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Chapter 1
Introduction: Cultural Ontology
of the Self in Pain

Siby K. George and P.G. Jung

Abstract The term ‘cultural ontology’ evokes the sense that the social, political,
religious and historical narratives and other cultural forces that are at play within the
world one inherits exercise a sculpting power that shapes one’s self, and this power
is greater than the power that one has over them. The self thus formed is not an
unchangeable substance but a non-substantial way of being or relating meaningfully
to the world. The experience of pain is not an accidental element in the way of
being of the self but is constitutive of the formation and being of the self. The
process of meaning-making is intrinsically fraught with pain. Pain is at once
aversive and necessary. This introductory chapter outlines the 13 other chapters of
the book from the perspective of the cultural ontology of the self in pain, dividing
them into three groups. The first set of essays deals with the various dimensions of
the ontology of the self in pain; the second with the ethical, political and cultural
angles, consequences and approaches to pain-experience; and the third with certain
concrete contexts of the self in pain with reference to Indian social and political life.

Keywords Cultural ontology � Body-being � Representationalist �
Antiessentialist � Meaning � Self

1.1 Cultural Ontology, Self and Pain

Beginning with Zborowski’s pioneering anthropological work People in Pain
(1969), literature on the cultural dimensions of pain has been common. Although
empirically oriented works like Zborowski’s have not been many (Encandela 1993),
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his contention that pain experience and expression have deep social and cultural
underpinnings, and that people respond to pain not as bare, abstract individuals but
as historical and cultural individuals (1969, p. 20) has informed subsequent
understanding of pain.1 This culturally informed approach complements the med-
ical approach to pain and challenges the cognitive-scientific, physicalist, mecha-
nistic, causal understanding of pain, leading to the ontological-literary-cultural and
medical humanities writings on pain, placed at the interface of biology and culture
(see Coakley and Shelemay 2007). Medical humanities today is replete with studies
that exhort nurses, paramedics and physicians to recognize a holistic understanding
and the cultural sensitivities of the sick body-being’s experience and expression of
pain for a more humane way of dealing with trauma, suffering and illness (see Carr
et al. 2005). What is there in this book’s essays that are not there in the profusion of
material already available on cultural diversity in the experience of pain?

Elaine Scarry’s The Body in Pain (1985) and David Morris’s The Culture of
Pain (1991) are two very differently oriented but landmark works in the culturally
informed approach to pain. Scarry’s frame of analysis is a political ontology of the
world-shattering power of pain effected by its demonic inexpressibility—especially
attached to such politically charged cruelties as torture and hegemonic silencing
through oppressive domination—and the world-making power of human expres-
sion and creativity as a sort of inherently human, and therefore, ontological
response to ineluctable pain that permeates existence entirely.

As a theoretically compact work, The Body in Pain does not look at the literature
on pain that is not necessary for its tightly woven argument. Morris, on the other
hand, seeks to puncture the thick walls of the physicalist’s reductive paradigm by
engaging with it and taking into account medical research on pain to emphasize the
urgency to combine cultural understanding with “insights of numerous fields now
separated by specialized vocabularies and divergent theories” (1991, pp. 6–7).
Morris claims that “the experience of pain is not timeless but changing, the product
of specific periods and particular cultures” (p. 4). In his Illness and Culture in the
Postmodern Age (1998), Morris’s term ‘postmodern illness’ stands for “our chan-
ged and still changing experience of human affliction” as distinctive as the cars and
computers that define the postwar postmodern era are. He argues that these dis-
tinctive experiences of suffering in our era are products of the complex relations
between biology and culture, wedded to the postmodern human’s quest to live
forever, something that defines who we are today (Morris 1998, p. 3).

Morris’s argument is that the contemporary self is rather distinctive in com-
parison to selves of all previous historical eras and cultures. It is not that we can
have an experience discretely separable from an unchanging core self, hidden
beneath the folds of our transient thoughts. The self is not an unchanging substance
but our way of being towards the manifold experiences that are always intentionally

1People in Pain is criticized for racial stereotyping, but Zborowski’s conclusion that pain
responses are culturally coded has found wide endorsement and the work is considered as the
founding attempt to “the study of culture and pain” (Mander 2011, pp. 19–20; see also Morris
1991, p. 55).
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