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Paper Summary

“It's Special, but is it Spiritual?”

Neil Elliot, School of Social Science, Kingston University

My research has been examining the nature of a type of snowboarding called “Soulriding”, with the aim of discovering more about contemporary understandings of spirituality
.  The research data has been  thirty five semi-structured interviews, which focussed on interviewees responses to ten “elements of soulriding”.  The data was analysed in a variety of ways; thematically across the interviews, narrative reduction through each interview, and by quantitative  reduction.  

 The majority (c 75%) of the snowboarders interviewed felt that in some way snowboarding was spiritual for them. What was fascinating was that the qualitative patterns of response to the  questions  about the “elements of soulriding” did not correlate to the response about whether snowboarding was spiritual. Individuals with the same patterns of response to the “elements'”questions, and thus finding similar  elements of snowboarding significant would be on each side of the “Spiritual” question. One  quote seemed to sum this up - “It's Special, but is it Spiritual? No”   

The question that the above quote raised was 'what was it that made the experience Spiritual rather than Special?'.  The research was not premised on any particular understanding of the term “spiritual”, and interviewees who asked for some definition were invited to use the term as they saw fit. Consideration of the interview data  revealed a number of categories of individuals who were less likely to find snowboarding spiritual.  First were learner riders, those who were focussed on achieving unconscious competence.  Second  those whose riding focussed on technical competence of some kind, maybe riding fast or learning tricks.  Third were those who had an active religious faith.  Finally were those whose views of religion were negative. These  groups did not account for all those who did not see snowboarding as spiritual, nor were all of those in these categories opposed to snowboarding being spiritual, but the groupings were significant and suggestive.  They suggest that perception of spirituality may be related to the assumptions which a rider has about their snowboarding.

The ten elements of snowboard which were examined in the study were grouped  as a result of the analysis into three types.  The first was elements which consisted of some immediate experience whilst the rider was snowboarding.  These elements were  Flow, Peace, and Transcendence.  The second type was elements which in some way contributed to identity, the elements concerned being Community, Lifestyle, and Meaning and purpose.  The final group were those elements which provided a context for snowboarding.  In this type were Nature, Escape, Risk, and Play.  Each of these elements emerged in the interviews as part of the mental approach of the riders to their snowboarding, and thus provide the context for the activity.  Whilst the pattern of responses to the first two groups was varied, the pattern of responses to the third was almost 100% positive.  Almost every rider identified  all of the elements in the context group  as being significant for their riding.  The experience and identity groups correspond closely with the main types of definition of spirituality I identified in a cross-disciplinary study of Education, Healthcare, Religious studies and Sociology of Religion.  But the interpreting elements as providing context for spirituality was not an emphasis I had encountered.

The two observations above suggested something about the nature of spirituality within snowboarding which is at the heart of this paper.  Spirituality is not something which arises out of the individual's snowboarding experience , but is a part of their expectations and worldview when they enter the snowboard environment.  It is another element of context, alongside attitudes to Nature, Escape, Risk, and Play. Spirituality is not an a posteriori result but an a priori framing of experience.  The interviewee who found snowboarding to be “Special” and not “Spiritual” was revealing their  assumptions about snowboarding, as was the person who found snowboarding to be deeply spiritual.  The active believers interviewed were the most obvious examples of this.  For some of them, snowboarding could not be spiritual  because spirituality involved a particular physical and mental context.

Early social science accounts of religious experience concluded that the experiences gave rise to religion.  James's famous “The Varieties of Religious Experience” (1902/2002) roots religious experience in mystical states of conciousness (p413) , and suggests that these are the source of religion which in turn is preoccupied with our personal destinies (p528ff).  Similarly Durkheim's “The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life” (1915/1965) asserts that “out of this effervescence itself that the religious impulse seems to be born” (p250).  Their argument is that religion is an a posteriori result of certain experiences.  Both James (p 429) and Durkheim (p248) pay attention to context in their descriptions, especially in Durkheim's case to the constructed nature of that context.  But they subsequently disregard the context, as if the experiences arrived ex-nihilo. However, in each of their descriptions, the case can clearly be made that those involved have experiences because that is what they are expecting.  

Berger and Luckmann discuss religion as a subjective reality which requires a particular context to maintain (1966, p174). They explain the possibility of “alternations” which involve a major transformation of subjective reality, and they give religious conversion as prototype (1966, p177).  They dismiss the conversion itself as “nothing much” and maintain that it is the maintenance of the transformed reality as plausible which is most significant (ibid).  Thus context is key to sustaining a particular, although not acquiring, a particular subjective reality.  This may more succinctly be  termed using Goffman's term, Frame.  Goffman, following Berger and Luckmann in his complex  and magisterial “Frame Analysis” (1974), clearly locates religious beliefs as a “primary framework” which is “fundamental to the organization of activity” (1974, p305).

Otto asserts in “The idea of the Holy” that the Holy “is a purely a priori category” (1923/1950, p112). He roots this assertion in Kant and suggests that experience gives the occasion for an a priori cognition element of holiness. This is a view rooted in a particular theological anthropology which I am not seeking to assert here.  My point is that the suggestion has been made from a theological perspective that perception of the numinous is a priori and not a posteriori.  Melding Otto with the sociologists above gives the idea of spirituality is not an outcome of experiences, but as an expectation, a perspective,  a set of lenses with which objective reality is viewed, such that it is itself a frame,a subjective reality.  The spiritual is not what we see, it is how we see.

What I am suggesting then is that when we encounter the 'spiritual' it is because at some level we expect to do so, it 'fits' with our primary framework.  Whatever understanding of spiritual is being used, from that of personal motivation and development to the religious, from those of psyche to those of pneuma, the concept of spiritual is part of our primary framework, a highly significant subjective reality.  To say the snowboarding is “special not spiritual” is to reveal how the individual frames this part of their reality.
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�	For the purposes of this paper I am assuming that religion, faith and belief are each some subset of spirituality





