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Abstract  

Since the latter part of the 20
th
 century to the present, we have seen growing concerns about 

the potential collapse of socio-ecological systems due to climate change. On the other hand, 

palaeoenvironmentalists, archaeologists and anthropologists consistently point to evidence of 

how Homo-sapiens have survived within climate variability underpinned by an 

embodied/embedded relationship to their environments. Archaeological data shows how 

indigenous groups such as the Bushman have inhabited landscape features such as caves for 

longer than 10 000 years and thus survived through periods of climate variability.  

Another well researched element of Bushman life is their ritual practices. Given the low 

supply of livelihood resources within the contexts where such communities have survived, 

this study hypothesised a possible relationship between Bushman ritual practices and their 

long-term resilience when faced with variability.  Using the Holocene habitation of the 

Wonderwerk Cave as the main case study, this study explored the relationship between 

people, place and ritual. Furthermore, the study applied phenomenology as the primary data 

collection method. The resultant first-person experience guided the researcher in engaging 

with secondary data from archaeology and ethnography.  

The study found that Bushman ritual practices such as trance constituted a critical adaptation 

tool in response to perpetually variable environments. Through such practices and their 

related tools such as art, space and myth, such communities managed to sustain a 

synchronised dialogue with place thus facilitating for ongoing dissolution of maladaptive 

behaviour. Another key finding is that our inability to change constitutes a key characteristic 

of our species today as we have been seduced into the trap of our deep psychic longing for 

existential continuity. 

The study argues for an architecture for resilience whose primary role would be to facilitate 

higher fluidity in our embeddedness to place and allowing for faster and trauma-free 

transitioning in synchronicity to our changing environments. In conclusion, the study finds 

that our own contemporary climate change has implications far beyond the techno-scientific 

understanding which has prevailed so far and is instead calling to be understood as an 

existential phenomenon to be primarily resolved through relevant/responsive ritual practices 

to facilitate our own transitioning and continued resilience. 
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Nomenclature  
 

Adaptation ï The collective or individual process of adjustment or change in structure 

and/or habit that allow for better functioning in a given environment.  

Anti -structure ï The state in which society, individual or culture is between two paradigms 

or solid constructs derived from the ambiguous  moment in ritual when a participant is no 

longer in their previous self but has not reached their new identity.  

Archaeology ï The study of human activity through the recovery and analysis of material 

culture. 

Attachment (Psycho-somatic) ï An individual or collective condition of being emotionally 

bonded with other people, a place, objects or concepts.   

Climate variability  ï The variability or change in climate conditions, either in the short term 

or the long term.  

Communitas ï An equal community particularly in its social form. 

Cultural ï Neurophenomenology ï A branch of neurophenomenology that focuses on 

cultural practices, ritual and religion.  

Dissolution ï The dissolving of past psychological structures (ideas, identity, perceptions), 

through physiological practices such as ritual. This could also be defined as unlearning or un-

conditioning.    

Dualism ï The philosophical notion that mind and body are two separate substances as per 

Rene Descartes hypothesis.  

Egalitarian  ï A non-hierarchical equal society.  

Embodiment ï The term referring to the conceptual and actual unity of mind and body 

ultimately postulating that the human (and other sentient beings) are an emergent 

phenomenon and cannot be merely reduced to mind combined with body.   

Embodied practice ï These are physiological practices that induce various psychological 

states including trance.  

Existential ï This is a term derived from existential philosophy which is a philosophical 

discipline that starts with the human subject in its process of enquiry, including personal 

feelings, our individual mortality as a condition or situation, and thought.  

Liminality  ï The ambiguous or in-between moment in ritual when a participant is no longer 

is no longer their previous self but has not reached their new identity. This is also used in 

relation to social, ecological, cultural and psychological liminality.  
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Neurophenomenology ï The study of first person experience using a synthesis of 

methodologies from neuroscience and phenomenology.  

Neuroscience ï The scientific study of the human brain and nervous system and resultant 

human experiences such as consciousness.  

Paleoclimates ï Referring to the study of past climates.   

Palaeoenvironments ï Referring to the study of past environments.  

Place ï A concept derived from phenomenology referring to the subjective or intersubjective 

perception (mediated by emotions and\or socialisation) of geographic spaces. 

Phenomenology ï The philosophical study of first person perception, subjectivity and 

consciousness. 

Ritual  ï a series of religious, symbolic and physiological actions performed by an individual 

or a collective often linked to rites, ceremonies, proceedings and services.  

Reciprocity ï a non-linear exchange or bi-directional agency.  

Resilience ï The ability for a system to resist complete collapse and regain its basic integrity 

when exogenously perturbed.  

Territoriality  - This refers to the human practices of defining ownership of space, especially 

natural geographic forms.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction   

1.1 Overview 

Since the latter part of the 20
th
 century to the present, academics, scientists, governments and 

business leaders globally have expressed deep concerns about the potential collapse of socio-

ecological systems arising from anthropogenically induced climate change (Bernstein, et al., 

2007). However, people have experienced climate induced catastrophes in the past and thus 

evolved ways of being-in-the-world that ensured survival through such crises. (Heidegger, 

1996) (Smith, 2005) (deMenocal, 2001). 

Palaeoenvironmentalists, archaeologists and anthropologists consistently point to evidence of 

how we have lived within climate variability and constraints, and how responses to this were 

underpinned by peopleôs relationships to their environments (deMenocal, 2001), (Brooks, 

2006), (Turner, 1969) (Guenther, 1999).  The Northern Cape Province in South Africa is rich 

in palaeoclimatic and archaeological findings and studies that give evidence of climate and 

environmental variability in the past 10000 years usually characterised by dry seasons and 

low precipitation (Beaumont & Morris, 1990) (Thackeray, 1984) (Humphreys & Thackeray, 

1983). 

 In Particular, there is evidence showing habitation of natural landscape features such as rock 

outcrops and caves in the aforementioned area by indigenous groups well before the 

Holocene till present (Beaumont & Morris, 1990) (Deacon & Deacon, 1999) (Chazan & 

Horwitz, 2009). Furthermore, archaeologists have shown that groups like the Bushmen and 

perhaps their predecessors have inhabited these spaces for longer than 10 000 years thus 

having encountered long term climate variability (Humphreys & Thackeray, 1983). Therefore 

it could be inferred that such inhabitants managed to survive the various climate constraints 

evident in Holocene palaeoclimatic data.  

These communities were often engaged in various ritual practices, some of which directly 

related environmental constraints and variability such as rain making rituals (Deacon & 

Deacon, 1999) (Lewis-Williams, 2004). From a post Cartesian dualism model of the human 

being as espoused by various contributors in the fields of archaeology, neuroscience, 

phenomenology and other knowledge fields, and using the case study of the Wonderwerk 

cave (Wonderwerk Cave) about 40km South of the modern town of Kuruman in the Northern 
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Cape Province of South Africa and its surrounding contemporary community, the aim of this 

study is to better understand the role of place/consciousness or self/place dialogues mediated 

through rituals and how this influenced the resilience of Wonderwerk Cave inhabitants during 

Holocene climate variability and constraints. This will be done through an exploration of 

ritual induced mental states achieved through instruments such as somatic priming found in 

myth, psycho-somatic (embodied) instruments such as dance, music and art, as well as the 

spaces and artefacts that make up the contingency of such practices. 

The study not only relies on secondary data from the archaeological records to gain a better 

understanding of the role of ritual in adapting to variable environments, it also uses 

phenomenological methods and participant observation in which the researcher is embedded 

in the context and participates in a number of practices to gain a better understanding of the 

way in which ritual, ritual places, embodied practices, myth art and other tools contribute to 

increased levels of resilience and adaptability. This is an important component of the study 

given the difficulty to explore such phenomena through only the reliance of secondary data 

from anthropologists and archaeologists.  

In recent years, there has been a 

substantial amount of research that is 

looking at the relationship between 

Bushmen art, myth and ritual 

practices, the places these rituals are 

performed and the various artefacts 

linked to them (Lewis-Williams, 2004) 

(Deacon, 1988) (Thackeray, 2005) 

(Humphreys & Thackeray, 1983). This 

huge contribution from South African 

archaeology is a rich resource to draw 

upon, and together with evidence from 

cultural neurophenomenology and 

interpretive anthropology create an 

opportunity to investigate the 

relationship between ritual and 

environmental adaptation. 

Figure 1 The bi-axial model of the San cosmos. Source (Lewis-Williams, 

2004) 
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 In this study, I wish to argue that myth, art and other place-making rituals emerge as implicit 

and embodied mechanisms that the community engages in as methods of mediating between 

identities, boundaries of relationships and perceptions of a changing environment to increase 

resilience (Relph, 1976) (Tuan, 1974) (Ingold, 2000). By negotiating boundaries of the self, 

the self as the other, the self as the landscape or the self as the ancestors, it was possible for 

people to confront variability and mitigate issues that may arise from solipsism, attachment to 

the self, attachment to a particular place or practice which if not mitigated could cause 

maladaptive behaviour resulting in poor resilience and perhaps catastrophe.    

As we face our own climate crisis, energy transitions and ecological change, and have to 

sense variability and adapt to the new conditions, what can contemporary society, particularly 

in the discipline of architecture and place making learn from past communities?  

1.2 Statement of the research problem and research question   

1.2.1 Research question 

Focusing on the interaction between rituals  (embodied practices), climate/environmental 

variability, and resilience in the communities that inhabited the Wonderwerk Cave area in the 

Northern Cape Province of South Africa during the Holocene to present day: 

1. How did rituals; place making rituals,  ritual spaces, myth and art contribute 

to/influence the resilience and adaptation of indigenous peoples of South Africa who 

inhabited the Wonderwerk cave area during the Holocene 

2. What lessons of resilience might this hold for contemporary and future architecture as 

we encounter our own global-warming and climate change? 

1.2.2 Aims  

Using a post Cartesian dualism models of human environment engagement espoused by a 

variety of knowledge fields as the core theoretical framework, and the case study of the 

Wonderwerk Cave area , the study aims to weave the strands from a diverse range of 

previously unlinked fields (which will be applied either in theoretical anchoring, 

methodology or secondary data sources) in order to understand resilience and environmental 

adaptation among native communities in the past 10000 years in the face of past climate 

variability and change and especially how place-making rituals facilitated this. This 
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understanding is seen as critical in informing architecture for resilience in contemporary 

place-making in the face of the unfolding climate change in our own time.  

Secondary aims are the following: 

1. Present possible architectural interpretations of the forms of place making rituals that 

synchronises communal consciousness with environmental change. 

2. To gain a deeper understanding of moments during the Holocene when humankind was 

faced with climatic catastrophes and possible collapse. This is in essence a way of 

building on the knowledge we have about climate change and ultimately could shed light 

on the ways in which we could face the situation we found ourselves in today. 

3. To understand how people in these communities derived meaning from their interaction 

with the places they inhabited, and how such meaning influenced their survival. 

1.2.3 Working Hypothesis 

Through a continued dialogue between the self and the environment mediated through 

embodied practices often referred to as rituals, past indigenous communities developed tools 

of dissolving boundaries of identity and meaning to move between phenomenal worlds which 

allowed for a better response to their ever changing environments, thus allowing for higher 

levels of adaptation and resilience.  

1.3 Theoretical Framework- the interdisciplinary approach  

In trying to address the research issues outlined above, a particular approach has been 

formulated drawing from a number of knowledge fields. This approach or structure 

articulates the fundamental theoretical and methodological anchoringôs, and how these create 

a framework out of which the main argument is presented.  

The following are the foundational approaches aggregating vertically towards the core 

argument of this study; 

1. Core argument ï Dialogue through place making rituals as adaptive and resilience 

mechanisms; 

These are rituals evident in extensive anthropological studies argued here to 

continuously deconstruct past conditioning (anti-structure), a psychological process 

that induces creativity which in turn create the right conditions to establish new 
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meaning, thus allowing for people to inhabit appropriate phenomenal worlds. This is 

achieved through embodied practices as ótools of dissolutionô acting on the body ï 

brain ï mind.    

2. Theoretical mediator ï The body-brain-mind theoretical framework depends on a 

post Cartesian dualism (p-Cd) model of the human being that argues for a non-dual 

whole human as opposed to the mind/brain, matter/consciousness split.  

3. Theoretical Foundation ï Post Cartesian dualism framework is theoretically 

underpinned by phenomenology and today neuroscience, the two having converged in 

the study of neurophenomenology.  

1.3.1 Ritual and deconstructing past conditioning    

Anthropologist Victor Turner has done extensive work on ritual practices particularly 

transition rituals such as rites of passage.  Turner (1969) established several key concepts that 

have proven crucial for the purposes of this study, namely: 

1. The notion of liminality  

2. The concept of anti-Structure  

3. The notion of communitas (Turner, 1969) 

These concepts will be discussed in chapter 2. What is important to note at this stage is that 

Turner seems to be pointing to evidence of the manner in which ritual practices facilitate the 

deconstruction of psycho-psychological boundaries or structures, although he does not seem 

to discuss extensively how this happens at a physiological level.  

Similarly, and more relevant for the context in which this study is focusing, David Lewis-

Williams has also studied ritual, particularly rituals of trance among the Bushmen of 

Southern Africa (Lewis-Williams, 2004). Lewis-Williamôs work has engaged deeply with the 

relationship between art, trance and changed states of consciousness. Where as Turner speaks 

little about the link between art, embodied practice such as trance and a changed state of 

consciousness, Lewis-Williams does not seem to engage extensively with the implications of 

trance in relation to the notion of anti-structure and liminality.  

In Tricksters and Trancers, Mathias Guenther mentions the role of anti-structure amongst the 

Bushmen, and how this indeed was a fundamental component of their social, religious and 

economic make up. Guenther (1999) also mentions the role of anti-structure as a óprincipal 
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force of creativityô (Guenther, 1999), this is a fundamental notion for the purposes of this 

study, and together with the findings of Tuner and Lewis-Williams, assist in establishing a 

strong case of evidence of órituals of dissolutionô amongst past indigenous communities in 

South Africa, and how these practices increased levels of adaptation and resilience.  

1.3.2 Evidence of deconstruction in neurophenomenology 

Very little has been written about the neuroscience of dissolution except for a handful of 

fringe academics who mostly fall within the post Cartesian dualist (p-Cd) paradigm. One 

such person is neuroscientist Walter Freeman who has briefly suggested the processes by 

which dissolution occurs in ritual practice. He explains that;  

ñThe biological techniques for inducing dissolution are well known. Individuals separate 

themselves or are isolated from their normal social surroundings and support systems. They 

engage in or are subject to severe physical exercise as in dance, sport, military drills, lack of 

sleep, chemical stresses of their brains through purgatives and fasting, and the induction of 

powerful emotional states of love, hate, fear or anger.ò (Freeman, 2003, p. s59) 

These neurobiological processes will be further discussed in the ñdissolutionò section in 

chapter 2 in which a variety of literatures will be appraised to demonstrate the way in which 

the brain is conditioned and un-conditioned, and the neuroscientific evidence for this. Given 

that little to no studies have been undertaken on the neuroscience of dissolution in ritual 

practices among indigenous communities in Southern Africa (more specifically Bushmen), 

the study will rely on studies of other practices of dissolutions, particularly the work done 

with Buddhist monks and other contemplative practitioners who will be argued here are 

similarly engaged in embodied practices of dissolution and anti-structure, often referred in 

the Buddhist context as states of non-attachment, emptiness and void.  

Apart from Freemanôs work, the work of Buddhist practitioner and neuroscientist Francisco 

Varela will also be fundamental in establishing a sound theoretical grounding for the 

development of the self/place dialogue through embodied practice.  

1.3.3 Implications for this study; antistructure and dissolution evolved 

towards place adaptation and resilience  

These theoretical frameworks will give grounding for the purposes of developing the 

self/place dialogue. If indeed the literature demonstrates sound evidence that embodied ritual 
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practices (trance, myth, symbolism, art and making) induce dissolution and anti-structure, 

and furthermore through arguing that this has an impact in the manner in which people adapt 

to changing environments, the implications for the study would be to find a context in which 

there exists evidence of embodied ritual practices including art, trance (dance), myth and 

symbolism.   

1.4 Methodology and research design 

Therefore, four key components are essential for conducting this study;  

1. Place 

2. People  

3. Time  

4. Rituals  

 

Figure 2 Four components needed for the purposes of this study 

The researcher needed to root the study in place, bound within a time in which the place 

undergoes changes which needs to be responded to by a group of people through ritual.  

Therefore the choice of place has been determined by the availability of evidence of such 

interactions by a people engaged with place through the making of artefacts or performance 

of rituals over a given time. 

In addition, the research needs to account for the lived experience of ritual participants in 

their context. This suggested a type of experimental ethnographic/archaeological method in 

which the researcher with others engage in embodied practices not as a replication of past 

practice but rather as first person subjective manner of evolving a sense of empathy which 

would guide a re-evaluation of the secondary data accessed for the study.  

Place People 

Time Ritual 
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The Wonderwerk cave in the Northern Cape Province in South Africa meets the requirements 

listed above; people, place, time and ritual. Archaeological data indicate that various 

embodied place engagement activities existed amongst the cave dwellers and those dwelling 

in the surrounding places (Humphreys & Thackeray, 1983).   

1.4.1 Primary and secondary data collection - an interdisciplinary approach 

Due to the nature of the study, the researcher has had to rely on various disciplines for the 

acquisition of particular data sets;  

1. Firstly in order to better understand the various place making activities (rituals, art 

and making) at Wonderwerk during the deep past, secondary archaeological, 

paleontological and palaeoclimatic data became the primary source.  

2. Secondly, primary data is needed to engage contemporary self/place rituals amongst 

the contemporary indigenous communities in the area.  

3. Furthermore, the researcher in keeping with non-dualistic research methodologies as 

espoused by neurophenomenology included himself as an avenue for collecting first 

person qualitative data during participation in various activities such as making 

artefacts and performing rituals. Other primary sources of data included photographic 

recording and observations as well as informal dialogues with contemporary 

indigenous people.   
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1.4.2 Case study method ï Wonderwerk Cave as place 

 

 The Wonderwerk Cave is located 40km south of the town of Kuruman in the Northern Cape 

Province of South Africa. From around the mid-20
th 

century, the cave has undergone various 

archaeological excavations and is still studied by various scholars from around the world. The 

cave is about 140m deep and its height (internal volume) ranges between 10 to 20 meters 

(Chazan, et al., 2008, p. 1).   

The cave is an important case for the purposes of this study as outlined below. Firstly, there is 

evidence of human habitation in the cave in the past 10000 years, and secondly evidence 

from the cave indicates that there has been past climate variability in the area (Beaumont & 

Morris, 1990) (Thackeray, 1984). Excavations at the cave reveal concentration of various 

animals in different layers which when analysed in previous studies gave an indication of 

changes in the environment over time. Furthermore, these studies indicate that artefacts 

ranging from stone tools to pendants and decorated ostrich egg shells are evident. Thus, the 

Wonderwerk cave has presented a unique opportunity to frame a temporal study of the 

relationship between human beings and their environments. 

Figure 3 Map of southern Africa showing the location of Wonderwerk Cave (Chazan, et al., 2008, p. 2) 
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1.4.2.1 Archaeological data from at Wonderwerk ï Rock engravings 

Secondary data 

Prof Francis J Thackeray has been studying 

Wonderwerk cave for close to 3 decades and has 

used some of the artefacts he found at the cave to 

develop his theory of sympathetic hunting magic 

(Thackeray, 2013).  

In sympathetic hunting rituals, the hunter re-

enacts the hunt through mimicry, body gestures, 

and sometimes dance (Thackeray, 2013). One of 

the artefacts found by Thackeray is a line 

drawing of a zebra engraved on a dolomite slab 

found in the cave. According to Thackeray 

(2005), the incisions on the rump of the depicted 

zebra (Figure 5) represent symbolic wounds, and 

furthermore the stone is broken across the 

represented animal which is an act of assuring a 

Figure 5 A line drawing of the zebra engraving on the dolomite 

slab from Wonderwerk Cave (Bradfield, et al., 2014, p. 72) 

Figure 4 Wonderwerk Cave looking at entrance 
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successful hunt (Thackeray, 2013). Thackeray argues that similar to the dolomite slab, 

painted stripes are drawn on the side of an animal skin, perhaps a roan antelope, worn by a 

óbuckjumperô (Figure 6) in a picture taken by WH.C. Taylor at Logageng, north of 

Wonderwerk Cave.    

 

ñIt is suggested that painted stripes on the skin of the 'buck jumper' were symbolic of wounds 

associated with sympathetic rituals of the kind known by the name inguba, during which a 

hunter was identified with a wounded, dying animal linked to the belief that such rituals were 

essential to satisfy the desire for a successful hunt.ò (Thackeray, 2005) 

 

What Thackerayôs research points to is the various ways in which past WW Cave inhabitants 

could have been in dialogue with the landscape and its milieu. Sympathetic hunting magic 

could be co-related to the notion of dissolution in neuroscience , referring to the mechanisms 

of brain conditioning in which the brain is either bonding or un-bonding with a given 

phenomenon i.e. an animal or landscape feature (Freeman, 2003). The ritual practices of the 

WW Cave inhabitants such as sympathetic hunting were often embodied and emotive which 

is a key ingredient in neuro-phenomenological bonding and un-bonding rituals.  

Figure 6 Buck Jumper ï Source (Thackeray, 2013) 
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1.4.2.2 Archaeological data from Wonderwerk cave ï made artefact  

Other artefacts found at the cave are various pendants and tools from the middle Holocene. 

These are made of materials ranging from ostrich egg shell to quartz. The study intends to 

demonstrate how the making of these artefacts as well as the rituals associated with them was 

part of maintaining a particular orienting to the environment. 

The ostrich eggshell grid patterns found at WONDERWERK CAVE have been discussed in 

Lange (2006) who refers to Lewis-Williams trance hypothesis relative to the engraved 

patterns on the eggshells. This will be discussed further in chapter 4.  

1.4.3 Experimental archaeology as method  

1.4.3.1 Researchers experience of making 

As mentioned above, the theoretical underpinnings of this study are phenomenology and 

neuroscience including the sub-field of embodiment.  As part of better understanding the role 

of the body in Holocene self/place engagement at the Wonderwerk Cave, the researcher has 

undertaken closely related ñmakingò experiments.  

This methodology of engagement requires the researcher to be embedded in the research 

using their own subjectivity as a tool for gaining insights into the subject. In one instance, the 

researcher experimented with the making of divination objects using materials found from the 

research site. This manner of experimentation brings back a vital component to understanding 

past making activities namely the body.  

Through this method, the researcher tries to capture various embodied/phenomenological 

experiences such as physical pain/pleasure, somatic markers (discussed further in chapter 2), 

affect and any other first person experiences from making the artefacts. These experiences 

give insights to how a Wonderwerk Cave maker could have engaged in meaning making and 

the construction(development) of self in context.  

 

 

 



13 

 

1.4.4 Ethnographic data and observation  

1.4.4.1 Observation of Rituals 

The greater Kuruman area, which includes the Wonderwerk cave, remains home to a large 

indigenous community, some of whom are descendants of pre-colonial Tswana, Korana and a 

mixture of the two groups (Jacobs, 2003) (Shillington, 2011). From preliminary observations, 

the researcher encountered what seem to be activities and rituals that resemble those 

discussed by archaeologists referring to past indigenous communities in the area (Beaumont 

& Morris, 1990). These rituals, usually performed in natural settings outside of the urban 

areas, particularly in caves and rock outcrops could be the last remaining place/self dialogue 

rituals in the area. They are usually highly emotive and involving physical actions and 

singing including engaging with various mythological symbolisms.   

 1.4.4.2 Observation of and participation in indigenous making  

Along with the observation of contemporary rituals, the researcher participated in the making 

of artefacts as still practiced in the surrounding communities of WONDERWERK CAVE. 

Again this was in order to gain a deeper phenomenological insight of place/self dialogues 

within the community. This method is a qualitative approach and is by no means expected to 

generate any new anthropological finding. However, when stitched together with secondary 

and other primary data sets it is argued to be evidence of surviving place making 

rituals/practices in the area.   

1.4.4.3 Dialogues of place 

The researcher also interacted with various members of the community through verbal 

dialogue in which the subject of discussion was place. Through a series of semi-structured 

dialogues, the researcherôs intention was to have a better understanding of how the 

contemporary indigenous inhabitants of the area perceive the place, if they engaged in place 

making rituals and how they confronted variability in place over time.  

It is clear from these dialogues that the community remain connected to certain mythological 

narratives of place often linked to specific motifs and symbols. Totemism and a variety of 

anthropomorphisms in ritual, dance and identity continue to exist amongst the local 
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community which can be linked back to the kinds of place identities that existed throughout 

most of the Holocene evident in Wonderwerk Cave archaeological findings.  

1.4.4.3 Note on phenomenology and subjectivity  

Given that the most important element being investigated in this study is practice and 

phenomenological experience of ritual-induced psychic liminal states, it became necessary 

for the researcher to apply direct/subjective experience as a key tool of the study. Whereas 

such psychic states have been previously researched and inferred by anthropologists using 

ethnographic methodologies, there exists hardly any direct-experience exploration of the 

inferred phenomenon. One unique example in this regard is (Keeney, 2010) where not only 

was direct-experience applied, but also the researcher became psychically transformed to the 

Bushman worldview and subsequently initiated into a shaman as a result of the direct-

experience. The direct-experience/phenomenological data is used as an attempt towards 

corroborating secondary data from previous objective/positivistic studies.  

What is additionally unique about this particular research is that unlike many studies of ritual 

from around the study area and wider southern African context, the researcher in this 

particular study is a member of the local indigenous community. This means that the 

researcher is radically embedded in the research, and through phenomenological methods of 

exploration, can rely on his capacity to understand local languages, bodily behavior and 

mannerisms and a collective history and inter-subjectivity that he shares with the local 

community. 

This means that the results of the research are inter subjective in the sense that, whereas a 

similar study undertaken by another local-member of that community might yield similar 

results, the results might be different if the research is undertaken by someone from a 

completely different context, such as a Western context, without an open-minded readiness 

for a phenomenological/direct experience. This is not to say that researchers from other 

contexts may not find valid/useful and meaningful results. Instead, it just means that the 

results might reveal an alternative facet of the phenomenon studied. Furthermore results may 

have differed if the researcher was female (or even older than his current) in spite of being 

from the same context. Ritually induced somatic markers are likely to constrain (or facilitate) 

access to certain information and places based on gender or seniority roles and privileges 

within this particular community.  
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Having said this, results from physiologically induced psychic liminality is expected to 

corroborate with other studies from different contexts due to the universal embodiment of 

human beings and the resultant impacts of embodied practices on the brain/self. Although this 

is certainly influenced by social conditioning and prior priming/socialization, the mechanisms 

of inducing liminal states are limited to the morphology and physiology of the body, thus in 

this sense being universal, with infinite local variations.  

These points are important to note because phenomenology as method can easily be 

dismissed due to its reliance on subjectively acquired data. However, the results from this 

study generally corroborate with findings from previous studies (Freeman, 2003) (Chazan & 

Horwitz, 2009) (which used objectivist methods such as neuroscience and 

neurophenomenological studies) and thus presents an opportunity for additional data through 

the researcherôs direct experiences.  

One could argue that anthropologists have used similar methods in the past although claiming 

objectivity by comparing each other's findings. This could be argued to be inter-subjective as 

opposed to objective, primarily because anthropologists studying indigenous communities are 

usually middle aged white males socialized in a Western manner. Therefore it is 

understandable that their results are highly likely to concur to a large extent.  

Therefore the phenomenological method was used here to draw insights of ritual induced 

liminality and dissolution from direct experience as opposed to "secondary objective" 

anthropological data in isolation or stand-alone basis.   

1.4.5 Palaeoclimatic and palaeoenvironmental data  

Secondary palaeoclimatic and palaeoenvironmental data was studied to map out Holocene 

climate change at Wonderwerk Cave.  Much of this work has been done using data from 

excavations at the cave. The data indicates that there was variability in Holocene climate at 

Wonderwerk (Thackeray, 1987) (Thackeray, 1984). Furthermore it demonstrates that the 

inhabitants of the cave must have faced various moments of climatic constraints of which 

they undoubtedly would have had to respond to. Along with this secondary palaeoclimatic 

and palaeoenvironmental data, it is the intention of this study to demonstrate the various 

place making activities that may have been ways in which Wonderwerk Cave inhabitants 

coped with environmental constraints.  
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1.4.6 Data analysis and findings 

1.4.6.1 Evidence of Holocene occupation 

The findings need to demonstrate evidence of the following:  

-Evidence of climatic constraints and variability over the past 10000 years  

-Evidence of inhabitation of Wonderwerk Cave in the past 10000 years 

1.4.6.2 Evidence of Ritual - Analysis of secondary archaeological data 

Data needs to demonstrate evidence of embodied practices at the Wonderwerk Cave over the 

past 10000 years in order to argue for the likelihood of practices of anti-structure and 

evidence of dissolution among its inhabitants. Such tools could be evidence of artefacts that 

could have been part of rituals, artworks and art linked to trance and myth.  

1.4.6.3 Evidence of place making rituals in contemporary indigenous 

communities as a way of better understanding and substantiating the 

dissolution hypothesis at Wonderwerk Cave 

This will be an analysis of primary data from observation of contemporary ritual practices, 

and if indeed they show evidence of tools of dissolution such as; 

1. Evidence of removal from ordinary environments 

2. Exposure to sensory stimulation 

3. Evidence of participation in physiological embodied practices (trance, dance, 

exercise, fasting among others) 

4. Evidence of the use of spatial instruments , perhaps symbolic (volume, darkness and 

light, colour, sound and form) 

5. Evidence of inducing of emotion through myth, symbols and meaningful action.  

 

 

1.4.6.6 Evidence of dissolution experienced from a first person encounters 

with place making rituals 

The final stream of data was drawn from first person phenomenological encounters of ritual 

participants. This data was collected through interviews and was analysed to determine 
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evidence of dissolution and anti-structure. This was done through analysis of what ritual 

participants account (narrated) during and subsequent to their ritual participation. This data 

includes the experiences of the researcher himself and his own encounter with such rituals, 

thus having two sets of data that will be assessed together.  

1.5 Structure of document  

Chapter 1 of the document is the introductory chapter giving a brief overview of the study, 

the research problem, aims and working hypothesis. The chapter begins with an introduction 

to the broader research context, namely climate change and evidence of human activities as a 

response, briefly mentioning the mechanisms underpinning such responses. This is followed 

by a short introduction to the more specific research context of past indigenous South African 

communities as a case of human environment interaction. This is followed by the research 

question, aims and working hypothesis of the study. The chapter then moves into the 

theoretical underpinnings of the study, highlighting the role of embodiment and post 

Cartesian dualism as primary theoretical underpinnings. This is then followed by a brief 

discussion on methodology; under this section the case study of the Wonderwerk cave in the 

Northern Cape Province is introduced including key features and archaeological findings in 

the form of secondary data. The chapter then outlines anticipated data analysis and what 

evidence is needed to complete the study. The chapter concludes with the document structure 

and delimitation of scope.  

 Chapter 2 constitutes of the literature review and theoretical framework which is aimed at 

demonstrating the possibility of dissolution and anti-structure and its evidence among 

indigenous communities in Southern Africa. The chapter is split into two halves, the first half 

deals with theoretical frameworks from phenomenology and neuroscience which are both 

within the post Cartesian dualism model and both demonstrating the possibility of embodied 

practices of dissolution. The second half of Chapter 2 discusses evidence of dissolution and 

anti-structure among indigenous groups in current and past practices and experiences (namely 

the Bushmen) in Southern Africa.  

In the first half of the chapter an overview and introduction to the theoretical fields is 

discussed. This is followed by a discussion on Cartesianism and its intellectual origins and 

thereafter by a section on phenomenology looking particularly at the work and theories of 

Martin Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. This leads to the next section discussing an offshoot of 
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phenomenology, namely embodiment, and the various proponests of this theory. Following 

this is a section on neuroscience which provides a broad overview particularly on literature 

focusing on human/environemnt engagement and thereafter followed by an appraisal of 

neurophenomenology and especially the work of neurophenomenologist Francesco Varela. 

The section gives a detailed description of Varelaôs pioneering thoughts on 

neurophenomenology and highlighting some of his key concepts and theories on this 

knowledge field. The section on neurophenomenology is followed by a discussion on the 

notion of dissolution a critical theoretical underpinnings of the study.  The subsequent section 

appraises cultural neurophenomenology which again is one of the foundational theoretical 

underpinnings of the study. Finally the first half of Chapter 2 is consolidated through a 

postulation of a theoretical working hypothesis developed through the fusing of the various 

theories discussed under the previous sections. This last section of the first half outlines the 

necessary and final theoretical framing in which the study was conducted. 

The second half of Chapter 2 follows on from the previous section, and begins with a 

discussion on ritual looked at through the lenses of the theoretical framework developed in 

the previous section. The chapter then moves to look in more depth at the notion of ritual, 

specifically looking at the work of Victor Turner and his notions of liminality and anti-

structure. In this section several rituals studied and interpreted by Turner are discussed from 

the point of view of the theoretical framework developed in the previous section. This is then 

followed by a section looking specifically at rituals in the Southern African context, drawing 

from the work of David Lewis Williams and his theories of trance and rock art in South 

African indigenous communities. Following this is a section that discusses findings in the 

work of Mathias Guenther and its relationship to anti-structure and liminality. This section 

once again brings together the framework from the first half of chapter two to substantiate the 

theoretical framework within the context of South African indigenous communities and their 

rituals.  

Chapter 3 is the research design and methodology chapter in which the various data 

collection and analysis methods are discussed. This outlines the variety of methods of 

collecting data from seemingly disparate knowledge fields and synthesising them for the 

purposes of this study. This also includes a discussion of phenomenology as method and its 

relevance to this study.  
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The chapter starts by recapping the theoretical framework and the way in which it informed 

the research design and methodology. This is followed by a section that identifies four major 

theoretical anchors that create an opportunity for a research design approach drawing on 

neuroscience, archaeology, anthropology and philosophy. Thereafter is a section discussing 

the role of secondary data within the study including in particular, data collected from 

archaeology, palaeontology and paleoclimatology and how this fits into the overall research 

design. This includes methods of extracting data and how the data are analysed in subsequent 

chapters. 

The section on archaeological data discusses the role of archaeological data in the study, 

looking specifically at evidence of the presence of artefacts, art, myth and ritual spaces in 

Wonderwerk cave during the Holocene. The section discusses how evidence of these 

phenomena is related to the working hypothesis and issues of dissolution.  

The section on paleoclimatology will be brief, and will be discussing the need to show 

evidence of climate change/variability at Wonderwerk cave, and how this is captured using 

secondary data. Again this is discussed in relation to its role and relevance to the purposes of 

the study. This is linked to palaeoenvironmental data also showing changes in the 

environment at Wonderwerk cave during the Holocene period.  

 Following this is a section on primary data. It starts by highlighting once again the role of the 

primary data in the overall research design. The primary data was collected through 

ethnographic methodologies, specifically observation, journaling, interviews, photography 

and sketching. The primary data looked for evidence of rituals of dissolution in contemporary 

Kuruman 40km north of the Wonderwerk cave. The section discusses how the researcher 

collected the data and in what way the data were made part of the research design.  

The chapter then discusses phenomenological research methodologies and the role of the 

researchers own experiences. This contributes to a discussion on the importance of bridging 

the subject/object gap and embedding the researcher in the research through his participation 

in rituals of dissolution. The section discusses how these data along with ethnographic data 

from interviews and secondary data from neurophenomenology of ritual discussed in Chapter 

2 aided the development of the key arguments in the study. The final section of Chapter 3 

discusses how the study analyses and interprets the data. This will be followed by an 

overview of the research method and design through a graphic representation.     
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Chapter 4 presents the data collected from secondary and primary sources. Although the two 

data sets are categorised as primary and secondary, secondary archaeological data such as 

stone artefacts, rock art and ritual spaces is also captured as primary phenomenological data. 

The chapter starts with a brief introduction following on from Chapter 3 and the research 

design as a structuring tool for Chapter 4. This is followed by a section on the secondary 

archaeological data from Wonderwerk Cave, specifically artefacts that could be evidence of 

rituals of dissolution. This is in the form of drawings of the artefacts done by archaeologists, 

including narrated data from journal articles. The second set of archaeological data is a 

presentation of rock art at the Wonderwerk Cave, in this case in the form of re-drawings of 

rock art also done by archaeologists and reported in various publications. Other secondary 

archaeological data is taken from journal articles discussing evidence of ritual use of the cave 

as a spatial phenomenon.  

The subsequent section is brief. Using secondary data represented as graphs and narratives by 

palaeontologists, the study captures evidence of climate and environmental variability at 

Wonderwerk Cave during the Holocene which leads to the second half of the chapter in 

which primary data will be presented. This begins with interviews done in contemporary 

Kuruman in which discussion about rituals are captured and represented in narrative form. 

This is followed by a section on evidence of ritual places in present day Kuruman, captured 

through photography and journaling by the researcher. This includes evidence of artefacts 

and art that could indicate the presence of rituals of dissolution at these places. Also this 

includes a presentation of the actual ritual spaces as data through the use of photographs, 

maps, drawings and narratives, presenting the form and location of the spaces.  

Finally the chapter presents phenomenological data, which is in written narrative form 

capturing the experiences of the researcher during rituals in which he himself participated. 

This also includes the researcherôs experience of creating artefacts linked to rituals of 

dissolution. The data also includes photographs and sketches. Furthermore, artefacts sourced 

from secondary sources either captured in journals or collected during archaeological 

excavations are experienced by the researcher from a first person encounter in spite of them 

being removed from their original context. The researcher notes his experiences and records 

this as primary data.    

Chapter 5 constitutes of an analysis of the data presented in chapter 4. Using the research 

design, the chapter analyses the data to derive evidence of practices of dissolution amongst 
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past and present indigenous inhabitants of the area. The chapter begins with a brief discussion 

on secondary palaeontological evidence of Holocene environmental/climate change.  This is 

followed by a section that demonstrates evidence of rituals of dissolution linked to trance and 

other embodied practices present in secondary archaeological data at Wonderwerk Cave. In 

addition the section discusses evidence of sympathetic hunting rituals at Wonderwerk Cave 

and argues that this is also evidence of embodied practices of dissolving boundaries of 

identity. This section of the chapter address the research question by demonstrating how 

place making rituals contribute/influence resilience and adaptation of the indigenous peoples 

of South Africa, arguing that it is through the practice of ritual, art and mythology as a means 

of achieving dissolution and renegotiating boundaries of identity (mechanisms of changing) 

that resilience and adaptability to the environment is achieved.  

Chapter 6 is an analysis of primary data in which evidence of rituals of dissolution is also 

presented. This includes the researcherôs own phenomenological data, his experiences during 

rituals, the making of various artefacts and visits to sacred sites. The data is analysed to 

demonstrate evidence of tools of dissolution. Again, by demonstrating evidence of practice in 

rituals of dissolution, the chapter addresses the research question by presenting the ways in 

which dissolution is achieved through sensory stimulation (or deprivation) and how this is 

fundamental to the process of change, especially the transformation of self in response to a 

changing environment.    

The above analysis is in the form of a discussion linking the data presented on the one hand, 

to the theoretical framework developed earlier and in particular linking to 

neurophenomenology, liminality, anti-structure and ongoing (renegotiation) construction of 

identity and meaning.  

Chapter 7 constitutes a summary and conclusion of the study. It consolidates the findings 

from the previous chapter and gives a final demonstration of how secondary and primary data 

show evidence of rituals of dissolution during the Holocene till the present, and the role of 

these rituals in facilitating higher levels of resilience and adaptability.  

The chapter also discusses the potential role of rituals of dissolution in our current 

contemporary context and specifically how the study and practice of architecture could play a 

part in re-establishing such practices. Furthermore the chapter discusses the link between 

rituals of dissolution and our current climate change crisis, and the manner in which such 

rituals create an opportunity towards our response/resilience to our unfolding climate change 
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crisis, this again addresses the last section of the research question, demonstrating what 

lessons of resilience rituals of dissolution hold for contemporary and future architecture in the 

context of contemporary global-warming and climate change. The study ends with a list of 

references and appendices. 

1.6 Delimitation of study and assumptions  

The focus of this study is to gain a better understanding of the role of place making rituals in 

enhancing resilience based on Holocene inhabitant around the Wonderwerk Cave as a case 

study.  The study uses various knowledge fields to gain a better understanding of the 

self/place dialogue. What delimits the scope of the research is choosing a particular case area 

and its inhabitants over a given period of time. The study focuses specifically on the 

Wonderwerk cave in the Northern Cape Province of South Africa and the people who 

inhabited it.  

Within this frame, the researcher explores the various evidence available in secondary 

archaeological and paleontological data pertaining to place/self dialogues and the various 

instruments people developed to better sense and adapt to place. This is supplemented with 

the researcherôs own phenomenological encounters with various phenomena including 

embodied experiences of the caves.   

The study is intended to add to the discourse of place in architecture but does not intend 

making any original or primary archaeological discoveries as this is not the researcherôs 

primary field of study.   

Based on available and published archaeological and palaeoclimatic data (Deacon & Deacon, 

1999), the study assumes that the past inhabitants of the Wonderwerk Cave survived 

environmental variability of the Holocene era to present. Therefore the study does not seek to 

prove this but rather takes it as a given and instead focusing rather on the role of place 

making rituals in such circumstances. Furthermore, based on secondary archaeological data 

(Humphreys & Thackeray, 1983), it will be assumed that the inhabitants of the Wonderwerk 

Cave where Bushman and their predecessors (Holocene hunter-gathers), and further assumes 

that the inhabitants had a pan-San culture or something similar. Therefore the study is not set 

out to prove the existence of place making rituals at the Wonderwerk Cave, and will rather be 

assuming, based on other archaeological studies of Southern African hunter-gatherers 
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(Lewis-Williams, 2005), that indeed these kinds of rituals were practiced by Wonderwerk 

Cave inhabitants, at least those from the later Holocene. The study is not set out to do any 

new archaeological, palaeoclimatic, paleontological, neuroscientific or anthropological work. 

It is scoped to investigate place making which is the subject within the researcherôs interest 

and competencies.  

The study  also does not attempt to clearly identify the specific ethnic group of the 

Wonderwerk Cave inhabitants, but rather, based on generalisations in previously published 

works, assumes that the inhabitants of the cave were the ancestors of the modern day 

Bushmen (Thackeray, 2005) (Beaumont & Morris, 1990) (Humphreys & Thackeray, 1983). 

Thus some of the artefacts found in the cave through archaeological excavations are also 

assumed to have belonged to the ancestors of the Bushmen who are therefore assumed to 

have lived in the cave during the Holocene.  

The study is also not focusing on social structures although it touches on these issues, based 

on secondary data. Instead the focus is specifically on appraising available evidence in 

relation to the role of ritual and dissolution, making/creativity/skill/art/place amongst the 

Wonderwerk Cave inhabitants. Primary data linked to the researcherôs key competencies 

within the field of design, architecture, making, creativity, as well as those of others with 

similar competencies as those of the researcher. 
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Chapter 2: Literature review an d theoretical 

frameworks  

2.1 Introduction 

 

This study is intended to contribute to the body of knowledge mainly concerned with a new 

and more appropriate approach to architecture given our current and emerging 

socio/environmental challenges. As outlined in the previous chapter, this is to be done by 

developing a theory of the self ï place dialogue (Figure 7) over time which will be presented 

here as mechanisms of change of the self in response to change in the environment argued to 

be an adaptive strategy. In the subsequent chapter through a variety of literature we will see 

how change in self is possible in a post Cartesian dualism (p-Cd) framework, where on the 

one hand the self, through embodied practices usually known as ritual, gains the capacity to 

loosen past conditioning and adapt to new identities, ideologies, beliefs and indeed 

environments, and in the process managing to dissolve the boundary of self and the landscape 

through embodied practices in direct contact and embeddedness . 

Thus the post Cartesian dualism self, through somatic and existential tools of dissolution 

facilitated through art, architecture, myth and performance, encounters a moment of infinite 

potentiality, creativity and emptiness. This is however an often risky and treacherous place 

reported by many initiates, artists and other deeply inspired individuals as painful and 

terrifying (Peters, 1989). Often the risk is for one to be ólost in the pitfall of the nihilismô as 

Figure 7 Self place dialogue (working hypothesis)  
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put by neuroscientist/Buddhist practitioner Francesco Varela, but is encountered safely 

through a óprofound practiceô (Francisco J Varela - what we do and what we see is not 

separate, 2011). Ritual, myth, art, architecture and performance become crucial instruments 

for the industry of dissolution or ñtools of dissolutionò, all acting on the body through the 

senses.  

The p-Cd model has many proponents, and in the following sections these authors and some 

of their theories will be appraised as a way towards developing a self-place theoretical 

framework. They are accessed from a variety of disciplines, namely philosophy (specifically 

phenomenology) cognitive psychology, neuroscience, neurophenomenology, anthropology, 

archaeology, architecture and art.  

The chapter is divided into two parts. The first half gives a brief overview on the concept of 

Cartesianism and its roots in the Enlightenment, and how this has influenced our 

contemporary Western views of the self. This is followed by an introduction to perhaps some 

of the earlier proponents of the p-Cd model in the West, namely a field of philosophy called 

phenomenology. In particular this will focus on the works of Martin Heidegger who spoke 

extensively about our relationship to the environment, specifically outlining a practical 

engagement with ones surroundings. This is then followed by a section looking at 

embodiment, a concept with its roots in phenomenology and allows for a reframing of the 

dominant Western notion of the disembodied mind. This is a crucial section for the study 

because it begins to demonstrate how it is that self is grounded in a specific world, 

environment and landscape. It is also this chapter that develops the basis for pre-cognitive 

knowledge that transcends the conceptual self which is essential in framing a dialogue 

between selves and environments, rivers, rocks, trees and ant hills.  

The section that follows focuses on findings in neuroscience, which has over the years tried 

to better understand self, consciousness and mind. This is also done from a post Cartesian 

dualism perspective. However unlike the phenomenologists, neuroscience relies on scientific 

methods of enquiry namely objectivism and positivistic argumentation. Following this is a 

section discussing the notion of dissolution which explicates the biological mechanisms 

behind un-conditioning the brain and dissolving boundaries of identity. What follows is a 

section looking at an interdisciplinary field that has synthesised scientific methods with those 

from philosophy, namely neurophenomenology. This field of neuroscience not only studies 

the objective data acquired by the scientist as observer but also relies on first person data as 
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salient in trying to better understand consciousness, empathy, fear, meaning and other human 

subjective phenomenal experiences. Neurophenomenology is therefore one of the 

foundational theoretical fields for this study, and together with the others mentioned above, 

create firm ground for developing a model for the self/place dialogue.  

Following this is a section discussing an offshoot of neurophenomenology, namely cultural 

neurophenomenology. Included in this section is work from anthropologist whose theoretical 

foundations are also based on a p-Cd model, particularly the work of anthropologist Timothy 

Csordas (1994). Csordasô work demonstrates the ways in which embodied ritual practices are 

fundamental in the formation of a self often seen in religious ceremonies and rites. Csordas 

has studied indigenous communities and observed embodied practices and conceptions of the 

self that further substantiate the p-Cd model. The final section of the first half of chapter 2 is 

a brief discussion on creativity and ritual practice, arguing that creativity is a fundamental 

element of transition rituals or rituals of change.  

This leads to the second half of the chapter which will be an exploration of ritual practices, 

drawing on work from anthropology and archaeology and synthesising some of their insights 

with the theories discussed in the first half of the chapter. The first section will be a discussion 

on the ritual process, specifically drawing on the work of anthropologist Victor Turner (1969, 

1973) and his study of Ndembu rituals. In this section notions of liminality, anti-structure and 

communitas will be introduced. The subsequent looks at the work of archaeologist David 

Lewis-Williams (1998, 2005) and his extensive work on Southern African indigenous 

communities who are argued to demonstrate embodied practices of self-place dialogues. The 

section looks at some hunter gatherer ritual practices including the art, myth and performance 

that make up bushman rituals. Following this is a section discussing Mathias Guentherôs 

(1999) work on bushman religion, especially as it is linked to anti-structure and liminality.   

The last section is a brief discussion in which the key theories discussed in previous sections 

are synthesised to develop the main theoretical framework. The chapter then conclude by 

giving an overview of the theoretical framework which then guides the study through the 

subsequent chapters.  
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2.2 Theory of self/place engagement from a post Cartesianism 

perspective  

2.2.1 Cartesianism  

Cartesianism could be seen as an ontology that postulates the mind to be separate from the 

body, and has often been linked to 15
th
 century philosopher Rene Descartes. According to 

Descartesô  6
th
 meditations, mind is a separate substance from the body;  

First, I know that everything which I clearly and distinctly understand is capable of 

being created by God so as to correspond exactly with my understanding of it. Hence 

the fact that I can clearly and distinctly understand one thing apart from another is 

enough to make me certain that the two things are distinct, since they are capable of 

being separated, at least by God. The question of what kind of power is required to 

bring about such a separation does not affect the judgment that the two things are 

distinct. Thus, simply by knowing that I exist and seeing at the same time that 

absolutely nothing else belongs to my nature or essence except that I am a thinking 

thing, I can infer correctly that my essence consists solely in the fact that I am a 

thinking thing. It is true that I may have (or, to anticipate, that I certainly have) a body 

that is very closely joined to me. But nevertheless, on the one hand I have a clear and 

distinct idea of myself, in so far as I am simply a thinking, non-extended thing; and on 

the other hand I have a distinct idea of body, in so far as this is simply an extended, 

non-thinking thing. And accordingly, it is certain that I am really distinct from my 

body, and can exist without it. (Rene Descartes in Rodriguez-Pereyra, 2008, p. 71) 

 

Descartes believed that the mind (consciousness or self, because, in this case Descartes is 

speaking in first person) and the body are distinctly different substances, and that the one 

substance (consciousness or the self ñIò) can continue living without the other. This has often 

been interpreted as the premise out of which Cartesian dualism is formed (Heidegger, 1996) 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1999) (Nunez & Freeman, 1999). However some do feel that this 

assertion has been misunderstood and that it was not Descartes intention to formulate todayôs 

ontology commonly known as Cartesianism (Afloroaei, 2010); 

ñTo this end, I will call attention to one of the most serious accusations levelled at Descartes 

and the entire modern philosophy, i.e. ñthe dualism of substancesò: the human body and soul 

have been understood as being two completely separate substances.ò (Afloroaei, 2010, p. 
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106). Never the less, a number of scholars (Nunez & Freeman, 1999) have maintained that 

Descartes was the originator of these ideas, and some (such as Martin Heidegger) have 

written specifically to Descartes meditations (Heidegger, 1996). 

Thus, in the Cartesian model the mind is the seat of rationality, reason and pureness, whereas 

the body was an input device that was often times a hindrance to the workings of the mind 

(Ingold, 2000, p. 165; Alsop, 2005, p. 6). Reason was that which separates us from other 

animals and allowed humans to tower above nature and dominate it (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999, 

p. 17). Cartesianism and later substance dualism were possibly the root causes for other 

dualistic attitudes in the human psyche such as mind ïbody, subject-object, culture-biology 

and nature-nurture (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, p. xi). Cartesianism took its strong hold when it 

attempted to reduce symbolic knowledge and human reason to formal mathematical logic 

(ibid).   

Later cognitivism was developed within two theories which are substance dualism theory 

which postulated that the mind was essentially separate from the body and functionalism 

which saw the mind as a set of mechanisms that can perform functions independent of the 

body (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, p. xii). The arrival of the digital computer became a perfect 

platform to test the dualist ontology due to the computer allowing for an interaction with a 

ómindô that was not connected to any biological or neurobiological element, and indeed not 

linked to any social, cultural or environmental context. The computer was thus assumed to be 

a symbol of the mind, an input output device that had applied reasoning to manipulate 

information (ibid).   

These conceptions of the human as a dualistic entity, mind and body, have had a profound 

effect on the way we live today through influencing a wide range of fields including 

education, politics, ecological philosophy, leadership, law and so on (Sweetman, 1999). 

However in the past century the dualist agenda has been put to question and a new breed of 

scientists, philosophers and scholars are working hard to close the gap that separates the mind 

from the body or self from a world. As one will see in the following sections, Cartesianism, 

substance dualism and functionalism have been characterised as problematic ontologies and 

the reversal of such views could form a critical move in the human history towards a better 

understanding of ourselves in relation to our environments (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, pp. xiii-

xvii)  (Alsop, 2005) (Sweetman, 1999).   
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Reason, which the Enlightenment and later Cartesianism held at the highest esteem and saw 

as raising the human above nature has equally not escaped the post Cartesian dualist 

ontologies;  

ñReason is not disembodied, as the tradition has largely held, but arises from the nature of our 

brains, bodies, and bodily experience. This is not just the innocuous and obvious claim that 

we need a body to reason; rather, it is the striking claim that the very structure of reason itself 

comes from the details of our embodiment.ò (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999, p. 29) 

2.2.2 Phenomenology  

Phenomenology is one of the primary theoretical fields anchoring this study. This is because 

phenomenology positions itself within a non-Cartesianism framework and is primarily 

concerned with the human as a whole and a non-reducible being in a non-reducible existential 

space or óplaceô (Heidegger, 1996) (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006) (Pallasmaa, 2009, p. 127) 

(Norberg-Schulz, 1979).   

Phenomenology is believed to have been one of the most influential philosophies in the West 

in the past two centuries (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 1). It is known to be concerned with 

reframing the dominant dualistic model of the human being, especially through a critique of 

the object -subject dichotomy and instead developing a framework of a human being 

fundamentally embedded in a world whilst also being the world (Ingold, 2000, p. 168).  

Phenomenology could also be perceived as a critique of scienceôs objectivity claims as a 

method of understanding the world. Whereas scientist creates a gap between themselves and 

that which they are studying, phenomenology sees this gap as an ontological flaw and by 

consequence creating fallacious fragmentations between the subject and object. Husserl 

argued that the error often made is science being taken as the most fundamental description 

of our reality as opposed to our lifeworld (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 330). 

Phenomenologists such as Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty were very clear 

about their position regarding Cartesianism, wishing to reverse its ontological framing 

(Ingold, 2000, p. 169). In Being and Time (1927 cited as Heidegger, 1996), Heidegger 

discusses his views in relation to those of Descartes. He describes Descartes as defining an 

ontological distinction between ñnatureò and ñspiritô and thus proceeds to critique such 

oppositions (Heidegger, 1996, p. 84). The self and the world are not seen as separate entities, 

and what Heidegger (1996) calls Dasien refers to the reconstitution of this ontological 
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duality; ññSelf and world belong together in the single entity, the Dasein. Self and world are 

not two beings, like subject and object, or like I and thou, but self and world are the basic 

determination of the Dasein itself in unity of the structure of being-in-the-worldòò (Heideggar 

in Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 361) This is perceived as an epistemic solution to our 

common assumption that we have ñ both an experience of a causal natural world external to 

ourselves, and a purposeful world of consciousness internal to ourselvesò(ibid.)  

Furthermore, Dasein is essentially defined by oneôs interaction with things (ibid). Much like 

an explorer tracking through the forest by handling leaves to clear their path, Dasein 

continuously moves into an existentially determined future by grasping various things. 

According to Heidegger, a humanôs engagement with a world is not merely through a 

disengaged perceptual cognition (sitting on the couch as in clinical psychology) but is instead 

an embeddedness, ñhandling, using and taking care of things which has its own kind of 

knowledgeò (Heidegger, 1996, p. 63). What Heidegger refers to as ñhandinessò is the 

knowledge of the world one acquires through an engagement with the world. In his famous 

example of the hammer, Heidegger (1996, p.65) argues that by merely observing or analysing 

the hammer, one is closed out from knowing the hammer. It is only when one uses the 

hammer in taking care of things that the hammer is known.   

Heideggerôs phenomenology also begins to outline an ecological ontology in which useful 

things exist due to their relationship with a number of other relating phenomena. A piece of 

furniture, a spoon or a door is in its nature nested and entangled within a meshwork of other 

things in order to have its beingness (Heidegger, 1996, p. 64). Cotemporary philosopher 

Manuel Bremer in (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 310) argues that the ñecological structures 

of consciousness have been a ï or even the main ï topic oféphenomenological theories of 

consciousnessò. Consciousness is seen as grounded in the body and situated in an 

environment (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006) (Merluae-Pontey, 2008). 

According to Ian Thompson (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 445) this notion of an ecological 

model is argued by eco-phenomenologists to be an antidote to our contemporary ecological 

crisis. Phenomenologyôs non-dual framing presents an opportunity to reframe the humanôs 

relationship with environment. ñMind/world dualism and the fact/value divide seem obvious 

when one is theorising from within the modern tradition (where they have functioned as 

axioms since Descartes and Hume at least), but phenomenologists argue that these conceptual 

dichotomies fundamentally mischaracterize our ordinary experienceò (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 
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2006, p. 446).  According to Thompson, this dichotomisation of self and world fails to see a 

fundamental intertwinement, splitting subject from the object world. This has become the 

modern ontological standpoint thus reducing nature to a meaningless object realm which 

ultimately causes the subject to subdue it (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 446). 

Place or place making in phenomenology refers to not merely seeing our environments in a 

reductivist manner as mathematically determinable objects out there in a world, but rather 

that humans primarily see environments as non-fragmented wholes imbued with collective 

and individual meaning. Coates and Seamon argue that; 

ñIn conventional environmental research and design, landscape is typically examined in terms 

of its parts; geology, hydrology, climate, topography, soil, vegetation, animal life and so 

forth. Information is then itself correlated statisticall y or graphicall y, and the result is an 

objective picture of the physical environmentò (Coates & Seamon, 1984, p. 7) 

 

However in phenomenological terms, the óobserverô does not merely look upon a complete 

and finite object, but through actively creating boundaries, edges and relationships, facilitates 

the emergence of meaning and identity into the landscape, the river, the home or the factory. 

Indeed home is a clear indication of the manner in which we dwell, and through memories, 

emotions, and physical practices we articulate its edges and delineation, its identity becomes 

dynamically circumscribed (Ingold, 2000) (Relph, 1976) (Seamon & Mugerauer, 1985) 

(Hauge, 2007). Concepts such as home in a phenomenological sense cannot be merely 

reduced to bricks, concrete, doors and windows. From the position of an individual, family or 

community, these óobjectsô acquire significant and existentially salient meaning. Spaces 

determine behaviour, outlooks and the momentum of a people. Furthermore as much as 

people give places identity, places equally partake in the creation of peopleôs identity; 

ñThe influence place has on identity éis seen as a result of a holistic and reciprocal 

interaction between people and their physical environment; people affect places, and places 

(and the way places are affected) influence how people see themselves... place is a 

geographical space that has acquired meaning as a result of a personôs interaction with the 

spaceò (Hauge, 2007, p. 45). Place making rituals would thus refer to the ways in which 

people actively construct meaning and identity into places, and in a reciprocal/recursive 

manner have this place identity help construct their sense of self. óPlace making ritualsô 

facilitate the continuous reciprocal reframing of consciousness to have the appropriate 
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perception of the environment as a non-reducible whole experienced phenomenologically 

with existential significance as it unfolds and changes, hence the use of the word óplaceô 

drawing from the phenomenologist account of place. As we will see later, this study argues 

that if the environment changes and the self or consciousness remains tethered to a previous 

understanding of its surroundings it runs the risk of maladaptation.  

In the field of architecture, a considerable amount of research has been undertaken studying 

issues of place and place making. Architectural theorists such as Christian Norberg-Schultz, 

Juhani Pallasmaa and Davis Seamon have contributed immensely a phenomenological 

perspective of architecture and thus trying to address the issues that arise from objectivist and 

dualistic perceptions of place in architecture. However, very little has been written about the 

phenomenology of change in place and the subsequent need for the self to reciprocate. 

Norberg-Schultz in (Larice & Macdonald, 2007) recognises that places are not static; ñThe 

structure of place is not a fixed, eternal state. As a rule places change, sometimes rapidly.ò 

(Larice & Macdonald, 2007, p. 279).  

Unfortunately this is as far as Norberg-Schultz goes and does not engage in the mechanisms 

humans could have devised to deal with such changing places, both physically and in 

meaning that place has for them. This is surprising considering the real and traumatising 

experiences of loss of place seen in land expropriation, war and natural disasters. 

Furthermore architecture hardly, if ever, deals with the potential trauma of bringing a 

building into being, as well as the subsequent impacts that building has on a society. One 

project is sited in (Brislin, 2012) in which the experience of losing place due to change is 

captured; 

ñFinnish architect-artists Marco Casagrande and Sami Rintala have spoken of their surprise at 

the powerful emotion displayed during the final moments of their work Land(e)scape (1999), 

where abandoned barns of Finland were set on spindly legs to follow their farmers to the 

cities in the south, and then burned violently to the ground. The flames spontaneously evoked 

tears in the witnessing crowd, in an atmosphere they described as óstrangely shamanisticô; a 

return to the primitive selféThese were not simply the tears of nostalgia. This very human 

response is symbolic of a deep desire to find the balance between anomie and rootedness in 

the flux of changeéò (Brislin, 2012, p. 9) 
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As we will see later, emotion and an existential encounter with our world are part of the way 

in which we are creating meaning and dynamically renegotiate boundaries of identity. It is 

thus part of the task of this study to develop a better understanding of the ways in which 

people reframe meaning in place (place making rituals) and how this can in turn influence a 

renegotiated self-identity.     

2.2.2 Embodiment and situated cognition  

In phenomenology, the body is a nested ecology within a multiplicity of other nested 

ecologies. Referring to James Gibson, anthropologist Tim Ingold argues that the mind and 

perception do not reside in the head but are a result of the organism as a whole in its 

environment (Ingold, 2000, p. 3).  This assertion echoes that of Heideggerôs being-in-the-

world and the knowing of things through ótaking care of thingsô. According to 

phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty, ññthe body is the vehicle of being in the worldòéneither 

object nor instrument; it is rather the subject of perception.ò (Ingold, 2000, p. 169).    

Embodiment is a field of phenomenology often associated with phenomenologists Merleau-

Ponty and Sartre. In the embodiment model of the human being, what is conventionally seen 

as mind and body is reconceptualised as a whole system that is irreducible and instead of 

operating as a linear causal system is rather a system of circular causation (Nunez & 

Freeman, 1999, p. 143) (Pallasmaa, 2009). Hoffman in (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 253) 

argues that the objectification of the body is due to ones perception of other bodies as objects 

thus applying this conception to oneôs own body. Embodiment is thus tasked to undo this 

objectification by showing that oneôs body is accessible from the first person perspective 

(Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 253).   

Part of the apprehension of the body experienced from the first person perspective is the 

bodyôs role as a perceptual instrument from which the world of useful things is encountered 

(Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 255).  In Merleau-Pontyôs ontology of the human being, 

humans are literally their bodies (Merluae-Pontey, 2008) (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 

369). This is re-emphasised by architect Juhani Pallasmaa in one of his seminal works The 

thinking hand (Pallasmaa, 2009). Drawing from various proponents of the embodied 

ontology Pallasmaa states that ñhuman consciousness is an embodied consciousness; the 

world is structured around a sensory and corporeal centre. óI am my body,ôé óI am what is 

around meôéóI am the space, where I amôéóI am my worldô (Pallasmaa, 2009, p. 13).  
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The body is seen as both subject and object, or rather transcending such dualities, collapsing 

the boundaries between self and world. In this conception, the body is a knowing entity, the 

entire body and not only the head or rather the brain (ibid). Tim Ingold demonstrates this 

non-duality by emphasising how one can conceive of the human as having an embodied mind 

or and enminded body, showing that the two are merely a matter of approach (Ingold, 2000, 

p. 171). Ingold makes us aware of the subtle manner in which one may revert to conventional 

binaries, and how this is so deeply entrenched into our popular ontologies(Ibid).  

The bodyôs form and biological processes are embedded within a world of stimulation 

encountered through the senses but as an agent with intentionality and not merely a passive 

receptor (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, p. 56). This assertion is drawn from such as that of 

Merleau-Ponty (2008) and Heidegger (1996) (as in Dasien) who framed a model of 

consciousness that took into account the embeddedness of an agent immersed in a real world 

environment. Consciousness being grounded in the body thus meant that all aspects that make 

up the self including thoughts, ideas, feelings, dreams and other related phenomenal 

experiences are not separate from the physical world, but instead were part of a continuum in 

which a circular engagement/rapport occurs, a kind of dialogue.   

Furthermore, this meant that the landscape, the rivers, the planets, the buildings and all 

aspects of what is conventionally seen as making up the óexternalô world have potential to 

perturb, construct or interact with those aspects of the self traditionally seen as óinternalô. 

This in turn would mean that the construction, structure and perceptions of the self and 

identity become situated (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, p. xi).  In a similar conception of a 

situated cognition, Max Velmans argues that consciousness is not only embedded in the 

world but is hooked up to the entire universe in what he refers to as reflexive monism 

(Velmans, 2012).  
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According to his model, Velmans argues that;  

éhuman consciousness is embedded in and is supported by the greater universeéin 

humans, the proximal causes of consciousness are to be found in the human brain, but 

it is a mistake to think of the brain as an isolated system. Its existence as a material 

system depends totally on its supporting surround, and the content of consciousness 

that it in turn supports arise from a reflexive interaction of perceptual processing with 

entities, events, and processes in the surrounding world, body, and the mind/ brain 

itself. (Velmans, 2012, p. 160).  

 

Figure 8 Velmans reflexive model of perception (Velmans, 2012, p. 146) 



36 

 

 

2.2.3 Neuroscience of embodiment 

Neuroscientists are beginning to develop new insights into the way in which we engage and 

perceive the world around us. Indeed these findings have put to question some of the 

dominant Enlightenment/Cartesian views that separated the brain from the mind or 

consciousness. It is mainly practiced within an ontological framework of materialism, 

theoretical framework of objectivity and methods of positivism, third person observation and 

reductionism (Edelman, 1993) (Edelman, 2003). Neuroscience has found its way to 

mainstream literature and has impacted various fields such as politics (Lakoff, 2008), 

leadership (Robertson, 2012) architecture (Mallgrave, 2013) (Mallgrave, 2010) and business 

with the emergence of fields such as Neuro-economics. The obsessive use of the prefix 

óneuroô is perhaps a testament to the current wave of excitement and curiosity regarding 

existential questions and the nature of the human being.  

In spite of this óneuro-madnessô, neuroscience is putting forth compelling arguments that 

have a deep impact on the ways in which we view our place in the world. Not un-similar to 

the phenomenological concepts of embodiment discussed above, neuroscience primarily falls 

within a materialism and naturalist framework (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 330), and 

regards cognitive and emotional phenomena as being the emergence of 

brain/body/environment activity (Edelman, 2003). According to Neuroscientist Gerald M 

Edelman in a paper entitled Naturalizing Consciousness (Edelman, 2003),  

ñScientific understanding of consciousness in neural terms requires the acceptance of a 

number of constraints. Any account of consciousness must reject extraphysical tenets such as 

dualism, and thus be physically based as well as evolutionary sound. Consciousness is not a 

thing but rather, as William James pointed out, a process that emerges from interactions of 

the brain, the body and the environment.ò (Edelman, 2003, p. 5520).  

Indeed this type of assertion firmly grounds consciousness on the earth and suggests that our 

fundamental identity is a reflection of our embeddedness.  

In postulating the capacity for consciousness to be a system yielding differentiated yet unitary 

states, Edelmanôs model of the dynamic core frames consciousness as a circularly caused 

complex system linked to the region of the brain called the thalamocortical system. In this 

model, phenomenal perception emerges from complex brain-body-environment interactions. 
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The dynamic core, according to Edelman behaves as a functional cluster, mainly interacting 

with itself (thalamocortical system) while also interacting with other brain regions such as 

serotonergic, cholinergic and dopaminergic nuclei (Edelman, 2003, p. 5520). This model 

appreciates the complex nature of the emergence of subjective experience. However Edelman 

is wise to explain that a theory of subjectivity cannot replicate the experience it describes or 

explains, ña theory to account for a hurricane is not a hurricane.ò (Edelman, 2003, p. 5521)   

Edelmanôs model creates a useful framework for developing a theory of self/place dialogue. 

Similar to Velmansô reflexive monism, Edelmanôs model embeds the subject within a world 

and although not as explicitly as Velmans, brings in being-in-the-world as a fundamental 

component of the emergence of the subjective self.  In addition, Edelman mentions the role of 

emotions neurologically represented as different neuro-transmitting regions of the brain as 

fundamental in the formation of consciousness. Although he does not directly account for the 

formation of the self through emotion, he does allude to such a notion.   

Figure 9 Edelman's model of conscious experience (Edelman, 2003, p. 5523) 
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Another model similar to that of Edelman and Velmans is drawn from the work of cognitive 

neuroscientist Walter J Freeman. In a similar fashion, Freeman sees consciousness being the 

emergence of complex relationships. He also postulates a fundamentally different causal 

relationship between consciousness, the brain and the environment when compared to the 

mainstream account. In Freemans view, causality needs to be better analysed in order to gain 

a deeper understanding of consciousness (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, p. 144). According to 

Freeman, ñAnalysis of causality is a necessary step toward a comprehension of 

consciousness, because the forms of answers depend on the choice among meanings that are 

assigned to ócause.ôò (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, p. 144).  

A key component of framing the relationship between consciousness and the world according 

to Freeman is his conception of intentionality. For Freeman, the selfôs perception of the world 

is not that of a mere ñpassive recipient of information from the worldò as postulated in linear 

causality, but is rather ña purposive action in which an animal directs its sense organs towards 

a selected aspect of the worldéò (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, p. 146). That which is acting out 

into to the world in expectation is formed from past experiences. In this model the key 

features of intentionality are its directedness towards some future state or goal, its unity and 

its wholeness (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, p. 147).  Intent  could be perceived as purpose or 

motivation, and according to Freeman it has its origins in the brain, while unity  refers to the 

Figure 10 Freemanôs circular causality model (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, p. 145) 
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experience of the combined sensory modalities as a gestalt, and wholeness refers to the 

steady and orderly changes in the self and its behaviour that constitute its maturation and 

development through learning in a given context which could be perceived as striving to fulfil 

ones potential through a lifetime (Ibid).  

Freeman argues that intentionality cannot be explained through linear causality and is better 

explicated through circular causality in terms of óaction-perception cyclesô (Freeman citing 

Merleau-Ponty, 1942 ï (Ibid)); ñPerception concomitantly is the outcome of a preceding 

action and the condition for the following.ò (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, p. 148)  Freemanôs 

model which is similar to that of Edelman, breaks down duality in this case of subject and 

object, the two being interactively assimilated in a seamless flow.  Again this echoôs the 

phenomenologistôs conception of being-in-the-world, an embeddedness in which self acts 

into the world through the agency of the world itself, that is to say, a situation where agency 

begins to corrode and one postulates rather an unfolding or universal intentionality (see 

Bohm(1980) for unfolding universe and implicate order).    

Itôs worth noting that these neuroscientific models lead to an interesting and salient 

philosophical possibility that could be useful in better understanding place/self dialogues, 

namely that perceptions of the world are embodied and situated. This is to say, perceptions of 

the environment emerge out of the very same environment they perceive. In Velmansô, 

Edelmanôs and Freemanôs models, the ñgreater universeò according to Velmans or ñworldò 

according to Edelman and Freeman are involved in the emergence of consciousness and 

perception in some kind of circular causal chain. They point to the fact that these perceptions 

are embodied and explicitly or implicitly mediated by affect and memory. In neuroscientific 

terms affect or emotional mediators are represented as various neuro-chemical systems 

(Freeman, 2003). It has only been until recently that rationality was perceived to be at its best 

outside of the interference of emotion (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). This Enlightenment view is 

now being reviewed, and emotions are largely perceived as being fundamental in the selfôs 

capacity to act in and perceive the world (Lakoff, 2008) (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999).  

In his somatic marker hypothesis, Antonio Damasio argues that ñEmotions are a major factor 

in the interaction between environmental conditions and human decision processes, with 

these emotional systems (underlying somatic state activation) providing valuable implicit or 

explicit knowledge for making fast and advantageous decisions.ò (Damasio & Bechara, 2005, 

p. 368)  Furthermore Damasio argues that ñemotion-related processes are required for skills 
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and knowledge to be transferredò (Damasio & Immordino-Yang, 2011). Far from the 

conventional view of emotions, this theory questions our common view of intelligence, 

reason and rationality as far removed (or detached) from emotions.  

 

Damasioôs somatic marker hypothesis was developed from the observation of patients who 

have suffered damage to their frontal lobe (Damasio & Immordino-Yang, 2011). These 

patients, particularly those with damage centred at their ventral and medial aspects of these 

regions displayed severe impairment to their capacity to make personal and social decisions 

(Damasio, 1996).  According to Damasio, before the brain damage the patients seem to have 

normal cognitive functioning, and a stable life. However after the damage they developed a 

pattern of poor decision making especially in their personal/social life (Ibid). Activities such 

as planning ones day, plans of the future or even choosing a partner became difficult for these 

patients to such an extent that the individual would lose their job, friends and family relations 

(Damasio & Bechara, 2005, p. 1413).  In spite of these abnormal social behaviours, the 

patientôs intellect, memory and problem solving skills remained normal, and their knowledge 

of good social behaviour remained intact. However this did not seem to aid in the patientôs 

capacity to make appropriate socially decisions.  

 Damasioôs observation is that the part of the brain that was damaged would have been 

primarily responsible for the expression and experience of emotions. Without this, people are 

unable to make appropriate decisions. According to Damasioôs hypothesis, this is because 

implicit knowledge, or as he refers to it ódispositional knowledgeô, represented in the form of 

emotions and feelings from various past experiences is stored in the body (Damasio 

proposing the ventromedial prefrontal cortex) and being expressed when a similar situation 

arises (Damasio, 1996, p. 1414).  In Damasioôs words; 

 

éwhen a situation arises for which some factual aspect has been previously 

categorised, related dispositions are activated in higher-order association corticesé 

This leads to the recall of pertinently related facts which will be experienced in 

imagetic. Simultaneously, or nearly so, the related ventro- medial prefrontal linkages 

are also activated, and as a consequence, the emotional disposition apparatus is 

activated too (e.g. in the amygdala).ò (Damasio, 1996, p. 1415)  

 

Indeed one could say that based on Damasioôs findings, our experience of the world and the 

manner in which we encounter it is not only through intellectual and cognitive means, but 
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also through emotional affect. To this end pain, according to Freeman is óintentionalô because 

it drives the organism or self towards healing (Nunez & Freeman, 1999, p. 147). This along 

with Damasioôs hypothesis demonstrates the intentionality of the self towards future 

outcomes that is reflexive and is navigated by somatic markers. According to the models 

discussed above, one acts out into the world expectantly, with the arising of implicit or 

explicit emotional links to an image as the instrument through which failure or success, 

wrong or right are linked/referred to past experiences. These emotional markers facilitate 

rational reasoning and in situations where brain regions that are responsible for such markers 

are damaged, reasoning is impaired as well.  

 

One emotion that is of great importance in understanding our connection to the world around 

us, our landscape and our places is the feeling of empathy. Empathy is our capacity to know 

and/or shear the subjective state of another (Decety & Ickes, 2011). This capacity has 

however not been well understood until recent findings in neuroscience. According to 

Hatfield et al in (Decety & Ickes, 2011, p. 19), ñprimitive emotional contagion is a basic 

building block of human interaction, assisting in ñmind readingò and allowing people to 

understand and to shear the feelings of the other.ò Furthermore, Hatfield et al have a 

definition of emotional contagion as ñthe tendency to automatically mimic and synchronize 

facial expressions, vocalizations, postures, and movements with those of another person and, 

consequently, to converge emotionallyò(Ibid).  

 

According to Hatfield et al, mimicry is a fundamental component in the processes of empathy 

as seen in facial expressions, voices, posture and so on. Referring to the postural feedback 

hypothesis, Hatfield et al argue that there are as many nuances of emotions as there are 

physical actions (Decety & Ickes, 2011, p. 24).  Posture is linked to performance, our 

emotional memory stores our past experience, and for performers, this has to be executed in a 

series of logical physical actions in the given circumstance (Ibid). Our bodily movements are 

also seen as a means to empathise with the other, which for the purposes of this study creates 

a salient theoretical framework towards óplaceô empathy.  

 

Neuroscience explains mimicry to be underpinned primarily by the operation of ómirror 

neuronsô.  First discovered in area F5 of the ventral motor cortex of monkeys by means of 

electrophysiological studies and subsequently found in other cortical areas, these neurons fire 

when a certain type of action is performed and when an observer perceives the same action 
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being performed by óthe otherô (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006, p. 332) (Decety & Ickes, 2011, 

p. 24). According to neuroscientists this is the neural basis of empathy. Clinical psychiatrist 

Daniel Siegel has been developing a theory of mind in which knowing the mind of the other 

is most central. He argues that mirror neurons allow for one to have ñsightò of the internal 

state of others, and together with having the capacity to be aware of oneôs own internal state 

develops the concept of ñmind-sightò (Siegel, 2010, p. 60).  

 

According to Siegel, mirror neurons respond only to the observed intentionality in the 

carrying out of actions of the other such as sipping a cup of tea. The neurons fire as a 

prediction of the others intentions, and those in the premotor area of the frontal cortex cause 

one to get ready to in this case ósipô as well (Ibid). The body creates an internal subjective 

map of the others internal state, a type of resonance (Ibid).  These mechanisms are perhaps 

some of our most crucial forms of social adaptation.  

Ratcliffe in (Dryefus & Wrathhall, 2006) argues that ñMirror neurons provide a possible 

explanation of how action perception can be precisely perception and not implicit inferences 

or tacit theorising. An inter-modal link between perception of others and activation of oneôs 

own motor system constitutes the basis for a perceptual appreciation of others, not as mere 

objects that causally interact with the world but as agents, like oneself.ò (Dryefus & 

Wrathhall, 2006, p. 333). According to Ratcliffe, this is basis for intersubjectivity and that 

central to intersubjectivity is our ability to infer the intentional states of the other in order to 

predict, interpret and explain behaviour (Ibid).  

2.2.4 Neurophenomenology 

Neuroscience has only recently begun exploring being-in-the-world using scientific methods 

of third person observation and has developed compelling models of an embodied and 

grounded structure of consciousness embedded in its physical world (Varela, 1996). 

Neuroscience is however firmly rooted in reductivist, positivistic methods, and depends on 

object/subject or looking from a distance as a method of exploration (Petitot, et al., 1999, p. 

2).  

However, some neuroscientists have already detected a problem in the narrow 

methodological approaches of neuroscience, particularly in its account of consciousness 

(Ingold, 2000; Nunez & Freeman, 1999; Petitot, et al., 1999). Cognitive scientist, 

anthropologist and philosophers have made attempts at closing the explanatory gap between 
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the emergence of subjectively experienced phenomena and the verifiable physiological 

mechanisms of the brain. Francisco Varela, one of the first 20
th
 century neuroscientists to 

attempt closing this gap warned that;  

ñthe danger for the scientist and philosopher is nihilism, by which I mean the inability 

to stop experiencing things and believing in them in a way oneôs theory says is an 

illusion. Theoretical ideas like ñbeing no oneò (that there are no such things as selves 

but only neural self-models) é or that consciousness is the brainôs ñuser illusionò...ò 

(Thompson, 2004, p. 382).  

These concerns arise from neuroscienceôs tendency to reduce human experience to neural 

activities and often fail to acknowledge the irreducible nature of everyday as well as profound 

human experiences. Love, compassion, fear, existential anxiety, religious encounters and 

other fundamental human experiences are reduced to mere neuronal/bio-chemical activity in 

the brain as opposed to being seen as real and viable encounters. Similar to the opposite 

extreme view that would posit reality as only being mental, that all phenomena are presented 

to us as mental and thus no physicality exists (this is often the view attributed to idealism), 

materialist neuroscience often falls into the trap of undermining experience itself and tends to 

discount the very essence of being which is óbeingô itself.    

Figure 11 A four -way sketch (Varela, 1996, p. 332) 
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In his 1996 paper, Neurophenomenology- A Methodological Remedy for the Hard Problem, 

Varela sets out to deal with the explanatory gap between subjective experience and 

physiological phenomena by introducing the concept of neurophenomenology (Thompson, 

2004; Varela, 1996);   

My claim is that the so-called hard problem that animates these Special Issues of the 

Journal of Consciousness Studies can only be addressed productively by gathering a 

research community armed with new pragmatic tools enabling them to develop a 

science of consciousness. I will claim that no piecemeal empirical correlates, nor 

purely theoretical principles, will really help us at this stage. We need to turn to a 

systematic exploration of the only link between mind and consciousness that seems 

both obvious and natural: the structure of human experience itself. (Varela, 1996, p. 

330) 

At the time of Varelaôs writing of the paper, neuroscienceôs reductionist view of 

consciousness ignored the emergence and existence of phenomenal experience as a real and 

natural aspect of human beings, and reduced the self and other aspects of consciousness to 

being merely the functioning of the brain, which Varela captured as ñYouôre nothing but a 

pack of Neuronsò (Varela, 1996, p. 333).   

 

Varela responded to this by developing a model that positions lived experience at the centre 

of the methodological approach towards understanding consciousness. Lived experience 

would be the ground out of which all knowledge including the natural sciences themselves 

emerge;  

To return to the things themselves is to return to that world which precedes 

knowledge, of which knowledge always speaks and in relation to which every 

scientific schematization is an abstract and derivative sign language, as the discipline 

of geography would be in relation to a forest, a prairie, a river in the countryside we 

knew beforehand (M. Merleau-Ponty, 1945, p. ix) (Varela, 1996, p. 336). 

 

Varela believed that it was important to return to the things themselves in order to understand 

consciousness and then developed a methodological approach based on what he called 

phenomenological reductionism (PhR). In what sounds like a very Buddhist approach, the 

first step in his methodology is to forget oneôs own biases; this is what Varela refers to as 

attitude. Following on the suspension of beliefs is what he called intuition, a moment in 
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which one sees the world without the ñhabitual fog of separating experiencer and worldò.  

The third step is the development of some communicative process, an intersubjective 

dialogue or description. And lastly he describes a type of development of discipline or praxis. 

(Varela, 1996, p. 337)  

Phenomenological reductionism + 

Aspects of method  Characteristics of resulting examination  

Attitude  bracketing, suspending beliefs  

Intuition Intimacy,  immediate evidence 

Invariants inscriptions, intersubjectivity 

Training stability, pragmatics 

Figure 12 Varelaôs methodological approach to the phenomenological study of consciousness (Varela, 1996, p. 338) 

 

Unlike mere introspection, Varela argues that the PhR method requires a deep type of 

suspension of assumptions in order to allow for an unfolding or revealing to occur, a kind of 

presencing or deeper seeing/sensing.  

 

In this way, Varela developed a theoretical and methodological field of neuroscience research 

now commonly referred to as neurophenomenology, combining third person observation of 

brain functioning with subjective encounters of the world as directly experienced by the self 

(Varela, 1996). The field has since grown and has been the theme of a variety of journal 

publications particularly in the Phenomenology and Cognitive Science Journal often 

discussing issues based on óHusserlian phenomenologyô, phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty 

and Sartre and Heideggerian Phenomenology in relation to cognitive-neuroscience. 

Husserlian phenomenology seems to however be the basis for much of Varelaôs own work 

especially when dealing with issues of intentionality (Petitot, et al., 1999).  

 

Neurophenomenology has deeply explored issues of meaning, embodiment, emotions and 

especially ritual (Dornan, 2004). These themes are salient in the development of the 

self/place dialogue theory, and through the neurophenomenological framework, one can 

better posit the processes that underpin the making of self. Metaphor and the creation of 

meaning in a neurophenomenological sense are grounded in the body and its relationship to 

the environment. The very form of the body, its movements, influences by psycho active 

agencies and its situatedness or embeddedness in the world made up of social and physical 
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contexts become the source of meaning observable in obvious concepts such as, up, down, 

left and right to more complex phenomena such as temporality, ritual and God (Neisser, 

2003; Nunez, et al., 1999).   

 

Metaphor iséa linguistic trope interpreted through conscious experience. By evoking 

an image, emotion, or affordance, metaphors give new ñfleshò to their tenorial 

subject. Rooted in embodied experience, these images are value laden for the 

interpreter in virtue of the worldly contextéThe general notion of an embodied 

schematism becomes more interesting when it is extended beyond strictly cognitive or 

conceptual functions. Considered as the ground of imagination, it becomes integral to 

conscious mental life in general and the interpretation of metaphor in particular. 

(Neisser, 2003, pp. 33-39)  

This moving beyond cognitive or conceptual functions demonstrates the pre-objective 

positions of phenomenologist such as Merleau-Ponty, thus grounding meaning and 

furthermore imagination in the body and its location in world. The body as a pre-objective 

form is not merely the physical body as a standalone entity, but is a body in a world, a pre-

given position prior to any conceptualisation of such positioning (Keeping, 2006, p. 181).  

According to Keeping, our pre-objective body ñis the primary level of consciousness which 

underlie all our objectively posited thoughts and acts and makes them possible.ò(ibid).   

 

According to Keeping, Merleau-Ponty suggest meaning is not merely referring to relation of 

symbols to symbols, but rather it is making reference to those elements mattering to an 

organism (Keeping, 2006, p. 183) ñmeaningé refers to how something counts in the 

animalôs scheme of things, its needs and desires, its abilities and vulnerabilities. It is not a 

construction of culture or of consciousness, but a relation between the body and the world.ò 

(ibid).  

 

Thus it can be surmised that neurophenomenology gives far greater importance to ones 

perception of the world and demonstrates how this very personal, subjective culturally and 

socially determined perception has a deep impact on the brain, immediately reversing the 

usual linear attitude of the brain constructing perception in an outwardly fashion. Here 

instead, ones experiences and interpretation of the world have as much an impact on the brain 

as the brain on the perception one has of the world. Indeed embodiment and phenomenology 
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demonstrate clearly the cyclical reciprocal nature in which meaning is made both and 

simultaneously at a neural as well as at the level of experience itself.   

2.2.4 Dissolution  

A fundamentally important aspect of neurophenomenology is its capacity to neurologically 

account for the manner in which selves are changed and transformed through physiological 

practices.  

The biological techniques of inducing dissolution are well known. Individuals 

separate themselves or are isolated from their normal social surroundings and support 

systems. They engage in or are subject to severe exercises as in dancing, sports, and 

military drills, lack of sleep, chemical stresses of their brains through purgatives and 

fasting, and the induction of powerful emotional states of love, hate fear or anger.  

(Freeman, 2003, p. 16) 

Here neuroscientist Walter Freeman describes a process called dissolution in which past 

conditioning is deconstructed through diverse spatio-psycho-physical activities, symbols and 

emotional states. This indeed translates to embodied practices, commonly known as ritual and 

more often studied by anthropologists. The symbolic salience of these rituals has often been 

seen as having conceptual (as opposed to embodied) significance which in turn acts on the 

disembodied psyche of the performer and the observer, a typically Cartesian perspective. 

However, when reviewed from a neurophenomenological perspective while taking into 

account the post-Cartesian-dualism framework that sees the mind/body dichotomy as 

fallacious, then one appreciates a much more nuanced and subtle phenomenon during rituals 

of dissolution.  

Embodiment, neuroscience and existential phenomenology begin to give us a better 

perspective on the role of the body during ritual rites of passage and transition. Freeman 

suggests that oxytocin, the chemical that induces bonding and un-bonding is primarily 

responsible for the neurochemical mechanism of dissolution (Freeman, 2003, p. 17). One can 

then presume that a variety of neurotransmitters must accompany the process of dissolution 

as part of the contingency of painful and pleasurable physical and sensory experiences 

including the spectrum of somatic forces during rituals.  
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According to Freeman, oxytocin, a neuropeptide, is naturally released during labour, and is 

part of a crucial bonding process between mother and child (ibid). Carter further substantiates 

this as the following: 

The effects of these hormones on social bond formation are especially apparent 

following periods of stress or anxiety. For example, social bonds are associated with 

birth or the introduction of a novel partner. Of possible relevance to behavioral 

attachment is the capacity of hormones, such as oxytocin and vasopressin, to 

overcome anxiety or fear. Brief exposure to oxytocin or vasopressin can facilitate 

social contact and in some species selective sociality. (Carter, et al., 2006, p. 85).  

 

Freeman argues that not only does oxytocin assist in the process of pair bonding, such as the 

release of the hormone during sexual intercourse, but is also the chemical that induces the 

breakdown of past learning (Freeman, 2003, p. 18). Freeman argues this to be most likely to 

happen in concert with other neuropeptides acting on several and areas of the brain.  

Based on neuroscience research it is now clear that dissolution is an embodied process; the 

chemicals in the brain are somehow activated by physical activities with which the body is 

engaged. It is no surprise that the ritual processes of dissolution in rites of passage all around 

the world, in which the boundaries of the self/identity are dissolved and recreated, share a 

universal pattern as we will see in the section bellow.  

2.2.5 Cultural-neurophenomenology  

As a subcategory of neurophenomenology, this branch of neuroscience often takes on the 

study of cultural practices such as ritual, religious experiences and rites. Dornan (2004) 

defines of cultural neurophenomenology is as follows;  

éincorporating insight from a wide variety of fields (anthropology, psychology, 

phenomenology, and neuroscience), cultural neuro-phenomenology likewise seeks to 

explore the processes of articulation between experience, meaning, and practice as 

manifest through the embodied individual. (Dornan, 2004, p. 28) 

This, of course, is in line with Varelaôs attempt to include experience in understanding 

consciousness, self and real life.  According to Dornan, religious experiences are part of the 

normal functioning of the human brain and nervous system. Evidence in MRI scans 

demonstrate that during religious experiences there is a definite shift in brain activity, and for 
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example the part of the brain that distinguishes between self and other often goes quiet 

(perhaps an indication of the dissolution of boundaries of the self), ñéleading to the very real 

perception of becoming one with the universeéThis sense of wholeness or union is often 

interpreted as ófeeling godô or communing with the sacred.ò (ibid). This is later elaborated in 

relation to anti-structure and communitas drawn from Victor Turners study of Ndembu 

rituals. 

In addition, and more specifically in relation to the context explored for the purposes of this 

study, religious experiences of transition represented as doorways and alternate realities and 

transformation into spirit beings have also been explored by cultural-neurophenomenology, 

claiming that these are also based on neurobiological mechanisms and are a shared human 

phenomena (ibid);  

The physiological basis for this cross-cultural phenomenon has been explored in great 

detail by cultural neuro-phenomenologists who, drawing from cross-cultural 

anthropological data as well as from the neurosciences and the phenomenological 

tradition, suggest that the structure of the human mind encourages the experience of 

transformation and world-shifting, particularly during activities which cause 

alterations in an individualôs state of consciousness. For example, some argue that the 

experience of portaling can be óexplained in terms of radical re-entrainment of the 

neurological systems mediating experience in the brain (ibid)  

Dornan argues that the shared cross cultural aspects of religious experience are a reflection of 

the common human nervous system that transcends specific cultural nuances. She uses 

entopic phenomena as an example, and argues that these are a phenomenological starting 

point in pre-objective experience which is then later given cultural signification; this not to 

undermining the importance of culture in embodied meaning.  Furthermore Dornan argues 

that ritual is fundamental in meaning making and not just symbolic representation. Ritual 

participants create meaning by physically acting and participating in an experience. This both 

creates and re-affirms a belief. Using the example of Mayan power structures and ritual, she 

argues that Mayan state religious systems were built on individual experience and 

interpretation of the world which is constructed, through shared participation in ritual 

practice, into a coherent cosmology(Ibid).  

This ongoing construction of a shared reality is fundamental for the purposes of this study 

and as Freeman has observed, the de-construction of reality seems to be a fundamental and 
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universal aspect of human society. According to cultural neurophenomenology, this in part, 

relies on human neurobiological activities, often triggered through ritual practices which we 

have now seen depend on an embodied non-dual model of the human being. 

Phenomenological meaning, identity, self and community are thus facilitated through such 

ritual activities and practices.  

Thomas Csordas, an anthropologist and cultural phenomenologist who has written 

extensively about the link between embodiment, religion and culture, takes the body to be the 

existential ground of culture and self. He draws on a phenomenological approach, and 

considers the pre-objective body as fundamental, the body as experienced or rather 

experiencer. To emphasis the manner in which the body later became objectified in post-

colonial societies, Csordas refers to a famous conversation between Maurice Leenhardt and a 

New Caledonian indigenous philosopher;  

Leenhardt suggested that Europeans had introduced the notion of ñspiritò to the 

indigenous way of thinking. His interlocutor contradicted him, pointing out that they 

had ñalways acted in accord with the spirit. What youôve brought is the bodyò 

(Csordas, 1994) 

 Csordas concepts, which fall within a post Cartesian dualism framework, try to deal with the 

dualities discussed in previous sections, mind/body, culture/biology, mental/material and so 

on. Indeed this is similar to the work of Varela, Freeman, Ingold, Johnson, Lackoff, Nunez 

and a number of others mentioned in previous sections. Csordas emphasises that prior to 

either idealisms or reductionism is a lived world, pre-objective in which objects and subjects 

are realised. Referring to the religious experiences of a Navaho man, he argues that 

ñéreligious experience is [not] reducible to a neurological discharge but é is a strategy of 

the self in need of a powerful idiom for orientation in the worldò (Csordas, 1994, p. 287) 

Furthermore he illustrates in several accounts of ritual the manner in which religious 

experiences, particularly those linked to healing have the potential to literally act on the body 

as organism;  

This discourse embodies a cultural rhetoric capable of performing three essential 

persuasive tasks: to create a predisposition to be healed, to create the experience of 

spiritual empowerment, and to create the concrete perception of personal 

transformation. It is shown that this threefold process activates and controls healing 
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processes endogenous to the supplicant in healing, and either redirects the supplicant's 

attention toward new aspects of his actions and experiences, or alters the manner in 

which he attends to accustomed aspects of those actions and experiences. The result is 

the creation of both a new phenomenological world, and new self-meaning for the 

supplicant as a whole and holy person.  (Csordas, 1983, p. 333) 

What Csordasô refers to as exogenous factors are tools that assist the supplicant to reframe or 

re-orientate themselves; ñexogenous factor that provides the specific form of effectivity of 

ritual healing is constituted by distinctly definable rhetorical devices that 'persuade' the 

patient to attend to his intrapsychic and interpersonal environment in a new and coherent 

way.ò (Csordas, 1983, p. 335). óPersuadeô as a concept is arguably an apt and useful term for 

the purposes of better understanding rituals of dissolution. What is missing though in 

Csordasô account of ritual transformation is the use of tools of dissolution as in the actual 

psycho-physiological processes such as dance, chant, movement, sound and other elements 

which arguably infuse potency within what he refers to as rhetorical devices of persuasion. 

Indeed this creation of a new phenomenological world requires a ritual experience in which 

tools of dissolution are present. These tools have the capacity to act on internal neuro-

psychological states, influencing the ritual participantôs perceptions. Once again using 

Freemans account, one sees that ritual practice as a means of re-orientation requires more 

than mere discussion but an entire process to induce persuasion or dissolving of a particular 

conditioning.  

To emphasise this Dornan argues that ñthe symbols and abstract ideas of a religion do not 

have the social force of belief unless there is some performative, experiential aspect to 

provide meaning and import to those symbolsé it is within the process of rearticulation 

between symbol and experience that the ability of ritual to transform experience liesò 

(Dornan, 2004, p. 29) 

2.2.6 Ritual of dissolution ï Art, creativity and the numinous element  

We thus see that crucial to re-orientating, re-constructing and dissolving the boundaries of the 

self and meaning, embodied practice is crucial;  

At some threshold the customary structure of the individual begin to crumble, and a 

collapse may occur that was described by Ivan Pavlov as 'transmarginal inhibition', 

the stage of physiological arousal beyond which further excitation leads to 
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paradoxical depression. The experience may range from ecstatic visions of angels and 

blinding illumination through degrees of elation or discomfort to the stark terror of 

psychic free fallé There is a loss of normal constraints on behavior, and, in extreme 

instances, of language, locomotion, posture and even consciousness as the individual 

collapses. (Freeman, 2003, pp. 16-17) 

Freeman is describing a stage during ritual practice, often evident in trance, when the 

practitioner seems to encounter some kind of ritual ordeal. This usually follows hours of 

ritual practice, ending in what seems to be involuntary fits and convulsion, what Freeman 

describes as ñloss of normal constraints on behaviourò. In an article titled Trance, Art and 

Creativity (Gowan, 1975), John Gowan describes an encounter with what he describes as the 

ónuminous elementô, encountered at three levels, prototaxic, parataxic and syntaxic. He 

describes the numinous element as the following; 

ñthat aspect of reality which creates life, that aspect which is uncreated itselféChristians 

might call the holy spiritéit had a quality of mystery, fascination, awe, and dread to itéit is 

akin to what Jung  called the ñcollective unconsciousòéa frightening kind of thing which hits 

the childéthis element may be thought of as not having any characteristic of its own; 

therefore, able to take on any characteristics which we assign to it.ò (Gowan, 1975, p. 2)   

According to Gowan, an encounter with the numinous element is most frightening when it is 

unmediated, prototaxic - referring to ñexperience before the use of symbols at allò (Gowan, 

1975). Gowan categorises trance as falling under a prototaxic encounter of the numinous, 

along with proactive drugs and schizophrenia.  

In a 1984 interview, Francesco Varela speaks of the inherent formlessness of reality, and 

describes its potential to consume the ego and locate one in a state of nihilism;  

Weôre all sharing something we call a common ground, but, this common ground is 

not something that is pre-given, each one of us has actually made it into a proper 

world, itôs a multiversality. So ground is a very feminine quality, of making 

something possible, instead of being a very masculine quality of óthe out thereô that 

you have to fit intoéthe Buddhist traditionéhad made its own discovery of this 

groundless nature of human reality, that you cannot rely on some absolute truth or 

absolute judgement, that every form of knowing, or every form of ignorance is 

contextualé they warn you that if you donôt pay attention, if you donôt have a 
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profound work on what is it for you in your life to confront that lack of foundation, 

youôre gonna fall into the pitfall of that nihilisméwhich is exactly the kind of pitfall 

that Heidegger fell intoé So what it comes down toé that confronting this lack of 

foundation makes it essential and points to the need for a human practiceéfor a 

human transformation into thatéyou have to grow into itéhuman beings do not 

know how to handle that, thatôs basically the message of the Buddhist traditioné that 

is to say, youôre already pretty well off if you understand that and recognise it, but 

that is nothing compared to the need to understand the immaturity with which we are 

born to confront it because maniacallyéwe want to solidify things!  (Francisco J 

Varela - what we do and what we see is not separate, 2011) 

This groundlessness that Varela describes could be argued to share properties with what 

Gowan is referring to as the numinous; 

  

Comparison of groundless nature of reality and the numinous 

 Gowan Varela 

1 collective unconscious common ground 

2 Prototaxic  Groundlessness 

3 Aspect of reality which creates life ground is a very feminine quality 

4 not having any characteristic of its own cannot rely on some absolute truth  

5 able to take on any characteristics which we 

assign to it 

is not something that is pre-given, each one of us has 

actually made it into a proper world 

6 a frightening kind of thing fall into the pitfall of that nihilism 

7 Confronted through trance Confronting this lack of foundation makes it essential 

and points to the need for a human practiceé 

Buddhism  

Figure 13 Comparison of groundless nature of reality 

This takes us back to Freemanôs statement, in which he describes a ñthresholdò where ñthe 

customary structure of the individual begin to crumble ñ, leading to an experience that ñ may 

range from ecstatic visions of angels and blinding illumination through degrees of elation or 

discomfort to the stark terror of psychic free fallò (Freeman, 2003).  

A number of other scholars have written about this threshold including Joseph Campbell 

(Campbell, 2008), Otto Scharmerôs óbottom of the Uô (Scharmer, 2016) and scholars in 

Eastern philosophy. What will be argued here is that what Varela is referring to as 
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groundlessness is perhaps what is confronted by ritual practitioners during trance. This could 

be comparable to what anthropologist Victor Turner refers to as liminality or anti-structure 

(discussed later) , the inherent groundless nature of reality confronted during ritual practices 

of transition, implicit in the actual notion of transition, change or transformation.   

Groundlessness and its relation to rituals of dissolution present an opportunity to better 

understand our capacity to create boundaries of meaning and identity. Groundlessness creates 

the necessary condition for creativity and change to occur because the alternative of an 

absolute pre-given world óout thereô (or even objectively verifiable) would suggest that we 

are bound to a limited set of static and solid conditions. Even within an ontology that posits 

the body and the world as finite, this limitation stretches out to such a degree that humanity 

hardly lacks the capacity to engender alternatives. Thus creativity, creation of the self, 

creation of new meanings and creation of realities seem to have a far richer source if indeed 

reality in its essence is groundless. Perhaps, as we will see later, it is no wonder that trance, 

art and changed states of consciousness are so intertwined in indigenous societies.  

This is in no way an attempt at trying to give a supernatural account of creativity; on the 

contrary, what this could point to is a cultural neurophenomenological postulation for what 

people experience when they engage in rituals as processes of creativity, which will be 

argued here are processes of dissolution. A groundlessness ontology means that the antithesis 

of the limitations of a conditioned mind is a mind full of creative potential, and as we have 

seen, a vehicle to this vast potential is ritual practice. One could postulate that without a 

groundlessness ontology, reached through ritual practice, humanity becomes grossly 

incapacitated to deal with change.  

These practices remain grounded on an embodied pre-cognitive, pre-analytical model of the 

human experience, and indeed demonstrate the manner in which human neurobiological 

processes and our lived experience are part of a reciprocal formation of meaning. In The 

Meaning of the Body (Johnson, 2007), Mark Johnson argues that;  

éour ability to make new meaning, to enlarge our concepts, and to arrive at new 

ways of making sense of things must be explained without making reference to 

miracles, irrational leaps of thought, or blind impulse. We have to explain how our 

experience can grow and the new can emerge from the old, yet without merely 

replicating what has gone before. (Johnson, 2007, p. 13)  
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Indeed from a phenomenological perspective, particularly in its manifestation as 

embodiment, groundlessness could be a shared human experience with its roots in a common 

existential pre-cognitive situation, and is perhaps encountered in rituals of dissolution where 

change or potential for change is crucial. In emphasis, this notion is fundamental in 

developing a theory of dissolving boundaries of identity and meaning making. The following 

section looks specifically at rituals of dissolution and practices in the context of anthropology 

and archaeology, and attempts to synthesise some of their main concepts with what has been 

discussed thus far. What we will see is that groundlessness, transcending present 

conditioning, dissolving boundaries of identity and meaning are perhaps the core goals of 

ritual practices. This is arguably a fundamental pre-requisite for any human community or 

individual to survive any change, social, political, environmental or existential. From rituals 

of marriage to funerals, it is becoming ever clearer that rituals of dissolution are key in 

achieving the necessary phenomenological transition needed in dealing with a variable world.  

2.3 Ritual and dissolution  

2.3.1 Introduction  

The sections above have given us a lens through which we can now look at the role of ritual, 

art and myth in increased levels of resilience and adaptability among indigenous people. 

What is apparent at this stage is that mind/self/consciousness and culture can be 

influenced/perturbed by the activities of the brain/body and environment in a reciprocal 

manner. According to phenomenology, neuroscience, neurophenomenology and cultural-

Figure 14 Ritual as self /environment mediator 
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neurophenomenology, all practiced within a post Cartesian dualism framework, the role of 

ritual practice is to construct or deconstruct phenomenal worlds. These assertions assist us in 

developing a particular framework within which to explore the role of ritual, art, myth and 

architecture towards increased resilience and adaptation in past indigenous communities.      

2.3.2 Ritual, art and myth in indigenous communities  

For the purposes of this study, we will frame ritual as having imbedded within itself art and 

myth. In cases where these phenomena are explored individually, they will be referred to as 

ritual, art or myth in the reductivist sense, but it is crucial to note that a ritual from a 

phenomenological perspective cannot merely be reduced to its parts. Rituals, particularly 

those in rites of passage are well documented by anthropologists as have been observed in 

virtually all parts of the world (Turner, 1982; Turner, 1974; Turner, 1969; Levi-Strauss, 

1978). A well-known characteristic feature of these rituals is the process of transition  

(Turner, 1969, p. 95), which is commonly interpreted as a symbolic representation of 

transition into a new way of life. This is the popular Western ontology, however on closer 

inspection, as we have seen above, one soon realises how little is understood about the 

underlying experiences people actually undergo when participating in these rituals. What 

seems to be fundamental, yet not always accounted for in traditional anthropological 

interpretations of ritual, is the role of the body/senses or embodiment, the existential 

subjective encounter that is experienced (the ordeal described above), its nature and the effect 

that it has on the ritual participants. What is often emphasised is the ósymbolicô or 

ómetaphoricô(not in the óLackoffianô sense) salience of these ritual practices.  

However as we shall see below, these ritual practices show evidence of universal features; 

among them is the bodyôs physical engagement with symbols (either holding, carrying, 

cutting or lifting them) the presence of sensory stimulus, emotionally charged activities, 

rhythmic chanting and singing, the use of artistic objects and other artefacts. Furthermore, 

emotions, orientation and place are parts that make up a whole experience, a symphony of 

dissolution, crafting and manipulating boundaries of self and identity.    
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2.3.2 The ritual process   

Anthropologist Victor Turner describes ritual as the following;  

A ritual is a stereotyped sequence of activities involving gestures, words, and objects, 

performed in a sequestered place, and designed to influence preternatural entities or 

forces on behalf of the actorsô goals and interests. Rituals may be seasonal, hallowing 

a culturally defined moment in the climatic cycle or the inauguration of an activity 

such as planting, harvesting, or moving from winter to summer pasture; or they may 

be contingent, held in response to an individual or collective crisis. Contingent rituals 

may be further subdivided into life-crisis ceremonies, which are performed at birth, 

puberty, marriage, death, and so on to demarcate the passage from one phase to 

another in the individuals life-cycleé (Turner, 1973, p. 1100)  

Elsewhere Turner speaks more extensively of the role of ritual in dealing with collective and 

individual crisis. He argues that ólife-crisesô are existential moments in which an individual 

[or group as shown above] has to transition from one phase of life or social status to another 

(Turner, 1967, p. 7).    

From a phenomenological perspective, rituals seem to be fundamentally linked to our bodies, 

our bodyôs locations in space, time and the manner in which we shape and move them. 

Typical of rituals are the ways in which we have developed mechanisms to act on the senses, 

including our sensing of our own bodies. Music, colours, space (volume, light, and sound), 

symbols or shapes, physical sensations such as pain directly experienced on the body and 

processes or symbolic patterns over time, all of which are acting on the body and the senses 

seem to give rise to the potential to transition from one identity to another or arguably induce 

what Freeman calls dissolution. This confluence of experiences seem to act on the brain in 

such a way that it suspends ones common perception of the world to make room for a shift in 

perception. As mentioned previously from Freeman (2003), place and more specifically 

removing a ritual participant from normal social surroundings to a new spatial setting is a 

common component of ritual. Turner describes the ritual process based on Van Gennepôs 

model as separation, margin (liminal phase) and aggregation.  

In his study of Ndembu rites, Victor Turner demonstrates the importance of the sacred site. 

The Ndembu diviner in a rite to address a womanôs infertility ñdecrees that the rite must 

begin at the water hole or burrow, either of a giant rat or of an ant-bearò (Turner, 1969, p. 
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20).  Furthermore, a hut is built in a secluded place outside the village parameter for the 

woman, similar to that of a female initiate after puberty rites.  

In addition to place or choice of site, the body is manipulated in space in various ways. The 

participant, her husband, family members, diviners and doctors undergo a series of complex 

positioningôs and movement in meaning imbued existential space or place (the patient and 

her husband move through a tunnel built for purposes of the ritual), including the use of 

visual, olfactory and bodily sensed instruments such as singing (the swaying song), fire (or 

smoke), water (medicine) being splashed on the body by the doctor, and finally the woman 

and the man sitting in the secluded hut (Turner, 1969).  

Furthermore, the entire ritual is accompanied by various symbols, also placed in a number of 

positions in space such as the white pullet against the womanôs right breast, the position of 

male ritual participants relative to female, the ritual space relative to the river and so on(Ibid). 

These are spatial phenomena that are placed in a variety of ways relative to the participants of 

the ritual, which have symbolic salience to the participant, particularly the patient. However 

this might be an over simplification, and perhaps what is of significance are the tools of 

dissolution experienced through the body (both in its placement in existential space, 

emotional stimulation and the senses) that dissolve the patients current intentional structure 

making room for a new identity, in this case a ófertile womanô (Turner, 1969, pp. 20-42). One 

must note that the scientific/objective efficacy of this ritual in relation to the womanôs 

capacity to fall pregnant is difficult to ascertain, particularly when one assumes that the 

outcome of the ritual is indeed the capacity to fall pregnant. Turner himself has a stab at this 

explaining that; 

 From the standpoint of twentieth-century science, we may find it strange that 

Ndembu feel that by bringing certain objects into a ring of consecrated space they 

bring with these the powers and virtues they seem empirically to possess, and that by 

manipulating them in prescribed ways they can arrange these powerséto destroy 

malignant powers. But given the limited knowledge of natural causation transmitted 

in Ndembu culture, who can doubt that under favourable circumstances the use of 

these medicines may produce considerable psychological benefit?  (Turner, 1982, p. 

43)   

Drawing from Freemanôs theory of dissolution and cultural neurophenomenology, perhaps 

what Turner has concluded points to the role of the ritual being a means of re-formulating an 
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existential framework or diverting one from a particular outlook to another, in that way 

perhaps having potential to produce ñconsiderable psychological benefitsò: ñThe symbols and 

their relations as found in Isoma are not only a set of cognitive classifications for ordering the 

Ndembu universe. They are also, and perhaps as importantly, a set of evocative devices for 

rousing, channelling, and domesticating powerful emotions, such as hate, fear, affection, and 

grief.ò (Turner, 1969, p. 43) . Indeed we have seen earlier the role of emotions in the 

construction of our world, and furthermore the construction of a self (Damasioôs somatic 

marker hypothesis) (Damasio, 1996).   

It can thus be argued that the Ndembu ritual as a non-reducible experience to the ritual 

participant shows evidence of instruments or tools of dissolution acting on the ritual 

participantôs body/brain (neural make up) to induce the right type of condition for transiting 

into a new existential perspective. Based on a type of reductionism of the ritual, because 

indeed it is not possible to speak of the ritual without speaking of its constituent parts such as 

symbols, use of space and orientation, and combining this with findings from 

neurophenomenology of rituals as discussed in previous sections, it can be deduced that 

through both a deep personal encounter by the ritual participant, the value or salience they 

place on the ritual symbols and processes, including the various physiological instruments 

that make up the ritual acting on the body through the senses and direct contact, dissolution is 

induced and an opportunity for re-orientation, new meaning and a transformation of a self is 

actually achieved to a verifiable extent.  

Turner (1969) refers to this condition as liminality, the in between phase during a transition 

from one identity to another or the dissolved edge between two identities or realities. Turner 

describes liminality or the liminal persona as; 

énecessarily ambiguous, since this condition and these persons elude or slip through 

the network of classifications that normally locate states and positions in cultural 

space. Liminal entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the 

positions assigned and arrayed by law, customs, convention, and ceremonial. As such, 

their ambiguous and indeterminate attributes are expressed by a rich verity of symbol 

in the many societies that ritualize social and cultural transitions. Thus liminality is 

frequently likened to death, to being in the womb, to invisibility, to darkness, to 

bisexuality, to the wilderness, and to an eclipse of the sun or moon. (Turner, 1969, p. 

95)  
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One of the character outcomes during the liminal phase is what Turner refers to as 

communitas, a temporary heightened sense of oneness with the other comparable to the 

oneness discussed in cultural neurophenomenological accounts discussed earlier. It seems 

that what Turner is referring to is a state of dissolution, a moment when the boundaries of a 

self are dissolved and in turn developing a feeling of oneness between me and other or 

communitas. 

 In another Ndembu ritual, Turner (1969) demonstrates the various symbols that represent the 

liminal phase. During rites where a commoner is taking up a new role as chief-elect, a small 

shelter is constructed a distance away from the main village. The hut is known as the Kafu or 

Kafwi meaning ñto dieò. The chief and his ritual wife clad in virtually nothing are instructed 

to enter the Kafu just after sundown, in which they sit in a modest position being washed with 

a special medicine mixture with water brought from a river site that holds historic and 

cultural signification. Next is the rite of Kumukindyila, which means ñto speak evil or 

insulting words against himò. This begins with a cut on the underside of the chiefs left arm 

and medicine pressed on the incision. The two are roughly forced to sit on a mat, the wife 

cannot be pregnant during the ceremony and the two cannot have partaken in sexual 

intercourse several days before the ritual.  

What follows is the ritual facilitator breaking into a homily; 

ñBe silent! You are a mean and selfish fool, one bad tempered! You do not love your fellows, 

you are angry with themé.Yet we have called you and we sat that you must succeed to the 

chieftainship. Put away meanness, put aside angeré.But you, Chief Kanongesha, 

Chifwanakenuéyou have danced for your chieftainship  because your predecessor is 

deadéyou must give up your selfish ways, you must welcome everyone, you are the 

chieféò (Turner, 1969, p. 101) Thereafter anyone who has been wronged by the chief-elect 

is given a chance to revile and insult him. The chief-elect continues to be splashed with 

medicine, at intervals being struck by the ritual facilitatorôs buttocks against him as a gesture 

of insult. He is prevented from sleeping as ñpart of an ordealò, he is sent to do menial tasks 

and is expected not to be resentful during such instructions. (Ibid) 

Turner is demonstrating the in between or liminal phase during the rite of passage from an 

ordinary member of the community to a chief. Several elements stand out that one could 

categorise as tools of dissolution inducing the liminal phase at which time a new identity can 

be taken up.  
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Similar to the fertility rite described above and Freemanôs description of rituals of 

dissolution, the use of place, particularly isolation (separation) is evident in this particular 

rite. The body is poorly adorned and assumes symbolic positions of ñhumblenessò. The ritual 

participant is exposed to pain in the form of an incision on the arm, although Turner does not 

indicate the pain numbing or stimulating property of the medicine applied over the cut. The 

ritual participants have been primed for the ritual by prohibiting them from performing sexual 

acts prior to the ritual; they are ómistreatedô and verbally and physically assaulted, including 

deprivation of sleep, continuous application of ómedicineô and demeaning activities. During 

the physically and emotionally induced states, the chief-elect is verbally given a new identity 

in the form of the homily.  

This could arguably be evidence of embodied practices of dissolution, and indeed 

demonstrate the tools of dissolution that induce the liminal phase;  

¶ isolated 

¶ pain 

¶ lack of sleep 

¶ chemical stresses of their brains through fasting 

¶ induction of powerful emotional states ï hate, fear or anger 

¶ body posture (humble)  

¶ psycho-physical shame  

The body seems to be the primary instrument through which dissolution, or liminality is 

achieved. This includes the bodyôs position (i.e. lowly posture) in space. In his popular reader 

titled The Winner Effect (Robertson, 2012), neuroscientist Ian Robertson describes the 

mechanisms in which body posture release neurochemicals that ómatchô the symbolic 

significance of the posture such as standing up straight inducing a feeling of strength or 

slouching producing depressive feelings. This could indeed be the case in the ñhumbleò 

posture of the chief-elect, including all other physio-cultural instruments that induce various 

emotions and feelings.  

 When combined, Turnerôs notions of communitas and liminality formulate his theory of anti-

structure, which could be interpreted as a situation where humans transcend structural 

systems primarily experienced as relationships that are ñundifferentiated, equalitarian, direct, 

extant, nonrational, existential I-Thou relationships.ò (Turner, 1974, p. 274)  Furthermore, 

anti-structure is ñthe egalitarian ñstatement for humanityò é, representing the desire for a 

total, unmediated relationship between person and personéò (ibid). This resonates with 
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earlier assertions by Dorman (2004) when referring to the feeling of ñbeing one with the 

universeò encountered by religious practitioners during ritual.  

It is thus arguable that one could compare the basic structure of Turnerôs ritual process with 

what Freeman describes as dissolution. More specifically, in addition to the notion of 

dissolution, we see that embodied ritual practices not only create the correct neural condition 

for taking on new identities/ideas/realities, but through which social bonds are mediated. The 

notion of communitas, liminality and anti-structure when combined with findings from 

cultural neurophenomenology present an opportunity to further argue the case of anti-

structure in the resilience and adaptability capacity of past indigenous communities.  

Indeed if anti-structure, communitas, liminality and dissolution are part of our capacity to 

deconstruct and reconstruct our phenomenal realities in response to change, then we could 

make the assertion that past communities increased their chances of survival through 

accessing social, psychological and ecological fluidity as facilitated by a diverse range of 

ritual practices. As we will see in the next section, embodied rituals were often part of a 

mediating processes between a self and other, including human and animal, human and 

landscape and human and human.  Given that findings in cultural neurophenomenology and 

anthropology demonstrate our capacity dissolve our boundaries of identity, it is argued here 

that this is evidence of our capacity to re-construct realities that best aid us to better respond 

to environmental constraints.   

Whereas very little has been written about the role of rituals in dealing with climate crisis in 

past indigenous communities, it will be argued here that based on Turnerôs definition of ritual 

as discussed at the beginning of this section and his demonstration of the role of ritual in 

dealing with collective and individual transition and crisis, it is probable that environmental 

crisis was part of the contingency of crises resolved through rituals of dissolution. If as we 

have seen rituals aid communities to transition from one way of life to another as well as 

foster communal anti-structure which mitigates psycho-social lock-ins, it would thus follow 

that environmental change would be better responded  to by inducing psycho-social 

liminality. Climate and environmental change would be experienced as change in 

precipitation, fauna and flora, and thus a particular way of life (Deacon & Deacon, 1999) 

(Thackeray, 1984), conditions that will be responded to with greater flexibility, creativity and 

adaptability facilitated by an openness and readiness to respond.   
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2.5 Embodied ritual amongst the indigenous communities of 

Southern Africa  

2.5.1 Ritual of dissolution in Southern Africa ï David Lewis-Williams   

ñConsciousness can be launched on the intensified trajectory by a number of conditions that 

include ingestion of psychotropic substances, sensory deprivation, pain, fasting, meditation, 

audio and rhythmic driving (such as dancing, chanting, and drumming), fatigueéò (Lewis-

Williams, 2004, p. 32) 

This quote is extracted from the work of archaeologist David Lewis-Williams in one of his 

seminal works San Spirituality (Lewis-Williams, 2004). It has an uncanny resemblance to 

Freemanôs description of dissolution, which demonstrates a possible robust link between 

Freemanôs notion of dissolution and the rituals of Southern African hunter gatherer 

communities and the theoretical framings described above.  

Lewis-Williams has spent a large part of his career developing a better understand of the role 

of trance in the production of rock art amongst the Koi/San communities of Southern Africa. 

According to Lewis Williams, some of the images seen in Koi/San rock art are directly linked 

to the trance dance; ñGiven the overwhelming importance of the trance dance for San life, 

well-being, religion, and cosmology, it should come as no surprise that San rock art was 

principally concerned with the dance and all its diverse cosmological implications and 

experiences.ò (Lewis-Williams, 2004). 

The trance dance is one of the central spiritual instruments in San culture. It functions as an 

orientating device and provides Shamans with potency which aids in physical and social 

healing (Lewis-Williams, 2004, p. 87). The trance dance is undoubtedly an embodied 

activity. It is often held at night and carries on till dawn, at which time the dance is at its most 

intensive state; ñThe rhythmic movements, the sounds of their rattles, the womenôs clapping 

and the intensity of their concentration combine to alter the shamansô state of consciousness. 

The Kalahari San do not use hallucinogens, though they may have done so in the past. They 

begin to move along the intensified trajectoryé and eventually fall into ñunconsciousness.ò ò 

(Lewis-Williams, 2004, p. 89).  
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Part of the evidence of trance and its effects on the brain survive as artefacts and rock art seen 

all over Southern Africa. One of Lewis-Williamsô key arguments is the representation of 

phenomena that are characteristic of trance states in the brain, namely; 

 

Stage 1 Entoptic phenomena 

Stage 2 Construal of entoptic phenomena 

 Vortex 

Stage 3 Iconic images,  

Transformations  

Peripheral and integrated entoptic 

phenomena       

Figure 15 Stages of transformation of conscious experience during trance (Lewis-Williams, 2004, p. 32) 
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These states are part of our neurological make up, and are characteristic of the kind of 

processes that are activated during ritual trance (Lewis-Williams, 2004, p. 35).  Lewis-

Williams argues that during ritual trance the shaman would bleed through the nose, 

represented in a number of rock art paintings found in the archaeological records (Lewis-

Williams, 2004, p. 90). In addition, the shaman would often experience him/herself transform 

into an animal, again this being commonly represented in the rock art such as depictions of 

therianthropes shown below (Lewis-Williams, 2004, p. 166).  

This indeed is a demonstration of the role of trance in the creation of rock art, however 

Lewis-Williams does make a note of the reversal or rather reciprocal nature of trance 

demonstrating that not only did the trance produce rock art, but similarly the rock art was part 

Figure 16 Bushman rock art depicting what could be shaman in 

trance with blood falling from his/her nose ï Rock Art Research 

Institute  

 

Figure 18 Entoptic Phenomenon (Lewis-

Williams & Dowson, 1988)  

Figure 17 Bushman rock art depicting what could be 

shamans in trance with blood falling from their noses ï 

Rock Art Research Institute 

 


































































































































































































































































































































































































