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The Naturalistic Body

The body may have been something of an absent presence in sociology, but
it has occupied a position of far greater centrality in other traditions of
social and popular thought. In this respect, naturalistic views of the body
have, since the eighteenth century, exerted a considerable influence on how
people have perceived the relationship between the body, self-identity and
society. Naturalistic views are not identical, but they deserve to be seen as a
coherent approach as they share an analysis of the body which views it as
the pre-social, biological basis on which the superstructures of the self and
society are founded.

Naturalistic views hold that the capabilities and constraints of human
bodies define individuals, and generate the social, political and economic
relations which characterize national and international patterns of living.
Inequalities in material wealth, legal rights and political power are not
socially constructed, contingent and reversible, but are given, or at the very
least legitimized, by the determining power of the biological body.

The naturalistic approach continues to shape popular contemporary
conceptions of the body and this is especially apparent in the view that
gender inequalities are the direct result of women’s ‘weak’ and ‘unstable’
bodies. Naturalistic views have also influenced how sociologists have
conceptualized and analysed the human body. This has mainly been a
negative influence, as sociologists have tended to react against the methods
adopted by naturalistic views. However, one influential strand of contem-
porary feminism has forged its own radically innovative view of the origin
and maintenance of patriarchy by maintaining the methodological orien-
tation of the naturalistic approach (O’Brien, 1981). In the introduction to
this book I stated that as well as describing and assessing different
perspectives on the body, I would be taking from each what I considered to
be most useful in building towards the outlines of a distinctive approach to
the body. Now, an approach that reduces the complexities of social rela-
tionships and inequalities to an unchanging, pre-social body seems hardly to
be fruitful ground from a sociological viewpoint. However, naturalistic
views at least take seriously the idea that human bodies form a basis for, and
contribute towards, social relationships. This is especially the case for the
feminist variants I shall be examining later on in this chapter. Naturalistic
views undoubtedly overstate the importance of, and draw all sorts of
unwarranted conclusions from, what they hold to be ‘natural’ in the human
body. Nonetheless, if saciology is to grasp the full importance of the body
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of freedom. This permitted them to engage in the sphere of culture.
However, as the quotation illustrates, the scope and precise meaning of the
culture/nature divide has, in fact, been historically dynamic. While gender
divisions were perceived as natural before the eighteenth century, neither
the content nor the boundaries of these divisions were wholly stable and
did not correspond to simple biological correlates.

Laqueur (1990) illustrates this situation by looking at sex differences
during the Renaissance. While there were at least two ‘social sexes’ during
the Renaissance, with radically different rights and obligations, the human
body was insufficiently demarcated to act as an exclusive ontological
support for these divisions. In the usual course of events these social sexes
were maintained by the unproblematic process of identifying a baby as a
female or male. Humans with an external penis were declared to be boys
and were allowed the privileges of that status, while those with only an
internal penis were assigned to the inferior category of girl. However,
changes in corporeal structures could push a body from one juridical
category (female) to another (male). This was because these categories
‘were based on gender distinctions - active/passive, hot/cold, formed/
unformed, informing/formable — of which an external or an internal penis
was only the diagnostic sign (Laqueur, 1990: 135, emphasis added).

Naturalistic views were not, then, dominant in the period prior to the
eighteenth century. Instead of the social position of women and men being
determined by their respective biologies, whatever one thought about
women and their rightful place in the world could, apparently, be under-
stood in terms of bodies permanently open to the ‘interpretive demands of
culture’ (Laqueur, 1990). However, a revolutionary shift took place some-
time during the eighteenth century which substituted ‘an anatomy and
physiology of incommensurability’ for the existing model of social differ-
ence based on homologies between male and female reproductive systems
(Duroche, 1990; Laqueur, 1987). During the eighteenth century, science
began to flesh out the categories of ‘male’ and ‘female’ and base them upon
biological differences. This was accompanied by the development in the
late eighteenth century of the notion of ‘sexuality’ as a singular and all-
important human attribute which gave one a self-identity which was firmly
contrasted with the opposite sex (Laqueur, 1990: 13). .

As Laqueur (1987) and other historians of the body have noted, this
radical shift in the conceptualization of women’s and men’s bodies had
much to do with one of the great dilemmas of Enlightenment egalitarian-
ism. The model of the human body the Enlightenment had inherited from
antiquity caused the problem of how ~ given Enlightenment beliefs in
universal, inalienable and equal rights ~ the real world of male domination
over women could be derived from an original state of genderless bodies.
The dilemma ‘at least for theorists interested in the subordination of
women, is resolved by grounding the social and cultural differentiation of
the sexes in a biology of incommensurability’ (Laqueur, 1987: 19). In short,
a naturalistic reinterpretation of women’s bodies was made to solve some of
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Historically there have been clear links between women’s attempts to
gain civil, political and social rights on the one hand, and renewed interest
in theories that confirm women’s embodiment as biologically inferior on
the other. Susan Barrows (1981) has illustrated how fears related to the
Paris Commune and the political possibilities opened up by the Third
Republic stimulated an elaborate physical anthropology of sexual differ-
ence which was used to legitimize the status quo. Similar responses came
from those opposing the women’s suffrage movement in Britain. Further-
more, when women began to campaign for entrance rights to universities,
attempts to exclude them focused around the Darwinian theory of the
evolution of sex differences (Fedigan, 1992; Kaplan and Rogers, 1990:
206). One of the issues raised by opponents of women’s entry concerned
the size and capacity of female brains. In France, Gustave Le Bon (a founder
of psychology and an exponent of craniometry) measured thirteen skulls in
total in order to feel able to conclude in 1879 that women:

represent the most inferior forms of human evolution and that they are closer
to children and savages than to an adult, civilized man. . . . A desire to give
them the same education, and, as a consequence to propose the same goals for

them, is a dangerous chimera. (Gustave Le Bon, quoted in Gould, 1981:
104-5)

A related argument concerned the damaging consequences that overtaxing
the brain would have on women’s reproductive ability. Writers on educa-
tion during the nineteenth century were frequently concerned to promote
the view that intense or prolonged intellectual activity among women
would lead to specific gynaecological disorders and the general deteriora-
tion of health. As women’s natural vocation involved bearing children, it
followed that the world of academia should remain a male preserve. John
Richardson {1991) points out that this view continued to inform educa-
tional reports in the twentieth century. For example, a 1923 report from
the Board of Education in England made the following claim:

The periodic disturbances, to which girls and women are constitutionally
subject, condemn many of them to a recurring, if temporary, diminution of
general mental efficiency. Moreover, it is during the most important years
of school life that these disturbances are most intense and pervasive, and
whenever one of them coincides with some emergency, for example, an

examination, girls are heavily handicapped as compared with boys. (Board of
Education, 1923: 86)

It would be wrong to give the impression that attempts to define
women'’s bodies as inferior to men’s were without opposition. For example,
there were some positive views of women’s menstruation in the nineteenth
century which portrayed it as a healthy process (Martin, 1989 [1987]). It is
also the case that not all attempts to define women’s bodies as inferior
relied on a simple opposition between male and female. Anthropologists
have identified a long tradition of men appropriating women’s energy and
fertility, rather than defining themselves in opposition to it, and these
practices continued in Western scientific and medical discourse of the
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represented, however, in the domestic realm, in the internal bodily processes
of the women in the home. (Shuttleworth, 1990: 55)

Second, the scope and pace of economic change in the nineteenth century
also provided an increasing stock of metaphors which were used by the
dominant in society to understand and explain social and natural life, For
example, Susan Sontag (1979) has argued that medical ideas about illnesses
such as tuberculosis were informed by attitudes associated with early
capitalist accumulation. Energy, like savings, could be depleted through
reckless and non-productive expenditure. In the case of gender differences,
menstruation came to be seen as ‘production gone awry’, which was a
threat to the ‘natural’ gender order. As Emily Martin (1989 [1987]: 47)
suggests, women can be seen as dangerous and threatening to men when
they menstruate. They are ‘not reproducing, not continuing the species, not
preparing to stay at home with the baby, not preparing a safe, warm womb
to nurture a man’s sperm’.

The practice of defining women’s bodies as different from, and inferior
to, the bodies of men as a result of their reproductive functions was still
common in the second half of the twentieth century. The 1960s was a
period when women increasingly demanded the opportunity to enter
leadership positions in the business world. At the same time, medical and
lay theories built on their nineteenth-century antecedents by arguing that
women’s behaviour was controlled by their hormones and that during
periods of pre-menstrual tension they became emotionally and intellec-
tually erratic, unreliable and ‘out of control’ (Dalton, 1979). Such argu-
ments were used to safeguard men’s occupational privileges. For example,
they were employed in Australia by airline companies to prevent women
becoming pilots, and also prevented women becoming bank managers in
the United States (Kaplan and Rogers, 1990).

Sociobiology

A number of contemporary explanations of gender inequalities still argue
that women's social position is derived from the reproductive functions of
their bodies. Since the nineteenth-century elaboration of sexual difference,
however, genetic theories have provided an additional method-of defining
the embodiment of women as inferior to that of men.

The development of genetic theories of women'’s inferiority coincided
with the economic crisis of the early 1970s, and the rise of the women's
movement in the late 1960s and 1970s. The most influential theories of
women’s inferiority around this time came collectively to be known as
sociobiology. Sociobiology was initially developed at Harvard University in
the 1970s and tried to establish a biological basis for human behaviour.
However, it quickly became an influential contemporary version of Dar-
winian evolutionism regarding sex differences (Grosz and Lepervanche,
1988). Part of the reason for its rapid growth in popularity was that by
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brain (Bleier, 1984; Caplan, 1978; Rogers, 1988). As sex differences are
determined by genes, sociobiologists question the validity of feminist
demands for change (Buffery and Gray, 1972; Tiger and Fox, 1978; Trivers,
1578; Wilson, 1975). For example, according to Wilson (1975), divisions
between the sexes are determined by biology and are great enough to cause
a substantial division of labour even in the most egalitarian of societies.
Consequently, there is no logical basis on which these differences can be
opposed or resisted (Kaplan and Rogers, 1990).

This focus on genes serves to dissolve both human behaviour and social
structures as emergent social phenomena. It also makes the social sciences
entirely dependent on and subservient to the natural sciences, Perhaps the
best example of this can be found in Richard Dawkins’s The Selfish Gene.
According to Dawkins, ‘individuals are not stable things; they are fleeting’
phenomena whose main purpose is to act as ‘survival ma
Human beings and their behaviour have been described i
the social sciences, but such theories hide from view,
importance of, the real genetic motor force of history.

chines’ for genes.
n various ways by
, and neglect the

[The gene] leaps from body to body down the generations, manipulating body
after body in its own way and for its own ends, abandoning a succession of
mortal bodies before they sink in senility and death. . . . The genes are the

immortals . . . individuals and groups are like clouds in the sky or dust-storms
in the desert. (Dawkins, 1976: 36)

Individuals are like robots controlled by forces beyond their reach. Human
behaviour and social interaction are explained in terms of the costs, benefits
and even strategies of genes engaged in a competitive struggle for survival.
Put simply, there is no need to look to social structures as determinants of
human behaviour as there is no such thing as emergent social structures. For
example, sex differences in human mating behaviour can be explained
solely in terms of the interests genes have in maximizing their chances of
survival. In humans and animals the female is said to invest a greater
biological cost in reproduction than does the male. She must bear and
nurture the offspring and these costs are best safeguarded by finding a
reliable male partner to assist in raising the offspring. However, repro-

duction has little cost for the male and he has ‘everything to gain from as

many promiscuous matings as he can snatch’ (Dawkins, 1976: 176).

Sociobiologists argue that these very different strategies are adopted as they
maximize the chances of genes being passed on in future generations.

This view of natural selection has been used to explain an increasing
number of human traits. For example, Ardrey (1976) argues that the
female orgasm developed as a way of stimulating female desire in order to
guarantee that men would return from hunting trips. Alexander (1974)
suggests that the menopause may have evolved because women reach an
age at which it is more efficient for them to stop reproducing and con-
centrate on caring for existing children. Morris (1 969) has argued that the
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reason women have ‘permanently enlarged breasts’ is as a signal of sexual
attractiveness. Gallup (1982) argues that breasts developed as an adver-
tisement for ovulatory potential and to compensate for the fact that
ovulation is concealed in humans (Kaplan and Rogers, 1990). If success-
ful, these corporeal advertisements increase the chances of females finding
a mate and improve the possibilities of her genes living on in another
body. -

Having briefly described the main features of sociobiological explana-
tions, it is important to examine the flaws in this influential approach to the
significance of the body in society. Critics of sociobiology sometimes take
for granted that this form of explanation adopts biological methods which,
they argue, are unsuitable for the investigation of social phenomena.
However, as Connell (1987) points out, this credits sociobiology with an
unwarranted scientific status. Sociobiology is pseudo-biological as it does
not rest on serious biological investigation of human social life (see also
Benton, 1991).

Despite its claim to scientific explanation, sociobiology cannot produce
for inspection the mechanisms of biological causation on which its theories
rest (Connell, 1987: 69). When sociobiology does deal in quantifiable
phenomena, it makes unjustified generalizations and unwarranted leaps
between levels of analysis. For example, in The Inevitability of Patriarchy
(1973}, Goldberg slides from using findings which identify average differ-
ences in hormonal levels between men and women, to statements about
categorical differences in social behaviour between the sexes. This approach
exaggerates differences and downplays the common capacities, such as
language, shared by the sexes. As Connell (1987: 71) argues, the idea that
‘differences in hormone levels reach out through the complex situational,
personal and collective determinants of individual behaviour to remain the
ultimate determinants of its social consequences, supposes a mechanism of
hormonal control far more powerful than physiological research has
actually found’.

Instead of resting on serious scientific explanation, sociobiology begins
with an interpretation of current social life — which is often sexist, ethno-
centric and factually wrong in other ways — and projects this back on to 2
mythical history of human societies. Processes of natural selection are then
posited in order to justify these social arrangements as both natural and
desirable {Connell, 1987: 68).

Sociology may traditionally have adopted a partial view of human agents
by focusing on the cognitive aspects of embodiment. However, while
sociobiology has refocused on the body, or certain components of the body,
it also provides a partial view of human beings by reducing us to our genes.
Furthermore, while sociobiology makes assumptions about the relationship
between the body and society, it is unable to provide any mechanisms
which would account for the collective structuring of human life and
social institutions, or the likely direction of social change. As Washburn
(1978) argues, by ‘investigating human behaviour with the questions and
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techniques suitable for animals wi i :
whole nature of human behaviour,ilst}llo:t?ry simple nervous systems, the
'I.n terms of sex differences in behaviour, sociobiology faces an additional
criticism which calls into question its efforts to explain the biological
cons’txtution of social life. This concerns the validity of the categories ‘nile’
and ‘female’ on which sociobiological explanations are based. Kaplan and
Rogers .(1 990), Stanley (1984) and Birke (1992) all provide useful
summaries of the problems involved in dividing people permanently int
the two mutually exclusive categories of male and female. Y
Newly—born children are usually assigned to one sex or another on the
basis of w.hether a penis is present at birth. A penis is usually present when
tl'éelgenetlc matfenal is XY (male) and absent when it is XX (female). In
adolescence, primary and secondary sexual characteristics develo in
response to hormonal changes which are governed by the XY orpXX
genotype. However, sexual characteristics can also be influenced b
environmental factors such as nutrition and stress, Moreover, the gen tiy
make-up of individuals is not exclusively divided into XY a'nd X%( s
range of other genetic varieties exist. For example, XO is cl‘laracterizei‘ls .
an underdeveloped female as no sex hormones are produced. XYY anas
XXY are two further genetic types labelled as males. Other con;'iderations
Sl:lCh as testicular feminizing syndrome, add further complications to thé
picture. In testicular feminizing syndrome the cells of the body fail to
respond to testosterone and do not differentiate into a male pattern even
Fho.ugh the genotype is XY and male sex hormones are released. Such
individuals are genetically male but appear to be female even thou h the
cansnot 1r;eproduce (Kaplan and Rogers, 1990: 212-13). ’ Y
ex hormones are also categorized as male an
proges'terone are referred to as ‘female’ sex hoinfcfrx:;lzngetsetsrg)gs::riﬁg
as the ‘male’ sex hormone. However, females also release testosterone from
the ad‘renal gland, and males also release oestrogen from the testes. So
there is a considerable overlap between the sexes, and environm. tai
factqrs can also alter the degree of this overlap. ’ .
prferences between the sexes become even more minimal in the case of
brain fu_nctioning. There is no direct one-way influence of the hormones on
Fhe brain énd environmental factors have again been shown to have an
xplf)rtant 1r'1ﬂuence on its operation (Kaplan and Rogers, 1990: 213-17)
brainyrfi,d:czg:f (1?15:9}12: 99) conc'ludes, when it comes to sex differences in
brain functi evxi:igénces mass of inferences and assumptions far outweighs
Given the great variety of genetic types and hormona iti i
Fharacterize individuals, it is impossgf’e to classify acc&r(;(::l(:: :ﬁnﬁmi
into the restrictive categories of male or female. Indeed, Gisela Kaplan and
Lesley Rogers argue that there are no biological phet’lomena which ¢
properly‘b'e organized according to this bipolar dichotomy, and concluz::
that the ‘rigid either/or assignment of the sexes is only a co;xvenient social
construct, not a biological reality’ (1990: 214). Birke (1992) supplements
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this conclusion by demonstrating how certain sex differences change over
the human life course, and how others are culturally specific and can be
eliminated even within a culture by physical and mental training.

Kaplan and Rogers’s discussion is extended by Liz Stanley (1984) who,
as well as providing an interesting discussion of intersexuality (cases where
someone's assumed sex and one or more of their biological sex charac-

teristics do not match), highlights anthropological data which attest to the
seemingly endless variety of ways in which societies classify people as
women and men. In relation to this, she cites Margaret Mead’s Sex and
Temperament in Three Primitive Societies (1963 [1935]), which describes
three cultures existing in close proximity to each other, but each having

very different ideas of what it is to be a woman or a man.
One particularly interesting discussion of anthropological work, which
reveals the inadequacy of conventional definitions of sex which posit

universal and unchanging divisions between women and men, is Frangoise

Heritier-Auge’s (1989) article on male domination and the appropriation

of women's fertility. It is worth quoting from at length:

among the Nuer of East Africa, a woman recognized as sterile, which is to say
one who has married and remained childless a certain number of years (until
menopause, perhaps?), returns to her own family, where from then on she is
considered as a man — ‘brother’ to her brothers, paternal ‘uncle’ to her
brothers’ children. As an ‘uncle’ she will be in a position to build up a herd,
just like a man, from her share of the cattle paid as a bride price on her nieces.
With the herd and the fruits of her personal industry, she will in turn be able
to pay the bride price for one of several wives. She enters into these insti-

tutionalized matrimonial relations as the ‘husband’. Her wives wait on her,
work for her, honor her, show her the courtesies due a husband. She hires a
servant of another ethnic group, usually a Dinka, of whom she demands

services including sexual services for her wife or wives. (Heritier-Auge, 1989:
294)

Heritier-Auge argues that among the Nuer it is
woman is not or is no longer a ‘woman’ properly speaking. She is clearly

considered more of a man than a woman. Consequently, in this society it s
titutes the difference between

purely the capacity for fertility that cons
male and female.

Despite such biological and anthropological evidence, the simplistic
once and for all either/or consignment of individuals to the categories of
male/female continues to influence biological and medical thinking. For

behaviour patterns often differ for

example, medical models of appropriate
women and men. While a man may be described as angry or aggressive, the

same behaviour in women may be redefined as -hysteria or ‘mervous
disorder’ and be seen as in need of correction. This explanation is certainly
consistent with the much higher number of prescriptions women receive
for drugs in comparison with men (Miles, 1987).

Grosz and Lepervanche (1988) argue that the biological and medical
sciences still frequently compare women to male norms which are taken as
universal. Some texts, such as Gray's Anatomy, unselfconsciously represent

evident that the sterile
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g)xes}g;t‘l:rﬁloijs; o;'j ;}/ery f\‘freature as male. The female body is illustrated onl
e e & em;:rs om t'he m&_:.le. As Grosz and Lepervanche note)r
impetec ndm meed of el pmely b regarded s nomelots
gra’xrlieed as‘il adeql\:ate representatives of “hiﬁfnf?:tlirsibzzi?s(;g;gl;e; for
pols :leﬁg?l\;zbe::hfepiﬁted attempts to limit women’s civil, so‘cial)a.md
political ights yde ﬁr:f e male bod.y, however defined, as ‘complete’ and
the norm bodje:, o g women as different and inferior as a result of their
pnstable bodies. omen were supposedly confined by their biological
aions 1o« ugf:lv;}e sphere, while only men were corporeally fit for
paricipad ;i n rp:s flfﬁ ffe. que?ver, itis not only gender that has served as
2 principa : of differentiating bodies and limiting women to th -
phere of nature. The naturalistic view of the body has also inparje

frequent a ;
ppearances in attempts t PR >
oppression of black peoples. pts to legitimize the subordination and

Dangerous ‘others’

The historical construction of masculinity an
iste d femininitv i
g(e):r:) ;?t;;nt;te%' gound up not only wzl the bI:cllx;tn ll)tgt“vlvgllf \é\f:z;a:
potions of t:.ictoc y. In lCl'mstxamty, lthe body is seen as weak and sinful and
e ot et :t?;(:l iat;lcirr:i\lx]latxon by the m-ind (Brown, 1988). Flesh,
wh%c;, e oo ity are o t;fen as potentially uncontrollable forces
maﬁois; aglt:l;izfi wl;re .especxally prominent during the Protestant Refor-
o Christianjt.y ; urmgdthe sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries
English Christia ocused on personal piety, individual judgement self:
cpnerol and sel sifmdifl}ny. Winthrop Jordan (1982: 56) argues that it Vi'as in
this cont mirmrz’e, ;ndsi:)e\;iri}; ctllxi:lt gnglésjhmen used peoples from overseas
ther iougd first, but could not spialzoof, S;;OZ}T:;:;‘I::;ES in sevages which
. grlxlss ;;1 enofl md.l}:/.xdua:hzmg and internalizing their fears of the flesh
Finglishn ave historically dealt with this anxiety by projecting it on t '
e pod Seés)n?:s onl}lll of bla.ck men, but of womenkind as a whole (Ruther(:
sour,c 198 tém tv:z as bex‘ng unstable, women’s bodies have been seen as a
source of te e}: : on which has threatened to corrupt the rationality of
ihite men's :15 ence. However, white women did at least have a rightful
R, ;31 ;) Il;Qng a healthy race fit for domestic and colonial rule
(e we,re View. b contrast, black peoples represented ‘dangerous others’
and consﬁmtea at_sil:mc:vxhzed, uncontrollable sexual and physical beings
B o aThieat to the moral order of Western civilization (Mercgr
appeﬁtes, Lo k s was suppo§edly clear to see as a result of the sexual
il ix:c Een arfd the size of the African penis (Walvin 1982)
g e centh to eighteenth centuries, European notions a':’)o t th '
ility of an evolutionary relationship between the African and t}l:e ap:
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reinforced this view. James Walvin (1982) describes how it was vndelzi
believed at the time that sexual relations took place between Africans an
apel:f;(plam;tions of why black peoples were deﬁne§ t'hrough thexrlbo.dxetsi n;
this way usually go back to the social relations existing under co omzz':ri os
and slavery. However, there is evidence to suggest tlllat' in §ert31r11 coug ; oeré
such as England, strong notions of ‘black’ and white’ existed long ' Vsh e
there was any contact with Africans. As Jordfm.(l'982: 44)'note.s, i ¢
and black connoted purity and filthiness, virginity and sin, \:ixl'tucel a.nll,
baseness, beauty and ugliness, beneficence and 'ev1l, God and. he ezi té
Instead of being formulated as a way of legitimizing already existing w'c e
domination, these images may have been used as a way o.f bringing a stoc
of ready ‘knowledge’ to bear on early meetings with Afncans. d the
It is undoubtedly the case, though, that where such images ;xx}fte ){':
were muassively reinforced and supplemented by the establis men;t}ci
colonization and slavery. As Frantz Fanon (198'4 [1952]). a.rgue:; mhits
about animalistic black sexuality were self-consciously -fal?ncate?ld ylw ' ael
slave owners as a way of reducing their fears and providing an ideo ’(;‘ilc
justification for the brutal practices which s1.1pported colomzatlon.. [ esef
myths were incorporated into a literature which portrayed tll'xe e?troat}est}c:e
slavery as beneficial to its victims. For examplef the beglnnangs g he
European slave trade in Africa in the 1560s, v»thlch conttm.leh lﬁ‘ r1t !
territories up to abolition in 1833, produced a hteratt.xre whlcd i ustrate
African men and women as savages who were ugly, vxok.ent an ascx\.uousi_
Ethnology further justified slavery by referring to th.e mn‘ated cgfacfcy of
blacks for knee bending, and even tall)(e& of tix;7 g)lhente sease O
ania {the tendency to run away) {Rose, .
dfil\’:- ts?:\l'ery c(ame under ix};creased attack in the 'eighteénth cznt:ury,t the
descriptions of Africans by slave traders grew 1r.xcreasmgly erog; :lr%)
Africans were defined purely in terms of their dlfferegces from nds
culture. Whereas Britain was civilized and ratif)nal, Afnca. repri.::ente :}
‘pre-social’ order governed by the unrestrained biological drives o
imitive peoples. .
Pﬂ;l;:g:sl:)f gle dangers and mysteries of Africa lived on, andlln the 1a:e
Victorian period, it was common for English upper and mldc,ile c asiv» r{lgego )o
undertake travels in Africa in order to prove their ‘manhood (Sega , A
Social Darwinism was also employed to justify the establishment z:;xl
maintenance of English colonies. As Steven Rose (1976) notes, Tjsb e
English were the fittest, their civilizing rnigsion al3road was suppo;;teil dytg
biological imperative. Other ‘scientific evidence’ was also mars alx eP‘ 1
prove the ‘otherness’ and inferiority of black peoples. For example, Pau
Broca, a leading exponent of craniometry, argued that:
-jutti more or less black color of the skin,
ao%?ﬁt?:oafd [ifr?trglzrc%\i:ltg:g]sggsll inferiority are often associated, while

i i i i thous [straight] face are
ore or less white skin, straight hair and an onh9g1x3 -
Ee ordinary equipment of the highest groups in the human series. . . .
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group with black skin . . . has never been able to raise itself spontaneously to
civilization. (Quoted in Gould, 1981: 834)

In America, defining the worth of black people through their bodies was
also used to justify the treatment of blacks as commodities (more than one
million blacks were sold from 1820 to 1860), and the use of black women
for slave breeding (Marable, 1983). Fear of black sexuality also permeated
the punishments inflicted on black people. For example, in the lynching of
blacks between 1885 and 1900, the accusation of rape was made only in a
third of all cases. However, the justification given for these lynchings always
referred to the protection of white women from the bestial black man
(Carby, 1987). This fear of black sexuality was also reflected in the final act
of many lynchings, which involved the castration of victims, and lives on in
contemporary American society. For example, with a few exceptions that
are the responsibility of black film makers such as Spike Lee, Hollywood’s
portrayal of black sexuality has been confined to images of rape or as ‘mere
animal capacity incapable of producing civilization' (Dyer, 1986: 139;
Lyman, 1990). Alternatively, a safer approach has been simply to deny
black actors a strong sexual identity and confine them to roles updating the
theme of the ‘loyal black servant’ (Lyman, 1990).

In artistic forms which have traditionally allowed for a greater range of
expression than the cinema, the black body tends to be constructed as an
object of dread and fascination by white men. For example, in the photo-
graphy of Robert Maplethorpe, black men are both allowed and reduced to
their sexuality. Gay pornography also tends to have a limited range of
representations for black men who tend to appear either as sexual studs or
as ‘exotic orientals’ (Mercer and Race, 1988).

The oppression of black men and women in contemporary America
continues to be reinforced through social practices which appear to reflect a
deep dread of the black body. In the legal system, for example, although 50
per cent of men convicted of murder involving rape in the Southern states
are white, over 90 per cent of men executed for this offence are black. Most
of these are accused of raping white women while, according to Staples
(1982), by the beginning of the 1980s no white man had ever been
executed for raping a black woman.!

It is important to stress that the images of black people that have
justified slavery, colonization and other forms of oppression were not
uniform, but varied widely in their typifications and possessed their own
specific trajectories. However, they have tended to focus on the body. An
interesting example is provided by Mrinalini Sinha’s (1987) research into
the British ideology of moral imperialism in late nineteenth-century Bengal.
Britain justified its rule in Bengal through a Victorian gender ideology
which framed the stereotype of ‘effeminate’ Bengali men, and identified
defects in Indian society which made it unfit for self-rule. Bengali men were
not fit to share political and administrative power because of their ques-
tionable masculinity. Victorian ideology held that early sexual experience
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was meant to corrupt the moral fibre of men, and Bengali men were suspect
because of their inability to exercise sexual restraint. This was exhibited
through the practice of child marriage. The Bengali male’s physique was
also constructed as ‘puny’ and ‘diminutive’ by the colonial authorities who
used these images as sources of mirth and derision (Sinha, 1987: 218, 227).
Bengali bodies were still viewed as ‘other’ in comparison with those of their
white British rulers, but their detailed construction varied widely when
compared to images of the African body.

Historically, the negative construction of black bodies has made them
targets for a variety of moral panics surrounding health and disease. Under
slavery, black Africans were seen as diseased and dirty. Fears of unclean
‘foreign bodies’ were later transported into immigration law. For. example,
restrictive health criteria were first introduced into British immigration law
in 1005 in the context of a major panic about the ‘degeneration’ of the
British race. In the 1960s, a minor outbreak of smallpox among Pakistanis
in Bradford caused a moral panic on the part of the British Medical
Association who demanded the medical surveillance of black immigrants.
This was subsequently put into practice in the 1970s through the ‘virginity
testing’ of Asian women (Jones, 1977; Mercer and Race, 1988). The latest
and most widespread association of black bodies with disease has come as a
result of AIDS, which has scapegoated black Africans as being both the
possible cause and carriers of this syndrome (Alcorn, 1988). As well as
being known as the ‘gay plague’, AIDS has been reported as the ‘African
plague’, and has led to suggestions in Britain that even greater immigration
and travel controls were needed over black Africans (Frankenberg, 1990;
Watney, 1988).

Racism has been characterized by repeated attempts to impute negative
characteristics to the bodies and general corporeal existence of various
peoples. Indeed, the very construction of ‘race’ (a social category with no
scientific basis in nature) has been dependent on the efforts of dominant
nations and peoples classifying humans on the basis of corporeal charac-:
teristics such as skin colour. As Philip Cohen (1988) makes clear, there
is nothing natural about categorizing people on the basis of particular
bodily characteristics (such as colour) rather than others (height, for

example). Social factors enter into the construction of certain peoples as
‘visible’, and the characteristics which define visibility can change over
time. For example, in Britain in the 1850s Irish immigrants were singled
out as ‘dangerous’ whereas in the 1950s their arrival was officially hardly
noticed, despite the fact that they outnumbered immigrants from the New
Commonwealth (Cohen, 1988).

In the 1870s and 1880s Jewish refugees were portrayed as ‘less-civilized’,
‘unclean’ and ‘immoral’, while in the 1950s the corporeal lives of other
groups were stigmatized. West Indians, arriving as ‘cheap casual labour’,
were viewed as carefree, low-living, immoral, disorderly colonial subjects.
Sikhs, Moslems and Hindus on the other hand, seem to have been charac-
terized as poor yet ambitious populations, set apart from their neighbours
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not only by language but by alien religi
/ . gions and customs and a tend
to.wa.rd al;nsxélarltyB(Jones, 1977). In the 1970s, black youth w:reenﬂxrtheng',
criminalized in Britain through the social constructi f i
process which involved a prolonged and int ign on the pat of the
British media (Hall et al., 1978). ense campaign on the part ofthe
Sociologically, naturalistic views of th i
, e body are important b

.the .repeat.ed attempts that have been made by the donﬁnant in :OC:;S; ::)(f
justl:fy their pOSItlon.Wlth reference to the supposedly inferior biological
ga e-.u:::ll of the dommatec‘i. The precise content of these views has varied

istorically, bt.lt they coxymnue to play an influential role in contemporary
:;)iﬁety. Defining pet%ple gsh v:}cl)rth exclusively through their fleshy bodies is

common, even thou; e mind has come to constitute a
13 [y m

llngrt 1.n these d.eﬁmtlons of superiority and inferiority (Birke, lgggz éﬁ:&r;l

‘ 81; lf.ewontm et al., 1984; Rose, 1984). However, while na’éuralistié
views have most frequently been employed by the dominant sections of
society, it is also important to examine some of the attempts that have been
made to invert the arguments of these groups.

The privileged body

Historically, the practice of equating an individual’s worth with their bod
has fav?t.lrec@ dominant groups in society. Locating the causes of soci:{
mequahtxes'm the unchanging, natural, biological body serves to make
protests against the status quo appear both futile and misguided. Howev
it has' not ?lways been the dominant who have sought to equaté individ*:;i
identity with the biological body. The black power movement of the 1960:
and .1970s sought to invert racist forms of the naturalistic body b celef
brating I.Jlack corporeality as privileged (Segal, 1990). Feminists ha\}',e al
appropriated a naturalistic approach to the body by drawing on an .
stemology grounded in biological essentialism: ‘a feminist vegrsi fetpll1 .
eternal female’ (Barrett, 1987; Eisenstein, 1984: 106). on o e
. 'Shulamxth Firestone formulated an early feminist version of the natural
istic approach, but her analysis retained many similarities to revira-
writings which portrayed women's bodies as inherently limiti:g F?rl:
Ttgne s ﬁrgume.nt (1971) is based on the premiss that the sexual divi;ion of
f?m our has a bxol_ogmal basis. Human reproductive biology is seen as the
damez}tal basis for the universality of ‘the biological family’; a uni
characterized by children’s dependence on a mother who isyin tumt
degen‘denjc on a man. Although Firestone recognizes the impértanc:m i"
social 1n§t1tutions in maintaining male dominance, these have their ultim S
foundations in human reproductive biology which makes women wealt :
&afl men anfi de:pendent on them. Consequently, women can break out 211;
bleu‘ su,bordmatlon c.mly by conquering the ‘tyranny of their reproductive
{ology through reliable contraceptive technology and methods of chil
birth which minimize the use of the female body. ods of child
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ile Fi ! is was

Alison Jaggar (1984) has pointed out that whﬂe.Flée;jton: sraer;aeliili e
not widely adopted by the feminist movement, this ; notri)a Lo which
ini from constructing alternative accc.)unts' of pa Y ase on
Jf-eml‘mStsd to view the unchanging, pre-social biological body as'{:f e ase on
Col'?itclg‘;zlf-identity and society is constructed. These ac;o.unﬁ gtt e;;z b
"Il’virestone's in seeing the female body in a'fa‘r more 'posml\)r(emnd i
(1984) notes, contemporary radical fem-mlst \:vr‘xtt}xlngs al U e that i
ences to ‘the power inherent in female bxo}og}f , 5 crea T B ity of
-ated with female biology’, and the ‘native talent an SO s
" In these accounts, there is the repeated suggestion tha men s
WOﬂ'}:;'l Jowers lie in their closeness to nature, which exists by virtue c; theit
B f: ive birth. For example, Susan Griffin suggests 'chat1 ;A;ogja n
ﬁgxiumg nature are inseparable from each other (Griffin, ; Jaggar,

19;3;1?1; feminist version of the naturalistic body involves celebrating the

d Rogers (1990) have pro-
‘vi * given to women by nature. Kaplan and Rogers {
:iﬁez g\;:eele 0sum_mary of the social policy implications of such an

S o ate

roach. Feminists in the late 1970s argued that' :;dogliiliidltgl c

?tillaents’ .such as the ability to give birth and rear cl;nl ercxilr:1 e eton of
’ i en to rea

fully recognized and rewarded in order for wom ot P o

social equality. Here, social equality refers to women's

i thi
equal worth to men’s work. As Kaplan a.nd Adarr.\s %1218‘231 ;o;x;itnc;;;tl,es 0sf
argument is not new and Fascist ideologies containe o

equality in the 1920s even before Hitler came to power.

thousands of years -
‘Feminine virtues have been celebrated by men for o rerdoms

without much evidence of gaining women any more rig

1990: 209). _ .

(Kiﬁlaﬂ g%ﬁ:r%’?i:lork (1979, 1981, 1989) constitutes w?at is 1:;;)5?21

the r;rgst sophisticated contemporary femi.ni.st version 0 t{:atn:epmduc_

roach to the body. Central to her analygs is the notion ! 3 gl
:il::)r:l is a material and historical process which has given rise

i i i in significant and
ductive consciousness that is ‘genderically differentiated in signifi

y t C) (< 9.
0o each Othef ( Bn n, 19;
ldentlﬁable ways Whlch Stand n Opp051t10n

ildbirth, and its associated ‘moments. omer i
ﬁi)l.ccx:xﬁsge o? r'the world through experience which is df;fr:z:;r;t ar}é
different from that to which men have access. These

represented by the examples of maternity and paternity.

n, giving birth is a unity of knowing and doing, of consc1'(i:scrll§_2 :errli
- vtzom:ct’i\gllty of temporality and continuity. Paternity is 2 qmb e e
C‘:a :r(:lenon The essential moment of paternity . i 15r aather o iy
g’l\::iuntary, it must be given meaning by abstract knowledge

experience. (O’Brien, 1989: 14)

i i evelops
To simplify, the gendered character of reproductl.ve conscun{sr::zlssb 3 aljeni-
from the fa’ct that men’s relationship to nature is c}’\araitgxz dby e
tion (of their seed in copulation), whereas women's relatio
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marked by continuity. Jeff Hearn (1987: 79) summarizes O’Brien’s argu-
ment by noting that, ‘Whereas maternity and maternal reproductive
consciousness involve a unity of consciousness and involuntary reproduc-
tive labour, paternity and paternal reproductive consciousness are a process
in which ideas (principles) dominate materiality’ (for example, the idea of
being a father prior to the birth of a child). In order to overcome this
alienation, men seek to appropriate the child through fatherhood in mar-
riage. Furthermore, fatherhood and marriage are merely the social begin-
ning of the ‘development of human institutions’ and ‘ideologies of male
supremacy’ which find their culmination in the separation of the public and
private realms over which men exert control (O’Brien, 1981: 49).

In short, patriarchy has given primacy to men’s definition of life and
value which is grounded in their existential separation from species con-
tinuity. This has taken place as a result of men asserting control over the
product of women's labour, children, and in their ‘endless preoccupation’
with ‘death and destruction’ (O’Brien, 1989:15-16).

O’Brien’s analysis traces the existence and development of patriarchy to
the attempts by men to reintegrate what she terms the ‘abstracted father’
into the process of childbirth. Despite her critical analysis of male domina-
tion, though, this argument shares certain features with naturalistic views
of the body which have historically served to oppress women. Through the
biological process of birth, women are meant to have a different relation to
knowledge from men. However, their world view is unable to inform the
structure of society. This is because patriarchy — itself based on the bio-
logical separation of men from processes of birth — appropriates and
devalues this experience. O’Brien’s analysis implies that the forms of
knowledge possessed by men and women which lead to patriarchy are both
natural and inevitable as they are located in biology and nature.

As Michele Barrett (1987) argues, the danger with such analysis is that it
comes close to abandoning the project of transforming the world into a
place less dominated by traditional ‘masculine’ values. Furthermore, argu-
ments based on the view that experience provides a privileged view of
knowledge can lead to a situation in which simply to ‘name yourself as part
of a given group is to claim a moral backing for your words and actions’
(Ardill and O’Sullivan, 1986: 33). As Barrett (1987) argues, the values
attached to specific experiences become taken for granted in this moralistic
political discourse, and the identities that people construct from their
experiences are seen as unproblematic. )

O’Brien’s analysis also tends to presuppose a humanistic model of the

- subject which has complete control over access to knowledge of experi-

ence. Given the extent to which men and male-controlled technological
equipment have informed the definition and experience of childbirth,
though, this would seem an overly optimistic view of the knowledge which
stems from such experience. A further problem with O’Brien’s analysis is
that it marginalizes women who are unable or unwilling to have children.
Such women are still subject to a range of corporeal oppressions in
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rary society such as rape or the threat of rape, but these ce\‘nno; be
Zzggir:ti?i {?;}-, by antznalysis of the body which concentrates exclusively on

ience of childbirth.
theTt;lxel::nceritisisms are not meant to dispute the very real ad;/(;ncef éhzt
O’Brien’s analysis makes in relating bodily experience toau tow eo &ge n
Sociological accounts of knowledge and consciousness }l)la;e tziis ten
neglected the relationship between the mmd' and the bo y,dze this s @
theme which lies at the very centre of O'Brien’s work and r;)eed t%h e ken
very seriously in any adequate sociological. account of the foth}',. The :rtam:
lems with her analysis do not stem from its recognition o fb1sdi11mp ant
link, but from the overriding importance given to one set of (:h y exp -
ences attached to reproduction, and the relative neglect o o1 er wIazIyesarn
which corporeal existence affects consciousness. For examp e, tafn eam
(1987: 83) points out, sexuality affects male consciousness rllot jus :m serms
of genetic discontinuity, but in relation to bodily contact, pleasure and p
in their own right.

The distorted body

lternative feminist development of the naturalistic view 'focuses on
j}?:wawomen's experiences of their bodies are d%storte.d by d??hma];xt ;oc‘tva(le
forces. This is slightly different from the previous views of the ot y ve
have examined in this chapter, and it can be seen as an 1mprc?vem?n \t?i)ar-
them. Although the body provides a basis for the construction ohpz;7 far
chal social relations, these relations are themselves seen as shaping the bo s
of women. Naturalistic views tend only to see the b.ody asd; %re;slcl)g;, !
unchanging phenomenon, cxl/vl}:ereas tlins zlmélysts of the distorted body
ody to be affecte social relations. )
forSt:siebOiiach {1988) and Iz1m Chernin (1983) p_rovxde good ana’lysez ac:'
the ‘distorted body’, and represent an approach w?uch hz?s be(;:iomz mcr( A
ingly popular in feminist literature concer.ned with eating disor eri 5 §f
Lawrence, 1987). It has also been popularized, and a gr9v}v:ng num o
magazines and newspapers now carry regular features whxcd ér}f co;xczr d
with women’s relations with their bodies. Both Orbac}.l an ernin dg\é
that women's bodies have natural sizes and shapes which are disrupted by
i es. .

Pat(l;:lrnztlil (f;) ;;8) focuses on ‘compulsive eati.ng', a self-y‘)erpetx.J.atu];g c::l:i:
of overeating and starvation. Women engage in compulsive eating bec use
natural hunger mechanisms are distorted, and becausg wo:lne.n s corlxjsafat
desires to be ‘thin’ are undermined by an unconscious desire to eThé
Compulsive eating occurs as a result of women’s .socx‘aldoppx‘-essmn;i he
pressures placed on women by the media and diet in us:}?es, an ne
restricted roles available to women at work and home are the two maj
sets of forces which distort their bodily development.
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First, in order to become a wife and mother, a woman has to have a man;
a goal represented to teenagers as essential yet almost unattainable. To geta
man, a woman has to regard herself as a commodity whose value is based on
her appearance and presentation (1988: 29-30). The stress placed on
appearance means that women become vulnerable to the huge fashion and
diet industries that put forward strong and limited images of what women
should look like. The one constant in these images is that women should
be thin, or at least totally free of excess fat. For Orbach, many women
become seduced by these images and trapped in a circle of destructive and
unhealthy diets. However, women do not always accept these pressures
but, instead, often react against them. Indeed, for many women becoming
fat has served as a way to avoid being marketed or seen as the ideal woman
(1988: 31). As Orbach argues, these women tend to become unnaturally fat
as this ‘serves the symbolic function of rejecting the way . . . society distorts
[them] and their relationships with others’ (1988: 44).

The second stage to Orbach’s analysis of how women’s development
becomes distorted involves the processes by which women treat food as a
solution to other problems. For example, Orbach argues that over a period
of years mothers come to subjugate and misrecognize their own needs as a
result of putting first the needs of their children and husband. In these
cases, eating often serves as a convenient substitute for their real emotional
and intellectual needs (see also James, 1990). In the case of women who
work outside the home, many remain fat as a way of neutralizing their
sexual identity in the eyes of others who are important to them. As
Orbach (1988: 35) argues, in this way women ‘can hope to be taken
seriously in their working lives outside the home’ and not be treated
‘frivolously’ as sex objects by their male colleagues. Here again, the real
needs of these women for respect are met indirectly, and inadequately,
through food.

It should be clear by now that Orbach treats compulsive eating as an
expression of other needs and frustrations. The relationship between unmet
needs and food has its original base in the fraught mother—daughter rela-
tionship. This is distorted as a result of the patriarchal context which denies
mothers status and equal opportunities to men outside the home, and
becomes exacerbated when food becomes the object of struggle and
conflict between mothers and daughters (1988: 36-45). Natural hunger
mechanisms become submerged and eating becomes a response not to
biological need but to social pressures.

For Orbach (1988: 118) compulsive eating means ‘eating without regard
to the physiological cues which signal hunger. . . . For the compulsive eater,
food has taken on such additional significance that it has long since lost its
obvious biological connection’. Orbach’s work is not simply an analysis of
why women eat compulsively and get fat, though, it is also a ‘self-help
guide’ for losing unnatural weight. The key to weight loss is in uncoupling
acts of compulsive eating from the feelings, and conflicts they express.
Expressing these emotions in more productive ways and learning to listen
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to natural hunger mechanisms is the way to return to a natural and
balanced size.

Kim Chernin (1983) also analyses compulsive eating and asks why
women in the West are faced with a ‘tyranny of slenderness’ which restricts
their social and physical growth and expression. In contrast to men, who are
brought up to take pride in their bodies, women are socialized to dislike
theirs and frequently become obsessed in the quest for reduction (Bovey,
1989: 48, 229; Chernin, 1983: 62, 92). The damaging results of this quest
have become increasingly public and range from the increased use of
cosmetic surgery and liposuction, to an increase in anorexia nervosa. The
growing number of fatalities which stem froni the pressure women face to
lose weight illustrates the point that ‘women suffer more from living in the
body than do men’ (Chernin, 1983: 62; see also Bovey, 1989: 48, 224-9).

In explaining women’s bodily oppression, Chernin draws on sociology,

psychology and history. First, women are seen as too powerful for the male-
dominated spheres of culture, politics and finance (1983: 96, 129). To
maintain their power, men make women feel inadequate; feelings which
are turned against the body (1983: 87, 190). Second, women are initially
viewed as dangerous by men as a result of their experience of their mother’s
bodies as children. From their subsequent position of social power, men
convert their fear and mistrust of the female body into attempts to control
and reduce the physical space women occupy in society. Third, these
pressures have increased in recent years, especially since the women’s
movement has threatened men’s dominance. As Chernin argues:

The requirement that women remain arrested in development becomes more
visible and more severe. From Mae West to Marilyn [Monroe] to Twiggy to
Christine Olman there is a definite progression. . . . In this age of feminist
assertion men are drawn to women of childish body and mind because there is
something less disturbing about the vulnerability and helplessness of a small
child — and something truly disturbing about the body and mind of a mature
woman. (1983: 95, 110)

Orbach and Chernin’s analyses have much to say at a substantive level
about how women’s bodies become damaged in patriarchal society. They
reveal how social pressures can be internalized, find expression in eating
and distort women’s bodies. Cross-class, gender-specific processes are
important to both explanations. First, Orbach and Chernin’s work suggests
that girls are subject to a socialization process geared to achieving success in
marriage markets. Similarly, this tends to generate lifestyles which serve to
set women apart from men. This involves the denial of bodily and other
needs in order to serve others (Charles and Kerr, 1988; Murcott, 1983), and
does not help girls appropriate leisure choices as their own (Griffin et al.,
1982: 93).

Second, the importance of the shape of girls’ bodies in society can
influence attitudes to physical activity. Despite the rise of the athletic body
in consumer culture (Featherstone, 1982), a clear division remains between
acceptable and unacceptable forms of the female body. Large muscles
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remain unacceptable and the fear of developing them puts i
(Bryson, 1987; Willis, 1974, 1985). FurtheI;, I§E dresf is ofr':lear?Zegelr:liiff'PE
as an 1.1nacceptable way of displaying their bodies at school as it is o og:;d
to their sense of self-identity as adult women (Griffin et al 1982)pi10
Orbach and Chernin make clear that not all girls follow the path of seeking
to develop their bodies in line with male ideals. However. this rejection alsg
ahe'nates women from their bodies (for example, th;ough compulsivz
eating). So, women tend either to conform to traditional socialization
an_d seek to develop the ideal body, or, in rejecting these processes, risk
da:%igigg their bodies through eating disorders. P
ird, most sporting activities occur in the public i
ever, women face pressures to construct theipi- mainsﬁgleéeir?ftllie.pgzz-
sphere of the household. For example, Griffin’s findings (1985) of how irle
drop their girlfriends in favour of spending evenings in with boyfriendsgas :
:1?3’ 1of .sav1.nga money for their future is hardly compatible with them
d a; Zglﬁge'm ependent sporting interests which they may carry on in
. F'our'th, Qrbach and Chernin highlight the role of male-dominated
institutions in restricting bodily development. For example, sport for boys
has .hlstorically been organized to reflect the developmer'lt of muscuer
versions of masculinity (Graydon, 1983; Simon and Bradley, 1975). PE is
still the most segregated subject in schools and jts organiz;tion rémains
embedded within gender ideologies of (male) bodily expansi d
(female) bodily restriction. Y pansion an
In summary, this feminist development of the naturalisti
highlights how women can become I:\liena’ced from dut:;:]:)sl:l;sizslr;:}? 3;:
contrast to men, women tend to be restricted from embodying owe'r in
their physical selves (Gilroy, 1989). This view of the distorted lfod also
represents a considerable advance in certain respects over other natueristic
views of the body in that it recognizes that women’s bodies are actuall
affected by social relations and institutions. Naturalistic views tend to be toy
bus.y stressing the ways in which the body gives rise to particular patterns o(;
social relations to recognize how these relations themselves impinge upon
the‘ shape and development of bodies. The body is not simply a Ig)asisp
which society arises, but is itself affected by society. *
‘ 'However, despite the contributions made by this analysis of the
distorted body’, it is problematic methodologically. For Orbach, thin is
natt.xral while fat is distortion. These bodily states encompass i’nherent
attrll?utes. As Nicky Diamond (1985: 54) argues, ‘“fat, thin” appear
pregiven .oppositions in nature, “thin” as a natural state ;md goal I::Pfat” :ss
pathological and a problem’. Seeing fat as the problem ‘reprodu,ces those
cultufal ideals of femininity which define “thin’’ as the ideal’ (1985: 475)5
Pesplte encouraging women to ‘accept themselves’, Orbach ar e; tha';
every woman [really] wants to be thin' (Bovey, 198’9). &
In contrast to Orbach, Chernin sees fat women’s bodies as positive and
natural. Women who slim are caught up in a struggle against what is natural
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(1983: 9), and the reason the vast majority put back on the weight they lose
is because weight belongs to them ‘by nature’ (1983: 30, 54). While this
analysis disputes the prevelant stereotypes of women’s bodies, it suffers,
along with Orbach, from essentialism. Both Orbach and Chernin have
made improvements to existing naturalistic views of the body. However,
neither of their writings manage to escape completely from the basic
assumptions of the naturalistic approach.

Orbach and Chernin are not the only writers to view women’s bodies as
having natural shapes and sizes which are distorted by society. For example,
Epstein (1987) and Dana (1987) both see women as naturally thin and view
excess eating as a substitute for other needs and activities, while Mitchell
(1987) argues that women'’s bodies can be distorted by vigorous exercise.
However, all these writers posit the existence of an unchanging natural
body, an ontological stance which has affinities with sexist views of
women’s bodies as inferior to men’s because of their ‘natural’ functions
(Connell, 1987), and racist views of Afro-Caribbean bodies as naturally
more powerful and sexual than white bodies.

The overburdened body

In this chapter I have sought to provide a brief description of the emergence
of naturalistic views of the body during the eighteenth century, and
critically examine several naturalistic views which have been influential
since that time.

One of the remarkable features of naturalistic views is that, with the
exception of Chernin’s and Orbach'’s analyses of the distorted body, the
basic principles underlying them have remained unchanged. First, they are
reductionist. The structure of society is explained not only on the basis of
the individuals within it, but the intentions, actions and potential of indi-
viduals are explained as a result of some aspect of their physical or genetic
constitution. For example, in the case of sociobiology ‘a causal chain is said
to begin at the level of the genetic units and run through the society as 2
whole’ (Rose, 1984: 44). Second, having established the essential features
of people’s corporeality, these are then classified into simplistic social
categories (for example, male/female, black/white, upper/middie/working
class) which ignore overlaps in, and stress the differences between, human
bodies (Birke, 1986, 1992). These social categories are then reified as
natural phenomena.

One way to illustrate further the inadequacies of these basic principles is
to describe one of the early antecedents of the naturalistic view of the body.
In Plato’s tale, the division of Citizens of The Republic into three classes
was justified on the basis of the different metals from which God had
crafted them. Those made of silver were destined to be auxiliaries, and
those of brass and iron to be husbandmen and craftsmen. Furthermore, if
people sought to rise above their pre-destined station in life, the State stood
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to be destroyed. Centuries later, s
the content, of this argument by j
genetic foundations. Genes dete
tures which are best suited for s
are ill-fated and could destroy s
inaccurate definition of the si
definitive of their self-identity a
narrow and unconvincing acco
body.

The naturalisti
wocrhe grix:tsure;}lmt:}cﬁ:o:::pce)gt th}fi l:oc!y has i?x;:c;lved unsatisfactory for most
: - In , historians of the body h i
lm - . . y ave

portant service by identifying a period prior to the eighteepr::hwciftuar;

when the body was seen as a receptor, rather than a generator, of social
’

meanings and relationships. Indeed, the view of the body as open t
0

seemi : .

Plausliglgelyst:?g;tgazii;etnfltﬁpre.talnon appeared to provide a much more
or sociologists i .

naturalistic approach, For o gists interested in the body than did the

ociologists, naturalistic views

X of i
::?;n:él '22? blaillc peqpl?s tended to say much less about w;};et ?Igiifts E(:f
pormed cor pc;;-le - reahty., than about the enormous utility of the bod X
natur};l e eable ideological resource. In rejecting the negative as 4 as?"
o ;:m c; :1§:vS§, ?owevgr, sociologists have tended to neglect }foe;tst}?e

is for, and ¢ i ial li i
e e & Dasis for, ontributes towards, social life. It is this aspect

hich I feel is worth i i
get lost in social constructionist accounts ofdtel'::;3 lti?é!;g, anwhich tends o

ociobiologists reproduced the logic, i

us.tifying the status quo on the bilscl,s ltfi?i(:::
rmine individual features and social struc-
uryxval. Attempts to alter social structures
ociety. In both cases, a highly limited and
gnificance of people’s bodies is taken as
nd constitutive of society. They are equally
unts of the social importance of the human

Note

. In n to eath penaity, i WO 0 & V1 kins, w 0 was executed
1. In relatio; to the d th al ,itis rth n tmg that David Gas h
2]

in South Carolina in 1991, was th i
oo oo Corolina in | 1944. as the first white man to be killed by the state for the murder of
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