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Abstract-Ethnopsychiatry comprises a large field of literature written from diverse perspectives, 
disciplines and orientations. Its status as an interdiscipinary activity presents formidable obstacles to 
researchers interested in comparative problems and the development of generalizations. These difficulties 
can be demonstrated by even a cursory examination of the material written on what has come to be called 
‘culture-bound syndromes’. 

In spite of the considerable body of specific studies written about these ‘ethnic psychoses’, as Devereux 
termed them. debates continue to swirl over how to define them, whether they are manifestations of 
psychopathology. and. by implication, the degree to which the categories of Western psychiatric nosology 
are readily transferable to other cultural and historical settings. This paper does not attempt to play the 
role of broker between universalists and particularists. If anything I favor the particularist position with 
respect to the impossibility of directly applying diagnostic categories across cultural boundaries. On the 
other hand I would not deny that there are universal processes which take their form through complex 
interaction with particular cultural, historical and social settings. The goal of showing how general forms 
can only be realized in particular settings is a vital one for anthropology, and the literature on culture- 
bound syndromes illustrates the problems involved. 

The problems can be severe. but no more so than those facing any observer of an exotic cultural setting. 
Because I perceive parallels between problems of translation in social and anthropology in general and 
the issues that have emerged in discussions of culture-bound syndromes, I seek to return to basic issues 

in this essay to examine some aspects of culture-bound syndromes that should be examined before 
assertions about pathology are made. 

While it can be shown that the very idea of culture- 

bound syndromes is controversial it cannot be argued 

that the literature discussing them has been 
significant for modern psychiatric practice. The 
DSM. the Burke’s peerage of psychiatric disorders, 
does not include either the concept of the culture- 
bound syndrome or any of its specific instances in the 
compendium [l]*. The reasons for this omission are 
not difficult to discern. The vantage point of Western 
scientific medicine defines culture bound syndromes 
as forms found in other societies and at other times. 
The descriptions of Anorexia and Bulemia found in 
DSM III, for example. do not note either that the 
incidence or popularity of diagnosis of these syn- 
dromes is recent. Yet Raymond Prince has been able 
to show that the historical specificity of these syn- 
dromes could easily qualify them for status as 
culture-bound (see his paper in this issue). Thus we 
can say that while academic ethnopsychiatry debates 
the culture-bound/universal distinction, it has made 
little impact on psychiatric practice. This is un- 
fortunate. The concept of culture-bound syndromes 
raises questions of cultural and historical variation 
that are generally not addressed in clinical psychiatry, 
a positivistically oriented field which aims to explain 
all behavior in terms derived deductively from its 

*Tlus assertion is true for all three editions of the DSM. 
It is only fair to note. however. the latest edition, 
the DSM III. has moved from an almost exclusive 
biomedical orientation to psychiatric diagnosis to a 
pluralsitic framework that incorporates developmental, 
social and cultural aspects of mental illness into the 
process of assessment. 

principles [2]. Many recent studies have been critical 
of the definition and assessment of culture-bound 
syndromes in the existing literature. This criticism 
needs to be tempered, however, with the recognition 
that the value of that literature has been to point to 
the variety of behaviors exhibited cross-culturally and 
the inadequacy of existing analytical frameworks to 
describe them. 

The research that does deal with variation in 
mental disorders has been done by scholars, anthro- 
pologists and psychiatrists generally, with a cross- 
cultural or historical orientation. There are reasons 
for this attention. First, cross-culturalists tend to be 
interested in diversity and value it for its own sake. 
They hold self images as the recorders if not the 
conservators of cultural traditions. Second, culture- 
bound syndromes are often associated with exotic 
and flamboyant forms of action which are spec- 
tacular even by the standards of the societies in which 
they are found. They can provide a greater focus of 
attention than such prosaic afflictions as neurotic 
depression. A third reason for their attraction might 
lie in the manner that they violate the standards of 
the essentially bourgeois life style of anthropologists, 
psychiatrists, missionaries and other such profes- 
sional international observers of people. The privi- 
leged obscenity associated with Latah or the destruc- 
tion of property found in wildman behavior in New 
Guinea are offensive to bourgeois standards of pro- 
priety [3,4]. This fits with Kleinman’s observation 
that culture-bound syndromes “strike the observer as 
odd” [5]. 

Many of these points are not new to ethno- 
psychiatry. Devereux argues that the boundary 

221 



222 IVAN KARP 

between normal and abnormal in cross-cultural stud- 
ies is extremely difficult to place, given that the most 
flamboyant forms of behavior are often not the most 
psychotic and that what may strike outsiders as 
psychotic is often highly conventionalized. To this he 
adds the further caveat that even where psychosis is 
demonstrable, the observer still has the problem of 
disentangling culturally determined idioms through 
which the psychosis is manifested from the psychosis 
itself [6, 71. 

Even once the problems of applying psychiatric 
diagnostic categories are overcome, there remain the 
formidable difficulties of determining the actual inci- 
dence of any form of psychotic behavior. Situational 
factors such as societal response [8] or cultural idiom 
[6] make it extremely difficult to obtain statistics on 
the incidence of psychiatric disturbances in naturally- 
occurring situations. For researchers working in colo- 
nial, post- or neo-colonial settings the overt collection 
of statistics can be associated by the people involved 
with the state appropriation of resources. Peasants 
often relate the collection of statistics with taxation. 
It is difficult under the best of circumstances to assess 
the relative frequency of patterns of behavior. Fre- 
quency, however, is not the only indication of 
significance to the people involved. Ritual and cus- 
tomary forms often have a theatrical importance that 
has not been sufficiently considered in the ethno- 
graphic literature. Bruce Kapferer’s recent study of 
ritual healing and possession in urban Sri Lanka 
shows that the theatrical and the medical are inextri- 
cably mixed and affect each other [9]*. There can be 
little doubt that many culture-bound syndromes serve 
as theater and that this aspect has been little consid- 
ered. Theater may assume a greater prominence in 
the consciousness of the members of the societies 
where they are found than their awareness of more 
mundane and frequent events. My own fieldwork in 
Kenya provides an instance of cultural awareness in 
the absence of actual events. Among the most elab- 
orate ritual of the Iteso of Kenya are those associated 
with the birth of twins. Most Iteso can describe them 
in great detail, even though they usually display little 
interest in their rituals. In over two years of fieldwork 
I was unable to attend any instances of the per- 
formance of these rites. Because of their cost few 
Iteso have seen them often. 

A more severe criticism arises out of the recon- 
siderations of the nature of culture-bound syndromes 
that have recently been published. Articles by Kenny 
and Lee and Latah and other syndromes in Malasia 
and Newman on ‘Wildman Behavior’ in New Guinea 
clearly indicate that these syndromes entail the as- 
sumption and manifestation of conventionalized pat- 
terns of action [3,4, 10, 1 I] Conventions have two 
characteristics which are relevant for our consid- 

eration. First, they must be learned, as such they are 

*I must stress that associations with the term ‘theater’ found 
among ourselves can be misleading. I do not mean to 
imply that what is theatrical is unreal, only that it is 
dramatic. 

tThis observation was first made by Von Meering in 1970, 
but seems to have been ignored in the Ethnopsychiatric 
literature since. 

often associated with specific roles and then extended 
to others. Second. because they are conventions they 
can and do carry meanings. In other words they are 
vehicles for communication. 

The radical implication drawn particularly by 
Kenny is that observers of culture-bound syndromes 
have often failed to examine the semiotic functions of 
these institutions. He does not assert they they are 
never associated with mental disorders, but he does 
insist that the connection is not necessary [IO]. When 
the diverse instances of culture-bound syndromes are 
put side by side they can be shown to be a varied 
collection of behaviors. They can include neuroses 
and psychoses articulated in local idioms, social 
movements and institutionalized social roles. The 
remainder of this paper will argue that the behaviors 
termed ‘culture-bound syndromes’ form a category 
only to the degree they present problems of inter- 
pretation to foreign observers and not by virtue of 
any quality or resemblance they share in common. 

There may be such things as cultu-e-bound syn- 
dromes. The existing literature, however, makes a 
better case for the existence of local idioms in which 
universal syndromes are interpreted and manifested. 
I do not doubt that some of what has been described 
as culture bound syndromes can be legitimately 
classed as psychotic behavior. Koro seems to be a 
clear case [12]. This paper takes as its focus those 
‘culture-bound syndromes’ which are social roles 
whose assumption entitles the actor to comment on 
society, as in Latah, to redefine their biography. as in 
the instance of Wildman Behavior or to achieve ends 
by ambiguous means, as with some of the literature 
on spirit possession [ 13, 151. 

These effects are achieved through communication 
conveyed through the spectacular behavior associ- 
ated with culture-bound syndromes. One aspect of 
this behavior is that it dramatizes non-verbal and 
embodied aspects of the relationship between self, 
society and other. The taking of society onto the self, 
as Mauss has taught us. is communicated through 
bodily behavior [ 161. Some culture-bound syndromes 
are socially constituted vehicles, I would argue, for 
communicating that self-society relations are prob- 
lematic. I reluctantly retain the term culture-bound 
syndrome merely for convenience of exposition. The 
use of the phrase is to be understood as ironic. I think 
it preferable to resuscitate Devereux’s label ‘ethnic 
psychoses*, for those pathological behaviors which 
are rule-governed in cultural terms, that are recog- 
nizable by the people concerned as conforming to 
their categories of mental illness. 

Although revisionism in Ethnopsychiatry has been 
a long standing activity, the achievement of recent 
studies such as Kenney [3, lO],‘Kleinman [5] and Lee 
[I I] has been to provide the groundwork for relating 
Ethnopsychiatric work more directly to the studies of 
symbol formation and social roles in Social Anthro- 
pology. They show that some culture bound syn- 
dromes can be examined as ritual and dramatic 
forms, that these forms achieve their effects through 
the transformation of the everyday into the 
extraordinary?. The transformation of everyday life 
into some other form is a process that is characteristic 
of ritual. play. drama and other forms of expressive 
culture. The examination of this transformational 
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process is characteristic of modes of analysis in 
symbolic and semiotic anthropology (see [33] for a 
review of the relevant literature). , 

This way of proceeding can lead us to ask some- 
what different questions about culture bound 
syndromes than are characteristic of the existing 
literature. The two most important are: 

Do culture-bound syndromes share attributes in 
common with ritual, play drama and other institu- 
tionalized forms of action that are indigenously 
defined as extraordinary transformations of the 
everyday world of means-ends relationships? 

If they do, what is the process by which the 
transformation from the ordinary to the extraor- 
dinary is made and how may we understand its 
relationship to culture-bound syndromes? 

Another way of stating the first question is to ask 
“To what category of social role should a trans- 
formation of the ordinary into the extraordinary be 
relegated?” Taxonomic thinking has its dangers, as 
Leach has warned us [17]. It tends. he tells us, to 
degenerate into butterfly collecting based on 
superficial resemblances. This is in fact what has 
happened to the category of culture-bound syn- 
drome. The revisionist studies reasonably lead to the 
conclusion that, as presently constituted, the category 
has no validity for cross-cultural research. As the 
product of the uncritical application of Western 
based professional and folk psychological notions to 
other societies. the culture-bound syndrome hides 
more than it reveals, because it combines so many 
disparate forms under one label. 

In this regard it is interesting to note that Yap 
initially insisted that culture-bound syndromes be 
limited to the class of behaviors which are defined as 
indices of disorder by the members of the societies in 
which they are found [18]. In practice, however, they 
have been defined in a manner that illustrates Klein- 
man’s observation, that is by the degree to which they 
strike observers as odd or incomprehensible. They 
may even be odd to the members of the societies 
involved but they need not be incomprehensible, even 
if the local forms of comprehension are not easily 
expressed in discursive prose. The problem has been 
that the culture-bound syndrome tends to be defined 
as observable behavior and not as action, not that is, 
as produced out of subjectively held criteria by the 
members of a society who share those same criteria 
with other members who react to their productions. 
Because of the manner in which it fails to incorporate 
local definitions of action into its use, the category of 
the culture bound syndrome is one of those concepts 
that break up the complexes of meaning by which 
people lead their lives*. 

I certainly think that the name ‘culture-bound 
syndrome’ ought to go into the waste dump of 
anthropological and psychiatric failures. I have ar- 
gued. however. that some ‘culture-bound syndromes’ 
constitute a subset of a larger category. They are part 
of the set of roles which are parasitic upon everyday 
social situations. I use the term parasitic here in its 

*See Alan Young’s recent critique of the literature on stress 
for a similar and even more extreme account of the 
manner in which ‘scientific‘ concepts have ideological 
implications which affect research conclusions [l9]. 

special, philosophical, sense of assymetric de- 
pendence upon other elements of concept. What is 
implied is a non-reversible transformation from the 
ordinary to the extraordinary, in this case from the 
everyday lifeworld to the domains of the extra- 
ordinary, such as the ceremonial, ritual, drama and 

play. 
All conventionalized forms of commentary 

(culture-bound syndromes are commentary) are 
parasitic in this sense. They are defined by what they 
comment upon, and not vice-versa. The commentary 
is achieved by means through the transformative 
activity of producing the everyday in different frame. 
The result is that the message communicated is not 
what the overt content seems to be. Instead it is about 
the contradiction between overt content and extraor- 
dinary context. The result is that extraordinary events 
produce messages that raise questions about rele- 
vance, about whether things are as they appear to be, 
about the natural seeming qualities of our everyday 
lives. This further leads to questions about authen- 
ticity and legitimacy. If the qualities of ‘realness’ in 
situations can be asserted or denied then the appro- 
priateness of social relations and conditions of exis- 
tence can be open to question as well [20]. 

I am asserting that the ‘meaning’ of an act is not 
transparent and may reside in the relationship be- 
tween what is done and the context in which it is 
performed, between text and context. Actions cannot 
be understood independently of the context of their 
performance. Performed in one context and in a 
relatively uncomplicated style and manner an action 
is taken for what it says. Its meaning can be relatively 
clear and simple. In another context it can be taken 
not for what it overtly says but as an oblique form 
of statement such as irony. It is embedded in social 
quotation marks that tell us to look for the meaning 
in the manner in which it is framed and performed 
and not to take it as meaning what it says. Bateson 
has called this the paradox of communication. Fol- 
lowing him Don Handelman distinguishes between 
two polar forms ‘ritual’ and ‘play’. The first asserts 
the authenticity of that to which it refers. We might 
say that it operates in society to authorize persons 
and relations. The second form inverts the author- 
izing function, it asserts the inauthenticity of the 
seemingly real by framing it in a larger context [20]. 
Aggression is not aggression but playing at ag- 
gression [21]. What is important to recognize, and 
what Handelman stresses, is that the movement from 
ritual to play is not fixed in society and often open 
to the performer. Some culture-bound syndromes use 
this lability to achieve their effects. Thus in wildman 
behavior the ‘wildman’ opts for less competitive 
behavior by destroying property and asserting that he 
is removing himself from the forms of acquisition 
usually associated with big men roles. In Latah old 
women past their reproductive period comment both 
on their ambiguous status and the pretensions of 
others by juxtaposing them with obscenity and 
disorder. 

Commentary is difficult to interpret. As I noted, it 
is often achieved through means that we tend to think 
of as literary devices, such as satire and irony, 
performed in ritual and drama. Observers, who by 
necessity have a shallow appreciation of cultural 
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nuances, tend to miss the meta message in the 
performance. Often the commentary is conveyed 
not through the content itself but in the manner 
through which content is encoded or performed. 
Ethnographic accounts of culture-bound syndromes 
are weak in performance oriented descriptions and in 
accounts of the transformations that are achieved 
through artful alterations of the everyday at key 
moments in performance. One problem may be that 
since we gloss culture-bound syndromes as madness 
behavior, we are unable to discover if they are artfully 
performed. Do the members of societies comment on 
the aesthetics of Latah? We do not know from the 
literature, even though Kenny points out that the 
Latah perform at weddings [lo]. 

Bateson’s account of the Naven ritual among the 
Iatmul of New Guinea provides a classical example. 
The Naven ceremony communicates messages of 
authenticity and inauthenticity depending upon both 
context and performers [22]. Bateson’s descriptions 
are full of imprecise terms such as ‘ironic’, through 
which he tries to convey the ‘Ethos’ of the per- 
formance. My answer to the first question of how 
they differ from ordinary social roles should be clear 
at this point. Some culture-bound syndromes are 
spectacular forms of indigenous social commentary. 
They do not constitute a class by themselves but are 
part of a class of social roles in which commentary 
is achieved through literary and theatrical devices 
such as satire and comedy. Others fail to fit this 
model. They may not be display oriented at all. Thus 
the category of culture-bound syndrome begins to be 
divided into mutually incompatible subsets, some of 
which can be relegated to other categories. Often, as 
Bruce Kapferer has shown in his work on demon 
possession in Sri Lanka, devices such as humorous 
assertions of the inauthentic are mixed with dramatic 
assertions of the real in ‘performance, communicating 
alternate meta-messages of authenticity and inau- 
thenticity [9]. 

Still more remains to be said, however, about the 
conclusions to which these revisionist studies point. 
The first question I stated provides the following 
answer: 

Some culture-bound syndromes belong to the category of 
social roles that provide commentary. They achieve their 
effects through artful transformations of the everyday life- 
world. They emerge out of the lifeworld and reflect back 
upon it. perhaps even against it. 

This would not seem to be so difficult or elusive a 
conclusion. Yet many observers resist it. Why are the 
meanings so opaque to observation? I think the 

*The assumption that the rationality of the market place is 
universal also has its ideological implications, as Young 
has argued for the literature on stress (191. 

tThe exchange between Kenney and Simon over Latah 
shows us a dispute between two scholars who agree that 
it is necessary to examine the relationship between the 
universally available and the culturally particular. The 
difference is that Simon takes the behaviorist position 
that culture is merely a mechanism for the enactment of 
a psychological state while Kenney attributes causal 
efficacy to the same social and cultural facts [IO]. 

difficulties go beyond the imposition of ethnocentric 
categories or insensitivity to cultural nuances. There 
is a paradoxical manner in which culture-bound 
syndromes do indeed exhibit the attributes of 
psychiatric disorders. They are forms of action to 
which it is difficult to attribute rationality- 
particularly when rationality is limited entirely to its 
manifestation in the everyday life world of efficient 
means-ends relationships. This is the rationality of 
the market place, the calculus of economic man. In 
the actions characteristic of culture-bound syndromes 
the action often seems disproportionate to the effects 
achieved. This may seem so, however, because the 
observer has failed to situate the action in the context 
and belief system in which it is produced. The 
problem becomes one of translating the meaning 
which the action carries for the actors before assess- 
ments of its rationality can be made*. 

One reason that it is so difficult to interpret the 
rationality of the extraordinary is because the trans- 
formations on which it is based are often articulated 
in a cultural idiom, a cosmology, different from our 
own. Cosmologies are systems of analogies through 
which experience is interpreted. Because the analogies 
are often foreign to the observer and contradict the 
assumptions of everyday life, they are often opaque 
to understanding and translation. 

Hence the easy parallels that can be drawn between 
mental disorder and the behaviors of culture bound 
syndromes often mislead as much as they enlighten. 
This principle is true for other approaches as well. 
While I argue that some culture bound syndromes 
institutionalize commentary, I don’t want to fall into 
the trap of asserting that there are no differences 
between the old woman exhibiting the socially critical 
obscenities of Latah and the comedy of Lenny Bruce. 
These differences may not be found in the social and 
psychological functions of institutions. There the 
similarities may be greatest. We should examine 
instead, local systems of meaning. Local systems of 
meaning provide different answers to the similar 
questions. They all contain within them theories of 
action, concepts of personhood, ideas about powers 
and capacities. Alan Morinis’ account of ‘God intox- 
ication’ in this issue explores more than most pri- 
mary, observation-based studies how such cos- 
mologies can exploit a range of universally available 
affective and cognitive experiences in the construction 
of concepts of personhood and the interpretations of 
experience very different from our ownt. 

Cosmologies, local systems of meaning, are pro- 
duced and reproduced in practical action by the 
members of the societies involved. They are displayed 
particularly in those extraordinary situations which 
are used to reflect back upon the ordinary. If the 
meanings are local. the principles through which they 
are ordered and produced are not culturally particu- 
lar. They are found among cultures and societies 
not connected in time and space. These ordering 
principle are what make transformations possible, 
both within and between cultures [13]. They include 
such abstract principles as polarity, alteration. in- 
version, number and so on in the construction of 
order [23]. One should add as well that biological 
dispositions and emotional capacities universally 
available are among the media utilized in the achieve- 
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ment of transformations and the marking of contexts 
as extraordinary. 

These principles and dispositions are not only tools 
for creating order. Their violation is often used by 
people in their efforts to subvert order in their 
imaginative and social life. A striking features of the 
social and ritual roles of which some culture-bound 
syndromes are a part is the systematic way they can 
negate or subvert the expectation of ordinary life. 
Perhaps there is in all cultures a Bohemian ethic 
which attempts to outrage the bourgeois overtones of 
everyday life. In any case there certainly is a sense in 
which the constraints of logic and the limitations 
imposed by biology and the conditions of everyday 
life are overthrown in the imaginative performance 
of the extraordinary. I believe that the question of 
whether anyone can ever transcend the conditions of 
their existence is an important item in the cultural 
imagination. While transcendence may not be 
achieved in everyday life those mythical half men and 
beasts who soar in the air indicate that cultural forms 
have a capacity for the experience of transendence 
that should neither be ignored nor glossed as 
madness*. 

Logic and biology are the stuff out of which 
cultural content is complexly formed. It is important, 
however, to move from them to content. This is the 
problem with an otherwise intelligent paper by Ray- 
mond Lee [1 11. Lee argues that Latah and Amok in 
Malasia involve role changes and enhancements, 
which are related to status transitions. His argument 
is convincing but limited. He fails to discuss the 
differences between the violent destruction of life and 
property manifested in Amok and the obscenities and 
satire of Latah. While they both involve inversions 
what they invert is pertinent to the effects they seek 
to achieve. I suggest that the violence of amok is 
associated with withdrawing from social interaction 
while Kenny’s argument that Latah comments on the 
complex relationship between power and self seems 
correct [3]. Latah is involved with the dissolution of 
ego boundaries, as Kenny shows, but Amok may 
assert boundaries in the face of their violation. It 
seems to be a device for the assertion of atonomy and 
used for ends opposite to Latah. Thus similar formal 
relations may be used to produce different content. 
Lee’s description of the universal processes of transi- 
tion and enhancement simply does not account for 
differences in content or how specific culture bound 
syndromes relate to specific patterns of culture and 
social organization. 

Formal relations are not the elements I wish to 
stress in this paper. They are, however, necessary 

*No scholar has done more to explore this paradoxical 
relationship between material and logical constraint and 
its transcendence in imaginative life than Rodney Need- 
ham. This is spelled out most clearly in the last chapter 
of Primordial Characrers [23]. 

?I am not sophisticated enough to judge whether recent 
research on the biochemical basis for schizophrenia is 
valid or not. If it is. then we are approaching the point 
in medical practice where a diagnosis is possible based 
on indices of internal states. If so many of the schizo- 
phrenias will disappear as diagnostic categories, illus- 
trating my historical point that the category disintegrates 
over time. 

tools used to understand and describe both cos- 
mologies and the movement from the ordinary to the 
extraordinary context of life. This is because they 
order the domains that all cosmologies use to estab- 
lish relations among people, categories of time and 
space. Formal categories such as principles of time 
and space provide a bridge between persons. The 
members of societies define their social relationships 
in temporal and spatial terms. Kinship, for example 
is a means of reckoning connections among persons 
in the time span that has elapsed between them and 
a common predecessor. “Time and space relations”, 
as Fortes tells us, “give order to social organization” 
[24]. Thus different but not unrelated temporal and 
spatial means of interpreting action are used to 
organize and differentiate among different contexts. 
They are, in other words, articulated by different 
conventions and expectations, as well as different 
canons of rationality. To understand the variable 
rationalities of situated actions it is necessary to be 
able to grasp the spatial and temporal conventions 
that define the contexts of the action, to examine the 
content and go beyond the formal relations and 
biological dispositions used in the construction of 
cultural forms. 

This is where the social anthropologist and the 
phenomenologically oriented psychologist converge. 
The phenomenological orientation in psycho- 
pathology describes mental illness as manifesting 
itself in disordered time and space relations. “There 
is not one space and time only”, Binswanger asserts, 
“but as many spaces and times as there are subjects” 
[251. 

From the perspective of a symbolic interactionist 
this suggests that the attribution of mental disorder 
arises out of the inability of actors and their 
significant others to order their interaction in tempo- 
ral and spatial terms. Hence they are unable to 
achieve any systematic coordination of expectations. 
The necessary conditions for interaction become 
difficult to sustain, particularly the assumption that 
the other is engaged in meaningful action and con- 
versation. Interaction does seem to be sustained by 
the assumption that our actions and utterances are 
meaningful. That meaningfulness may be sustained 
by much of the signaling that accompanies 
utterances-conventions which indicate rapt attention 
and so on. The violation of these ‘residual rules’ as 
Scheff calls them are an important element in the 
process of labeling madness [26]. 

Within Western psychiatric categories the devel- 
opment of the study of the schizophrenias provides a 
good illustration of this social process. Two author- 
ities tell us that Bleuler’s classic study describes “basic 
notions” of schizophrenia which “have not been 
improved on since”. These include “specific and 
illogical” association of ideas, speech which is “cha- 
otic and difficult to understand”, and disturbances in 
affect such that the schizophrenic exhibits emotions 
inappropriate to the ideas he expresses”. Other fea- 
tures include lack of adequate ego boundaries and 
inability to distinguish between the real and the 
unreal [2]. 

The schizophrenias are also one of those diagnostic 
categories, like culture bound syndromes and hyste- 
ria, which show a tendency to disintegrate over time?. 
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What interests the anthropologist and phenom- 
enologically oriented researcher is not the etiology of 
different schizophrenias but the degree to which the 
initial definitions (still enshrined in the current DSM) 
reflect the inability of an other to interpret and 
interact with the schizophrenic. There is an inter- 
esting tradition of using images drawn from assump- 
tions about other, ‘primitive’, cultures to characterize 
schizophrenic cognition. I would argue that this 
metaphorical tradition demonstrates the parallel be- 
tween the difficulties in understanding schizophrenia 
and those entailed in ‘understanding alien noises’ of 
other cultures, as the philosopher Quine describes 
them. 

What are the implications of this parallel between 
the interpretation of schizophrenia and culture- 
bound syndromes for understanding the relationship 
between the ordinary and the extraordinary encoded 
in culture-bound syndromes? Categories of time and 
space are necessary to provide order and regularity in 
the negotiation of everyday life. The translation of 
time into space is a fundamental social process out of 
which social order is produced. The reason for this is 
that without a shared language of time and space 
shared agreement as to the definition of person and 
situation is impossible. Yet there are moments when 
the time and space relations of everyday life are 
transformed into something other. It is surely an 
anthropological commonplace to assert that the 
liminal period in rites of passage exist outside the 
conventions of everyday concepts of time. We must 
take this relationship seriously when considering 
culture-bound syndromes. If culture-bound syn- 
dromes exist out of time then they exist in a space 
where the rationality of the everyday world does 
not hold. 

Societies have their moments when everyday ratio- 
nality, organized in means-ends relationships, is sus- 
pended, To suspend rationality in everyday life is to 
be mad-mad, that is, in the context of everyday life. 
This may not be so from a clinical point of view; but 
as I have said studies of the attribution of madness 
done from a symbolic interactionist perspective more 
than demonstrate that the attribution of madness is 
often the product of radical unpredictability in be- 
havior. Predictability and control are the grounds on 
which everyday attribution of rationality is founded. 

The rationality of culture-bound syndromes is not 
the rationality of the everyday life world, however. It 
involves the transformation of the everyday into the 
extraordinary. The relationship between the two. the 
everyday and the extraordinary is once again a 
parasitic one. The domain of the extraordinary is 
achieved through such mechanisms as inversion, 
analogy and metaphoric prediction. The common 
sense materialism which is characteristic of the every- 
_____ 

*Bruce Wiltshire’s philosophical essay on the relationship 
between role playing and identity demonstrates how 
fundamentally significant theatricality is for under- 
standing both reflection upon everyday life and the 
formation of personal identity [27]. 

TThere is a large literature equating shamanism and proph- 
ecy with schizophrenia which shows even less awareness 
of indigenous interpretations of action than the 
literature on culture bound syndromes. See Devereux’s 
critique (61. 

day life world gives place to its negation in the 
domain of the imagination. Worlds are created in 
which temporal. spatial and material constraints no 
longer hold sway. 

When the culture-bound syndrome controverts 
reason it does so in a systematic way. There is a 
message in the madness. but the message goes beyond 
commentary. I suggest (on speculative grounds) that 
culture-bound syndromes are explorations of poten- 
tiality in culturally specific idioms. Because they are 
artifacts of the imagination they participate in at- 
tempts to transcend the constraints and limitations 
that everyday life imposes. They are part of the 
means by which members of specific societies attempt 
to achieve transcendence in their imaginative pro- 
ductions. That they are theatrical and dramatic as 
well is significant. While theater may be ‘unreal’ in 
relation to everyday life, it is not unrelated to it. The 
commentary it achieves suggests other possibilities. 
The very suggestion of alternative ways and means of 
organizing life is related to the exploration of 
potentiality*. 

At the level of personal and social strategies 
culture-bound syndromes are means for members of 
societies to redefine themselves, means which take 
their form from the cosmologies of the societies in 
which they emerge. When culture-bound syndromes 
are judged by the means-end criteria of everyday life 
they appear to exhibit the attributes of mental disor- 
der, in which necessary unities such as material cause 
and effect or the linear ordering of sequences of 
events are violated. These violations are rational, 
make sense in that they conform to rules, when seen 
from the perspective of the conventions that organize 
the extraordinary contexts of social life. 

Prophecy among the Nuer of the Southern Sudan 
can be used as an illustration of the value in situating 
the transformation that culture-bound syndromes 
achieve in local systems of meaning, as well as to 
show how they explore the potentiality of person- 
hood and social action. The signs of Nuer prophecy 
could easily be taken for a culture-bound syndromet. 
Prophecy manifests itself in ways which could be 
considered the product of a mental disorder. Since 
they are customary the disorder would then easily be 
defined as a culture-bound syndrome. 

Among the signs are an unmarried state, a ten- 
dency to live outside society and to engage in actions 
which indicate special status. These actions include 
sitting on cattle tethering pegs until they pierce the 
anus, violations of the norms of cleanliness and a 
disdain for everyday subsistence activities. Within the 
contexts of everyday life these would be regarded 
even by Nuer as indications of personal and cognitive 
disorganization. The piercing of the anus by a cattle 
tethering peg is a particularly dramatic instance. It is 
not characteristic of everyday life for either us or the 
Nuer and as an action it derives its power from its 
negation of the structures of the ordinary. I think the 
meaning of the act is patent if one is familiar with 
Nuer life and cosmology. 

The ‘bovine idiom’ predominates among the Nuer. 
Cattle are ambivalently associated with life in the 
everyday world and in myth and ritual. dn the 
everyday life world cattle are exchanged for women. 
Marriage regularizes sexual relationships for pro- 
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creative purposes, at the same time as it initiates 
relationships which may be socially disruptive. Cattle 
pegs and wands for driving cattle are common ritual 
symbols in Nilotic societies and symbolically associ- 
ated with orderly procreation. The act of piercing his 
anus with a cattle peg performed by a prophet is 
enacted by a person who stands outside the everyday 
life of society. Beidelman has shown in his ‘Priest and 
prophets among the Nuer’ essay that the prophet 
inverts the features of the priest to stand for a greater 
social whole. Here prophets invert the orderly qual- 
ities of sexuality (28-301. They are males who are 
penetrated rather doing the penetrating, their sexual 
organ is the anus functioning as a vagina instead of 
the penis. The agent of penetration is a cattle peg, not 
unlike a penis in shape and in function. The peg 
connects cattle to households via a rope. Ropes are 
often ritually made equivalent to an umbilicus in 
Nilotic societies and the Nuer have a myth which 
connects heaven and earth via a rope in primordial 
times. Cattle are symbolic equivalents of women in 
Nuer society. Clearly the Nuer prophet is one of 
those splendid medial figures who violate funda- 
mental categories of sexual separation and life and 
death. They do so by combining in their persons 
features of categories that are unambiguously 
opposed in everyday life [3 1,321. 

The transformations involved in the emergence of 
prophets among the Nuer are not particularly subtle 
when the series of analogies out of which Nuer 
cosmology is composed is known. The prophet com- 
bines within one figure the differing aspects of sexual 
interdependence through which social order is re- 
produced. The Nuer have a reproductive world view 
and the self production of society has been shown to 
be a fundamental concern of their religious behavior. 
With respect to the prophet the transformation of the 
categories of everyday life through the mechanisms of 
inversion and violation of boundedness asserts some- 
thing about the potential of human relations. The 
prophet stands outside the particular divisions of 
Nuer society. By transforming the categories of gen- 
der and division the prophet transcends them, 
thereby asserting that the division of society may 
realize the potential of human relations only in a 
particular form. This transformation leading to 
transcendence has its political implications, as any 
account of Nuer prophets in resistance to the im- 
position of colonial domination would show. 

This account suggests a modification of my origi- 
nal formulation. Extraordinary forms of life are 
indeed parasitic upon the ordinary, but this parasitic 
relationship does not mean that the extraordinary is 
merely expository of the ordinary. The extraordinary 
can act back on the ordinary. Under the proper 
historical conditions it can even be an aspect of the 
transcendence of the ordinary, of the emergence of 
new structures, although not an aspect to be given 
equal weight with material conditions. Nuer proph- 
ecy, its signs and manifestations, asserts both a 
greater unity and potentiality than the everyday life 
of the Nuer allows. The message of prophecy is 
charismatic. It argues that Nuer experience of ‘di- 
vision in the world’. as Evans-Pritchard called Nuer 
ideas about God, man and nature does not determine 
their lives for all future times. The Prophet stands as 

a testimony to the potential of the Nuer to transcend 
the conditi,ons of their existence. The recent history of 
the Southern Sudan does not provide much 
confirmation of the hopes of Nuer prophecy. Human 
aspirations often fail. That does not make them any 
the less rational [34]. 

We know very little about Nuer ideas about mad- 
ness. The concept of madness is found in other 
Nilotic societies and in East Africa generally. I do not 
doubt that Nuer might define inept claims to the 
status of prophet as evidence of madness. This would 
not allow us to define the institution as a culture- 
bound syndrome, however. Prophecy is a category of 
the Nuer definition of their experience. Only by 
understanding it properly, in context, can we under- 
stand their notions of normal and abnormal. This is 
the first task of Ethnopsychiatry, one which too much 
of the literature on culture bound syndromes has 
failed to undertake. The result has been to make 
trivial other people’s ideas about the self and the 
transformations it might undergo. 

My hope for this essay is that it suggests both a 
transformation and a higher valuation of culture 
bound syndromes, entailing a transformation of its 
own. As the category of culture-bound syndromes 
dissolves we have moved from mental disorder to 
commentary to transformation itself. If cuhure- 
bound syndromes border on madness, they also 
border on radical change. These are not unrelated 
phenomena. 
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