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The cloistered “convent”: can one imagine a less suitable place for field research? Off-limits
by definition, this kind of space hides away from external observation and participation.
Should we have the chance to enter, we would encounter individuals devoted to the rule of
silence, thus resistant to the dialogical exchange which stands at the heart of ethnographic
inquiry. Does this make it a “mission: impossible”-like endeavor? Not really, as Francesca
Sbardella has made her way into this protected universe and has delivered an ethnographic
account that is exceptionally rich and evocative. The ethnographic foundation of her work
lies in extended stays in two French Carmelite monasteries between 2006 and 2010. She was
admitted to these monasteries on the condition that she adopt the role of a postulant—
essentially behaving as though she were a religious novice during her trial period. This
arrangement decisively shaped her research experience, foregrounding the phenomenology of
cloistered life: the bodily techniques required for long moments of prayer and meditation, the
relationship with food and daily routines, the world of silence, and the forms of
communication and solitude linked to it. As a result, her ethnographic narrative is necessarily
subjective, centered on thick depictions of daily life in the monastery and the challenging
relationships with the nuns on one hand, and with the sacred dimension on the other. Yet, the
narrative would not be effective if it did not intersect with significant methodological and
theoretical issues related to the anthropology of institutions and the issue of the autonomy of
the sacred.

Anthropology of Experience

My initial reflections concern the methodological aspects, which the author herself discusses
in depth, comparing her work with various ethnographies that have approached participant
observation as an immersion into a radically different way of life. In classical anthropologys, it
was taken for granted that radical otherness was geographically defined, residing in
“primitive” and exotic cultures distant from the anthropological “us.” These cultures
exhibited forms of “savage” subjectivity apparently incompatible with “civilized” ones. The
anthropological game involved demonstrating their shared humanity through ethnographic
contextualization. This could be attained by highlighting the rational aspects of their behavior
and culture on one side, and by emphasizing the “savage” elements within “our” own
subjectivity on the other.

Today, with no “primitives” left, radical otherness emerges as a problem in relation to forms
of life that are in some way closed off and separate, social bubbles implying subjectivities
that appear incommensurable. It is worth wondering what the most unsettling figures of
otherness might be in the contemporary global context. Much international anthropology
seems to seek them in forms of marginality. The anti-culturalism of post- or decolonial
thought has replaced the topic of diversity with that of inequality, urging a focus on
documenting and at one time denouncing pockets of absolute poverty, situations of exclusion,
injustice, suffering, and dehumanization. Hence, waste-pickers in India’s suburbs, street
children in South American slums, refugees, asylum seekers, and illegal immigrants exploited



in informal economies are amongst the main protagonists of contemporary anthropology:
their discrimination serves as evidence of the inhumanity of capitalism or, as it is commonly
referred to, the neoliberal global system.

As important as these studies are, they tend to overshadow forms of cultural diversity not
directly linked to political-economic inequality—a diversity, I mean, that appears
incompatible with the more widespread and accepted models of rational behavior and
thought. Among these, cloistered “convents” stand out as one of the most striking and yet the
least “exotic,” tied as they are to a long history of Christianity that is part of the very
(European, “western”) history that gave birth to anthropology. What drives young women to
voluntarily isolate themselves from the world, to self-imprison themselves in a closed
structure that imposes rules of bodily and personal mortification, first and foremost that of
silence? What compels them to live in ways that actively suppress or ignore significant
aspects of human life, which typically—outside in the wider world—are central to ordinary
interests and practices? What type of subjectivity and rationality characterizes cloistered
nuns?

These are the questions that drive the researcher toward an immersive methodology, an
anthropology of experience that involves engaging one’s own body as a tool of knowledge.
She decides to surrender herself without any filters to the monastery’s context and the
techniques for shaping bodies and subjectivities therein. This leads her, among other things,
to engage with other ethnographic works that have pursued a similar path, such as Jeanne
Favret-Saada’s study on witchcraft in the French Bocage, Loic Wacquant’s work in a boxing
gym in a Black neighborhood of Chicago, or Marek M. Kaminski’s exploration of Polish
prisons (although Kaminski’s case is different, in that his prison experience was entirely real,
stemming from months of detention as a political opponent in 1980s Poland—an ex-post
reflection on an externally imposed biographical event rather than a methodological choice).
In all these works, anthropological knowledge consists in documenting practices that are
never entirely reducible to discursive rationality and that become accessible only through
bodily and emotional participation. “In the beginning was the deed”—as Goethe put it, in a
way so dear to Wittgenstein. The practices being observed are “ungrounded.” That is, they
are not simply the consequence of rational decisions that research should “discover” and
express in linguistic form; rather, these practices are what ground the discursive reflections
that their own protagonists may use to justify them. Practices are the riverbed upon which the
water of Jogos flows, to borrow once again the metaphor of the Austrian philosopher.

The experience of the monastery is, in certain respects, less perilous than others: there is no
encounter, as in the case of Favret-Saada, with a mysterious and occult force whose attacks
one experiences, and which is evoked precisely through words (Deadly Words is the title of
the English translation of her work). This is why the French researcher is precluded from
using descriptive language, as it serves as a tool of detached ethnography, since that very
language is active, “powerful,” and “effective.” Yet there is an intriguing symmetry with the
situation faced by Francesca Sbardella, for whom words are forbidden for different reasons.
The monastery places her in an even more radical position owing to the rule of silence. Her
interactions with the nuns cannot take place through verbal communication—except during
separate “interview” moments, which ultimately prove disappointing and certainly do not
clarify their “motivations” or their complex relationship with the Lebensform of cloistered
life.

A Total Institution



Like the prison analyzed by Kaminski, the cloistered “convent” is also a total institution in
Goffman’s classical sense. Within it, space, time, activities, bodily postures, and personal
roles are regulated by extremely rigid frameworks. Personal identities are constructed in ways
that radically distance them from those in the outside world, a distance marked by sharp and
conspicuous boundaries, both material and symbolic. However, unlike other total
institutions—prisons, psychiatric hospitals, or barracks—there is no division between staff
tasked with enforcing the rules and “inmates” who seek to resist them. Nor is there, except in
minimal and very subtle ways, the duality of behavioral codes (formal-informal, official-
unwritten) that characterizes prisons or barracks. Contrary to the portrayals in certain literary
depictions of monasteries, the Carmelites described in this book appear completely aligned
with the institutional logic and discourse: they do not seek spaces of “resistance,” nor do they
seem to exhibit any distance from canonical interpretations of their experience. In their rare
conversations with the author, stolen moments defying the rule of silence, they not only
affirm their choice but also offer theological and mystical interpretations entirely consistent
with official views. They do not open up to personal stories or biographical glimpses; indeed,
behind their fictitious names, readers catch no glimpse of life histories or sociologically
significant details. The dialogues with them, as reported by the author, are mostly doctrinal
discussions—Ilegitimizing self-interpretations, so to speak.

Yet, as the text unfolds, we see the impact the total institution has on the author herself. She
must learn to remain kneeling and motionless for hours, to remain silent even during social
moments like meals, to move without making noise, to forego mirrors, and to encapsulate her
presence in a way that can become exasperating and intolerable. This exasperation is noted in
her field journal, culminating in the statement about the nuns: “They are lunatics! Either they
are lunatics, or [ am.” Here lies a profound perception of otherness, in the sense of the
absence of a shared moral ground for dialogue. The researcher’s hope to discover a “common
humanity” behind the nuns’ “masks” is constantly frustrated, as they never abandon their
roles. In her journal, she writes:

The weight of symbolic representation they manage to build and keep is incredible, it really
looks like god in person could come any time for dinner tonight. Maybe tonight I will meet
God! They are very good at this, a perfect fiction. It seems so real that I cannot but believe it,
or else I am crazy. I want to leave; I am studying lunatics.

Harsh words, yet ethnographic understanding would lack credibility if they were unspoken.
The nuns’ construction of a world where god’s presence is constantly imagined as real—
where god is genuinely perceived as a conversational subject—is a boundary that the
researcher’s participant observation cannot cross.

I will return to this point shortly. For now, I observe that Sbardella’s research places us
squarely within the realm of an anthropology of experience, which may not be incompatible
with, but must certainly be distinguished from, an interpretive anthropology based on the
hermeneutics of meaning. However, it also seems important to distinguish the author’s
method from approaches that affirm a sort of irreducibility of lived experience—from which
would follow, in turn, the impossibility of constructing a scientific and objectifying
discourse, and thus the recourse to a literary, narrative, or evocative writing style (if not even
the impossibility of any form of writing altogether). Sbardella instead interprets her method
in the sense of Pierre Bourdieu’s praxeology, where the researcher’s involvement in her
object of study leads not to a loss of scientific objectification but to its refinement.
Reflexivity pushes toward the “objectivation of the objectivator,” toward taking one’s own



processes of thought and bodily habitus as a subject of analysis. The aim, then, is to bring to
light a dimension of cultural life that usually remains opaque and below the threshold of
awareness but which the confrontation with the “radically other” helps to emerge. In the
words of Bourdieu, as cited by the author herself, “to bring to light what is ‘the hidden’ par
excellence, what escapes the gaze of science because it is hidden in the very gaze of the
scientist, the transcendental unconscious, one has to historicize the subject of historicization,
to objectivate the subject of the objectivation, that is, the historical transcendental ...”

Understanding Religion

We thus arrive at the perennial problem of the anthropological approach to religion: can one
understand belief in god without sharing it, understand faith without experiencing it?
Sbardella skillfully navigates this dilemma of humanistic studies of religion. On one hand,
the nuns’ belief that god is truly present with them seems absurd to her, comprehensible only
as a “deviation” from common rationality (“they are lunatics”). On the other hand, she
recognizes that the anthropologist must start from the fact that the sacred (which cannot be
seen or heard, etc.) “exists for them” and thus has concrete social consequences, visible in
their practices and cultural productions. However, limiting oneself to saying “for them” and
“for us,” or distinguishing between “emics” and “etics,” risks representing a surrender of
Verstehen. Here is the theoretical-methodological apex of the book: can we comprehend their
world as a form of rationality and humanity rather than madness? What does it mean to live
in a world of silence, standardized bodily routines, and mystical dialogues with god? The
book, as noted, employs every possible means to convey the phenomenology of a separate
social and symbolic universe, one that is not “worldly.” It focuses, for instance, on the images
(paintings, statues) prevalent in the monastery, which are interpreted as tangible mediators of
the sacred presence; on the material culture accompanying the nuns’ lives, variably exposed
or concealed; on the forms of labor the nuns engage in (including the production of hosts and
devotional objects); and on their relationship with the body and its care, with gazing and
being gazed at (in a context where mirrors are forbidden). A hallmark of Sbardella’s
approach is her attention to material culture, guided by Daniel Miller’s maxim: “The closer
we are to things, the closer we are to people.” In this case, one could say that proximity to
objects is an obligatory path, given the difficulty of drawing close to individuals.
Ethnographic imagination is also supported by a series of evocative black and white
photographs taken by professional photographer Franco Zecchin.

But precisely the effectiveness of this representation accentuates the sense of an unresolved
divide between “them” and “us.” What descriptive language of social action could include
both “them” and “us” within the same framework? Or, to put it differently, what connects the
secular researcher—steadfast in her conviction that all cultural facts, including religious ones,
have entirely human origins and destinies—and the nuns, who center their entire lives on the
real and effective presence of god? Ultimately, this remains the core problem of the
anthropology of religion. And note that in this case, unlike for example in Evans-Pritchard’s
classical discussion of Nuer religion, we are not dealing with a difficulty of “radical
translation.” There is no need to understand, for example, the Nuer term Kwoth, which refers
to traditions of thought and action incommensurable with European ones, translatable as
“god” or “spirit” only at the cost of ethnocentric distortions, and which cannot even begin to
be interpreted without projecting onto it our own language and experiences—our “cultural
history,” as Ernesto de Martino put it. None of this applies here: the nuns speak a religious
language that the researcher already knows, having been christened and raised in a catholic
country and in an environment familiar with discourses about god, sin, grace, etc. Yet she



remains estranged from the mystical experiences, from the idea that one can literally speak
with god, that divine presence “really” pervades those ancient cells—in a sense of the word
“reality” indistinguishable from its ordinary or common-sense meaning.

This brings us back to the double danger, the bad alternative, between the opposing risks of
dogmatism and “going native.” On one hand, one could interpret the nuns’ universe of
representations as deviant from a given norm of rationality or reality. To say they are
“lunatics” would be only an extreme expression of an interpretation that might revolve
around illusions, false consciousness, brainwashing, or symbolic frameworks. Following the
lines of functionalist or structuralist anthropology, it could be argued that while they profess
to speak with god, their words and actions are to be understood metaphorically, driven in
reality by unconscious dynamics or expressions of social values. But this would fall back into
the old positivist aporia, which can “explain” religion only by reducing it to something else.

On the other hand, one could become like them, convert, accept their definition of the reality
of god. But in doing so, “going native,” one steps outside the bounds of anthropological
understanding. After all, what would we readers—secular and scientifically oriented (not
necessarily non-believers, but participants in a linguistic game different from that of religious
faith)—think if the author of this book told us that, at the peak of her ethnographic
immersion, god personally spoke to her?

To escape this bad alternative, Sbardella again turns to Bourdieu, the very genuine inspiration
for her anthropological stance. In Language and Symbolic Power, Bourdieu states that “the
recognition of the legitimacy of the official language has nothing in common with an
explicitly professed, deliberate, and revocable belief, or with an intentional act of accepting a
‘norm’.” Applied to religion, this suggests that action is the foundation of belief rather than
the other way around; that we are, ultimately, dealing with a form of life. It is worth recalling
Bourdieu’s reflections on the state where he writes about: ... this well-founded illusion, this
place that exists essentially because people believe that it exists ... This mysterious reality
exists through its effects and through the collective belief in its existence, which lies at the
origin of these effects. It is something that you cannot lay your hands on,” yet which is
attributed, in innumerable discourses, the role of a propositional subject, although Bourdieu
here is not speaking of god but of the state; moreover, “all sentences that have the state as
subject are theological sentences; which does not mean that they are false, inasmuch as the
state is a theological entity, that is, an entity that exists by way of belief”.

These observations are invaluable for an anthropological theory of the state (and they invite
us to question how often the state is theologized within anthropological discourse itself). But
they are equally relevant to the religious domain and the specific space of the cloistered
“convent.” For Bourdieu, the state is not a metaphysical entity but a set of concrete relational
practices; its reality is built and consolidated through the visible effects of these practices. His
comparison with religion helps elucidate the nature of a political construct (he calls it a
“collective fiction” and a “well-founded illusion,” echoing Durkheim’s definition of religion,
ibid, 6). Conversely, the reality of god that pervades the monastery’s space and time can be
understood through the analogy with the state. It is the myriad micro-practices that occur
there, and whose effects are visible, that construct this reality. The relationship between the
political and religious fields is not merely metaphorical. In a way, the cloistered “convent”
can be seen as the most perfect example of an anti-state, precisely because of its separation
and anti-mundane character. State rules do not penetrate it: identity documents,
bureaucracies, calendars, and deadlines do not matter. Similarly, the rules of the other great



modern institution, that is the market, do not apply: the nuns cannot dispose of personal
resources, must seek the monastery’s approval for purchases of even the smallest personal
items, and operate within an economy of giving or donation. Perhaps this absence of state and
market is the most bewildering aspect of cloistered life. When the constitutions of state and
market are suspended (their respective “theologies,” one might say), what remains are god’s
laws, which differently delineate the boundaries between visible and invisible, the structure
of space and time, identities and human relationships, thus creating the metaphysical
substance of that “propositional subject” presupposed by the entire linguistic game. Hence
the unease of the researcher, who enters this world having passed only in part through the
usual pathways of training and socialization: she observes above all the “effects,” learns to
imitate ritualized behaviors, but remains a stranger to the form of life. On the other hand, this
experience can reveal that many of the ordinary practices most familiar to her are themselves
no more “grounded”—starting with that of “anthropological cloistering” based on values,
ancestor cults, and bizarre rituals (“interviewing,” participating in social actions solely to
observe others, “believing” in the existence of culture and society) that almost no one
understands or shares in the wider world out there.
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