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This essay will critically compare and contrast two JSTOR papers, chosen from the results offered from the search terms ‘cosmology’ and ‘culture’. The two papers to be analysed are Deborah Kaspin’s ‘A Chewa Cosmology of the Body’ and Sohini Ray’s ‘Writing the Body: Cosmology, Orthography, and Fragments of Modernity in Northeastern India’.[footnoteRef:1] Kaspin and Ray are both female anthropologists who carried out their ethnographical research within fifteen years of each other. Their articles both consider how and why the concept of the body as a cosmological schema has been culturally constructed by the Chewa tribe (under Chief Chadza Kwenda) and the Manipuri people, respectively, and what importance these cultures place on these cosmologies.[footnoteRef:2] Nicholas Campion defines cosmology in two strokes, it is both ‘the scientific study of outer space’ as well as dealing ‘with the ways in which human beings locate themselves in relation to the cosmos, seen as the totality of everything’.[footnoteRef:3] This dualistic meaning showcases the power found in defining a word and leaves open the possibility for culture to shape those definitions. Culture is no easier to pin a single meaning on than cosmology, with Terry Eagleton and Raymond Williams both exploring the history and implications of the term whilst examining many possible meanings.[footnoteRef:4] Eagleton summarizes culture ‘as the complex of values, customs, beliefs and practices which constitute the way of life of a specific group’, at once echoing and streamlining a definition by Edward Burnett Tylor.[footnoteRef:5] This essay will consider these two areas, culture and cosmology, through the themes of: defining the cosmological body and placing the gendered body in performative festivals and rituals. [1:  Deborah Kaspin, 'A Chewa Cosmology of the Body', American Ethnologist, 23, 3 (1996), [hereafter Kaspin, ‘Chewa Cosmology’] 561-578; Sohini Ray, 'Writing the Body: Cosmology, Orthography, and Fragments of Modernity in Northeastern India', Anthropological Quarterly, 82, 1 (2009), [hereafter Ray, ‘Writing the Body’] 129-154.]  [2:  Kaspin, ‘Chewa Cosmology’, p. 562.]  [3:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World's Religions (New York and London: New York University Press, 2012), p. 10.]  [4:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000) [hereafter Eagleton, Culture]; Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (London: Fontana, 1976), pp. 87-93.]  [5:  Eagleton, Culture, p. 35; Edward Burnett Tylor, Primitive Culture, 6th edn, 2 vols (London: John Murray, 1920), p. 1.] 


Alex Wayman points out that ‘the analogy of the human body with the cosmos overlaps a number of cultures, older and newer’, situating both Kaspin and Ray’s research as links in a chronological and geographical chain.[footnoteRef:6] Whilst the two articles both detail the fact that the Chewa and the Manipuri view the body as a cosmological schema, the definitions and limits which each author applies to that cosmological body appear to be quite different. For Ray, the cosmology of the body in Manipuri culture is evident both due to the reconstructed alphabet of the Meitei language being the same as the names of the various body parts of the god Taibangpanba mapu, and by these same names/body parts being used to define the landscape of the Manipur region.[footnoteRef:7] This specificity of geographic location invokes territorial lines to Ray’s Manipuri definition of body-as-cosmology. Quoting the spiritual leader Ojha M., Ray recounts that this cosmological body is ‘beyond gender’ as it ‘belongs to the Supreme Being’.[footnoteRef:8] In contrast to this singular, sacred, gender-free cosmological body, Kaspin describes the Chewa’s cosmology as being both highly dependent upon gender and taking the bodies of the whole tribe into account, albeit to varying extents.[footnoteRef:9] The chief, for example, whose body links the territorial landscape with the Chewa tribe and whose maleness is both necessary and explicitly referred to in songs of chiefly initiation, acts a geographically localised conduit through which the cosmos can be both imagined and managed.[footnoteRef:10] That this particular location is linked with this particular body is parallel to the notion of the god Taibangpanba mapu’s body being found in the Manipuri landscape: yet that god’s body is a gender-free constant. Contrastingly, the title of tribal chief necessarily changes due to his human mortality, and thus the link between the land and the actual human body of the man who stands beneath that title must be re-established by the wise-women most closely related to the chief (the anamkhungwi).[footnoteRef:11] Whilst Ray and Kaspin agree that the cultures they have studied apply the model of the body to understand the cosmos, their explanations highlight the power that culture holds over definition. Both the Chewa and the Manipuri see their cosmos as a body, yet the bodies that they imagine are distinct and culturally constructed. The Supreme Being of the Manipuri people is sacred and Other, yet the “human” body shape is recognisable and thus universal, however for the Chewa the cosmologized bodies are not just recognisably human, but actually familiar (and, perhaps also, familial).  [6:  Alex Wayman, ‘The Human Body as Microcosm in India, Greek Cosmology, and Sixteenth-Century Europe’, History of Religions, 22 (1982), 172-190, p. 172.  ]  [7:  Ray, ‘Writing the Body’, pp. 133-137, 139.]  [8:  Ray, ‘Writing the Body’, pp. 142-143.]  [9:  Kaspin, ‘Chewa Cosmology’, pp. 567, 573-574.]  [10:  Kaspin, ‘Chewa Cosmology’, p. 561, 567, 568.]  [11:  Kaspin, ‘Chewa Cosmology’, pp. 563, 567-568. ] 

Links between the sky and the body seem to be strengthened and renewed (if not initially created) by both cultures through participation in festivals and rituals. Kaspin notes the relationship between the tribe’s rainmaker and the sky during the annual burning of Bunda Mountain, a ritual which performatively links the tribe to their creation myth and to the spirit Chiuta, whilst simultaneously setting in motion the seasonal cycle upon which their economy depends.[footnoteRef:12] The rainmaker’s body is key to this ritual: as the ‘most scrupulously cosmologized body’ of the Chewa, he is constantly on duty mimicking the seasons in ‘painstaking detail’.[footnoteRef:13] The rainmaker role, though currently fulfilled by males, was once played by women and is apparently still viewed as such by Chiuta, whose cooperation is vital to the success of the ritual.[footnoteRef:14] There is a striking sentence describing the miraculous birth of twins via caesarean section to the male rainmaker used as evidence to solidify this masculine-to-feminine performative claim.[footnoteRef:15] As there is no reference provided, it is difficult to tell precisely how Kaspin came by this information: it happened ‘purportedly’, she writes, but presents no background regarding who made the claim and whether or not she was offered evidence to support it.[footnoteRef:16] This strong belief of bodily refusal to abide by strict gender laws conforms to Claude Lévi-Strauss’s views concerning the ‘mingling of the sexes’ that can happen to the bodies of ritual leaders.[footnoteRef:17] On a similarly performative note, Ray recounts a description of the intricate hand gestures during the dancing at the Lai-haraoba festival, which signify ‘the making of the first body in the universe…the Supreme Being’.[footnoteRef:18] This body being celebrated and recreated through dance and the systematic use of hand gestures, then, is the same body being used to envision and understand the Manipuri cosmos and also the same body which Ray makes mention of as being shown through the seven stars of the ‘Saptarishi mandal’ (representing both the Supreme God’s body as well as ‘the seven sages’).[footnoteRef:19] Kaspin’s account of a twin-birth to an otherwise male Chewa rainmaker finds parallel in Ray’s report of T. maibi, a male, arriving at his post of maibi due to ‘divine intervention’: he was, she states, ‘an exceptional case’.[footnoteRef:20] As in the previous case, the lack of referencing makes Ray’s sources unclear: the one reference point offered is only to change the tense of the sentence, as he had recently died.[footnoteRef:21] Whilst the reader assumes the information came from T. maibi himself, the work of Saroj N. Arambam Parratt and John Parratt could have been drawn on to bolster clarity on the practice of a male performing the female maibi role.[footnoteRef:22]  [12:  Kaspin, ‘Chewa Cosmology’, pp. 565-566.]  [13:  Kaspin, ‘Chewa Cosmology’, p. 568.]  [14:  Kaspin, ‘Chewa Cosmology’, p. 568.]  [15:  Kaspin, ‘Chewa Cosmology’, p. 568.]  [16:  Kaspin, ‘Chewa Cosmology’, p. 568.]  [17:  Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Naked Man (Introduction to a Science of Mythology 4) (London: Cape, 1981), p. 679.]  [18:  Ray, ‘Writing the Body’, pp. 143-144.]  [19:  Ray, ‘Writing the Body’, p. 139-140.]  [20:  Ray, ‘Writing the Body’, p. 143.]  [21:  Ray, ‘Writing the Body’, pp. 143, 153.]  [22:  Saroj N. Arambam Parratt and John Parratt, ‘Female Spirit-Possession Rituals among the Meiteis of Manipur’, RERC Second Series Occasional Paper, 32, (Lampeter, Wales: Alister Hardy Religious Experience Research Centre), pp. 2, 9.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]This concept of cross-gender performance has been described in depth by Judith Butler as defining and strengthening the performance of gender as a whole. [footnoteRef:23] Both the continuous performance of the Chewa tribe’s rainmaker – one during their term acting in an unbroken chain of many – and the admission of T. maibi to the role of maibi at all echoes Friedrich Nietzsche’s position that ‘there is no “being” behind doing, acting, becoming; “the doer” is merely a fiction imposed on the doing – the doing itself is everything’.[footnoteRef:24] The relationship between cosmos and body for the Chewa, then, appears to rely on the active engagement of entire tribe through the social rituals of day to day life, as well as of specific bodies during specific rites. This conforms to Lévy-Bruhl’s theory of the law of participation in a way that, whilst not as obvious, is also present in Ray’s description of Manipuri culture.[footnoteRef:25] The secular state of India has, according to Ray’s argument, thrust the sacred associations of the Meitei alphabet – and thus both the everyday acts of learning to write and writing itself – into a concealed area of day to day life: it is hidden in plain sight.[footnoteRef:26] As the separation of the sacred and the secular is not evident in Kaspin’s account of the Chewa, the application of Levy-Bruhl’s law of participation is easier to recognise. In the cases of both the Chewa and the Manipuri, cultural performance upon and within the cosmological stage appears not only to have the power to change the very bodies of the performers, but perhaps to rely upon it for a meaningful conversation between the cosmological body and human bodies to take place. [23:  Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 25. ]  [24:  Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals (Zur Genealogie Der Moral), trans. by Douglas Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 29.]  [25:  Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think: (Les Fonctions Mentales Dans Les Sociétés Infétieures), trans. by Lilian A. Clare (London: Allen and Unwin, 1926), pp. 76-78.	]  [26:  Ray, ‘Writing the Body’, p. 148.] 

Even though Deborah Kaspin and Sohini Ray both made use of the cosmological body as a schema to describe their ethnographical data, the bodies in question were discrete: singular, constant, and sacred for the Manipuri versus tangible, familiar, and mortal for the Chewa. This shows that culturally applied definitions are intrinsic to understanding the cultures, cosmologies, and bodies under scrutiny. In the case of both cultures, the relationships between these distinct bodies are described as being strengthened by the ritual acts led by human bodies whose gender – whilst important – is not always fixed. As in the work of Lévy-Bruhl, performance and participation appear paramount. That there are clear parallels between these two papers, sharing not only keywords but also the overarching theme of the cosmological body, is perhaps unsurprising. Yet the differences that appear due to application of cultural definitions to the same terminology, especially in the case of the cosmological body itself, are stark and mirror the study of cultures as a whole. 
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