, and crucially, language 
and linguistic structure—is, in a sense, imposed on the free will of individu-
als, constraining not necessarily the topics they choose to talk about, think 
about, and care about, but certainly the ways in which those topics are able 
to infi ltrate everyday actions. Just as speakers are largely restricted to express-
ing themselves via the grammatical structures implicit in a shared language, 
so too can individuals only act within culturally sanctioned parameters. In 
other words, like language, culture is impervious to the will of ordinary peo-
ple—and, it follows, will is always tethered to culture.

Th e second, more fl exible approach, what William James would term 
“soft determinism,” can be called the “culture as a sculptor of volition” per-
spective. Adherents to this point of view treat culture as infl uencing or facili-
tating how we think about, and more important for the current discussion, 
how we actually behave toward the world around us. Individuals are not nec-
essarily limited by cultural structures, but instead operate most comfortably 
within them in a largely taken-for-granted manner. Culture gives us some of 
the categories with which we make sense of our environments, and we tend 
to behave primarily, but not necessarily exclusively, according to them.

However, what we off er with this volume is something diff erent. All of 
the authors have abandoned—or at least bracketed off —exploring volition 
strictly within such traditional frameworks. Instead, most of the authors 
have refocused their studies on how culturally specifi c understandings of will 
interact with, and are often constituted by, a range of other phenomena that, 
though they may be universally or near-universally present, all accrue their 
own culturally relevant elaborations. What has emerged from these studies 
is an emphasis not on how volition relates broadly to culture (and its general 
tendency to restrict or otherwise impinge upon courses of action in everyday 
life), but instead on how volition is inextricably linked to local understand-
ings of such categories as temporality, narrative, and responsibility. Moreover, 
several cases presented in this volume highlight the signifi cance of will for 
individuals navigating between the world of everyday social relations and 
space- and time-shifted states of irrealis, such as imagination and dreaming.

Our goals for this volume are modest. We are pushing for a closer ex-
amination of the concept of will within a specifi cally anthropological frame-
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work. We urge more explicitness with terminology. Perhaps agency and in-
tentionality do the work of will well enough, and we are squeezing into an 
already over-crowded fi eld. However, what we are attempting to do here is 
test whether more rigorous forays into theorizing the will can benefi t our an-
thropological endeavors. Th e chapters in this volume all approach the will in 
diff erent ways with very diff erent kinds of data and questions. What emerges 
from all of them, however, is a series of challenging questions for all of us 
to consider: Is the will a useful anthropological concept? What forms does 
it take? Can it be said to be a universal? Where is it located? How is willing 
experienced? How does it relate to emotion and cognition? How is imagina-
tion implicated in acts of willing? What is the connection between morality, 
virtue, and willing? Can there be specifi ed pathologies of the will?

Before we proceed in attempting to answer these questions, however, we 
would like to take some time to explore more thoroughly the ways in which 
social science—and anthropology specifi cally—has teased out the “culture 
as barrier to” and “culture as sculptor of” positions on volition. However, 
what follows in this introduction is not intended to be an exhaustive archae-
ology of all the work that has gone into analyzing the form, function, and 
overall nature of the will or volition in anthropology or the social sciences 
more generally. It is more moderately intended to open a generative space for 
future dialogue about the will from an anthropological frame. Th at said, any 
dialogue concerning the development of an anthropology of the will cannot 
be properly undertaken without some shared understanding of the historical 
and contextual basis for current discussions of will in the social sciences and 
elsewhere. It is thus toward this goal that we will fi rst turn.

Our fi rst step is to lay out a brief analysis of the etymology of the En-
glish term will as a way to highlight possible sedimented assumptions about 
its meaning in English-speaking North American and European academic 
communities. Following this we highlight briefl y two basic philosophical ap-
proaches to the will before examining the will in early modern social theory. 
We then shift to anthropology proper to explore what we regard to be two 
of the most generative approaches to willing in contemporary culture theory, 
namely, practice theoretical and psychocultural variants of anthropology. 
Th is chapter then concludes by discussing the contributors’ chapters in terms 
of four recurring themes that are raised throughout the volume.
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AC T I O N  A N D  VO L I T I O N  I N  H I S T O R I C A L  P E R S P E C T I V E

Th e Semantic View of Will

Th e concept of the will is implicated in topics that run the gamut from ex-
plorations of subjective experience, desire, and choice to the examination of 
power, social structure, and resistance. Th is broad topical range is at least 
partially attributable to the term’s concomitant range of diverse denotative 
and connotative associations. It may not be too much of a stretch to think 
that the various everyday defi nitional associations of will in the English lan-
guage can be at least partially credited for diluting the development of a 
concerted focus upon the phenomenon of willing by anthropologists writing 
and working in English-speaking European and North American contexts.²

Th e noun form of the English word will traces back to at least the Old 
English form willa, and means, according to the Oxford English Diction-
ary, a “desire, wish, longing; liking, inclination, [or] disposition (to do some-
thing),” with the additional sense of an “action of willing or choosing to do 
something; the movement or attitude of the mind which is directed with 
conscious intention to (and, normally, issues immediately in) some action, 
physical or mental.” A long list representing graded shades of this general 
defi nition is also attached to the noun will, but it seems simple enough 
to acknowledge that the boundaries of its semantic domain are clear, if 
perforated.

Th e verb form, however, is more complicated. While the modern En-
glish verb “to will” means to “desire, wish for, have a mind to, ‘want’ (some-
thing),” its more common usage is as a simple auxiliary verb used to express 
the future tense. In both senses there is a certain directedness toward the 
future, either as a directedness toward acquiring some thing or state of aff airs 
or as an explicit grammatical marker of the future tense. Th e related Old 
English verb form is wille, and the tendency for will to serve syntactically as 
an auxiliary verb (though not necessarily always marking future tense) has 
been around at least since Anglo-Saxon times and persists in other Germanic 
languages, such as modern Swedish and German. Th e diff erence, however, 
is the degree to which these languages typically encode “desire” and futu-
rity in the word. Swedish vilja, for example (expressed as vill in the present 
tense) and German wollen (expressed as an infl ected will in the present tense) 
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both have a meaning of “to want” that is more strictly bounded than in En-
glish. Much like English, however, these forms have migrated to auxiliary 
verb status. Although in Swedish and German the semantics of these terms 
retains an element of directedness in the intentionality inherent in the act of 
desiring something, in English the unmarked form of will has come to mark 
mere futurity.

In these other languages, and less commonly in English, future tense is 
encoded with a diff erent auxiliary verb, variants of the English shall (Old 
English sceal). Unlike will, which has historically implied an individual’s in-
born desire to act in the world, shall, until relatively recently, has signaled al-
most the complete opposite, a sense of assurance that some set of events will 
take place beyond the control of the speaker. Th is sense remains in Swedish, 
for instance, where a future tense shaded in certainty is expressed with skall 
(ska in everyday speech), and the simple future is generally expressed with 
the present tense (the same is common in German as well). Note that while 
this is still possible with the present progressive aspect in English (e.g., “I’m 
playing baseball tomorrow afternoon”), the strict division of the future tense 
into diff erent degrees of certainty and control over the outcomes of action 
was once a much more common element of the language.

Two last points. In other Germanic languages will is related to words 
for choosing and choice, for instance välja, “to choose” in modern Swedish, 
and wählen, “to choose” in modern German. Additionally, will also most 
likely shares a common root with the English “well” (väl in modern Swed-
ish), whose earliest meanings implied a sense of morally correct behavior (cf. 
Good, Garro, this volume).

What emerges from this constellation of features drawn from the lin-
guistic biography of the word will is a tumultuous path—largely unreckoned 
by contemporary speakers—of semantic and syntactic shifts that obscure 
potentially helpful facts that might aid us in understanding the utility of 
“the will” as a philosophical and anthropological concept. Historically the 
lexical form will implies choice, it implies an inborn ability to act in the 
world—as opposed to the lexical form shall, which implies external infl u-
ences on action—and early on it may also have encoded a feeling that one’s 
voluntary actions are morally weighted. Embedded in these various mean-
ings are notions of futurity, desire, obligation, morality, control, and diff er-
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ing degrees of certainty regarding one’s ability to engage in and accomplish 
a particular act.

Th is rich semantic fi eld thus includes connotations ranging from inner 
subjective life to external social dictates. Such various defi nitions and uses of 
will in English are certainly suggestive of why the term has proven to hold 
such a precarious place in contemporary culture theory. Th at said, even de-
spite this conceptual complexity, there is one dimension of willing suggested 
in this etymological examination that has proven to captivate the imagina-
tions of anthropologists and other social scientists, namely, past and ongoing 
debates over personal choice and external determinacy in human action.

Th e Argument from Philosophy

Th e development of modern social scientifi c approaches to subjectivity that 
touch upon some concept of willing follow a similar trajectory to what phi-
losophers have been debating for centuries. In general terms, philosophers 
have understood the will to refer to the “faculty, or set of abilities, that yields 
the mental events involved in volition,” where volition is understood to be “a 
mental event involved with the initiation of action” (Brand 1995, 843). As a 
faculty responsible for generating mental events embedded in the initiation 
of action, philosophical accounts of willing have often focused on examining 
processes that potentially impact the translation of such subjective states into 
expressive forms.

To this end, philosophers have traditionally distinguished between two 
main points of view on willing that pivot precisely on the relative freedom 
or determinacy of human action, namely compatibilism and incompatibilism 
(see Tomberlin 2001). Th ose who subscribe to incompatibilism—the philos-
opher’s equivalent to culture as a barrier to volition—believe that determin-
ism, whether stemming from divine, biological, or social sources, and free 
will cannot work together. For instance, if all human action is stimulated by 
prior events in the world, then truly free will cannot exist (cf. Van Inwagen 
1983). Incompatiblism can thus lead to hard determinist claims that, for ex-
ample, even such seemingly trivial behaviors as scratching my nose or wink-
ing my eye (or, for that matter, sending a conspiratorial signal to a friend) are 
not performed because I choose to, but rather because the series of events in 
which I have found myself over time have left these actions as the only pos-
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sible ones I can take. Note, however, that supporters of hard determinism 
and radical free will are both considered to be incompatibilists since, despite 
their having diametrically opposing views on the effi  cacy and ontological 
status of the will, they both equally share in the view that determinism and 
free will are mutually exclusive existential possibilities.

Compatibilists, on the other hand, argue that notions of free will and de-
terminism are not necessarily irreconcilable and that there is possibility for 
both constraint and fl exibility in human action (cf. Ricoeur 1966). Th ey ar-
gue that behavior must be at least partially determined, for if it were not, and 
total free will prevailed, we would all, analysts and our informants alike, lose 
the power to gauge and understand with some degree of certainty the actions 
of those around us. Similarly, this position maintains that there must be 
some modicum of free will in the midst of determining conditions. Other-
wise all human behavior would be completely predictable given adequate ac-
cess to the causal circumstances surrounding it. As a means of compromise, 
compatibilists argue that individuals are presented with a fi nite number of 
predetermined alternatives from which they have the ability to choose a next 
course of action.

Both positions concern issues of reason and causation. Incompatibilism 
situates causation either completely within or completely beyond the power 
of the individual. Depending on whether or not an individual supports a 
notion of radical free will or hard determinism, the role of rational thought 
becomes rendered either a defi nitive human capacity or little more than a 
byproduct of how social life is structured. Compatibilism, however, actually 
requires some understanding, however mitigated, of rational human beings. 
Without the capacity to think about the justifi cations for and consequences 
of a decided-upon course of action, compatibilists argue that there would 
be no reason to postulate something more than determining circumstances. 
Th erefore willing as such would not need to exist.

Hard distinctions between compatibilist and incompatibilist positions 
are not always fully representative of a particular philosopher’s approaches 
to willing, however. For instance while both Karl Marx (1990) and Jean-Paul 
Sartre (1984) can be viewed as supporting their own version of compatibil-
ist philosophies that take individuals to be simultaneously determined and 
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determining social actors, there are particular aspects of their respective po-
sitions that at times reveal incompatibilist hues. For instance, Marxian false 
consciousness highlights the extent to which perceived willful action is instead 
determined by social dictates. In contrast, Sartrean bad faith takes the op-
posite tack in emphasizing the degree to which social actors misrecognize the 
freedom and effi  cacy of their will in light of putatively determining social 
contexts. Both thinkers thus situate incompatiblist claims in the midst of a 
historically dynamic understanding of human action.

Th e same argument holds true in the social sciences, where scholars have 
long debated the extent and degree to which social structure impinges on the 
actions of individuals. While anthropological discussions, like their philo-
sophical counterparts, tend to hinge on the tension between freedom and 
determinacy, they are seldom couched within the rhetorical calculus used in 
philosophy. Instead, this dichotomy subsists within broader discourses fun-
damental to anthropological endeavors. For instance, those concerning the 
role of the individual in society, culture and the patterning of thought and 
action, and even those attempting to parse out what is “natural” from what 
is “cultural” in human behavior. Despite these numerous discussions of the 
relative freedom and determinacy of human action, however, and countless 
others, willing as an experience of acting subjects has yet to emerge as an ex-
plicit target of investigation for many anthropologists.

Volition in Early Modern Social Th eory

Th e position of volition in modern social theory has largely pivoted on a 
struggle to articulate the place of individual subjectivity in relation to 
broader social, economic, and political forces. One of the most infl uential 
accounts of willing in this regard, an account that was deeply infl uenced by 
Arthur Schopenhauer’s (1958) philosophy of the will and of representation, 
is found in Sigmund Freud’s attempts to de-center the subject of experience. 
Freud (1989) accomplishes such a decentering of the subject, and thus of the 
will, through his development of a metapsychology that postulates an always 
antagonistic relationship between individual and society. More specifi cally, 
Freud argues that there exist multiple forms of subjection and violence that 
are brought to bear in the formation of a subject who becomes internally di-
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vided against him- or herself. In this view, cultural life is held to be a form of 
social suff ering that emplaces the individual between the dangers of nature, 
sickness, and death on the one hand, and the dangers of an individual’s “sit-
uation among his fellow men,” on the other (Ricoeur 1970, 250; Freud 1989). 
In Freud’s theories of subjectivity, desire, and the unconscious, what we are 
incapable of saying, of knowing about ourselves, is ironically most intimately 
tied to what drives our actions. Th at which we can say, what we do know of 
ourselves, is most distant from it.

Th e interplay between the various psychic structures postulated in 
Freud’s metapsychology is further implicated in problematizing the act of 
willing (Freud 1960, 2000). Anything that might otherwise be recognized 
as an observable volitional act on the part of a given social actor is realized 
in the midst of a complex and ambivalent set of negotiations, Freud argues. 
Th is includes negotiations and confl icts between the ego in its role as rep-
resentative of the external world; the id as motivated by desire, narcissism, 
and pleasure; and the internalizing of the social surround through the moral 
imperatives of the superego. It is, accordingly, the experience of being inter-
nally divided according to multiple registers of experience, one of signifi ca-
tion, one of moral imperatives, and one of desire, that Freud most potently 
displaces possibilities for conscious volitional acts.

Similarly infl uenced by Schopenhaur’s philosophy, Emile Durkheim’s 
(1979, 1984) early work on collective representations, collective conscious-
ness, and social facts set out to establish both the analytic autonomy and 
constitutive impact of social forms on individual consciousness. Durkheim 
subsequently shifted attention in his later writings to the potential complexi-
ties entailed in such articulations by arguing that human beings are fun-
damentally constituted as Homo duplex, or “double” (1995, 15–16). Simply 
put, Durkheim suggested that the individual consists of two parts: (1) an 
impersonal (social, moral) principle that is collectively shared and tied to the 
functioning of the intellect as mediated through collective representations; 
and (2) an individuating principle tied to the immediate experiences of the 
senses, the emotions, and the body (cf. Freud 1989). While he never explicitly 
examined how such a duality of consciousness may directly impact social 
action and the individual’s will, he did admit that social forms are always 
mediated through “bodies . . . [that are] distinct and occupy a specifi c posi-
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tion in time/space—each is a special milieu in which the collective represen-
tations are gradually refracted and colored diff erently” (Durkheim 1995, 273), 
a strong note in support of an early, body-based concept of the will.

Th e complexities inherent in Freud’s and Durkheim’s social theories are, 
as noted above, also evident in Marx (1990). On the one hand, Marx’s dis-
cussion of false consciousness holds that individual actors are fundamentally 
blind to the ways in which their putatively willful action is in fact the result 
of broader social and economic forces. On the other hand, his emancipatory 
and utopian views of the resolution and eff acement of class confl ict attempts 
to establish a correspondence between individual will and social will. For 
Marx, the rise of class consciousness—made possible through the inequi-
ties inherent in capitalist modes of production—leads to the potential rev-
olutionary processes ideally returning effi  cacy to concrete embodied social 
actors who are no longer falsely alienating their own will to abstract politi-
cal ends.

In dialogue with both Durkheimian and Marxist accounts of social ac-
tion, Max Weber approached the question of willing in his account of the role 
of choice in relationship to rational action (cf. Schutz 1967; Th roop, Chap-
ter 2). For Weber, individual motivation to engage in a particular course of 
action is necessarily rooted in a complex of subjective meanings “which seem 
to the actor himself or to an observer an adequate ground for the conduct in 
question” (Weber 1978, 11). What exactly is entailed in choosing to engage in 
a particular act is thus rooted for Weber in cultural meanings and values that 
are subjectively taken up by actors as resources for interpreting their given 
social situation and the possible actions that are aff orded by them. In distin-
guishing between four ideal types of social action, Weber proceeds to point 
out the diff ering ways that the will may be oriented to specifi c courses of 
action. In instrumental rational action, an actor’s will is determined by expec-
tations concerning the appropriate means and conditions for attaining “the 
actor’s own rationally pursued and calculated ends” (1978, 24). Value-rational 
action, in contrast, is structured such that the will is oriented to a value “for 
its own sake of some ethical, aesthetic, religious, or other form of behavior, 
independently of its prospects of success” (1978, 25). Finally, in aff ective action 
and traditional action, the will is determined by an actor’s feeling states and 
“ingrained habits” respectively (1978, 25).
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Anthropology and Agency

Contemporary anthropology’s relationship to volition is arguably built more 
on fl irtation than commitment, though a fl irtation all too often left largely 
unexplored.³ Psychological anthropology, linguistic anthropology, and socio-
cultural anthropology have, in their own ways, theorized around the topic 
of volition without explicitly categorizing the work as such. Whether it is 
in terms of examining diff ering cultural perspectives on “intentions,” “mo-
tives,” and “internal states” in relationship to social action (e.g., Rosen 1995; 
Shweder 1984; White and Kirkpatrick 1985), exploring “intentionality” and 
“agency” in talk and interaction (e.g., Ahearn 2001; Duranti 1988, 1993a, 
1993b, 2006; Kockelman 2007; Ochs and Schieff elin 1984), discussing ex-
tended, mitigated, or disavowed agency in the context of divination, spirit 
possession, or exchange (e.g., DuBois 1987; Lambek 1981, 1993, 2003; Munn 
1986; Strathern 1988), or those few existing explicit discussions of cultural 
confi gurations of will (e.g., Lohmann 2003; Robbins 2004), anthropologists 
have certainly made some important contributions to narrowing in on a nu-
anced cultural understanding of volition.

But perhaps the closest we get to an actual rigorous engagement with vo-
lition is in two contemporary sources: the North American versions of prac-
tice theory as exemplifi ed in the work of Sherry Ortner (1984), Jean Comaroff  
(1985), Jean and John Comaroff  (1992), William Hanks (1990), and Marshall 
Sahlins (1981, 1985, 1995), among others, and in psychocultural anthropology, 
in the work of Roy D’Andrade (1987), Melford Spiro (1997), Claudia Strauss 
(1992), Dorothy Holland (1992), again, among others. It is thus to practice 
theoretical and psychological anthropological perspectives on the will that 
we now turn.

Practice, Action, and Volition. Examining everyday life through the lens 
of praxis is, at its core, an attempt to integrate macro-level social theory with 
a close examination of in situ activities and behaviors without falling prey to 
the pernicious solipsism that sometimes accompanies analyses of individual 
experience. Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 2000), taking his inspiration in no small 
part from Marx, Levi-Strauss, and the phenomenologists (see Th roop and 
Murphy 2002; Th roop, Chapter 2), has arguably been the most widely in-
fl uential source of practice theory for American anthropology. Other French 
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scholars, notably Foucault, DeCerteau, and Lefebvre—often interpreted as 
devout compatibilists—have also left their marks on the fi eld. In all, practice 
theorists have largely sought out an understanding of will from the stand-
point of the dialectic of internalized and externalized structures that are em-
bodied as perduring predispositions to act, think, appreciate, judge, feel, and 
desire in socially particular ways.

For Pierre Bourdieu (1977) the question of volition is embedded in his 
understanding of the interrelationship between everyday practices, pre-
given social structures and the generative internalized tendencies to engage 
in culturally expected forms of social action. In advancing the concept of 
habitus—the so-called structured structure that is a structuring structure—
Bourdieu attempts to account for the ways in which human agents actively 
constitute and reconstitute social structure through practice.

Although many have characterized Bourdieu as an “agency theorist,” the 
role of the will in Bourdieu’s understanding of human agency, in as much as 
it exists at all, is forcefully framed in deterministic terms (c.f. Th roop and 
Murphy 2002; Th roop Chapter 2). Indeed, Bourdieu is highly critical of so-
cial theories that attempt to portray social actors as engaged in conscious 
forms of decision-making that are explicitly oriented to social rules. Bourdieu 
views such a characterization of social action as a mistaken attribution of the 
perspective of a social theorist, who is attempting to understand social action 
from their third-person perspective, for the fi rst-person lived experience of 
social actors who are enmeshed in ongoing social action (cf. Schutz 1967). 
According to Bourdieu the “choice” to act in a particular way, in particu-
lar circumstances, in particular “social fi elds,” is tied to the correspondences 
between the aff ordances enabled by such constraints and the structure of 
the individual’s habitual ways of perceiving, appreciating, evaluating, and 
feeling that have themselves been informed by the social structures within 
which they are enacted.

Very much in line with Bourdieu’s perspective, Marshal Sahlins’s (1981, 
1985, 1995) theory of practice views social action as signifi cantly dictated by, 
and at the mercy of, pre-existing cultural categories and not as a product of 
an individual’s free will. Indeed, it is only in the intersubjective constitu-
tion of events, the diff erent social positions of various actors, the multiplex 
meaning-structures utilized in the interpretation of experience, and the un-
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intended consequences of intended action that Sahlins is able to account for 
change in the unfolding of an event. Infl uenced by French structuralism, 
both Saussurean and Levi-Straussian varieties, Sahlins (1981) argues for the 
generative infl uence of “structures of conjuncture” as a means to account for 
change in historical processes that are signifi cantly canalized by the pregiven 
cultural categories informing individual choice, interpretation, and action.⁴

While it seems that the will is, in a generous reading, diffi  cult to locate 
in the writings of Bourdieu and Sahlins, as Sherry Ortner (2006) has sug-
gested, such perspectives arose precisely as a means to counter what were 
three prevalent “theories of constraint” evidenced in the culture theory of 
the 1970s: Geertzian symbolic anthropology, Marxist political economy, and 
Levi-Straussian structuralism. In each of these perspectives, it was held that 
human action is “shaped, molded, ordered, and defi ned by external social 
and cultural forces and formations: by culture, by mental structures, by capi-
talism” (Ortner 2006, 2). And it was largely to correct this striking absence 
of “agency” that Bourdieu’s and Sahlins’s versions of practice theory puta-
tively fi rst arose.

One notable counterpoint in which some of these practice theoretical 
arguments have been extended to an explicit discussion of willing in an-
thropology can be found in the work of Joel Robbins (2004). Working with 
Sahlins’s distinction between prescriptive and performative structures—the 
former referring to indigenous models of social life that see social forms gen-
erating appropriate forms of action, the latter referring to those in which “ap-
propriate kinds of action create social forms” (Robbins 2004, 189)—Robbins 
suggests societies subscribing to one or another of these orientations to social 
life may have very diff erent understandings of social action.

According to Robbins, societies that are oriented to prescriptive struc-
tures will have highly detailed elaborations of the structures of social life 
(e.g., elaborate kinship systems, laws, regulations, etc). Th ose that are ori-
ented to performative structures, on the other hand, “will generally also pos-
sess very complex ideas about action: what motivates it, how it is carried 
out, and so on” (2004, 190). For some societies this complexity is rendered 
in terms of a language of mental acts in the form of “love,” “will,” “desire,” 
or “conscience.” For others, it is evident in the language of “substances” in 
the form of “food,” “blood,” or “semen” that are exchanged in the service 
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of creating and maintaining social relationships. In the case of the Urap-
min, with whom Robbins conducted his fi eld work, the foundations of social 
thinking are rooted in the idea that “social life is created by people acting out 
of their willful desires while taking into account the way these desires are 
constrained by the lawful expectations that inhere in already accomplished 
social relations” (2004, 190).

Psychological Anthropology and Willing. Alongside practice theory, con-
temporary psychocultural anthropological research and theorizing provides 
some of the most explicit accounts of the will to have been addressed from 
an anthropological perspective. Th is is perhaps not surprising given that it 
is most often psychological anthropologists who wish to critique what Ort-
ner has characterized as the relative “thinness” of both cultural and practice 
theoretical approaches to social action that tend to “slight the question of 
subjectivity, that is, the view of the subject as existentially complex, a being 
who feels and thinks and refl ects, who makes and seeks meaning” (Ortner 
2006, 110). For psychological anthropologists who have engaged the topic of 
willing (both implicitly and explicitly), however, it is often the case that ex-
periences associated with willing are reduced to more primal determinants: 
internal drives, needs, inclinations, and wants on the one hand, and cognitive 
models, cultural frames, and shared meanings on the other (see D’Andrade 
and Strauss 1992).

Roy D’Andrade (1987) has off ered what is perhaps one of the most ex-
plicit treatments of willing in psychological anthropology. According to 
D’Andrade, the North American folk model of the mind is comprised of 
a number of diff erent mental processes and states, including: perceptions; 
beliefs/knowledge; feelings/emotions; desires/wishes; intentions; and resolu-
tion, will, or self control. D’Andrade’s account of these diff ering states is a 
complex one, so we will confi ne ourselves to merely outlining some of the 
basic distinctions that most pertain to the topic at hand, namely, distinc-
tions between desires, intentions, and resolutions. D’Andrade defi nes in-
tentional states as those states in which an individual anticipates a future 
state of aff airs in light of some goal. In contrast, he characterizes desires as 
aff ective responses to intentional states. Desires can thus be distinguished 
from both wishes, which are conceptual responses to intentional states, and 
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needs, which are the pregiven physical or emotional drives to fulfi ll certain 
intentions.

In the folk model, then, desires and intentions are diff erent sorts of phe-
nomena, since “one can have desires about which one intends to do noth-
ing” (D’Andrade 1987, 121) and one can do something intentionally without 
understanding what their motives or desires are for acting in such a way in 
the fi rst place (1987, 120). According to D’Andrade, intentions are not quali-
tatively diff erent from resolutions, given that both causally arise within the 
mind, assume the self as a necessary agent of action, are controllable mental 
events, may be multiple, and are oriented to future states of aff airs and goals. 
Th e diff erence between them lies in the fact that “resolutions are  second-
order intentions—intentions to keep certain other intentions despite dif-
fi culty and opposing desires” (1987, 117). Notable here is the specifi city of 
D’Andrade’s account of willing and the extent to which it is markedly dif-
ferent from previous debates over the relative freedom and determinacy of 
human action.

Another signifi cant contribution to psychological anthropological ac-
counts of the will is found in the psychoanalytically inspired work of Mel-
ford Spiro, who argues that volitional action is that which is “motivated by 
the desire to express a sentiment or to fi ll a need” (1997, 80). To arrive at this 
defi nition, Spiro, much like D’Andrade, distinguishes between a number of 
diff erent mental states, including needs, sentiments, aims, wishes, goals, and 
desires. Where “needs” refer to “any event, condition, or state of aff airs that 
an actor feels necessary for personal physical or psychological well-being” 
(1997, 74), “sentiments” are tied to a combination of emotions and the rel-
evant objects toward which particular emotions are oriented (1997, 75).

Individual actors may entertain competing needs and sentiments that 
may arouse the desire to realize such needs and sentiments in diff ering acts, 
Spiro explains. For this reason, the ability to choose between possible com-
peting acts is what is meant by the term “aim” (1997, 79). “Wishes” refer to 
mental states that are aroused by needs and sentiments but are implicated in 
the desire to “achieve not just any kind of event, condition, or state of aff airs 
but a particular kind” (1997, 79–80). Simply put, both aims and wishes are 
varieties of desire. Whereas a desire to achieve something is a wish, the desire 
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to do something is an aim, with “the latter being a function of the former” 
(1997, 84).

According to this view, similar needs and sentiments can arouse a variety 
of wishes, which complicates the connection between possible aims directed 
toward diff ering courses of action. Th e choice between specifi c aims is, in 
Spiro’s view, motivated by the expectations that certain aims will better ful-
fi ll particular wishes. Th e way particular wishes are translated into goals—
that is, the way wishes are imagined to be fulfi lled by specifi c aims and the 
acts toward with such aims intend—may be informed by both culturally 
constituted and privately constructed schemas, Spiro maintains (1997, 82).

Of particular interest for a theory of willing (cf. Groark, Chapter 5; Ma-
geo, Chapter 6), however, is the psychoanalytically informed contention 
that psychologically threatening forms of desire may be actively repressed 
and thus rendered unconscious. Th at unconscious desires directly aff ect the 
course of otherwise volitional acts is at the basis for Spiro’s further devel-
opment of what Groark (Chapter 5), following April Leininger (2002) has 
termed “cultural psychodynamics.”

Advancing a neo-Vygotskian developmental approach to the question of 
the motivational force of cultural meanings, Dorothy Holland (1992) pro-
vides us with yet another important example of how the will is handled from 
a psychological anthropological perspective. According to Holland, one of 
the key questions that must be addressed by culture theorists is how it is that 
“meaning systems ‘become a desire’ or, more mundanely put, that a cultural 
system directs or motivates people to action” (1992, 62).

Viewing her approach as a third alternative to the cultural constructiv-
ist view of cultural models directly shaping human desires and needs, and 
the psychodynamic view of culture providing post hoc evaluations and la-
bels for underlying “deep-seated human needs,” Holland attempts to dem-
onstrate how “thought and feelings, will and motivation, are formed as the 
individual develops” through particular social encounters (Holland 1992, 
63). For instance, by examining North American women’s diff ering levels 
of involvement and interest in romantic relationships, Holland suggests that 
any given individual’s emotional and motivational commitment and iden-
tifi cation with the world of romance “comes only after a certain degree of 
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competence is reached and that this degree of emotional involvement is nec-
essary for further mastery” (1992, 82). Here then, aspects of what we might 
recognize as willing are tied not to an individual’s conscious choice to act 
in particular ways but to the extent to which their engagement in particular 
practices engenders learned competencies in those practices and correspond-
ing emotional and motivational investments in continuing one’s participa-
tion in such practices.

N E W  P E R S P E C T I V E S  O N  VO L I T I O N

Rethinking Will

Although all of the authors in this volume use their own specifi c understand-
ing of the will to guide the arguments they make, some are more explicit than 
others in trying to lay down specifi c and operational terminology such as we 
have encountered in the practice theoretical and psychological anthropologi-
cal approaches to the will reviewed above. Th roop (Chapter 2), for instance, 
using phenomenologists like Edmund Husserl and Alfred Schutz alongside 
philosophers Henri Bergson and Paul Ricoeur, devises a potent and portable 
model that off ers a rich description of what the deep structures of willing 
might look like. He proposes three experiential correlates of willing that 
may be variously selected, emphasized, and/or elaborated within particular 
personal, cultural, and social contexts: (1) a sense of own-ness, (2) anticipa-
tion/goal directedness, and (3) eff ortful-ness. According to Th roop, a sense 
of own-ness is tied to the experience of authoring an act. Anticipation/goal 
directedness entails the imaginal previewing of an act prior to its unfold-
ing, or the carrying out of an act in the service of an intended object, goal, 
project, or end. Finally, eff ortful-ness is the experience of the “inner push,” 
sense of eff ort, or what Ricoeur characterizes as the “thrust” of consciousness 
that serves to “pro-ject” a project into a given fi eld of action. For Th roop this 
model is the fi rst step toward understanding the experiential basis for willing 
in an anthropological context.

Stewart and Strathern (Chapter 7) take a somewhat diff erent approach 
in off ering an elaboration of the will. Establishing the very basic question, 
“Is there such an entity as ‘free will’?” (p. 142), they proceed to explore what 
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an anthropological perspective on volition might look like, starting with 
the assertion that doing so involves “identifying how constructs of ideologi-
cal thought worlds constrain ‘will’ and how ‘will’ (individual and notion-
ally group) reshapes ideological thought worlds through changing practices” 
(p. 143). Th e authors’ ultimate point is that will as a desire to act in the world 
and eff ect a particular outcome necessarily involves an acute use of the imag-
ination to bridge the gap—and any possible blockades—between the cur-
rent state of aff airs and an intended outcome. While purposeful imagining 
in this sense would most obviously be carried out by the willful actor herself, 
in the case of ghosts in Donegal, as well as with Duna suicide, the imagina-
tions of those who witness or experience the volition of the deceased also 
work hard to establish that not even the seeming fi nality of death can stanch 
the expression of will. Stewart and Strathern conclude by placing issues of 
will squarely within “the general domain of choice and intentionality in hu-
man action,” while highlighting the special role played by responsibility and 
morality in will.

Finally, several of the authors see willing as a sort of buff er between an 
individual and the group to which she belongs. Garro (Chapter 4) exempli-
fi es this position, explaining that for the Canadian Anishinaabe, “bad medi-
cine” can account for many sorts of disruptions in social expectations, and 
is seen as an attempt by particular, interested individuals to control social 
circumstances in their favor. It can be directed at certain people, though it 
is not always obvious who summons the “bad medicine” in the fi rst place. 
Such practices divest an affl  icted individual from responsibility for his or 
her own behavior because it is the will of the “bad medicine’s” conjurer that 
is expressed. In this case, then, willing can be said to emerge precisely when 
individuals fl ow above the collective ebb by acting in unorthodox and self-
interested ways—even if their authorship is not readily apparent. Compare 
this with ondjine, bad things happening “for a reason,” a sickness said to af-
fl ict people because of their own past, often overly willful behavior. Situating 
will in such highly charged and affl  icting cultural concepts demonstrates, as 
Garro points out, that in social contexts like that of the Anishinaabe, “there 
are moral limits to what should be willed” (p. 94). Moreover, the evocation 
of the potentially harmful infl uence of past willful action upon present cir-
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cumstances brings to light the signifi cance of temporality for understanding 
willing in Anishinaabe communities, temporality being a second key theme 
taken up by a number of our contributors.

Will and Time

Th e infl uence of temporality in matters of the will is a continuous theme in 
the following pages. Although the authors treat time diff erently according to 
the scale at which their analyses operate—for instance at the various levels of 
history discussed by Stewart and Strathern (Chapter 7), Mageo (Chapter 6), 
and Good (Chapter 8), and at the experiential level revealed by Th roop and 
Mattingly in their respective chapters—all of them use time to challenge the 
conceptualization of will as mere choice or simple action.

A sense of the historical patterning of willing is strikingly evident in 
Chapter 7, by Stewart and Strathern. Th e authors lead us through a series of 
examples as varied as the representation of sacrifi ce in Aeschylus’ Agamem-
non, suicide among the Duna, and the appearance of the deceased in the 
aff airs of the living in Ireland’s County Donegal. What becomes apparent 
in their discussion of these various historical contexts within which willing 
is understood is that while individuals always fi nd themselves embedded 
in multiple layers of social obligations and culturally shaped value systems 
that often impinge on the expression of inner desires, these layers are always 
weighted diff erently in diff erent contexts. It is only by looking at practice, 
Stewart and Strathern argue, that we can see how these layers aff ect the indi-
vidual and begin to understand the local meanings of will.

Mageo (Chapter 6) treats the particular history of missionization in the 
Pacifi c as central to her analysis of will. More specifi cally, she examines how 
the introduction of Christianity in Sāmoa may have radically altered native 
renderings of subjectivity and shifted will into a more Western form. In or-
der to clarify how traditional conceptions of will interact with these recently 
introduced forms, she turns specifi cally to dreaming and what this side of 
mental life might reveal about contemporary Samoan notions of will and 
subjectivity.

Byron Good (Chapter 8) off ers a diff erent take on historical time and 
the will. After reviewing the cases that Emil Kraepelin utilizes to illustrate 
some of the key features of individuals who suff er from such impediments of 
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the will, Good examines some of the historical, political, and cultural un-
derpinnings of Kraepelin’s volitionally based descriptive diagnosis of depres-
sive states. Noting that while pathologies of the will have largely disappeared 
from the great neo-Kraepelinian compendium, the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of the American Psychiatric Association, he points out that in marked 
contrast to contemporary psychiatry, in nineteenth and twentieth century 
neurology and neuropsychiatry, disorders of the will were prevalent diagnos-
tic categories.

Willing can also concern shorter, more experience-based time scales. 
Mattingly (Chapter 3), for instance, argues directly against a characteriza-
tion of will as a “moment of choice” and instead treats willing as a processual 
development. Using data collected during longitudinal studies with several 
African American families, Mattingly demonstrates that willing can be seen 
as a gradual shifting of orientation from one attentional target to another 
rather than some sort of split-second decision. In her view, thinking of will 
as a morally loaded process, achieved though thought, conversation, emotion 
work, and a host of other experiences, more accurately refl ects the sense of 
will as struggle that characterizes many individuals’ experience of volition.

Finally, focusing upon temporality and willing, Th roop’s contribution 
(Chapter 2) is based upon an exploration of the signifi cance of temporal-
ity in the moment-to-moment unfolding of the act, an insight developed in 
the context of subjectivist philosophical writings. In his account Th roop de-
tails specifi cally how various phases of an act understood in the context of 
streaming temporality may be diff erentially confi gured according to articu-
lated projects or may be undergone in a prerefl ective immersion in an activ-
ity in progress.

Will and Responsibility

While many philosophical treatments of will concentrate on the relative 
freedom or determinacy of choice faced by an individual at a given moment, 
many of this volume’s contributors instead focus on the complex webs of 
responsibility in which socially engaged individuals operate. Th is can mean 
several diff erent things, including a sense of moral responsibility to “act 
right,” or a cultural tendency to mitigate responsibility by situating will out-
side the acting subject.
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Developing a narrative conceptualization of will, Mattingly (Chapter 3) 
discusses “doing the right thing” as a complex process of choices that are not 
always made in a particular moment, nor are they necessarily loaded with a 
positive moral valence. Instead choices are made gradually through a series 
of morally ambivalent reorientations. Moreover, she points out that will is 
always developed and expressed in moral environments, which include other 
interested individuals with their own moral orientations, that are larger than 
the context of a decision made in a particular moment. From this perspec-
tive willing is a process that should be read as a collection of moments rather 
than any one given moment. Although people may be generally aware of the 
diff erence between right and wrong, they are also acutely aware of what is 
right and wrong “for me,” right and wrong “for my child,” right and wrong 
“right now,” right and wrong “in the long run,” and so on. Such being the 
case, and with the weight of responsibility for making a choice often being 
too diffi  cult to bear all in one go, willing becomes a long-term project of 
moral orienteering.

In some societies it can prove diffi  cult to distinguish between willing and 
morality in contexts where expressing individuality marks one as somehow 
a “bad” person. Mageo (Chapter 6), for example, points out that in Sāmoa, 
where disagreement with a higher-ranked person is socially unacceptable, in-
dividuals are held responsible for a refusal to act. Signifi cantly, they are seen 
as nonmoral persons only if the refusal is accompanied with words, vehicles 
for the overt expression of will. Th us morality in this context is calculated as 
an absence of verbalized will, silence in compliance, while nonverbal refusal 
is a morally acceptable behavior.

In some cases responsibility for willful action can be mitigated in certain 
culturally prescribed ways. Groark (Chapter 5; cf. Garro Chapter 4) demon-
strates how by shifting a sense of volitional authority outside of the here-and-
now “willful actor”—in other words, by drawing on cultural resources that 
facilitate the locating of responsibility elsewhere—the individual can deny 
both the desire and motivation underpinning certain forms of willful ac-
tion (particularly those with potentially disruptive social eff ects linked to the 
adoption of prestigious social or vocational identities). For Highland Maya, 
according to Groark, soul beliefs allow certain forms of manifestly “willful” 
behavior to be projected beyond the conscious volitional control of the wak-
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ing actor in everyday social life. Th e Tzotzil concept of self consists of three 
diff erent components, each with its own physical and metaphysical con-
tours, and each with its own sense of will. Two of these components are the 
consciously organized self of everyday life and the “essential soul,” a quasi-
 autonomous transcorporeal alter that forms the vehicle for dream experience. 
A tension is evident in the fact that individuals are “elected” to become cur-
ers through soul-based dream encounters with powerful supernatural agents 
who inform them of their calling. Th rough these nominations, they come to 
stand out from the collective because of their special abilities, eventually at-
taining a prestigious new occupational status as professional curers. Th e fact 
that they experience this calling in dreams, however, allows them to disavow 
this life path choice as a product of their own will and instead attribute it to 
the volitional autonomy of the quasi-autonomous essential soul and the will 
of the deities.

Th roop’s contribution (Chapter 2) off ers a phenomenology-based model 
for thinking about how willing operates and, in certain cultural contexts, be-
comes mitigated. Th e model draws on Robert Levy’s (1973) notions of hypo-
cognition to hypercognition in which certain concepts are made more or less 
salient and relevant in a given culture. Th roop proposes a gradient of willing 
to explain how any of the three vectors of willing—a sense of own-ness, an-
ticipation/goal directedness, and eff ortful-ness—can be highlighted or back-
grounded in a given moment or in a given culture. According to Th roop’s 
perspective, exploring how these vectors are operationalized can lend power 
to understanding what the will looks like and how it works in a given cul-
ture. A culture in which will is characterized with a low sense of own-ness 
and eff ortful-ness would assign responsibility diff erently than one with ex-
plicitly marked senses of own-ness and eff ortful-ness. While this model is 
not the only way to start tackling the will in an ethnographic context, it does 
off er some concrete metrics with which to begin coming to grips with usable 
concept of the will in psychological anthropology.

Will and Narrative

It may be that willing is so integral an element of human experience that 
parsing it out as a separate and isolable component is a diffi  cult task for both 
experiencer and analyst alike. When an individual refl ects upon willing, as 
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with other forms of experience, she often places it into various kinds of nar-
rative frameworks, each with its own structural requirements and system-
atics for patterning content. It is perhaps not surprising that in this light 
several of the volume’s contributor’s have turned to narrative as a means for 
understanding some dimensions of the will. Indeed, perhaps willing only 
becomes apparent in a holistic context that makes sense as an entire confi gu-
ration, rather than as viewing it as something independent of other variables. 
Stewart and Strathern (Chapter 7) make this clear by presenting their argu-
ment in the form of several compelling vignettes, each with its own internal 
structure that illuminates a diff erent context-sensitive variation of willing. 
As these wide-ranging vignettes demonstrate, the degree to which willing is 
experienced as narrative or is framed as narrative after-the-fact varies. Add to 
that the fact that culture itself often has a strong tendency to over-elaborate 
whatever structuring power narrative itself provides. As a result, stories, in 
the form of cultural tropes, are in many cases the dominant tools by which 
willing becomes manifest and can be explained. Th e implications of this nar-
rative approach are consequential to an anthropological understanding of 
the will—with this model, will is not idiosyncratic but patterned, patterns 
are predictable, and predictability minimizes any potential tears in the so-
cial fabric that might be caused by untamped individualism. In other words, 
squaring will in a narrative framework is one of the simplest means of indi-
rect social control.

Several of the volume’s authors explicitly fuse narrative theory with eth-
nographic particulars to show how this approach enhances the analysis of 
will. Mattingly (Chapter 3), for instance, argues that any “choice” can only 
make sense as an orientation to something within a story in which a context 
unfolds with a past leading up to that choice and some desired future out-
come. By moving the will into a morally loaded narrative framework, she 
forcefully shows, using ethnographic evidence, how generally conceiving of 
will as some identifi able “choice” is actually fundamentally fl awed.

Garro (Chapter 4), on the other hand, uses two culturally salient story 
structures to show how willing is controlled according to Anishinaabe cul-
ture. Certain kinds of events in Anishinaabe society are seen by some mem-
bers as the result of “bad medicine,” the malevolent will of another, and other 
events as stemming from ondjine, one’s own will that was left unchecked 
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at some point in the past. While these two explanations are ultimately dif-
ferent, both implicate specifi c, regular, and predictable narrative structures, 
which in turn people use to understand the event and explain it, and perhaps 
even, in the case of “bad medicine,” to excuse it.

 Groark (Chapter 5), illuminates similar normativizing forces among 
Tzotzil Maya. Tzotzil investiture dreams, in which men and women receive 
a calling to become a curer, follow particular regularized patterns. Th e Maya 
dreamspace exists apart from the everyday world, and as stated above, the 
aspect of the self that experiences dreams, the “soul,” is felt by Tzotzil indi-
viduals to be both “me” and “not quite me.” By narrating the dream with the 
soul as experiencer, and by using various grammatical and lexical features 
that distance the dreamer from the dream experience itself, the soul becomes 
objectifi ed as a quasi-third person entity. Th is narrative shifting of experi-
ential center away from the embodied dreamer and onto the soul allows the 
dreamer to disavow any direct role in “choosing” to become a curer—a po-
tentially disruptive claim—since in this story the individual’s own will was 
not involved. Social harmony is thus preserved.

Will, Imagination, and Dreaming

Finally, a number of authors bring up the signifi cance of the imagination for 
understanding the will. Arguably within the realm of the imaginal, two of 
the chapters focus specifi cally on dreams as a critical locus for uncovering 
the textured variability of will in relation to broad sociocultural contexts. 
In discussing the relationship between a social actor’s anticipation of future 
courses of events, actions, desires, wishes, and goals, many contributors 
evoke the imagination as implicated in the ability to forecast possible hori-
zons of experiences (see Mattingly Chapter 3, Garro Chapter 4, Stewart and 
 Strathern Chapter 7). Th at said, it is perhaps in the investigation of dream 
experience that the most dynamic and provocative analyses of culturally and 
personally constituted forms of willing in the imaginal realm are advanced. 
For instance, Mageo’s historically based analysis of will in Sāmoa (Chap-
ter 6) explores how the introduction of Christian ideals and practices may 
have impacted local understandings of subjectivity and willing. Investigating 
how local conceptions of will impact and are impacted by these more recently 
introduced forms, she looks to dreaming, which she sees as a mechanism for 
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extracting experience from daily life and incorporating it into more abstract, 
experientially distant cultural schemas. Using ethnographic evidence she ar-
gues that in Sāmoa dreams are a space for playing with will and its expres-
sion. Th rough dreaming people are able to parse out their own desires from 
the restrictions that social structure places on them, to “clarify what is wish 
fulfi llment and what is nightmare” (p. 138), and generally be free from the 
pressure of social expectations.

Groark (Chapter 5) likewise sees dreaming as a locus for generating so-
cial action. Because the Maya dreamspace, which is treated as real, is not 
directly experienced by the corporeal self there are fewer restrictions on be-
havior there. It is the space in which will is most freely expressed, albeit by a 
“not quite me” soul rather than the corporeal individual. Once the dreaming 
self returns to the everyday world where overly willful behavior is dispre-
ferred, the dream experiences are often only reluctantly avowed. While the 
body-based self is the most experientially willful aspect of the self, it is also 
the most prone to social control since it subsists in the everyday world where 
certain behaviors are highly restricted. Th us dreaming is for the Maya one of 
the only options available for expressing will free from social control.

Both Groark and Mageo challenge a purely bodily basis for will, suggest-
ing that perhaps the will may lie elsewhere in an individual’s psychic intra-
verse. Moreover they demonstrate the power of dreams to be an equalizing 
force by slipping the self-evident social inequality that permeates the every-
day world and entering a space where the individual’s equality or inequality 
need not be at issue.

C O N C L U S I O N

With this volume we do not intend merely to lay a thin veil of cultural rela-
tivism over already existing philosophical debates, nor are we trying to rehash 
largely dormant themes in the social sciences. We have attempted to draw 
together not only a complex body of research and theory on subjectivity, but 
also a powerful group of scholars to bring their own analytical insights to 
the nettlesome problem of the will. Applying anthropological reasoning and 
the explanatory acuity that comes from ethnographic observations of human 
action in situ, these analyses of choice and willing provide a deeper and more 
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nuanced understanding of the relationship between individual action and 
sociocultural forces. As many of the volume’s contributors reveal, an under-
standing of the constitution, effi  cacy, and orientation of the will is far from 
a simple matter of examining individual or collective agency in relation to 
cultural, historical, and/or social determinants.

How actors perceive, feel, think, choose, desire, remember, imagine, fan-
tasize, and act are intimately implicated in anything that we might deem to 
gloss with the term of will. In this light, we argue that it is not enough to 
simply note that an individual’s actions have had tangible eff ects upon their 
social world (where anthropological discussions of “agency” often begin and 
end), for an understanding of the very fabric of human subjectivity lies at the 
heart of such determinations.

Each of these chapters speaks clearly to the need for further anthro-
pological inquiry into willing in cultural contexts. By bridging topics that 
range from imagination to morality, from dreams to psychopathology, we 
hope this volume highlights the complex and multi-faceted ways of being-in-
the world that may have occasion, depending on the context, to be glossed 
with the term will. As these chapters attest, there is clearly much more to 
be said on the nature of willing from philosophical, historical, sociological, 
and anthropological perspectives. If nothing else, however, we hope that this 
collection has taken signifi cant steps toward advancing a more explicit an-
thropology of the will through generating a modest amount of intellectual 
fervor around the theoretical questions that emerge when our descriptive and 
analytical lenses are focused upon the intersection of culture—including all 
of its various components—and the will.



Ph i l o s o p h e r s  s i n c e  t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e 
ancient Greeks have tended to categorize subjective expe-

rience according to three basic faculties. Th ese include the faculty of percep-
tion (cognition, intellection, memory), the faculty of feeling (emotion, aff ect, 
sensation), and the faculty of will (volition, conation, intention). While this 
tripartite set has long informed philosophical and later psychological models 
of the fundamental structures of subjective experience, the faculty of will 
has remained largely under-examined in many anthropological investiga-
tions concerning the organization of cultural subjectivities (see Murphy and 
Th roop, Chapter 1). 

In this chapter, I will take some initial steps toward addressing this appar-
ent oversight in anthropology by suggesting a phenomenologically grounded 
approach to willing as informed by the writings of Henri Bergson ([1889] 
2001), Alfred Schutz ([1932] 1967), and Paul Ricoeur ([1950] 1966). I hold that 
this approach to willing can signifi cantly inform anthropological theorizing 

c h a p t e r  2

I N  T H E  M I D S T  OF  AC T ION
C. Jason Th roop

To be understood and rediscovered, this mystery which I am 
demands that I become one with it, that I participate in it so 
that I do not observe it as confronting me at a distance as an 
object.

Paul Ricoeur ([1950] 1966)
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and research because it postulates a number of distinct phenomenal aspects 
of willing that are diff erentially obfuscated and highlighted in the context 
of everyday experience and which may be distinctly confi gured in diff ering 
cultural contexts. Th ese phenomenal aspects of willing can be understood as 
existential structures that are variously emphasized in competing theoretical 
traditions in the human sciences and in the context of the patterning of sub-
jective experience cross-culturally.

T H E O R I Z I N G  T H E  AC T

Whether explicitly addressed or not, the act of “willing” is, of course, not 
solely the concern of philosophers. From Marx to Weber to Bourdieu to Gid-
dens, social theorists have often situated their views concerning the relative 
dynamics of social life in theories that attempt to account for both “agency” 
and “structure” (see Ahearn 2001; Alexander 1988; Archer 2003; Dornan 
2002; Duranti 2004; Kockelman 2007; Ortner 1984, 1996, 2006; Williams 
1977). It is not my intention to provide anything approximating a compre-
hensive review of social theories of agency and social action in this chapter 
(see Ahearn 2001; Kockelman 2007; Murphy and Th roop, Chapter 1). Th ere 
are, however, some key themes that evidence an incipient interest in the will 
that recurrently appear when problems of agency and structure are addressed 
from a social scientifi c scope of inquiry.

Indeed, in those social scientifi c perspectives that set out to theorize the 
social act, we fi nd a number of associated tensions between a series of pu-
tatively antagonistic qualities that speak, at least indirectly, to the problem 
of willing. Whether it is in terms of such familiar distinctions as spontane-
ity versus deliberation, habit versus refl ection, unconsciousness versus con-
sciousness, consequence versus intention, or determinacy versus freedom, we 
fi nd social theorists often struggling to articulate a portrait of the social actor 
as diff erentially impacted by, and impacting, the social world within which 
he or she is enmeshed. 

Th e Problem of Willing in Bourdieu’s Practice Th eory

Pierre Bourdieu’s writings provide an excellent illustrative example of an in-
fl uential social theoretical approach to agency in which a number of these 
key distinctions are evoked in an eff ort to critique the concept of the will. 
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In a previous work, Murphy and I (see Th roop and Murphy 2002) have ar-
gued that Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, which is positioned as a foil to both 
philosophical and social scientifi c assessments of social actors as “willful” 
agents, pivots on his attempts to align habitus with the unfolding of thor-
oughly determined yet spontaneous, unconscious, and unpredictable forms 
of action. As Bourdieu asserts, habitus, as a generative internalization of so-
cial structure, should be considered a “second nature” or forgotten history 
that operates as “a spontaneity without consciousness or will” (1990, 56). 

In using the term spontaneity, Bourdieu is referring to a nonconscious, 
prerefl ective activity that is not predictable. To this end, he makes a clear 
distinction between predictability and determination (Th roop and Murphy 
2002). While it may certainly be true that we can never come to view prac-
tice as perfectly predictable, Bourdieu (1977, 15, 73, 116) holds that this does 
not mean that an individual’s habitus is not thoroughly determined; a posi-
tion that leads him to fault theorists who posit social actors as acting in ac-
cordance with explicit, refl exive, and goal-directed projects. 

According to Bourdieu, it is important to recognize that it is not through 
conscious attention to predetermined “roles,” “rules” or “models” that agents 
are able to negotiate their interactions with the social world (1990; 2000). 
It is instead through the unintentional triggering of strategic patterns of 
thought and action produced by habitus in its mutually informing relation 
to structure that they are able to do so (Bourdieu 1977, 73).¹ Here lies what 
Bourdieu labels the “fallacy of the rule.” According to Bourdieu, “the fal-
lacy of the rule” refers to the idea that agents are not consciously oriented 
to rules governing their behavior when directly engaged in activity. Th at is, 
agents are not conscious of how their practices are “objectively governed” by 
social expectations and conditions. Th ey lack, Bourdieu argues, an explicit 
cognizance of the “mechanisms producing . . . conformity in the absence of 
intention to conform” [emphasis added] (1977, 29). 

Connected to the “fallacy of the rule” is what Bourdieu labels the “fi -
nalist illusion.” In Bourdieu’s estimation, practices are produced by habitus, 
which serves as a generative principle allowing individuals to adjust and re-
spond to ever-changing situations. In stressing the generative and spontane-
ous “strategic” functioning of habitus, he asserts, however, that it is a mistake 
to believe that these strategies are determined in accord with an actor’s ex-



i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  a c t i o n  31

plicit orientation to future goals, plans, or projects. It is not conscious atten-
tion to imagined fi nal goals or outcomes that drives action but unconscious 
habituated responses to present contextual conditions.

Never explicitly distinguishing between “intention” and “will,” Bourdieu 
further asserts that habitus is transmitted without conscious intention.² He 
stresses that habitus is grounded exclusively in the “intentionless invention 
of regulated improvisation” in which an agent’s “actions and works are the 
product of a modus operandi of which he is not the producer and [of which 
he] has no conscious mastery” (Bourdieu 1977, 79). For precisely this reason 
Bourdieu criticizes researchers who attempt to work back from practice (opus 
operatum) to motive (modus operandi) in their attempts to analyze human 
action. Again, he argues that this underlies the perpetuation of a pernicious 
view of the agent as a conscious, “intentional” and “willful” actor (Bourdieu 
1977, 36). He suggests, in fact, that much of the evidence leading researchers 
to believe that agents are acting in accord with “consciously felt goals” should 
be understood as nothing other than attempts on the part of agents to retro-
spectively rationalize their behavior only after it has spontaneously occurred; 
an issue that I will discuss in more detail. From Bourdieu’s perspective then, 
spontaneity, generativity, and strategy should not be confl ated with willing. 
Th e latter is an all too conscious, refl exive, and mentalistic construct that 
fails, in his estimation, to account for the primacy of the structurally deter-
mined, unconscious, embodied, and yet generative structures entailed in the 
habitual patterning of human action. 

Social Th eory and the Philosophy of the Will

One of the purposes of engaging in this all too brief discussion of Bourdieu’s 
practice theory is to highlight how distinctions between consciousness and 
unconsciousness, spontaneity and refl ection, and predictability and determi-
nation, may be variously utilized to articulate a position that critically chal-
lenges the role of willing in the enactment and orchestration of social action. 
Again, it is important to recall that Bourdieu’s emphasis on the spontaneous 
and unpredictable nature of habitus does not lead him to characterize the ac-
tive phases of habitus as comparable to an act of willing. In highlighting the 
thorough lack of attention to the experience of willing in Bourdieu’s theory 
I also hope to show in this chapter how a more rigorous examination of the 
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phenomenology of willing might in fact better serve the development of cul-
ture theory than Bourdieu’s outright dismissal. 

It is interesting to note with Paul Ricoeur ([1950] 1966) that many clas-
sical debates in philosophy have also sought to examine the problem of de-
liberation in relationship to willing by employing a number of very similar 
distinctions in the service of very diff erent visions of “freedom” and “choice.” 
For instance, rationalist philosophical approaches to volition tend to charac-
terize “freedom” of will as belonging “exclusively to rational motives sweep-
ing away aff ective motives (or inclinations)” ([1950] 1966, 150). Irrationalist 
philosophical approaches to the will, in contrast, hold that “freedom” and 
willing are associated with a “surge from the deep which breaks through 
anonymous, dead, intellectual reasons” (ibid.). 

Depending upon the philosophical tradition or social theory in question, 
constraint can be understood to reside either “inside” or “outside” a given 
social actor. Th ere is also great debate over whether or not conscious delib-
eration or spontaneous activity should be held to be at the heart of freedom 
and choice. Overall it seems that there are very few points of clear conver-
gence regarding what counts as an instance of willing in either social scien-
tifi c or philosophical circles. While each of the distinctions discussed above 
have served to bolster diff ering visions of what constitutes willing, I hope 
to demonstrate how a more careful phenomenological analysis of the tem-
porality of acts of willing might provide some much needed clarity in our 
understanding of the phenomena of willing and its cultural and interactional 
entailments. 

P H E N O M E N O L O G Y  O F  T H E  W I L L : 

OW N  N E S S ,  A N T I C I PAT I O N ,  A N D  E F F O R T F U L  N E S S

Generally speaking, in philosophy and social theory there has been much de-
bate over the causal effi  cacy of willing, whether willing should be character-
ized as free or determined, and whether or not the will should be construed 
to be a faculty of the soul or mind.³ In taking a phenomenological approach 
to willing, however, I will begin by bracketing these debates and turn, as Ed-
mund Husserl taught, to the “things themselves”: the experiential correlates 
of willing. My present project is thus not to claim a position for or against 
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the freedom, determinacy, or ontological status of the will (see Stewart and 
Strathern, Chapter 7). It is instead to elaborate a phenomenological basis for 
exploring willing and the various ways that cultural processes may inform 
an individual’s experience and expression of willing. In so doing, I will draw 
from, and build upon, Paul Ricoeur’s ([1950] 1966) pioneering descriptive 
phenomenological analysis of volition⁴ (what I am currently calling “will-
ing”) in the context of his book, Freedom and Nature.

My overall goal in this chapter is to delimit, by means of descriptive phe-
nomenology, those structures of experience that may be diff erentially fore-
grounded or backgrounded in the context of any given subject’s experience 
of willing. Th e necessity of working to gain a phenomenologically informed 
discernment of what exactly it is we mean by willing is rooted in the fact 
that current discussions in anthropology and the social sciences concerning 
the will—however indirect or vague those discussions might be—are largely 
lacking in any defi nitional consensus. Indeed, terms such as desire, emotion, 
motive, and intention seem at fi rst glance to have a certain family resemblance 
to the concept of willing. Depending on the particular theorist or ethnogra-
pher who uses these terms, however, there appears at present to be no simple 
means for discerning the extent to which these concepts have much, if any 
bearing, on the phenomenon of willing. Of course, these defi nitional issues 
are not solely of theoretical import, since practically speaking, it is only in 
gaining some conceptual clarity with regard to what it is we mean by the 
concept of willing that we will be able to begin to assess the extent to which 
such a concept is indeed translatable in other cultural contexts.

As Th omas Csordas (1990) has convincingly argued, a powerful aspect of 
phenomenological analysis lies in its ability to provide fi ne-grained descrip-
tions of the cultural patterning of those subjectively and intersubjectively 
mediated constitutive acts underpinning the formation of objects of experi-
ence. To this end, drawing specifi cally from Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962), 
Csordas (1990) argues for the signifi cance of shifting our analytic gaze from 
pregiven objects of experience to those processes of constitution that fi rst 
give rise to such objects. Th is, he asserts, is an important step in any cultural 
analysis given the fact that perception, even social scientifi cally mediated 
forms of perception (cf. Goodwin 1994; Schutz 1967), does not begin with 
but rather ends in objects.
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Th ree Experiential Correlates of Willing

When examining willing phenomenologically—that is, from the perspective 
of an examination of phenomena as they are presented to the experiencing 
subject—we are confronted with at least three distinct phenomenological as-
pects of willing,⁵ what I will call: (1) a sense of own-ness, (2) anticipation/goal 
directedness, and (3) eff ortful-ness or what psychologist Daniel Wegner terms 
“feeling of doing.” (cf. Bayne and Levy 2006; Ricoeur [1950] 1966; Wegner 
2002; see also Garro, Chapter 4)

Let’s begin with the sense of “own-ness.” Th is aspect of the experience of 
willing is tied to a recognition (implicit or explicit) that the act of willing is 
somehow our own. In other words, the act is understood to arise from and 
be initiated by an “I”; understood in the Jamesian sense of the term as that 
aspect of the self that serves as a locus of experience and action (James [1890] 
1983). Th at is, the experience of willing implies that a currently unfolding act 
is understood to be initiated by, and is thus associated with, the self as ex-
periencer to the exclusion of other causal agents. As such, the sense of own-
ness is thereby implicated in attributions of control and authorship over a par-
ticular act (see Garro, Chapter 4). It appears that for many anthropologists, 
psychologists, and philosophers, it has been the aspect of own-ness that has 
often proven to be quite controversial when discussing the will. 

It is important to note with Ricoeur ([1950] 1966, 58– 59), however, 
that this sense of own-ness need not be an explicitly refl exive act. Instead, 
as Ricoeur explains, “all acts carry with them a vague awareness of their 
 subject-pole, their place of emission” ([1950] 1966, 60).⁶ Th at said, to postu-
late both refl exive and prerefl exive varieties of a sense of own-ness does not 
thus perforce entail that these should be necessarily considered two dispa-
rate ways of being-in-the-act. For there may also be a signifi cant connection 
made between a prerefl exive “vague awareness” of the act’s “place of emis-
sion” and full fl edged refl exive assessments of one’s authorship of an act. As 
Ricoeur suggests, there is always a “prerefl exive imputation of myself” in the 
willing of an act, which contains within itself “the germ of the possibility of 
refl ection” ([1950] 1966, 58).

In terms of anticipation/goal directedness, I am referring to the idea that 
willing often implies either the pre-viewing of the act prior to its unfolding, 
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or the carrying out of an act in the service of an intended object, goal, proj-
ect, or end. Hannah Arendt recognizes the signifi cance of this anticipatory 
structure of willing when she proclaims that “the Will, if it exists at all . . . is 
as obviously our mental organ for the future as memory is our mental organ 
for the past” ([1971] 1978, 13). Willing can thus be understood as a conscious 
feeding forward to anticipate and then realize a possible or desired future (cf. 
Bourdieu 1977). And it is this aspect of willing—willing as anticipatory—
that is so clearly highlighted in the semantic overlap that exists between will-
ing and intentionality, both in terms of its everyday usage as planned or de-
liberate action and in terms of its more rigorous phenomenological defi nition 
as consciousness directed toward an intentional object (Husserl [1931] 1962; 
Jacquette 2004; see also Duranti 1993a, 2001).

Th e third aspect, eff ortful-ness or feeling of doing, recognizes the fact 
that the act of willing is indeed experienced as an “act.” Th at is, there may 
often be a perceptible force or energy to willing, what Wegner (2002) calls 
an “internal ‘oomph.’” And it is often this eff ortful-ness that is held to be the 
catalyst that propels action forward. As Ricoeur notes, in the context of will-
ing, the myself “commits” itself to the project of an action, such that even on 
a prerefl exive level willing can be understood as that “which makes the leap, 
which pro-jects the project” ([1950] 1966, 63). To this end, eff ortful-ness can 
be understood in accord with a “commitment,” a “leap,” what Ricoeur also 
calls that “thrust” of consciousness that serves to “pro-ject” the project into a 
given fi eld of action. I would suggest that it is the eff ortful-ness, or the inner 
push of willing, that is perhaps responsible for encouraging some thinkers to 
equate “desire” with the “will,” a potentially problematic equation consider-
ing that individuals may often “desire” objects that they “willingly” abstain 
from obtaining.

Experiential Correlates and Phenomenological Vectors

Having outlined three experiential correlates of willing, I would like to sug-
gest that the sense of own-ness, anticipation, and eff ortful-ness, can each be 
understood as instances of what Drew Leder has termed “phenomenological 
vectors” (1990). According to Leder, a phenomenological vector is “a structure 
of experience that makes possible and encourages the subject in certain prac-
tical or interpretive directions, while never mandating them as invariants” 
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(1990, 150). Signifi cantly, Leder argues that the motivated possibilities inher-
ent in any given phenomenological vector ensure that although there might 
be important commonalities potentiated by these vectors cross- culturally, 
their fi nal organization and meaning will importantly depend upon the cul-
tural fi eld within which they present themselves. From this perspective then, 
a cultural model that may have been suggested by phenomenological vectors 
(e.g., a sense own-ness, anticipation, and eff ortful-ness) can recursively feed 
back to further highlight and elaborate those somatic and psychical experi-
ences that most accurately correspond to the cultural model in question.

Of great signifi cance for exploring the cultural patterning of willing is 
the idea that these three experiential correlates can be construed as some-
what independent from one another. For instance, there are often times—
like when an individual “absent mindedly” plays with his or her hair while 
reading—when the individual performing an action does so without explicit 
anticipation of a specifi c goal. And yet, the actor may still have both a sense 
of own-ness and eff ortful-ness associated with the action. Similarly, there are 
cases where actors carry out action in the service of a goal, experience eff ort-
ful-ness, and yet have a questionable sense of own-ness associated with the 
act—a classic example is that of driving a car down the freeway only to later 
realize that one has only a vague memory of the actual route taken. Finally, 
there are also cases where an actor may experience eff ortful-ness and no cor-
responding anticipation or sense of own-ness associated with his or her ac-
tions. Such an orientation to action has often been of reported in the context 
of some forms of spirit possession and so-called dissociative disorders (see 
Garro, Chapter 4; Good, Chapter 8; Mageo, Chapter 6). 

Although I have set out to highlight how the experiential correlates of 
a sense of own-ness, anticipation, and eff ortful-ness can be understood as 
somewhat independent from one another, there are almost always possibili-
ties for important connections between these three phenomenological vec-
tors. For instance, anticipation is often directed toward a particular project 
that is also imbued with the actor’s sense of own-ness. As Ricoeur makes 
clear, the prerefl exive myself may insert “itself into the plan of action to be 
done; in a real sense it becomes committed. And, in becoming committed, it 
binds itself: it constrains its future appearance” ([1950] 1966, 59). 



i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  a c t i o n  37

O N  T H E  T E M P O R A L I T Y  O F  W I L L I N G

Having briefl y outlined these three phenomenal vectors of willing, I would 
now like to draw from the work of Henri Bergson, Alfred Schutz, and Paul 
Ricoeur in order to develop a better understanding of the dynamics of these 
three vectors in the context of everyday social interaction. A key insight ad-
vanced by each of these thinkers is that an adequate view of willing lies in a 
necessary examination of the role of temporality in the moment-to-moment 
unfolding of the act. 

Bergson on Willing and a “Certain Misconception of Duration”

In his book Time and Free Will ([1889] 2001), Henri Bergson points out that a 
signifi cant problem associated with long-standing debates in philosophy over 
the nature of the will is that these debates are grounded in a “certain mis-
conception of duration” ([1889] 2001, 173). Th is misconception is rooted in 
what he holds to be a prevalent tendency in philosophy to imbue the fl ux and 
plurality of immediate temporality (“duration”) with the static homogeneity 
of extensity (“space”). Bergson argues that most philosophical discussions of 
freedom and determinacy in relationship to willing have tended to focus on 
either the preformed anticipation of action or the retrospective assessment 
of action. As Bergson observes, both temporal orientations to willing rely 
upon “symbolical,” “spatialized” understandings of duration in the form of 
the image of a completed act ([1889] 2001, 239; cf. Whorf 1956).⁷ In the case 
of anticipation, it is reliance upon an imagined projection of the completed 
act as a goal toward which the individual orients her action. In the case of 
recollection it is reliance on a retrospective assessment of a completed act 
that stands out against the background of other possible, yet unrealized, 
completed acts. 

As a result, Bergson holds that what has been ignored in previous philo-
sophical discussions of willing is an exploration of willing in the context of 
the dynamic progress of lived temporality.⁸ As he states, all of the various 
perspectives focusing on the relative freedom or determinacy of the will have 
relied upon an overly intellectualized schematic understanding of willed ac-
tion as “a thing and not a progress; . . . [that] corresponds, in its inertness, to 
a kind of stereotyped memory of the whole process of deliberation and the 
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fi nal decision arrived at: how could . . . [this] give us the least idea of the 
concrete movement, the dynamic progress by which the deliberation issued 
in the act?” ([1889] 2001, 181). Implicit in Bergson’s attempt to clarify this 
“misconception of duration,” is thus the important insight that willing may 
be diff erentially realized temporally in diff erent phases in the moment-to-
moment unfolding of the act. 

Schutz on the Progressing Phases of the Act

Drawing directly from Bergson and Edmund Husserl in the context of a 
critique of Max Weber’s theory of meaning and social action, Alfred Schutz 
makes these implicit insights explicit in his book Th e Phenomenology of the 
Social World ([1932] 1967). Here, Schutz holds that there is an ever-present 
tension between “living experience within the fl ow of duration and refl ec-
tion on the experience thus lived through” ([1932] 1967, 70; see Th roop and 
Murphy 2002; Th roop 2003a). Accordingly, he suggests “the meaning of an 
action is diff erent depending on the point in time from which it is observed” 
([1932] 1967, 65).⁹

Behavior as it occurs in pure duration is, Schutz observes, “pre-
 phenomenal”; without explicitly formed goals, motives, projects or recollec-
tions. In the immediacy of the “deed in the doing” there is no refl ection 
upon the act in progress or upon the goals to which that act may be directed. 
In terms of the three phenomenological vectors of willing, we fi nd that at the 
stage of pre-phenomenal behavior, action seems, according to Schutz’s char-
acterization at least, to be carried out either in the absence of, or with only a 
vague awareness of, the vector of anticipation. 

While Schutz ([1932] 1967, 75) does argue that there is a “primal unity” to 
the stream of duration in which diverse experiences are “bound together as 
mine,” there is further still some ambiguity as to whether or not Schutz would 
argue for the possibility of a sense of own-ness arising in pre- phenomenal be-
havior. Regardless of Schutz’s position, I would like to suggest with Ricoeur 
(see below) that we entertain the possibility that this aspect of willing, the 
sense of own-ness, may or may not arise during this particular phase of the 
act. Likewise, the feeling of doing need not necessarily but might be poten-
tially associated with pre-phenomenal behavior. 
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Schutz is careful to distinguish pre-phenomenal behavior from phenom-
enal action, however. In contrast to pre-phenomenal behavior, phenomenal 
action is behavior carried out in service of an explicitly recollected or pro-
jected act (cf. Giddens 1984). Here Schutz, following Bergson, argues that 
the conscious project—the span of which determines the unity of an actor’s 
perception of what activities are to be included within the boundaries of 
the act—“anticipates not the action itself but the [completed] act” ([1932] 
1967, 67). 

One way in which the image of a completed act informs a project is 
through what Schutz terms an “in-order-to motive.” As Schutz explains, 
when a project is constituted in light of an in-order-to motive a given goal is 
“phantasied in the future perfect tense” as already executed ([1932] 1967, 87). 
For instance, I have been working on this chapter in order to see it published 
in an edited collection on the problem of “the will” in anthropology. Here 
an imagined already executed act of a completed chapter is what guides my 
present motive to continue writing in order to accomplish this goal. Th is 
stands in contrast with refl ective orientations to causally based “because-
 motives” that are directed to “those conscious experiences which precede (in 
the pluperfect tense) the actual project” as it was undertaken by the actor 
([1932] 1967, 95). It could thus be said, for example, that I am writing this 
chapter because I have made particular choices in the past (such as applying 
to graduate school) that eventually led me to a career in anthropology. It is 
signifi cant to note that in the case of “because motives” it is still completed 
acts, this time recollected and not anticipated, that defi ne the goals and mo-
tives informing my present project.

Overall, Schutz makes clear that depending on whether or not a theorist 
is focusing upon the pure project stage, the action in progress, or the act as 
it has been already executed, there may be very diff erent ways to interpret 
an agent’s conscious attention to his or her motivations, intentions, plans, 
and goals ([1932] 1967, 64).¹⁰ And I would also add, such diff erent temporal 
orientations to the relative progress of an action might also entail very dif-
ferent ways for us to understand the extent to which own-ness, anticipation, 
and  eff ortful-ness might be variously foregrounded or backgrounded for in-
dividual actors in the real-time unfolding of the act.
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Ricoeur on Time and (In)voluntary Action

A focus on the signifi cance of temporality for developing an understanding 
of how aspects of willing diff erentially articulate in the context of the un-
folding of the act is also found in the work of Paul Ricoeur. Indeed, Ricoeur 
holds that “the dynamics of the act, can only be clarifi ed in a temporal per-
spective” ([1950] 1966, 163). Central to Ricoeur’s project is an exploration of 
the relation of a project to its temporally mediated execution in the context 
of a variable fl uctuation between what he characterizes as delay, distention, 
or hesitation and action, contraction, or impulse ([1950] 1966, 39). Ricoeur 
holds that it is largely with regard to the former, wherein a “decision [is] cut 
off  from its execution by a delay” (ibid.), that a sense of what constitutes “vol-
untary” action most explicitly emerges experientially. Th is is because the lat-
ter set of existential characteristics are entailed in “truly involuntary action, 
an explosive, impulsive action in which the subject cannot recognize himself 
and of which he says that it escaped him” (ibid.). Ricoeur, much like Bergson 
and Schutz, also alludes to a diff erential relationship between refl ective ac-
tion and prerefl ective behavior when he asserts that a social actor 

who is going to act or who is acting does not normally refl ect on his fundamental 
self; only in memory and particularly in the retrospection of remorse does there 
appear to him suddenly, at the same time at the center and outside of his act, a self 
which could and should be other ([1950] 1966, 28).

Moreover, much like Schutz, Ricoeur suggests that the voluntary and the 
involuntary are capable of working both in concert and in opposition. Th ey 
are never to be simply considered as two necessarily opposing poles on a 
gradient of determinacy and freedom. As he puts it, “the initial situation 
revealed by description is the reciprocity of the involuntary and the voluntary. 
Need, emotion, habit, etc., acquire a complete signifi cance only in relation 
to a will which they solicit, dispose, and generally aff ect, and which in turn 
determines their signifi cance” [emphasis in the original] ([1950] 1966, 4). For 
Ricoeur, “willing” is thus only possible in relationship to an ongoing and ac-
tive engagement, reliance upon, and ultimately some form of mastery over, 
“involuntary” aspects of human mentation and behavior.¹¹ 

Finally, a key component of Ricoeur’s analysis of willing and the tempo-
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ral unfolding of the act lies in his recognition of the central role of attention 
in modifying an actor’s subjective experience of willing.¹² Drawing from 
Husserl ([1931] 1962) and Bradley (1901a, 1901b), Ricoeur defi nes attention as 
the capacity—either passive or active—to detach an object “from the back-
ground of which it is a part” ([1950] 1966, 154). Attention is thus “an action 
which accentuates, yet brings out something already given” ([1950] 1966, 154). 
Because there is an ongoing, dynamic shifting of attention from those objects 
foregrounded in awareness and those residing in the background, Ricoeur 
reminds us that attention “is something which unfolds in time, accentuating 
and bringing to light various alternative ‘aspects’ of a disordered situation, 
the diverse ‘value’ aspects of a practical puzzle” ([1950] 1966, 157). And it is 
through the medium of a consciousness constituted through the dynamic 
shifting of attention to various aspects of perceptual, sensorial, and imaginal 
objects that various forms of being-in-the-act are imagined, evoked, and car-
ried out in the context of possible and actual fi elds of social activity (see also 
Th roop 2003a, 2008, forthcoming). 

In variously focusing on the “myself” (i.e., “a sense of own-ness”), the 
“‘what’ of the action” (i.e., the project or goal) and the “thrust” of decision 
(i.e., “eff ortful-ness”) that are framed according to that which is “to be done 
by me in the future,” (i.e., “anticipation/goal directedness), Ricoeur argues 
that the functioning and resolution of attention serves a prominent role in 
both the organization of the project in an actor’s awareness and its ultimate 
“launching” in the fi eld of action ([1950] 1966, 166). In fact, it is always at 
least partially the case that what we call “control over process is attention in 
motion: choice in a sense is a fi xing of attention” ([1950] 1966, 149). 

A  P H E N O M E N O L O G I C A L  R E  E X A M I N I N G  O F 

P R O J E C T S  A N D  AC T S  I N  P R O G R E S S

In the work of Bergson, Schutz, and Ricoeur, we fi nd evidence for a struggle 
to articulate the relationship between prerefl ective behavior and refl ective ac-
tion in the context of social activity. Such a perspective importantly pivots 
on the nature of the anticipatory vector of willing as directed toward a proj-
ect that may be variously imagined in a retrospective or prospective, and 
yet still always completed, form. Recall that Bergson argues that it is the 
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very tendency of philosophers to spatialize the project as a completed act 
instead of turning to attend to the act in progress that fuels ongoing debates 
in philosophy over the relative freedom or determinacy of the will. Similarly, 
Schutz holds that there is a qualitative diff erence between the act in prog-
ress—what he calls pre-phenomenal behavior—and those phases of the act 
that are organized in accordance with an imagined, completed act, as the 
goal—what he terms phenomenal action. Ricoeur also postulates a related 
distinction when he suggests that capacities for fully refl exive awareness are 
largely attenuated in the real-time unfolding of the act in progress.

I concur with these thinkers in recognizing how various phases of the 
act, when understood in the context of streaming temporality, may be dif-
ferentially confi gured according to articulated projects or may be undergone 
in a pre-refl ective immersion in the activity in progress. I diff er from them, 
however, in arguing that it is not solely the image of a completed act that 
must always serve as the intentional object fulfi lling the anticipatory vector 
of willing. Edward Casey’s phenomenological analysis of imagination in his 
book Imagining: A Phenomenological Study (1976) is quite helpful in this re-
gard. Casey’s work is not in explicit dialogue with developing a phenomeno-
logical account of willing. It does indirectly, however, point to the fact that 
when we are discussing the anticipatory or goal-directed nature of willing we 
have to account for the various imaginative act phases that may be associated 
with orienting one’s actions to a particular goal or project, as well as to the 
“central” or “peripheral placement of the imagining self” (1976, ftn. 45).

While Schutz maintains that phenomenal action is based on an ori-
entation to the completed act, and not the act in progress, Casey’s careful 
phenomenological investigations of the act-structure of imagination point 
to the possibility that phenomenal action—in the Schutzian sense of the 
term—may indeed be organized intentionally—in the Husserlian sense of 
the term—either toward the completed act or the act in progress. Moreover, 
Casey points to the possibility of imagining a project or goal from either the 
perspective of an actor standing outside of the act who observes it from a third-
person perspective or an actor immersed in the unfolding fi eld of social action 
who observes that action from a fi rst-person perspective (cf. Bahktin 1990; 
see also Groark, Chapter 5). It is this latter point that signifi cantly high-
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lights the possibility for the variegated interplay of anticipation and a sense 
of own-ness in the progress of the unfolding act. Casey’s insight into possible 
variations in the actor’s perspective in relationship to an act can be seen as a 
basis for developing an understanding of the various senses of own-ness that 
can arise in the midst of action—variations that pivot on the placement of 
the self either “outside” or “inside” the imagined, projected, or recollected 
act (Groark, Chapter 5). Similarly, the completed act and the act in progress 
may be yet another dimension of variation in the organization of the project 
informing the anticipatory vector of willing.

Imagination, which I hold to be necessarily implicated in the anticipatory 
vector of willing, is understood by Casey to be operating in the guise of at 
least three diff erent “act-phases.” Th ese act-phases include: (1) imaging—an 
“imaginative presentation whose content possesses a specifi cally sensuous . . . 
form” (1976, 41); (2) imagining-that—a sensuous or non-sensuous imagining 
“that individual objects or events together constitute a circumstance or situa-
tion: a ‘state of aff airs’” (1976, 42); and (3) imagining-how—which entails an 
ability to imagine “how to do, think, or feel certain things, as well as how to 
move, behave, or speak in certain ways” (1976, 44). Of these three act-phases, 
it is imagining-how that is missing from Bergson’s and Schutz’s analyses of 
the project as it is articulated in the context of refl ective action.

Whereas both imaging and imagining-that correspond quite well with 
Bergson’s and Schutz’s assertions that it is the completed act and not the 
act in progress that arises as a content of consciousness in refl ective action, 
 imagining-how serves to situate the actor in the ongoing stream of activity; 
what Bergson labeled as the act’s dynamic progress. As Casey explains,

To imagine-how is to imagine what it would be like to do, think, or feel so-and-so, 
or to move, behave, and speak in such-and-such ways. Th is kind of imaginative ac-
tivity is not realized by projecting an unfolding scene of which the imaginer is the 
mere witness, but rather by entertaining an imagined state of aff airs in which he (or 
a fi gure who stands proxy for him) is envisaged as himself an active and embodied 

participant. (1976, 45; emphasis in original)

Th us, to “imagine-how is to project not merely a state of aff airs simpliciter 
(i.e., one in which the imaginer is not a participant) but a state of aff airs into 
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which the imaginer has also projected himself (or a surrogate) as an active 
being who is experiencing how it is to do, feel, think, move, etc. in a certain 
manner” (1976, 45; emphasis in original; cf. Iacoboni 2008).

What I am suggesting here is therefore an extension of Schutz’s model 
of phenomenal action, what I prefer to call refl ective action, to include the 
imaginal anticipation of a project in an act-phase of “imagining-how.” In 
my estimation, this importantly complicates the various ways that willing 
may be impacted by both personal and cultural proclivities. Indeed, diff er-
ing personal and cultural assumptions may variously confi gure imaginal an-
ticipatory stances toward an act as framed according to either its projective 
completion or its real-time unfolding. Th at is, an actor’s imaginal anticipa-
tion of a project, such as, for instance, the act of picking up a pencil, may be 
oriented to either a completed act (i.e., the pencil in hand) or an unfolding 
act (i.e., reaching to pick up the pencil). And these two orientations may 
themselves be further articulated according to the perspective of a non-par-
ticipatory third person imagining-that the self is acting in the context of a 
particular state of aff airs (i.e., observing oneself from outside the act as hav-
ing already picked up the pencil or as being in the process of picking up the 
pencil). Finally, the same act may also be experienced according to a fi rst 
person imagining-how of the self as “an active and embodied participant” 
(i.e., observing and feeling the pencil in one’s hand or observing and feeling 
one’s arm move to grasp the pencil and lift the pencil from the desk). Th e 
importance of this observation lies in opening a possibility for investigating 
the ways in which diff erent cultures or diff erent individuals may favor one or 
another form of anticipatory imaginings of the act from the perspective of 
these various orientations.

T E M P O R A L I T Y,  AC T I O N ,  A N D 

C U LT U R A L  M O D E L S  O F  W I L L I N G

In light of this discussion of the temporal and phenomenological aspects 
of the experience of willing it is evident that these three phenomenological 
vectors of willing, each being somewhat independent, can be diff erentially 
obfuscated or highlighted in the context of everyday experience. In other 
words, acts of willing can have varying degrees of own-ness, anticipation, 
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and eff ortful-ness depending on what stage of action we are analyzing or ob-
serving. From the pure project stage to prerefl ective behavior to social action 
undertaken in accord with a conscious project—projects that may be them-
selves variously constituted as intentional objects—we thus see a gradient of 
willing operative in most varieties of social action. Th e key is temporality. 

Th e “pure project” stage may be characterized by anticipation and a 
sense of own-ness. Since the act has yet to be realized, however, there may 
be no corresponding eff ortful-ness in this phase of the act. In the case of 
pre refl ective behavior—action as experienced from the perspective of pure 
duration—explicit anticipation may fade as a salient object of attention, 
while a sense of own-ness and eff ortful-ness may in fact remain a part of the 
actor’s experience. From the perspective of refl ective action (either in terms 
of anticipatory or recollected assessments of a completed act or the anticipa-
tory or recollected assessment of an act in progress that arises in the context 
of “imagining-how”), we might often fi nd anticipation, eff ortful-ness, and a 
sense of own-ness each potentially contributing to the experience of the act 
as willed. Here, we are thus given a glimpse as to how these three phenom-
enological vectors might variously interweave with the unfolding of the act 
in the context of everyday experience.

Moving from the phenomenology of the act to cultural models of the 
will, I wish to argue that these same three phenomenological vectors of will-
ing may be variously exploited or emphasized in diff ering cultures in diff er-
ing contexts. Th at is, while some cultures may emphasize that “willing” is 
to be understood as a combination of eff ortful-ness and anticipation, while 
backgrounding the necessity that willing entails a sense of own-ness, oth-
ers may highlight a sense of own-ness and anticipation while backgrounding 
 eff ortful-ness. To wit, I would like to suggest the possibility for a gradient of 
willing that ranges, to play on Robert Levy’s (1973, 1984; cf. Th roop 2005) 
terminology, from hyper-conation to hypo-conation, depending on which, and 
the extent to which, these diff ering aspects of willing are conceptually elabo-
rated in any given culture or community.

In cultures where two or more of these vectors are backgrounded in 
the articulation of subjective experience it might be said that the culture in 
question is one that can be characterized as hypo-conative in orientation. 
While an explicit emphasis on two or more of these vectors could be char-
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acterized as hyper-conative. Since these phenomenological vectors of willing 
can, in diff erent cultures and in diff erent social situations, be diff erentially 
foregrounded or backgrounded as salient objects of attention for particular 
actors, the cultural saliency of these vectors may importantly infl uence not 
only the way that willing is conceptualized by those actors, but also the way 
that it is experienced by them.

Modes of Attention, Culture, and Phenomenal Correlates of Willing

I believe that the potential impact of cultural models of willing on the sub-
jective experience of willing for any given social actor can be generatively 
grounded in what an increasing number of scholars have come to recognize 
as the cultural organization of attention. According to these scholars, the 
cultural organization of attention signifi cantly aff ects the ways in which in-
dividuals discern, delimit, parse, monitor, and interpret their lived experi-
ence (Berger 1999; Berger and Del Negro 2002; Csordas 1993; Duranti in 
press; Howes 1991, 2003; Kirmayer 1984; Leder 1990; Ochs and Schieff elin 
1984; Th roop 2003a, 2008, forthcoming). Th is insight, which also plays an 
important role in Ricoeur’s discussion of diff ering aspects of willing as un-
folding in various phases of the act, can be traced at least to William James’s 
observation that “in a world of objects thus individualized by our mind’s se-
lective industry, what is called our ‘experience’ is almost entirely determined 
by our habits of attention” ([1892] 1985, 39).

Th e signifi cance of the role of the patterning of attention in the con-
stitution of diff ering cultural models of willing and their impact on an 
individual’s lived experience of willing in everyday interaction is certainly 
also supported by Levy’s (1973, 1984; cf. Th roop 2005) writings on hyper and 
hypo-cognition. Levy’s understanding of the cultural and personal pattern-
ing of attention draw from Ernest Schachtel’s early insights on the impor-
tant connections between shared schemata, an individual’s focal attention, 
and the process of selectively parsing the vast fi eld of sensory experience that 
confronts an individual from the moment of her birth (see Chodorow 1999; 
Hollan 2000; Th roop 2003b). Central to Schachtel’s perspective is the idea 
that schemata—a term he borrows from Bartlett ([1932] 1995)—selectively 
highlight some forms of experience, while “starving” others (Schachtel 1959, 
259). Accordingly, it is often the case that non-schematic experiences are dif-
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fi cult to incorporate and preserve in memory (1959, 295). As Schachtel puts it, 
“Th at part of experience which transcends the memory schema as performed 
by the culture is in danger of being lost because there exists as yet no vessel, 
as it were, in which to preserve it” (1959, 295).

From this perspective, cultural models of willing (cf. D’Andrade 1987; 
D’Andrade and Strauss 1992) that are sedimented in particular semiotic forms 
might be understood to serve, at least partially, to diff erentially schematize 
each of the phenomenological vectors of willing for individuals raised in dif-
fering cultures. And as such, such cultural models of willing may potentially 
impact the ways in which those individuals not only meaningfully express 
willing in interaction but also the ways in which they actually experience 
willing in the real-time unfolding of the act. For instance, Steven Levinson 
(2003) has observed a predictable relationship between the diff erential encod-
ing of spatial orientation in diff ering languages’ grammatical structures and 
particular forms of spatial cognition. In a similar way, it seems quite possible 
that cultures that evidence preferences for certain grammatical features that 
emphasize either passive or active voice constructions, that have tense struc-
tures elaborating particular varieties of future, present, or past orientations, 
or that have an aspect system that encourages individuals to habitually speak 
of actions as acts in progress or as completed acts (see Duranti 2004), may 
play a signifi cant role in shaping an actor’s habitual attention to the vectors 
of eff ort-fullness, own-ness, and anticipation.

To take one example from Alessandro Duranti’s recent work on political 
oratory and agency in Sāmoa, it seems possible that ergative languages—lan-
guages wherein the subject of transitive clauses (clauses in which the subject 
aff ects a direct object) are marked diff erently from the subject of intransitive 
clauses (clauses in which a subject does not aff ect a direct object)—might 
serve to signifi cantly highlight an actor’s attention to the phenomenological 
vector of own-ness (1994, 21). Indeed, as Duranti points out, in distinguish-
ing between those actors whose actions have direct consequences for another 
entity and those actors whose actions only have consequences for themselves, 
Samoan grammar is well suited to canalizing an actor’s attention to the re-
sponsibility of an individual, group or deity for some specifi c act or occur-
rence. Th is is evidenced in the prevalent usages of ergative agents in those 
instances where individuals wish to assign blame or a negative assessment 
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to another’s comportment (1994, 25). In so doing, such linguistic practices 
might also importantly direct actors’ attention to a sense of own-ness that is 
attributable to their own and others’ activities.

C O N C L U S I O N

To conclude, there is much merit to approaching the experience of willing 
from a culturally informed phenomenological perspective. Such an approach 
allows us to begin the complicated task of understanding willing as it is vari-
ously manifest in diff ering cultures, for diff ering individuals, in diff ering in-
teractional contexts. What I have off ered in this chapter should, accordingly, 
be understood as only an initial, and modest step, toward the accomplish-
ment of a broader anthropological investigation of willing in cultural con-
text. Th e approach to willing discussed in this chapter is thus not intended 
to represent a complete or a prescriptive account. Instead, I hope that the 
insights garnered from this examination of these three phenomenological 
vectors of willing is understood as a means to further generate much needed 
discussion, critical examination, and debate in anthropology concerning the 
phenomena of willing. And as such it should be construed as one possible 
means to begin theorizing willing in cultural contexts. With this in mind, I 
would like to end this chapter with a brief discussion of what, if any, contri-
butions the particular, and certainly partial, take on willing advanced in this 
chapter can off er the development of cultural theories of social action.

First, I believe that in returning to examine the real-time progression 
of the act in the context of diff ering temporal orientations of social actors 
engaged in particular activities, what is brought into relief is not only the 
various ways that willing is diff erentially constituted in the context of diff er-
ent act-phases, but further how this might impact our theoretical and prac-
tical investigations into the temporally mediated organization of subjective 
experience more generally. As I have noted elsewhere (Th roop 2003a, forth-
coming), accounting for the eff ects of diff ering temporal orientations on the 
structure of experience necessarily complicates our understanding of the dif-
ferent ways that social actors can orient to being-in-the-act, while further 
off ering new avenues for exploring the ways in which both cultural, interac-
tional, and personal factors may play a role in shaping cultural subjectivities.
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In addition to encouraging us to attend to how variations in temporal 
orientations in diff erent phases of social action may aff ect both the articu-
lation of experience and of willing in cultural context, I believe that this 
approach may further shed some light on long-standing debates over free-
dom and determinacy in social theory. In the spirit of Bergson, I hold that it 
might well be the case that many overly deterministic views of social action 
have their roots in inattention to the phenomenological structure of willing 
as a necessarily temporally mediated phenomenon. As Ricoeur has noted in 
the second volume of his book Time and Narrative (1984), assessments of 
freedom and determinacy may be tied to the necessity that often arises out 
of a retrospective glance over an already completed fi eld of activity and the 
contingency that often arises from a future orientation to uncompleted acts 
in progress (1984, 80). Both “retroactive necessity” and “progressive contin-
gency” might thus importantly, if only partially, be understood to arise from 
the temporal orientation of the subjectivities of theorists who interrogate the 
act from perspectives that are situated either within or outside of its progres-
sive unfolding (cf. Schutz [1932] 1967; Bourdieu 1977, 2000).

Finally, I would like to both acknowledge and highlight the necessity 
of shifting from this descriptive phenomenological approach to willing to 
exploring how these various experiential correlates of willing may be diff er-
entially organized, aff ected, and expressed in the context of unfolding so-
cial interaction, personal narratives, and refl ections upon past, present, and 
future experiences. And indeed, whenever we broach questions of the au-
thorship of the act we are, as Ricoeur so clearly asserted, confronted with 
questions of ethics and responsibility (Th roop forthcoming; see also Garro, 
Chapter 4; Mattingly, Chapter 3). Such a shift thus calls for careful and thor-
ough ethnographic, person-centered, and linguistic anthropological explora-
tions of the ways in which these experiential correlates of willing may be 
diff erentially sedimented in linguistic, semiotic, and symbolic forms. Th at is, 
what is now needed (and which this volume is intended to initially address) 
is a sustained inquiry into how it is that experiences of willing are embedded 
and refl ected in the culturally constituted understanding of morality, subjec-
tivity, and social action as manifest directly in the “gushing reality of life.” 
(Ricoeur ([1950] 1966.)
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sion of the will within anthropology, which is perhaps why 

the editors of this volume chose the title they did. It is a subject some of us 
might want to move toward, but there is no sense of arrival. Even the paths 
toward it are dauntingly elusive. One is either faced with too much relevant 
literature or too little. On the too little side, there has been scant explicit 
consideration of willing as a cultural phenomenon, in contrast to philosophy 
and psychology where there has been enormous interest in willing as a gen-
eral human capacity. On the too much side, a consideration of willing as a 
cultural process invokes an ever growing anthropological literature on inten-
tionality and social action, as well as the cultural shaping of emotions. Th is 
wealth of work is clearly relevant but generally it speaks only indirectly about 
willing, often treating it as part of a general argument about intentionality or 
emotion in theories of human agency. My solution to this dilemma is that in 
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setting out a notion of moral willing, I briefl y refer to recent anthropologi-
cal considerations of agency, intention, and emotion, especially those most 
relevant to the arguments I make. However, as will quickly become evident, 
the notion of moral willing I develop relies most heavily upon philosophy, 
where it has been an object of explicit attention and debate.

For some time within anthropology there has been a desire at least in 
some quarters, to develop and incorporate notions of personal agency into 
social theory. Critiques of cultural holism and the rise of alternative frames, 
especially the “practice turn” and the “phenomenological turn” have fore-
grounded the need, and off ered an opportunity, to insert social actors—in-
cluding individual actors and not only collectivities—within the social 
scene. We are confronted with specifi c people and their particular interests, 
desires, and motives. But this insertion creates new puzzles, new theoretical 
gaps. Even if the social predominates as anthropology’s underlying analytic 
concern, individual subjectivity and practical reasoning cannot be unprob-
lematically inferred by reference to some kind of collective subjectivity. As 
William Reddy puts it, regarding the anthropological study of emotions, “A 
central theoretical diffi  culty remains unresolved: how to conceptualize a ter-
rain of individual autonomy without selling short the great scope of collec-
tive construction” (1999, 262).

In short, it has become clear to many of us that we need to formulate 
more complicated notions of what individual agents are up to when they 
act or experience the world, and anthropology still has some way to go in 
developing rich conceptions of agency. I take this book as one contribution 
in a very important project to consider such agentive activities as willing, 
desiring, intending, wishing, judging, and the like. Willing is an especially 
interesting phenomenon to explore since, traditionally within the western 
philosophical tradition and in western folk models, it has been so identifi ed 
with a notion of personal agency, especially a disciplined personal agency—
as when we speak of exerting “will power.” If we want to move away from de-
terministic models of social action, if, in other words, we want to claim that 
social life is neither completely culturally predesigned, nor utterly dictated 
by structures of power, then we need to elaborate our notions of practical 
reasoning and practical experience.

Th ese are not particularly new insights, which may say something about 
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the intransigence of the task. More than twenty years ago, for example, 
Sherry Ortner’s (1984) well known essay, “Th eory in Anthropology since the 
Sixties,” made a rather similar case. In Ortner’s intellectual history of anthro-
pology beginning in the middle of the twentieth century she foregrounds 
a gradual concern to attend to agents and agency and explores a growing 
dissatisfaction with structural-functional, Marxist, or other totalizing social 
models that off ered wholly deterministic explanations of social action. Prac-
tice theorists have, by and large, been concerned with providing some space 
for the particular actor. (Th ough many would argue that there has been less 
room in practice theories for the individual agent than Ortner presumed in 
her discussion.) Practice theorists like Pierre Bourdieu argued against a view 
characteristic of earlier anthropological and sociological models “in which 
action is seen as the sheer en-actment or execution of rules and norms” (Ort-
ner 1984, 150) by allowing for some level of individual improvisation.

In her review of practice theorists, Ortner suggests a serious limitation 
that I believe still holds true. She notes that they have not tended to develop 
any nuanced theory of motivation. Because structure is seen to so dominate 
how actors think and invent their worlds, the practical agent has agency in 
a very limited sense—primarily in terms of pragmatic choice and decision 
making, and/or active calculating and strategizing” (1984, 150). “Unfortu-
nately,” she laments, “anthropologists have generally found that actors with 
too much psychological plumbing are hard to handle methodologically, and 
practice theories are no exception” (1984, 151). “Interest theory” has largely 
guided the picture of the motivated actor, in which the actor is generally de-
picted as “self-interested, rational, pragmatic, and perhaps with a maximizing 
orientation as well. What actors do, it is assumed, is rationally go after what 
they want, and what they want is what is materially and politically useful for 
them within the context of their cultural and historical situations” (ibid.).

In presenting us with an agent driven by a single overriding motive, a 
highly strategic, endlessly calculating actor, a whole range of other emotions 
and values are excluded that can also be compelling motivations for action. 
While theorists such as Bourdieu give us some space for intentionality and 
reasoning (albeit a very prerefl ective one shaped by a pregiven habitus), he of-
fers us a very narrow picture of a strategic agent whose conscious reasoning is 
highly instrumental. But if, contrary to Bourdieu, actions and the reasoning 
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that underlies them are not merely strategic (a position I will develop in later 
parts of this paper), then theories of practice need much more subtle and 
complex theories of practical thinking and deliberation.

Ortner also looked toward other anthropological work going on at the 
time that concerned itself with self, body, emotion, and experience, hoping 
that this line of work might yield a more complex view of the psychology 
of actors, one that could potentially inform a more complex picture of mo-
tivation—especially the “variable construction of self, person, emotion and 
motive in cross-cultural perspective.” She put it this way: “One may hope 
for some cross-fertilization between the more sociologically oriented practice 
accounts, with their relatively denatured views of motive, and some of these 
more richly textured accounts of emotion and motivation” (1984, 151). In this 
chapter, I try to do just this sort of cross-fertilizing by off ering a concept 
of willing as a narrative practice, drawing heavily from certain “narrativist” 
moral philosophers.¹

W I L L I N G  A S   M O R A L   C H O I C E

What do we mean when we speak of willing? If anthropologists have ne-
glected the construct, philosophers have not. I consult several of those phi-
losophers when thinking this through. From a western perspective, in com-
mon parlance and in philosophy, willing tends to mean “choosing to act” in 
some particular way. Th ere is an emphasis on a moment of choice, and some-
times, in diffi  cult situations, on the deliberation that surrounds that choice, 
as well as an emphasis on doing something—a connection between motive 
and some kind of public action.² Th e connection of willing to action is espe-
cially consequential when it comes to moral choice. In general, philosophers 
have presumed that decisions do not count as willing something if they are 
only privately made (I tell myself, “I will confess that I stole the money”) but 
only if they result in public and observable action—a willing to confess that 
results in a public confession. It is not accidental that I have picked confes-
sion as an example. In philosophy and in everyday life, the will has also been 
linked to morality, the capacity, or one might say willingness to make moral 
choices

Th is picture of willing as a moment of deliberate choice is problematic in 



54 c h e r y l  m a t t i n g l y

making sense of the way willing seems to work among the African Ameri-
can families I have been following over the past seven years. Th ese families 
have children with signifi cant illnesses and disabilities. Th ey are concerned 
with the will, especially the moral will. Parenting kin agonize over what they 
ought to do and how to best care for their children. Th eir concerns are ex-
plicitly or obliquely connected to the problem of how to have the strength to 
do the right thing. Th is strength they refer to is conceived as a kind of will 
power, the power to do what is right even against inclinations to follow an 
easier path—to not bother with the exercises the physical therapist has pre-
scribed, to skip a doctor’s appointment that requires a three hour bus ride 
with a disabled child, to go back on drugs and leave their child for another 
family member to tend to.

Such crucial moral issues may involve moments of choice, but this task 
of willing the “right thing” involves much more than choosing well—and 
acting well—in discrete moments. Parenting kin may, for example, criticize 
themselves for not always being strong enough to care for their children as 
they should. Th ey talk about getting “tired,” even “so tired,” but having to 
“go on anyway,” underscoring how much will power is involved in living 
good lives, being good parents, and simply facing the daily trials that pov-
erty, racism, and serious illness infl ict. Th ey speak about fi nding the will to 
keep going when life is grim, to hope in the face of despair. Moral choice, 
moral change, and moral achievement are fundamental and often-voiced 
concerns in this African American community. As they depict their moral 
choices, these are inevitably connected to selves in the process of becom-
ing—selves created in community rather than as solo achievements.

Drawing upon several moral philosophers (especially Iris Murdoch, Alas-
dair MacIntyre, Charles Taylor, and Martha Nussbaum), I want to off er a 
diff erent picture of the will that, I think, speaks in a much better way to the 
dilemmas and struggles these African American families describe and that 
expresses their conception of the will—especially as captured by the notion 
of garnering strength to do the right thing. Because the moral will is of such 
concern to these families, I concentrate on willing as it is specifi cally tied to 
moral action.

Four features are intrinsic to this alternative conception of the will.
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1. Moral willing is better described as refocusing attention than making a 
choice at a discrete decision point.

2. Th e “doing” connected to moral willing is likely to be directed to inter-
nal reorientation as much as to outward action—to “emotion work.”

3. Such doing requires a concept of action that is not atomistic but 
narrative.

4. A concept of moral willing cannot be disconnected from a notion of self. 
Furthermore, the “self” implied in moral willing is both a social once 
(created in community) and a narrative self.

Willing as Reorientation of Attention Rather than Moment of Choice

In western philosophy, the moment of choice model of willing has often been 
portrayed as a moment of freedom in which a private self asserts itself against 
the tyranny of publicly, already decided meaning. How does this division 
between personal freedom and public determinism play out? “I can decide 
what to say [thus exerting my will] but not what the words mean which 
I have said [for these are public, defi ned by the public nature of meaning 
and language].” Similarly, “I can decide what to do [again exerting my will, 
making a choice] but I am not master of the signifi cance of my act [because 
the meaning of acts, like the meaning of words, is a purely public matter]” 
(Murdoch 1970, 20).

Iris Murdoch challenges this picture in several ways. She off ers the fol-
lowing counter example, one that illustrates the fi rst two features of moral 
willing I outlined earlier: moral willing as a matter of orientation rather than 
moral choice and moral willing as directed to internal work and not only 
publicly observable acts. Take a situation where one decides to fall out of love 
with someone. “Where strong emotions of sexual love . . . are concerned, 
‘pure will’ can usually achieve little. It is small use telling oneself, ‘Stop being 
in love’” (1970, 55). In this example, willing is connected to a kind of emo-
tion work in which one sets out to change oneself. As Murdoch notes, the 
commonly pictured “neo-Kantian existentialist ‘will,’” is a “principle of pure 
movement,” that is, a kind of leap in which one adopts one course of action 
rather than others. Such a conception is singularly unhelpful in describing 
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what it is like for us to change. In thinking about how one faces the task of 
something like falling out of love, what she proposes instead is that a notion 
of willing be tied to something like learning, or what she terms “orientation.” 
Willing so conceived is a matter of learning to shift attention, to reorient, to 
re-envision and re-imagine.

Murdoch’s position is consonant with certain anthropological investiga-
tions of personal transformation. Th omas Csordas (1994), to give a pertinent 
example, off ers an “attentional” picture of how a change of self occurs in a 
religious context. He depicts religious healing among American charismatic 
Catholics as a reorientation of “somatic modes of attention,” arguing that 
personal change within this tradition is fundamentally linked to an imagi-
native act of embodied reorientation. Recalling Cliff ord Geertz’s description 
of the study of religious change as “the social history of the imagination” 
(1968, 19), Csordas states: “Imagination is the general capacity to transform 
one’s orientation in the world” (1994, 74).

Willing as Internal Struggle: Emotion Work

As Murdoch’s example implies, such re-envisioning or re-imagining is likely 
to involve internal struggles and not necessarily manifest itself only (or pri-
marily) in changed outward acts. Th is, too, is something overlooked in de-
scriptions of willing—the notion of struggle is curiously absent from philo-
sophical discussions of the will, she notes. Willing to fall out of love involves 
not so much a single moral choice or even a series of moral choices resulting 
in some actions but a kind of practice, and one that involves signifi cant in-
ternal work. “Deliberately falling out of love is not a jump of the will, it is 
the acquiring of new objects of attention and thus of new energies as a result 
of refocusing. Th e metaphor of orientation may indeed also cover moments 
when recognizable ‘eff orts of will’ are made, but explicit eff orts of will are 
only a part of the whole situation” (1970, 56). Martha Nussbaum’s exten-
sive refl ections on the cultivation of moral emotions (especially Upheavals of 
Th ought), drawing from ancient Greek and Roman philosophers (Aristotle in 
particular), emphasize much the same point.

Th is philosophical recognition that moral emotions are cultivated inter-
sects interestingly with anthropological studies of emotion work in a variety 
of societies. Anthropologists have long been intrigued with the connection 
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between culture and emotion. In a review article on the anthropology of 
emotions written some twenty years ago, Catherine Lutz and Geoff rey White 
note that rather than treating emotions as “irrational forces,” a number of 
anthropologists were beginning to examine the culturally shaped “formu-
lation of emotion in conscious understanding and in interactive discourse” 
(1986, 417), a formulation directly connected to a moral order (e.g., Rosaldo 
1984; Basso 1984; Levy 1973). Signifi cant ethnographic research has been di-
rected to studying how children are emotionally guided as part of their so-
cialization into society (e.g., H. Geertz 1959; Ochs 1984; Ochs, Smith and 
Taylor 1989; M. Goodwin 1990; Briggs 1998). C. Jason Th roop points out 
that psychoanalytically oriented anthropologists, in particular, “have played 
a signifi cant role in highlighting the importance of emotion, motivation, and 
early childhood experience in the cultural patterning of subjective experi-
ence and social action” (2003a, 110).

Th e anthropological study of how emotions are shaped through cultural 
practices and processes lays important groundwork for considering emo-
tional reorientation and moral willing. More specifi cally relevant to my topic 
are examinations of how, under a variety of cultural circumstances, people 
take on the task of personal change and how this can involve them in a 
struggle to “re-orient” their emotions. For example, Lone Grøn (2005) stud-
ied a Danish “lifestyle change” health program directed at helping people 
with serious and chronic health problems (generally caused by being severely 
overweight) to modify their exercise and eating habits in accordance with 
more healthful routines. As part of her fi eldwork, she followed a group of 
patients who took part in this program, to see how they experienced their 
task of trying to make these shifts in their daily lives. Th e issue of willing 
came up repeatedly as these patients spoke of their struggle to change basic 
patterns in their lives. From the health promotion standpoint, these changes 
were often treated as exercising will power, learning new information about 
the body, and making key lifestyle decisions. From the patient’s perspective 
it was much more a matter of coming to re-orient themselves and engaging 
in internal struggles over how to come to a new sense of themselves and their 
lives. You have to, as one of these patients told her, “will with your head and 
your heart” to have any chance of making such big changes. It isn’t simply a 
matter of deciding to eat less or exercise more, but one of trying to shift the 



58 c h e r y l  m a t t i n g l y

very objects of your desire, of “working on your head,” as this same patient 
said (Grøn 2005). Similarly, to illustrate with another example, when Car-
ole Cain (1991) studied Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) groups in the United 
States, she found that the message AA members gave themselves was not to 
rely simply on “willing” not to drink—willing alone would never stop them 
from drinking. Rather, the basic change had to come from head and heart, 
including such things as reorienting one’s beliefs and feelings about the abil-
ity to be in control of oneself or of life in general (Cain 1991; Holland et al. 
1998). Th e famous AA serenity prayer is very much a practice of learning to 
feel diff erently, of emotional reorientation.

Willing as a Narrative Act

Willing, treated as moment of choice out of which a specifi c action fl ows, es-
pecially fi ts an atomistic picture of action. Alasdair MacIntyre notes that this 
is a dominant conception of action, developed within analytic philosophy 
and existentialism but powerful also in sociological and psychological theo-
ries. In atomistic treatments, action is presumed to be something that can 
be broken down into simple and separable parts. In an atomistic frame, one 
“analyze[s] complex actions and transactions in terms of simple components” 
(MacIntyre 1981, 190).

But if willing is a matter of orientation, this requires a diff erent way of 
defi ning action itself. A contrasting view, one I adopt here, is essentially nar-
rative—and I draw upon MacIntyre’s useful reformulation to do so. Rather 
than presuming that any particular action can be broken down into basic 
units, he argues, action is only intelligible as embedded within larger con-
texts, which MacIntyre asserts are essentially narrative: “particular actions 
derive their character as parts of larger wholes” (MacIntyre 1981, 190). In 
every day practical life, an act cannot understandably be isolated into the 
analytic philosopher’s “basic action” but must be connected to these larger 
narrative contexts from which any particular act derives its intelligibility—in 
which it can be said to mean something. MacIntyre, who off ers one of the 
clearest arguments on this point, puts it succinctly: “in successfully identify-
ing and understanding what someone else is doing we always move toward 
placing a particular episode in the context of a set of narrative histories, his-
tories both of the individuals concerned and of the settings in which they act 
and suff er” (1981, 197). Th is is a fundamentally historical perspective—par-



m o r a l  w i l l i n g  a s  n a r r a t i v e  r e - e n v i s i o n i n g  59

ticular actions derive their meaning from their place in a history, or, more 
accurately, a number of histories.

If meaningful acts are narrative ones, that is, only intelligible as parts of 
unfolding narratives, then what does this say about willing? I want to build 
from this notion of willing as orientation rather than “acted-upon- moment-
of-choice” by considering willing as a narrative act. If willing involves, in 
many situations, the task of reorientation, any specifi c moral choosing is un-
derstandable as part of a past and future, from which this particular moment 
derives its (moral) meaning. Th at is, it becomes understandable as connected 
to an orientation that is part of a story—one that has its own history (say, 
falling in love with this particular, somehow unsuitable, man) and its own 
wished for future (falling out of love with this man). Obviously, such a his-
tory that surrounds such re-orientation might be embedded within all kinds 
of larger social and personal narrative histories. Th ere is no single correct nar-
rative in which an action must be understood in order for it to be meaning-
ful. Rather, the claim here is that action cannot be reduced to a meaningful 
unit that is disconnected from any larger narrative (or narratives)—whether 
personal ones (say, my romantic history), or social ones (for instance, a his-
tory of romance in America).³ Since many narrative contexts can reason-
ably be brought to bear in answering the question, “What is she doing” or 
“What is she willing?”, how should one sort out just which narrative history 
should be given primacy as an answer to these question? MacIntyre’s an-
swer is that we pay special attention to the “primary intentions” of the actor 
himself. How would he characterize his primary intentions in carrying out 
this task? Th is answer is likely too simple for the anthropological mind, but 
many would argue the need to make sense of someone’s action by privileg-
ing how she would characterize her intentions, at least as a starting point for 
analysis. Anthropologists may choose not to focus upon the conscious con-
cerns of those they study, but there has also been, within anthropology, a call 
to understand what is “at stake” for actors that supports MacIntyre’s position 
(Jackson 1989, 1995; Wikan 1990, 1991; Kleinman and Kleinman 1991; Klein-
man 1995; Reddy 1999). In selecting meaningful narrative frameworks for 
making sense of an action, there is something to be said for paying attention 
to what matters to those one studies, even if this is not the only narrative 
frame one wishes to impose as part of the answer to the question, “what is 
she doing?” or “what is she willing (to do)?”
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Attention to the actor’s personal perspective and concerns—as one criti-
cal starting point—is especially important if we are to build a picture of 
willing that gives some space for the agent’s own view of his moral choices, 
moral dilemmas, and moral struggles. For willing, however it is defi ned, has 
carried with it a notion of some kind of directed intentionality, especially an 
intentionality that is at some level conscious to the actor, a deliberateness. I 
“will” to fall out of love with someone and even if this does not materialize in 
an immediate change of heart, it directs a course of change that I undertake, 
a kind of personal project. Because of the deliberate and directed character of 
moral willing, a narrative conception of willing needs to be especially atten-
tive to the conscious intentions and directed concerns of the agent.

Willing as Narrative Re-Envisioning of the Self

A narrative picture of moral willing connects re-orientation to a self in 
transformation. Th e connection of willing to a personal project of self-
 transformation has special salience for the African American families I have 
followed, as they struggle with how to be good parents to seriously sick and 
disabled children. Th ey very often link moral willing (or the ability to “act 
from strength,” as they commonly express it) to a moral project of personal 
change. A primary narrative context is their own life history and the lives of 
those they care about, a point made by the “narrativist” moral philosophers 
I draw from here.

Th ere is a need to connect what is at stake in any particular act to a nar-
rative of the self, MacIntyre argues, because looking at only proximal inten-
tions does not give us suffi  cient understanding of the meaning of an act. It 
does not lend enough depth. We need to know something about “longer and 
longest-term intentions . . . and how the shorter-term intentions are related 
to the longer” (1981, 193). Longer-term intentions speak to a person’s sense of 
self. Th is self is, for MacIntyre, a narrative one—in discerning what a person 
is up to by referring to their longer term intentions “we are involved in writ-
ing a narrative history” (1981, 193). Charles Taylor builds upon MacIntyre’s 
insight but in a reverse direction. It is not only that to understand what a 
person is doing (or willing) we must refer to various narrative contexts to 
decipher their intent. Taylor argues that it is primarily through having things 
“at stake” that one has a self at all. So, to speak of trying to understand what 
is at stake for actors is to speak of trying to understand who they are. “We 
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are selves only in that certain issues matter for us. What I am as a self, my 
identity, is essentially defi ned by the way things have signifi cance for me . . . 
we are only selves insofar as we move in a certain space of questions, as we 
seek and fi nd an orientation to the good” (Taylor 1989, 34). It is impossible to 
speak of understanding a person, Taylor continues, “in abstraction from his 
or her self-interpretations” and these concern what is of signifi cance (ibid.). 
Moral willing speaks to our sense of what is signifi cant, of what Taylor calls 
our “orientation to the good.”

For Taylor, this orientation and the self constituted by it are essentially 
narrative. He further insists that this orientation only makes sense in light of 
a narratively understood self: “Th is sense of the good has to be woven into 
my understanding of my life as an unfolding story” (1989, 47).⁴ Iris Murdoch 
calls us “moral pilgrims,” a conceit that speaks to the quest-like narrative 
structure of this moral self, which is always in the process of becoming. No-
tably, the self that is narratively constructed is not an individual achievement 
but a self constructed in a community. As Taylor puts it, “one cannot be 
a self on one’s own” (1989, 36). A self is always constructed by reference to 
some defi ning communities. Th is dialogical self depends upon what Taylor 
calls “webs of interlocution” (1989, 36).

Murdoch’s discussion of moral choice that so challenges dominant con-
ceptions of the will also depends upon an essentially narrative conception of 
the self, though she does not specifi cally speak of a “narrative self.”

Th e place of choice is certainly a diff erent one if we think in terms of a world which 
is compulsively present to the will [the existentialist position she opposes] and the 
discernment and exploration of which is a slow business. Moral change and moral 
achievement are slow; we are not free in the sense of being able suddenly to alter our-
selves since we cannot suddenly alter what we can see and ergo what we desire and 
are compelled by. (Murdoch 1970, 39)

B E C O M I N G  A  N E W  K I N D  O F  M O T H E R  A N D  A  N E W  K I N D  O F 

FA M I LY:  M O R A L  W I L L I N G  I N  E T H N O G R A P H I C  C O N T E X T

To examine the four features of moral willing described earlier, I now turn to 
one of the families I’ve worked with. A child of one of the three mothers in 
the household was very badly burned.⁵
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Sonya’s son, Gus, was terribly burned in a household accident fi ve years 
ago, when he was just a little more than a year old. Sonya and Gus live with 
Sonya’s mother, Doreen; one of Sonya’s older sisters, Mary; as well as Mary’s 
four children. Sonya and Mary are the youngest two of Doreen’s ten chil-
dren. Sonya, who is now 27, has always lived at home, and theirs has been a 
close-knit multigenerational household, although Sonya and Mary look and 
act extremely diff erently. I met Gus and his mother just a few months after 
the burn accident (in September 1999). I had known this family since 1997, 
however, because one of Mary’s children was initially enrolled in our study 
due to congenital hip problems.

Th e burn incident occurred in the kitchen. Gus was playing on the fl oor 
while his ten-year-old cousin Candace (one of Mary’s girls) was cooking 
food. She was supposed to be keeping an eye on him, but she didn’t see when 
Gus suddenly reached up and tipped over a pan of burning grease, which fell 
onto his face. His grandmother immediately called 911 and they wrapped 
him in wet towels while they waited for the paramedics. Sonya was not home 
when it happened. Th is terrible accident presented Sonya with a number of 
moral challenges and choices. Th ese are some of the ones she has identifi ed:

1. Should she allow Gus to have risky surgeries?

2. Should she tell him how he got burned, that it was his cousin Candace 
who wasn’t watching him properly while she was cooking?

3. Should she talk to Candace about what happened?

4. Should she let Gus go to burn camp, where he will be with other chil-
dren who are burned, and perhaps then see himself as somehow dis-
abled? A “burn survivor”?

5. Should she make him wear the therapeutic masks and mouthpiece that 
he hates, even though these may help to reduce scarring? When should 
she insist that he wear them, and when should she allow him to take 
them off ?

6. Should she be angry and blame her niece Candace or her sister and 
mother, who were all present in the house when the accident happened?

7. Should she blame herself, for leaving her year-old son in this busy, noisy 
house while she was at work?
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Although some of these practical and moral problems required clear deci-
sions that resulted in action, befi tting the dominant notion of willing, these 
decisions came only after signifi cant reorientation of her emotions (Sonya 
did decide to have the surgeries after the initial accident, and when he got 
older, she decided to send him to burn camp). She had to struggle internally 
in order to be able to make these decisions from a place of strength. (Th ere is 
no resonance, in any of her accounts, with any existentialist picture of a free 
will acting in an otherwise determined world). Further, many of the moral 
dilemmas she has named over the years (and listed above), like the ones that 
have to do with whether she should be angry or not—have no obvious ac-
tion consequences at all but speak, just as Murdoch insists, to an internal 
struggle to envision her world in what she deems the right (most moral) way. 
Notably, discussions of patient choice in the clinical literature often portray 
these situations as moments of choice. But this was not how she experienced 
such situations.

Re-Orientation Versus Moment of Choice

Over the years, Sonya has recounted particular dilemmas she faces in caring 
for her son. Occasionally she speaks in a language of clear moral choice that 
results in action. For instance, she has decided she will never tell him how the 
accident happened because she does not want him to blame the cousin who 
should have been watching out for him. “He don’t know how he got burned 
and I vowed to never tell him that . . . because I don’t ever want it to be, you 
did this to me.” But such instances of discrete choices are rare. Mostly, even 
situations that demand decisions must be faced gradually, through discus-
sion with both friends and family about how to approach problems (how 
should I feel? how should I face this situation?) and heartfelt self-refl ection. 
She describes in detail, for example, the agony she faced in agreeing that her 
son should have his initial surgery, a horror that never quite went away in 
later surgeries. “Th ey [clinicians] told me all the bad things that could pos-
sibly happen. Like he could lose consciousness and die. You know, because 
we’re paralyzing his body from the neck down with medicines. . . . Th ey tell 
me that . . . his throat could swell while in surgery and cause him to lose his 
breath.” Sonya herself had to fi ght the paralysis that comes with fear at these 
terrible possibilities: “I’m dealing with the idea that he got burned, and know 
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that I have to deal with the fact that they might come out of this room and 
tell me that my son died.”

She presents the problem of making the right decision not as a matter of 
willing something, of making a choice at a particular moment, so much as 
taking on the larger task of how to be the kind of person capable of facing 
such tough choices. It is the cultivation of a way of being a mother for her 
son that she sees as her biggest task. She remarked once, plaintively, “every-
one would say you have to be strong for him [her son]. But, I mean, how do 
you, you are you strong, you know? It’s like, that’s like, that’s my kid . . . I’m 
vulnerable, you know what I mean? Because this is my kid and he has just 
suff ered, you know, something I never imagined.” Sonya is saying something 
about learning how to embody a diff erent kind of will. In order to choose 
the surgeries from a place of strength, she must face her own vulnerability. 
Her portrayal of this experience echoes Iris Murdoch’s notion of willing as 
“orientation,” or, in this case, re-orientation.

In this community such re-orienting is almost never portrayed as an iso-
lated individual aff air. Undertaking the project of becoming strong for her 
son, thereby allowing her to make better decisions when things—such as 
new surgeries—come up, is a social project, one in which her whole fam-
ily becomes involved by supporting her and counseling her when diffi  cult 
choices arise. Sonya says, “My mom encouraged me [to agree to the surgery]. 
Mary [her sister] did too.” Sonya recounts what they advised: “If it’s best for 
him, then go ahead, and, you know, we’ll deal with it . . . each step that we 
have to go through, we’ll deal with it when we get there.”

Th ere is a “we-ness” to her account that underscores how the whole fam-
ily has been faced with the moral task of reorientation. Th is is also evident 
in my interviews with Sonya’s sister Mary and her mother. At fi rst, Sonya 
says, this horrifying incident crippled the family: “When Gus got burned, 
it crippled us.” But then things changed. Th e family “embraced” Gus and 
the pain of what happened; in fact, as the three mothers in this family have 
often said, this tragedy brought them together in a new way. Th ey responded 
to it by learning to become stronger. All the children became involved with 
Gus’s care. Everyone wanted to bathe him, to clean his wounds. Sonya de-
scribed it in this way: “As a family, we’ve never embraced anything, so when 
he got burned it was just like everybody just grabbed it and hugged it and 
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was like ‘this belongs to me.’ You know, even though it was like really hard 
and painful for all of us, but it, we had to deal with it as a family versus just 
me dealing with it as mom, or my mom dealing with it as grandmother. We 
just took it and dealt with it.”

Re-Orientation as Internal Struggle

Sonya’s eff orts to make the right decision about, say, surgery, reveal that will-
ing is frequently connected to a kind of emotion work in which one sets out 
to change oneself, to envision the world diff erently as a way to face tough 
situations and decisions as they arise. Willing, here, involves a change of 
heart. Overt, discrete acts of will are just a sporadic manifestation of this 
transformation. One of the clearest places in which the internal struggle be-
comes apparent in this case is in Sonya’s eff orts not to succumb to bitterness 
and anger. It was diffi  cult for her not to be angry at the niece who was in 
the kitchen when Gus got burned, but she knew that her niece was not only 
“really really sorry” but felt horribly guilty. “She couldn’t even, when I got 
to the hospital, she couldn’t even look at me.” In the hospital, Sonya acts 
generously—she hugs her niece. But this generous act is only a moment in 
an on-going eff ort not to become bitter or blame anyone for what happened. 
Th is internal eff ort is at the heart of Sonya’s many stories about caring for 
her child. Here is one of many quotes on the matter: “It was, oh God, so, 
so painful for me . . . cause your fi rst, I mean, you want to be mad. Th at’s 
what I wanted to be initially. I wanted to be mad.” She has had to struggle 
with this anger. “I tried really hard not to be angry, not to be bitter, because 
I know how it can make a person. . . .” She is grateful that despite her anger, 
the feeling of hurt is what predominated. And even her hurt has gradually 
subsided. She has been able to move on, even to consider herself lucky for 
her child who has survived his surgeries and is “so, so smart.” She couches 
this moral re-orientation in the language of healing. As she puts it, “I healed 
from my hurt.”

Such healing, however internal, is also not a solo task. It involves many 
social practices and, as Sonya makes clear, and as we have seen in carrying 
out this research, it is aided by family and friends, whose actions and ad-
vice are critical. Every time Gus has gone in for a surgery—and especially 
during the fi rst surgery when he had a thirty-day hospital stay, he has been 
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surrounded by his family and Sonya’s friends from church. Th ere have been 
problems with hospital staff  because his room was so crowded with visitors. 
Th ese actions, and the messages that Sonya received about how she should 
respond to her son’s injury, have helped her in getting over her anger. No one 
told her to “be mad,” she remembers. Instead, “I had positive people around 
me the whole time” and they counseled her to “just think good thoughts 
and . . . what you think is what will happen.” Sonya notes gratefully how 
good this advice was, how much it has helped her to heal from her hurt and 
anger.

Willing as Narrative Act

Th e narrative nature of this moral willing, treated as moral re-envisioning, 
emerges in many ways in this case. Th ere are a number of narrative contexts 
that are invoked in the way this incident is interpreted by Sonya and her 
family. Th ere is the narrative context of Gus, the person he is becoming, 
someone who is strong and smart, who can comfort his mother when she 
feels weak, one who is not (according to Sonya) bothered by his scars, and 
therefore, through the way he sees himself, can teach her lessons about how 
to see him. Th ere is the narrative context of Sonya’s own life story, a point to 
which I will return in the following section. And there is, of course, the fam-
ily context. Th e whole process of re-orientation is given a narrative treatment 
in interviews with Sonya and other family members. Th ere is the shift of the 
family from “crippled” to “embracing” the pain of the accident, a process in 
which particular actions (or being willing to act), for example the cousin’s in-
sistence on being allowed to help take care of Gus, take their (moral) mean-
ing as episodes in an unfolding family story.

Th ere are even future stories, told by some, that help Sonya by sketching 
a path that she, in the midst of her pain, could not see. For instance, a par-
ticularly close cousin, and a “super Christian” spent a great deal of time with 
her when Gus was initially hurt. She off ered her a hopeful future story that 
Sonya was gradually able to embrace, one that would take her from her ini-
tial anger and hurt to a place of belief and acceptance—a healing story. “She 
just talked to me about Jesus, and how God was gonna take care of it . . . I 
just have to believe that it’s gonna be OK, you know? Th en, and then after 
that, that’s when the process of healing will begin.”



m o r a l  w i l l i n g  a s  n a r r a t i v e  r e - e n v i s i o n i n g  67

Sonya attempts to thwart some future stories through her actions. She 
vows not to tell Gus that it was Candace who was careless of him and there-
fore, in some way, to blame for what happened. Gus loves Candace and she 
does not want to set such a bitter story in motion. She does her part, as do 
other members of the family, to knit themselves together in a closer way as a 
result of this accident, instead of letting it tear them apart.

Willing as Narrative Re-Envisioning of the Self

In this African American community, moral transformations of the will are 
often couched in a particular narrative genre, as healing narratives, where 
the self is a moral one in the process of becoming. Sonya portrays her most 
diffi  cult struggle as battling her initial bitterness and anger. She describes 
her gradual ability to overcome these as “healing” from diffi  cult emotions. 
Many personal stories are intertwined in this case. Here, I look at Sonya’s, 
by way of brief illustration of this last point. It is repeatedly underscored in 
our data that one of the most signifi cant contexts Sonya draws upon to make 
decisions about how to care for Gus, or to envision what kinds of moral de-
cisions she faces, is her own unfolding life. Th is is a life depicted in highly 
narrative terms, in terms of dramatic shifts, of befores and afters, especially 
those centered upon the accident itself. Gus’s accident, she says, “altered my 
total sense of being.”

She recalls how unfamiliar the world was in which she was suddenly 
plunged. When she was pregnant, she heard about the usual childhood 
diseases, but no one told her “how to deal with a child when he’s severely 
burned.” Th is new world has confronted her again and again, for “no mat-
ter how you think you’ve conquered it, in one way, you know it’s always 
something new that comes up. When you think, OK, I’ve got this down, 
you know, something new happens. Maybe there is a new surgery the physi-
cians tell you about, and you have to face your fears all over again, or maybe 
he will be teased now that he’s in school, and you’ll have to deal with that.” 
Th ese situations, which must be “dealt with,” could be handled theoretically 
as moments of moral choice. But for Sonya, they are understandable as epi-
sodes in her unfolding life story and are most deeply intelligible from that 
narrative perspective.

Th is narrative perspective of a life also provides a way for her to situate 
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the on-going work of making good choices about how to care for Gus to a 
broader re-making of her own life. She believes she has become a better per-
son because this has happened to her. While once she was rather “judgmen-
tal” of people, this has forced her to change. “It made me a better person. . . . 
Cause I used to be, like, really judgmental. Like, ‘Oh, what’s their problem?’ 
Or, you know, ‘What’s wrong with them?’ But it kind of made me realize 
that, you know, people do the same thing that I did to others.” She responds 
to this not only by trying to protect her son, but also through a moral re-
 envisioning that has allowed her to embrace the pain of others.

C O N C L U S I O N

I have challenged the atomistic picture of the will—at least in regard to the 
moral will. I have argued that it is too reductionistic to treat willing as a 
discrete phenomenological chunk of experience, an isolated lived moment of 
choosing and acting. Instead, I have off ered a narrative picture that defi nes 
willing as re-envisioning and re-orienting, emphasizing willing at particular 
choice points as inextricably bound to larger moral projects. In this African 
American community moments of willing, of having to choose, are experi-
enced as parts of histories—battles fought, characters changing or failing to 
change, moral healing engendered not only through one’s own eff orts but 
off ered, as gifts, through the actions and attitudes of signifi cant others, both 
human and spiritual. Above all, this moral willing is connected to the proj-
ect of coming to be a diff erent, better kind of person, one who acquires the 
strength to face unexpected hardships and to treat the world more compas-
sionately. Th is project is a long one, and it is not guaranteed. Th at is why so 
much attention is required.



Wh a t  i s  e n t a i l e d  b y  t h e  c l a i m  t h a t 
volition is a generic (universal) attribute of selves (both 

of oneself and of other selves) while also remaining attentive to the ways 
in which “the world in which human beings think, feel and act is always a 
culturally constituted world” (Hallowell 1942, 1)? A. Irving Hallowell’s ar-
ticulation of this position off ers a starting point within psychological anthro-
pology for contemporary eff orts, such as this volume, to move toward a more 
explicit “anthropology of the will.” However, because Hallowell’s comments 
on volition are embedded within his larger theoretical framework, an over-
view of his general approach is provided fi rst.

In seminal publications concerning “the self in its behavioral environ-
ment” (see especially Chapter 4 and Chapter 8 in Hallowell 1955, which were 
originally published together as a single article), Hallowell framed the self 
as constituted through attributes common to all humans as well as emer-
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gent through social and cultural experience. Based on fi eldwork starting in 
the 1930s with the Ojibwa of Manitoba, Canada, and drawing comparisons 
with his own cultural background and research fi ndings from social scien-
tists working in western settings, Hallowell noted parallels in how selves are 
understood, commonalities that transcended experiential variability across 
diverse cultural settings. He maintained that across cultures what “is held 
in common is a self-concept that assumes certain generic human attributes” 
(Hallowell 1955, 180). In addition to volition his candidates for generic attri-
butes of self include the following: self-awareness, sentience, memory, speech 
[symbolization], and autonomy. At the same time, ethnographic evidence 
documenting variability in how self was conceptualized and experienced 
contributed to Hallowell’s assessment of how the universal was bounded. For 
example, based on fi ndings from his own fi eld research, Hallowell considered 
the assumption that “human bodily structure” is a “necessary substratum for 
a functioning self” to be culturally contingent and therefore not universal 
(Hallowell 1955, 176).

Writing long before the contemporary surge of interest in the evolution-
ary and developmental dimensions of the cultural, Hallowell maintained 
that the generic attributes enable culture and development while also being 
transformed through culture and development. For example, self-awareness, 
minimally characterized as the refl exive discrimination of oneself “as an ob-
ject in a world of objects” other than oneself, was put forward as “one of the 
prerequisite psychological conditions for the functioning of any human so-
cial order” (Hallowell 1955, 75). Th e capacity for “self-awareness” is necessary 
for human societies to “become social orders of conscious selves” (Hallowell 
1955, 10). Yet, self-awareness is also “a cultural as well as a social product” 
(Hallowell 1955, 81), a developmental process in a specifi c cultural environ-
ment. Reading across Hallowell’s 1955 volume Culture and Experience, the 
transformation of the generic capacity for self-awareness to the “outlook of 
the self in its behavioral environment” (Hallowell 1955, 89) can be seen as un-
folding in time, involving a given individual, in a specifi c historical-cultural 
setting, and in the context of particular social relationships. By extension, a 
similar argument holds for the other generic attributes, including volition.

Th is jointly universal yet specifi c perspective is also found in Hallowell’s 
claim that the “human individual must be provided with certain basic ori-
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entations in order to act intelligibly in the world he apprehends” (Hallowell 
1955, 89). While at an abstract level the typology of basic orientations is pre-
sented as a kind of universal, at another level, these basic orientations take 
shape only within specifi c social and cultural settings as “cultural means and 
content may vary widely” (Hallowell 1955, 89). Th e “basic orientations pro-
vided by culture”—self-orientation, object orientation (including other per-
sons), spatiotemporal orientation, motivational orientation, and normative 
orientation—align the experiencing self with the external world and struc-
ture the psychological fi eld in which the self is prepared to act (Hallowell 
1955, 89, 110). Th e socially and culturally forged basic orientations implic-
itly guide the perception and interpretation of experience, including what 
an individual takes to be reality, as well as aff ording a normatively informed 
basis for refl ection, decision, and action (cf. Hallowell 1976, 391; 1958, 79). In 
Hallowell’s framework, orientations point toward interpretive possibilities. 
Th is is essentially a processual view of the relation between culture and ex-
perience; individual experience as culturally informed rather than culturally 
determined.

Central to Hallowell’s framework is his view that selves are in part con-
stituted in cultural settings through interactions with “other selves.” Indeed, 
a key insight is that experiential reality takes shape in relation to ontologi-
cal reality, one that is typically shared with others within a behavioral en-
vironment. Th us, the “self in its relation with other selves may transcend 
the boundaries of social life as objectively defi ned” and involve “other-than-
 human selves” (Hallowell 1955, 92). As Hallowell noted: “All human cultures 
include classes of other-than-human persons that are an integral part of the 
psychological fi eld of the individual” (1958, 63). Th at persons within a behav-
ioral environment are seen to vary in terms of their potential powers for act-
ing in and upon the world was not overlooked in Hallowell’s work.

Hallowell’s comments on volition presume the intertwining of the ge-
neric, social, and cultural. He explicitly establishes links between the voli-
tional and the moral in the context of interpersonal relations. For Hallowell, 
the “universal fact” that “any human society is not only a social order but a 
moral order as well” means that “the members of such an order are assumed 
to assume moral responsibility for their conduct” (Hallowell 1955, 83). Th is, 
in turn, “implies the capacity for self objectifi cation, self identifi cation, and 
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appraisal of one’s own conduct, as well as that of others, with reference to 
socially recognized and sanctioned standards of behavior” (Hallowell 1959, 
50). Given “a possible choice of alternative lines of conduct,” with regard to 
both one’s own actions as well as those of others, “implicit in moral appraisal 
is the concomitant assumption that the individual has volitional control over 
his own acts” (Hallowell 1955, 83 & 106). While much of Hallowell’s discus-
sion is couched at a general level, the intertwining of the volitional and the 
moral, and their embedding in interpersonal relations and local moralities, 
make clear that an understanding of volition cannot be divorced from par-
ticular social and cultural settings. Examining the experiential dimensions 
of volition, through both fi rst-person reports as well volition-related infer-
ences concerning the conduct of others, would therefore provide a basis for 
assessing similarities and divergences across cultural settings.

Before going further, it is important to note that, even though he does 
not diff erentiate them, Hallowell is advancing two positions about the rela-
tionship between the volitional and the moral. Both implicate a “conscious” 
or “refl ective” self invested in a local moral world. Th e fi rst revolves around 
the appraisal of conduct against local moral standards and does not require 
an assessment or attribution of intent, or will, to transgress. Such appraisal is 
consistent with a cultural proclivity, such as Robert Levy described for Ta-
hiti, to place the “moral stress . . . on one’s actions, not on one’s intentions” 
(1973, 350; cf. Duranti 2006). Even so, if the voluntary nature of the action is 
not in question, the act is presumed to be a volitional act. Th e second posi-
tion shifts the emphasis to “volitional control.” In situations where “choice” 
is possible, Hallowell appears to postulate a link between processes internal 
to a self (e.g., “deciding”) and subsequent action. “Volitional control” is, at 
least in part, a state of mind involving an “intentional” self (either oneself or 
another self). Conversely, it may be that in situations characterized by lack 
of “volitional control” moral culpability is lessened. While this does presume 
an understanding of oneself and others as intentional beings and refl ective 
selves, it by no means requires that one “knows” what others are up to with 
regard to their intentions. Indeed, in writings on the Ojibwa (see especially 
Chapter 15 in Hallowell 1955 and 1960) Hallowell claims that a “generalized 
attitude” of caution and suspiciousness in interpersonal relations refl ects the 
experiential reality of a cultural setting where appearances may be deceiving 
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(such as a smiling countenance masking hostile feelings), where what is truly 
felt and thought by others cannot be known, and where covert means of 
causing harm to others (“sorcery”) are culturally available. One can suspect 
others of harboring ill will, as well as being covert and immoral agents of 
harm, but it is only in the world of action that one’s suspicions (hypotheses) 
receive support.

As elaborated in this chapter, narrative as a mode of thinking—a way of 
“ordering experience, of constructing reality” (Bruner 1986, 11)—off ers an 
entrée for exploring the relevance of notions of “moral responsibility,” “moral 
appraisal,” and “volitional control” in and across specifi c cultural settings. In 
this examination of how “volition” enters social life, I rely upon Hallowell’s 
broader conceptualization of persons, their capabilities and powers, both 
perceived and potential, within specifi c behavioral environments. My use of 
“behavioral environment” does not imply an “outlook of the self” that is 
shared by all within a cultural setting but rather refl ects an appreciation that 
the “behavioral environment” is not the same for all individuals and may 
even vary for the same individual across time. I limit the ethnographic mate-
rial drawn upon to two primary sources, my own fi eldwork in a Canadian 
Anishinaabe (Ojibwa) community and some of Hallowell’s writings. Among 
the examples examined are cases in which “volitional control” for one per-
son’s actions are attributed to another person. Because diff erent cultural “set-
tings” aff ord diff erent narrative possibilities, in a research paper I extend this 
general approach to other ethnographic contexts (see Garro, n.d.).

First, though, to provide a point of comparison with the ethnographic 
data, I briefl y review some relevant literature by American scholars with ref-
erence to primarily American cultural settings. Th e material covered ranges 
widely; some authors aspire to illuminate the nature of will as universal psy-
chological phenomena, the work of others serves to illuminate some aspect of 
willing within a particular sociocultural milieu.

P E R S P E C T I V E S  O N  W I L L I N G

Writing in the late 1800s, the psychologist William James began his chapter 
on “will” with the following: “Desire, wish, will, are states of mind which 
everyone knows, and which no defi nition can make plainer” (James [1890] 
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1983, 1098). Portraying desiring and wishing as denizens of the same terrain, 
James asserted that “the terminus of the psychological process in volition, the 
point to which the will is directly applied, is always an idea” (James [1890] 1983, 
1171, see Th roop, Chapter 2). As psychological experience, willing

terminates with the prevalence of the idea; and whether the act then follows or not 
is a matter quite immaterial, so far as the willing itself goes. I will to write, and the 
act follows. I will to sneeze, and it does not. I will that the distant table slide over the 
fl oor towards me; it also does not. My willing representation can no more instigate 
my sneezing-centre than it can instigate the table to activity. But in both cases it is 
as true and good willing as it was when I willed to write. In a word, volition is a psy-
chic or moral fact pure and simple, and is absolutely completed when the stable state 
of the idea is there. (James [1890] 1983, 1165)

As a “psychic and moral fact,” volition represents a particular type of relation 
between self and “our states of mind”:

I want more than anything else to emphasize the fact that volition is primarily a 
relation . . . between our Self and our own states of mind. . . . When an idea stings 

us in a certain way, makes as it were a certain electric connection with our Self, we 
believe that it is reality. When it stings us in another way, makes another connec-
tion with our Self, we say, let it be a reality. Th e indicative and the imperative moods 
are as much ultimate categories of thinking as they are of grammar. Th e “quality of 
reality” which these moods attach to things is not like other qualities. It is a rela-
tion to our life. It means our adoption of things, our caring for them, our standing 
by them. Th is at least is what it practically means for us; what it may mean beyond 
that we do not know. And the transition from merely considering an object to be 
possible, to deciding or willing it to be real; the change from the fl uctuating to the 
stable personal attitude concerning it; from the “don’t care” state of mind to that in 
which “we mean business,” is one of the most familiar things in life. (James [1890] 
1983, 1172– 73)

In this manner, James situates willing in relation to what matters to us 
in life. In underscoring the way an idea makes a “connection with our Self,” 
James opens the way for an exploration of such connections within the con-
text of individual lives, lives as experienced in specifi c cultural settings. With 
a primary orientation toward the future, the act of willing “let it be a real-
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ity” is also a refl exive act grounded in the present but also related to the 
past. In pointing out the impossibility of certain sequelae following an act of 
simply willing the world to be so (e.g., instigating a table to activity), James 
makes even fuzzier whatever distinctions exist among desiring, wishing, and 
willing.

Daniel Wegner explores the sense of a causal connection between the ex-
perience of will and subsequent action (Th roop, Chapter 2). For Wegner, the 
experience of conscious will is a feeling—an “emotion of authorship” (2002). 
He depicts conscious will as “a feeling that organizes and informs our un-
derstanding of our own agency . . . one that reverberates through mind and 
body to indicate when we sense having authored an action” (Wegner 2002, 
318). When the willed actions are those of our own bodies, the “juxtaposition 
of our thought and action” provides the basis for “causal inferences about 
how our minds seem to be producing our behaviors” (Wegner 2005, 30). For 
“normal voluntary action,” the “expected correspondence of action and the 
feeling of doing—the case when we do something and also feel that we are 
doing it” is “perhaps the assumed human condition” (Wegner 2002, 8– 9). 
Importantly, we extend causal inference to the actions of others, “[w]e read-
ily perceive agents all around us” and ascribe authorship for action to agents 
(Preston and Wegner 2005, 104).

Drawing on work carried out in western settings, Wegner maintains that 
human beings aspire to an “ideal of human agency” (Wegner 2002) grounded 
in a three component “thought—will—action model” (Preston and Wegner 
2005, 106) with the qualities of being “conscious, eff ortful, and intentional” 
(Wegner 2005, 19). Intention “is normally understood as an idea of what one 
is going to do that appears in consciousness just before one does it” (Wegner 
2002, 18). However, when experience does not match the ideal of human 
agency (one of the three components is not present), typically “we infer that 
the missing components of ideal agency are actually in place” (Preston and 
Wegner 2005, 121). With regard to intention, it “appears as though we are 
unable to admit or understand that we may have acted without knowing 
why” (Preston and Wenger 2005, 109). Given a “feeling that the action was 
freely willed by actor, not induced by others,” there is a tendency to generate 
“reasons to explain our actions post hoc and believe that those reasons were 
our intentions all along” (Preston and Wegner 2005, 110 and 109). What is 
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key here is that a “feeling of doing” does not depend upon prior conscious 
intentions. As well, there appears to be “a kind of continuum between rou-
tine practices that proceed with little refl ection and planning, and agentive 
acts that intervene in the world with something in mind (or in heart)” (Ort-
ner 2006, 136; cf. Haggard 2006).

At an experiential level, Wegner states that the feeling of doing “keeps 
our notion of ourselves as persons intact” (Wegner 2004, 658), aff ording the 
knowledge of a self with continuity through time. Further, in reminding us 
that we are doing something, the experience of will “serves to accentuate 
and anchor an action in the body. Th is makes the action our own far more 
intensely than could a thought alone. Unlike simply saying ‘this act is mine,’ 
the occurrence of conscious will brands the act deeply, associating the act 
with self through feeling, and so renders the act one’s own in a personal and 
memorable way” (Wegner 2004, 658). We “do not just deduce that we did an 
action, we feel we did it.” Such experiences “leave a residue of memories of 
past authorship, and give rise as well to anticipations of future authorship” 
(Wegner 2005, 31). Further, according to Wegner, as part of an “intuitive ac-
counting system” (ibid.), the “feeling that we are doing things” serves “key 
functions in the domains of achievement and morality,” helping us to “appre-
ciate and remember what we are doing” and what we have done, while also 
providing a basis for “how we judge ourselves to be morally right and wrong” 
(Wegner 2002, 318). Th is “guide to ourselves” is “perhaps most important for 
the sake of the operation of society” in that “the sense of conscious will also 
allows us to maintain the sense of responsibility for our actions that serves as 
the basis for morality” (Wegner 2002, 328).

Nevertheless, Wegner emphasizes that while this view of the mind’s role 
in guiding action “is a deeply important construction, allowing us to under-
stand, organize, and remember the variety of things we fi nd ourselves do-
ing, it is a construction nonetheless”(Wegner 2005, 30). Further he points out 
that it is a construction that can be disrupted. For example, an illusory ex-
perience of will occurs when people “people feel they are willing an act that 
they are not doing” (Wegner 2002, x). An example consistent with this is the 
acceptance, as among practitioners of magic in contemporary England, that 
“thought aff ects the world directly,” that “human will power is a real force, 
capable of being trained and concentrated, and that the disciplined will is 
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capable of changing its environment and producing supernormal eff ects” 
(Luhrmann 1989, 120– 21; see Pronin et al. 2006 for experiments promot-
ing experiences of “everyday magical powers” in U.S. college students). For 
Wegner (2002, x), another illusion of will occurs when people “feel they are 
not willing an act that they are indeed doing.” Th is includes situations where 
objects appear to move independent of human action, like the spelling of 
a Ouija board or the spiritualist practice of “table turning” in Europe and 
America in the mid-nineteenth century. Th ese are not cases where “will” is 
seen to “instigate the table to activity” (or the Ouija board marker). Rather, 
movement occurs in the “absence of the experience of will” and may be at-
tributed to “spirit intervention” (Wegner 2002, 7).

Similarly, for individuals, “[p]erceptions of outside agency can undermine 
the experience of will in a variety of circumstances” (Wegner 2005, 25). Hyp-
notic phenomena, trance channeling, spirit possession, and glossolalia are all 
examples of this, though, according to Wegner, “the most common case is 
obedience to the instructions given by another” (Wegner 2005, 25). Stanley 
Milgram (1974), whose experiments demonstrated that people would obey 
an experimenter’s insistent instructions to deliver strong, even presumably 
fatal, electric shocks to another person, suggested that such obedience was 
produced through “agentic shift”—a feeling that agency and moral respon-
sibility has shifted away from oneself (Wegner 2002, 94, 2005, 25). Milgram 
contrasted “the condition a person is in when he sees himself as an agent for 
carrying out another person’s wishes” with autonomy, “when the person sees 
himself as acting on his own” (1974, 133). While in Milgram’s experiments 
the actions performed under the experimenter’s direction are seen as “alien to 
his nature” (1974, 147), in other contexts the feeling that someone else is the 
willing agent for one’s own action may be a desirable outcome. Such is the 
case in the following excerpt from an article by Tanya Luhrmann (2004, 524) 
based on her fi eldwork among members of an evangelical Christian church 
in southern California:

Answering the altar call is described by many congregants as an emotionally over-
powering experience accompanied by a conscious loss of bodily control. Congre-
gants remember that God took over their body (this can be described as submission 
to God’s will) and carried or pushed them up to the altar. One congregant said, “It 
was like someone had lifted me up out of my seat and I pretty much ran down there. 
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I was walking real fast down there. It was like it wasn’t me; it was kind of like He 
was pushing me up there. It was kind of cool. And I was just crying . . . I was weep-
ing. I was crying so much. I was so happy.

With the causal impetus for action being attributed to God, such emo-
tionally charged moments “mark God’s spiritual reality in their lives” and 
“stand out sharply from everyday experience” (Luhrmann 2004, 525). Inter-
estingly, contra Wegner, the embodied “feeling of not doing,” the culturally 
and personally meaningful attribution of authorship for one’s action to an-
other with the loss of personal agency serving as experiential proof of one’s 
special relationship with God, contributes to the emotional salience of such 
experiences and their status as truly memorable events.

Th e cultural availability and potential personal salience of an ideational 
reality in which believers establish personal relationships with an omnipotent 
being through prayer reveals another way in which the volitional and the 
moral are intertwined in a specifi c cultural setting. Prayer, for many Ameri-
cans, is a means for communicating with God, a God who may be perceived 
as a benevolent and volitional force who intercedes in human aff airs. Inter-
personal involvements mediated through communications (e.g. prayer, sup-
plication, or sacrifi ce) directed toward someone whom Hallowell would refer 
to as an “other-than-human person” are, of course, found throughout the 
world. What is unusual is for such connections, and for willing as a causal 
force, to be tested in a large-scale study using scientifi c methods with the 
results reported in the medical journal Archives of Internal Medicine (Harris 
et al. 1999). Th is U.S.-based study involved a large number of patients admit-
ted to a coronary care unit and intercessory prayer groups made up of indi-
viduals who were unknown to the patients and who were randomly assigned 
to pray remotely for specifi c patients over the course of their hospital stay 
(all intercessors believed that God “is concerned with individual lives” and 
“responsive to prayers of healing made on behalf of the sick” [Harris et al. 
1999, 2274]). Patients were unaware that they were being prayed for. Th e re-
searchers “found that supplementary, remote, blinded, intercessory prayer 
produced a measurable improvement in the medical outcomes of critically 
ill patients” concluding that “prayer may be an eff ective adjunct to standard 
medical care” (Harris et al. 1999, 2278 and 2273).

Th is study is fascinating as it reveals a cultural reality where the possibil-
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ity of measuring the health improvements with implied interpersonal con-
nections between the person praying, an omnipotent being, and the person 
being prayed for, are taken seriously through a large-scale study designed to 
stand up to the peer review process. Th e reader is left to infer that there is a 
causal force that makes prayer effi  cacious, although no direct assertions are 
made about the existence or nature of God. Th ose praying, however, are in-
vested in an intersubjective reality where the causal force behind the effi  cacy 
of prayer is enabled by personal relationships with God. Th e person praying 
is a moral actor who “wishes” or “desires” a benefi cial consequence for an 
unknown other and who attributes the effi  cacy of prayer to the response of 
another (God) who wills the improvements in the sick person’s health. Har-
kening back to James, volition, here, takes the form of “a psychic or moral 
fact” considered to have an observable (measurable) impact on a sick person. 
Th e close relationship between wishing, desiring, and willing is revealed in 
the way that the praying person’s wishes/desires are seen to be taken up by a 
being with the power to will the desired end into reality.

While considerable ground has been covered in this section, two primary, 
but not truly separable notions of willing have been put forward. Th e fi rst, 
drawing on James, highlights volition as a “willing representation,” a “psy-
chic and moral fact,” a commitment of self toward “let it be reality.” Future-
oriented and closely related to desiring and wishing, willing is bound up 
with what matters to us in life. Th us the action itself may be understood as 
revealing something about what matters to the actor. Such willing may take 
the form of premeditated intention toward achieving some end and is associ-
ated with times when we refl exively deliberate and ultimately choose among 
possible courses of action. Hallowell’s discussion of “volitional control” as 
tied to “moral responsibility” fi ts under this rubric.

Th e second type of willing, drawing on Wegner, is associated with vol-
untary embodied action and the “feeling of doing.” Th is feeling of doing 
provides the basis for remembering “I did it” but also the experiential ground 
for inferences of agency to others (“S/he did it”). For much of everyday life, 
the commonsense assumption is that self wills action. Th ough this may be 
a construction common to all humans, Wegner stresses that it is a construc-
tion. Will is an “emotion of authorship” that supports the self-acceptance 
of moral responsibility for actions as well as inferences that other selves are 
responsible for their actions. Following Hallowell, assessing conduct, one’s 
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own or another’s, against local moral standards depends upon such attribu-
tions of authorship. In this regard, though Wegner only points to the import 
of having a “guide to ourselves,” we also need guides for interpreting the ac-
tions of others and for understanding relations with and among others in our 
social worlds.

While embodied action typically supports inferences that a self is in-
volved in action, a variety of culturally based constructions permit inferences 
that “volitional control” and impetus for action is situated in another person. 
While such attributions of interpersonal connections may decrease personal 
culpability, they may also serve as markers of enhanced moral standing, as 
when one submits to “God’s will.” However, in an interpersonal situation 
characterized by diff erentials in power, the perception that one is carrying 
out another’s orders may also serve to mitigate a sense of “volitional control” 
and “moral responsibility” (cf. Milgram 1974). Still other cultural framings 
permit selves to extend infl uence without embodied action through inter-
nal wishes/prayers. Taken together, these constructions construe willing as a 
“psychic and moral fact.”

Although I have noted parallels with Hallowell’s position, the univer-
salist claims made by psychologists warrant further investigation. Is it the 
case that, following James, willing, desiring, wishing, intending, are “states 
of mind” that, in some form, “everyone knows”? Is it indeed likely, as Roy 
D’Andrade (1987, 144– 45) opines, that “certain salient areas of the experien-
tial fi eld will be universally recognized?” How about the “feeling of doing”? 
Does the model of ideal agency have relevance outside of western settings? 
If connections among willing, morality, and responsibility are commonly as-
serted, what is the range of variability with regard to the cultural construc-
tion of volition in local interpersonal worlds?

Th e objectives, however, for this chapter are more modest. Starting with 
narrative as a mode of thinking, and in light of the preceding discussion, I 
turn to situated contexts where “willing” enters the social arena in a specifi c 
ethnographic setting.

N A R R AT I V E  A N D  W I L L

As mentioned earlier, narrative, as a mode of thinking, off ers an entrée for 
exploring the construction of “volitional control” and its link to “moral re-
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sponsibility” and “moral appraisal” in specifi c cultural and interpersonal 
contexts. Th rough narrative, we are oriented to interpretive possibilities and 
moral frameworks that may be useful for navigating the world, for guid-
ing one’s own actions, and for anticipating and making sense of the actions 
of others (see Garro and Mattingly 2000, 1– 3). Narrative “deals in human 
or human-like intention and action and the vicissitudes and consequences 
that mark their course” (Bruner 1986, 13). It off ers a way for integrating tem-
porally distributed occurrences that rely on interpretive frameworks of rel-
evance within culturally constituted behavioral environments.

As culturally informed perspective-taking on situated experiences and 
events, narrative is an active and constructive mode of cognitive engagement 
that allies the culturally conceivable with particular circumstances. Th rough 
the narrative process, unique personal experiences become “socially forged” 
through “local narrative formats, recognizable types of situations and people, 
and prevailing moral frameworks” (Ochs and Capps 2001, 55). As resources 
relied on for narrative sense making, culturally available understandings 
both constrain and enable narrative thinking. Nevertheless, for any given 
situation, multiple narrative possibilities may be entertained, even by the 
same person and even if not given voice. Here, rather than the omniscient 
perspective of a mind-reading narrator, the case examples show individuals 
actively engaging culturally available narrative frameworks to temporally or-
der, however tentatively, a culturally plausible unfolding of events.

Narrative thinking mediates between an inner world of thought- feeling 
and an outer world of observable actions and states of aff airs (Bruner 1986, 
Mattingly and Garro 1994, cf. Mattingly, Chapter 3). Narrative plots con-
struct two landscapes simultaneously: a “landscape of action”—focusing 
on what actors do in particular situations—and a “landscape of conscious-
ness”—“what those involved in the action know, think, or feel, or do not 
know, think, or feel” (Bruner 1986, 14). Th e meaning one attributes to em-
plotted events refl ects expectations and understandings gained through par-
ticipating in situated contexts and interactions. What we understand to be 
culturally conceivable and/or plausible with regard to powers, limits, poten-
tial involvement and perceived intentions of agents informs our ability to 
relate a “landscape of action” to a “landscape of consciousness.” Further, our 
understandings of the potential for others to author events in the world may 
open possibilities for our own feelings of authorship (Luhrmann 1989).
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In the remainder of this chapter these narrative landscapes of conscious-
ness and action are explored through situated instances involving misfortune, 
drawn primarily from my fi eldwork in a Canadian Anishinaabe (Ojibwa) 
community; interweaving comments about the contemporary community 
with observations from earlier ethnographic writings.

R E V I S I T I N G  T H E  O J I B WA   A N I S H I N A A B E  

B E H AV I O R A L  E N V I R O N M E N T

To support his theoretical claims about the self in its behavioral environ-
ment, Hallowell drew on his fi eldwork in several Ojibwa communities in 
Manitoba, Canada, which took place over a number of fi eld trips primarily 
during the decade from 1930 to 1940 (the Ojibwa are also sometimes referred 
to as Saulteaux by Hallowell and are known as Chippewa in the United 
States). Because Anishinaabe (rather than Ojibwa) is the preferred ethnonym 
at my fi eld site, which is also located in Manitoba, I use Anishinaabe when 
discussing my own observations and Ojibwa when referring to Hallowell’s 
work. Th e quotes from Hallowell in this section do convey the behavioral 
environment for some individuals at some times at my fi eld site.

My fi eld research in an Anishinaabe community was initially centered 
primarily around understanding how community members think about and 
deal with illness (fi eldwork occurring at various periods from 1984 through 
1989). Some earlier work (e.g., Garro 2000, 2002) conveys how some explan-
atory frameworks for illness pervasively known among adults in the Anishi-
naabe community (though not necessarily shared in terms of being deemed 
credible) are essentially unknown (not culturally available) among individu-
als in nearby communities who are descendants of European settlers. Other 
cultural frameworks for illness are linked to biomedical understandings and/
or are similar to others widely known throughout North America.

At the time of my fi eldwork, while some children spoke only English, 
most adults still spoke their own language, Anishinaabemowin (an Algon-
kian language), and preferred it in most social settings. While the com-
munity is spatially and economically removed from urban areas, there are 
myriad interconnections and integrations with the world outside the reserve 
community. Important among these are linkages to the broader Canadian 



b y  t h e  w i l l  o f  o t h e r s  83

society through governmental relations and bilateral obligations, schools, 
social services, the health care system, churches, television and radio, and 
economic activities pursued both off  and on the reserve. Th e highlighting of 
commonalities with others seen as similar—variously designated as Anishi-
naabe, Aboriginal, Indian, and First Nations—provide the foundation for 
other connections.

In portraying the behavioral environment of the Ojibwa, Hallowell 
claimed that “a distinction between human beings and supernatural beings” 
is not stressed. Rather, the “fundamental diff erentiation of primary concern 
to the self is how other selves rank in the order of power” (Hallowell 1955, 181, 
italics in the original):

Th e Ojibwa clearly recognize and take for granted that the knowledge and power ac-
quired by human beings from other than human persons may vary greatly. . . . Only 
a few individuals acquire exceptional powers. In these cases no sharp line divides 
human from other than human persons. A particular man, for example, may be able 
to exercise a variety of specialized curing skills. . . . Such a man may have suffi  cient 
power to make his fellow men sick or to kill them as well as cure them. Exceptional 
men may be able to make inanimate objects behave as if they were animate. Th ey 
may be able to transform ashes into gunpowder, or a handful of goose feathers into 
birds or insects. In such displays of power they become elevated to the same level 
as other than human persons. . . . Th us, despite the inherent power attributed to 
other than human persons and man’s acknowledged dependence on them, there is 
an intergradation in the power hierarchy of the Ojibwa world. Some human beings 
seem to have been able to closely approach, if not rival, other than human persons 
in power. Th is is another factor that unifi es the cosmic society of the Ojibwa rather 
than sharply dividing the participants in it (Hallowell 1992, 90– 91).

Further, in his writings on the Ojibwa, Hallowell repeatedly emphasized 
the central goal as “life, in the fullest sense—life in the sense of longev-
ity, health, and freedom from misfortune” (e.g. Hallowell 1976, 407). When 
they occur, illness and misfortune are events that often call for and evoke 
explanation. In the contemporary community, even though biomedical ac-
counts for illness are culturally available and misfortune may be seen not to 
require further explanation, there are culturally available frameworks that 
link illness to one’s own behavior or the behavior of other human beings. 
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In what follows, I describe two of these frameworks that are referred to lo-
cally as types of Anishinaabe sickness. Although my fi ndings diff er in some 
ways from Hallowell’s depiction (see Garro 1990, 2000), overall I have found 
much of continuing relevance in Hallowell’s analysis.

Ethnographic portrayals—both contemporary and earlier accounts—of 
the Ojibwa, as well as of other First Nations peoples living in the North 
American subarctic, often point to their individualism and to the high value 
placed on autonomy (Black 1977; Hallowell 1955, 135). Defi ning autonomy 
in terms of freedom from being controlled by other human beings, Mary 
Black states that “the importance of individual autonomy in Ojibwa cul-
ture can hardly be overemphasized” (1977, 150). For “the individual, a major 
goal is to be in control—in control of himself and of his destiny and self-
 determination. Stated another way, the ideal is not to be controlled . . .” 
(Black 1977, 145). Actions by others which are seen to compromise the auton-
omy of the individual are not consistent with moral standards of appropriate 
behavior.

Bad Medicine

At my fi eld site, perceived threats to autonomy in everyday social interactions 
with other human beings, such as behaviors construed as willful attempts 
to boss others around or to control others (e.g., the directives of physicians 
and biomedical personnel), often received negative evaluation. For many, a 
much more signifi cant source of perceived threat is through “bad medicine.” 
Broadly speaking, narrative accounts involving bad medicine explain a wide 
range of events in the world as linked to covert and willful acts done with 
the intent of fulfi lling the desired objectives of the user (a form of “let it 
be reality”). Jealousy, envy, anger, laziness, greed, desire for revenge or re-
taliation, desire to avoid privation, and lust are seen to motivate individuals. 
Within this behavioral environment, “bad medicine” is involved in covert 
but directed eff orts to manipulate other people, objects, or events, either to 
benefi t the user or to harm others. Consciously and intentionally wielded by 
covert and malevolent perpetrators, the “harming powers” of bad medicine 
include the ability “to cause another’s death, illness, or misfortune without 
being present or in physical contact” (Black 1977, 149). From the culturally 
informed standpoint of the Ojibwa self “retaliation by this covert means was 
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a stark reality” (Hallowell 1955, 141). Bad medicine surfaces in community 
life in a myriad of ways. I have heard narrative accounts commenting how 
an alleged user won the jackpot at a bingo game; where under the infl uence 
of bad medicine the vendor of a desired object sold it for a much lower price 
than its value; where the suspicious rubbing of a ballot box by a candidate for 
local offi  ce led to an unanticipated election result; where a courtroom judge 
seen to be aff ected by bad medicine dismissed charges against a defendant 
despite overwhelming evidence of the defendant’s guilt. Bad medicine, like 
protection medicine, may, though often does not, take tangible form. Once 
at a community bingo game, a friend alerted me to the presence of a pungent 
and distinctive smell, telling me not to buy too many bingo cards as it was 
unlikely one of us could win.

Bad medicine may be seen as implicated when someone has unantici-
pated success at an endeavor such as trapping game while others nearby do 
not; Hallowell (1955, 286) found that this was seen as “tantamount to depriv-
ing others of part of their living.” “Love medicine,” a type of bad medicine, 
is seen to result in feelings of sexual desire and lowered resistance to the 
advances of the individual who uses these means. Ruth Landes (1968, 65) 
referred to the use of love medicine as “sneak assaults on human will” and 
the “ugliest sorcery and the explanation of rape.” As bad medicine causes 
others to “perform acts or enter a state that they wouldn’t have if left to their 
own autonomy,” its use contravenes an individual’s right to self determina-
tion: “If being in control is good and being out of control is bad, then ‘bad 
medicine’ is in essence the power to render another helpless or out of control, 
while ‘good medicine’ is restoring or maintaining another’s state of control 
or autonomy” (Black 1977, 150).

“Bad medicine” is seen to involve a conscious concentration of eff ort, 
an eff ort localized in and controlled by a human agent who seeks to achieve 
certain ends. Th e “landscape of consciousness” is seen to involve a transfor-
mation of desire into a willed act to exercise power, a power realized only 
by taking control away from another. As such, it is considered a profound 
violation of norms governing social relationships and morally censured. Such 
power is actively wielded, it is intentional and it cannot be used with impu-
nity. “Bad medicine” inevitably boomerangs back, although the timing can-
not be predicted, automatically bringing illness and misfortune to the user or 
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to close members of his or her family (without the intervention of any other 
“persons” including “other-than-human persons”). And the penalty may be 
quite serious—even fatal, in fact.

At the same time, in some cases, things may go awry and what hap-
pens on the “landscape of action” may not correspond with what was desired 
and intended on the “landscape of consciousness.” For example, when bad 
medicine takes tangible form, someone other than the person intended may 
be harmed. Or, in some cases, more people may be harmed than intended, 
as was understood to be the case in a car accident that took the life of the 
intended victim and a person who hitched a ride at the last minute. At other 
times, the wearing of protection medicine may render an intended target 
safe. While these unintended results do not alter the act of willing harm 
to specifi c others as “a psychic or moral fact” (James [1890] 1983, 1165), the 
“willer” is ultimately responsible for, and suff ers the consequences of, what 
transpires on the “landscape of action” as a result of using bad medicine. If 
the perpetrator of bad medicine intends only one person to die but, in fact, 
causes the death of two people, the “boomerang” eff ect is said to eventually 
result in two deaths in the immediate family of the perpetrator. If the bad 
medicine is ineff ective due to the use of protection medicine, there is no boo-
merang. It is the actual infringement on the autonomy of others that brings 
the boomerang in its wake.

While the users of bad medicine are seen to actively work to bring about 
a certain kind of future in a fully conscious and determined way, such at-
tributions are not based on knowing anyone who admitted to actually using 
bad medicine. During my fi eldwork, I never met anyone who claimed ever 
to hear such a confession or even second-hand stories about personal revela-
tions. Hallowell (1992, 96), however, reported:

In all the case material on witchcraft that came to my attention, there was only one 
instance in which an old man, mortally ill, confessed to murder by witchcraft. It 
is interesting to note how this man rationalized his behavior. He confessed that he 
had killed two people a year for half a century! He said he was commanded to do 
this by his guardian spirits; otherwise he would have lost his own life. Since there is 
no appeal from the commands of “our grandfathers,” the old man had an excellent 
defense.
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While unique, this story reveals a cultural world based on intersubjective 
agreement that directives of the other than human persons defl ect “volitional 
control” and “moral responsibility” away from self, akin to the idea of “agen-
tic shift” as discussed in an earlier section. From my own fi eldwork, a similar 
plot, including threats to one’s own life and health if commands from other 
than human persons are not obeyed, often underpins accounts of the process 
of becoming a medicine person.

Th e closest to a fi rst-person account I recorded of someone deliberat-
ing the potential use of bad medicine was told to me by a young woman, 
Clara. Clara consulted a renowned Anishinaabe medicine man, a person 
who inspired both fear and respect. In this community, if a medicine per-
son is judged a powerful one, his or her status vis-à-vis bad medicine is am-
biguous. Possessing the ability to wield medicine, for good purposes or bad, 
means it is possible for a medicine person to use power to control others or 
for personal gain. During the consultation, Clara was told by the medicine 
man that someone had used bad medicine to get at her through harming 
her child. Distraught and angry, she impulsively asked the medicine person 
to send bad medicine after the culprit on her behalf. Although she did not 
report his actual wording, his reply conveyed that she was not the type of 
person who would ever do such thing. In telling her this, he was also assign-
ing her the role of the “willing” agent for the potential deed; the “agentic 
shift” placed her as the one in command. Although she needed someone 
with power to carry out the deed, the moral responsibility would ultimately 
be hers. She would be the one, in essence, who was seeking to impose her 
will on the future (“let it be a reality”). Th e Anishinaabe medicine man’s 
reply, without confi rming or denying his willingness to wield bad medicine, 
also reaffi  rmed her as a morally upright actor in the social world, and I took 
this as her main message to me, for indeed she reported doing nothing, in 
any way whatsoever, to retaliate. But this example reveals how conscious ex-
periences of wishing for events to take a certain course may provide an expe-
riential ground for our capacity to become engaged with culturally situated 
understandings of the powers and limits of other selves to cause action in the 
world, even when that action is judged to be an immoral one.

Illness that comes about through bad medicine is seen to be an instance 
of “Anishinaabe sickness.” A defi ning characteristic of Anishinaabe sickness 
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is that a diagnosis can neither be confi rmed nor can an appropriate course 
of action be determined without the guidance of other than human persons. 
Since most persons are not “gifted” with powers that allow for direct interac-
tions with other than human persons on a recurring basis, the assistance of 
an Anishinaabe medicine person is sought as a way of entering into already 
established relationships with powerful beings. With their gift, Anishinaabe 
medicine persons are positioned to act as intermediaries on behalf of those 
who seek guidance and knowledge from other than human persons. With-
out the legitimization of a medicine person confi rming a diagnosis, narra-
tive scenarios implicating bad medicine remain at the level of suspicion. And 
even when bad medicine is confi rmed, a degree of uncertainty remains as 
the medicine person does not divulge the identity of the culprit. At the same 
time, it is through medicine persons that victims learn whether they were the 
intentional or unintentional targets of the willful acts of others.

At the time of my fi eldwork, there was signifi cant diversity in the extent 
to which individuals deemed “bad medicine” to provide a plausible narrative 
frame that may be applicable in making sense of the occurrence of events 
in the world. At present, it cannot be claimed, as Hallowell did, that “sor-
cery and magic are real to the Saulteaux. Everyone acts as if they were and 
they thus become eff ective constituents of thought and feeling” (Hallowell 
1955, 284). Although the reality of bad medicine was intersubjectively shared 
cultural knowledge in the past, at present there are many who dismiss it 
as superstition or anachronism. Still, for many, concerns about bad medi-
cine and an orientation to its potentiality are part of experiential reality. And 
even those who are not participants in this way-of-knowing/being do under-
stand the cultural model and its assumptive presumptions, much in the same 
way that E. E. Evans-Pritchard (1937) could be said to “know” about Azande 
witchcraft. Th is intersubjective understanding about the way bad medicine 
is seen to operate in the world can be seen as a type of resource that can be 
drawn upon to understand the narrative constructions of others who rely on 
this assumptive world.

In the following sections, I provide some additional ethnographic ex-
amples, starting with examples of divergent narratives for the same events. 
I then turn to an instance of another type of Anishinaabe sickness (i.e., not 
bad medicine) that reveals that human persons remain responsible for the 
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consequences of their actions (“I did it”), even when they do not intend to 
transgress. Th e last ethnographic section deals with situations that may be 
framed in ways that absolve those affl  icted of moral responsibility for their 
actions.

Divergent Narratives

Returning to the community after a weekend away, I learned that the son 
of one of my friends had won a local jigging contest in my absence. Jigging, 
a form of step dancing, is popular and this contest had drawn a number of 
contenders, many of whom had competed against each other on previous 
occasions. My friend, a middle-aged woman, was pleased that her son had 
taken such an interest in jigging and noted that it was the fi rst time he had 
actually won a competition.

Later that day, during a visit to another home, the jigging contest came 
up again, but this time the conversation had quite a diff erent twist. Here, 
the focus was on the surprise upset that resulted in my friend’s son winning 
the competition. Another entrant had been favored to win but he had not 
danced particularly well. Someone made a statement alluding to the possibil-
ity that “bad medicine” had been involved in this unexpected turn of events. 
Perhaps, someone, someone very close to the winner, indeed as close as a par-
ent, had wanted the favored entrant to dance poorly and lose the contest and 
had taken steps to ensure this possibility. In raising bad medicine as being 
within the realm of the plausible, a narrative scenario was advanced, one in 
which a legitimate wish (or desire) for a particular end was realized through 
an illegitimate act of will, an act where the winner’s skill at jigging vis-à-vis 
the favored entrant was immaterial to the unfolding of events. After I left 
the house accompanied by yet another person who had remained silent dur-
ing this conversation, he expressed his incredulity that anyone could actually 
believe in “bad medicine.”

Subsequent events may be integrated with one’s understanding of the 
past and taken as support for the constructed past. Some months later, just 
prior to another contest, an accident during a practice session left my friend’s 
son with a broken leg. For some, like the young man who expressed incredu-
lity, this was simply accepted as an unfortunate occurrence. For my friend, 
however, this was a likely instance of bad medicine perpetrated by someone 
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jealous of her son’s abilities and she went to see an Anishinaabe medicine per-
son for “protection medicine” to ward off  future attacks. However, this same 
event was construed by the person who raised the possibility of bad medicine 
as the automatic consequence (or boomerang) triggered by the morally rep-
rehensible use of bad medicine—and a fi tting payback at that. As seen in this 
example, divergent interpretive possibilities may co-exist side by side—“bad 
medicine,” “payback,” or “accident.” It is implicitly understood that multiple 
perspectives, implicating diff erent “landscapes of consciousness” and antici-
pations for the future, may be held to explain what happens in the world. For 
both of the unexpected events—the initial upset in the jigging contest and 
the broken leg—the only external indicator on the landscape of action is the 
unexpected event itself. For example, with regard to the favored entrant in 
the jigging contest, beyond knowing that he did not dance as well as he nor-
mally did, there was no reported change in consciousness that could serve as 
a signal of the loss of control.

B Y  T H E  W I L L  O F  O T H E R S  O R  B Y  O N E ’ S  OW N  AC T I O N ?

As mentioned earlier, through their communications with other-than-
 human persons, Anishinaabe medicine persons can diagnose whether a given 
problem is due to Anishinaabe sickness or not. Sometimes, as in the pre-
vious section, someone may simply request “protection medicine” from an 
Anishinaabe medicine person without asking them to make a determination 
whether a given problem is indeed due to bad medicine. And, other times, 
even when suspicions of bad medicine result in consultations for a determi-
nation of cause and appropriate treatment, bad medicine may not be identi-
fi ed. Although a variety of diagnostic outcomes are possible, cases where bad 
medicine is suspected may come to be identifi ed as another type of Anishi-
naabe sickness known as ondjine.

Th e term ondjine is used to indicate an illness or misfortune has occurred 
“for a reason,” with the reason attributable to something that someone did 
at some point in the past (see Garro 2001 on the recollected past). Th is is a 
very complex explanatory framework. Th e transgression or “bad conduct” 
(Hallowell 1955, 269) may be remembered as motivated by an intention to 
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be helpful, as in the following reminiscence from a mother of two young 
children:

One time too, I was scared. I was a kid. At that time I guess I was 13 or something. 
I was at my mom’s that time and our puppy got run over. I was scared to touch it 
because I was told never to touch a dog if it’s suff ering or something, even if you’re 
trying to help it. But the puppy was crying and at that time what I did was I kept 
thinking in my mind, like nothing will happen. I just want to help this puppy. And 
I carried it back to the house. I always wonder if something could happen because 
of this.

As in this case, what is wished or desired (“let it be reality”) can be ir-
relevant, what matters is the “feeling of doing” that supports the memory 
that “I did it,” a feeling that perhaps is even more memorable because of 
the heightened cultural and emotional salience associated with the act (cf. 
Th roop, Chapter 2). Still, while the consequences of an act or accident may 
be severe, one’s status as a moral actor is not called into question. Th e act is 
morally wrong, but the actor is not judged immoral (unless ondjine arises as a 
consequence of the actor wielding bad medicine). In contrast, the use of bad 
medicine is both morally wrong and the user morally defi cient.

Th e moral contrast between ondjine and bad medicine is also revealed in 
their concern for the potential suff ering of others. In cases involving ondjine, 
there is typically a time lag, often many years, between the action and the 
eventual penalty, and children may suff er the consequences of their parent’s 
earlier actions. Th e misdeed may date back to a time when the now parent 
was a young child. Th e mother in the puppy incident was not just concerned 
for herself; what she also cares about is that her children might suff er as a 
consequence of her action. Conversely, the use of bad medicine alone estab-
lishes a lack of concern for others; that users are not even deterred by the 
boomerang eff ect, which places close family members at risk, is a mark of 
their depravity. Th eir orientation to “let it be reality” through the use of bad 
medicine reveals a selfi sh core, and what one cares for also reveals what one 
does not care about, but should.

Interestingly, another form of Anishinaabe sickness is attributed to a 
dead person who misses the living and who desires a companion. A longed 
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for person, who is often a child, may sicken and even die as a result. I was 
told that caring for and missing others was to be expected from the recently 
dead and that, after a close relative died, a watchful parent was attentive to 
signs of change in their young children. It takes no mind-reading to antici-
pate the possibility that the “landscape of consciousness” for a deceased self 
will include a longing to be with those one loves.

Returning to ondjine, most often the transgression involves failure to 
maintain appropriately respectful relations with other-than-human persons, 
treating animals in a proscribed manner (e.g., helping a suff ering animal falls 
into this category but so does harming an animal), or using bad medicine 
(ondjine is the boomerang). As Hallowell fi rst pointed out, and consistent 
with my fi ndings in the contemporary community, other-than-human per-
sons “are not characterized by any punishing role” (Hallowell 1976, 411); 
“their relations to man are benevolent” (Hallowell 1976, 462). An illness 
“thought to eventuate from the violation of moral obligations” to other-than-
human persons “cannot be interpreted as stemming from their anger” (Hal-
lowell 1976, 418). Regardless: “If a human being fails to fulfi ll any obligation 
to them, sickness ‘follows him’ as a matter of course” (Hallowell 1976, 462).

In an appreciable number of cases, visits to medicine persons, prompted 
by suspicions that illness or misfortune was caused by the ill will of others, 
were given a diff erent narrative framing. In these cases, rather than receiv-
ing a confi rmation of bad medicine, it is revealed that the problem results 
from the suff erer’s (or, for children, the suff erer’s parents) own misdeeds. An 
illustrative case involves an older woman diagnosed with diabetes. I’ll call 
her Mrs. Stevenson. Several years earlier, one of her legs had been amputated 
due to diabetic complications. After developing an infection in her remain-
ing foot, her physician warned her that another amputation might be on 
the horizon. Her daughter, Barbara, hoping to avert a second amputation, 
consulted an Anishinaabe medicine person to see if the problem was a result 
of diabetes or something else. For a presumed complication of diabetes, this 
was a quite unusual step. Typically, if Anishinaabe medicine persons are con-
sulted about cases of diabetes, it is only to request herbal preparations seen 
as eff ective against diabetes. But Barbara saw the threat of a second amputa-
tion as unusual and wondered whether perhaps bad medicine was involved. 
As Mrs. Stevenson had not expressed even the slightest concern about bad 
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medicine, Barbara, in an attempt to spare her mother any additional alarm 
or concern, decided to see the medicine man by herself and without inform-
ing her mother.

Th e Anishinaabe medicine man disclosed that the infected foot was not 
caused by diabetes (although the medicine man confi rmed this diagnosis as 
well) but was due to ondjine, indicating that it was attributable to a past 
act of Mrs. Stevenson. Th e medicine person suggested that Mrs. Stevenson 
should come to see him and intimated that, upon hearing the diagnosis, she 
would probably remember the incident that ultimately led to the infection. 
And this is indeed what happened. Prompted by the diagnosis, Mrs. Steven-
son eventually remembered a promise she had made when much younger, a 
pledge to dance in the annual Sun Dance for a three-year period. Th e pledge 
was broken when she did not participate during the third year when she 
stayed home to care for an ill family member. Because she intended no dis-
respect by her action and because she did not participate in the Sun Dance 
for a good reason, Mrs. Stevenson stated she never thought there would be 
consequences for breaking this moral commitment. Yet she never regretted 
the decision to stay with her ill relative, even when she learned of its link 
to the possible amputation. She felt the more important moral obligation 
was to care for her relative. Still, she willingly accepted moral responsibility 
for the disrespectful act and respectfully followed the steps stipulated by the 
medicine man for redressing the wrong.

At times, individuals may act inappropriately without knowing that they 
do so. For example, shortly after he got married, Mr. Clement cut down 
a tree to use the wood. After the tree was felled, he noticed a few bits of 
cloth clinging to one of the branches. A number of years later, his son was 
born severely mentally retarded and soon developed a serious medical condi-
tion. Although his son received extensive treatment and care from biomedi-
cal practitioners, Mr. Clement eventually sought the advice of a medicine 
man. He did not do this with the hope of ameliorating his son’s problems 
but to discover if there was an explanation for what happened and, if war-
ranted, to take steps to avert any future misfortune that might stem from the 
same source. It was established through the consultation that the tree he cut 
down was one that had been previously used by a medicine person to place 
cloth off erings to other than human persons. Th at Mr. Clement remembered 
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the cloth on the tree suggests that he might have known it had been used 
for cloth off erings but this is immaterial. Regardless of what Mr. Clement 
knew or didn’t know about the proper treatment of such trees, the manner in 
which he cut it down evinced a lack of respect.

Even without awareness of wrongdoing on “the landscape of conscious-
ness,” persons are responsible for what they do on the “landscape of action.” 
In narrative terms, what one thinks, what one intends at the time of the 
misdeed is immaterial to the plot. However, to redress the transgression, an 
important component of the plot is that perpetrators own what they did; 
“remembering” the past incident, or accepting as one’s own what is revealed 
of the past in consultation with the medicine person (“I did it”), is inte-
gral to the resolution of the “trouble.” Th e plot is diff erent for bad medi-
cine—the use of bad medicine depends upon an illegitimate act of will (“let 
it be reality”) on the “landscape of consciousness,” even though the victim 
may never know whose willing was the causal force. Speaking generally, An-
ishinaabe sickness confi rms persons as morally responsible agents—there are 
moral limits to what should be willed (in the sense of “let it be reality”) 
and one must accept authorship and take responsibility for one’s actions even 
when the consequences are not what one intends. Th at is unless one’s self-
 determination is compromised.

W H O  I S  T H E  AU T H O R ?  I S  T H E R E  A  G H O S T W R I T E R ?

Hallowell (1942, 61) explained that some human beings, through exercising 
of their power, could abduct the soul of another (the self) with the explicit 
intention of causing the person’s death. At other times, however, the power-
ful person’s “desire” was only to “cause a temporary illness or insanity. A 
person who loses his senses or goes out of his mind is spoken of as kawín 
òtcatcákwsī (no soul). . . .” Th is condition of “no soul” or “no self,” a conse-
quence of bad medicine, takes the self out of his or her body. It is an abnor-
mal state that can take quite dramatic forms. In one rather serious situation, 
a young mother started to behave in ways that were seen to be completely 
out of character; shouting, throwing things around, getting into fi ghts with 
others, saying things that were nonsensical. Perceiving her to be “out of con-
trol” and the situation to be an emergency, family members struggled with 
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what to do, especially as there were two plausible narrative scenarios for the 
young woman’s condition—one involving bad medicine and requiring the 
help of an Anishinaabe medicine person, the other positing a biologically-
based mental disorder best treated by a physician. After an incident in which 
one of the children might have been harmed, concern for the safety of the 
family as well as the young woman led to a late night decision to take her 
immediately to a hospital, where she remained for a number of days. While 
her husband rushed her to the hospital, her mother rushed to consult with a 
medicine person. With each diagnosis receiving independent, and divergent, 
corroboration from the two practitioners consulted, both of these interpre-
tive possibilities remained open and viable even after the woman returned 
home. After her return, she claimed not to have any memory of the events 
leading up to her hospitalization, though she did remember being at the hos-
pital and wondering why she ended up there. It was explained to me that 
even if bad medicine was at the root of the behavioral changes, the prob-
lem could have been interpreted by a physician as a treatable condition. Th e 
medicine person took steps to counteract the bad medicine and to ward off  
future attacks. Th ere were no recurrences of the disruptive behavior during 
the time of my fi eldwork. Under both narrative scenarios, the young woman 
is absolved of moral responsibility. In essence, the “biologically based medi-
cal disorder” framing places the problem within the woman’s brain. In the 
bad medicine framing, while the woman’s behavior is abnormal, the true 
abnormality does not lie in the brain or body but in immoral acts of another 
person. Th e  woman’s “self” was not present; “she” was absent from her body. 
Th e author of the behavior is a “ghostwriter” who remained hidden but who 
nevertheless controlled the woman’s behavior.

During one of my visits to families to ask about ongoing illnesses (see 
Garro 1998), I noticed a toddler’s face was bruised with a quite serious look-
ing gash on her face near her eyes. Th e mother told me that her daughter 
had fallen and been injured but under circumstances that led her to believe 
that bad medicine was involved (the details are unimportant here). I asked 
the mother if she had taken her child to see someone for medical care. Th e 
mother reported that she had gone to see a medicine man but had not gone 
to the local health center. She was concerned that the nurse at the health 
center might suspect her of not taking proper care of her child and call in 
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social services for an assessment. She surmised that having her daughter 
taken from her is what the perpetrator of bad medicine was trying to achieve 
and she thwarted this by going to consult with the medicine man and not 
the local health center. If one accepts the assumptive reality of Anishinaabe 
sickness, a parent cannot be held morally accountable or responsible in any 
way for the injury of a child if authorship truly lies in the willful acts of 
another. But if one does not accept this reality, and it was a fairly safe bet 
that the nurse would not, the outcome could be otherwise. Still, after leav-
ing the home, my fi eld assistant, who was with me at the time, wondered 
what had actually transpired during the consultation with the medicine man 
and whether it was truly the case that bad medicine was behind the child’s 
fall. In airing this doubt, what was also being raised was a doubt about the 
mother’s warrant of vigilance with regard to keeping her child out of harm’s 
way. Even sharing an assumptive reality does not preclude doubts in specifi c 
instances.

Th e last example I’ll present concerns a troubled period in married life 
based on what the wife, Emily, told me. Emily was someone I knew relatively 
well; we visited each other at home fairly often. For a period of time, Emily’s 
husband, Frank, behaved in an uncharacteristic manner. Th ey would seem 
to be getting along fi ne and then, suddenly, things would explode. Emily 
left several times, children in tow, to stay at either her parents’ or her sister’s 
home for a few days. But then Frank would promise things would be dif-
ferent and she would come home. Eventually, Emily suggested they go in 
for marriage counseling but Frank refused, so she went to see someone by 
herself. She wondered a few times about bad medicine but she did not take it 
seriously enough to either go to see a medicine person herself or to raise the 
possibility with Frank. Later, speaking of this time, Emily said she “didn’t 
know what to believe.” While it was possible that bad medicine was causing 
Frank’s bad behavior, it was also possible that it was just Frank being mean. 
At the same time, Emily noted:

Because there were just certain times of the day when Frank was being such an 
idiot . . . and I always wondered why is it only at these times. Cause it started at 
evenings, and during the day was just OK, and evenings, like, he says, I want to go 
here, I want to go here, like he couldn’t stay at home. It was like he was acting, like a 
sixteen year old, I guess. And, he was so mean at times.
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What especially gave Emily pause, however, were some times immediately 
after he had mistreated her when:

. . . he would say, I don’t know why I do that. Like, you know, he would break down 
and cry and he would never do that before. And he said it seems like, let’s see how 
would I say this in English, but anyway what he said was “I don’t know, I don’t 
know why I’m doing this, I try hard not to, but, I still do it.”

Even so, Emily was reluctant to even share her concerns about bad medi-
cine with Frank as he had many times in the past expressed amazement that 
anyone could believe in Anishinaabe sickness and in the powers of medicine 
persons. Indeed, at least some of these statements were directed at Emily as 
Frank knew of her commitment to what she refers to as “the tradition.”

One evening, when Emily’s sister was visiting, Frank started treating 
Emily badly. Emily described what happens next:

I was going to leave right there and then, I was standing at the door and I told Frank, 
I’m going to leave. I’m never going to come back. Th en you know, we were just argu-
ing and all this. And then just right there in front of me and my sister he just stood 
there and he broke down and cried and he said, I don’t know why this is happening. 
And, and then right there and then like I kind of knew, like I kind of believed it. 
Like I believed it but it’s so hard to say I believed it and then again I couldn’t believe 
it, like cause it’s happened so many times that I didn’t want to believe him, I guess. 
And then, but anyway at that time, cause he really keeps to himself. He won’t tell 
anybody anything and that time I couldn’t believe he would break down and cry 
right in front of my sister, cause he always tries to make himself look good in front 
of everybody. I was surprised that he did that in front of my sister and then I kind of, 
I kind of thought, you know, there really is something wrong.

Emily left but the next day she went to see a medicine man she trusted. 
He told her that another woman was trying to cause trouble in their mar-
riage, using bad medicine to alter Frank’s behavior. Th e woman’s intent was 
to break up the marriage. Th e medicine man said that he would take care 
of it. After a few days at her sister’s home, Emily decided to give Frank one 
more chance. What happened next was truly surprising to Emily:

Suddenly, a few days after I came back, Frank wanted to go see a medicine man and 
I wondered. And then he said all that time I was gone, he had seen something or he 
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imagined this, this woman or something. He said that he had seen her in his dream 
and all that, and then he knew I’d take it seriously. I didn’t say anything to him and 
he was the one that wanted to go and see a medicine man. Th en we were told that 
someone was trying to put medicine on him again or something and then he was 
told to take some [protection] stuff  and he was supposed to get some of that stuff  
you’re supposed to carry with you all the time.

Since that time, according to Emily, they have had only the normal ups 
and downs of a married couple. Whether Frank would have wanted to see a 
medicine man without the “dream” experiences remains, of course, an unan-
swerable question. For Emily, though, his report of seeing the other woman 
in his dream stood as independent confi rmation of what the medicine man 
had told her. In her eyes, it was not Frank who misbehaved. Consistent with 
the statements above, Frank remembered all of the altercations and how 
badly he treated Emily (i.e., he remembered “I did it”) but, at the time that 
these events were happening, he also remembered feeling that he was act-
ing against his will (“the feeling of not doing” or a form of “agentic shift”). 
With the medicine man’s guidance, he has come to disown these actions, 
seeing them as authored by another. Further, the decision to seek the help 
of a medicine man turned out to be a turning point for Frank, who became 
deeply committed to “the tradition” and, to Emily’s joy, to bringing up their 
children to share this commitment.

C O N C L U S I O N

Hallowell’s refl ections on volition as generic, personal, social, and cultural 
represent an important early contribution to theorizing will within psycho-
logical anthropology. He suggests that volition as generic attribute may share 
commonalities across cultural settings as one of the prerequisites of our so-
ciality. Volition is integral to human societies as moral orders. He outlines 
two forms of conceptualizing volition that are linked with self-awareness of 
“moral responsibility.” Th e fi rst is the ability to appraise one’s own actions (as 
well as those of others) against local moral standards and the second revolves 
around the exertion of “volitional control” over future action within a con-
text of local moral standards. As moralities are local and interpersonal, the 
volitional is culturally and interpersonally constituted.
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Parallels with Hallowell’s work are found in psychological writings that 
confi gure the volitional as “states of mind” linking self and, by extension, 
others, to embodied action (“the feeling of doing” and “I did it”) as well as 
an “intentional” self whose acts of wishing, desiring and willing are oriented 
toward the future (“let it be reality”). And Hallowell’s thesis that volitional 
assessments become intertwined with cultural frameworks for endowing 
personal and interpersonal experience with meaning is borne out by several 
examples from contemporary western settings. Nevertheless, some of the 
examples also highlight variability in “behavioral environments” associated 
with diff erent understandings of volitional states (desiring, wishing, willing). 
One example is the notion that volitional states can be a force that causes 
observable changes in the world without embodied action on the part of the 
person involved. Th is construction is not intersubjectively shared in the west 
but underpins distinctive culturally available interpretive frameworks that 
take on moral valuation and personal salience in situated, often interper-
sonal, contexts (e.g., praying, using magic).

In case examples from my own fi eldwork, both the construction of will-
ing as a future-oriented commitment of self to “let it be reality” as well as 
a past-oriented acknowledgment that “I did it” were shown to be relevant 
to narrative framings of volitional experience. At the same time, these con-
structions fell short of encompassing the range of volitional states examined 
in this chapter. To what extent, for example, are constructions akin to those 
of “agentic shift” and the “feeling of not doing” found across diverse cultural 
settings (see also Th roop, Chapter 2)? While much of what has been exam-
ined here is of relevance to Hallowell’s portrayal of volition as both generic 
attribute and culturally constituted, as well as the linkages he postulated be-
tween the volitional, moral and interpersonal, clearly further work is needed 
to examine variability and similarities in varieties of volitional experience 
across diverse cultural contexts (see Garro, n.d., for further exploration of 
this issue).

A theme running through the second half of this chapter is that nar-
rative as a mode of thinking establishes connections between a “landscape 
of action” involving individuals in particular situations and a “landscape of 
consciousness” in which the experienced, reported, or presumed volitional 
states of the actors involved are assessed in relation to culturally available 
narrative frameworks and prevailing moral constructs. As we have seen, the 
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diff erent narrative scenarios for bad medicine and ondjine aff ord divergent 
perspectives on the volitional states of the actors involved and their moral 
standing. When misfortune or another event in the world is attributed to 
bad medicine, although the identity of the perpetrator is not established be-
yond doubt, his or her moral character is in large measure established solely 
through the decision to use bad medicine in an eff ort to achieve desired ends. 
In contrast, in some cases of ondjine, a voluntary action may have future neg-
ative repercussions, for oneself or for one’s child, independent of the inten-
tions of the actor. Poignantly, for the person involved, there may be a sense of 
having been caught between competing and incompatible moral obligations. 
To fulfi ll one is to fail at the other.

Many of the accounts presented here reveal the dynamic and variable na-
ture of assessments and attributions of volitional states in relation to events 
in the social world. Th e same event may aff ord diff erent interpretations (e.g., 
“bad medicine,” an unfortunate accident, or ondjine) implicating diff erent 
storylines, diff erent volitional states, and diff erent moral status for those in-
volved. As we have seen, unusual behavior or an unforeseen misfortune may 
raise suspicions that the trouble is but a symptom of an underlying problem 
that cannot be addressed without the assistance of a medicine person, but 
alternative narrative framings are also possible and are often aired, at times 
by the same person. Further, for bad medicine and ondjine, the degree to 
which their causal framings are intersubjectively understood far exceeds the 
degree to which they are intersubjectively shared with regard to interpre-
tive salience and motivational force in everyday life contexts. While it is a 
premise of everyday interaction that one cannot know what another thinks 
or feels or desires, many also hold that it is vital to remain attentive to the 
possibility that another’s willful acts are impacting on one’s own or another’s 
autonomy. Even those who reject this assumptive reality participate in a so-
cial world where the potential for interpreting troubling events along such 
lines can easily arise, as can negotiations and contestations about how to ac-
count for such events. Divergent views of the volitional, with accompanying 
moral loadings, coexist. If, in other settings, it is also the case that the moral 
and the volitional are intertwined, then to sideline the volitional by only 
viewing it as a private mental state limits our ability to examine the ways in 
which the conjoining of the volitional and the moral is revealed, understood, 
negotiated, and contested in everyday social contexts.



As  t h e  e p i g r a p h  s u g g e s t s ,  i n  w e s t -
ern ethnopsychology the ultimate responsibility for the 

dream is understood to lie within the mind of the dreamer. Despite the ap-
parent alterity of dream experience, it is seen as an expression of the indi-
vidual’s unconscious desires and drives. For Freud, this assumption opened 
the door to the study of the dreamwork and a focus on mechanisms of 
dream formation: condensation, displacement, symbolism, secondary elabo-
ration, and so on (Freud 1900). But what happens when local theories posit 
more than one self (or rather, an extension of one’s self) as the subject of the 
dream? And what is the relation of these models of self to the exercise and 
experience of will?

In this chapter I discuss the link between dreaming and “disavowed vo-
lition” among the Tzotzil Maya of highland Chiapas, Mexico.¹ Th rough a 
close examination of the psychological and social dynamics of “dream inves-
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W I L L F U L  S OU L S
Dreaming and the Dialectics of 
Self-Experience Among the Tzotzil 
Maya of Highland Chiapas, Mexico
Kevin P. Groark

Obviously one must hold oneself responsible for the . . . 
impulses of one’s dreams. What else is one to do with them? 
Unless the content of the dream . . . is inspired by alien spir-
its, it is a part of my own being.

Sigmund Freud (1925)
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titure” (in which individuals are divinely appointed to specialized vocational 
and religious responsibilities), I illustrate the ways in which basic epistemo-
logical and ontological assumptions toward dream experience yield a cul-
turally distinct approach to willfulness and self-assertion; one in which the 
most experientially “willful” component of the person—the waking self of 
daily life—is also viewed as only partially agentic, subject to the intentions, 
desires, and wills of other agents, located both internally and externally. 
Among the highland Maya, dreaming facilitates a form of action and experi-
ence that shifts agentic responsibility away from the waking self, recenter-
ing it in the essential soul—the experiential self of the dream. In the case 
of investiture dreams, the resulting social and psychological transformations 
are not seen as mediated by individual desire or will; rather, they represent 
submission to a divine mandate communicated in dreams. Such dreams are 
understood to reveal both the will of the deities as well as the previously 
unknown potencies of the dreamer’s essential self. Th ey are, in short, disclo-
sures of the dreamer’s fate.

Owing to its unique phenomenal properties, dreaming off ers a special 
vantage point for addressing shifting modes of self-experience and their rela-
tion to willful social action (see Kracke 1991). I propose that this particular 
form of self-transformational dreaming opens up an experiential space al-
lowing the individual to pursue highly valued personal and social goals (such 
as becoming a curer) while simultaneously disavowing any agentic responsi-
bility for choosing to pursue those goals and vocational aspirations.²

In developing my argument, I juxtapose highland Maya ethnotheories 
with contemporary psychoanalytic understandings of self, experience, and 
personal agency. Th e chapter opens with an introduction to highland Maya 
investiture dreams and local models of self and dreamspace. I then move 
on to an exploration of the psychoanalytic notion of “intermediate areas 
of experiencing” (as exemplifi ed in the work of D. W. Winnicott, Christo-
pher Bollas, and Th omas Ogden) in order to explore the unique experiential 
qualities of dreaming and the complex dialectical relationship of the dream-
ing self to the waking self. Th ese analytic models provide a framework for 
thinking about the psychic displacements engendered by the movement 
from one experiential mode to another, and the ways in which local Mayan 
ethno theories condition both the experience and social uses of dreaming (in 
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this case, in the service of negotiating complex questions of personal agency 
or willfulness). In support of this argument, I briefl y discuss Tzotzil dream 
talk, in which this experiential split between the waking self and the dream 
self is explicitly indexed, giving rise to a decentered narrative frame in which 
it is understood that the dreamer is not responsible for the narrated content. 
I close with a discussion of the complex relationship between the exercise of 
“mitigated agency” in investiture dreams and local notions of fate or destiny, 
particularly as these bear on the pursuit and assumption of high-status voca-
tions in a strongly egalitarian—yet deeply stratifi ed—social setting. 

H I G H L A N D  M A Y A  I N V E S T I T U R E  D R E A M S

Th e highland Maya recognize a special class of investiture dreams in which 
a Catholic saint appears, asking for assistance (which is usually interpreted 
as a request for the dreamer to assume some religious offi  ce) or informing 
the dreamer that he or she has been “named” or “chosen” for a specialized 
or high-status vocation (such as a curer, midwife, bonesetter, or ritual musi-
cian). To a signifi cant extent, these visitational dreams are culturally stereo-
typed—in the case of shamanic investiture, the person is “visited” three 
times and presented with the insignia and tools of his offi  ce. During these 
visits, the curer is often given specialized knowledge of prayers, remedies, 
and curing ceremonies (see also Fabrega and Silver 1973; Page Pliego 2005). 
Th ese dreams may emerge spontaneously, taking the person by surprise, or 
they may come as the result of a more-or-less conscious (but secretly held) 
desire to attain the new role. Th is process of investiture is explicitly theorized 
as taking place in the realm of souls; it represents divine recognition of the 
essential nature of the dreamer. In “seeing” and “respecting” these dreams, 
the individual subordinates himself to the will of the deities, accepting the 
divine burden of offi  ce in the service of community.

Th e saints who choose the dreamer are felt to possess penetrating insight 
and an ability to see the true nature, abilities, and motivations of each per-
son. Th ey perceive individuals as others cannot, discerning hidden qualities 
and aptitudes that have heretofore gone unnoticed. When a saint appears in a 
dream to “show someone his work,” this nomination refl ects a divine assess-
ment of integrity and calling—offi  cial recognition that one is, indeed, not 
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like other people. For many, the very fact that the person sees these dreams 
is evidence that his soul is indeed “clever” (bij ), and was chosen for that very 
trait. When one of my informants told his wife about a dream in which he 
had been presented with curing paraphernalia, she exclaimed, “Ah, your soul 
is really clever! As for me, I’ve never seen [dreamt] like that. But you, you see 
everything that’s given to you. . . . Th is is because your soul is very clever!” 
However, not everyone sees clearly in dreams; in fact, curers are virtually the 
only people to whom clever souls are attributed. Perhaps this is why the lo-
cal name for curer ( j’ ilol) translates literally as “the one who sees.” Despite 
small variations in the process of dream investiture, the key element is the 
personally and socially transformative quality of divine election and the im-
portance of the quality of the person’s soul in this process. Such visitation 
dreams form part of the “phenomenological armoury” of the individual (Ray 
1992, 68), simultaneously authorizing and legitimizing their new social role 
to both self and society through the idiom of soul-based encounters with 
powerful others. If the person recognizes the dream as one of investiture (and 
does not resist the call), he or she may begin a regimen of fasting, prayer, and 
petition in order to be “given more power.” During this extended process, 
which can span several years, the dreamer quietly puzzles through the pos-
sible meanings of the dreams, often with the help of his or her spouse. Th e 
initial sessions of dream sharing allow the aspirant to test social opinion, 
gauging reactions among family members to these reports of divine election. 
Often, the aspiring curer begins to test his diagnostic and curative powers by 
surreptitiously curing family members.³

Th is early period in the curer’s career is a time “characterized by concern, 
anxiety, preoccupation, and social withdrawal . . . a critical and stormy pe-
riod in the life of the individual” (Fabrega and Silver 1973, 33). Th e principal 
questions with which the nascent curer wrestles relate to the social and po-
litical implications of shamanic election, professional competence, and pub-
lic opinion. Many worry about being forced to publicly acknowledge their 
status before feeling prepared to assume the responsibilities of curing com-
munity members for payment—should they fail in their cures, they run the 
risk of public humiliation, being labeled a fraud, or worse yet, being accused 
of witchcraft. Once a curer has debuted (and is accepted as legitimate), he 
cannot decline his services without a very good reason—he is obligated to 
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use his gifts of curing power and divine access in the service of his com-
munity. Moreover, he cannot resist the appointment of the deities—illness, 
injury, and death are sent as punishments for failing to subordinate one’s self 
to divine will.

V I S I O N S  O F  T H E  S O U L :  H I G H L A N D  M A Y A 

T H E O R I E S  O N  S E LV E S ,  S O U L S ,  A N D  D R E A M S

In order to provide a cultural grounding for the following discussion, I pre-
sent a thumbnail sketch of Tzotzil views on the self, the dream, and the so-
cial world. Th ree broad ontological and epistemological premises underlie 
the Maya approach to dreams: 1) a tripartite model of the self; 2) an objectiv-
ist construction of dream experience; and 3) a cultural emphasis on destiny 
or fatedness.

In a classic statement on highland Maya models of personhood, Peter 
Manning and Horacio Fabrega (1973) claim that the Tzeltal and Tzotzil 
Maya “seem to lack a conception of the self which is internally located, au-
tonomous, and separate from that of other ‘objects’” with a corresponding 
lack of a theory of mind or person as possessing volitional effi  cacy for “order-
ing, monitoring, and controlling human actions” (1973, 266). Based on these 
questionable assertions, they conclude that, for the highland Maya, “body 
and self do not possess logically independent status” (ibid., 267). While it is 
true that the Maya confi gure the self and theorize experience in a culturally 
distinct manner, they are clearly aware of an authorizing subjective core that 
overlaps comfortably with a more-or-less monadic sense of “self,” but which 
is not co-extensive with the physical body.

Tripartite Model of Self

Highland Maya metaphysics posits a conjunctive self consisting of three 
components: the waking self, the essential soul (or dream self), and a co- natal 
animal companion.⁴ In my analysis, this tripartite conception of the individ-
ual articulates three distinct forms of self-organization and experience. Th ese 
local aspects of self (and their relationship to varying forms of self experi-
ence and volition) constitute a distinctly Maya construction of subjectivity, 
in which some components of self are internal, while others are characterized 
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by varying degrees of externality and independence (see Pitarch Ramón 2003 
for similar observations among the Tzeltal Maya). Moreover, these constitu-
ent elements of self are theorized as possessing very diff erent volitional or 
agentic potentials.

First, there is the self of waking life, psychically complex and self-
 refl ective. Th is is the unmarked seat of “me-ness,” indexed by the fi rst per-
son pronoun “I” (vo’on). Th e waking self is closely identifi ed with the physi-
cal body (bek’talil ), an otherwise inert form animated by the essential soul 
(ch’ulel ) and its attendant warmth (k’ ixnal ), as well as the emotive and intel-
lectual contributions of the head ( jolal ) and heart (o’ntonal ), which work to-
gether in the production of both feeling and thought. Th is body-based social 
self is characterized by a sort of “mundane” or everyday volition. Th rough 
deliberative or emotionally motivated choice and action, the person charts a 
course through daily life and is generally held accountable for the outcomes 
of their actions.

Th is corporeal self is clearly distinguished from a radically simplifi ed “es-
sential soul” (ch’ulel ), the experiential self of the dream. During the day, the 
soul resides in the heart, animating the body of its bearer with conscious-
ness, character, personality, and vitality. While inside the body, the impulses 
and desires of the soul are modulated and tempered by the dictates of soci-
ality, propriety, and reason (all of which are seated in the head). At night, 
the soul quits the body in search of adventures, yielding dreams. Wandering 
disincarnate, its actions and encounters take place outside of the volitional 
control of the waking self. Indeed, the soul is characterized by an unpredict-
able willfulness of its own, an oneiric volitional potential that often takes the 
dreamer by surprise. Freed from its social fetters, the soul’s “essential nature” 
is made manifest in interaction with others.

Finally, we have the co-natal “animal companion” (chon, vayijel ). Th is 
extracorporeal alter, linked to the individual from birth, resides on the sa-
cred mountain of Tzontevitz, and its identity is thought to determine so-
cial dominance and power, serving to naturalize the unequal distribution 
of skills among supposed equals. Powerful people are said to have large 
carnivores (jaguars, coyotes, etc.) as animal companions, while humble or 
“poor” people have smaller animals such as rabbits, squirrels, opossums, or 
skunks as companions (see Gossen 1975, 1976, 1999). In addition to its role 
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in naturalizing social inequality, this animal co-essence is thought to be the 
primary target of supernatural attack for witches and demons. In this con-
text, it functions as an extrasomatic locus of vulnerability, playing a key ex-
planatory role in many forms of illness. Like the essential soul, the co-natal 
animal companion lies outside of the volitional control of the person, and 
like any wild animal, its actions are unpredictable. Should the animal soul 
be injured or killed during its adventures, its human companion would soon 
sicken and die; their fates are inextricably linked. However, unlike the essen-
tial soul—which is, above all, an experientially based alter—the experiences 
and vicissitudes of the animal co-essence remain generally unknown to, and 
uncontrollable by, its human counterpart; it does not provide a vehicle for 
any form of direct experience, although it is sometimes encountered by the 
dreamer’s essential soul in dreams.

Th e Nature of Dream Experience

In the Chamula dialect of Tzotzil, the word for “dream” is vayichil, a noun 
derived from the verb “to sleep” (-vay). As Robert Laughlin (1976) points 
out, dreams are—quite literally—derivatives of sleep. Th e verb “to dream” 
occurs in intransitive (vaychinaj) and transitive (vaychinta) forms, suggesting 
both active and passive accents on the nature of dream experience. Laugh-
lin (1975, 139) provides several Zinacantec Tzotzil terms meaning “to dream” 
which derive from the noun ch’ulel (“essential soul”). Among these are ch’ulel 
(“soul/dream”), ch’ulelaj (“to dream”), and ch’ulelta (“to dream about”).

Although the latter are not common in Chamula, they precisely parallel 
the aforementioned cognate terms derived from (-vay) “to sleep” and serve to 
underscore the intimate connection between the soul and dreaming. Sleep 
(or loss of consciousness in general) occurs when the soul leaves the body. 
Although people are uncertain as to where the soul goes, most agree that 
it leaves “the earth’s surface” (sba banamil ) and travels to “the other earth” 
( yan banamil ), or “the other heaven” ( yan vinajel )—the realm of souls or 
essences (Arias 1975, 53). Th e consciousness of the dreamer is carried in the 
vehicle of the soul to this numinous realm, yielding dreams.

Th e transition from sleep to waking represents a literal “return of con-
sciousness,” a movement of the soul from outside the body, back to its home 
in the dreamer’s head or heart. Th is newly returned component or extension 
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of self carries with it the memory of its experience, which (at least in the tell-
ing) has a quality of revelation, of just-arrived news. Th ese dream memories 
are then actively refl ected upon by the waking self in an attempt to under-
stand where he has been, what he has seen, what he has done, and what it all 
means.⁵

For the highland Maya, dream experience is generally conceptualized as 
continuous with mundane daily experience—however, this does not imply 
that they fail to distinguish the two, that they confuse dreams with waking 
experience, or that they consider the two to be phenomenologically equiva-
lent. In emphasizing this continuity, I want to highlight the fact that the 
social relations and motives for action that characterize waking life “on the 
earth’s surface” are thought to seamlessly transition from the realm of physi-
cal bodies to the realm of souls (and vice versa).

Seen through the eyes of the soul, the dreamspace off ers a crucial “glimpse 
behind the curtain,” allowing direct access to the normally hidden webs of 
individual motive and feeling underlying everyday waking life. Th rough cor-
rect interpretation of the dream (which, as Laughlin [1976] points out, is not 
such a simple matter) the dreamer gains valuable information about the true 
qualities of others—and often of themselves. Given that events on the earth’s 
surface are inextricably rooted in the realm of the essential—a nocturnal do-
main accessed every night, by every person—dream experience provides an 
experiential (and evidential) basis for both interpreting events and framing 
action in the waking world.

Fate, Destiny, and Personal Agency

Gary Gossen (1975, 1999) ties Tzotzil soul beliefs into a broad argument 
about the role of fate and destiny in the Tzotzil worldview. According to 
his analysis, highland Maya soul beliefs constitute a “native metaphysics of 
personhood,” which acts as an “extrasomatic, coessential, nonlocal nexus of 
causality and destiny” (1999, 244). Th e waking self of everyday life is, there-
fore, little more than “the passive bearer of forces over which it really has no 
control” a self which is, moreover, “subject to the agency and will of oth-
ers, both human and supernatural” (ibid., 240). Since individual destiny is 
always linked to extrasomatic forces that are outside of one’s direct control, 
Gossen concludes that “the exercise of free will and acting only in one’s own 
self-interest [is] probably doomed to failure” (ibid., 260).
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While Gossen’s characterization captures something fundamental about 
the highland Maya outlook on fate, it fails to recognize the complex ways 
in which individuals do indeed exercise volition and take action in their 
everyday lives—and the importance of dreaming in this process. For our 
purposes, the question is not whether the highland Maya possess or lack 
“agency.” Rather, we are interested in the ways in which a sense of personal 
agency or volition is either brought to the fore and emphasized or shifted to 
the background where it fades from view. Far from refl ecting a simple fatal-
ism, Maya soul beliefs serve to maintain a dynamic tension between fatalism 
and volition, often mediated through dreams.

I suggest that the distanced and decentered action of the dream is ex-
perienced by the dreamer as mediated by a quasi-autonomous agent within 
the self, a sort of sub-ego. In an ironic twist, the most experientially “will-
ful” component of the person—the body-based self of waking life—is also 
viewed as the most constrained, subject to the intentions, desires, and wills 
of other agents, located both internally and externally. Indeed, in many con-
texts the culturally preferred location of transformative agentic potential is 
situated beyond the confi nes of the physical body in the quasi-autonomous 
essential soul; a component of self that is only ever partially and provision-
ally known to the dreamer, but whose actions refl ect back onto the self in 
sometimes profound ways.

Paradoxically, the “fatalism” that Gossen identifi es as stemming from 
these soul beliefs can actually facilitate individual choice, volition, and willful 
action by framing it in terms of the culturally acceptable idiom of “ success-
dreaming” (Ray 1992, 68). In the highland Maya model of a tripartite self, we 
fi nd an explanatory construct that allows the experience of willfulness to be 
decentered away from the waking self of everyday social life and located in 
one of several extensions of self, all understood—somewhat paradoxically—
as lying outside of the volitional control of the waking self to which they are 
connected. Further distancing is achieved through the radical objectifi cation 
of dream objects, which in the case of visiting saints, can also bear aspects 
of the individual’s willful desires. When taken together, these ontological 
models of self and dream experience lay the foundation for a phenomeno-
logically grounded approach to the experience of willfulness within its cul-
tural matrix. By removing the question of individual desire and will from the 
pursuit of certain high-status social roles, both the individual and the larger 
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social group can enjoy the security—the fatedness—of knowing that dream 
nomination represents the discovery of the true nature of the dreamer in the 
realm of the essential. Turning Freud on his head, the highland Maya dress 
waking life in the fabric of their dreams.

In the following sections, I provide a psychoanalytic approach to the phe-
nomenology of highland Maya dream experience, emphasizing the ways in 
which local ontological assumptions serve to open up the dreamspace for use 
as a unique experience structure in which the locus of responsibility shifts 
from the consciously organized self of waking life to the quasi-autonomous 
essential soul. I will argue that this experiential shift plays a key role in al-
lowing for a sort of mitigated or displaced agency in which a secondary or 
ancillary will—that of the soul—becomes foregrounded in its interactions 
with agentically powerful deities in the dreamspace.

E S S E N T I A L  S O U L ,  T R A N S I T I O N A L  S E L F :  A  P S Y C H O A N A LY T I C 

R E A D I N G  O F  T H E  H I G H L A N D  M A Y A  D R E A M S PAC E

In recent years, much of contemporary psychoanalysis has shifted from a fo-
cus on confl ict-based psychopathology to an emphasis on the constitution of 
personal meaning and the problem of “disordered subjectivities”—diffi  cul-
ties in rendering a subjective life that feels rich, vital, and authentic (Mitchell 
1993, 21– 25). Th e most interesting development has been a sustained atten-
tion to the nature, texture, and elaboration of subjective experience, and the 
processes through which this is accomplished. Perhaps the earliest and most 
infl uential analytic thinker concerned with these questions was D. W. Win-
nicott, who focused attention precisely on the complexities of subjectivity 
and the problematic epistemological status of subject and object in psycho-
analytic theories of experience (see Winnicott 1951 [1958], 1959 [1989], 1971). 
In recent years, Winnicott’s foundational insights have been extended and 
more fully developed in the work of Christopher Bollas and Th omas Og-
den, both of whom focus on the complex relationship between subjectivity 
and objectivity as constitutive poles of experience. In particular, these theo-
rists are concerned with the potentially transformative dialectic underlying 
dream experience and the mediating role of the dream as a particular kind 
of experience structure that exists in dialectical relation to waking life, both 
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facilitating and foreclosing certain forms of self experience, understanding, 
and knowledge.

Winnicott’s Transitional Phenomena

D. W. Winnicott is perhaps best known for his work on “transitional phe-
nomena,” particularly his characterization of the familiar transitional object 
(Winnicott 1951 [1958], 1959 [1989], 1971). For Winnicott, transitional objects 
are “the fi rst not-me possessions,” physical objects that are not clearly expe-
rienced as either subject or object, straddling the permeable boundary be-
tween “me” and “not-me.” While “objectively” external to (and ontologically 
independent of) the subject, at the experiential level the transitional object 
begins life as an extension of the subject. Over time, the integrity of the ob-
ject asserts itself, and it is gradually understood to exist independently of the 
self. Despite the name, it is not the object that is transitional, it is the sub-
ject—the infant—who is transitioning from a state of merger with, to a state 
of relation to (Winnicott 1971, 14).

While Winnicott is most closely associated with the concept of the tran-
sitional object, his conceptualization of the “transitional area” or the “inter-
mediate area of experiencing” (Winnicott [1951] 1958)—the space between 
subject and object, the space of subjective objects—provides a particularly 
useful heuristic model for understanding Maya soul beliefs and the dream-
space. Winnicott postulates the existence of three metaphorical “areas” of 
experience—the fi rst and second areas correspond to the inner psychic world 
of the subject and the external “reality” of the object, respectively. But in 
between these extremes lies the “third area,” a porous zone in which sub-
ject and object merge in the immediacy of experience. Th e mental space oc-
cupied by the transitional object is precisely this intermediate area, a space 
that is neither subjective nor objective, inner nor outer, illusory nor real. For 
Winnicott, this third area lies “intermediate between the dream and reality” 
(1965, 150), on “the knife-edge between the subjective and that which is ob-
jectively perceived” ([1968] 1989, 206).

Although initially introduced as an account of infant development, in 
his later papers Winnicott emphasizes the role of transitional processes in 
inaugurating the development of two diff erent modes of organizing experi-
ence (1971, 95– 103). At one pole, the space between subject and object disap-
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pears—the object is an extension of the self. At the other pole, the separation 
between the subject and object is complete—the object is seen as indepen-
dent, though in relation to the self. In health, the transitional area of experi-
encing remains alive and freely accessible throughout the lifespan, producing 
a “potential space” Winnicott closely associates with the “cultural” life of 
symbolism, creativity, illusion, imagination, play, and dreaming (1971, 100). 
One mode does not replace the other—rather, they exist in a dialectic, as 
poles of experience between which we oscillate throughout our lives. Draw-
ing on these later developments, M. Masud Khan explicitly links the dream 
to the third area and to transitional experiencing, arguing that “the dream-
space is the internal psychic equivalent of what Winnicott has conceptual-
ized as the [physical] transitional space which a child establishes to discover 
self and external reality” (1974, 314).

Dreaming and the Dialectics of Self-Experiencing

In a series of provocative monographs, Christopher Bollas (1992, 1995) puts 
forward a model of the subjective elaboration of experience based on the 
claim that all experience represents this mutual interpenetration of sub-
ject and object—the creation of subjectifi ed objects. A basic component of 
Bollas’s vision of human subjectivity and meaning-making is his bifurcation 
of the subject into two complementary selves: the “complex refl ective self” 
(CRS) of waking life and the “simple experiential self” (SES) of immersive 
experience (1992, 17): 

Th e simple experiencing self and the complex refl ecting self enable the person to pro-
cess life according to diff erent yet interdependent modes of engagement: one immersive, 

the other refl ective. When I am “in” the dream, although as a simple self I perceive 
dream objects, even more importantly I endure deep experiences there. Recollection 
and interpretation of the dream’s meaning do not necessarily address the essence 
of self experience gained by the simple self ’s movement through the events of the 
dream, but the complex self possesses a diff erent psychic agenda: the aim of this po-
sition is to objectify as best as possible where one has been or what is meant by one’s 
actions. (Bollas 1992, 15; emphasis added)

In essence, Bollas replaces Winnicott’s spatial model of movement be-
tween “areas”—the subjective, objective, and the transitional—with a model 
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of temporal cycling between these two distinct experiential selves. Everyday 
life represents a continual shifting between these two self states, one charac-
terized by “psychic density and thoughtfulness,” the other by “a suspension 
of such complexity in the service of simple immersive participation in experi-
ence” (Bollas 1992, 15).

Experiences in the “third” or “intermediate area” occupy a key position in 
Bollas’s “dialectics of self experiencing”—an oscillation between subjectifi ca-
tion and subsequent objectifi cation (1992, 31). When the simple experiential 
self is lost in self experiencing—whether in waking life or in the dream—
“the distinction between the subject who uses the object to fulfi ll his desire and 
the subject who is played upon by the action of the object is no longer possible. 
Th e subject is inside the third area of self-experiencing. His prior state and 
the object’s simple integrity are both ‘destroyed’ in the experiential synthe-
sis of mutual eff ect” (ibid.). Emerging from such immersive experiences, the 
complex refl ective self takes himself as an object of refl ection, considering 
where he has been, and objectifying these experiences in terms of more-or-
less consciously articulated theories of self and other.

Also working within a Winnicottian framework, Th omas Ogden (1986) 
proposes a similar model of dream experience. For Ogden, the ability to 
dream is crucially mediated by the ability to maintain a “psychological 
dialectic process” in which the dream experienced as thing presentation in 
one experiential mode is processed and symbolized as word-presentation in 
another mode. For our purposes, thing-presentation can be understood as 
referring primarily to unconscious eidetic internal sensory material (e.g., a 
mnemic representation of an external object), while word-presentation re-
fers to the language-based meanings that become attached to these internal 
object representations in the process of becoming conscious (“Th e conscious 
presentation comprises the presentation of the thing plus the presentation of 
the word belonging to it, while the unconscious presentation is the presen-
tation of the thing alone” [Freud 1915, 201]). Th rough this linking process, 
otherwise unconscious thing-presentations are linked into a conscious or 
preconscious language-based network of associative meaning, thereby enter-
ing more fully into a system of cultural meanings and becoming both indi-
vidually and culturally infl ected representations. In other words, the dream 
as thing is only transformed into the dream as experience when it is drawn 
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into a dialectical process of language-based diff erentiation and distancing. 
By means of this process, the wild night-dream of the immersed self is objec-
tifi ed and interpreted according to local ethnotheories of experience, yielding 
the domesticated daydream of the waking self.

In both Ogden’s and Bollas’s model, the dreamer who generates and ex-
periences the dream might, for analytic purposes, be understood as distinct 
from the dreamer who understands and interprets the dream. Th e former 
represents the self given over to primary process mentation based in fan-
tasy and imagination, while the latter represent a secondary-process thinker 
whose mental operations are governed by a culturally informed, reality-
 oriented, logical mode of understanding that is oriented toward objectifying 
the dream as a certain kind of experience with a certain kind of relation to ac-
tuality. Bollas stresses the potentially transformative eff ects of this oscillation 
between the complex and simple selves—when we shift from one mode to 
the other, “we change the nature of perception . . . subjectivity is scattered 
and disseminated into the object world, transformed by that encounter, then 
returned to itself after the dialectic, changed in its inner contents by the his-
tory of that moment” (1992, 18). Th ese selves—the complex refl ective self and 
the simple experiential self—should therefore be understood as reifi cations 
of two very diff erent modes of processing experience that exist in a dialecti-
cal and mutually transformative relation.

In this dialectical model, health is conceptualized as a free movement 
or oscillation between these poles of subjectifi cation and objectifi cation, a 
process that allows some regulated overfl ow and interpenetration between 
these artifi cially segregated domains. Indeed, Winnicott (1971, 2) conceptu-
alized the segregation between these experiential “areas” in terms of a semi-
 permeable membrane, a sort of skin that connects as it divides, allowing 
measured diff usion from one area into another. If one pole of experience 
comes to predominate, however, this porous membrane becomes a solid bar-
rier, and experience ossifi es into either the hallucinatory realism of the psy-
chotic or the reality-based disenchantment of the normotic.⁶ In such cases, 
the connection between the dreaming and waking self is severed: Th e dream 
becomes either a concrete reality that is interchangeable with waking experi-
ence, or conversely, it degenerates into a sterile and denatured fantasy bear-
ing no relationship to waking life.
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In many ways, the highland Maya essential soul is the structural opposite 
of Winnicott’s transitional object: Instead of being an external object that is 
not perceived as wholly external, dream objects (including the dream self) 
are internal objects that are not perceived as internal. Moreover, in Win ni-
cott’s model we see a self moving from a state of undiff erentiation toward 
one of “reality-based” diff erentiation through the use of the transitional ob-
ject. For the highland Maya, the transitional quality of the semi-autonomous 
essential soul functions in the opposite direction, moving the subject back 
toward unity by incorporating more “primary process” dimensions of experi-
ence (imagination, fantasy, etc.) within the boundaries of everyday consen-
sual reality.

Th e Dream as Processive Experience Structure

When viewed in light of this oscillatory model of dream experience, the 
dreamspace can more readily be understood as a “potential space” or “inter-
mediate area of experiencing,” a liminal experience structure through which 
we move on a nightly basis; one that processes us according to a dialectical 
logic based on the experiential shift from the simple experiential self of the 
dream to the complex refl ective self of waking life. In the dream, we become 
a simple experiential self, return to a state of unintegration, “. . . loosening 
[the] self into an archipelago of many beings, acting various roles scripted 
by the ego in the theatre of the night. Waking, we rise from these regressed 
states . . . from the plenitude of selves to the discerning ‘I’ who refl ects on his 
odd subjects” (Bollas 1992, 15).

Seen from this perspective, dreams reclaim a protosymbolic integrity as 
“real” experiences through which the dreamer is “gathered and processed” as 
he “wanders amidst the seemingly objective dream objects through which he 
thinks himself” (Bollas 1992, 14):

In the dream we are immersed in our own selves. Freud rightly saw the dream as a 
condensed event with suggestive force disseminating in a thousand directions, lead-
ing to an infi nite reading of its meaning. His admonition that we must not regard 
the manifest text as the meaning of the dream unfortunately led to a crucial failure 
to see in just what ways the dream also had an integrity of its own: after all, the 
subject is living his own ego organization! As such, each person is graced by the 
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visitation of the dream, which brings him into his self, right into the structure of his 
being, taking him through its processional logic and character. . . . [Th e dream] has 
an integrity unto itself, and when this integrity is allowed to stand, the dream can 
also be seen as the only uncontested moment in which one experiences the self that 
one is as one lives through one’s psychic structure. (1995, 178; emphasis in original)

As this quote suggests, the dream functions as an experience-struc-
ture with its own particular “processive eff ects” on the subjectivity of the 
dreamer; the dream proprioceptively engages the dreamer with the dream 
object on all levels (Bollas 1995, 43). In fact, dream objects derive a special 
processional potential precisely because they have been experienced in the 
“real” of the dream. Th ey are thereby endowed with a singular uniqueness 
and importance deriving both from their integrity of form and their seeming 
independence from the dreamer.

Within this generative “potential space,” subjectifi ed dream objects ar-
rive as though by chance. Coming unbidden as they do, these dream objects 
have the potential to sponsor and elicit units of self experience that may be 
novel but feel deeply responsive to the wishes, worries, fears, and fantasies of 
the dreaming self. Such objects represent the metamorphosing of a “latent 
deep structure into a surface expression” that is often puzzling precisely be-
cause of its seeming “itness” and externality (Bollas 1992, 54). Such “transi-
tional” dream objects cannot be neatly assigned to either “the real” or the il-
lusory—they partake of both. Yet for the highland Maya, they represent the 
hyper-real, the essential. Th is, then, is the paradox of dream object arrival, 
“the double experiencing of [dream] objects as [simultaneously] vehicles of 
wish and spontaneous elicitors of inner experiences,” a process in which we 
are both “the initiators of our own existence as well as the initiated” (Bollas 
1992, 27– 28).

As Bollas points out, this variable “placing” of the self in relation to 
dream experience is the work of the complex refl ective self of waking life, 
and as such, it is a process that depends crucially on local ontological and 
epistemological propositions. Among the highland Maya, the essential soul 
(ch’ulel) is, in many ways, an objectifi cation of this simple experiential self—
a nonrefl ective, radically stripped down “particle participant” in dream ex-
perience. It mediates encounters with dream objects locally understood to be 
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essentially real and unquestionably objective to the dreamer, bringing their 
infl uences and eff ects back into the physical body of the dreamer here “on 
the earth’s surface.” Moreover, the essential soul has marked “transitional” 
qualities—it is an intermediate construct that is simultaneously “me” and 
“not-me,” subject and object, manifesting qualities of both internality and 
externality—allowing for varying degrees of estrangement from, and rap-
prochement with, the consciously organized self of waking life.

In the following section, I explore a set of domain-specifi c lexical, discur-
sive, and pragmatic features of Tzotzil dream narrative. I suggest that these 
linguistic devices serve to decenter the speaking self as the primary author 
of oneiric actions, refl ecting instead a focus on the soul-based agentic self of 
the dream. Th is variable “placing” of self through the establishment of a dis-
tanced and decentered narrative frame serves to mitigate questions of dream 
authorship, sidestepping questions of responsibility for the narrated dream 
experiences. As philosopher Edward Casey has argued, personal agency is 
not a dichotomous “thing” that one either has or lacks; rather, it refl ects “a 
broad spectrum of ways in which the [individual] becomes implicated via 
self-projection or by proxy in his own imaginative presentation” (1976, 45). 
Th us, the narrative and conceptual positioning of the self in relation to its 
own experience becomes a critical datum for any discussion of agency or will 
(see Schafer 1973, 1976).⁷

P L AC I N G  T H E  S E L F :  T H E  N A R R AT I V E  N E G O T I AT I O N 

O F  AG E N C Y  I N  T Z O T Z I L  D R E A M  TA L K

At the moment of waking, a fascinating experiential shift occurs. For the 
fi rst time, the person refl ects on his dream experiences from the perspec-
tive of the waking self. He has gone from deeply immersive, embodied, dis-
seminative fi rst-person experiences in the dreamspace, to a wakened state in 
which he “realizes” that these were the experiences of his soul, not himself. 
As discussed, this simple self exists in dialectic relation to the complex refl ec-
tive self of waking life, who both bears the soul and interprets the meaning 
and signifi cance of its wanderings. It is at this point, in the transformation 
from the dream as dreamt to the dream as understood, that the articulation of 
the simple experiential self and the complex refl ective self can be most clearly 
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seen. Th rough this dialectical process, the wild nightdream translated into 
a language of action and experience that is both personally and culturally 
intelligible. Highland Maya dream narratives explicitly reference this split 
subjectivity, drawing it into discourse where it can be used as a domain-
 specifi c language for framing action and making claims (and in many cases, 
for disavowing any meaningful volitional role in having chosen to do so).

Th e perspectival tension between the fi rst-person immediacy of the 
dream and its reframing as a quasi– third-person experience of the soul fi nds 
expression in dream narrative, where it is indexed in a number of ways—all 
of which serve to shift the speaker from a central experiential position to one 
of distance and marginality. Th is indexical shift is accomplished through a 
variety of lexical and discursive devices, including opening and closing codas 
that employ deictic adverbs to mark the departure and subsequent return of 
the experiencing self (the quasi-autonomous essential soul); the liberal use of 
evidential particles that mark dream experience as epistemologically distinct 
from waking experience; as well as a marked preference for heteroglossic 
quoted speech that maximizes the distance between the narrator and his or 
her “quoted voices” (see Groark 2009 for a detailed discussion of the lexical, 
discursive, and pragmatic features of Tzotzil dream narrative and their psy-
chological implications).

I suggest that these devices shift the focus from the corporeal presence of 
the waking, speaking self to the essential body of the dream self or soul—a 
“self” which is marked as clearly “mine,” but also “not quite mine”—or bet-
ter yet, a “me” experienced under the distinct phenomenal conditions of the 
dream, with all the epistemological and ontological entailments that such an 
identifi cation suggests. Th is narrative framing serves not only to mark dream 
experience as pertaining to a distinct phenomenal order, but also to position 
the self in relation to these experiences.

By locating experience at a distance from the speaker (or perhaps as origi-
nating in a separate narrated subjectivity) this “cross-world identifi cation” 
(Langacker 1985) or “decentered framing” (Hanks 1990) provides a narrative 
resource for managing—mitigating, diff using, or even disclaiming—a sense 
of agentic responsibility for described events or experiences on the part of the 
speaker. By drawing attention to the dream’s twilight valence (as both fun-
damentally “mine” and “not quite mine”) the focus tacks between the here-
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and-now narrator and the implicitly or explicitly referenced soul. Th rough 
these shifting frames, the speaker is subtly relocated from the center of the 
dream to the margin, from experiencer to observer.

Th is framing of the dream as relatively distant and diff erentiated from 
the waking self as organizing agent, gives rise to a potentially generative “du-
ality of consciousness” (Ray 1992, 64), allowing both dreamer interlocutor 
to locate responsibility and ownership of the dream (especially those with 
implications for self-defi nition) in the quasi-autonomous “essential soul.” By 
dampening the illocutionary force of the narrative, these discursive devices 
promote the appearance of independence and distance from the speaker. Th e 
narrated dream thus becomes a discursive frame in which it is understood 
that the speaker does not bear authorial responsibility for the actions and 
experiences described. Somewhat paradoxically, by shifting the indexical 
ground to the realm of the dream and the dream self, the speaker can actu-
ally claim greater signifi cance for the narrated content. By grounding the 
experience in the realm of soul or “essence,” dream events and interpersonal 
transactions take on a heightened actuality. Th is augmented signifi cance de-
rives precisely from the fact that the experience took place in a dream—a 
space of a diff erent phenomenal order.

I suggest that the imaginal distance created between the waking self and 
the dream self opens up a sort of Winnicottian “intermediate area of experi-
encing.” Indeed, the Maya soul has strikingly transitional qualities. It is both 
essentially “me,” yet in some ways strikingly “not me”—a fl exible continuum 
along which self experience can be placed. Just as the infant moves through 
varying stages of merger and diff erentiation with the transitional object of 
childhood, so too the dreamer can occupy variable subjective positioning in 
relation to his transitional self, the essential soul.

At one extreme, the dream experiences and actions of the soul can be ap-
propriated and incorporated as isomorphic with the waking self (emphasiz-
ing connection and identifi catory merger). Ego syntonic experiences—those 
in line with the values, wishes, and phantasies of the waking self—can be 
drawn closer, gradually folding into the very fabric of self through identifi -
cation with the soul as the manifestation of one’s true nature. At the other 
end of the continuum, dream experience can be clearly diff erentiated from 
the waking self (emphasizing detachment, disavowal, and projection). Ego 
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dystonic experiences—those at odds with the person’s consciously organized 
theory of themselves—can be externalized and objectifi ed as uncontrolled 
and unbidden actions of the soul framed as relatively distant from, and un-
controlled by, the waking self. And of course, much dream experience falls 
somewhere in between; in uncertain relation to the dreamer. It is precisely 
this variable positioning of the transitional self along a “me”– “not-me” con-
tinuum that potentiates the use of dreams as vehicles for identifying (and, 
perhaps, for identifying with) alternative or future self-states—states con-
ceived of not as potential, but as essential, refl ecting the most basic nature 
of the dreamer.

S O U L S ,  D R E A M S ,  A N D  M I T I G AT E D  AG E N C Y: 

S O C I A L  U S E S  O F  I N V E S T I T U R E  D R E A M S

In this fi nal section I explore the social uses of this distanced and decentered 
construction of dream experience, emphasizing its utility for context-specifi c 
negotiations of volitional responsibility and willfulness. Returning to the 
phenomenon of investiture dreams, with which I opened the chapter, I argue 
that this particular dream genre provides a cultural aff ordance allowing for 
the exercise of a sort of “disavowed volition.” Drawing on the cultural mod-
els and expressive resources described earlier, the investiture dream becomes 
a vehicle through which highly motivated individuals can pursue prestigious 
vocations while, simultaneously, sidestepping any sense of direct volitional 
responsibility for having chosen to pursue them (see also Ray 1992).

Th e Chamula Tzotzil have been accurately characterized as possessing a 
“deep skepticism about individual autonomy and the very idea of the ‘self-
made’ individual who is guided only by pragmatic self-interest” (Gossen 
1999, 242). Th is conviction leads to anxiety about being seen as overly self-
assertive, resulting in an “unwillingness to undertake new endeavors,” a “re-
luctance to act publicly in ways that might be perceived by others as overtly 
self-serving,” as well as a “reluctance to engage in instrumental acts that sug-
gest individual volition and exercise of power over others”—unless somehow 
legitimized in the eyes of the community (Gossen 1992, 240). As we have 
seen, soul beliefs (and related ideas of soul-based ascription) provide one such 
resource for legitimizing certain high-status pursuits and undertakings. Th e 
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otherwise divisive eff ects of social inequality resulting from such actions are 
neutralized—paradoxically—by highlighting and essentializing the individ-
ual’s diff erence; by locating it in the very fabric of the self, the soul.

As discussed, this ambivalence toward striving and self-promotion is es-
pecially clear in the domains of curing and religious service. Within these 
realms, evidence of divine dream election is part of the authorizing discourse 
that both signals selection and legitimizes the person’s emerging status. For 
the call to be viewed as authentic, the complex refl ective self of waking life—
the seat of everyday volition and striving—cannot be seen to have chosen the 
path (see Ray 1992). Th e individual must be chosen by the saints; an election 
experienced in dreams, by the “soul.” Since this dream self is understood to 
be outside of the volitional control of the individual, questions of choice, 
ambition, and strategy are (at least theoretically) precluded.⁸ Tzotzil dream 
talk subtly draws attention to these disjunctive self states, emphasizing the 
soul-based locus of dream experience and vocational election.

Dreams are valuable resources for the highland Maya. Th rough them, 
one can account for and legitimize willful acts—to both self and society. 
Drawing on these experiences, the individual can articulate and pursue 
deeply desired goals, while paradoxically experiencing this as compliance, 
obedience, and subordination to divine authority in the service of commu-
nity. Volitional responsibility is placed in the deity or saint, the exceptional 
qualities of the self are placed in the soul, and the self is recast as a passive 
object of these essential forces. Th is constitutes what M. C. Jedrej and Ro-
salind Shaw (1992b, 11) refer to as the “duality of agency in dreaming” in 
which the actions of the self are experienced as subsumed within the agency 
of another, an experience of being acted upon even as one acts.

C O N C L U S I O N

In a short addendum to his general theory of dream interpretation, Freud 
writes, “Obviously one must hold oneself responsible for the . . . impulses of 
one’s dreams. What else is one to do with them? Unless the content of the 
dream . . . is inspired by alien spirits, it is a part of my own being.” (1925, 133) 
We have seen how Mayan ontological premises yield a very diff erent theory 
of the dream—one characterized by objectivity, externality, and the involve-
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ment of a semi-autonomous essential self. Th e Maya do not, as Freud sug-
gests, hold “one self” responsible for the content of the dream—rather, they 
postulate a radically simplifi ed essential self as the subject of the dream. And 
the content of the dream is not to be found inside of the dreamer, but in “the 
other earth, the other sky,” a numinous realm of souls, all of whom act as 
agents in the theatre of the dream.

From the perspective of Western scientifi c psychology, Highland Maya 
dream metaphysics transform the dream from an intrapsychic experience 
(in which one encounters eidetically rendered internal objects) to an extra-
somatic, non-psychological experience (in which one is in direct interper-
sonal exchange with real others).⁹ From the Tzotzil perspective, the dream-
space could more accurately be described as an intersubjective relational fi eld 
in which one comes into contact with the true nature of self and others. Yet 
the dream remains the creation of the dreamer. Despite elaborate cultural 
theories of the self and the dream, the complex refl ective self of waking life 
and the simple experiential self of the dream are, in truth, two facets of one 
self—a single self experienced under the very diff erent phenomenal condi-
tions of waking life and the dream. We have seen how this experiential split 
is theorized at the local level, how it is mobilized in discourse, and how it 
functions as a resource for both self-elaboration and social legitimization, 
allowing individuals to sidestep troublesome questions bearing on the asser-
tion of ambition, desire, and willfulness in a social setting that discourages 
these qualities in favor of an ethos of homogeneity and equality.

As this chapter illustrates, a fi ne-grained ethnographic focus on the so-
cially and individually preferred location of the subject in relation to his own 
experience—in this case, in relation to the experience of volitional effi  cacy 
and willful action—is a basic element in the development of a truly “cul-
tural psychodynamic” approach.¹⁰ Such a focus bridges the often disparate 
worldviews of anthropology and psychoanalysis, yielding a deeper and more 
nuanced understanding of the complex ways in which human subjectivity is 
shaped—and is, in turn, shaped by—the cultural world in which it is always 
embedded.



Sa m o a n s  h a v e  a  w o r d  f o r  “ w i l l ” —
loto—but anthropologists have not always translated it 

thusly, which puzzled me when I fi rst began doing ethnography in American 
Sāmoa in the 1980s. I was taking a language class kindly off ered to stateside 
teachers by a high-ranking member of the government. He decided to teach 
us a love song, chanting the language into our heads. He gave us the Samoan 
version and an English translation with every word glossed but one—loto. 
After class, I asked him to translate it. He hesitated. Pondering, he told me 
that loto meant, “to think.” Vaguely remembering my predecessor and men-
tor Bradd Shore had translated loto as “to feel,” I stuff ed the song into my 
pack. Several days later, I asked another Samoan to translate this line of the 
well-known song for me. He translated loto as “to will.” Now really con-
fused, I became doggedly persistent. Carrying the song and its confounding 
line to a host of Samoan friends, I asked each to make the translation. Th ey 

c h a p t e r  6

T R A N SF OR M I NG  W I L L /
T R A N SF OR M I NG  C U LT U R E
Jeannette Mageo

Th e social categorizations that establish the vulnerability of 
the subject to language are themselves vulnerable to both 
psychic and historical change.

Judith Butler (1997)
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produced the same variety I had already encountered. I showed them the 
discrepant translations. All insisted those too were correct.

H Y P O C O G N I T I O N  A N D  H Y P E R L E X I C A L I Z AT I O N

Loto is the word for depths, such as the depths of a pool, and the word for 
“inner.” Th e interior of a house, for example, is lotoifale, literally the house’s 
loto. Th e person’s loto is the inner depths of the subject. Confi rming Rob-
ert Levy’s model of hypocognition, Samoans say “One cannot know what is 
in another’s depths” (Gerber 1985, 133). Intellectual inaccessibility is one of 
Levy’s gauges of hypocognition; lack of fi ne distinctions is the other (1973, 
1974; see Th roop, Chapter 2). As a verb, the term loto confl ates what we con-
sider subjectivity’s distinct activities: willing, thinking, feeling, and desir-
ing—for “to desire” is tauloto, tau being a prefi x that denotes intensity or 
endeavor (Pratt 1977, 295). As a noun, loto refers to an organ in the chest, 
which is not the heart but which is the place of memory (Pratt 1977, 205). 
Memory, lotomanatu, literally translated, is personal thinking/feeling in the 
loto. Ta’uloto, “to tell the loto,” is “to repeat from memory” (Pratt 1977, 301). 
Manamanaloto is “to cherish in remembrance.”

Willing is the most salient activity of the loto. So, in Samoan fai makes 
a noun into a verb. When one adds fai to loto—literally “to do loto”—one 
does not get “to think,” “to feel,” “to desire,” or “to remember,” but “willful,” 
a word that implies judgment and hence a moral problem. While people deny 
they can know a hypocognized territory of self, this very lack of knowledge 
makes such territory morally treacherous. Th us, Samoans frequently invoke 
lotoleaga as an explanatory principle for people’s bad behavior; lotoleaga refers 
to envy but translates literally as “ill will.” When a person has unexpected 
trouble in social circumstances, Samoans often attribute this to the “ill will” 
of others, meaning that people’s envy of that actor’s possible future or ac-
tual past success inspired a desire to harm. Indeed, to the extent that people 
hypocognize subjectivity or sociality in their models of being a person, the 
neglected aspect is hyperlexicalized in their moral models: Th ey produce a 
profusion of moral terms to corral this dubious dimension of self. Th ese pro-
lix moral terms refl ect anxiety about irremediably defi cient information, in 
contrast to the cliché about Eskimo’s making a multitude of useful and ac-
curate distinctions between kinds of snow.
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Loto terms with moral denotations, like failoto and lotoleaga, combine 
loto with another word that either aims at distinguishing a manifestation of 
loto that Samoans view as morally defi cient or a form of control over the loto 
that they regard as virtuous. Arrogance and hysterical bouts of feeling, for ex-
ample, are ways to express loto and moral defi ciencies; humility and stoicism 
indicate a subdued loto and are virtues. Yet, Samoan’s discourse on the will 
seems to heighten its illicit expression. Th us, in Samoan social theory, every-
one has their established post: Th ey play their role, performing their duty by 
serving those above them in the hierarchy. In fact, people tend to challenge 
the hierarchy at every credible opportunity: Th is is lotofa’amaualuga—a de-
sire for self-aggrandizement attributed to the loto. Samoans believe it dig-
nifi ed to suppress personal feeling in favor of conventional sentiment, yet 
visitors to Sāmoa have long documented displays of strong personal emotion 
(Turner 1861, 133; Pritchard 1866, 147– 48). At nineteenth-century funerals, 
Samoans would pound their heads with rocks until the blood fl owed, wail-
ing that their dead relative had deserted them. Still today, they may collapse 
in tears, kiss the corpse, and throw themselves upon it. Th ey are then loto-
vaivai—too weak to contain the overfl owing pool of their inner life.

People are incorrigibly subjective and social: Although they may have a 
culturally shared and elaborated tendency to assume they are more signifi -
cantly one than the other, their actual behavior will belie this assumption. 
When it does, they exhort one another to better conform. U.S. Americans, 
as documented by their court system, tend to assume that individuals are 
responsible for their actions. When others do not assume individual respon-
sibility, Americans exhort them to exercise will power and “stand on their 
own two feet.” Samoans tend to assume that people are part of larger col-
lectives and responsibility for their acts is collective. Traditionally, should a 
person commit a serious off ence, villagers burned his or her family’s house 
and ring-barked its trees, driving out the entire group. When others do not 
assume their proper place in the collective, Samoans exhort them to desist 
from willfulness and “stand at their post.”

W I L L  A N D  R E F U S A L

Will is inevitably a political concept because of its hand-and-glove relation 
with subjection—being forced to defer to another’s will. Samoan childrearing 
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is a battle in which youngsters learn to relinquish their individual wills and 
follow orders. After children become verbally competent, elders are likely to 
communicate with them in the imperative form (Sutter 1980, 37– 38). Th ose 
who fail to obey orders are usually beaten. Beating continues until the child 
sits down and suppresses all emotion, which elders read as conveying a de-
murring will.

When people in a culture aim at suppressing individual will, will goes 
underground and is accommodated in a negative sense. In Sāmoa, this pho-
tographic negative of the will is musu. Most simply, musu means that the 
subject does not want to do something, as in this line from a song: “Auē 
musu’e fa’alogo o le tala pa mai ia Afono” (Alas, I don’t want to hear the story 
from Afono). Literally musu means “to refuse”; in practice, it often means 
“to refuse to answer” or to act like one did not hear an order. More gener-
ally, musu refers to mute noncompliance (thus a doubling of the base musu, 
musumusu, means “to whisper”). Or, musu may refer to a passive-resistant 
attitude conveyed by mute social performances—from grimacing to stamp-
ing the feet—through which a person expresses his or her will. Th us, Eleanor 
Gerber tells us that young people who linger in the back of the house to be 
available to serve elders during a meal:

. . . will talk together, play guitars and sing quietly, the girls may comb each other’s 
hair. When a call comes from the front room, all this pleasant interaction ceases; 
the look of annoyance can be plainly read on all faces. Typically, the girls will arise 
clumsily with an exaggerated show of exhaustion, and sometimes they will whisper 
“Alas.” Genuine anger may fl ash briefl y as the servitors grimace and quietly mimic 
the words of the command. (1975, 67)

In the nineteenth century, Krämer ([1902] 1995, 61) reports similarly that 
youths:

. . . mostly carry out their parent’s orders punctually and without murmuring even 
when they are inconvenienced by them. I have often observed that girls were re-
moved from a dance or shaken out of their sleep to prepare a kava for some thirsty 
gentleman, and they always went to it without a murmur, although their displeased 
features expressed more than words.

Musu performances are acceptable because it is rude to talk back to authori-
ties; to speechlessly fail to comply is to resist with discretion. Authorities, 
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therefore, often tolerate wordless refusals. Gerber, for example, tells of a girl 
who calls to her younger sister to bring water from inside a house. In the Sa-
moan age-grade hierarchy, the elder sister is a superior.

Th ere was no response. Th e older girl called several more times, with increasing irri-
tation, and fi nally threatened “to get the broom” [with which to beat her junior]. At 
that point, the head of the little girl’s friend appeared in the window: “She’s musu.” 
Without any further comment, the older girl got up and fetched her own water; and 
did not either scold or hit the small delinquent. When I asked the older girl why her 
sister had refused, she said she didn’t know because she hadn’t asked. I also asked 
why she had not gotten angry at her sister’s disobedience—which would have been 
the normal course of events. She said: “Th e little ones, when they’re musu, some-
times we let them go” (1975, 231).

Musu is a politic and sometimes accepted way of circumventing author-
ity. Deference itself, then, charts out a protected arena for the exercise of 
musu: one’s right—not to carry out one’s own will per se—but to silent non-
compliance. In settings where authority is absent, musu is also an inviolate 
preserve of the will—a kind of game reserve, if you will, where an animal 
normally hunted and subdued survives. Margaret Mead, for example, de-
scribes a girl who travels several miles to go on a picnic and then returns 
home immediately merely because she is “musu to the party” ([1928] 1961, 
124). As musu is mute, no explanation for refusal is expected.

Musu, individual will in a negative sense, places the structure of author-
ity in Sāmoa in high relief—a structure that Samoans are apt to contest. 
Before Christianization, families, villages, and districts frequently warred 
to contest the proper ownership and ranking of titles and the proper exer-
cise of authority that went with them. Th is chronic fractiousness has shaped 
 Samoan politesse. To ask in Sāmoa is implicitly to order and to assert author-
ity; to decline, to say “No,” is to contest authority. In ceremonial speech or 
any polite exchange, therefore, one treats others as if they were of higher sta-
tus (whatever their actual status) by never saying “No.” One simply agrees; 
then if one judges the asker lacks authority, one does whatever one likes.

Being polite, however, muting one’s will, can in eff ect be consent. When 
asked to dance, young Samoan women cannot politely decline. A Samoan 
woman once told me she married a man because he begged so often she 
became ashamed to refuse. Indeed, women often use this as a facetious ex-
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planation for why they married their husband (Cluny Macpherson, personal 
communication). Th is situation can be a joke. It may also be a nightmare. 
Th e dream of one young woman, whom I call Pese, reported in English, is 
an example.

I had a pretty bad dream. . . . I was walking a long the highway and suddenly a guy 
came up and accosted me under the tree. I tried to get away but he’s holding me 
against my free will. He told me that he wanted to talk to me for a long time but 
I always give him the . . . look. Later he told me that he’s going to marry me but I 
completely refused. Th en I freed to run away. I prepared all my things and the day I 
was leaving. I was so glad and relieved that I am going away.
 While I was walking to the plane, I was sitting at my seat and the plane took 
off  on the air. And the other passenger was sitting next to me. And suddenly he said 
“Th anks for coming with me.” I was so shock when I turned it was the same guy I 
met and wanted to marry me. Th en I fainted and suddenly I was awake by my alarm 
clock. (emphasis mine)

Pese starts out politely: She does not say “no” but only gives her pur-
suer a “look”—presumably one of those grimaces mentioned by Gerber and 
Krämer as musu performances. When that does not work, Pese becomes ad-
amant, linking her right of refusal explicitly to “free will,” an English phrase 
that in Anglo-American locales denotes legitimate exercise of individual will. 
Th e better to refuse, Pese appears to be leaving Sāmoa, land where mute 
compliance can get you married, and leaving furthermore on an airplane—a 
symbol of modernity. Yet, for all that, polite compliance Samoan style seems 
inescapable!

Musu is also a word for a common, transitory psychological state that 
people believe is involuntary: Th e person sits in almost catatonic silence and 
is generally left alone until he or she spontaneously recovers. As hinted by 
the preceding dreamer’s faint, a young person pushed too far may slip into 
a more severe form of dissociation—spirit possession. One of my former Sa-
moan sisters-in-law whom I call Easter described such a course of events.

My mom was scolding me while I was outside . . . picking rubbish . . . and then she 
said I was just blanked out . . . the next thing, I was in the middle of the house. . . . 
She [her grandmother] was really telling my mother not to treat us like that . . . . 
She [her mom] gets angry . . . usually pulls our hair and gives us spanks. To me, I 
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didn’t think it was ma’ i aitu [spirit possession] . . . but to them . . . my grandma was 
really in me and talking about those things my mom . . . has to do . . . . Th ey only 
splashed water on me when I fainted . . . . Th e only thing I remember was . . . I was 
all wet. . . . She must of smacked me . . . with something that really hurt me. My 
mom . . . really tells us what to do.

Th ose who do not become possessed by a protective grandparent, who 
simply descend deep into a musu state and are further harassed and re-
proached by an elder, may commit suicide (Freeman 1983, 219). Samoans call 
suicide “power over one’s own life” ( pule i lona ola)—it is the last refuge of 
the will.

H I S T O R I C A L  V I C I S S I T U D E S  O F  T H E  W I L L

At any rate, people recognized this version of volition/subjectivity as the Sa-
moan way when I resided in Sāmoa during the 1980s. When missionaries 
and colonists came to Sāmoa, however, they brought their own model of the 
will. To trace its eff ects, let us begin at a point of confl ict, the family.

Missionaries aimed at recasting Samoan family relations into a nuclear 
mold. Sāmoa has a generational kinship system: Th ere are no aunts and un-
cles only mothers and fathers. In pre-Christian times, these multiple mothers 
and fathers might have lived in diff erent houses or villages. Because another 
“mother” or “father” wanted a particular child or because of children’s pref-
erences, little ones often grew up in households other than those of their bio-
logical parents. Writing about “those who become converts from heathen-
ism,” the missionary George Turner ([1861] 1986, 86) describes his eff orts at 
reform.

No sooner are their eyes opened to see their parental responsibility, and that they 
must give account at the judgment-seat for the manner in which they have trained 
up their children, than they wish to collect their off spring from the families into 
which they have been adopted. But then the parties who have adopted them will not 
give them up; and often, too, the children are unwilling to leave their adopted par-
ents and go among strangers—for, alas! Such to them are their real parents. Chris-
tian parents, however, are to some extent succeeding in their eff orts to recall their 
children to their proper home; and the consequences are delightful. A sense of pa-
rental responsibility is making way among the whole population.
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Even when Mead was in Sāmoa in the 1920s (1961, 42– 43), children 
moved readily between households as a way of refusal when parent fi gures 
became overbearing; in many cases this is no longer an option for young 
people. Th e family, transformed by mission infl uence and politically adap-
tive redefi nitions of authority, became an increasingly constrictive locale. In 
the westerly islands, villages grew top-heavy. Titles proliferated because until 
1991 only titled people could vote: It was in candidates’ interest that as many 
of their supporters as possible bore titles (Macpherson and Macpherson 1985, 
1987). Even elders who did not have the right to the deference and service 
that titles conveyed became demanding: Young men were the village’s labor 
force, producing agricultural surpluses that allowed elders to buy the foreign 
goods on which they had come to depend (O’Meara 1990).

Adolescent girls were likely to escape the labor demands that weighed 
upon their brothers because of a Christian elevation in status. Before Chris-
tian times, only the highest status girls (tāupōu) were virginal, awaiting cere-
monial defl oration when they wed a highly titled man. Missionaries preached 
that all girls should be virginal, like the tāupōu, implicitly elevating the girl’s 
status. Samoans embody dignity as erect immobility; therefore, the higher in 
status one is, the more immobile one is; nimble inferiors become one’s hands 
and feet. As elders came to see adolescent girls as tāupōu-like, their authority 
in the household increased and the labor expected of them decreased (Ma-
geo 1992, 1994, 1998, 141– 217). While these virginal expectations enhanced 
a young woman’s domestic power, they thwarted her will by lessening her 
discretion in choosing a mate.

Traditionally most girls had married at their own discretion by simply 
following the boy of their choice back to his family’s estate (āvaga)—al-
though they were supposed to choose with family status considerations in 
mind (Mageo 1998, 2008). Christian girls, in contrast, were to marry at their 
parents’ behest. For parents, a male’s status was likely to be his most attrac-
tive feature. Although marriage by elopement remained extremely common 
during the mid-to-late twentieth century, elders and brothers guarded girls 
more vigilantly. During this time as well, there was a spirit possession epi-
demic. Frequently girls were possessed by “spirit girls” who were known for 
following boys back to their households and seducing them—having their 
will with them one might say. In the mid-twentieth century, suicide and pos-
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session became epidemic—arguably because of a less bearable economy of 
the will (Bowles 1985; Macpherson and Macpherson 1985, 1987; Mageo 1991, 
1994, 1996, 1998, 164– 90).

D R E A M I N G  A N D  T H E  W I L L

If colonialism in Sāmoa violated the traditional preserve of subjectivity and 
its signature aspect, willing, the dreams I collected during the 1980s also sug-
gest a new enfranchisement of the will. In these dreams, dark passageways 
or crowded closets represent subjectivity, apt images for a hypocognized area 
of self, but so does glittering wealth secretly shared with a “true” friend or 
relative. In these dreams, subjectivity also appears as the site of the “real” 
me. One girl I call Tutu dreamed she was walking in a dark passageway with 
faces fl ying past her. She commented:

[Th e] real me . . . likes to keep hidden . . . away from crowds. Yet, I force myself to 
go to public places and to be [with] everyone. If I had it my way, I would rather stay 
by myself. . . . Th e point is why am I in the dark again? Yet, I’m happy. Maybe . . . I 
should be more private.

Another girl I call Penina dreamed that she was in the United States 
with her aunt. In the dream she brought home stolen “coins, money, jewelry, 
diamonds, pearls, and gold necklaces.” Her aunt accepted half this loot. It 
signifi ed their close personal relationship but also that Penina was, in her 
words, “a real selfi sh person” because she wanted to oppose her father’s de-
mands to stay in Sāmoa and “give us a good name for our family . . . putting 
other people’s feelings before mine,” which would mean “ignoring my true 
feelings.”

Hypercognized feelings, Levy argues, seek expression in art and dreams. 
In these two dreams Samoans’ hypercognized subjectivity makes a debut, 
but these dreams also mark historical wrinkles in cultural categories tracing 
back to missionaries and their invasion of Samoan language and thought. 
Th ese dreamers deploy what I call a “discourse of sincerity” against an ethos 
of sociality—a discourse missionaries imported, characterized by a privileg-
ing of subjectivity and individual will. In this discourse, people describe in-
ner thoughts and feelings as “real” and “true,” attributing them a context-
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transcendent quality. Michel Foucault (1990) associates nineteenth-century 
evangelical discourse with confessing sexuality, but the aim in missionaries’ 
discourse of sincerity was to confess subjectivity. One of Reverend Murray’s 
converts (1839), for example, confesses that “Formerly . . . we uttered love . . . 
with our mouth while our hearts were full of hatred and murder”: In other 
words, formerly she was insincere—expressing prescribed social sentiments, 
acting her part in the group rather than privileging inner experience. Th is as-
sociation of sincerity and Christianity is still in place. One of my informants 
had the following dream:

I was sitting in church all alone. My eyes were closed quietly saying a prayer. A 
strong wind blew inside the church. Th e windows were pulled by some invisible 
power. Th e whole building rattled and I heard a voice saying: “You are a hypocrite; 
you are a hypocrite again and again. You will die like all hypocrites in this church.”

“Soul,” referring to the individual’s personal feelings, thoughts, and voli-
tions, was a cultivated aspect of self in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
England. Th e Industrial Revolution precipitated the migratory employment 
pattern that characterizes capitalism, breaking down many stable agricultural 
communities. Values that had once resided within the community needed 
internalization (Levy 1973, 347– 54; 1974). Evangelical religious practices 
helped to achieve this eff ect. Evangelicals preached that original sin sullied 
people’s souls. One could be good, therefore, only through constant intro-
spective vigilance (Davidoff  and Hall 1987, 88). Th e attention thus directed 
illumined and expanded that internal space we call subjectivity—a kind of 
psychic valise in which people came to port their values. Subjectivity was not 
only ported from British town-to-town but also to the fringes of empire by 
missionary teachers.

When Samoan village chiefs converted to Christianity, they often or-
dered their villages to convert. Missionaries made them rescind these orders 
because they believed conversion was genuine only if it was the individual’s 
own will (see, for example, Turner 1861, 23). Moral choice, they believed, was 
the function of the will and the essence of subjectivity. I argued above that 
subjectivity and will are favorite topics in Samoan moral discourse: Terms 
suggesting quiescent subjectivity are morally positive; terms suggesting ac-
tive/intrusive subjectivity are morally negative. One acts as a Samoan moral 
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agent by controlling subjectivity, particularly personal willfulness, in defer-
ence to authority and to the necessities of social life, not by making personal 
moral choices. Yet missionaries implanted meanings in Samoan language 
that fostered just this exercise of personal will. London Missionary Society 
(LMS) ministers took Samoan terms that had a social character and gave 
them newly subjective nuances (Mageo 1998, 141– 63). Th e word soul itself is 
an obvious example.

In Samoan, aga means “face” in the sense of facing someone and in the 
sense of persona (Mageo 1989). In pre-Christian Sāmoa, a doubling of aga, 
agāga, meant what one became after death—a spirit (Pratt 1977, 22). Th us 
what Samoans took to be the essential part of the person, their persona, re-
mained after less essential parts decayed. Missionaries translated agāga as 
soul. Such translations gave subjectivity new signifi cance within Samoan 
language because missionaries entangled them in literacy itself. Reading 
the Bible was the very signature of Protestant practice in Britain; this was 
particularly true for the independent churches that made up LMS (Gunson 
1987). Missionaries, therefore, opened schools as soon as they did churches, 
teaching “Reading” and “Writing” along with “Moral and Religious Educa-
tion” (Mills 1844, Turner 1861, 48– 60). Mission services became a daily social 
event where high-ranking Samoans gave speeches employing terms to which 
missionaries had given Christian meanings (Holmes 1974, 60– 62). Religious 
texts translated by LMS ministers iterated these meanings and were the only 
published material in Samoan until early in the twentieth century (Hueb-
ner 1986).

Samoans still associate the kind of will promulgated by missionaries with 
modernity and the west. A girl dreamt, for example, of a white-robbed prince 
from outer space who came to her village, speaking a foreign language no 
one understood, presumably as colonists once did. Colonial westerners were 
termed pālagi—literally sky busters—for so their ships appeared on the ho-
rizon. Full of loving kindness, as the missionaries proclaimed Christians to 
be, the dream prince transformed the village by his very presence such that: 
“Th e people of my village were no longer sad but just happy. Th ey were no 
longer poor, but rich. Everyone has their free will to do anything they wish” 
(emphasis mine). In other words, this combination of Prince Charming and 
ET condenses western colonization, fairytales, and science fi ction, and deliv-
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ers all that evangelical missionaries and other western interlopers promised; 
one of those promises was a new disposition of the will. Th is disposition was 
symbolized in the dream of an American Samoan boy I call Galu as a magic 
carpet.

I was on a fl ying carpet. I started to fl y over . . . DC because I saw the White House, 
monument, and many other land marks. I kept on going higher and higher until I 
was in space. Th ere were meteoroids all over the place. I could see stars. Th ere was a 
very bright one. I don’t know if it was the sun or just a very unusually big star. Th en 
I woke up because it was so bright it hurt my eyes.

Role-playing the carpet, Galu described himself:

I never get tired. I’m magical and have my own will power. . . . Th e fl ying carpet is 
my top gun. It is the headstrong part of me that always wants to be the self-righteous 
part of me. Th e part that wants to be more and doesn’t let anything get in the way.

Galu uses words that in English and Samoan have negative connotations 
to characterize an apparently positive part of him, betraying ambivalence 
beneath the enthusiasm of his confession. “Headstrong” is a negative En-
glish word for willfulness; its Samoan translation, lotomālosi, is a term with 
which parents condemn a youngster’s willfulness. Yet, for Galu, as in the 
western model, will is also synonymous with masculinity (“my top gun”) 
and an inexhaustible magic power that transports Galu to what must seem 
to him the center of the western world. Will power allows him to rise higher 
and higher, a U.S. metaphor for success, without letting “anything get in the 
way,” like not being able to say “No” to his family requests for help, service, 
and money, as they do for so many Samoans. Like the girl escaping her suitor 
on the airplane, Galu leaves Sāmoa. His exit seems more eff ective than hers, 
at least until he refl ects on space and the meteoroids:

On the other hand, outer space and the meteoroids did not want to be willful. On 
the contrary, space just wants to kick back and relax. Sure, I think about the future 
and what I need to do to be successful. Th e meteoroid likes to stop and smell the 
fl owers along the way. It plays the take life easy role.

Instead of insisting on the “I” who needs to be successful, the meteor-
oids play a role. Th e more individualistic a culture, the more people identify 
with their “I”; the more social a culture, the more people identify with their 
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role—like Galu’s meteoroids (Mauss [1938] 1985, Dumont 1966, Shweder and 
Bourne 1984, Markus and Kitayama 1991, Mageo 2002). Here, registers of 
the will correspond to two models of personhood circulating in Galu’s post-
colonial world. At fi rst will power is a real trip, transporting, freeing him 
from parental complaints about headstrong, disobedient children and social 
demands that might get in the way of achievement. Yet, will on the western 
model is so eff ortful. Galu associates not being willful with taking life easy, 
relaxing, not too much responsibility resting on his individual shoulders, al-
though the phrase Galu enlists to justify this presumably Samoan orienta-
tion comes from U.S. discourse as well—“taking time to smell the roses.” 
Here what one might call a hybrid American-Samoan way charts a path of 
resistance to a western model of will power as a tireless ascent to “success.”

W I L L ,  AG E N C Y,  A N D  T H E  D R E A M

Samoans, then, see individual will as the signature aspect of subjectiv-
ity. Will and subjectivity with it are hypocognized in Samoan models of 
being a person and for this reason are hyperlexicalized in moral discourse 
(see Th roop, Chapter 2). Moral agency, however, is not exercised through 
individual will but through its abnegation. Will is also granted a place in a 
negative sense: as a subordinate’s way of evading a superior’s imperatives, as a 
right of refusal when authority is not at issue, as a mute performance, and as 
a quasi- dissociated state tolerated as a temporary aberration. In colonial and 
postcolonial times, a Christian expansion of parental authority and elders’ 
consumer needs have so constricted this traditional refuge of the will as to 
fuel psychologically extreme expressions of it—spirit possession and suicide.

Samoan dreams also suggest that subjectivity and the will are newly val-
ued. Dreamers’ associations to them manifest a discourse of sincerity that 
privileges personal sentiments and volitions and a linked discourse in which 
“free will” and “will power” are validated. Th ese discourses, a legacy of LMS 
missionary zeal and U.S. colonial presence, have given Samoans a dual model 
of the will. On the one hand, will is still a suspect aspect of the person that 
must be corralled in deference to authority; on the other, will is now a heav-
enly cargo that can descend like riches—a free gift from outer-space or a way 
to escape Sāmoa and ascend into space, to become, so to speak, a star.

Th e Samoan case suggests that “free will” is a phenomenon recognized 
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not only in more egocentric but also in more sociocentric societies; in both 
it is associated with individuality. As people regard individuality (positively, 
negatively, or variously), so also they regard the will. Yet, here I would like 
to distinguish between will and agency, and to suggest that, unlike “will,” 
agency has no necessary relationship to the ego.

Foucault challenges ideas of agency as “individual will”: Power and re-
sistance are only discourse eff ects (1980, 1990). Galu’s dream and dream play 
display post-colonial interplays of power and resistance. He enlists a U.S. 
discourse in which “will power” is identifi ed with success, but within which 
one fi nds traces of a Samoan discourse in which will is stubborn noncom-
pliance. One might say he resists the power of Samoan discourse, through 
which others overrule his will, through an imported discourse—one that he 
hopes has transporting power, a hope that Pese, fl eeing her dream suitor, ini-
tially shares. Yet, Galu also resists the U.S. discourse on will, symbolized by 
a rise to hurtfully bright stardom and characterized by tireless assertion. He 
does so through a hybrid discourse, symbolized by space—a limitless (oce-
anic?) expanse—and by what we perceive from earth as falling stars, mete-
oroids. Th is discourse favors relaxation and enjoyment of life’s beauty. Praxis 
theorists argue that cultural structures in discourse and elsewhere amount to 
a game that one can play to advantage. Galu’s dream and role-playing seem 
explorations of various advantages and disadvantages associated with U.S. 
and Samoan discourses of the will.

Is Galu’s dream justly encompassed by the terms “discourses” and “prac-
tices”? Dreams traffi  c in images: Dream reports are translations (Crapan-
zano 1980). Recounting a dream is a refl ective, even contemplative activity, 
although doing so may also have immediate practical and social aims (see, 
for example, Garro Chapter 4 and Groark Chapter 5). Western understand-
ings of agency tend to place it within what Jacques Lacan would call the 
world of the Sign—that is, the realm of language and goal-oriented strate-
gizing (1968, 1977). Dreaming, however, is the primer site of the imagination: 
Dreams think in images.

In western societies, our sense of self rests on our ability to control our 
circumstances, the ego’s famous penchant for acting upon reality. Our ex-
perience of dreams is one in which we lack agency. Th us, Lacan says that 
the dream consists in “the absence of horizon . . . and, also, the character 
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of emergence, of contrast, of stain, of its images, the intensifi cation of their 
colours. . . . [I]n the fi nal resort, our position in the dream is profoundly that 
of someone who does not see. Th e subject does not see where it is leading, he 
follows” (1977b, 75). In short, the dream is where the egocentric version of 
agency—willing—fails.

Th e eye is a symbol for consciousness and in the dream, according to 
Lacan, one “does not see.” Indeed, we close our eyes in sleep. Lacan’s stance 
on the dream iterates the classic psychoanalytic idea that dreams manifest 
primary process (meaning “unconscious”) thinking. In recent decades, many 
psychologists and anthropologists have questioned this idea (Noy 1969, Ted-
lock 1987, Mageo 2003, Lohmann 2003). Yet, I suggest our model of agency 
remains based upon an equally derogatory notion of dreams as a form of 
inaction. Further, revising this notion entails dissolving the western equation 
between agency and willing and, further, altering our model of the dream. 
Like Groark’s Mayans (Chapter 5) and Garro’s Anishinaabe (Chapter 4), we 
need to reconceive the dream as a mode of action and agency, albeit a mode 
that is latent in most westerners. In the western “free will” model, people 
understand will, predominately, as exercised in eff orts to gain an end. In the 
traditional Samoan model, people understand will, predominately, in terms 
of resistance. Dreams are mental acts: as dreamers, we act to re- conceptualize 
cultural orientations and understandings, re- conceptualizations that may 
move us to eff ort or resistance but are not, strictly speaking, coincident 
with them.

If the ego, à la Freud, thinks about reality, what does the dream think 
about? Contemporary psychological and anthropological studies of the 
dream (Palombo 1978, Hunt 1989, Foulkes 1985, Stephen 2003) argue that 
dreams are a kind of remembering whereby dreamers sort experience into 
memory schemas. Yet, the dream according to Levy (1984, 225) is a repository 
of all that is hypocognized in culture—that for which we have no schemas!

Dreams, it seems to me, “remember” by abstracting schemas from the 
mélange of daily, lived experience. Pese’s and Galu’s dreams abstract schemas 
of and for “willing.” Th eir dreams consider will’s power (or a lack thereof ) to 
free people, helping them rise above the constraints of their time and place—
to be context transcendent, as many westerners aspire to be. Dreams then 
represent cultural schemas in the personal symbolic world of the dreamer. 
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Personal symbolic worlds are best understood as unique ensembles drawn 
from a vast common of cultural images—like meteoroids and magic carpets, 
villages and spaceships. Dreams select images from this internalized cultural 
common that signify schemas to the dreamer: as Pese’s “look” signifi es musu 
and getting away on a plane signifi es her free will; as Galu’s carpet signifi es 
“will power” and his “space” signifi es taking life easy. Pese and Galu deploy 
these dream images, along with the stories that fl ow from them, to illustrate 
and discover their emotive and embodied responses to these schemas and to 
the cultural models of the will that these schemas constitute. Galu dreams 
of a magic carpet carrying him over the earth, rising heavenwards, because it 
depicts his exhilaration with a Western “will power” schema. Pese dreams of 
getting away on an airplane because it captures her terror that even modern-
ist escapism will not free her from Samoan schemas for compliance.

Th e very act of abstracting cultural schemas from experience and casting 
them in one’s own symbolic world is a way of considering them as orienta-
tions for real-world strategies that iterate, vary, or combine these schemas 
and the models to which they refer. Th us, the “free will” schema and the 
“will power” schema refer to a western model of willing as agency; a musu 
schema and today, a “taking time to smell the roses” schema, refer to an 
American/Samoan model of will as resistance both to Samoan authorities 
and western pressures. Dreams react to these schemas and attendant models 
in ways that clarify what is wish fulfi llment and what is nightmare. Th ese 
realizations, however nonverbal, cannot but subtlety aff ect our directions in 
waking life. Indeed, imaginal deliberations in the dream may be a wellspring 
of waking agency.

Samoans and many peoples who anthropologists study believe the per-
son’s spirit self acts in dreams in ways that have weighty consequences for 
waking reality (see, for example, Lohmann 2003, Mageo 2003, Tedlock 
1987). What is a spirit but a person as pure meaning? In dreams, we are like 
spirits: for all practical purposes, the body is gone; only our memories of the 
day remain. What we remember is what the day meant to us. Spirits and 
dreamers, then, inhabit what one might call a “higher” realm of pure mean-
ing. By reacting to cultural schemas, symbolizing them in ways that capture 
personal experience, people act as agents of meaning in dreams. Th e Samoan 
dreams and interpretations cited here betray dreamers’ wills and their reac-
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tions to a Samoan ethos of sociality and a western ethos of individuality, but 
more than this: Th ey contribute to an imaginative cultural recalibration of 
subjectivity and the will. In dreams, we change cultural forms by rendering 
them in terms of our experience, remembered through the morphing im-
ages of our imaginations. Th ese renderings suggest interpretations—as the 
hidden passageways and stolen treasure give meanings to subjectivity, or as 
outer-space princes and meteoroids give meanings to the will.

People make dreams; to make a dream is to remake cultural meanings. 
Such acts precede and follow the world of the Sign, as the night precedes and 
follows the day. If the Imaginary, as Lacan argues (1968, 1977a), recedes into 
the background of the mind in the course of human development, in dreams 
it continues to oversee the world of the Sign, just as a magic carpet overseas 
the land.



Th e  i d e a  o f  t h e  w i l l  i m p l i e s  a g e n c y 
and choice between possible actions. It also implies a 

kind of determination to carry out an action once it has been chosen; a posi-
tive drive or desire to accomplish an action. Th e saying “Where there’s a 
will there’s a way” expresses this notion as a piece of folk wisdom. Th ese are 
pragmatically and experientially informed dimensions of the idea. But in ad-
dition, the concept of the will as it appears in a number of cross-cultural and 
historical contexts implies a further framework, the framework of cosmol-
ogy. In the Judeo-Christian traditions, great emphasis is placed on the no-
tion of “free will.” Although the emphasis appears to be placed on a notion 
of freedom here, actually a major component involved is that of responsibil-
ity, and beyond that the fate of the soul. Free will implies responsibility for 
actions and, hence, constraints upon choices of action in terms of their likely 
outcomes. In this chapter we look at a cross-cultural range of examples, all 
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of which deal with the question of the will in relation to cosmology and 
morality, and the possible results that fl ow from the exercise of the will. We 
deliberately choose examples from both ethnographic and literary sources, 
because for our purposes here—which are thematic, not methodological—
these examples all point in the same direction: awareness of the constraints 
on, and results of, the exercise of the will. Our choice of examples from dif-
ferent cultures and periods of time is also deliberate. We want to show that 
there are important continuities across otherwise quite diverse cultural ter-
rains. We also wish to show how imagination comes into play as a creative 
force in shaping how people exercise their wills. Dreams are one pathway in 
which the imagination enters and intersects with the will. Th e comparisons 
we make in this chapter thus aim to illustrate similarities across terrains of 
cultural diff erence without neglecting the cultural diff erences themselves. 
We are aware that our discussions touch on several of the classic themes in 
psychology and religious studies. Our intent, however, is not to review the 
literature, but simply to make a contribution to the study of such themes by 
deploying a range of comparative cases seen from the perspectives of cultural 
anthropology. We expect that our approach will intersect with particular 
ethnographic cases discussed by other contributors to this book (see Chap-
ter 1 of this volume).

We begin by employing a literary example that turns on the signifi cant 
consequences of exercising free will. Th roughout the chapter we also want 
to show how the cosmological dimension implicates the will of the spirits in 
relation to the willed actions of people.

T H E  C A S E  O F  C O U N T  D R AC U L A  A N D  F R E E  W I L L

Looking at the concept of will reveals several possible pathways to approach 
the topic. For instance, in Chapter 2 of Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula, the 
novel’s main protagonist, Mr. Harker, and we, the audience, fi rst meet Count 
Dracula. His now famous opening line is, “Welcome to my house! Enter 
freely and of your own free will!” As the scene continues, Count Dracula 
does not motion to Mr. Harker in any way until the threshold of the castle 
has been crossed—that is, Mr. Harker has entered of his own free will. After 
this action, described as being taken by free will and uncoerced, the novel 
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depicts a train of events that involve a cosmological world in which human 
beings and spirits of the dead are seen to exist in a particular landscape, and 
humoral substances, especially blood, are involved in the transformative re-
lationship between the living and the dead (Stoker [1897] 1997). (Count Dra-
cula is a blood-sucking vampire who needs regular meals of human blood to 
remain in an un-dead state. Th e blood is obtained from living victims.) In 
this novel, the action of expressing free will had profound implications both 
for Mr. Harker and for Count Dracula, who allowed Mr. Harker to enter his 
castle in the fi rst instance.

In this example, we are explicitly confronted with the notion of free will. 
But an important theoretical question must be: Is there such an entity as 
“free will”? Or is “will” a response to learned modes of interacting within 
social, religious, and political systems that constrain or drive action? If this 
is the case, then all action must be considered in terms of the “cost” to the 
actor in relation to positive and negative social feedback and the cost to those 
impacted by the particular action other than the actor. Th e examples that 
we present are used to look at the forces that eventuate in a decisive action. 
Th ese forces are intimately bound within the cosmological framing of the 
actor’s awareness of the world. Th is framing presents the actor with potential 
outcomes that must be imagined by the actor in anticipation of the event. 
But imagination is limited by not knowing enough about the agency of other 
actors, which can radically alter the outcome of particular actions. Hence the 
well-known theme of “unanticipated consequences.” Our further examples 
explore this line of thinking about contexts of action from various materials, 
highlighting the role of cosmology throughout.

A R J U N A  A N D  K R I S H N A :  L E G I T I M I Z I N G  WA R

A particularly intriguing case study for examining will is that of the battle-
fi eld conversation between Arjuna and Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita (trans-
lated as Th e Song of God ), which is a part of the Mahabharata, an epic tale 
composed between 300 BCE and 300 CE. Th e story is of a great war between 
two sides of an extended royal family whose members all trace their heritage 
back to an earlier ancestor, Bharata. Th e narrative is fi lled with episodes of 
revenge seeking, deception, bribery, and killings between the two sides. Th e 
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warrior Arjuna, who is a master of arms, especially the bow, doubts the moral 
correctness of his impending actions (i.e., killing warriors on the other side of 
the battle who are his extended kin) and thus he becomes overwhelmed with 
grief and indecision. At this point in the narrative, the deity Krishna appears 
to Arjuna and has an extended dialogue with him. Th e eighteen chapters of 
the Gita have been interpreted in numerous ways, but one commonly put 
forward is that the dialogue is between two inner selves or voices. At the end 
of the dialogue Arjuna’s self as expressed by Krishna (or transcendental self) 
is told by Arjuna’s other self that Krishna’s will is to be done. Krishna in-
structs Arjuna to enter the battle to re-establish dharma (translated variously 
as social duty, righteousness, or universal order) and keep it strong.

Arjuna thus confers legitimacy on the war, including the killing of his 
own relatives, in the name of a greater cause, whose tenets remove individual 
responsibility or blame in the name of a transcendental cosmological order 
of things. Th e cosmological thought world presented in the Gita defi nes ac-
tions as right or wrong through doctrinal codes expressed in the Vedas and 
the Upanishads, but the dialogue between the inner selves is not unlike the 
following case studies. In the conversation between Arjuna and Krishna, in-
ternal struggle is resolved by external cosmology, just as it is in Christian 
ideology with the expression ‘Th y will be done’ in the Lord’s prayer.

Th us, a part of the complexity of exploring will is identifying how con-
structs of ideological thought worlds constrain will and how will (individ-
ual and notionally group) sometimes reshapes ideological thought worlds 
through changing practices. We will see this process exemplifi ed in the next 
example, drawn from ancient Greek tragic drama and mythology.

AG A M E M N O N  A N D  I P H I G E N E I A :  T H E  W I L L  T O  S AC R I F I C E

A parallel to Arjuna’s dilemma is found in the story of the ancient Greek king 
of Mycenae in Argolis, Agamemnon, who was leading an expedition of allies 
to recover Helen, wife of his brother Menelaus, who had been abducted and 
taken to Troy by Paris, son of King Priam (the subject of Homer’s epic Th e 
Iliad ). Th e Greek fl eet was gathered at Aulis, a beach in the Euboean straits, 
where it was becalmed. Calchas, a prophet, declared that the wind would 
not rise unless Agamemnon sacrifi ced his beloved daughter, Iphigeneia, to 
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the goddess of the hunt, Artemis. Agamemnon’s supporters were growing 
restless, and although he was in anguish at the thought of sacrifi cing his own 
daughter, he fi nally agreed to do so (Graves 1960, 290– 95). Th e poet Aeschy-
lus in his drama Agamemnon recounted the scene and the King’s thoughts:

My fate is angry if I disobey these [commands],
but angry if I slaughter
this child, the beauty of my house,
with maiden blood shed staining
these father’s hands beside the altar
What of these things goes now without disaster?
How shall I fail my ships
And lose my faith of battle? (Aeschylus 1960, 11, lines 206– 13)

“When necessity’s yoke was put upon him”, the poet continues, Agamemnon 
“endured then to sacrifi ce his daughter,” in spite of her piteous supplications 
(ibid.). Even if this was in a sense “against his will,” in another sense it took 
“will power” to carry out the act that he believed to be necessary and in ac-
cordance with the will of Artemis. Curiously enough, one version of this nar-
rative suggests that at the last minute Artemis herself took pity on Iphigeneia 
and removed her from the sacrifi cial altar, substituting in her place a white 
hind. Th is, however, is not how Aeschylus portrays the event, since he sees 
the sacrifi ce of Iphigeneia as contributing to the rage of Clytaemnestra, her 
mother, against Agamemnon, and to Clytaemnestra plotting with Aegisthus, 
her lover, to murder Agamemnon on his return from Troy, thus working out 
the curse on the house of Atreus. (Aegisthus had earlier murdered Agamem-
non’s father, Atreus, enabling his own father, Th yestes, to gain the throne in 
Mycenae for a time.) Artemis is depicted as having her own grudges against 
the house of Atreus and for this reason to have demanded the sacrifi ce of 
Iphigeneia.

Agamemnon is thus faced with the same sort of dilemma as Arjuna. If 
he follows his inclinations toward his own kin, he must spare his daughter; 
but if he does so, his enterprise against Troy will fail, and his prestige as a 
king and warrior leader will be lost. He chooses political status over kin ties, 
and this is depicted as a product of necessity, because the will of the gods 
and goddesses cannot be brooked with impunity. Yet the ultimate choice is 
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his own. It is the paradox of free will once again. He is coerced, but he must 
make his own choice and take the cosmic consequences, which in this case 
include his own subsequent death at the hands of his wife and her lover. 
And in an even later consequence, his son Orestes kills Clytaemnestra in 
revenge. Th e curse on the house of Atreus entails a series of killings and re-
venge killings within three generations of the family. Little wonder that the 
Chorus observes that “by suff ering we learn” ( pathei mathos, in Aeschylus’s 
condensed phrase—Agamemnon, lines 176– 77). Th e curse was imposed by 
deities displeased at human actions, and continued over a number of genera-
tions, as we have discussed. Human choices, and the exercise of will, were 
made within this framework; and, if in some senses free, they were also al-
ways coerced.

A N C E S T O R S  A N D  T H E  W I L L :  T H E  TA L L E N S I  A N D  T H E  M E L PA

Th ese ancient Greek ideas of fate, necessity, prophecy, and inter-generational 
confl ict can further be compared with ideas regarding ancestors and destiny 
among the Tallensi people of Ghana, studied by Meyer Fortes (1987). Fortes 
supplemented his detailed ethnographic accounts with interpretations based 
broadly on psychology. He saw the concept of the ancestors as founded on 
the jural control of parents, especially fathers, over their children. He also 
recognized the “controlled ambivalence” of inter-generational relations (1987, 
199) and saw the “latent antagonism between father and fi rst-born son,” 
who would succeed to the father’s position in his lineage after the father’s 
physical death, as underpinning the concept of their respective Destinies. 
Father’s and son’s Destiny are in confl ict, Fortes notes, and the confl ict “in-
vites interpretation as a symbolical acknowledgment of a confl ict of poten-
cies” (ibid.). At the father’s death, although the son succeeds to his father’s 
position, the father is reincorporated into the family shrines as an ancestor, 
“in his morally coercive aspect” (Fortes 1987, 202). Th ese references to jural 
capacities and moral aspects of the parent indicate that Fortes considers that 
only certain dimensions of the living person are preserved in the concept of 
the ancestor. In the Tallensi case jural and moral aspects were apparently to 
the fore, but in other cases we can discern the aspect of the ancestor’s will, 
similar to the will of Artemis in the Greek example. Th is will may, of course, 
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be put further in the service of morality, as Fortes himself notes (Fortes 1987, 
205). In any case we see in this Tallensi example how will may be imputed to 
ancestral fi gures as well as to living humans.

We consider next how concepts of will and morality are expressed among 
the Melpa-speaking people of Mount Hagen in Papua New Guinea. Melpa 
symbolic concepts foreground issues of decision-making. Th ey also show the 
cosmological intersection of human choices and the actions imputed to an-
cestors and spirits.

Th e closest Melpa term for what we call the will is noman (Stewart 
and Strathern 2001, 113– 37; Stewart and Strathern 2000, 46– 47; 53– 54; 83; 
Strathern 1981). Th e noman is emblematic of conscious mind, encompassing 
stimuli that shape the noman through experience or “being.” In addition, 
aspects of what we might call the unconscious form and shape the noman 
throughout a person’s life. Th e noman is defi ned as both the transpersonal 
and the contemplative aspects of self. It also signifi es intentionality and 
decision-making.

Spatial imagery predominates descriptions of the noman, even though it 
is said not to be visible in the body as a separate organ. It is said to have an 
“upper” and “lower” aspect, either of which can prevail over the other. Th e 
imagery of upper and lower parts to some extent correlates with a conscious/
unconscious distinction, but is better represented as a notion of that which is 
immediately accessible versus that which is submerged.

Th ese diff ering aspects of will are arenas in which a person can estab-
lish a dialogue between inner selves in determining what particular action 
to take or not take. A person’s noman is said to lie “straight” if the person’s 
particular actions are seen as being in accordance with what is accepted as 
proper, eff ective, or correct. Socialization is supposed to inculcate notions of 
what constitutes a “straight” noman or its reverse, a “crooked” noman. Not 
only right and wrong are involved. Confl ict is also implied, between upper 
and lower and between singular and multiple intentions. A strong noman 
is one that is fi rm and unitary in the face of confl ict. Th is, in eff ect, corre-
sponds to will. A dilemma is expressed by saying nanga noman e rongenem, 
“it cuts my noman in two.” Something that hurts the noman is expressed as 
na noman ronom “it strikes me in my noman.” Dramatic turns of phrase like 
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these indicate the force with which issues of decision-making are imbued 
and experienced.

Ideas about the interaction of will with other aspects of the person, in-
cluding bodily aspects, are of great and enduring signifi cance in Hagen. Th is 
does not mean that such ideas are unchanging. Actually they are rather fl uid 
and accommodate shifting ideological stances as Hageners try to work out 
their own models of fundamental realities, basing these models both on ex-
perience and on interpretations of experiences.

Issues regarding the noman can also be described in humoral terms since 
it is said that if the “grease” of persons mixes through fertilization the out-
come can be a good or a bad noman in the child that is born, depending on 
the type of noman that the parents have. But it is ultimately the experience of 
persons and their own decision making throughout their lifetime that shapes 
their noman and guides them in future selections of pathways to follow.

Th e cosmological dimension is also involved here. Although exercise 
of decision-making via the noman is ultimately an individual matter, each 
person’s noman is also thought of as linked to the ancestors and spirits, and 
to the person’s group as a whole. Wrong choices emerging from a crooked 
noman lead to punitive action by ancestral ghosts, allowing wild spirits of 
the bush to infl ict sickness on the person. In a diff erent way, anger and frus-
tration in the noman of someone who feels wronged or victimized may also 
lead to their becoming sick. Here the spirits mark the person out in order 
to induce compassion on the part of those around him or her and to insti-
gate ways of redressing the wrongs that have been caused. Th e cosmological 
framework thus “takes care” of the individual.

As times change, so do individual ideas about will and freedom of deci-
sion-making. Among Hageners, Christian theology and teaching has altered 
ideas of will in terms of moral considerations for individuals that overlap in 
some ways and diff er in other ways from past considerations of this sort. Th e 
dialogue between the inner selves incorporates the belief that God’s will can 
be learnt through prayer and that this can guide one’s actions in opposition 
to being driven to take action through desires outside of the Christian nor-
mative ones. “God” here substitutes for the role played by ghosts of the dead, 
with whom communication took place through dreams, among other ways.
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Th e imagination (mind’s eye) plays a key role in determining how indi-
viduals evaluate the potential outcome of their actions (Strathern and Stew-
art 2006a). Th e example that we use next is that of suicide—the willful tak-
ing of one’s own life to obtain a strongly desired end result that seems not to 
be obtainable by continuing to live. Suicide is often a protest statement and 
can eff ectively point a fi nger at an individual or individuals who are seen to 
have committed an injustice. It can actually function as an extreme case of 
“sickness.”

T H E  D U N A :  S U I C I D E  A S  A N  E X P R E S S I O N  O F  W I L L

An example from the Duna area of the Southern Highlands of Papua New 
Guinea demonstrates this point (further information on the Duna can be 
found in Stewart and Strathern 2002a; Strathern and Stewart 2004). A 
young Duna man had been accused of interfering with a Duna girl of the 
local parish. Th e girl was considered by the community to be too young for a 
relationship of this sort. Parish councilors and leaders decided that the young 
man should pay a largish sum in compensation, of which he was able to raise 
half of the requested amount. Th e leaders reportedly suggested to the girl’s 
family that they should accept this amount and close the issue, but an uncle 
(father’s brother) of the girl later and suddenly accosted the youth, while he 
was with a group of his age-mates, and publicly shamed him by demanding 
that he pay the remaining amount of the compensation payment. Th at night 
the youth went missing and was found dead early the next morning. He 
had hanged himself from a tree. Th e uncle was blamed for the young man’s 
death, and a heavy demand for compensation was placed on his family. Th e 
harsh words of the uncle were found to be responsible for the suicide of the 
boy. We describe this sort of network of actions as “chains of agency” be-
cause of the various expressions of agency that go into an event. Also, there is 
interest in what causes a person to willfully take their own life. Th rough an 
examination of chains of agency the question of “who or what drove them to 
it?” can lead to re-evaluating wider social issues.

Typically the context of suicide is one in which shame is said to have 
been involved, and shame is a powerful, culturally shaped emotion in many 
societies, including those of Papua New Guinea (see Stewart and Strathern 
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2002b, 132 with references given there). But along with shame, there often 
goes the element of willful protest. And where a suicide is seen as a pro-
test, further issues of responsibility come into play (see Stewart and Strathern 
2002b, 132– 36).

A second example from the Duna area involves a young woman who 
had decorated herself elaborately and hanged herself from a tree near the 
settlement of a young Duna man with whom she had a relationship and had 
wished to marry. Th is man, as it turned out, already had one wife, and his 
parents had rebuff ed the girl, who subsequently killed herself. Th e father of 
the young man had in particular spoken harsh words to the girl, and she 
had been shamed as well as disappointed about the demise of her relation-
ship. Her act of killing herself was clearly seen as an act of protest against 
the family of her lover, who were brought to a local moot and ordered to pay 
compensation to the dead girl’s kin. Th is would be seen as her way of exact-
ing revenge.

In a rather diff erent example, we cite the case of the orator and politician 
Cicero in ancient Rome, who, after being betrayed by Octavius, thought of 
going into Octavius’s house and killing himself on the altar of his household 
gods in order to bring supernatural vengeance on Octavius himself (Stewart 
and Strathern 2002b, 133). Here the idea was that the domestic gods, the 
Lares and Penates, would be off ended at the desecration of their altar by 
the act of suicide and its spilling of blood, but would direct their ire not 
against Cicero but against Octavius. Th e act would thus have been an act of 
revenge involving the Lares and Penates as off ended witnesses and agents of 
vengeance against the man whose household they were otherwise expected 
to protect. Suicide as a protest to the spirits, with an appeal to their pity, con-
cern, or retributive powers, is an idea that would resonate well with Papua 
New Guinean ideologies.

C O U N T Y  D O N E G A L ,  I R E L A N D :  G H O S T LY  W I L L

In our examples of suicide in this chapter we have seen the dead expressing 
their will and agency, much as ghosts are reputed to do in popular contexts 
in western Europe. Following are two examples of the putative will of ghosts 
from our recent research in Donegal, Republic of Ireland.
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Th e fi rst is a story told to us in August of 2004 by an elder man. Th e nar-
rator told us that as a boy his father had often taken him to see an old vacant 
house nearby. He was then conducted to a room on the second fl oor and 
shown a yellow stain on the fl oor that had caused the fl oorboards to decay. 
Th e stain was said to be the place where a drunkard had slept off  his excesses 
and had relieved himself on the fl oor while asleep. People said he had died 
eventually from delirium tremens (a fatal form of alcohol withdrawal marked 
by severe shaking of the body). Th e story was a cautionary tale for the benefi t 
of the boy about the shaming and lethal consequences of immoderate drink-
ing. Over the years various people rented the house. One had heard a ghost 
in the house and had fi nanced a local Catholic priest to perform an exorcism 
that was said to have driven the ghost away from the house. But later, after 
the narrator had grown up, the old house was purchased by a family: a man, 
his wife, and their child. Th is family reported that the house was haunted 
by a ghost that frequented the room with the stain at regular intervals. Th ey 
called the ghost by the name Joe after a former owner of the house, and they 
reported hearing him enter the house and walk up the stairs to the room 
with the stain. Th e wife and her son also both said that they saw the ghost 
on several occasions, regularly in fact, expecting him to come in at a certain 
time of night. Th ey gave descriptions of his appearance and clothing.

Th e narrator of this story said that he knew the ghost was actually of the 
man who was said to be the drunkard who stained the fl oor. He explained 
that the man had died in his early thirties and that the dead man’s fam-
ily had a very high proportion of individuals with juvenile onset diabetes. 
He said that the ghost kept returning to the house because his spirit had 
remained unsettled owing to the story of his supposed drunkenness. Th e 
narrator believed that this man actually died of untreated diabetes, and that 
he would continue to return to the house until the truth of his death was ac-
knowledged by his surviving kinsfolk. Th e imputed will of the ghost is thus 
adduced to explain its continuing manifestation of itself.

Th e second story is also from Donegal, Republic of Ireland. It is the Ul-
ster-Scots (see Strathern and Stewart 2005) story/ballad of “Stumpie’s Brae,” 
which is a tale of how the consequences of wrong actions cannot be escaped 
as long as the will and agency of ghosts are concerned (see Strathern and 
Stewart 2006b). Th e storyline is of a man and a woman who are visited by a 
peddler or traveling salesman who wants to rest in their home overnight. Th e 
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couple allow the man to stay but become envious of the wares that he has in 
his bag and they kill him while he sleeps to steal his goods. Th us, they were 
very bad hosts. Th ey stuff ed his body into the bag that the man had carried 
his goods in, but since he was too long for the bag they had to defi le his body 
by cutting the legs off  at the knees. After this act they buried the body on a 
nearby brae (this is Scottish and also the Ulster-Scots term for hillside) and 
returned to their home. But the unquiet spirit of the murdered man returned 
every night to haunt the couple. Th e ghost could be heard clomping across 
the wooden fl oors of the house as it moved on the bloody stumps of its legs. 
Th e ghost was referred to as Stumpie because of this. Th e story ends with 
the couple attempting to escape the ghost by emigrating to America, but the 
ghost follows them across the sea and drives them insane and into an early 
grave.

Here is the moral warning:

Young man, it’s hard to strive wi’ sin
An’ the hardest strife o’ a’
Is where the greed o’ gain creeps in
An’ drives God’s grace awa’.

And here is the denouément:
In the woods of wild America
Th eir weary feet they set
But the Stumpie was there the fi rst, they say,
And he haunted them on to their dying day,
And he follows their children yet.

Stumpie’s ghost here is an instrument of revenge and justice rolled into 
one. Th e part of his dead body that has been subjected to the outrage of mu-
tilation becomes the agent that creates terror against his murderers. Th ere is 
poetic or ironic justice in this point alone. Moreover, the peddler’s death, far 
from obliterating his agency, increases it. As a ghost he is enabled to move 
around more surely and freely than living human beings. He can enter the 
couple’s house literally “at will,” unbidden and unbarred. He can circumvent 
fl ooding and reach the house in spite of water levels in streams around it be-
ing raised. And, most importantly, he can make his way across the ocean to 
reach America on the same boat that the couple had taken to escape him. 
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Th us, he pursues them at each turning where they had hoped to be free from 
him. Th is image of the pursuing ghost is a veritable representation of human 
will—that aspect of the person that can transcend disabilities and diffi  culties 
in order to impress its agency on others. Ghosts are the shadowy embodi-
ment of will power.

B R I TA I N :  T H E  C A S E  O F  D R .  DAV I D  K E L LY

Parallels to the Duna suicide cases, and less directly perhaps to these Donegal 
narratives, are found in the case of the senior weapons scientist in the Minis-
try of Defence in Britain, Dr. David Kelly. He was found dead in July 2003, 
apparently by suicide, following the revelation that he was the secret source 
used by a British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) reporter. Th e reporter had 
suggested that the British government’s picture of the threat posed by Sad-
dam Hussein’s weapons in Iraq had been overstated (“sexed up”), perhaps as 
a means of persuading the British parliament and public that the war against 
Iraq was legitimate. Dr. Kelly was a quiet person who shunned publicity, and 
he had suff ered during the government’s Parliamentary Committee investi-
gation of this matter. Th e death of Dr. Kelly immediately forced the govern-
ment to authorize a fully independent inquiry (led by Lord Hutton, a senior 
judge) to examine the circumstances surrounding the event. As a result, as-
pects of the government’s war policy and the levels of validity of its intelli-
gence information inevitably came to light. Th e independent inquiry, like a 
Duna moot, provided an opportunity for many more facts and opinions to 
emerge that would write themselves into British political history in the way 
that major compensation payments inscribe themselves on Duna political 
consciousness. His death caused the public at large to look for the chains 
of agency involved. And by his death, Dr. Kelly magnifi ed greatly his own 
agency.¹ Th is magnifi cation continued regardless of the fact that the Hutton 
Inquiry exonerated the British government of any deliberate deception over 
the weapons of mass destruction issue. Indeed, this issue, as a nemesis of 
political decision-making, itself came back as a kind of ghost to haunt the 
British Labour government headed by Tony Blair as prime minister.

Th e relevant issues were reopened when a later inquiry under the leader-
ship of Lord Butler found that the government’s intelligence had actually 
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been defi cient and that it had been overstated, just as Dr. Kelly was reported 
to have indicated. Particularly at issue here was the point that the govern-
ment’s claim that Saddam Hussein could deploy weapons of mass destruc-
tion within 45 minutes related only to battlefi eld weapons, not to long-range 
missiles that might threaten the British population. Even if Saddam had such 
weapons then, this claim could not stand as a reason for declaring that the 
war was necessary to protect the public.

Prime Minister Tony Blair nevertheless appointed John Scarlett, the of-
fi cial who “took responsibility” for the pre-war intelligence advice, to suc-
ceed to the position of the head of foreign security intelligence in the United 
Kingdom (Th e Independent, May 7, 2004). When the new report from Lord 
Butler came out, so did the “ghost” of Dr. Kelly, in the shape of remarks 
made by the former BBC executives who had resigned in the wake of criti-
cisms of the BBC’s reporting by Lord Hutton, author of the earlier report. 
Kelly’s “ghost” in this sense came back to haunt John Scarlett, threatening 
either his new appointment to a high-level post or the government’s credibil-
ity in making that appointment.

Th is discursive regeneration of issues through the invocation of names of 
the dead by the living remains a powerful way of augmenting the agency of 
both the dead and the living. Th e same holds for all those contexts in which 
killings are remembered and used as a means of furthering confl ict, for ex-
ample in the sectarian politics of Northern Ireland and its relationship to 
Britain and to the Republic of Ireland. Relatives demand justice for the dead 
in unsolved cases of suspected sectarian killings, focusing their distrust often 
on the police investigators and imputing their bad faith. Th ose who were 
killed while fi ghting in a particular cause may be held up as martyrs (i.e., 
continuing witnesses after their death) to that cause, and therefore as a rea-
son for continuing the fi ght—again, implicitly or explicitly, as a part of the 
struggle for a vision of justice which at the level of practical action becomes 
entwined with motivations for revenge.

W I L L ,  C O S M O L O G Y,  A N D  T H E  I M AG I N AT I O N

Th e theme of the willful taking of one’s own life to dramatically alter the 
outcome of events is also found in the September 11, 2001, attacks on the 
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World Trade Center and the Pentagon in the United States and by suicide 
bombers generally. During the events of 9/11, the suicide missions were un-
dertaken by individuals who had a clear intent to alter events through the 
taking of their lives and, in this example, the lives of many others. Likewise, 
suicide bombers in general are prepared to kill themselves and others to ex-
press their will to alter events. Th ese suicides are invariably associated with 
cosmological purposes and ideologies of seemingly correct action within the 
wider context of relationships between peoples and often religious entities.

Th e role of imagination in individual action is pivotal, as we have noted, 
because an action that is the product of the will is also the product of imag-
ining its desired outcome, as an aim to be secured against other alternatives 
or against opposition. Imagination is brought into play in the process of 
overcoming opposition. As a concept, the idea of the will mediates between 
intentions and desired outcomes, overcoming resistance and ambiguity. 
Th erein lies its power and its danger, as well as the responsibilities that go 
with power and danger. Referring such responsibilities to the cosmological 
level is one way of dealing with them. Locating them entirely in the indi-
vidual is another. Th e doctrine of free will runs in counterpoint to the idea of 
God’s will, attempting to recognize both the individual and the cosmologi-
cal poles of action by proposing that individual actions may have cosmologi-
cal causes and results. Th e image of crossing the threshold of Dracula’s house 
encapsulates all of these points.

Further, human responses and actions are often generated out of various 
emotions that are conditioned by infl uences from experience in which the 
imagination has played a part as the site where fears, desires, and fantasies 
have grown, been nurtured, and often silently, to the outside listener, in-
fl uenced the way that an individual interacted within their world. Th is role 
of the imagination can be noted in the conversations that people have with 
deities and spirits who are a part of their thought worlds, as noted for the 
Hagen example above in relation to Christian prayer (see also Strathern and 
Stewart 2009).

Th is world of the imagination also includes “iconic codes”—codes that 
are embodied or expressed “outside language” (Aijmer 2000, 3). Göran Aij-
mer discusses this point in relation to violent acts, pointing to the “symbol-
ism of iconic codes and their use in the visionary building of possible worlds, 
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forming the imaginary order of a society” (ibid.). Violent acts, Aijmer argues, 
may embody complex aspects of symbolism that relate to both order and 
disorder in a given social context, and it is these symbolic aspects that give 
violence its many potential meanings. Th is is an important point when we 
consider the acts, including both violent and nonviolent ones, taken by peo-
ples around the world in the name of a particular religion or in a belief that 
these acts conform to a set of “moral” teachings directly linked to specifi c 
cosmological ideologies (see also Strathern and Stewart 2008).

Th e imagination is important in religious teachings and in general in in-
dividual emplacement within a cosmological thought-world that is bounded 
by a set of “moral” normative prescriptions. Vincent Crapanzano’s concept 
of “imaginative horizons” and “frontier” is applicable here, especially when 
considering frontiers “that postulate a beyond that is, by its very nature, un-
reachable in fact and in representation” (2004, 14). Th is frontier can be the 
arena of the afterworld seen as unreachable during life but fi lled with par-
ticularly tangible features that await the recipient after death.

Imaginative capacities direct and drive the will and the actions that re-
sult from this process of interaction with the world around us. Arjun Appa-
durai asserts that “the imagination has now acquired a singular new power 
in social life” (1996, 53), which he links to the accelerated transnational fl ow 
of images. Th ese fl ows are a part of what produces historical and cultural 
changes in how the will is conceived and transformed.

Th e will is attached to self-awareness, which is in a constant interplay 
with information coming from the “social semiotics” that the individual 
is surrounded with. In the previous examples from the Bhagavad Gita and 
the concept of the noman in Hagen, we can see that an “individual semiot-
ics” is at play in which “the will” must act upon what on balance appears 
to be the “correct” path to follow. Th is “individual or internal semiotics” is 
also expressed in dreams. For example, among the Melpa speakers in Hagen 
dreams are thought to represent the actual observations and experiences of 
the person’s min or spirit while they were asleep (Strauss and Tischner 1962; 
Stewart and Strathern 2003). In Melpa the phrase ur kumb etepa köni (make 
a sleep-likeness and see something) describes the way that the individual 
self interacts with and learns from the dream world. Th e dream period is 
one in which a dream-time “social semiotics” includes the dreamer’s dead 
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kin’s transformed life-spirits (min), the living, and nonhuman spirits. Th is 
interaction with the dead through dreaming is very important for the Melpa 
because it is believed that the dead are able to “see” (perceive, understand) 
more than the living and they are also able to make events occur through 
their own agency. Th is heightened ability to “see” extends, in some degree, 
to future events that the dreamer would not be aware of by other sensory 
means. Dreams can thus be valuable signs of things to come, directing the 
individual to take one course of action rather than another. Th e will of the 
person can be extensively informed by the dream world, just as the dream 
world reveals the wishes, or will, of the dead, often informed by resentments 
against the living.

C O N C L U S I O N

In our discussion we have stressed the point that ideas about the will be-
long to the general domain of choice and intentionality in human action; 
but within this broad domain they pick out questions of freedom, constraint, 
internal argument, and connections with cosmological notions that provide 
an ultimate framework of right and wrong. In many ways the idea of will is 
linked to questions of responsibility for action. Th is is the case in the exam-
ples presented from diverse ethnographic materials from Highlands Papua 
New Guinea, ancient Greece and Rome, Africa, the United Kingdom, Ire-
land, Christian ideology, and Hindu cosmology.

Interestingly, for Hageners, aspects of the noman, including the thoughts 
that specifi cally induce a particular action, are said to be hidden from oth-
ers (although not from the dead/ancestors and nowadays from God). Given 
this, people read intentions, and the responsibility that goes with them, from 
actions themselves and their results. For them, will is thus seen as projected 
into the world, while at the same time it is deeply introjected in the indi-
vidual. Cosmology steps in to close the gap between an observable world and 
an inscrutable source of willed action. As we have noted, dreams and their 
interpretation are often cited as giving important clues to this process of at-
tributing meaning and direction to actions.

In conclusion, the concept of the will off ers up a number of phenomeno-
logically interesting cross-cultural questions. Can we fi nd correspondences 
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across cultural and historical contexts that reveal patterns going beyond the 
specifi cs of this term in the English language? Questions of this kind tend 
not to be susceptible to simple answers. However, we can recognize clus-
ters of concepts regarding action and choice that clearly belong to the same 
broad domain of experience in life. People act according to their inclinations 
or the pressures placed upon them. Th e idea of the will expresses the notion 
of active agency, often in circumstances of resistance or diffi  culty. And while 
the will might seem to be a quintessentially individualistic notion, issues to 
do with it are always framed within some wider morality or cosmology.

Will thus mediates between the private aspects of individuals and their 
externalized social lives. Since this mediation is a process common to many, 
if not all, societal complexes, we may conclude that the term has a useful 
cross-cultural reference. It forms a core around which elements of morality, 
responsibility, legitimacy, desire, and theodicy can all be fashioned into a 
complex vision of human action and its concomitants.



Th i s  c h a p t e r  e x a m i n e s  t h e  r o l e  o f 
the will in the writings of the great nineteenth and early 

twentieth century German neuropsychiatrist, Emil Kraepelin. When I was 
invited to participate in the AAA panel on the “anthropology of the will” 
that led to this collection, I immediately thought of something that had long 
puzzled me. Kraepelin is often cited as the “father” of contemporary psychi-
atric classifi cation, the originator of an “objective-descriptive” approach to 
diagnostic classifi cation that claims to be theoretically neutral and shapes 
the current American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual (DSM-IV). However, Kraepelin’s writings on mental disorders re-
fer explicitly to pathologies of the “will,” a term that seems anachronistic 
today and suggests that Kraepelin’s writings are not theoretically neutral but 
rather refl ect an older psychology. An examination of the place of the “will” 
in Kraepelin’s writings opens onto a vast scientifi c literature on the will in 
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nineteenth century neurology, as well as a popular literature on the will of 
the German people and the link between psychopathology, pathologies of 
the will, and the social and genetic bases of degeneracy. Th e concept thus 
opens onto the darker history of racial ideology in German medical science, 
suggesting that psychological anthropologists should take care in advocating 
a new anthropology of the will. Th is paper uses Kraepelin’s neuropsychiatric 
writing as well as his refl ections on German society as a basis for examining 
these issues.

Kraepelin’s Lectures on Clinical Psychiatry, fi rst translated into English in 
1904 (references here are to the 1913 edition), provides easy access to his views 
of psychopathology and makes clear why his work is thought of as largely 
descriptive. Each of the lectures was devoted to a particular form of mental 
disease—“melancholia,” “depressed stages of maniacal-depressive insanity,” 
“dementia praecox,” “katatonic stupor,” and so forth. Within each lecture, 
Kraepelin provided several brief case vignettes, describing in great detail the 
patient’s symptoms, something about their onset, and often some details of 
the patient’s life history, as well as providing a short discussion about how 
these patients diff er from those suff ering from other related conditions.

I have always been struck by Kraepelin’s description of the pathology of 
the will in the chapter on “depressed stages of maniacal-depressive insanity.” 
Let me quote briefl y from the case, then say why I fi nd this reference to the 
will intriguing. Kraepelin opens Lecture II with the following case:

Gentlemen, Th e patient you see before you today is a merchant, forty three years 
old, who has been in our hospital almost uninterruptedly for about fi ve years. He 
is strongly built, but badly nourished, and has a pale complexion, and an invalid 
expression of face. He comes in with short, wearied steps, sits staring in front of 
him almost without moving. When questioned, he turns his head a little, and, after 
a certain pause, answers softly, and in monosyllables, but to the point. We get the 
impression that speaking gives him a great deal of trouble, his lips moving for a little 
while before the sound comes out. (1913, 11– 12)

Kraepelin points out that the patient has intact cognitive functions, and 
that he has no apparent delusions, unlike the patients he described in the 
previous chapter, who suff er “melancholia” or a severe, psychotic depression. 
He goes on:
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. . . it must strike us that this patient is not apprehensive, but only “low-spirited,” 
and still more that, unlike the patients already considered, he is apparently unable 
to move and express himself freely. In those cases [i.e. the melancholia cases], there 
were lively gesticulations, lamentations, and complaints, and a certain necessity of 
giving vent to the oppression within, while here it is hard to draw any remark from 
the patient. . . . Th is very circumstance, that the answers come so slowly, even on 
matters of indiff erence, shows that in this patient we have not to deal with a fear of 
expressing himself, but with some general obstacle to utterance in speech. Indeed, 
not only speech, but all action of the will is extremely diffi  cult to him. For three years 
he has been incapable of getting up from bed, dressing, and occupying himself. . . . 
But as he has the most perfect comprehension of his surrounding, and is able to fol-
low diffi  cult trains of thought, the disturbance must be essentially confi ned to the 
accomplishment of voluntary movement. . . . Under these circumstances, it will be 
permissible here to speak of an impediment of volition, in the sense that the transfor-
mation of the impulses of the will into action meets with obstacles which cannot be 
overcome without diffi  culty, and often not at all by the patient’s own strength. Th is 
constraint is by far the most obvious clinical feature of the disease, and compared 
with this, the sad, oppressed mood has but little prominence. No other psychical 
disturbances can be made out at present. [italics in the original]

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a group of American psychiatrists, led 
by Robert Spitzer at Washington University in St. Louis, set out to reform 
the psychiatric diagnostic system. Calling themselves “Neo-Kraepelinians,” 
this group sought to emulate Kraepelin in providing clear, symptomatic de-
scriptions of psychiatric diseases, defi ned in clinical terms but with the goal 
of ultimately fi nding specifi c disease etiologies, assumed to be neurophysio-
logical, for each diagnostic category (see, e.g., Blashfi eld 1984; Klerman 1978; 
Weissman and Klerman 1978; Wilson 1993; cf. Good 1992 for a discussion of 
this movement). In contrast to psychoanalytic or existentialist or interper-
sonal assessments, the so-called “objective-descriptive” approach to diagnosis 
aimed at being theoretically neutral, disavowing eff orts to base categories on 
psychological or functional origins of symptoms, providing instead objec-
tive clinical descriptions that could serve as a basis for research into genetic 
markers, neurophysiological dysfunctions, or responses to drugs that might 
indicate biological markers distinguishing diagnostic groups from one an-
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other. Given this disavowal of psychology and the claim to emulate Kraepe-
lin in being a-theoretical, it is thus intriguing to fi nd Kraepelin’s description 
of depression as a “pathology of the will,” refl ecting an older psychology. 
Th e language of the will has almost entirely disappeared in that great neo-
 Kraepelinian compendium, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 4th edi-
tion of the American Psychiatric Association (1994)—the DSM IV. How-
ever, the presence of the will in Kraepelin’s writings should not go without 
notice.

Th e will was an important category in nineteenth and twentieth century 
German philosophy—one only has to think of Schopenhauer (Th e World as 
Will and Representation) or Nietzsche. It was also crucial in the language 
of German National Socialism and Nazi ideologies, as in Leni Riefenstahl’s 
infamous fi lm Triumph of the Will (see, e.g., Barsam 1975, Sontag 1980). But 
what is its place in the history of psychiatry? Knowing that Kraepelin’s cat-
egories dementia praecox and manic-depressive psychosis were used, well 
after his death in 1925, by the Nazis to identify categories of hereditarily “de-
generate” persons who should be eliminated from the German gene pool, 
or that Kraepelin’s student and close colleague Ernst Rudin was a staunch 
advocate of racial hygiene theories and later a dominant fi gure in Nazi psy-
chiatry (Roelcke 1997), lends urgency to understanding the social history of 
the ideas underlying Kraepelin’s apparently non-theoretical classifi cation of 
psychiatric diseases. It also adds irony to the proud claim of contemporary 
descriptive psychiatrists to be neo-Kraepelinians.

What then was the place of a psychology of the will in the psychiatric 
theorizing and classifi cation of Kraepelin and his contemporaries? Is there 
a relation between nineteenth century notions of degeneracy and the will, 
both present in Kraepelin’s Lectures? Are pathologies of the will relevant for 
current thinking about culture and mental illness? What does a critical his-
torical reading of the place of the will in German writings about psychopa-
thology tell us about the history of the concept more generally and about the 
potential benefi ts and hazards of its use as a category within psychological 
anthropology? Th e following is not intended to be a full explication of these 
issues. It is rather a brief report of an initial survey of the place of the will 
and pathologies of the will in Kraepelin’s psychology, as well as in his refl ec-
tions on social and political issues in Germany following World War I.
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E M I L  K R A E P E L I N

Emil Kraepelin lived through a complex, interesting period of political trans-
formation in German history. Born in 1856, he lived for forty years under 
the rule of Bismarck, witnessed the freeing of Prussia from Austrian infl u-
ence and the unifi cation of the German kingdoms, watched the dissolution 
of the monarchy and Germany’s defeat in World War I, and followed the 
political crises in the postwar era with great dismay, before dying in 1926. 
He was a political conservative and maintained his support for Bismarck’s 
vision of authoritarian leadership to the end of his life (sources include Ber-
rios and Hauser 1988; Engstrom 1991, 1992; Roelcke 1997; cf. Brink & Jel-
liff e 1933; Kahn 1956; Braceland 1957). While a medical student (1874– 78), 
Kraepelin attended a summer course on experimental psychology taught by 
Wilhelm Wundt in Leipzig, was an assistant to the professor at the Univer-
sity of Wuerzburg in charge of the psychiatric and dermatologic clinics, and 
wrote a dissertation in 1877, “Concerning the Infl uence of Acute Diseases on 
the Causation of Mental Illness,” refl ecting his work with Wundt, to whom 
he remained faithful throughout his life (Kahn 1956, 289). In his dissertation 
he sounded a theme that was to be central to his life’s work: “Th e most im-
portant achievement which the advance of scientifi c research has brought to 
psychiatry in our century is the fi rm foundation of the notion of the somatic 
basis of mental disorders” (quoted in Kahn 1956, 289).

Kraepelin delivered his inaugural lecture for his initial professorship at 
the University of Dorpat in 1886, further elaborating his vision. “He an-
nounced his intention of combining psychiatric research and patient care 
and set the objectives for the former: in the short term he was to search for 
valid disease groups, and in the long term seek the ‘laws’ linking anatomi-
cal and psychological data” (Berrios and Hauser 1988, 815). Th is broad com-
mitment—to research-based classifi cation, primarily through careful clinical 
description, with a longer term goal of seeking somatic bases for disease—
ran throughout his life. His greatest contribution was the careful, longitudi-
nal description of the symptoms of his clinical cases, following patients over 
years, writing notes on specially designed index cards, and analyzing the 
symptomatic diff erences between those who had diff ering courses of illness. 
He is best known for his description of dementia praecox and its subtypes, 
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which he distinguished from both melancholia and manic-depressive insan-
ity, and the general structure of his classifi cation system, with categories not 
that diff erent from those in today’s diagnostic systems.

When he was twenty-seven years old, Kraepelin wrote a “Compendium 
of Psychiatry,” which became the fi rst of many updated editions, fi rst of the 
Compendium, then of Psychiatry: A Textbook for Students and Physicians (see 
Braceland 1957). With each volume, he refi ned his thinking and his descrip-
tion of categories and causes of mental illnesses. A brief review of the 6th Edi-
tion, published in German in 1899 and translated and published in English 
in 1990, indicates the broader place of the category “the will” in his thinking. 
Volume 1 of the 6th Edition provides an overview of mental illnesses—“Th e 
Causes of Insanity” (both “external” and “internal”), the “Manifestations of 
Insanity,” “Course, Outcome and Duration of Insanity,” “Th e Diagnosis of 
Insanity,” and “Treatment of Insanity.” His discussion of the will falls in a 
subsection of Manifestations of Insanity entitled “Disorders of Volition and 
Action,” which follows his descriptions of disorders of perception, mental 
functions, and emotional life. Here he has sections on the reduction and 
the increase in volitional impulses, disorders of the release of volitional im-
pulses (which he distinguishes from the impulses themselves), increased and 
reduced suggestibility of the will, compulsive actions, instinctive actions, 
morbid instincts, disorders of expressive movements, and behavior due to 
morbid motives, which ends with a discussion of the forensic implications of 
the loss of “capacity to control oneself” and for “responsibility.” In Volume 2, 
which provides detailed descriptions of particular disorders, discussions of 
the will or of volition are fairly rare and appear only in the context of clinical 
descriptions of syndromes.

How then does Kraepelin’s discussion of the will relate to what was being 
written within medicine and psychology of the time? And perhaps of greater 
interest to anthropologists, what was the relation between this rather techni-
cal and descriptive discussion of disorders of the will or volition as part of 
clinical syndromes and the more general discussions of the “will” as a social 
or spiritual phenomenon of a people, particularly of the German people, dis-
cussions to which Kraepelin actively contributed?
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PAT H O L O G I E S  O F  T H E  W I L L  I N  N I N E T E E N T H 

C E N T U R Y  P S Y C H O L O G Y  A N D  P S Y C H I AT R Y

Even a quick search in the history of psychology and psychiatry makes it 
clear that the will and disorders of the will were major categories in nine-
teenth and early twentieth century neurology, psychology, and neuropsychi-
atry—in France, Germany, and the United States. Although anachronistic 
for today’s reader, Kraepelin’s use of the language of the will and its patholo-
gies was unexceptional in his time. Th e best review of this literature and 
discussion of the disorders of the will in psychiatry is in an essay entitled 
“Will and Its Disorders: A Conceptual History,” published in the journal 
History of Psychiatry in 1995 by the historian German Berrios (Berrios and 
Gili 1995). Berrios and Gili trace the concept “will” through philosophy and 
psychology into nineteenth century neurology and psychiatry. Th ey argue 
that in the nineteenth century, the will “was an important descriptive and 
explanatory concept, naming the human ‘power, potency or faculty’ to initi-
ate action” (1995, 87), but that it came under attack at the turn of the century. 
By the fi rst World War, with the rise of experimentalism, psychoanalysis, 
and behaviorism, the will was no longer a fashionable concept. Berrios and 
Gili express the opinion that this decline “created a conceptual vacuum in 
the ‘domain of the voluntary’ which has since been unsatisfactorily fi lled by 
notions such as ‘instinct, ‘drive’, ‘motivation’, ‘decision-making’, and ‘fron-
tal lobe executive.’” Th ey go on to suggest that “the decline of the will also 
led to neglecting the study of aboulia, impulse, agoraphobia, and obsession 
as ‘pathological disorders of the will’” (1995, 88). But more important than 
this conclusion—aimed at urging the reader to take this work seriously, sug-
gesting more than a passing historical interest—is the broad review of the 
philosophical, psychological, and psychiatric lineage of this domain, and the 
insight into the debates that developed, particularly during the nineteenth 
century.

Rather than attempting to summarize this literature and the debates or 
provide a historical review of the writings on disorders of the will in psychia-
try and neurology in Kraepelin’s era, here I can only make four summary ob-
servations concerning that literature. In the end, I return to a discussion of 
the close link between Kraepelin’s understandings of psychopathology and 
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its causes, his views on the disorders of the body politic, and the place of the 
will in this discussion.

First, the literature—particularly in French and German—is vast. Th ere 
were well-worked-out debates about the nature of the will, the neurological 
defects producing these disorders, the potential for localizing the will and 
defi cits of volition in the brain, and classifi cation of clinical signs and symp-
toms associated with disorders of the will. Much of the psychological and 
neuropsychiatric literature is more interesting than the philosophical writing 
(for purposes of an anthropology of the will), because it is laced with clini-
cal examples and description of life stories. In one important thread of this 
literature, analysis of the will was linked to the rise of neurology and neuro-
anatomical understanding of how nerve impulses are carried to the muscles. 
Th e French psychologist Th eodule Ribot (1894) has an entire treatise titled 
“Diseases of the Will” (published fi rst in 1883 as Les Maladies de la Volonte), 
which attempts to link clinical phenomena to the growing understanding 
of the nervous system, raising questions of whether disorders of the will are 
linked to the executive function of the brain or to the ability of the nerves to 
adequately translate volition into muscular action. As Berrios and Gili (1995, 
98) point out, “Ribot’s work is the point of convergence of positivism, anti-
metaphysical psychology, Spencerian evolutionism and clinical analysis.”

As this comment suggests, even though quite technically linked to 
emerging understandings of the functioning of the nervous system, medical 
discussions of the will were never far from concerns about the role of modern 
civilization or degeneracy or political activities in producing disorders of the 
will. Disorders of the body and of the body politic are closely linked, even 
in writings on neurophysiology. Th ese themes are most explicitly expressed 
in writing on the depletion of neural energy (this was, of course, the period 
in which George Beard’s writings on neurasthenia became popular), the loss 
of inhibition as part of crowd behavior (again, this was a time of popular 
writing about mass psychology), and the debates in Germany about whether 
World War I resulted from a “war psychosis” or to the contrary was linked to 
what Kraepelin called “the vitality of our collective psyche” (Kraepelin [1919] 
1992). Th e “will” was thus a critical concept bridging neurophysiology and 
neuropsychiatry, philosophy, and social and political writing.

Second, one of the primary debates revolved around what Berrios and Gili 
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(1995, 91– 94) call “reductionist” versus “non-reductionist” accounts of disor-
ders of the will (see Murphy and Th roop, Chapter 1; Th roop, Chapter 2). At 
stake was the general question of whether the will is an independent faculty 
or mental power, or whether what we call will or volition, the force that leads 
to action, can be fully accounted for by the emotions and “understanding,” 
that is aff ect and cognition. (Note that William James weighed in on the 
side of non-reductionist accounts, arguing that willing produces movement, 
which often in turn produces feelings or aff ects.) It is in this context that 
Kraepelin’s case, quoted at the opening of this paper, should be understood. 
Kraepelin argues that in the case of this patient in the depressed phase of a 
“maniacal-depressive insanity,” which we would now call manic-depressive 
or bipoloar disorder, the depressive aff ect is not primary, as it is in cases of 
melancholia, and that the man’s thinking was intact, again unlike the delu-
sions suff ered by those with melancholia or dementia praecox. Th us, in his 
Lectures on Clinical Psychiatry Kraepelin argues that patients with “ maniacal-
depressive insanity (circular stupor)” are suff ering a primary disorder of the 
will. Although he does not use the term, “aboulia” was widely used for a 
diminution of the will that produced the symptoms of apparent passivity 
and inability to carry out action that Kraepelin describes. Th us, for Krae-
pelin, description of the depressed stage of a patient with manic-depressive 
illness in terms of the will and impediments of volition, both highlighted 
in italics, is a critical theoretical claim about the etiology and nature of this 
disorder and its relation to other forms of psychopathology.

Th ird, the scientifi c and clinical literature at the turn of the century was 
fi lled with detailed classifi cations and descriptions of disorders of the will, 
by neurologists, psychiatrists, and psychologists of the day. One of the major 
axes for classifi cation distinguished disorders refl ecting an overly weak versus 
an overly strong will. Wilhelm Griesenger, a German psychiatrist who pre-
ceded Kraepelin, wrote that disturbances of the will ranged from “total ab-
sence of volition” to increase in power (quoted in Berrios and Gili 1995, 97):

Weakness of the will may result from incapacity to reach conclusions which may be 
due to troubles in perception or to the lack of a strong ego . . . these states manifest 
themselves in passivity and apathy, or in great hesitation and irresolution . . . and are 
frequent in the stage of melancholia.
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Increases in the power of the will, on the other hand,

Take the form of inordinate desire, a thirst for action, a passion for making plans . . . 
and a pathologically increased sense of self.

Here then we see the origin of Kraepelin’s desire to show that manic-
 depressive disorder is a primary disorder of the will—with the depressive 
phase resulting from a weakening of the will, the manic phase indicating a 
pathologically active will.

But disorders of the will were also seen as associated with other disor-
ders as well. Eugen Bleuler, leading scholar of schizophrenia, analyzed 
“disturbances of centrifugal functions,” including detailed analyses of 
the distinction between what was popularly called “weakness of will” and 
“ hyper- function of the will” (Bleuler 1924, 142– 56). “Weakness of the will” 
provided a basis for distinguishing what are now called “negative symptoms” 
of schizophrenia, whereas “hyper-function of the will” was associated with 
impulsive acts separated from rational control—as when “schizophrenic pa-
tients sometimes develop a special energy or will, as, for instance, when they 
pull out their own teeth, squeeze out one of their eyes, or do something simi-
lar without analgesic.” Other psychiatrists spelled out specifi c pathologies of 
impulse control, of obsessions and compulsions, or of phobias as pathologies 
of the will. Th us, although explicit reference to “the will” has disappeared 
from psychiatric classifi cation and theorizing today, many of the symptom 
clusters associated with particular diagnostic entities continue to refl ect this 
older psychology. In these terms, Berrios and Gili are right: Th e absence of a 
robust conception of the will or volition in psychiatric nosology and theoriz-
ing has indeed created a “conceptual vacuum in the ‘domain of the volun-
tary’,” but even in its absence an older concept of the will continues to infl u-
ence contemporary psychiatric classifi cation.

D I S O R D E R S  O F  T H E  B O DY  P O L I T I C : 

S O C I A L  A N D  P O L I T I C A L  D I M E N S I O N S  O F  T H E  W I L L

Finally, I want to turn to Kraepelin’s interest in the social and political di-
mensions of the will and to a more obscure link of discussion of the will to 
the larger ideology of degeneracy. Here the story becomes both more inter-
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esting and much darker. As we noted in the opening, Kraepelin grew up an 
admirer of Bismarck and was a political conservative and nationalist. Very 
early on, he saw alcoholism and syphilis as both social and moral patholo-
gies, which does “damage to the germ” and “can result in the degeneration 
of entire lineages,” thus weakening the German nation, and actively cam-
paigned against them (Kraepelin [1908] 2007). And he argued that one of 
the few means of preventing mental illnesses in future generations was “to 
make the coming generations strong and resistant and to prepare them for 
the struggle for existence [Kampf und Dasein]” (Kraepelin 1896, quoted in 
Roelcke 1997, 389). By 1919, with the defeat of the German army, the collapse 
of the monarchy, the rise of leftist and democratic forces which threatened 
the previously elite classes, and national politics in disarray, Kraepelin took 
it upon himself to publish an essay, “Psychiatric Observations on Contem-
porary Issues” (Kraepelin [1919] 1992), in which he voiced his strong opinions 
about the causes of the loss of the war and the future of Germany.

Kraepelin opened the essay with a clear attack on those who were criticiz-
ing Germany’s commitment to the war as a “mass psychosis” or “war psycho-
sis.” As to the war eff ort, Kraepelin began,

there can be absolutely no talk whatsoever of a morbid disorder. Th e drive of self-
 assertion is the primal and most powerful force behind all individual and group ac-
tion. When this self-assertion appears threatened all the forces of the will are natu-
rally roused in order that . . . the danger be dispatched and the opponent wrestled 
to the ground. Only an ageing and decrepit people would, in feeble deference, evade 
the fi ght for survival . . . ([1919] 1992, 257)

Kraepelin contrasts this with “combat neurosis,” which he argued “af-
fl icted less stable, emotionally excitable, nervous and infi rm personalities,” 
immediately comparing it to “accident neurosis,” which he defi ned as “the 
reluctance of weak-willed persons to return to work after suff ering an in-
jury” ([1919] 1992, 258). Th e increase in levels of combat neurosis over time, 
he reasoned, grew out of the fact that the desperation for recruits required 
that “more and more incompetent, mentally defi cient, infi rm and morally 
inferior persons had to be drawn into service, thereby eventually adversely 
aff ecting the fi ghting spirit of the troops” (ibid.). What was more, he ar-
gued, “it came to pass that an undesirable collection of individuals remained 
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on the home front who possessed neither the ability nor the desire to com-
mit themselves to the defence of the fatherland” ([1919] 1992, 259). Economic 
hardships were exploited by “ruthless smugglers, . . . generally recruited from 
the ranks of the failures, decrepits, loiterers and swindlers, for whom this 
form of parasitism came naturally, in accordance with their entire predispo-
sition” (ibid.).

Even though alcoholism almost disappeared during the war, Kraepe-
lin noted, hunger, disease, and the “gradual grinding down of the collec-
tive psyche” led to the “unexpected collapse and resulting upheaval” ([1919] 
1992, 260). Popular sentiment demanded an escape from the war and peace 
at any price, leaving Germany at the mercy of its enemies. But more than 
this, what followed was “a wave of senseless destruction and self-laceration 
which compounded in the extreme the misery created by the war” ([1919] 
1992, 261). Here, Kraepelin is referring to the November Revolution of 1919 
that demanded an end to the war, repeal of the wartime statutes, and the 
abdication of Emperor William II, as well as the political rise of the So-
cial Democratic Party calling for the establishment of the Republic. Some 
of Kraepelin’s harshest language is reserved for the leaders of this movement, 
which stimulated mass actions that he characterized as hysterical disorders, 
in which individuals’ “own will” is taken over by the impulses of the masses 
and “the activation of the will is dominated . . . by ancient herd instincts,” 
as in epidemics of hysteria ([1919] 1992, 262). In this setting, those with the 
most hysterical traits often stand at the head of mass movements. “Dreamers 
and poets,” “busybodies,” and “professional swindlers” all emerge as leaders, 
followed by a swarm of “inferior personalities.” And here he further asserted 
his clinical experience: “I have found in the recent demonstrations a number 
of the leading personalities and their followers whom I have either been able 
to examine or of whom I acquired more precise information, belonging to 
one of the above groups. Th e active involvement of the Jewish race in such 
upheavals has something to do with this. Th e frequency of psychopathic 
predisposition in Jews could have played a role, although it is their harping 
criticism, their rhetorical and theatrical abilities, and their doggedness and 
determination which are most important” ([1919] 1992, 264).¹

Kraepelin continued with a fi nal outburst against the Raterepublik, 
which, he argued:
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brought us the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’. . . . In this ludicrous governmental 
nonsense one cannot but recognize the fi nal perversion of the idea that the abilities 
of all social classes are essentially equal and that only external causes, oppression, 
exploitation and artifi cial deprivation inhibit the awakening of the intellectual pow-
ers slumbering in the masses. . . . Th e development of every child teaches us that this 
conviction is false. ([1919] 1992, 265– 66)

He concludes with his alternative to the republican or socialist vision of the 
future of Germany and the “true people” or Volk.

If our people is to prosper, then its leaders must be its most noble and diligent sons. 
Popular rule must become the rule of the best. Th erefore it is necessary that . . . 
we rear the most superb personalities to guide our destiny in the diffi  cult days to 
come. Unfortunately the prerequisites for the realization of this urgent demand are 
extremely unpropitious. ([1919] 1992, 268)

Th e war has “carried out a terrible selection,” killing many of Germany’s fi n-
est men. “It was above all the unfi t and selfi sh individuals who remained 
unscathed.” Humanitarian eff orts to help the “suff ering, sickly, and the de-
crepit” add further to the burdening of those most able, a burden “we cannot 
aff ord to increase . . . indefi nitely” (ibid.).

His fi nal prescription is “to work systematically and employ all of our 
resources in the physical, mental and moral regeneration of our people” 
([1919] 1992, 269). Attention must be focused on fi ghting infl uences that will 
threaten future generations, particularly “hereditary degeneration and ge-
netic defects resulting from alcohol and syphilis” (ibid.). In addition, the next 
generation needs to be cultivated by encouraging early marriage, protecting 
the young from “physical, mental and moral neglect,” “the strengthening of 
the body, of the mind, and in particular of the will, by means of their regular 
and appropriate engagement,” and on “a selection of the most valuable and 
capable portions of our progeny” (ibid.).

It is quite clear that Kraepelin speaks as a member of a generation com-
mitted to Bismarkian ideals, and that his ideology is in defense of class 
privilege. But where does his language of degeneration and regeneration come 
from, how is it linked to his ideas about the will, and how is it related to his 
categorization and understanding of psychopathology? In a book called Faces 
of Degeneration: A European Disorder, c. 1848–c. 1918, Daniel Pick (1989) out-
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lines the importance of the theme degeneration and degeneracy in France, 
Italy and England. Linked to evolutionary theory, particularly Lamarckian 
views (Engstrom 2007), degeneration accounted for both the status of some 
societies encountered by colonialists—degenerate societies—as well as path-
ological families and individuals, families whose degenerative hereditary pro-
cesses produced increasing numbers of mentally and morally defective indi-
viduals, idiots, the mentally ill, and criminals. Th e perspective was central to 
evolutionist theorizing about race, class, and society and was a popular frame 
for psychiatrists as for others. Henry Maudsley (1835– 1918), British neuropsy-
chiatrist, held positions similar to Kraepelin’s, expressed most directly in his 
1883 book Body and Will (see Pick 1989, 203– 16). It explained potential causes 
of mental illness—one class of mental illnesses in Kraepelin’s Textbook were 
the “Degenerative Psychoses.” And it also helped to explain why some disor-
ders were chronic.

For German neuropsychiatry, and Kraepelin in particular, the question 
of why some forms of mental illness seemed to produce chronic deterioration, 
while others were cyclical or allowed recovery, was thus inevitably caught in 
the ideology of degeneracy. Kraepelin wrote about “degenerating psychologi-
cal processes” and “dementia praecox,” commenting:

Th e common feature of those illnesses which we group under the name of degener-
ating psychological processes is the rapid development of a lasting state of psycho-
logical weakness. . . . What we call dementia praecox is the sub-acute development 
of a peculiar, simple condition of mental weakness occurring at a youthful age . . . 
(quoted in Berrios and Hauser 1988, 817)

In Kraepelin’s Textbook, dementia praecox stands as its own category, not 
under the heading Degenerative Psychoses, and Kraepelin says explicitly that 
hereditary factors seem to be present in about 70 percent of the cases and 
that the “real nature” of dementia praecox remains “totally obscure” ([1899] 
1990, 153). Nonetheless, one source of the long-standing idea that dementia 
praecox or schizophrenia is a disease for which there is little or no chance for 
recovery, an idea that still holds sway today, may be its link to degeneracy 
articulated by Kraepelin and others of his generation (cf. Zubin, et al 1985; 
Barrett 1996).

Roelcke (1997, 389) argues that Kraepelin made a signifi cant shift from a 
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position of being “concerned with the ambivalence of life in a rapidly chang-
ing world,” in the 1880s and 1890s, to “interpreting behavior and institutions 
which did not correspond to his traditional outlook on societal life as ‘con-
sequences’ of degeneration, i.e., of quasi-biological laws.” And he argues that 
this position is fi rst made explicit in Kraepelin’s reports on his trip to South-
east Asia, including to Indonesia, where he visited patients in what is now 
the Bogor State Mental Hospital, just north of current Jakarta, to investigate 
whether these cases fi t the classifi cation system he was developing (Kraepe-
lin 1904a, 1904b). Roelcke suggests that this report, often described as an 
early model for cross-cultural or comparative psychiatric research, actually 
expresses clearly for the fi rst time his interpretation of the role of “nutrition, 
climate, and racial attributes” in determining clinical presentation. He ex-
plained his observation that delusions are relatively rare among those patients 
with dementia praecox he saw in Java as being due to a “racially determined 
defi ciency of psychological diff erentiation of both the aff ected individuals 
and their culture” (Roelcke 1997, 389). Indeed, it may be that this trip, far 
from leading Kraepelin to a serious recognition of cultural diff erences in the 
presentation of psychopathology, actually crystallized or strengthened his 
views of the power of racial diff erence. Whatever the case, the trip appar-
ently aff ected his views on the importance of the will.

Shortly after his return from his trip to Java, Kraepelin wrote:

the fundamental importance of the will in nature, which to that point I had only 
dimly perceived, assumed more defi nite shape and tangible boundaries. On the basis 
of thousands of individual observations it became forcefully clear to me that, above 
all else, the instinctive urges of the will (triebhafte Willensregungen) slumbering in 
every living creature determine not only its living expression but also its future de-
velopment and ultimately its very constitution. [quoted from his Memoirs in Eng-
strom 1991, 111– 12]

Kraepelin does not specify how his travel brought him to these conclusions, 
but it was following this trip that he redoubled his eff orts for social reform—
for penal reform, for the control of alcohol, and for the control of sexual be-
haviors associated with syphilis. All of these were linked, for him, to weak-
nesses of the will, and all were both an indication of social degeneracy and a 
cause of further degeneration of society.
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In 1908, four years after his trip to Dutch East Indies, Kraepelin wrote 
an essay Zum Entartungsfrage (‘On the Question of Degeneration,’ Kraepelin 
[1908] 2007), which Roelcke argues represented a “turning point” in the de-
bate about the legitimacy of degenerationist theorizing: “It implied a major 
shift in the focus of concern, namely from the social origins of a disease that 
aff ected individuals, to the biological processes that threatened the collective 
‘culture’ or ‘folk body’” (1997, 390). And this shift turned in part on Kraepe-
lin’s ideas about the will and pathologies of the will both in individuals and 
in the body politic.

It is not easy to neatly tie all of this together—much of Kraepelin’s medi-
cal texts read as though they might have been written recently, while his 
social and political writing reads as if from a distant era, clearly refl ecting 
a powerful climate of eugenics theorizing and pointing forward to some as-
pects of National Socialism. But though his psychiatric observations and his 
political refl ections remained distinct and the latter do not invalidate the 
importance of his clinical observations, Kraepelin’s psychiatric interests in 
the pathologies of the will must be understood in a larger social and political 
context. His psychiatric observations provided a language that mediated his 
interpretations of the social and the political, even as his broader understand-
ing of degeneracy infl uenced his increasingly pessimistic views of dementia 
praecox or schizophrenia.

Kraepelin was disappointed by his failures in the public arena in his in-
terests in both alcohol abuse and syphilis. He was a follower of Bismarck, 
believing in the “rule of the best” and leaders of a people to be drawn from 
“its most noble and diligent sons” (quoted above, Kraepelin [1919] 1992, 268). 
He saw political revolution and democracy as unleashing irrational forces of 
the masses, a form of hysterical disorders that “ultimately explode with enor-
mous power and which in their blind rage can no longer be controlled by the 
forces of reason” (Kraepelin [1919] 1992, 261), thus calling for leadership with 
a strength of will. Pathologies of the will, linked ultimately to degeneracy, 
were thus found in political life as well as in his psychiatric wards, in both 
the bodies of the patients he followed over the years and the body politic of 
his beloved Germany.

Germany’s defeat in World War I heightened the concerns of intellectu-
als about the potential loss of spirit or will of the people and the threats of 
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degeneracy to the nation’s future. Roelcke shows that even persons such as 
Alfred Hoche, who had strongly criticized the writing by Kraepelin and his 
followers on degeneration on empirical grounds, changed their positions and 
developed ideas that would be taken up under National Socialism. Hoche 
joined with Karl Binding, former professor of law in Leipzig, and published 
a booklet, Die Freigabe der Vernichtung Lebensungwerten Lebens (‘Legislation 
of the extermination of undeserving life’), suggesting that the “unproduc-
tive” who had no “self-awareness” were “human ballast,” and that in particu-
lar historical moments it is a national duty to eliminate this burden from the 
society (Roelcke 1997, 397). Th is picked up themes expressed ten years earlier, 
in more tenuous fashion by Ernst Rudin, Kraepelin’s follower and colleague, 
and in 1919 by Kraepelin himself in his essay cited above.

C O N C L U S I O N

Kraepelin died in 1926, before the Nazis came to power. He was a great sci-
entist and clinician, whose classifi catory work has had a permanent infl uence 
within psychiatry. I make no claims for Kraepelin’s responsibility for the use 
by the Nazis of his categories and theories of mental diseases: Kraepelin was 
scientifi cally accurate in claiming that both schizophrenia and bipolar disor-
der have a genetic component, and to the best of my knowledge he never ar-
gued for the “elimination” of persons suff ering these conditions. I do agree, 
however, with Roelcke, who concludes his paper “Biologizing Social Facts,” 
(1997, 398) arguing that “historical development suggests that the Kraepelin-
ian nosology and the ensuing conceptualizations, more than competing ap-
proaches, carried with them a particular intrinsic potential for political abuse 
(though not as a necessary consequence).” Th e “disturbing political overtones 
of proto-fascism” (Shepherd 1995, 180) of Kraepelin’s writings, the eventual 
use of Kraepelin’s categories by the National Socialists, the conviction that 
dementia praecox is linked to degeneracy and genetic decline, and the more 
general use of these theories and categories by eugenics movements through-
out Europe and the United States of Kraepelin’s long-standing claims of the 
link of genetics to the major mental disorders, understood within a degen-
erationist framework, lends powerful irony to the claims of those who fash-
ioned the DSM system to be neo-Kraepelinians.²
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Examination of the place of the will and pathologies of the will in late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century writings on neuropsychiatry are a 
reminder of the prominent role once played by psychological theorizing of 
volition and human action. One might well agree with Berrios and Gili that 
the disappearance of this concept leaves a “conceptual vacuum,” poorly fi lled 
by other concepts. For medical and psychological anthropology, this work 
suggests possible directions for research, exploring local accounts of volition 
or the will and their relation to both psychopathology and more general con-
cerns about disorders of modernity. It is imperative, however, that anthro-
pologists look critically at the social history of the concept of the will and its 
pathologies. It may be that the concept disappeared from explicit psychologi-
cal theorizing in part because of its role in National Socialism. Any eff ort 
to rehabilitate the term as a critical concept for cross-cultural research thus 
needs to include a critical review of the social history of the concept. Th e 
place of the will and its pathologies in the neuropsychiatry of Kraepelin and 
his followers, as well as in Nazi ideologies, should give psychological anthro-
pologists concerns as they explore the possibilities of a ‘psychology of the 
will’ as a legitimate category for comparative study.





I h a v e  w a n t e d  t o  w r i t e  t h i s  a f t e r -
word for a long time now. Not only because the topic is 

a stimulating and challenging one, but also because I made a promise to 
the editors to do so. Many things have intervened and have made it diffi  cult 
for me to accomplish my task, however. At least I tell myself this. I have 
been swamped with prior and competing obligations, some professional, 
some personal. I have been traveling a lot. I have been learning how to teach 
large, undergraduate courses again, after several years of not teaching such 
demanding courses. I have been helping to develop a new academic program 
on campus. Th e reasons go on and on.

What does my failure to write up until now say about my “will” to write, 
if anything? Are we to take my reasons for not writing at face value? To 
presume that the will does not always provide a way after all, when other 
people and things or duties and responsibilities intervene? Or is my failure 
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to write up until now prima facie evidence of my lack of will, perhaps even 
of a pathology of will, the kind that might have caught the attention of the 
pioneering German psychiatrist, Emil Kraepelin (Good, Chapter 8)? And if 
this is a lack or failure of will, who is to blame (Garro, Mattingly, Groark, 
Mageo, this volume)? Must I shoulder all the responsibility myself or do the 
“chains of agency” (Stewart and Strathern, Chapter 7) extend beyond myself 
to the people and community around me, perhaps even to the spirits, gods, 
and ancestors around me, whom have either enabled or impeded my work? 
Is it possible that other people not only share responsibility for my failure 
to write, but have intervened actively, magically or otherwise, to prevent me 
from writing (Garro, Chapter 4), so as to hurt or embarrass me?

Or is the whole line of thinking a form of self-deception (Fingarette 
1969) and bad faith (Sartre 1974) on my part, which allows me to evade my 
personal responsibility and lack of will? Perhaps I have other less conscious 
or even unconscious motives and desires that have interfered with my will 
to write (cf., Mageo, Groark, this volume). Perhaps I worry that I will disap-
point people and let them down. Or fear excessive and unfair criticism. Or 
perhaps I harbor secret feelings of defi ance toward anyone or anything that 
appears to constrain my freedom, so that my apparent lack of will is actually 
an indirect and disguised assertion of will, the willfulness of noncompliance.

But if the reasons for my failure to write are potentially so varied, com-
plex, and multi-layered, how are we ever to decide which reasons are actually 
at play, which descriptions of my will (or lack of will) most accurate and 
convincing? What kinds of information would you need to know about me 
to determine that? And how would you go about obtaining such information 
in an ethical, nonjudgmental, “anthropological” way?

Th e chapters in this volume help us think through such puzzling issues 
about the will and related phenomenal states. All of them make the will or 
some aspect of willing the primary and explicit focus of analysis, which as 
the editors note, is unusual in the anthropological literature, even within 
the more specialized fi eld of psychological anthropology. Th is alone makes 
the volume an important contribution. But more signifi cantly, these chapters 
when taken collectively throw light on a paradox at the very heart of our 
conception of the will: namely, that our sense of volition and control over 
ourselves and other things, even when felt most strongly, is always embed-
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ded in and infl uenced by biological, social, and cultural processes of which 
we are usually unaware or that extend far beyond ourselves. Acknowledging 
this does not necessarily mean conscious will is a complete illusion, as Daniel 
Wegner (2002) has argued recently. But it does mean that the will is more 
complex and over-determined that we often have taken it to be, and that 
grand old debates about free will versus determinism will need to be recast 
more in terms of free will and determinism (cf. Mitchell 1988, Groark, Chap-
ter 5). Indeed, cross-cultural perspectives such as these enable us to recognize 
the extent to which many of these grand old debates are themselves rooted in 
cultural traditions that valorize, morally and pragmatically, individual ini-
tiative and autonomy over other types of human action and behavior. I will 
have more to say about this later.

I will not comment at length on all the contributions here, even though 
all are worthy of extended comment. Rather, I will discuss several issues that 
interweave among the chapters. I separate these themes out and highlight 
them for purposes of analysis, but as we shall see, almost all of them entail 
one another, both logically and ethnographically. My points of departure 
are the central organizing questions that all of the authors address, either 
directly or indirectly: What is the will? Where it is located (in both space 
and time)? What is its moral valence? Does it imply conscious awareness and 
choice?

W H AT  I S  T H E  W I L L ?

Th e editors note that one of their goals here is to encourage anthropologists 
and others to be more explicit in their description and analysis of “willing” 
and related phenomena. Th ey note that the term is often used interchange-
ably and in a confusing way with such related concepts as volition, purpose, 
wish, desire, intention, agency, and so on (cf. Th roop, Garro, Mattingly, all 
this volume). Th roop (Chapter 2) in particular is intent on cutting through 
some of these conceptual tangles. Drawing on a phenomenological frame-
work, he attempts to identify three core aspects of willing that could be 
found anywhere and that clearly distinguish it from other phenomenologi-
cal and psychological states. Th ese being the sense that one is the author 
of one’s own thoughts, ideas, and actions (“own-ness”), that one anticipates 
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an outcome as it unfolds into the future (“anticipation/goal directedness”), 
and that one’s intended act or behavior requires eff ort or energy (“eff ortful-
ness”). While Th roop contends that all three of these aspects must be present 
for an act of willing to be identifi ed, he suggests as well that the three may 
vary independently of one another, as cultures either underscore and exag-
gerate their signifi cance or underplay and elide them (cf. Levy 1973, 1984). 
For example, willing will be experienced diff erently in a place where a sense 
of own-ness is culturally highlighted but eff ortful-ness downplayed than in 
a place where the reverse is true. Given this analytical framework—three 
aspects of willing all varying independently of one another from nearly (but 
not completely) absent to clearly present in an exaggerated way—one read-
ily apprehends the multi-dimensionality of the willing process, its experien-
tial richness and potentialities, and its dependence on cultural processes that 
may vary widely from one time and place to another.

Th is call for anthropologists to be more explicit and systematic in their 
cross-cultural analyses of basic psychological and phenomenological states is 
reminiscent of the one Hallowell (1955) made for the study of “self” and other 
emotional states and processes more than fi fty years ago, and it follows in the 
wake of those like White and Kirkpatrick (1985) whom more recently have 
encouraged the study of “ethnopsychologies.” But despite the familiarity of 
the call, it is a diffi  cult, challenging one, and one that none of the contribu-
tors here answers in quite the way that Th roop proposes. Of course this is 
partly because the authors have had little time to incorporate Th roop’s sug-
gestions into their contributions. But I think it is also because the messiness 
of the willing process and its investigation in fi eldwork settings resist the 
conceptual explicitness and clarity that Th roop envisions, however meritori-
ous. For example, Stewart and Strathern (in New Guinea) and Mageo (in 
Sāmoa) report the diffi  culty of fi nding a word or concept that captures very 
precisely either the denotations or connotations of will or willing in English. 
And almost all the contributors note, in one way or another, how seemingly 
diffi  cult it is for people to clearly and unambiguously identify willing-like 
processes in themselves or in other people, given how opaque such processes 
can be and how easily infl uenced and contested by other people, oneself, and 
even by ghosts, spirits, gods, ancestors, and other entities.

Th e diversity of willing-like processes reported here, including their am-
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biguities and fuzzy boundaries, may very well refl ect cultural variations on 
an underlying phenomenological theme or state, the possibility that Th roop 
suggests. But on their face, they suggest we should be cautious about draw-
ing such conclusions. Part of the problem here is indeed one of translation. 
Even keeping in mind cultural variations on the three core aspects of willing 
that Th roop proposes, is the Samoan term loto, with its confl ation of “think-
ing,” “feeling,” and “willing” really referring to the same phenomenological 
state that the Melpa term noman does, with its references to “being” and ac-
tion that is “straight” and “strong” or “crooked”? And what is the relation of 
these terms and the processes they reference to those of the “good” and “bad” 
medicine of the Anishinaabe reported by Garro and the Mayan concepts of 
dreaming and the “essential soul” reported by Groark? Are all of these groups 
using diff erent terms to refer to the same core aspects of the willing process? 
Or does their very multiplicity and complexity—confl ating phenomenologi-
cal states English speakers take to be distinct, discriminating among those 
English speakers take to be whole—suggest that there are no willing pro-
cesses apart from the social, cultural, linguistic, and psychological processes 
in which they are embedded and which they, in turn, co-constitute? In other 
words, when do cultural variations on a phenomenological theme become 
distinct themes in and of themselves, and how would we know?

Caution is also warranted because of the historical and conceptual bag-
gage that come with our own English language terms for the will, especially 
when used unselfconsciously as a point of comparison with willing processes 
elsewhere. Herbert Fingarette exposes some of this bias in his exposition of 
Arjuna’s “will” in the Bhagavad Gita (2004, 94– 95):

Th e Gita does not state clearly what the exact relationships are when it comes to the 
causal infl uences on Arjuna’s purposes and the power of Arjuna genuinely to initi-
ate. . . . It is more important at this point to appreciate that the Gita bypasses, and in 
an important sense undercuts, the traditional Western preoccupation with free will 
and determinism. It is not that the Gita declares one side or the other in the debate 
to be wrong. Instead the Gita’s teaching implies that the very preoccupation with 
the question arises out of delusion.
 More specifi cally, the central delusion (moha) arises from erroneously adopting 
the perspective of action as of the ultimate signifi cance, rather than adopting the 
truly ultimate perspective, which is that of suff ering. It is the focus on action, on the 
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individual as actor, that leads naturally to the whole cluster of familiar ideas associ-
ated with the free will debate. Th ese include the idea of the individual’s moral re-
sponsibility, and the related ideas of personal guilt, remorse, retributive blame, pun-
ishment, and reward as a personal desert. Th ese notions are designed to make sense 
of a world in which the actor’s purposeful initiative is seen as centrally meaningful.

Fingarette’s point is that in the “western” world, there is a tendency to 
valorize action that is self-initiated or “willful” and to disvalue that which 
is not, even though “it is both experientially and conceptually apparent that 
each and every action is also nonaction” (2004, 93) when viewed from the 
perspective of initial or more general purpose. Which is why, as Fingarette 
explains, Krishna says he is confused if he imagines himself the doer of some 
action since from another, more encompassing perspective, he is not the 
doer (2004, 93). Th e English language association between notions of action 
and personal ownership—one of the core vectors of willing, according to 
Th roop—is also evident in the use of the same word will to refer not only 
to the sense of purposeful action but also to the act and documentation of 
bequeathing one’s property to another.

None of this is meant to discourage us from answering the editors’ call 
for a more explicit and systematic analysis of willing processes. But rather to 
say that the great value of the ethnographic and historical approaches taken 
here is that they demonstrate for us just how intimately connected to the 
outside world certain psychological and phenomenological states, such as the 
sense of self-initiated action, really are. As a result, they do help us ferret 
out unwitting biases, whether of perception or conception, in our compara-
tive studies. And by embracing the complexity of willed action, rather than 
ignoring or downplaying it, they better position us to understand not an 
invariant core of willfulness, which probably does not exist, but rather the 
range of social and cultural variables and contexts that promote and main-
tain a sense that we are, at least some of the time, the masters of our own 
behavior.

W H E R E  I S  T H E  W I L L ?

One of the diffi  culties in defi ning, measuring, or assessing willful action is 
in knowing where its boundaries are, in either space or time. From a spa-



a f t e r w o r d  183

tial point of view, even some of our most “willful” actions clearly have been 
infl uenced by others’ behaviors or by events either just prior to or contigu-
ous with our own choices and decisions. Stewart and Strathern, for example, 
report how acts of suicide among the Duna of Papua New Guinea are so 
deeply embedded in networks of social actions and reactions, which they 
refer to as “chains of agency,” that even the Duna themselves may have dif-
fi culty deciding just who or what drove a person to suicide, and who is to be 
held accountable. Mattingly makes a similar point by referring to the process 
whereby a woman named Sonya learns to be decisive and “strong” in the care 
of her disabled son as a “social project,” “one in which [Sonya’s] whole fam-
ily becomes involved by supporting her and counseling her when diffi  cult 
choices arise.”

From an etic point of view, such “chains of agency” and “projects” of 
support and infl uence aff ect almost every allegedly willful act we can con-
ceive of, no matter when or where (cf. Wegner 2002, Baumeister 2008). But 
if so, how does this square with the notion that an act must be “owned” by 
someone to be considered willful? What are the cultural values and condi-
tions that support and promote the sense of ownership over one’s action, and 
do they necessarily entail countervailing strategies of denying or eliding the 
extent to which one’s behavior is infl uenced by other people and events? Is 
Krishna right when he says that he would be deluded to think that he could 
ever be the sole, true author of his actions?

Either explicitly or implicitly, all of the papers here raise this question 
about the boundary between one person’s or being’s will and another. Where 
is the boundary? How clear or fuzzy is it presumed to be? When people dis-
agree over where the boundaries are, how are those disagreements settled? 
What are the rules of evidence (if any) people refer to in such disputes? And 
ultimately, and ironically, who gets to “decide” whose will is or is not at 
play? Garro gives a particularly clear example of how complicated all this can 
become in her analysis of attributions of “good” and “bad” medicine among 
the Anishinaabe in the Manitoba region of Canada. She reports how experi-
ences of illness or misfortune may lead Anishinaabe to consider carefully 
why other people or “other than human” beings may wish to harm them or 
why perhaps their own behavior may be worthy of punishment or retribu-
tion, an analysis of motives and willfulness that may require the assistance 
and authority of a “medicine person” before being settled. Garro points out 
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that attributions of willfulness to others or oneself are a function, in part, of 
the number of the culturally plausible ways (or schemas) one has for explain-
ing ambiguous behavior or events; the more interpretative possibilities you 
have, the more potentially confusing, uncertain, and fl eeting your conclu-
sions about willfulness might be, thus her title, “By the Will of Others or by 
One’s Own Action?”

Th ings are no less complicated from a temporal point of view. Th roop 
reminds us (cf. Mattingly and Garro, this volume), citing William James, 
Henri Bergson, Alfred Schutz, Paul Ricoeur, and others, that acts of will-
ing unfold over time. Th is is one of the reasons, he argues, why discussions 
about the will can become so confused and unproductive, because diff erent 
researchers may describe and analyze the willing process quite diff erently, 
depending on which part of the process they focus on. For William James, 
the time dimension was important, in part, because he conceived of delibera-
tive willing as the ongoing, highly dynamic interplay between the conscious 
forces and motives impelling a certain kind of action versus those inhibiting 
it. Such interplay and tension could stretch over long periods of time, ac-
cording to James (1962, 427), perhaps even indefi nitely:

Th e deliberation might last for weeks or months, occupying at intervals the mind. 
Th e motives which yesterday seemed full of urgency and blood and life to-day [sic] 
feel strangely weak and pale and dead. But as little to-day as to-morrow [sic] is the 
question fi nally resolved. Something tells us that all this is provisional; that the 
weakened reasons will wax strong again, and the stronger weaken; that equilibrium 
is unreached; that testing our reasons, not obeying them, is still the order of the 
day, and that we must wait awhile, patiently or impatiently, until our mind is made 
up “for good and all.” Th is inclining fi rst to one, then to another future, both of 
which we represent as possible, resembles the oscillation to and fro of a material 
body within the limits of its elasticity. Th ere is inward strain, but no outward rup-
ture. And this condition, plainly enough, is susceptible of indefi nite continuance, as 
well in the physical mass as in the mind. . . .

Here is why post hoc explanations of decision making can be so mislead-
ing and unilluminating at times, because they often miss all the uncertainty 
and ambivalence that may proceed and lead up to the making of decisions.

Mattingly also emphasizes the temporal dimensions of willful acts, not-
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ing they often entail a reorientation of attention and self that may take much 
time, energy, and eff ort to achieve. Like James, but citing Iris Murdoch 
(1970), she is critical of the idea that decisions, especially morally signifi cant 
ones, “just happen” or happen quickly and easily. In a compelling illustration 
of this based on extensive longitudinal data, she discusses the willing, deci-
sion-making processes of a young, African American mother as she learns, 
over a number of years, how to respond to and care for a severely burned son. 
After listing several of the moral and medical dilemmas that the mother she 
calls Sonya faces, Mattingly (80– 81) writes:

While some of these practical and moral problems require clear decisions that result 
in action, befi tting the dominant notion of willing, these decisions came only after 
signifi cant reorientation of her emotions (Sonya does decide to have the surgeries 
after the initial accident and when he got older, she did decide to send him to burn 
camp). She had to struggle internally in order to be able to make these decisions 
from a place of strength. (Th ere is no resonance, in any of her accounts, with the ex-
istentialist picture of a free will acting in an otherwise determined world.) Further, 
many of the moral dilemmas she has named over the years (and listed above), like 
the ones that have to do with whether she should be angry or not—have no obvious 
action consequences at all but speak, just as Murdoch insists, to an internal struggle 
to envision her world in what she deems the right (most moral) way. Notably, dis-
cussions of patient choice in the clinical literature often portray these situations as 
moments of choice. But this is not how she experienced such situations. [emphasis 
added]

Th ese temporal dimensions to willing implicate the spatial ones of course. 
Th e farther out we push the temporal dimensions, the larger the networks 
of people and events that conceivably have some impact on what and how 
someone wills.

Here again, the boundary issue arises. If acts of willing unfold over time, 
sometimes over quite extended periods of time, how do we determine where 
they actually begin and end? If an act of willing sets the stage for, and is 
implicated in, subsequent willful actions, and if none of these are immune 
from the infl uence of other people and events, where and how are meaning-
ful boundaries to be drawn among them? And how exactly do cultural infl u-
ences aff ect both our perceptions of these boundaries and the boundaries 
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themselves? If a culture redundantly valorizes individual initiative and deci-
sive action, might that actually tend to delimit the duration and experience 
of the willing process in that culture, in looping fashion (cf. Hacking 1995), 
so that the “wills” of people there really are signifi cantly diff erent from those 
of others? Or does culture have more of an impact on our perception of the 
willing process, in oneself and in others, rather than on its architecture per 
se? Only many more studies of the kind we fi nd here will allow us to answer 
such questions defi nitively.

However, even the limited sample we do have available here suggests that 
cultural infl uences on willful action will be partial, punctuated, and con-
tingent, not uniform or determinative. Th roop suggests that because willful 
actions occur over time, not instantly, they can be aff ected by culture at any 
number of points during their unfolding—not necessarily at all points or 
in the same way at the points that are aff ected. Garro suggests that people 
are diff erentially exposed to cultural schemas that may aff ect willful action, 
from those with no exposure at all to those with who are exposed repeatedly 
and with behavioral consequences. Mageo and Groark, on the other hand, 
raise the possibility that creative, willful-like manipulation of symbols and 
meanings in dreams may lead to behavior that either reinforces or under-
mines prevailing cultural schemas, depending on the needs and wishes of 
individual dreamers. So if cultures shape willful action, it seems equally true 
that willful actors and dreamers may reshape and innovate culture.

W H AT  I S  T H E  M O R A L  VA L E N C E  O F  T H E  W I L L ?

While it may be diffi  cult for us to fi nd agreement on precisely what willing 
entails or precisely where it is to be located, there seems to be unanimous 
agreement that whatever or wherever it is, it matters. All the people in the 
case studies presented here and all those we can think of (I would wager), 
presume themselves and others have willful control over their behavior at 
least part of the time. Further, all people spend considerable time and en-
ergy assessing whether other people’s behavior is willful or not and explain-
ing or defending their own behavior as willful or not, though some societies 
and people probably spend more time and energy doing this than others. 
Th is would not surprise Irving Hallowell (1955), who long ago theorized that 
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group-oriented human societies could not have evolved or persisted without 
self-conscious, willful actors capable of assessing and managing their own 
behavior relative to normative standards of conduct. According to Hallowell, 
human societies are not only social orders but also moral orders. Th ey are 
predicated upon actors capable of imagining alternative lines of conduct and 
their respective outcomes, in at least some contexts, and of willfully choosing 
among them (cf. Garro, Stewart and Strathern, this volume). For all people, 
it is important to know when and to what extent others should be held ac-
countable for (i.e., responsible for) their behavior, whether that behavior con-
forms to community norms and values or not. Such capacities for self-control 
and evaluative behavior have given humans a unique evolutionary style, by 
enabling behavioral strategies that are highly fl exible, adjustable, and context 
dependent (Baumeister 2005, 2008).

But if it is clear that all human societies are moral orders that presume 
willful behavior and the capacity to choose among alternatives, it is also quite 
clear that people may use vastly diff erent norms and values to assess when 
and where and why it should be presumed (or not) that others have willful 
control over their behavior. Th is is another area where the ethnographic ap-
proach can be particularly helpful to us, and the case studies presented here 
illustrate nicely just how varied these assessments and evaluations can be. 
Among the Duna, for example, we see that the friends and relatives of a man 
who commits suicide may be held as accountable for that man’s death as the 
deceased himself (Stewart and Strathern, Chapter 7). Garro demonstrates 
how complex and anxiety-provoking assessments of others’ motives and will-
fulness can become in a community such as the Anishinaabe in which it is 
never certain who may be practicing harmful, “bad” medicine and who not. 
Groark and Mageo, in turn, provide interesting examples of how responsibil-
ity for willful-like behavior can be displaced or mitigated through the use of 
special cultural idioms such as dream analysis and interpretation.

Societies may also vary in the extent to which they value and promote 
willfulness as an end in itself, and this valuation may change over time (Ma-
geo, Chapter 6), though as noted above, no culturally based group (i.e., no 
human group) could function on a day-to-day basis without self-conscious, 
willful people. Th e social and moral philosopher, Herbert Fingarette (2004), 
contends that many “western” cultures and societies valorize individuals as 
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active actors who should purposely and willfully attempt to control their lives 
and behaviors. In particular he contrasts this attitude with that promoted in 
the Hindu text the Bhagavad Gita and in the teachings of Confucius, which, 
though not denying the willfulness of people, emphasize more the notion 
that people are not so much the controllers of their lives as their lives recipi-
ents, embedded in physical and cosmological forces that transcend them and 
which they are “enduring” or “undergoing” or “suff ering” at all times (cf. 
Groark, Chapter 5). Of the Bhagavad Gita, he writes:

Th e gist of my analysis of the Gita . . . is that, whatever the sources of our purposes 
and action, it matters not. Th ey may in some respects be entirely determined by the 
gunas [impersonal forces of nature]. Th e may be determined by our past karma or by 
anything else. Th ey may in some respects be of genuinely de novo origin in the self. 
For in any case, no matter which one or combination of these assumptions be made, 
it would still be that the emergence of initial purpose is something I do not control. 
For initial purpose is not brought into being as the execution of some prior purpose. 
Th us it is my role as suff erer [one who undergoes], and not as actor, that is of deepest 
and widest signifi cance. (Fingarette 2004, 95)

Fingarette’s point is not that any culture fully eliminates either willful-
ness or determinism from human life, but that by valorizing “the actor” or 
“the suff erer” or any other image of human action, cultures may indeed in-
fl uence the relative signifi cance of willfulness in human life and the likeli-
hood that it will be enacted (cf. Groark, Chapter 5).

Interestingly, the evolutionary psychologist, Roy Baumeister, hypoth-
esizes that promotion of the belief in free will benefi ts a society by better 
enabling people to cooperate with one another, follow the rules (whatever 
those are), and avoid misbehavior. Supporting this contention, he claims, is 
experimental work by Vohs and Schooler (2008) who

found that participants who had been induced to disbelieve in free will were subse-
quently more likely than a control group to cheat on a test. Further studies by Bau-
meister, Masicampo, and DeWall (2006) using the Vohs-Schooler methods founds 
that inducing participants to disbelieve in free will made them more aggressive and 
less helpful toward others. If we combine the cheating, aggression, and helping fi nd-
ings, it seems reasonable to suggest that belief in free will is conducive to better, 
more harmonious social behavior. (Baumeister 2008, 18)
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Putting aside for the moment the question of whether experimentally 
induced “disbelief” in free will is actually the equivalent of any kind of be-
lief or motivation we could fi nd in naturally occurring human behavior, is 
it the case that promotion of human willfulness is always as benign, if not 
advantageous, as Baumeister suggests? Byron Good’s chapter (Chapter 8) of-
fers us a cautionary tale in this regard. He reviews the work of the famous 
German psychiatrist, Emil Kraepelin, linking some of his contentions about 
how pathologies of will, especially its “weakness” and “degeneracy,” underlie 
various forms of severe mental illness to his Bismarckian political views that 
only Germany’s “noblest and fi ttest sons,” with strength and steadfastness of 
will, were capable of defending the nation from both internal and external 
threat. Good credits Kraepelin for his astute descriptions and classifi cations 
of mental illness, many of which still inform the modern day Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manuel of Mental Disorders (1994). And he reminds us that 
Kraepelin, who died in 1926, cannot be held accountable for how some of 
his theories of social degeneracy were later taken up and used by the Nazis 
to justify their own willful “cleansing” of the German body politic during 
World War II. But he does use Kraepelin’s life and legacy to suggest that 
research on “the will” never occurs in a political or moral vacuum and that 
anthropologists must be extremely cautious in their analyses and evaluations 
of others’ willfulness, not only to avoid ethnocentric bias, but also because 
they have so little control over how their fi ndings might be used (or abused) 
in the future.

But if willfulness can be deliberately used for nefarious purposes, its un-
intended consequences may be no less harmful at times. Contra Baumeis-
ter, Gregory Bateson has argued that because human conscious purpose or 
willfulness usually focuses attention on but a small part of the overall cir-
cuitry of the biological and ecological systems in which it is embedded, its 
dictates, refl ecting this relatively limited, tunnel-like focus and perception, 
may sometimes lead to actions or behaviors that, in the long run, undermine 
those larger systems upon which it is so dependent.

On the one hand, we have the systematic nature of the individual human being, the 
systematic nature of the culture in which he lives, and the systematic nature of the 
biological, ecological system around him; and on the other hand, the curious twist 
in the systematic nature of the individual man whereby consciousness is, almost by 
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necessity, blinded to the systematic nature of the man himself. Purposive conscious-
ness pulls out, from the total mind, sequences which do not have the loop structure 
which is characteristic of the whole systemic structure. If you follow the “common-
sense” dictates of consciousness you become, eff ectively, greedy and unwise—again 
I use “wisdom” as a word for recognition of and guidance by a knowledge of the 
total systemic creature. (Bateson 1972, 434)

For Bateson, then, the evolutionary scorecard on conscious purpose and will-
fulness has yet to be tallied.

M U S T  W I L L F U L N E S S  B E  C O N S C I O U S ?

Most defi nitions and phenomenological descriptions of willing empha-
size the fact that it involves attention, eff ort, awareness, deliberateness, and 
sense of personal ownership and responsibility, all of which imply that it is 
a relatively conscious process. William James ([1892] 1985) also implies this, 
reminding us how consciously uncomfortable and confl icted the delibera-
tive process can be, as fi rst one motive or reason for acting or inhibiting ac-
tion comes to mind, and then another, and then another, and so on. But 
does this characterization hold up, especially given all the new evidence we 
have that consciousness of all kinds, including willing, are dependent upon a 
enormous number of cognitive and emotional processes that usually remain 
outside our conscious awareness (see for example, Mitchell 1988; Wegner 
2002; Schacter 1996; LeDoux 1996, 2002; Damasio 1994, 1999; Edelman and 
Tononi 2000)?

Both Mageo and Groark challenge traditional characterizations of will-
ing by examining what they regard as willful-like behavior in dreams, a state 
of mind and consciousness usually thought to refl ect an absence of the kind 
of self-regulation and voluntary action so typical of willful (waking) behav-
ior. Mageo reports that in traditional Sāmoa, morally approved willfulness 
was actually expressed through its curtailment and suppression, by conform-
ing to the rules and expectations of authority in a hierarchically organized 
society. In colonial and postcolonial Sāmoa, however, with the introduc-
tion of Christianity and discourses of “sincerity” and free will, the moral 
valence of willful behavior becomes scrambled. People become more frus-
trated by and resentful of traditional forms of deference and respect, but they 
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also resist, however indirectly, the seduction of alien, non-Samoan forms of 
individuality and morality. And all of this moral ambivalence, willfulness, 
and resistance gains expression in dreams, which according to Mageo, “are 
constantly personalizing cultural schemas and reacting to them in ways that 
clarify what is wish fulfi llment and what is nightmare. Th ese realizations, 
however nonverbal, cannot but subtly aff ect choices in waking cultural life. 
Th is imaginal deliberation, moreover, constitutes a form of agency, perhaps 
an originary form.”

Groark, on the other hand, argues that “In the highland Maya model of 
a tripartite self, we fi nd an explanatory construct that allows the experience 
of willfulness to be decentered away from the waking self of everyday social 
life, and located in one of several extensions of self, all understood—some-
what paradoxically—as lying outside of the volitional control of the waking 
self to which they are connected” (141). In particular, he examines how an 
idiom of dream investiture enables people to pursue “highly valued personal 
and social goals (such as becoming a curer) while simultaneously disavowing 
any authorial role in having chosen to pursue those goals,” by converting the 
dreamer’s own willful desire into an experience of the “essential” dream soul, 
whom the Catholic saints visit during dreaming and call or order to action. 
From the waking self ’s point of view, then, it is the saints who initiate action 
towards certain valued goals, not oneself.

But here we return to issues of defi nition yet again. One could take the 
view that Mageo and Groark are actually describing something other than 
willfulness, since their dreamers do not “own” their dream experiences in a 
completely self-conscious, eff ortful, truly willful way. And yet, as I have sug-
gested repeatedly, we have much to learn from such cross-cultural examples, 
because they illustrate for us the variety of ways willful-like behavior can 
be constituted, culturally mediated, and expressed. Further, the notion that 
even willful behavior has its nonconscious and unconscious determinants or 
correlates is both an old and new idea. Freud ([1900] 1965) placed the con-
cepts of repression and self-deception at the heart of his model of mind and 
consciousness, and argued that secondary process thinking (that is, ratio-
nal, logical, willful thinking) is never completely free of its primary process 
antecedents. Contemporary psychoanalysts like Stephen Mitchell have gone 
further to claim that “agency and unconscious motives are not alternative 
explanations, but simultaneous properties of all mental events” (1988, 248). 
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As Groark notes, such a conceptualization “of the mutually-determining co-
presence of willfulness and unconscious determinism encourages a focus on 
how, why, and in what contexts the individual either foregrounds a sense of 
‘owness’ and authorship (emphasizing the self as a choosing and acting sub-
ject), or backgrounds this sense of volition or agency (emphasizing the self 
as passive object, as one who is acted upon)” (160). Th e highland Maya use 
dreams to background their conscious sense of willfulness and agency while 
contemporary Samoans, on the other hand, use them to sort through and 
express ambivalence about conscious willfulness, both foregrounding and 
back-grounding willfulness as the case may be.

As I noted above, the idea that willfulness exists in a dynamic interre-
lationship with many nonconscious sensory, cognitive, and emotional pro-
cesses has been developing in the contemporary neuro- and cognitive sci-
ences as well. Baumeister, for one, argues that “it is necessary to posit two 
systems for guiding behavior: a default one that mostly runs the show and an 
occasional one that sometimes intervenes to make changes. Free will should 
be understood not as the starter or motor of action but rather as a passenger 
who occasionally grabs the steering wheel or even as just a navigator who says 
to turn left up ahead (2008, 14).”¹ Interestingly, though, Baumeister does not 
dismiss or minimize the role or signifi cance of willfulness in human aff airs 
because of its immersion in other behavioral processes, but rather draws at-
tention to it:

Shifts in the social distribution of causality and agency are important to people, and 
these correspond to social phenomena that people have encountered for millennia. 
Power, for example, confers on one person the right to make decisions that may af-
fect others (e.g., Kelter, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 2003), and the long history of power 
struggles can be viewed as being about who gets to choose. Studies by Brehm (1966) 
and his colleagues have also shown that people are very sensitive to having their free-
dom of choice restricted by others. When an option is taken away from them, they 
respond by desiring that option more, and even by aggressing against whomever 
restricted their freedom. Such patterns seem hard to reconcile with the view that all 
free will and choice (in every sense) are illusions: Why would people care so much 
about something that is entirely inconsequential? (Baumeister 2008, 16)

Th e idea that willfulness may be partially shaped, constrained, or quali-
fi ed by behavioral processes operating outside of conscious awareness may 
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eventually transform fairly radically how we conceptualize it and its moral 
implications, raising new questions about when and under what circum-
stances people can and cannot be held responsible for their actions. It also 
poses new challenges for ethnographers and anyone else wishing to study 
willfulness in context, for if willful-like behavior can be found in dreams, in 
what other shadows of mind, imagination, and cultural behavior might it be 
lurking?

C O N C L U S I O N

Th is is an important contribution to the study of willfulness because it ex-
tends it beyond the disciplines of philosophy and psychology into the worlds 
of culture and history. Ethnographic and historical studies such as these 
challenge us to rethink our defi nitions of willfulness, expose our own bi-
ases in its conceptualization, demonstrate the myriad ways in which it both 
mediates and is mediated by a myriad of social and cultural processes, and 
remind us that our ideas about its meaning and moral valence are potentially 
dangerous, depending on how they get used.

Inevitably, volumes like this raise as many questions as they answer, 
which is appropriate, given how little we know about how willfulness mani-
fests itself in the everyday lives of people around the world. Accordingly, it 
should not be seen as the endpoint of the anthropological investigation of 
willfulness, but as one of its starting points.

I mentioned at the outset that questions about willfulness bleed into 
one another, and we can see that clearly now. You cannot defi ne willfulness 
without knowing what its boundaries are. But you cannot know its bound-
aries until you know how and in what ways it is shaped and mediated by 
non conscious and unconscious processes, which are themselves embedded 
in specifi c social, cultural, and historical contexts. In turn, your ability to 
investigate any of these issues will be constrained by the way willfulness is 
culturally valuated, which will aff ect when and where and why it becomes 
more or less visible and accessible to you. And so on.

Th e Bhagavad Gita tells us those who willfully act are also acted upon. 
Th is volume brings some specifi city to that basic insight, a specifi city that 
only the ethnographic investigation of naturally occurring behavior can 
provide.
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We would like to thank Roger Ivar Lohmann and an anonymous reviewer, whose sharp in-

sights and observations greatly improved our work. Th anks also to a number of supporters who 
have encouraged us in their own ways, including Niko Besnier, Alessandro Duranti, April Leinin-
ger, and Elinor Ochs. And many thanks to our editors, Jennifer Hele and Kate Wahl, who have 
patiently and compassionately guided us through the publication process.

1. In a very general sense there may be Durkheimian and Weberian schools of thought that 
emphasize will as a product of social collectives or motivating individual rational action respec-
tively. However, while German idealism and British empiricism helped shape early social scientifi c 
investigations of the individual in society, the explicit attention to willing present in the work of 
Kant, Schopenhauer, Locke, and others never trickled down directly into a Durkheimian or We-
berian worldview. 

2. While we acknowledge the requisite caveats about etymological reductionism and the in-
herent biases that come along with focusing on one language and its lexicalized cultural concepts, 
we fi nd it instructive to examine how will has shifted in English language contexts (semantically 
and syntactically), and what implications this might have for reconceptualizing the will anthropo-
logically. Th is is by no means intended to restrict the discussion to an inherently Indo-European 
conceptualization of the will. Rather it allows us to choose a point of departure that aligns with the 
fact that a great deal of modern anthropological theorizing and analysis of subjective experience 
exists in the English language.

3. We have decided to restrict our overview more or less to the fi eld of anthropology, though 
other social scientists, in particular in sociology, have attempted to grapple with similar conceptual 
material (see especially Parsons 1937; Mead 1934, 1977; Garfi nkel 1967; Giddens 1983).

4. It is interesting to note in this regard that the psychological anthropologist Gananath 
Obeyesekere argues that Sahlins can be criticized for exaggerating the extent to which cultural 
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systems shape the “rational” functioning of a human mind that is constituted out of a “common 
human neurobiological nature” (1992, 16). Further, he asserts that Sahlins’s focus on the uninten-
tional transformation derived from the confl uence of structures of conjunction is problematic from 
the standpoint that it leaves “little room for motivation, agency, or the signifi cance of the subject 
in the molding of society and consciousness” (1992, 17), or, in other words, a space for volition. Ob-
eyesekere sees this as an example of the pernicious and prevalent tendency in European thought to 
divest non-European populations of individuality, improvisational acumen, and creativity.

c h a p t e r  2
I would like to thank Rachel Brezis, Alessandro Duranti, Julia Eksner, Linda Garro, Byron 

Good, Kevin Groark, Douglas Hollan, Jeanette Mageo, Cheryl Mattingly, Amira Mittermaier, 
Keith Murphy, Elinor Ochs, Andrew Strathern, Pamela Stewart, and the participants at UCLA’s 
Meta-Epistemology seminar for insightful comments and contributions to this chapter.

1. Bourdieu’s practice theory can be contrasted with Giddens’s theory of structuration, which 
is grounded in an attempt to understand an agent’s ongoing “refl exive monitoring of action” (Gid-
dens 1984, 5– 6, 191, 289, 376).

2. Intentionality as understood by Edmund Husserl ([1931] 1962) consists of the orientation 
of consciousness toward an intentional object (see also Brentano [1874] 1995; Duranti a1993a, 2001, 
2006; Jacquette 2004). 

3. Hannah Arendt ([1971] 1978, 4) suggests that “denunciation of the Will as a mere illusion of 
consciousness and the refutations of its very existence” are tied to the fact that “what aroused the 
philosopher’s distrust of this faculty was its inevitable connection to Freedom” ([1971] 1978, 5).

4. Ricoeur seems, at times, to utilize the term voluntary as a synonym for willing ([1950] 1966, 
6), while at other times he emphasizes how the “voluntary” and the “involuntary” can be under-
stood as interrelated, but, distinct, aspects of “willing” ([1950] 1966, 7).

5. Th is three-fold distinction can be understood to coincide, at least partially, with Wegner’s 
cognitive psychological distinctions between feeling of doing and anticipation and Paul Ricoeur’s 
descriptive phenomenological discernment of the “most natural articulations of willing,” which 
include: (1) “that which I decide”/”the direction of action” (i.e., the “project”); (2) voluntary move-
ment/eff ective action; and (3) acquiescence to the involuntary (Ricoeur [1950] 1966, 7). Since fi rst 
writing this chapter as a paper in the summer of 2003, I have recently come across yet another com-
plementary perspective in Bayne and Levy’s (2006) examination of the phenomenology of mental 
causation, the phenomenology of authorship and the phenomenology of eff ort as three core aspects 
to understanding the experience of agency.

6. Cf. Mead (1934, 177).
7. I should note that Ricoeur is also critical of Bergson’s view that the spatialization of tempo-

rality is connected to the idea that one could have always acted otherwise. He asserts instead that 
“the impression of having been able to choose another alternative is not of a piece with the spatial-
izing illusion—it is an immediate datum of consciousness” ([1950] 1966, 163). 

8. As Sartre notes, “It is strange that philosophers have been able to argue endlessly about de-
terminism and free will, to cite examples in favor of one or the other thesis without ever attempting 
fi rst to make explicit the structures contained in the very idea of action” ([1943] 1984). 

9. Cf. Mead (1934, 177– 78).
10. Cf. Mead (1934, 176– 77). 
11. Cf. James ([1890] 1983).
12. Th e connection between attention and willing fi gures prominently in the writings of Wil-

liam James ([1890] 1983), Alexander Shand (1895, 1897), and F. H. Bradley (1902a, 1902b). Ricoeur 
draws from Shand and Bradley’s insights throughout Freedom and Nature. 
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acknowledge Teresa Kuan for all her help in the preparation of this chapter. Particular heart-felt 
thanks goes to my long-time research partner, Mary Lawlor. Th anks also to the Narrative Study 
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1. Th e argument presented here connects to my larger project of constructing a narrative 
theory of practice, and here my inspiration also comes from phenomenological and hermeneu-
tic philosophical traditions, literary theory, and cultural psychology—as well as anthropological 
theories of practice, performance, and experience. Th e narrative theory I propose is both practice-
oriented and phenomenological. It highlights the activities and experiences of particular agents in 
particular historical situations as these illuminate and help to construct complex social spaces and 
reveal the exigencies of practical reasoning and practical experience. 

2. Charles Taylor argues that the link between will and morality (especially morality defi ned 
as transformation of the will) was introduced into western thought primarily through Christian-
ity, but that this connection has gone through various secularizing transitions, and, in its secular 
guises, remains one of the most powerful ethical precepts in western thought (1989, 22).

3. MacIntyre gives the following example. “In answer to the question, ‘What is he doing?’ the 
answers may, with equal truth and appropriateness, be ‘Digging’, ‘Gardening’, ‘Taking exercise’, 
‘Preparing for winter’ or ‘Pleasing his wife’. Some of these answers will characterize the agent’s 
intentions, others unintended consequences of his actions, and of these unintended consequences 
some may be such that the agent is aware of them and others not” (1981, 192). Some of these answers 
situate the episode within a narrative history of the cycle of domestic activities in a particular social 
place—gardening in Northern England, let’s say. Others point toward a history of one marriage, 
and perhaps marriage as a social institution in some social place. To make it even more compli-
cated, histories of domestic activities and histories of marriage are, obviously, interrelated.

4. Taylor builds from Heidegger’s discussion of the temporal structure of being—especially 
Heidegger’s essential argument that we know who we are as beings who become—to make a strong 
case for narrative identity that is, at base, a moral identity. “From my sense of where I am relative 
to [the good], and among diff erent possibilities, I project the direction of my life in relation to it. 
My life always has this degree of narrative understanding, that I understand my present action in 
the form of an ‘and then’: there was A (what I am), and then I do B (what I project to become)” 
(1989, 47).

5. Th is case is based on interview data, fi eldnotes, and videotapes of home and hospital in-
teractions. However, for the sake of brevity, I rely heavily on several years of interviews with the 
mother, Sonya. 
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I thank the volume editors, two anonymous reviewers, and Robert Whitmore for constructive 

feedback on earlier versions of this chapter.
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1. Th e fi eldwork upon which this chapter is based took place between August 2002 and Sep-

tember 2003 in the Tzotzil township of San Juan Chamula, as well as the regional center of San 
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Cristóbal de Las Casas. Fieldwork was supported the National Science Foundation, Ford Founda-
tion-ISOP, the Center for Latin American Studies at UCLA, and the Department of Anthropol-
ogy, UCLA.

2. See Jedrej and Shaw (1992a) and Ray (1992) on strikingly similar personal and social uses of 
“success-dreaming” in Africa.

3. Among the highland Maya, there is no system of shamanic apprenticeship—all curing 
knowledge is purportedly gained directly from dream experience. However, as Fabrega and Silver 
(1973) have pointed out, shamanic vocation tends to run in families, providing ample opportunities 
for indirect tuition. 

4. Th e description I present here is based on extensive interviewing with Chamula informants. 
Th e present description should be understood as a sort of minimal model with which most Mayan 
Catholic “traditionalist” Chamulas would agree. For more detailed ethnographic treatments of 
highland Maya soul beliefs, see Vogt (1965, 1970), Gossen (1975, 1999a, b), Rachun Linn (1989) and 
Page Pliego (2005) on the Tzotzil, and Pitarch Ramón (1996, 2003) and Pitt-Rivers (1970) on the 
Tzeltal. 

5. See Lohmann (2003) for an extended discussion of the ubiquity of the “dream as soul 
travel” trope throughout the Pacifi c. Although this framing of dreaming as soul-based travel is 
quite common (see the essays in Tedlock [1992] and Mageo [2003] for similar dream beliefs in 
diverse cultural settings), it can also occur alongside more complex constructions, in which certain 
kinds of dreams are understood not as travel to another realm, but as visitations from this realm (see 
Mittermaier 2006, 81).

6. Bollas (1987, 135– 56) introduced the notion of the “normotic” as a counterbalance to the 
psychotic. Th e normotic personality highlights the potentially pathological eff ects of an excessive 
emphasis on secondary-process mentation, concerned primarily with reality-testing and adherence 
to consensual reality. In the spirit of Winnicott, both the psychotic and normotic character orga-
nizations represent a failure of the dialectical movement between primary and secondary process 
mentation, a process through which fantasy and imagination come to infuse everyday life (while 
simultaneously refl ecting and being tempered by actuality). 

7. American relational psychoanalyst Stephen Mitchell has provided what is perhaps the most 
thoughtful discussion of this topic (1988). He argues that the problem of will has been incorrectly 
framed—rather than providing alternative explanations, “both agency and unconscious motivation 
must be regarded as simultaneous properties of all mental events” (ibid., 248). Th e subjective expe-
rience of will or agency is always constrained and conditioned by deep intrapsychic and relational 
commitments—usually unconscious—the violation of which threatens to disrupt the individual’s 
familiar experiential world, giving rise to anxiety. Th is conceptualization of the mutually deter-
mining co-presence of willfulness and unconscious determinism encourages a focus on how, why, 
and in what contexts the individual either foregrounds a sense of “ownness” and authorship (em-
phasizing the self as a choosing and acting subject), or backgrounds this sense of volition or agency 
(emphasizing the self as passive object, as one who is acted upon) (see Th roop, this volume).

8. Many highland Maya are quite conscious of the legitimizing role of dreams, as well as the 
potential for strategic manipulation through dream telling. Th ere is a clear awareness that some in-
dividuals falsify “election” dreams in an attempt to legitimize their status as a curer. In such cases, 
the skepticism is not about the validity of dream election as mode of experience—rather, it centers 
on the truth of the call of any particular individual.

9. When viewed cross-culturally, the Western “scientifi c” or etic psychological models of 
dream experience described here appears somewhat anomalous. Th e implicit folk models of dream-
ing and dream experience attested to by many Westerners—particularly among ethnic or racial 
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subgroups such as African Americans (see Shafton 2002)—are quite variable, and tend toward an 
“objectivist” framing quite like that of the Maya (although usually lacking the armature of sup-
porting ethnotheories).

10. I owe the phrase “cultural psychodynamics” to April Leininger (2002), who coined it 
while participating in a psychoanalytic reading group at UCLA. I thank her for permission to use 
the term and elaborate it according to my own sensibilities.
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and two anonymous reviewers for helpful comments on earlier versions of this chapter. And I dedi-
cate it to the memory of Robert Barrett, whose writings on schizophrenia fi rst introduced me to the 
link between theories of degeneracy and continued pessimism about the possibilities for recovery 
from schizophrenia.

1. See also Kraepelin’s “self assessment,” where he describes similar views (Kraepelin 2002). 
Compare Engstrom, Burmair and Weber (2002) with Shepherd (1995) for competing interpreta-
tions of how to read Kraepelin’s obvious anti-semitism.

2. Michael Shepherd describes the apparent contradictions between Kraepelin’s scientifi c ac-
complishments and his political views, calling them the “two faces of Emil Kraepelin” (Shepherd 
1995). Engstrom questions this view, suggesting that Kraepelin had more than two “faces” and that 
understood in the Lamarkian context of his time, these are not as contradictory as they seem (Eng-
strom 2007; Engstrom, Burgmair and Weber 2002).

a f t e r w o r d
1. Compare this image of a passenger occasionally grabbing the steering wheel to Freud’s 

(1923) characterization of the relationship between ego and id in which the ego is like a rider who 
tries to control and direct the energy and direction of the vastly larger and more powerful “horse” 
of the id.
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