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Abstract

Verbal and ritual sign systems are among the most widely used o
comununicate information, emotions, values, and knowledge. In this
research, Six commupication situations -couple, Halloween ritual, ther-
apy group, Bahd'f meeting, holding hands in a Catholic mass, and
contacts among LatinAmerican people- are analyzed from a semiotic
point of view, in order to find how this intcractive process allows people
to go beyond the limits created by individuals as well as by groups ©
protect their territoriality and privacy.
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Semiética de la interaccidn ritual y
verbal; Para cruzar los limiies
y proteger la privacidad

Resumen

Los sistemas de signos verbales y rituales se encuentran entre los
mds utilizados para comunicar informacién, emociones, valores y cono-
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cimientos, En la presente investigacion seis situaciones comunicativas
-1a pareja, el rito de Hallowceen, la terapia de grupo, una reunién Baha'y,
launion de mancs en la misa catdlica y contaclos entre latinoamericanos-
son analizadas desde una perspectiva sefnictica, con el proposite de ver
cOmo estos procesos interactivos posibilitan a los seres humanos atrave-
sar los imites usualmente creados por el individuo o por los ETUpOS para
proteger su territorialidad y privacidad.

Palabras claves: ritual, verbal, interaccicn, semidtica,

INTRODUCTION

The main purpose of this paper is to Took at the ways in which
interaction takes place in two diffcrent agpects of culture: language ang
ritual, T hope that this analysis will allow us to better understand the ways
people establish or avoid communication through CIOSSINE Or creating
boundaries that usually timit territories, and arc the origins of misunder-
standings and conflicts,

Interactional processes are constantly in movement between
boundaries because their main role is to cross them. Human beings have
always created boundaries for self-protection and for fear of all thar is
different or unknown, As Fisher said, "each person batiles day and night
10 maintain hig borders” (1973:40). But at the same time, human beings
feel 2 strong necessity to commanicate with others becanse communica-
tion is the foundation of social and cultural functioning. Cooperation is
a conditicn 1o be fulfilied in order to satisfy needs and ex pectalions,
Nowhere hag this situation becn better represcnted than int the myth of
the Tower of Babel, For interactions to be accompiished, the crossing of
boundaries becomes mandatory. These boundaries are of many different
kinds: emoticnal, physical, linguistic, spatial, lemporal, religious, et
However, for every boundary human beings have created, a new briclpe
of communication has already been built. I am going 10 prescnt some of
these bridges and boundarics and discuss how they work in some culiura)
and social contexts, and how they creale unexpected communication
processes and new interactions, The examples [ am going to present arc
based in my own experience and that of those who are related to me
{Fatnily, friends, colleagues). T have been observing and/or 1 have been
performing this behavior,
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The first experiences [ am going to examine are related to the use
of language, specifically the Spanish language. I will discuss the usc of
Proper names, some pronouns, and the wheie language as elements thal
create boundaries in some contexts, and cross it in others. Boundarics
are established since we discovered the bio-culturally constructed differ-
ence between fsclff and fother!. After this difference is established, each
term will be fulfilled with many semiotic adributcs, according o the
seminsphere where differences are built, This dichclomy between Jfselff
and /other/ pervades the whole cullural and social system. When it
becomes an archi-structure, thanks to a combination which eliminates
differences, in fwef, for instance, the systern will creale a new "other”,
this time expressed in fihey/. The encoutier between the two minimal
clements of a difference is once again re-oricnted from individualities to
collectivities. :

In the field of ritual, I will choose three examples which I have
experienced during my stay in the United States, where I had, during 3
period of two years, the opportunity of observing and participating in
some ritnals new to me and my family. These rituals are Halloween in
Qctober 1992, the holding hands dvring prayer at a Catholic mass, and
ameeting of a group of members of the Bahd'{ Faith, in November 1992,

| have chosen verbal and ritual experiences because 1think they are
two of the most vniversal ways human beings have developed to interact,
and because language and rilual are many times very close in their -
pericrmances. It is very conumoen to see aritudl pattern in verbal perform-
ances and also find verbal elements as an integral part of ritual perform-
ances. Since verbal and rilual performatices exist it communication
processes, they are powerful tools used by men and women (0 break the
boundaries that limit the sharing of ideas, emotions, meanings, aad
expetiences, As asemigtician, T have been working the 1ast two years on
rituals in conteniporary societies, asking myself what role they play in
differcnt contexts and siluations (Finol, 1993, 1994), what kind of values
they express, and how the whole society deals with it I seems 1o e that
in many cases rtuals are nothing but the expression of the social and
cultural struggle by means of which people try o cross the boundarics
that restrain them from ineracting in a free and mutually enriching
relationship.
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THE NAME AND THE PERSON

I remember very well the first ime I went 1o a therapy group in
Maracaibo, Venczuela. The purpose of this meeting was to help people
to discover themselves by means of showing te others what they thought
they were. This psychological technique is based on a ritual performance
which begins with the breaking of a spatal boundary; people are asked
10 s5it in a circle, sometimes on the floor, instead of the more common
placing of chairs in lines, one behind the other, The main idea is to avoid
the meaning of having a rigid group session addressed by some authori-
tative "teacher”. The purpose is to create a flexible, relaxed kind of
friendship mifien. The circle, a5 a spatial fortn, has in our culhre a
semiofic conmotation of equality as opposed to hierarchy, amd this
meaning is the one invested in by the actors involved in the therapy
group. This spatial arangetment constitutes a crossing of a second
boundary since the firsy one was (0 be together at the same place. But
this circle technique is not enough for the group’s members 1o achieve a
tevel of interaction that allows them to begin a sezsion of self-knowledge,
which is supposed to allow others 10 lock into our own emations and
feelings. S0 as soom as they form the circle and sometimes befiore, every
participant reccives a labcl with his name written on it. This fabel will
be placed visibly on their bodies. When each one can identify by a name
the one who is beside or in front Of him, they begin o cross a third
boundary. This third level is the one that will create possibilities of real
COMmMmuUnication, the one that actually will "break the ice”, The leader did
not altow the members [0 use their last name because this would inhibit
commusnicauon, In fact, the semiasis of the last name is many Gmes
finked to social and cultoral values, a8 social class, level of education,
national origin, etc. The first name is the one which represents the human
being just as a person and not as ‘someons having certain kind of
atiributes or qualites. Even though the first names still have some
connotations, they are more plain and iranslucent as being the one related
10 one person, On the contrary, the 1ast natne is shared by many members
of a same or even a different family, This first names’ capacity of
breaking boundaries is given alsc by the fact that last names commani-
cate in Latin American culoure, for instance, a sense of regpect, particu-
larly when they are preceded by nouns like sefor, don, or by titles like
profesor, maestro, doctor, ete. While the sense of respect in the cases of
seftor and don is based on the age of the bearer of such nouns, in the case
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of profesor, maestro, doctor, eic., it is usually based on the power of
knowledge or know-how, These nouns or titles create boundaries that
limit the natore of the interaction, usually making it less intimate and less
open (o exchanges.

Naming is an act of identification, of giving 10 something or to
someone a mark that provides to the comemunity or to the members of a
group 4 way of distinguishing one from another. What is at play when
we give names and idendfy is an operation of the economy of self-plac-
ing in redationship to others in a specific socio-cultural environment.
Having a name is for oneself a label to present to another, but it is also
For the: other an open door to this person. Nothing is more uncomfortable
than speaking to somecne whose name is unknown to us. It is not just 2
sitnation created by what we can call the bureaucracy of name, it is a
social tension that is alleviated by the open door that 2 name represants,

If we take a look at the general process which is at work during this
ritual of constfution of a therapy group, we will see two kinds of
technigues for crossing boundaries. The first one is a spatial technigue
arvd has two steps. First, people are placed together in the same place
where they are going to meet during every session of the therapy group,
Second, people are asked 10 sitin a special configuration which is acircle,
in a way that will allow them to look at each other. This semiotic element,
fspace/, hecomes an instrument for producing a sense of fapproachabil-
ity which is neccssary for creating an environment in which people can
cross their own limits and also those of their neighbors in this place.

The second techmique is a verbal one and follows the spatial
technique. 1t consists of communicating to every one, without formali-
ties, their names. By showing their names pecple are opening themselves
tc the possibility of establishing a relationship where every one can knew
cach other and develop asense of fintimacy/, which is related to the first
name, Ia other words, the progression space —> name is the invest-
ment of a semiotic sequence: +/approachability/ —> +fintimacy/.
Generally speaking, the 1ess the physical distance is, the greater are the
possibilities of interaction and intimacy .

During the second session of group therapy, every one knew the
name of everyone else. So they began opening this door -a door opened
by the possibility of calling someone by his or her first name, as if they
knew each other since childhood- and going into the boundaries of smind,
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feetings, and emotions. [n some coltures, the use of first names is mouch
morc frequent than in others. T was surprised to see how sometimes in
American universities, at the graduate level, students call their {eachers
by their first natnes, and aiso, in some cases, secretaries do the same. In
Venezuelan universities it is absolutely improper for students as well as
fior staff members tocall 2 teacher by his orher first name , This highlighis
how the use of the first name is linked to a level of communicationfinti-
macy much stronger in Veneszaelan culiure than in other countries. It
highlights also how the use of the first name can be ransformed in a
semiotic iechnigue for boosting the crossing of personal boundaries,

A COUPLE’S ARGUMENT

* This next linguistic example is taken from the Yenezuelan Spanish
language, which has, as Lalin American Spanish has, its own charac-
teristics m s different levels: phonglic, synmtactic, semanfic, e1c. The
principal aspect that I will discuss is the use of personal proncuns. In
Latin American Spanish, the second personal pronoutt changess in the
plurai form: instead of vesotres as wsed in Spain, we say ustedes, and
instead of, for cxample, trabajdis we use the same morpheme of the third
person of plural: frabajan. 1n none of the Latin American countries is
the form vosetres trabajdis employed by any speaker. Also, all Spanish
has this form of respect employed in the second person singular; wsted,
which is used as a respectful form, particelarly for addressing people
older than the speaker or o those hierarchically superior. Sometimes it
is also employed to address a person who could be of the same age and
position of the speaker, but to whom he has been just intreduced. After
having alonger relationship people of the same age and posilion usually
shift from the use of wsted to (he use of #i, which expresses 2 much more
familiar relationship. But what is amazing is the change i an opposite
direction. 1 have seen this change in Maracaibo in the particular context
of acouple's argument. In fact, having been married for more than seven
years this couple, as most couples do, cmployed the pronoun #2 for
addressing each other in normal situations of every day life. Buf when
they had a fight, the husband shifted the pronoun and addressed his wife
with (he pronoun asted. This is a very interesting case because by using
this pronoun, the husband created a boundary to keep his wife outside of
their relationship. 1 have never seen a case in which it is the wotnan who
used the form usted for addressing her husband. This preceding aspect
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ig linked 1o the fact of the dominance of men as head of the family. In
this case, we have the use of a linguistic form brought by one of the
participants in the téte-a-t€te, with the expressed intention of building a
barrier in the communication process. In this way, the negative intcrac-
tion taking place during the argument i3 boosted by means of narrowing
the Enguistic bridge of communication, I have seen couples from the
Venezuelan mountains of Los Andes who never use the familiar form #i
for addressing one another. Husbands and wives w:.ll use the respectiul
form usted every time they have to address each other!. And the children
will uge the game form for speaking to their parents, but will use the form
vos when addressing each other. But in the case of using wsred as a way
of creating limits, we can see how the normal interaction of a couple
steps back and creates a fance the aim of which is to avoid communica-
tion and this interaction, Putting limits on the levet of interaction that he
allows to his wife is a way of punishing her; he raises a fence where he
is in and she is out. As we have seen, the pronoun usted has two main
senses. The first one is frespect/ and the second one can he called
/distance/, which is commuunicated especially when it is the expression
of a hierarchy. This second meaning is the one which the husband is
trying to communicate. In fact, by using this pronoun for addressing his
wife, he reminds her that he is the one who has the higher hierarchical
position in their family. Moreover, he reminds her that he is the one who
has the power.

CROSSING A LARGE TERRITORY

The third expericnce I have observed in the crossing boondaries is
related o my experience and that of my family in mesling speakers of
our own language when living in a foreign country, Living in a foreign

1 Also, in the state of Zulia, in Venezuala, the form vos 15 the normal
substitute of 1 a8 the second person singular pronoun, The verh will take
the morpheme -¢is or -ais, according to the kind of verb, which is proper
of the second person plural. So, instead of T4 irabajas, people will say Vos
irabajdis. In some areas of Argentina people also use vos as secand
singular personal pronoun, but they use e verb W a diffcrent way, instead
of saying Vos frabaidis, as in (he former example, they will say Vos
irabajds.
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country, with adifferent language and different culture, is one of the most
difficult experiences to cope with, but, at the same time, it is one in which
is possible 10 observe the different ways that people use to build bridges
of communication and undetstanding, te try o interact without being
rejected and without rejecting those with whorm we are obliged 1o interact
In a particular social and coltural space and time, This work -tho other
word can describe this difficult task- requires a great consumption of
energy and imagination since there are (00 many aspects to be taken inte
account in the social and cultural element of cvery day life, In such a
situation | have observed how (he meeting of someone who just speaks
our language seems to be so well received. When these peopie, suffering
the stress of this new life, meet someone of the same language, it seems
as if they have known each other for a long time. The boundaries so
difficull to cross in the new couniry are crossed very easily when we
meet with some onc who just speaks our own language, even if this
person lives very far away, with very different habits and ideas, 1 have
seen how Mexican people, for example, meel Venezuelan people and
they immediately become acquainted as if it were an old friendship. The
normal personal boundaries that we build for our own people in our own
countries disappear immediately. The process of personal interaction is
very quickly seitled up, and familiarity and intimacy is rapidly increased.
In my analysis, this phenomena is the conseguence of 1wo main factors:
a) the common language which allows communication and ipteraction
without limitations, b} the common situalion of having difficulties 1o
cope with within a new culture in 2 differcot society. It is, however,
astounding how people who live in Argentina, for example, become
rapidly communicative with people who were born thousands and thou-
sands of miles away, having in common particularly language and
culture. I am persuaded that this relationship is much stronger and
quicker between Latin Americans themselves than between the Latins
and Spanish people, who, howevet, speak the same language. I suppose
that the elements that mediate 0 make one case easier than the other, are
that Latin American couniries share two comimen clements: a) Eco-
graphic vicinily, and b) a historic process of independence from Spain
which, in many cases, created a sense of unity and identification vis-a-vis
the, at that titne, common enemy, This scnsc has been carried through
time. [ think this is the best example of how the semiosphere plays &
fundamental rolc in creating the possibilitics of crossing boundaries
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between people who do not know cach other. The concept of
semiogphere has heen developed by Lotman who defines it as "the
semiotic space necessary for the existence and functicning of language.
not the sum total of different languages; in a sense the scmiosphere has
a prior existence and if in constant interaction with languages™
(1990:123), What I would Hke o underseore is that Latin Amorican
people are sharing very important levels of a same semiosphere, in
particular those that we can describe as linguistic and historic. If we could
identify levels in the whole semiosphere, we would say that there is a
genecal level that arose over the particularities of each Latin American
country and each Latin American community that is based upon common
language and common history. In other words, commen language and
common history have created a semiotic space by which the building of
bridges of communication finds uncx pected ways. We have cxpericnced
the same phenomenon with people from Brazil, who speak Porluguese
aind have a former colonial refadonship with Portugal. Brazilian people
do aot share the same comumon history nor the same language. The aspect
of a shared semiosphese that allows people from Brazil to develop aquick
and deep relationship with other people from Latin American countries
is their cominon geographic space. Geography becomes a semiotic space
loaded with meanings, cxpericnecs and ideas that originate a powerfl
open-door relationship between these people.

O a different level, this powerful intcraction is also found in
contacts between people from Lalin America and people [rom any other
country who communicares their experdence of having been in the
country from which his or her interlocutor comes. This message -having
visited your country or your home-town, for instance- will establish a
two-way communication. In relationship 0 dus interacuve Siluation [
biad the following experience in a supertnarket where 1 went 1o buy fish,
and talked to the person who was in charge of preparing ceady-to-cat
fish. Becanse my accemnt was familiar 1o him, he asked me where I was
from. When I said that T wag irom Venezuoela, he smiled widely and told
me that he had vizited several times the Venezyelan island of Margarila,
5 piace that I 100 had visited many times. Imrnediaiely we introduced
curselves and said our names to each other, just the first name, as
American people do in informal interactions, Of course we talked about
ihis expericnees in the Caribbean Sea, and about my experiences in the
United States, especially in Bloomington, Indiana. The second time I met
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Steve, his name, he did not called me "José" or "Joseph”, which is the
English equivalent for my first name. He just called me "Joe", which is
a familiar abbreviation for "Joseph”. Here we have again an cxample of
how the first name is an open-door {or communicaton. The difference
with respect to what I satd before is that here we have a familiar vse of
the first name, and also the common experience of having been in the
same place. It didn’t magter that this experience occurred in different
times, for different purposes, and with nothing in common in our lives,
In that way, we began a relationship that went far from an ordinary
contact between a customer and a clerk, Here the semiotic components
that are at play are more than a geographic spacc; it is the experience of
having been there, in Margarita, where I had bean too and, also, that
this place is part of my country. The semiotic value at play in this
expetience Can be represented through the term fcommonness/ of a
similar experience, which was the first point of real interaction in both
cases described above, The ingredient Aamiliarity/ is also a key compo-
nent it the open-door that our communication exchanges yielded, After
having found a common expericnce, actors will have a real possibility
of going 10 deeper steps of knowing each other, of developing friendship
and cammaraderie, which, if they agree, will continve in a progression of
shared experiences wilh consequently greater familiarity. This progres-
sive intcraction follows a patiern that can be represented the following
way: Hecommonness/ —> +Hfamiliarity/.

TRICK OR TREAT: THE HALLOWEEN RITUAL

My children Diego and David, six and nine years old respectively,
never had the experience of a Hallowsen celebration®. I think that they
had never heard about it before coming to the United States. Afier being
there for almost one year, they expericnced Halloween as it was some-
thing they had known before. In fact, children usually have fewer and
weaker boundaries to keep and more mastery in building bridges over

2 A more detailed analysis of Halloween ritoal, from a foreigner's point of
view, is provided by Finol, 1995, where I argue that this anoual festivity
“is an expression of a progressive process of initiation of children and
youths",
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the deep abyss of new cultures and languages. 1 remember how David,
ihen gight years old, the day following our arrival in Bloomington,
without knowing one word of English, was playing basketball with
children from different origing, children be had never seen before, and
t0 whomt he couldn’t speak of even call by their names.

During the Halioween ritual, as other children did, they went
arcund our neighborhood asking for candies, chocolates and all sort of
swegt treats. | went with them and I saw how the slogan Trick or treat
operated as 2 boundary-crossing instrament, It wasn't just a password,;
it was the way it had to be in atitual: a way of making contact, of showing
that they and the neighbors were placed in the same mood, in the same
scmiosphere, performing within the same ritual language, At that time,
during the few minutes they made contact, the children and the neighbors
conformed to the same culture, they shared a common agreement, they
builf an interaction based in mutal assumpiions and actions, This
interactional process was acting upon roles that every ot was supposcd
to assume and the assumption of this role was verbally expressed by a
simple statement: Trick or treat. Even if the menace of tricking was a
fictional one, loaded with old memories, as many rituals are, what is at
play is how the boundaries were crossed in harmony, Everybody knows
how difficult sometimes the relationship between neighbors is, Everyone
fears the loss of privacy, and sometimes it is just the terrible pressure of
not having time 1o say to others something more than a superficial "Hi"
or "Hello"; some slight taik about the weather and that's all. Often people
prefer o build relationships with people who live far from their homes
in order t0 keep 4 spatial distance that will avoid too close a friendship.
When the neighbor is a foreigner, as was our case, the possibilitics of
making contact arc weaker than in other circumstances, Moreover, being

» hispanic makes it more difficult since some people have some prejudice
againgt hispanic people. None of these boundaries apply when people
from dissimilar origins participate in the same ritnal using the elecments
-words, movements, clothes, colors- that are considered appropriate. In
my children's case they were wearing costames, they said the proper
words, and therefore they established during this rital an interaction that
waould be setfled with much more difficuit voder different circumstances,
Yet this interaction is Emited to the rital; it shows another way of
breaking boundaries that are ordinarily so firmly built. The boundaries
crossed during the Halloween ritual are of two orders: spatial and
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personal. The process of establishing the interaction begins with a spatial
approach and continues with a verbal action, These two actions imply
the creation of a communication process: approaching and saying, This
approaching is not necessarily physical and the saying is not necessarily
verbal, as they are in this particular case I am describing here.

HOLDING HANDS DURING MASS

Holding hands as well as wishing peace to each other is one of the
many changes that the Catholic charch introduced in the mass® ritual
during the scventies, when the Charismatic movement within the Catho-
fic church began to show a new powerful trend of practicing rcligious
life. The introduction of the holding hands during mass aims to create a
deep sensc Oof community between members of this church. The church,
Catholics say, is not a building, it is a body. The idea of being church, of
heing the body of Christ implies the idea of a totalily of church members.
Theretore the church created a ritwal way of expressing unity through
the physical contact of hands during some prayers, The main purposc
was to institute an interaction between God and church members, For
this 10 be accomplished, they had to cross the boundaries between church
members, Taking and holding the hand of your neighbor during the mass’
ritval was an excellent way of reaching out, one to another. It wasn't
encugh 1o be together, at the same time and place and practicing the same
ritual. It was necessary that the idea of community church, the idea of
hecoming a collective interlocutor toward God, was really reached. Se
many Catholic people really began to understand what being a religions
community meant only when they crossed the limit of their own bodies
toward Lhe body of their neighbors, 1¢an only speculate that this crossing
of borders was probably more significant in cultures where the touching
and vsing of small distances betwecn interloculors is 1ess common, For
Latin American people, so fond of touching and placing themselves close
during verbal communication and dance performance, for example, (his
changc was seen (o be very natural and very easy to incorporate into the
ritual.

As in many other religious groups, Catholics have many differ-
ences of sacial class, natonal origin, level of cducation, etc. As in other
community churches, the leaders try to invent ways of communication
between members. At the Saint Charles Church, in Bloomington, Indi-
ana, where this experience wok place, the leaders created some activities
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like a sort of brunch, with donuts and coffee, after the 10 o' clock mass.
This meeting gives an opportunity for parishioners to talk and know each
other. Also they developed a dinner for newcomers, as a way of meeiing
people who had maoved to the parish recently. But none of these activities
have the ritual and religions intensity, the deep sense of church as (he
touching of hands has, This capacily of creating a sense of community
is maximized because the physical contact is the very symbol of their
unity during prayer.

The semiosis at play during the mass ritual is built upon two main
senses: Junity/ and ftotality/. As we can se¢ the second one is the
consequence of the first one. In other words, the parishioners hold hands
t0 build up the sense of funlty/ as a necessary step (0 achisve their sense
of ftotality/, therefore o be a body-church as a whole. Moreover, the
sense of fanityf implics also the cocounter of body and soul, the erasing
of borders in the human being itself, EFf we pay attention to the semiolic
orientation of this process of crealing funityf and thercafler Aotality/,
we can see how the physical contact acts as the starting operation of
fouading the communion of body and soul and, by this means, the
founding of 2 real body in a physical and spirimual sense.

In this experience, instcad of having a verbal device to cross borders
between church members, we have a kinesic sign, a hody touching
technique which has, in our culture, a great power of communication and
interaction. There are different body-cotiact signs”. These signs can be
classified according to the positive or negative connatation they have in
arder to establish or to break acelationship. According to the first criteria
we hiave shaking hands, kissing, hugging, tapping, canessing, picking up,
holding (hands, arms, etc.), cleaning, suckling, and sexual contact. (The
sexual conlact body-sipns can also be classified aceording to different
criteria a3 body parts, positions, ete. ) According to the second criterig we
have knocking, kicking, biting, scratching, gripping, elbowing, and
kanocking heads toghether. Both types of sign are aimed (o establish a
communicalion, be il in a posilive or negative way. Bul while the fiest
ones are aimed 10 continue a relationship, the sccond ones arc aimed to

3  See the pioncering works of Erving Gofiman (1967) and those of Ray-
mond Firth (1572) and Bsther Goody (1972).
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finigh it Or, in an other sense, to continue in a discordant way. Every body
part employed during the body contacts has particular connotations and
can be analyzed separately. Many of them can be performed on different
places of the body recipient. Many of them can also be combined
sequentially or simultaneously. The best example is the sexual contact
when lovers perform many different kinds of touching in order to
give-receive plaasure, love, etc.

Hands have a special significance in the semiotics of body. They
hold many symbolic meaning in Westem cullure: creation, work, love,
prayer, etc. In a temporal sequence, during the encounter and mieeting
process of people in every day life, bands are usually the first point of
body contact, they are the doors through which people provide access to
each other. Beginning with shaking hands, a friendly relationship would
continue maybe with slapping, hugging, kissing and s0 on, S0 we can
say that hands ha\re a similar sighificance as does a door: they are the
way to o ﬂlmugh Nonetheless, the meaning of the hands during the
Catholic mass ritual is much more than being the threshold of the human
body. During mass, hands are the contact that break the borders, that
cross the personal boundaries, 10 make possible the /continulty/ neces-
sarily required for establishing fnity/ and /totality/,

WITH THE BAHA1

In November 1992, still living in Bloomington, | went with my wife
te 3 meeting of members of the Bahd’{ Faith, wonderful people with a
great sense of brotherhood 2nd internationality in their faith, There we
had the same experience I talked about before: we met-an American girl
whe had been Living in Argentina since she was thirteen years old. Now
she was twenty-five and she spoke Spanish as Arpeatinean people do,
with no English accent at all. For us it was like speaking with an
Argentinean and immedjately this siream of empathy and understanding
staried as if we had been friends for many years, We exchanged tzle-

4  Here we must cemember the wonderful lecture of M. Mauss (1934} about
“Techniques of the body™: “the ways in which from society 1o soctety men
kmow © vse their bodies”, “The body is man's first and most naturai
Instrument”, (197370, 751,
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phone numbers and made an appointment tc meet again as soon as
possible.

But the experience I want ¢ talk about now comes from our
rciationship with American people during this Bahg'{ dinner meeting and
why we felt 4 little more uncomfortable than vsual. When we arrived at
the house, the mecting had already begun. We were greeted in & very
friendly way and we tried to find a place to sit. After doing so, we saw
that no one was wearing shoes. They had taken them off immediataly
after entering the house, but we didn’t because before sitting down we
didn’t know they had done that, We were 2 little embarrassed, and
knowing nothing about the Bahg'[ Faith, we didn’t even know if being
shoeless during this meeting was part of their religious ritual or just a
way of keeping the carpet clean! We sitll don’t know. So we kept our
shoes... and our embartassment! The embarrassment cooverted into an
obstacle in two directions. On the one hand, we avoided asking whether
being barefoot was part of some ritual of not. On the other hand, it created
a boundary because in our own perception it separated us from them,
it made us different from them,

I consider the meeting a ritual since it was a pot luck dinner with a
pre-established although 1oose order. After meeting people and when the
hosts knew that most guests were there, they asked everyone to make a
line in order to serve themselves. They said that, as on former occasions,
those who were at the meeting for the first time would be the first on the
line. After the dinner, one member of the church talked about her
expericaces on 2 irip 10 a former Sovict republic. [t wasn't just a dinner,
it was a ritvalized meeting where activities were accomplished in a
certain regular way. As Firth said “it follows patterned romtines”
(1972:29),

I think that what is interesting in the expertence I already described
is how this mechanism of boundary creaticn works in an unexpected,
involuntary way, and how it follows a progression in which new bounda-
ries, new limitations are created in a schismogenstic fashion that makes
it more and more difficult to develop an environment where interaction
is favored. The situation has many clements 1o be taken inta account
since we have here elements we have saen before but also new ¢nes, I
fact, if my wife and [ had seen the shoes placed in a corner of the hall or
bad seen that people weren't waaring shoes, probably we would have
taken ours off. When we saw that people had no shoes, we were already
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seated Far from the place where the shoes had been placed. The alterna-
tive of going back amd taking our shoes off was also embarrassing for
people who are a little shy as we are but also who were newcomers as
we were. What [ am trying to show is the intervention of /spacef as a
limnitation for doing what we didn’t.do when we eniered the hall, But also
the /differences/ that we were bearing: “foreigners”, “*newcomers” and
“non-members”of the faith. What did the first differences do in this
situations? They created new ones. We have here an example of a
negative progression toward interaction, In other words, we have here
an example of building bounderies most of which originated in our
ignorance of the ritual nules. This ignorance prompted other elements
like shyness or embarrassment which, inmediately, created more diffi-
culties for communication.

The new element we have in this experience is clothing, if I can so
¢all the non-wearing of shoes. In fact, clothing is a cultural element with
a broad semiotic code which, regarding interaction, works as 2 way of
creating or breaking boundaries. The way people dress themselvesis a
message addressed to other people about their accessibility, place on a
hierarchy, level of education, social class, social occasion, eic. Specifi-
cally, taking off the shoes hag very important significance in different
cultures. Muslims take off their shoes before entering church, and in
Japanese culture, it is a very common habit to take off the shoes before
entering the house. During our Bahd'l meeting, being without shoes
seemed to be a way of communicating /mformality/ or opeoness to
communication. But in our case it worked in the opposite direction
because it was, at lcast at the beginning, interpreted as a ritwal Aormal-

ityt.

CONCLUSIONS

It is possible to visualize the different semiotic elements at play in
verbal and ritual interaction cases described above, in Fig. 1, where we
can see some of the mosL common elements of a semiotic of interaction
expressed both in processes of intra and intercultural contacts.
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1. Therapy Groop egalitarian space fapproachability/
—_— 1
first name fmamacyf
2. Couple's argument personal pronouns Alistance/
_ L
i —> usted frespect/
3. People from Latin gengraphic vicinity feommonness/
American countries e —
common language flamiligrity/
4, Hallowecn Ritoal COMMOn Space
—— freiphborliness/
ritual slogan
5. Catholic Mass holding fcomlinuily/
hands fumnity/
fotalityf
G. Bahd'l Meeling unclothing +informality/
{bare feet) -Hormality/
Figure 1.

If we try to establish an order thal goes from 2 small and intimate
cultural sphere to a wider and more public one, we will see something
like this:

Bahi'i Catheolic IIH,H.].'EF‘W‘:!:I‘I

—y
Mesting | | Mass [ Ritual

Couple Thetrapy Latindmerican

Group

Contacts

Every one of these experiences i3 related to a particular
semiosphere, every one is integrated into a cultural micro-cosmos which
gives sense to the cxpericnces of people invalved. But in our case, the
perlormances that are expected are related also to our own national and
familiar semicspheres, which gives pew sense, at least for us, to the
proposed interaction processes. The building and breaking of borders is
both a way of keeping ourselves between the limits of what is known to
us, between our own culiure, and, at the very same time, of exploring the
unknown, of knowing, of crossing borders and expanding gur own limits.
Thers is always a fear of going 1oward (he unknown and thus a powerfol



120 José Enriqie Finol
Opcidn, ARe 11, No. 16 (1%93): 103-120

appeal exists to stay within the sheltered limits of our semiotic world, A
hasic distrust nourishes our relaticnship ¢c what is different but at the
sams tme what is different appeals to our curiosity and interest. The
senge of body border that Fisher mentioned” is also and foremost a
cultural border embedded in our behavior and thoughts, and consg-
quently, there is always an implicit potential sk in going away from it.
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