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Sport as we know it originated in 19th century England and was imported to Japan
during the Meiji era. However, this does not mean that pre-Meiji Japanese were
physically inactive. On the contrary, despite having no idea about sports, they were using
their bodies a lot more than us in all aspects of their lives, including food preparation,
shelter construction, transport, and so on. This is very different from the situation today,
where “being physically active” has almost the same meaning as “playing sport.” In
modern societies, we are forced to lead mostly disembodied lives, rendering sport the
domain of embodiment par excellence. Upon acknowledgement of this social situation
where embodiment is “concentrated” in sport, my research attempts broaden our
understanding of embodiment by empirically and theoretically demonstrating the

embodied nature of everyday activities.

French sociologist and anthropologist Marcel Mauss’ concept of “body techniques”
enables us to take a closer look at our everyday embodiment. This notion designates the
habitual and often subconscious ways that bodies are used. For example, in Japan, we
use chopsticks to eat, whereas in India, we eat with our fingers. Furthermore, many
Japanese consider the proper use of chopsticks a mark of good upbringing. In this way,
body techniques used at the table are charged with cultural and symbolic significance,

often associated with power and legitimacy in a given society.

Nevertheless, the concept of body techniques poses the risk of rendering certain
dimensions of the body invisible. For example, at a Buddhist memorial service in Japan,
participants are expected to sit in a seiza position, that is, sitting on the floor by folding
the legs sharply at the knees and resting the buttocks on the ankles. Since seiza is
deemed the most proper and respectful way to sit in a Buddhist service, we might say

that it is a bodily technique charged with symbolic legitimacy.



However, this understanding fails to capture the lived experience of seiza, that of
physiological discomfort. Although many Japanese people are accustomed to sit this way
from a young age, staying in this position for an extended period inevitably obstructs
blood flow in the lower limbs, gradually causing numbness and pain. Most Westerners
(and many younger Japanese people who have been brought up in Western-style homes)
cannot sit this way in the first place, and attempting to do so will only cause acute pain
in the joints and tendons. Thus, for Japanese and Westerners alike, discomfort

constitutes an important part of seiza.

This sensational dimension would be lost if we understood serza uniquely in terms of
symbolic legitimacy in a Buddhist service, because the bending of the knees would
contribute to this value only insofar as it enables the distinction from “improper”
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postures — in much the same way as the curvature in the letter “4” matters insofar as it
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enables the distinction from the letter “i”. However, while a curved trait of ink feels no
pain, humans with legs bent for an extended period do. Hence, especially during long
prayer chants, many participants gradually shift to more relaxing sitting positions in
the least conspicuous manner possible. Such strategic management of the body would
not make sense if we limited ourselves to the perspective of body techniques a vehicle of

symbolic meaning.

The same problem is recognized in Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of Aabitus, one of the most
important heirs to Mauss’ concept of body techniques. Being the embodiment of a social
field, habitus is supposed to be endowed with a practical sense that enables the agent to
pre-reflexively (i.e., subconsciously and automatically) produce practices that are
appropriate for that field. However, Bourdieu’s emphasis on the pre-reflexive nature of
habitus prevents him from examining the actual postures and movements during the
practice, and more importantly, the sensory experience that these gestures bring about.
To go back to the seiza example, without an examination of the pain that this manner of
sitting causes, the eventual failure to maintain the correct posture would only be
understood as non-conformity to the expectations of the field, thus overlooking the subtle

and strategic transformation of practice that this pain initiates.

While it is necessary to broaden our understanding of embodiment to cover all areas of
life instead of only sport, the limitations of Mauss and Bourdieu teach us that we need
to do this without associating embodiment to particular social categories, thereby risking

the oversight of the sensational and potentially transformative dimensions of



embodiment. To achieve this aim, I chose to focus on traditional Japanese and Chinese
martial arts, especially tai chi (taijiquan), which is both a traditional martial art and a

longevity practice of Chinese origin.

The martial aspect of traditional tai chi is different from that of combat sports and
modernized martial arts, such as judo and kendo. While the latter are aimed at winning
under a specific set of competition rules, traditional martial arts including tai chi do not
presuppose any regulated competition but aims to enhance overall preparedness for
physical aggression, regardless the social context. In other words, even though tai chi is
trained as the acquisition of techniques particular to a style, a school, or an instructor,
the purpose of its training is to be able to use these techniques in social situations that
are beyond these limitations. In this sense, tai chiis not about the submission of the body

to social categories, but about the transgression of social categories by the body.

The fact that tai chi is often practiced for its health benefits does not diminish the
transgressive potential of tai chi. This is because its contribution to health and well-
being is realized not by conformity to external standards or objectives, but by
ameliorating the internal coordination of the body. This develops awareness of one’s own
internal bodily state, which allows us a certain autonomy not only against conformity
pressure exerted by different social groups, but also against the medical establishment
forever willing to externally control the body-object. Armed with these perspectives, I
have been conducting participant observation and interview research at tai chi schools

worldwide, including Japan, China, and the United Kingdom.

The seminar welcomes a wide range of research on practices related to the body,
including sports, dance, fitness, fashion, martial arts, shiatsu, acupuncture and body
modification (e.g., makeup, piercing, tattooing, and plastic surgery). Ideally, students
will conduct field research to uncover ways of embodiment that elude perspectives that
are centered on the symbolic body. Each session centers on individual presentation and
discussion. Lectures by guest speakers and term paper presentations may be jointly held

with undergraduate seminars.
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