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Abstract

Odor and olfaction anthropology explores four lines of research which, in many cases, may
overlap: the variability of the olfactory perception, olfactory skills and know-how, odor use, and
odor representations. My proposal here is to deal with the first one, trying to answer the
following question: is olfactory perception a phenomenon resulting solely from the biological
organization of the human being, in such a way that it does not know other variations than the
ones due to nature? Or, on the contrary, can we show different kinds of olfaction culturally
determined or, at least, environmental influences resulting in significant perceptual differences
among groups, socleties, cultures, etc.?

In the first part of the text, I will deal with the invariants (or universals). In the second, T will
insist on the cultural types of olfaction. In the third and last part, T will advance the following
proposal: beyond the discussion on the roles that nature and culture play in human olfaction, we
can sustain that naturally azd culturally, there i1s a way of smelling characteristic of our species.
Finally, T will conclude with two examples of the symbolic treatment characteristic of the
olfactory human experience.
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We are all familiar with the following expressions : “Still waters run deep”; “Del agua mansa me
libre Dios, que de la brava me libro yo™'; “Méfiez-vous de I'eau qui dort!™. In fact, many cultures
are perplexed by or have a deep suspicion of still water, in part because of its smell. In Provence,
for example, an unpleasant person would be referred to as “meichant como d’aigo de nat”, or
as nasty as the pestilent water of a pond”. Ts this negative attitude toward the smell of stagnant
water one of the olfactory constants which are held by every member of our species ? Or, on the
contrary, does it represent an attitude which varies greatly from one society to another? T imagine
that the answer to this type of question for experts in the problems of water and its treatment, is
extremely important in the light of growing public concern with unpleasant smells. TIf our
sensitivity in this regard is simply a biological response, the solutions needed to render the smell
pleasant, or at the very least tolerable, will work for every human on the planet. On the other
hand, if our sensitivity 1s based on cultural influences, you will need to find solutions specifically
tailored to different cultures.

At the risk of disappointing you, ’m not going to focus on the concept of our sensibility to the
smell of water. My research has not focussed on this extremely subtle smell. Rather, T will talk
about the general question of the variability of olfactory perception, and propose an answer to
the following question: is olfactory perception strictly the result of human physiology, varying



only in response to natural conditions ? Or is it possible to consider the impact of culture on
olfactory responses, that is, to take into account environmental variables which create different
responses among individuals, groups, societies, cultures, and so on? In responding to this
question T will refer principally to a survey T conducted among various professions which call for
a certain olfactory expertise: perfumers, oenologists, chefs, forensic pathologists, nurses, and
firemen.

I will begin by introducing universals present in all olfactory experiences. T will then discuss
culturally influenced forms of olfaction and conclude by proposing that, the nature/culture
debate aside, one can claim that naturally as well as culturally, our way of smelling is a hallmark of
our species.

1. CONSTANTS

The sense of smell, it must be acknowledged, is an extremely primitive one (creatures as simple as
bacteria have a sense of smell); it came into existence early in evolution, and it appears very soon
in individual development (from a prenatal” and neonatal ontogenetic standpoint). For these
reasons it can be said to involve our deepest nature, our animal and sexual instincts, which is why
it has long been discredited by many philosophers and the Catholic Church. As an “animal”
instinct, it should be considered the most “natural” instinct of all. Consequently, if we appeal to
the canonic distinction between nature (which is the stage of universal constants) and culture
(which is the stage of societal rules) we would have to be prepared to observe which methods of
smelling are universals, that is to say identical in every place and every time. Actually, according
to olfactory anthropology, there are a certain number of constants, three of which T shall discuss
here: 1) the persistence of smell memories linked to the importance of an original emotional-
perceptive context and to the secondary semantic information imprinted along with the odor, 2)
the duality of the hedonistic space, between «good» and «bad » smells, and 3) the invasive
quality of olfactory stimuli, particularly when they concern human body smells or those which are
associated with it.

Take the first of these invariables, the persistence of olfactory memories. In every human being,
olfactory stimuli leave strong memory traces. For example, the aversion to smells of certain foods
acquired in infancy can linger fifty years later”. Furthermore, each of us has our private cache of
smell memories where particular odors elicit memories which are mostly plesant, sometimes
unpleasant, but always very old. In short, a lot more so than our other senses, our sense of smell
enables us to consolidate memories. There are many explanations for this, but it 1s mainly true
because of the functional link between smell perception and the emotional treatment of
information.

These mechanisms are still poorly understood, but we know that several regions of the brain
associated with the processing of olfactory signals (the thalamus, the frontal neo-cortex, and the
limbic system) bring together different kinds of sensory information, give “odot” an emotional
value, and help form associations and connections, as well as playing an important role in the
formation of memories (so-called engrams or neuronal traces of feeling) which of course are
never purely olfactory. Indeed, at the same time as it takes in an odor, our memory stores the
whole emotional and sensory context; a phenomenon referred to as the Proust Syndrome. This
helps consolidate the memory trace, and is a universal response shared by all humans.

Secondly, one must also consider that the olfactory experience is structured in such a manner that
one is faced with opposing odors: the “good” and the “bad”. This confrontational aspect"
satisfies certain needs of the human spirit: it is bipolar, one might say “manichean”, and it



categorizes the world quickly and easily according to the precept of cognitive economy, which s
always appreciated by our species. Aside from a few exceptions linked to individual olfactory
experiences, this somewhat crude form of taxonomy is characterized by the relative invariability
of the disagreeable smells, which depends very little on cultural conditioning. Tt is also
characterized by a larger variability of agreeable smells, which are more subject to a kind of
socialization of smells” and, more particulatly, to a society’s food preferences. Tn short — without
excluding cultural reinforcements - humans naturally tend to categorize certain very specific
odors as “bad”: those of excrement, urine, sweat, decomposition, and perhaps rank or stagnant
water, and so forth.

The third invariant 1s the “invasive” quality of odors. According to Kant, we have to take odors
with us"". This recognized principal of olfactory perception is particularly clear in the choice of
adjectives used by people subjected to olfactory environments: many odors are described as
“sharp”, “penetrating”, or “piercing”. The fact that it is difficult to shield ourselves from these
odors, and the immediate access of smell to the brain, make such odors seem like intruders. They
impose themselves on our bodies and open us to the outside world. And surely nobody can
escape from such odors, especially odors of the human body. Powerful, dominant, and
tenacious’", they owe to their penetrating strength the fact that we easily classify them and
remember them.

Take, for example, the odor of a decomposing corpse. It is an odor which is “powerful,
immobilizing, nauseating, clinging”, according to forensic pathologists and firemen I have talked
to; it 1s an odor which persists in your mind no matter how hard you try to forget it. People in
hospitals talk about odors in ways that evoke this feeling of assault. One nurse described her
impression “of having swallowed bits of flesh exuded by bedsores and necrosis”. Another nurse
telt that intense odors, like those of deep infections “permeated” her clothing and her body; the
odor “clung” even after a change of clothing, she said. The frequency of smells called “sharp,
penetrating, piercing, or invasive” brings to mind the medical descriptions of the 16" and 17"
centuries, when it was believed that smells could insinuate themselves into the interior of the
body™. Given the pervasiveness and tenacity of these feelings®, we are justified in thinking of
them as biologically determined, and specifically as precautionary strategies which establish a
relationship between bad smells and toxicity. From an evolutionary standpoint this might be
considered a survival strategy.

2. CULTURAL AND INDIVIDUAL VARIABLES

There is no question, however, that aside from these universals, there are large differences in
smell perception among different groups of human beings and, even, among individuals. Once
again, I shall select three of these on which to focus: 1) the qualitative and therefore personal
aspects of smell perception, 2) the number and preciseness of the terms we use to describe
olfactory functions, and 3) the motivational or cognitive dimenstons of olfactory stimult.

Stercus cuigue sunm bene olat, said Montaigne (“everyone thinks his own shit doesn’t stink”™ - excuse
my french!). This assertion reminds us that while we all smell things, we smell them in different
ways' . Each human is unique, genetically as well as epigenetically, and for this reason the way in
which we interpret smells varies from one person to another. The olfactory experience is always
partly idiosyncratic. Not one of us will experience a madeleine the way Proust did. The differences
beween individuals are also affected by gender: women have a more sensitive sense of smell than
men, and the smells they like and dislike are also different, according to a 1986 National Geographic
survey of 1.5 million people™. Men, for example, prefer the scents of musk and civet, maybe

because there are structural similarities between civet and androsterone, the male sex hormone ™.



Age™ is a factor as well: our sensitivity to odors decreases as we grow old, especially after the age
of seventy. Environment also plays a role, in that people who work outside have, on average, a
better sense of smell than people who work in offices™ . Psychological factors can create
differences: for instance, if someone is told that a certain odor is unpleasant, he or she is more
likely to perceive it as unpleasant than someone who has not been warned. And certainly an
individual’s state of health also plays a role.

With the two other factors (so the various ways we describe smells, and the emotional and
cognitive aspects of smelling) we get into something very interesting to marketing experts in the
perfume industry, the cultural polarization of olfactory perception. Research has shown that
differences in olfactory perception exist between certain groups™ ', even between certain
countries . For example, Germans like the smells of balsam and conifers while the French
prefer floral scents™ . When it comes to olfactory categories, most West Germans file grass and
forest under “nature” while the Japanese reserve that label for flowers™. The National
Geographic survey found that only 63% of American men are capable of detecting the odor of
androsterone as opposed to 76% of European men.

I could give many examples, but to illustrate this cultural varability T will focus on the natural
language of odors, whose richness depends on the olfactory sensitivity of the cultures in question.
It 1s said that in Western societies the lexicon for odors is weak or vague. Leaving out slang
expressions, this does seem to hold true for Furopean languages. But this is not universal.
Ethnographic studies have found a much more elaborate olfactory vocabulary in many other

cultures (in Muslim-Arab countries™, among the Waanzi of Gabon™", and the Seerer N'dut in
XX111
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Senegal™", etc.). In France, T have found a large gap between the numbers of descriptors used
by most people and the ones used in different professional milieus which require olfactory
expertise. Perfumers and oenologists, for example, have a richer and more precise olfactory
lexicon than, say, doctors or, moreover, the average individual. In fact, natural language tends to
be “odorless” only in areas where the olfactory environment is unimportant.

People pay attention to smells when they are important to their daily lives and are not just part of
the sensory and emotional background. This is certainly the case with the Umeda of New
Guinea: in a tropical rainforest scent plays as important a role as sight in terms of spatial
orientation™". The Waanzi in southeast Gabon use odors daily in fishing, hunting, and
gathering, thanks to a kind of ‘olfactory apprenticeship’ in family life and rituals of initiation. In
Senegal, the Ndut are even more skillful: they are able to distinguish the odors of the different
parts of plants™ and they are able to give a name to these odors. Tn our society, of course, most

of us are incapable of this. Thus, there is real cultural variability in the sense of smell.

To sum up, each of our olfactory experiences is based in part on untversal (result of our common
biology or physiology), in part on our individual genetic inheritance, and in part on cultural
influences. For the latter, the variability is explainable through upbringing, alimentary habits
(appetite and conditioning), cosmetic practices (the conditioning of approach and avoidance), the
individual olfactory niche, familiarization™"" with scents and flowers (beginning with the neonatal
and oftentimes prenatal period), etc. They work together to channel our innate sensory
capacities. The question s, can we find something that renders our olfactory experience uniquely
human?

3) THE UNIQUENESS OF THE HUMAN OLFACTORY EXPERIENCE
We can say that there is naturally and culturally a way of smelling which is specific to our species.
In the first place, we must temper the assertion that evolution, in developing our cognitive



abilities as well as our other senses, has diminished the role of our sense of smell. Certainly André
Holley is right when he says that the motivational aspect of olfactory stimuli has taken
precedence over the cognitive aspect. But even if smell occupies a relatively low position in the
hierarchy of our senses, our olfactory apparatus 1s still functional; we are capable of detecting
large numbers of scents, between 2000 and 4000 according to some people and up to 10,000
according to others. We are also able to detect minute traces of certain strong-smelling
molecules. We can detect the scent of mercaptan at 40 billionths of a milligram per liter of air and
that of feces at 4 billionths of a milligram per liter. Moreover, when a perfumer replaces even
one of the myriad components of a traditional perfume, the customers protest, which proves that
they have a discerning sense of smell, able to “compare and distinguish a new and incongruous
nuance in a familiar scent”™"". Our sense of smell functions consistently at optimum levels
(except, of course when we have a cold!): We actually create new olfactory cells, something that

doesn’t generally occur with other cells in the brain and nervous system™" "

Admittedly, we are far from possessing the abilities of many other animal species. We share our
limited sense of smell with the advanced primates (e.g. gorillas, chimpanzees, etc.) and
microcosmic™ mammals. Our sense of smell is much less acute than that of species that rely on
odors as the main guide to their behavior or as an essential reference in their sensory
environment: social insects (ants or bees), butterflies and moths, which are sensitive to
pheromones (for example, certain butterflies are capable of detecting pheromones from miles
away), fish, colonizing animals, and, to cite an example we’re all familiar with, dogs, which are
capable of detecting ten times as many odors as we are, (that 1s) around 100,000 all together.

However, beyond these unequal abilities, is there a big difference between the dog that smells a
human and the human who smells a dog, putting aside the intrinsic qualities of the human and
canina odors? T would say “yes”. The difference is this: if the dog, to continue our example, can
smell more molecules than the human, the human will always smell more than simply what
arrives at his nose. He owes this to a cognitive ability which is his alone: a symbolic processing
of sensory information, which bypasses the direct conceptual process and is particularly common
when it comes to smells, through the associafion of ideas, metaphors, vague taxonomies, etc. |
will conclude by giving two examples of this elaborate mental reaction characteristic of the
human olfactory experience.

The most rudimentary way to study olfactory stimuli is to trace them to a source (the odor of
stagnant water), to an effect (a nauseating odor), or to a property (a heayy odor). Often, however, we
are not content to deal with stimuli as though they were in a vacuum. We are capable of looking
at them in relation to each other and to different aspects of the olfactory landscape. For example,
in the presence of odorous molecules, we are sensitive to what one might call the melodic line of
successive stimuli. This olfactory melody is a sequence of olfactory stimuli organized in the light
of the subject’s predisposition to certain cultural and natural perceptions. These stimuli occur in
exactly the right place in the chronology of the sensory experience. However the expected
melody can at times be thrown off. Consider that in France (and in many European societies),
we are accustomed to the following sequence of olfactory stimuli when sitting down to a good
meal™: The smell of the aperitif, perhaps anise if you are from Provence like me and drink
pastis, then the scents of fish, meat, cheese, and coffee, and finally the scent of cigar. We're likely
to be more or less put off if the first scent is that of a cigar, followed by cheese, fish, coffee, anise
and then meat.

At the same time, we’re capable of finding an olfactory harmony which can be defined as the
happy co-existence of stimuli. Here, again, this anticipated harmony can be destroyed when,
quite simply, the stimuli don’t go together. Consider the strange reaction of the forensic



pathologist who, in the presence of a corpse, which was “not very far along”, told me he was
more discomtfited by the “smell of its feet” than by the smells that emerged when he cut open the
body. Or another doctor who is more put off by the unpleasant smell that some people’s breath
has first thing in the morning than by the odor of a corpse.

These doctors discuss three different smells: foot odor, morning breath, and rotting corpse. How
can we interpret their reactions? We can see one general prototype model, the disagreeable smell
of the human body. Of these three odors, the first, as unpleasant as it is, is percetved as an odor
of the living / whereas the other two are odors of death. The discomfort of the two forensic
pathologists is related to this: in regard to the prototype “odor of death”, the smell of feet (filed
away in the prototype “odor of the living”) is not relevant in the sense that its presence calls up
teelings generally experienced in the presence of a decomposing body. In reference to the
prototype “odor of the living”, morning breath (which doctors seem to categorize as an “odor of
death”) in a living patient imposes the juxtaposition of two olfactory images which belong to
radically different registers and, in this manner defy expectations. Both examples demonstrate a
violation or a disturbance in our expectations of olfactory categories, which generally prevent
confusion between two odorous realms- the living and the dead. A corpse ought not to have a
smell of the living nor a live person the smell of death. Here we might say that rather than “a
lack of discriminating taste”, what we call, in French, a “faute de golt”, we have “a lack of
discriminating smell”.

3

CONCLUSION

It 1s quite unlikely that other species are as sensitive as we are to olfactory melodies or to
olfactory harmony. This is why I say that people always smell more than that which 1s presented
to their olfactory bulb of their brain. We smell in ways that are personal and idiosyncratic, in
addition to that which 1s socially and culturally determined. However, individual and cultural
vartability do not mean that all smell is relative. Our olfactory perceptions are largely determined
and constrained by innate sensory and cognitive predispositions that are universal in the human
brain. We don’t smell just any old way and we can’t smell (or can’t not smell) just anything. The
variability of our olfactory sensitivity is limited and for that reason so is our olfactory ability and
the extent and acuity of our olfactory performance. So the olfactory experience s culturally
developed but naturally constrained. Tt is likely that unpleasant smells, in water or any other
element, are the result of this double-edged determinism which we need to be aware of if we
want to do something about them.

Is it enough to be aware? T am not sure. One day I was discussing different food odors with a
great chef from Nice and he insisted that a good tomato has an “honest” smell. After many years
of research on odors, I still don’t know exactly what an “honest” smell might be. But I can say I
hope that thanks to your work you will be able to give us water that makes us say, “You know,
this water has a really honest smell”.
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