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The Role of the Arts & Embodiment in Community Building

(A Post 9/11 Review)

By Martha Hart Eddy

HOW A COMMUNITY LEARNS:
THE REALITY OF METAPHOR

Buildings are symbols of people.
George P. Lakoff, linguistic theorist,
viewed the attack on the World
Trade Center as a ‘decapitation.” He
contends that because of “mirror
neurons” that cause images to feel real,
anyone exposed to the image of the
Twin Towers falling needed to heal,

specifically in the neck and head region.

We each felt a shock. Lakoff maintains
it was the brain, high up in our bodies
that suffered most. Of course, the pain
resonated everywhere.

Lakoff describes that there are
connections from these “mirror
neurons” to the emotional centers of
our brain.

Such neural circuits are believed
to be the basis of empathy. This
works literally — when we see a plane
coming toward the building and
imagine people in the building, we
feel the plane coming toward us;
when we see the building toppling
toward others, we feel the building
toppling toward us. It also works
metaphorically: If we see the plane
going through the building, and
unconsciously we metaphorize the
building as a head with the plane
going through its temple, then we
sense unconsciously but powerfully—
being shot through the temple. Our
systems of metaphorical thought,
interacting with our mirror neurons
systems, turn external literal horrors
into felt metaphorical horrors. All of

what we know is physically embodied
in our brains. To incorporate the
new knowledge requires a physical
change in the synapses of our brains,
a physical reshaping of our neural
system. (Lakoff, 2004: 54)

In times of conflict and violence,
arts-based communities can address
all types of human problems through
just this kind of metaphoric thinking.
Spoken or unspoken—rules, traditions,
or laws within a community may
support justice or counteract violence
within a community. There are specific
skills that contribute to a peaceable
community and artists will use their
creativity to break through injustice
and support peaceable forms of human
interaction. The Arts in general can
be used for “sneaky healing” in that
they use symbolism and abstraction to
approach difficult issues.

“Embodiment” is also an important
skill for healing. The work of Body-
Mind Centering offers the artist/
community worker a sophisticated
entry into embodiment through its
comprehensive understanding of
the body in the context of human
development. Other relevant
integrative methods include:

Arnold Mindell’s Process-Oriented
psychotherapy, Ron Kurtz’s Body-
Centered psychotherapy or educational
models such as those of Brazilian
activist educator Agosto Boal’s
“Theatre of the Oppressed” and the
Laban/Bartenieff “Movement Analysis’
work. My own research has used these

]

embodiment methods together with the
performing arts in schools. I call this
work “Embodying Peace” (Eddy 2006;
Linden 2007; www.EmbodyPeace.org).

When Lakoff claims the mind is
“embodied” he is arguing that almost
all of human cognition, up through
the most abstract reasoning, depends
on, and makes use of, such concrete
and ‘low-level’ faculties as the sensori-
motor system and the emotions. “We
are neural beings,” he states, “our
brains take their input from the rest of
our bodies. What our bodies are like
and how they function in the world
thus structures the very concepts we
can use to think. We cannot think just
anything—only what our embodied
brains permit” (Lakoff 2002: 143-76).
When a negative stimulus is strong or
repetitive, we commonly respond by
‘freezing’ with no expression at all or
by numbing out. Another reaction
causes a sudden motoric response
which often backfires and damages our
body or our psyche.

Body-Mind Centering teaches us
to note specific areas of trauma and
give them voice, allowing a ‘motoring
out’ of these negative experiences.
Physical expression helps the human
emotional system become responsive
again by balancing the nervous system’s
sensory-motor loop. A healthy nervous
system is one where the stimulus is
first “sensed” and then reacted to
(‘motoring out’) in apt proportion. It is
known that bonding with other caring
people and feeling part of a community
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