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1 wrote The Body and Social Theory in the early 1990s for several rie:as<l)1n5t . A'ec
that time I thought it was important to try to map out a .ﬁe.ld othw aﬁwal
might now refer to as ‘body studies’, and to hlghllxg}?t existing eqnle c !
resources that contained within them an appreciation of tl:ne social 51Cgh
nificance of the body. I also sought to develop a b.road theoretical ﬁpp.rzai\.
towards embodiment which took the materiality of hug{an p }lsx}c,: ity
seriously, and chose to do this by building on'the wntmgsl. o 1 1?}'11"«:
Bourdieu, Anthony Giddens and, most significantly, Norbert E 1:}51. n thi
new afterword, 1 want to build analytically on three tl.uemes at werc:
central to the first edition in the context of the most 1mportant1 rec?th
developments in the field. These themes resonate most stror;(gy wtlh
current debates in the area, and with my contemporary Wor don i
subject, and highlight distinctive dimensions of. the ongoing en e}:i'v;ul
to construct a fully embodied sociology. Reflecting the orde’r 1;1 t}:v 11)c .
deal with them in this chapter, they are the ‘absent presence ‘ ((1) e bo g
in social thought, the relationship betweel:l the body and SCH'{;-I t}fm}l)tyé ar;n
the question of how to advance theoretically the study of the body
50‘511;2; three themes are related in that the problems‘ associated w1(tih
conceptualizing the body as an absent presence continue to peivab:
dominant conceptions of self-identity in the literature and havl::1 yet lc: c
overcome fully within general theories of the bedy. Such problems hav
contributed to the sense that there has been something of an 17;1pas.;e l;n
theorizing the body in recent years; a situation that'has been rein orced v
the tendency for dominant approaches to the subject to be preseﬁte'd as
general theories when they actually revolve ar'ounc.i the concipt;ia zatolx}
of completely different and often equally partial views of embo men éhe
we want to improve upon this situation, I argue., we need to recog.mze e
particularity of these approaches without throwing away the gel;méne. ga:h ;
they have made, and to acknowledge the full presence (?f the body 1;1 y
constitution of identity and society. In this context,.l introduce a foal
framework for a more comprehensive theory thajc b.uxlds on the plfm'txond
developed in the first edition (avoiding the es§ennahsms of natura 1s§c Tal
constructionist approaches, while recognizing th.e body as a p ys(ti ”
phenomena centrally grounded in social action which both shapes, an
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shaped by, its social environment), and that provides the beginnings of a
basis for the consolidation of body studies.

Absent-present bodies

During the 1980s a number of books prepared the way for the estab-
lishment of a field of body studies by addressing themselves to various
issues concerned with the body/society relationship (e.g. Feher, Naddaff
and Tazi, 1989; Freund, 1982; Hirst and Woolley, 1982; Johnson, 1983;
Martin, 1989; O'Neill, 1985, 1989; Turner, 1984). These varied analyses
were enormously important in establishing the body as a legitimate subject
of theoretical concern. Nevertheless, they were also often characterized by
agendas that ultimately subordinated the materiality and sensuality of the
body to other factors. These included the concern to incorporate a view of
the body as a governed object into a theory of the social system (as in Bryan
Turner’s [1984] ground-breaking ‘core problems’ theory), viewing the
body from the perspective of a particular sub-discipline (as in Peter Freund’s
[1982] excellent analysis of the social implications of health and illness),

and using the body as a way of establishing an interdisciplinary dialogue
between sociology, biology and psychology (as in Paul Hirst’s and Penny
Woolley’s underrated [1982] Social Relations and Human Attributes). For

all the undoubted accomplishments of such writings, the body tended to be

subordinated to, or restricted by, these other concerns. The ‘absent pre-

sence’ of the body in theoretical writings remained a real problem: while

the body had become an undoubted stimulant to the sociological imagi-

nation, it still tended to fade from view in favour of a concern with more

traditional analytical concerns.

This absent presence was not, of course, new. Writings on the body were
struggling against the dominant philosophical approach in Western thought
which had for centuries prized the thinking mind above the physical flesh.
Descartes’s Cogito ergo sum (I think, therefore am’) involved at one level a
dismissal of all the body’s senses. He argued in The Meditations that Tam . . .
only a thing that thinks’, that ‘my mind . . . is entirely and truly distinct
from my body and may exist without it’, and that our bodies prompted us
towards irrational sentiment and impulsiveness (Descartes, 1974: 105,
156). There were exceptions to this denigration of the body. Humanists
like Montaigne held that ‘part of our humanity is to accept responsibility
for our bodies, our feelings’, and sought to limit the truth claims of abstract
thought (Toulmin, 1990: 40). Nevertheless, the most influential philo-
sophical thought tended to examine the body only insofar as it interfered
with the supposedly transcendent powers of the mind. Thus, Kant (1985
[1797]) viewed bodily passions and emotions as impediments to self-
determining actions, and conceptualized moral orientations as deriving
from the inherent human capacity to transcend desires and comply with the
universal ‘categorical imperative’. The body was not completely absent in
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these writings, then, but it was viewed with suspicion and tended to be
marginalized in relation to the allegedly self-determining powers of the
mind.
Given its interest in the workings of industrial society and the lives of
modern people, and the elementary processes underlying these phenom-
ena, it is not surprising that classical sociology paid more positive attention
to issues of embodiment. Emile Durkheim, for example, refers to the
natural body as profane, but also argues that the ritual practices that have
historically surrounded human flesh and fluids suggest that the body
‘conceals in its depth a sacred principle that erupts onto the surface in
particular circumstances’ (Durkheim, 1912 [1995]: 138). Manifest via
cutting, scarification, tattooing, painting or other forms of decoration, these
eruptions affirm the communion of individuals in a shared moral whole and
hence serve to bind together society (Durkheim, 1912 {1995]: 138, 233).
Such direct discussions of the body can be found elsewhere in classical
sociology, but they did not solve the problem of the absent presence of the
body because the totality of the embodied subject frequently remains
fragmented and fades from view. Comte, Durkheim, Weber and Simmel,
for example, have left us with a rich variety of analyses of ‘effervescent
attachments’, ‘moral sentiments’, ‘vitalistic energies’, ‘affectual actions’,
‘pre-social’ contents, ‘psychic responses’, ‘passions’ and related phenom-
ena. These seek to explain how people are propelled to or alienated from
particular types of social relationships, and they have clear implications for
what the body is, and for the lived experience of embodiment (Shilling and
Mellor, 2001). Nevertheless, such concepts also often serve as ways of
leaving behind the conceptual significance of other aspects of the body, and
frequently provide routes through which the body can be subsumed
beneath the ‘real’ topics of interest such as the social system, the metro-
polis, or the coordination of the division of labour. This is exemplified by
the work of that great visionary of the sociological tradition, Talcott
Parsons. He identified the physical organism as a ‘unit point of reference’
for sociology that ‘is never safely neglected’ (Parsons, 1991 [1951]: 541-2,
1969: 13), but also insisted that the social significance of the body was given
to it by society. This is the context in which Parsons could argue that health
was not primarily a quality of the biological body but referred to the
‘underlying capacity’ of individuals to contribute to the productive
resources of society (Parsons 1991 [1951], 1978: 21, 81).

These comments do not, of course, suggest that classical writings are of
no use if we wish to understand the significance of the body to individuals,
groups and nations in the contemporary era. At the very least, however, it is
necessary to explicate and build on the implicit theories of embodiment
contained within the works of its major representatives and this is some-
thing that has been a central aim of my ongoing work in this area (Shilling,
2001, 2002a, 2002b, 2003, 2004). It is also necessary to recognize that it is
all too easy for the apparently exclusively social referents of body studies

(be they concerned with cultural understandings of sexuality, élite sports or
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As Butler (1993: ix, 29, 68) admits, in seeking to consid‘er the m'fxterialitlyé oft:
bodies she found herself moving to other domains and ‘kept losing track 0
the subject’. o B . ]
Thisjfading of the body is chronic within thqse wnmgshwhlc}étis;
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years embraces the idea of the absent present body. In this respect, I want to
start this section by examining Drew Leder’s theory of the latent body as it
reflects the traditional theoretical view that the body is, under ‘normal’
circumstances, marginal to our sense of self. This view has been immensely
popular in Western philosophy and remains highly influential in much
contemporary social thought, but a critical interrogation of Leder’s book
can highlight the problems associated with this approach to embodiment. I
then turn to the notions of the body as a ‘project’, an ‘option’ and a ‘regime’
(related conceptions of identity which constitute in certain respects the
opposite to Leder’s analysis), before examining two contrasting visions of
the ‘body as a mask’. The section concludes with an analysis of the general

underlying processes which can be seen as shaping the acquisition of varied
embodied identities.

Self-identity and the latent body

The conception of self-identity Leder outlines in his (1990) The Latent Body
is predicated on the argument that the body remains latent for individuals
while they are engaged in that purposeful action that tends to dominate
our modern lives. It is based theoretically on an unlikely combination of
phenomenology and deconstructionism. Leder’s starting point is Merleau-
Ponty’s (1962) phenomenology of perception which focuses on the
foundational, lived experience of our given body: the habits and routines of
our bodies provide us with our ‘vehicle of being in’, and our necessarily
partial ‘point of view’ on the world. Drawing on the deconstructive argu-
ment that every presence is dependent on a corresponding absence,
however, Leder (1990: 2, 62) also argues that the phenomenological body
is neither ‘fully fleshed out with bone and guts’ (e.g. it ignores the
‘recessive’ features of our bodies such as our internal organs), nor does it
enable us to understand the importance of corporeal absence to people’s
lived experiences. This issue of corporeal absence is particularly important
to Leder’s thesis.

As the modern world promotes and rewards outcome-oriented, rational
action, our working lives and leisure activities immerse us in the pursuit of
goals that are external to our bodies. We may be immersed in writing an
assignment, responding to complaints in a call centre, or attempting to score
a goal on the soccer field, but our bodies are rarely at the forefront of our
minds when interacting unproblematically with physical objects or other
people. Instead, they slip from view and disappear from consciousness:

‘When reading a book or lost in thought . . . [ experientially dwell in a world of
ideas, paying little heed to my physical sensations or posture. Nor is this
forgetfulness restricted to moments of higher-level cognition. I may be
engaged in a fierce sport, muscles flexed and responsive to the slightest
movements of my opponent. Yet it is precisely upon this opponent, this game,
that my attention dwells, not on my own embodiment. (Leder, 1990: 1)
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The Body and Social Theory

Pain is not the only sensation to effect this reappearance of the body.
Our rational calculations can be completely overwhelmed by the emotional
body in the face of sexual passion or in the context of other strong emotions
such as fear (Smith, 1992). Unexpected sensations or bodily events can also
cause us to focus on a particular aspect of our body. Leder provides as an
example the actions of rubbing our eyes and squinting prior to refocusing
on something we see but disbelieve. Other examples include one’s first

i i bsence. First, we usually have a
Several factors contribute to this corporeal a .
p:aztical command of our bodies which enarll:;i(lexsl us ]:0 petrkflorm asctcc:;xi S\:;i :
i i inki t them. >e y
walking, talking and reading without thinking about T :
::ken-fofgranted practical command also applies to specmhs; working 1oer
sporting skills (Leder, 1990: 33). A competent tennis player, tor eXﬁp ;
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nallty in the o o e an ¢ le of ‘depth disappearance’. We appearance of the body, and it concerns that bodily consciousness which

internal visceral organs provide an examp h 1 can arise when there is disruption to social interaction. Goffman (1956) is
. i or cholesterol levels 2 !
rfnay be suflfenni}{iror? S:;iegrleiv};i‘;igirftztsrm;ndiﬁon, and WithOU.;. particularly insightful on this point and suggests that when the orderly flow
or example, Wt ou

. of interaction breaks down, as a result of inappropriate gestures or
i i i ding a book or playing a sport. '
them causing any interruption to our rea

L , any ! . . 1I, touch, and taste, expressons, the offender becomes acutely conscious of their body. Embar-
i Unlike thf.""lew provided to 1_\:»*3 b};fg}:l'o :f;rﬁr;g"r:z;ed \:y regional gaps, rassment often follows and this can be acFompanied by dryness of the
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organs that although crucial for s;st:laln‘{‘gis ‘:}’13' doctors must be skilled at in disruption of the social encounter (Goffman, 1956). Individuals become

perceived’ (Leder, 1990 26, 43, 53). IthlS s of deeper problems. acutely aware of their bodily dys-appearance as the mutual attunement of

A reading bodily signs .that maz1 3ebsyl;2§e;)‘n:o suggest that our body literally people to .each other is ruptured, and as the dyad is dissolved and the
L None of these points sho € | background’, but does ordin- encounter is reduced to two isolated, awkward bodies. The effects of social
; disappears. It remains pa;t oi fi‘\;: dc:;g::iches_ Ifgthe pro,p erly functioning dys-appearance are not co:.lfmed to embarassment and dis;upted inter-
arily fade in the context of ou? however, Leder also recognizes that action, but can even lead to illness (Leder, 1990: 99). Anorexia nervosa and

body recedes from our consCiousness, 4b o lips' or ‘gaffes’ (Goffman, : bulimia, for example, have been associated respectively with cultural

pain, illness or the embarassment causec 5y pressures on women to achieve an “ideal’ body shape and with the tensions

1956) can make the body reappear with a vengeance. involved in a society which values the contrasting bodily activities involved

in productive labour and hedonistic consumption (Bordo, 1993; Turner,

The dys- or re-appearing body 1984). , ‘ . .

dys' (signifying ‘bad' hard’ or ‘Il and deployed , Leder's analysis of the latent body constitutes a radical challenge to
Utilizing the ((i}x:feek prefix cniys (sxgrs\lasl‘}gys fun::tional’) Leder (1990: 84) writings that seek to make a relatively continuous sense of the body central
in an adapted form in such wor ’

's self-identity. His work can be taken to suggest that the body is
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pathological or sociatly € :

cholo rood T e alienates us from the social world and ; which individuals acquire and develop their identity. At the very least, it
wi e world, dys-app

2 world of our bo dies. : provides us with a sophisticated phenomenological understanding of how it
throws us back onto "cherhrmte wer mple of this dys- or re-appearance. > is that Western philosophy has historically prioritized the mind over the
Pain provide§ us w1tl‘1 the cleargst ezc; a\fla ' and remove us completely body as that which makes us distinctively human beings and moral actors.
Unexpected pain can take our dr'ea I tensz o1 makes us acutely aware ,' If, in deep thought, the body fades from view, it is no wonder that the
from the activity we were engage in. in a puse The body is no longer 2 ; abstract and speculative concerns of philosophy should relegate its signi-
of our bodies as we search for its location an¢ @ a e can become lost in 2 g ficance. Despite its radical appearance, however, Leder’s vision of the latent
background medium of foregrounded action, an Were:tri cted body image g | body resonates strongly with some of the most traditional figures in the

i ist of a highly
world of pain whose parameters consist oI
shot throigh with stabbing, piercir;g,t}ffzarm.g agtony (cic;a:r%';ozr?S;)é fi);,:x:
i aim is to rid ourselves of this pain, O es
gn;zznce of the body and to restore ourselves' to a state of‘ normal
ﬁ;:nction'mg in which the body recedes from our minds and experience.

sociological tradition. Leder is not the first to conceptualize illness and pain
in relation to the disturbance of purposeful action. Parsons {1991 [1951])
associated sickness with a disruption in the smooth functioning of normal
social roles and the expectation that individuals would seek help in order to
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make the dysfunctional body disappear. The effect of Leder’s thesis,
indeed, is to provide a corporeal rationale for classical conceptions of
modernity as a system characterized by the coordination and integration of

purposeful actors.

Deconstructing the fatent body

Despite its subversive effects, a deconstructionist approach to the body can
itself be deconstructed by uncovering the principles through which it
makes (in)visible certain aspects of embodiment. The body for Leder is
invisible when immersed in purposeful action, yet his argument that Tt is
precisely because the normal and healthy body largely disappears that
direct experience of the body is skewed toward times of dysfunction’
appears to be based on the experiences of healthy heterosexual males in
their mid years. Indeed, Leder (1990: 86) acknowledges this in part by
drawing on lIris Young’s (1990: 147-8, 163) argument that women'’s bodies
often do not disappear in the same way that men’s do. For women, tran-
scendence is laden with immanence. In the case of pregnancy, for example,
there is a ‘doubling’ of the subject: boundaries and body images shift and
undergo flux yet an ‘awareness of my body in its bulk and weight does not
impede the accomplishing of my aims’ (Young, 1990: 163, 165). Never-
theless, Leder’s central thesis remains unchanged. There is little suggestion
here that the body can become a major, prolonged focus of attention in its
‘normal’ state.
The problem with this thesis is that it tends to marginalize those people
for whom the body is regularly foregrounded as an essential part of their
identity. One central effect of racism is to make those affected feel deeply
self-conscious and uneasy about their skin colour (Fanon, 1984 [1952]). In
similar manner, theorists of sexuality have pointed out that individuals who
do not conform to dominant norms of heterosexual identity can be made to
feel alienated from their appearance and actions and must regularly censure
their behaviour in order to protect their personal security (Diprose, 1994).
Individuals who have experienced marked upwards or downwards mobility
are also left frequently feeling ill at ease with their manners and appearance
as they negotiate unfamiliar social environments and new vocabularies of
bodily idiom (Goffman, 1963). Bourdieu (1984), indeed, attributes such
unease as a fundamental characteristic of the petite bourgeois, a group that
is filled with reverence for and striving towards a higher-status bodily
demeanour that they are unable to attain with any comfort or assurance.
Instead of expanding upon the implications of such cases, Leder seems to
assume that there exists a fit between people’s bodily habitus and the social
fields they inhabit.

This vision of corporeal latency also disallows for the possibility that the
body has become a project in recent years. The only major time the body
becomes a project for Leder, in contrast, is when the imperative of pain

demands the attention of the individual. This raises more questions about
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The body as a project, option and regime
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Body projects

The notion of body projects develops Anthony Giddens's (1991)
suggestion that the self has become-a reflexively organized construct in
the contemporary era of ‘high modernity’, and Max Weber’s (1991 [1904-
05], 1948 [1919]) examination of the irrational consequences of rational
action. To summarize, Giddens suggests that late modernity is charac-
terized by a qualitative advance in technological control and an intensified
concern with consumption in which the body becomes a central object of
cultivation in its own right. The purposeful, externally directed rational
action Leder discusses has turned inwards to encompass the body as an
object of attention. Weber’s concern with the irrational consequences of
rational action, in contrast, alerts us to how purposeful interventions in the
body can become meaningless in a modern world characterized by an
absence of moral criteria that previously informed how people developed
their embodied identities. As the body becomes a project, the limited
referents for intervention identified by Leder (based, for example, on
removing physical pain) undergo a massive expansion, and become
dislocated from firm goals and exposed to the vagaries of fashion.

Two characteristics of the high modern world have had a particular
impact on this increased prominence of the body. First, there has been a
decline in those religious, political and other ‘grand narratives’ which
attributed people’s lives with meaning in relation to some transcendent
totality such as an afterlife or communism. This development was accen-
tuated by the rise of possessive individualism associated with a succession
of right-wing governments that presided over North America and Britain
during the 1980s. Second, the contemporary era appeared increasingly ‘out
of control’ (Giddens, 1990). In this context, the body was seen as one last
‘raw material’ over which the individual could exert influence. Subject to
an unprecedented degree of rationalization, bodies are now seen and sub-
ject to intervention in terms of their genes, blood pressure, cholesterol, size,
shape, appearance, aerobic capacity, colour, weight, and a host of other
variables. As such, they can appear to provide a firm foundation on which
to construct a reliable and meaningful sense of self in the modern world.

This increased prominence of the body has also been affected by the
irrationalities and limits of rationalized interventions into the organism. The
potential for enhanced bodily control among the affluent remains com-
promised by the absence of ultimate guidelines concerning how people
should treat their body as a project. Thus, while modernity provides us wi
unprecedented opportunities to intervene in and change our embodied
selves, it also stimulates a chronic reflexivity which exacerbates the problem
of finding answers to the question of whether and how we should make such
changes (Weber, 1948 [1919]). The benefits of enhanced body control are
also limited by those aspects of our bodily being that remain outside the
reach of science. Despite advances in new reproductive technologies, for

example, infertility continues to be a major and growing problem. Bodies
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a159 often refuse to be moulded in line with our intentions. Over 95% of all
we1g‘ht.taken off during diets is put back on again, while the body can react
to c?letmg by reducing the rate at which calories are consumed and b
;stormg ' gre’ater amounts of fat as a safeguard against future periods o}it'
s;arvat'xon . Thus, body projects can have the irrational consequences
o rr}akmg desired bodily ideals more difficult to achieve. More generally, all
bodl.es age and decay, and the inescapable reality of death can a ylear
p.amcularly disturbing in a modern age obsessed with the body. As ouf')I})xi s
give way undefr the pounding of running marathons, we may console oul:x,'-
selves with strict dietary regimens and regular gym workouts before injuries
prompt us to turn to swimming and then, perhaps after muscular pulls’ have
mt.erm?ted this particular activity, the meditative but gruelling discipline of
Tai Chi Chuan. Short-term reversals apart, however, the gradual I:iecline
of the body continues and, as we get older, it becomes increasingly difficul
to \f/lvn}cli ways otil rejuvenating the physical flesh. y et
atever the problems associated with body projects
are unlikely to ‘fade into the background’. Indzei r]ecent Te?h::fo t:l:a}l,
advax')ces may make this focus on the body even more intense throu hgth
creation of body options, forms of radical physical transformation thagt m ¥
make obsolete the ‘blood, sweat and tears’ involved in body projects 7

Body options

Body options can be defined as technologicall -inform

re.structu{‘mg human embodiment which extegnd tl?e possibi‘i?tic-g1 :st?:gfxt:;
with having a body, through a direct and radical assault on the limitations
conne?cted to being a body (see Mellor and Shilling, 1997). While more
prosaic .body projects help us explore the possibilities of living in one bod
the options ass.ociated with virtual reality and cyber-technologies promisi;_
us the Potentlal of exploring and even occupying bodies which diffe
sulgtantxally according to time and place. “

ertain of these developments lie in the future. o

real.xzed, but there exists the possibility that a bg}cllirrsnrxr;;y :r?: Z:ﬁlgz
radically reconstructed several times over a single life. Nanotechnolo yhas
thfe potential to provide micro machines which can be injected intgoy our
veins and repair arteries or break down cholesterol deposits (Rucker et al
1993), whllfe the possibility of computer chip brain implants ma ultic
mately prgvnde us with new languages, the ability to undertake millii,)ns of
mathematical operations in a split second, and the capacity to process and
present large volumes of data in a flash (T omas, 1991). Virtual reality ma
shortly.be able to simulate this same degree of change in a single evenin}g’
(Bened1kt, 1991; Rheingold, 1994). Linked to others via a computer,
stimulated by bodysuit responses connected to electronic graphics one
could 1.:>efore lunch slip into a ‘virtual suit’ to do battle as a Borg chasin,g the
Starship Enterprise, participate before dinner in an orgy set in ancient
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Rome, and finish the day as Marilyn Monroe enjoying a quiet drink with
Fidel Castro before retiring to bed.

The social potential of body options can be explored through Jean
Baudrillard’s (1993) discussions of the ‘code’; a term which signifies his
view of technology’s theoretical ability to remove finalities, absolutes and
opposites. For our purposes, the code is best seen as belonging to a possible
future scenario in which nature has been controlled by and absorbed into
socio-technological procedures and institutions. Contemporary examples
of what this means, however, can already be found in the DNA code of
biology, the binary code of computers, and the digital code of television and
sound recording. Each of these codes péssesses the potential to make
anachronistic our ability to simply copy or counterfeit objects through
production or imitation. Instead, the code makes possible the reproduction
of ‘originals’.

This reproduction of originality, operating through such technologies
as artificial evolution (Kelly, 1994), could ultimately make human life
entirely self-referential; nothing would be outside our control because
nothing would be outside our power to reproduce (Robins, 1995: 144).
Even death, we are told, may one day become obsolete if science acquires
the ability to regenerate life through cryogenics or a single human cell
(Kimbrell, 1993). In Braudel’s (1973) terms, individual time could tri-
umph over that of the longue durée of evolutionary time. The spatial and
temporal flexibility of body options could also challenge the conventional
parameters associated with what it means to be an individual by under-
mining the ‘singular body’. As Ian Watt (1957) notes, the principle of
individuality accepted by Enlightenment thought depended on the possi-
bility of identifying what was unique to a person across the contingencies
of date and location. Developed to their logical extreme, body options
may remove any such continuities. An individual may, one day, no longer
resemble herself or himself from one occasion to the next in terms of size,
appearance, disposition or even sex.

Before we get carried away by the novelty of body options, however, it is
necessary to recognize that they may simply exacerbate the problems
associated with body projects. The quantity and velocity of choices body
options make available to people threatens to leave individuals uncom-
fortable and uneasy, as well as dissatisfied, with the choices that face them
and the choices they have made. It is also important to note than even the
most spectacular cases explored by sociologists (e.g. Featherstone and
Burrows, 1995) build on previous inventions in architecture, temperature
control and transport which distanced people from their climate, environ-
ment and neighbours, and increased the level of control they could exert
over their bodily environment (Sennett, 1994). It may eventually become
difficult to distinguish humans from machines, but people have long
transformed themselves by transforming the environment in which they

live (Marx and Engels, 1970). People have, indeed, long engaged in prac-
tices which bear a striking similarity to contemporary body projects, and
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this becomes clear if we examine the regimes which were popular ways of

structuring self-identity in the medieval era.
Body regimes

33;; rrz:dlji\;:las};a:);tdusfovovss }forrined in ::in environment characterized by
) shortages, and was i
adoption of habits designed to cugltivate the ‘bcc)lg;rlla};;?fczﬁé‘(léﬁ’:s t;Ot(})lg
[193'9]). Nevertheless, the flesh could become a site for the pursua’nc f
rehgxous body regimes: structured programmes of disciplining the bec?
whlcl,m had a long history within Christianity. Farly Christians iad 'se:'0 i
upon’ the body as a symbol of Christ's victory over death and the flii
lc)z;rt\lxg;cl }i:‘x,r:;‘r: ir(:;df:r}i and entry alimi? the Christian community resided in ;
. sting, sexual abstinence, vigils, i
(M?les, ?992). It was medieval Christianity, hil\;efersyte}:fztalrfﬁzgr‘t:ﬁ: .
regimes into more generalized programmes of physical discipline involvi "
d1eIt, prayer and a severely ascetic lifestyle. e
n contrast to modern body projects i i
appear-ed to centre on a destruc)t,ivi hjatreé :f} (glee‘f,lfshl?ol;iizhgf U:;Se'Oft.en
could include self-flagellation and walking around with pins stguck i TII:S
flesh constantly agitated by clothes. Comparing these behaviours wi$ the
norms of contemporary culture, Camporesi (1988: 43) argues ‘No on in
these days of mass beauty culture and sublimated corporeality woulgy l;n
prepared voluntarily to transform his or her body into a gruesor,ne dum ;
‘cgu‘i::lzi and laryt;l m;tter'. In medieval Europe, though, devout peniter:t}s,
- - . With a desire to annihilate their physi i
repugnant manner possible’ (ibid.). Despite t}feif a;:;alaizh::escomntrﬂ:; nv::tslf
flonten.)porary prac'fices, however, the medieval religious focus on the sinful
ﬂiesh d_nd not occasion a flight away from the body, but brought about a
ght into physicality no less intense than their modern counterparts
(Eymfmr 1987; Me.llor, 1991). Furthermore, when we think of some of the
c em_lcal and surgical procedures people now endure for the sake of thei
identity, and the hours of painstaking exercise and dietary deprivation th y
are prepared to undergo in order to ‘purify’ their bodies of ‘sinful’ f:ty
alcohol and nicotine, the gap between these practices narrows further. It is
‘r;;)t tha,t such practices as obsessive dieting, for example, display a sil.'npll:
thitr}::d ;{N t}l:c }1:0;1};1 li)ut ctlhat %ey signify an involvement in restructuring
e Dody which car Se]; escribed as associated with an almost religious
Medieval body regimes may bear a striking resem
?aody pro.jects not only in terms of their preogcupaﬁ:riaxfht:hglgo{gm;noxf
in all.owmg certain individuals to reconstruct their self-identitie}s” As
Caroline Walker Bynum ( 1987) has shown, fasting, religious charity w;ork
and the experience of bodily states of ‘ecstasy’, allowed a number o%
women to escape the role of nurturer, and bypass certain forms of clerical
control. These identities were surrounded with dangers (male priests could
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judge religious ecstasies to be inauthentic or even demonic), but illustrate If soci e
how women drew on religious traditions, and integrated them into personal e omi?igg{ﬁ;lig:mﬁcaﬁom filter into our bedily self-image, our
biographical narratives which provided status, religious ‘careers’ and agency, and more with seelsdr:ay I?Ve less to do with the exercise of creative
challenged male hierarchies. If body projects are drawn on by individuals norms which may help e 3"0 Ve up to dominant normg of appearance
seeking to stablilize their identities in a ‘runaway world’ (Giddens, 1990), within the Signifying pra CI;TO ucfe social inequalities by implicatmg people
moreover, body regimes were often used to combat medieval anxieties for example, ther hzs " ces o others' (Pfohl, 1993). In recent decades
about the instability of the body. Worms have, for centuries, been associ- ‘whiten’ the ;kin face and ;en 2 protusion of procedures to ‘lighten’ or
ated with sin and decay and were, in medieval times, often thought to indeed as middl’e class o eaturesl_ofblac'k peoples. ‘P assing’ as white — or
reside inside the body as manifestations of sin (Ariés, 1974: 42), and ascetic technological a dvances oli-"fma:}clu ine - is not new. Nevertheless, these
body regimes were thought to minimize their destructive effects. ‘racialized’ reconstmeno ! :; & Ehmeans for more radica] and sinister
The notions of the body as project/option/regime, in contrast to the : new form of corporeal imperial; € uman body, and the accentuation of a
conception of the latent body, do not provide us with a general theory of oo norms which act ag critenp riatism. In short, the issue of who controls the
bodily experience. Nevertheless, they can be seen as a conceptual inversion bodies raises the possibil; a aglams't which individuals seek to mould theijr
of the latter. Instead of fading into the background of purposeful activities, : stitute an oppressive mastlz foract (lim;ges of the body beautifil may con-
the body becomes foregrot'mded as a purposeful activity. Certain parts and : (Bartky, 1988; Bordo 1989). Al ed by i’ne group of people on another
senses may still pale relative to others, but the notion of body projects/ , be enough room within and e{inatlve ¥, 18 it just possible that there may
options/regimes challenges the appropriateness of ‘disappearance’ and ‘dys- : used as flexible ‘masks’ tc? b ogm  of these norms for body images to be
appearance’ as ways of typifying contemporary bodily orientations. The of exercising agenc ’ . de Om_'lec'l e‘md removed by individuals ag a way
idea that the body is positively central to people’s identities has obvious expression? ¥ and maximizing their OpPportunities for self.
limitations when it comes to dealing with the bodies of the poor, the :
homeless and the starving for whom survival is a full-time concern {though
this entails its own preoccupation with the body). Nevertheless, it does The body as a mask
seem to capture how the body can become integral to people’s identities.
However, the notions of the body as a project and an option are not The i .
complete opposites of Leder's vision of the latent body. Given the emphasis - racia]t;fg eg::eizgsjlyii atmmask ;: evident in those theories of gendered
they place on the cognitive monitoring of the body (as opposed to the s ance contribute toward thr:e dies;v ich suggest that visual norms of appear-
carnal knowledge of the flesh characteristic of body regimes), there is a another. It has also beco 52 Vantag%ng Or oppression of one group by
sense in which conceptions of body projects and options underestimate the . v social interactionism th:;gii‘;iz t:::l a }rlange gf Vg’ntmgs, informed
’ in how individuals manage their

extent to which the body intrudes on our identities irrespective of our
conscious designs (Mellor and Shilling, 1997). Some of the more futuristic
visions of body options, for example, seem to ignore how our basic bodily
needs and capacities have themselves shaped and limited the development
of virtual environments (for more on this, see Heim, 1995; Sobchak, 1995).
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There is another, perhaps more significant, concern about the adequacy : when the ¢ - points to those occasio, |
of utilizing the notion of the body as a project or option as a way of types whiclrxn :I;;(r;gpgjp;eb:gsté?VOI‘;?s the imposition of negative Stere;1f /\
conceptualizing the self in the current age. Medieval body regimes were the body becomes 2 stoain kety Self-conscious about theijr bodies. Here }‘ ’
entered into on the basis of religious criteria, and saturated with sacred approach, in contrast, sy Zsa; . or in CXtreme. cases a prison. The latter | )‘
meanings: their normative source was clear to those engaged in them and managed by the pres’entiii ol at 1i!j}ﬁpt-:ax.'an.ce'ls carefully constructed and l |
their pace of change was relatively slow. There were, furthermore, ready . identities to others accordin n Zhs ed individual, projecting a range of i
alternatives to these regimes. Carnivals, for example, may have been closely body becomes a performancs i:; : ; :eeils of t’;lhe social situation. Here the ! /

egrai to

aligned to religious purposes, to a carnal indulgence leading to a purging of
the body, but these festivities displayed a corporeal celebration of the
grotesque and a sensual transcendence of the individual which went beyond
the goals of the Church (Bakhtin, 1984). The physical ideals associated
with body projects, in contrast, are increasingly pervasive and raise the issue
of who is able to control ‘images of the desirable’. :
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media through which modern social relationships are constructed, con-
solidated and reproduced (Evans and Hall, 1999).

The mask as a straitjacket

Frantz Fanon’s (1984 [1952]) analysis of the. relatxonshlp‘bbatweenm atg(e,
construction of blackness and colonialism examines how the ‘body ;s o
can constitute an oppressive ‘second skin’ imposed on one gro}f;; of p tp; e
by another. Fanon discusses how thc;( whitelmale colon:'zi1 g\zizo;, :n%s :;;3Ced

i isual space in which black peoples are equa ,
igcfc;l;?%r;i‘;:. T?here is no disappearance of the body her.e, alnd no hope eoj
tr;.ating the body as an agentic project. Instead., a negatively ster:}?rﬁ :
‘blackness’ becomes the essence of what the self is, an essencekiseenb > }%is
a ‘white mask’ and filled with shame and self-;ontezit.w'l};ﬂe r}:ez; ecr):l ¢ hie

iences, for example, Fanon notes how '

gzvhrér?)r(el:f(la:cted h’is bodily being back to him in a highly oppress;)vle m}:ggeit
As he explains, ‘My blackness was there, dark and unargx;az '§i17)
tormented me, disturbed me, angered me’ (Fanon, 1984. [191 ] . Sr;ess

More generally, colonial associations of blac%(ness thhf as;wxoucoun:
with animality and with immorality, mean tb.Lat the man of color en coun
ters difficulties in the development of his bf)dfly sc.hema . (t:hcmimgu’ssns - of
the body becomes ‘solely a negating activnfy Wthl,l ﬁlls h e a}f yve rl:the
with uncertainty, with a ‘third-;;erson conscloctllsngssx \évgl:;atgl eseasneacﬁwcy

reaching for a pack of cigarettes and a bo ; es
?\il‘icz’sfsaovgkjvardnegss (Far;:on, 1984 [1952]): 110).‘The imposition of suCO};_
‘white masks’ on black peoples is associated with various 's:lrategxlese of
exposure and concealment. Fanon characterizes ‘French colonial reso v in
Algeria, for example, with a determination to conquer tixhe wor?en, e
must go and find them behind the veil where- the'y hide ir;;glv; i
in the houses where men keep them out of sight’ (Fanon, v h lght
Here, the colonial gaze sought to penetrate all those .spai:ls w 1; ;;1 ht
prevent the imposition of a white mask on 'black boiixes. ‘tern:h vvéri,l "
many West African countri«;;, ‘the coloniz:lé;t c;)ffenss:;fe :Igeixenﬁ “ :h ot
e missionary offensive against the breasts'. i '

Zgzﬁ })’g tﬁ.le body, its :Zxabashed exhibition’ w}.ﬁch' characterizes, ‘ for :ix:
Western mind, the African man’s primitive pror'msculty and poic,ses?mlvenaSk
(Fanon, 1970; Kanneh, 1992: 347). If there is no s.mgle codf>ma fmtheill—
however, the logic remains the same: to rob colonxzc?d ba(; ies o their
autonomy and to subject them to the physical and behavioural norms
C01'(I:"ll"lxleStgs.endered character of the colonialisms .analysed by Fanon can i?:ﬁe
to introduce us to feminist writings that examine body masks as essexi i tly
patriarchal. Efrat Tseelon (1995: 124) argues that women h‘ave cofn; analz
to wrestle with a normative mask which reﬂects. male notions of in:ms
essence. Women are ‘trapped’ in a visual space which deﬁ'nes them m'c e s
of their body and appearance, yet which opposes this essence to
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superior male spirit of the mind. Tracing the archetypal features of this
mask back to the legends of Pandora, Eve and Lillith, Tseelon (1995: 12)
suggests that the mask of womanhood is framed as a manipulative essence
masquerading behind ‘false decoration’: its ‘beauty and finery’ acts as a
‘vehicle to dazzle men to their destruction’. In such a context, women'’s
‘essence’ is ever present as a normative and reductionist judgment focused
around the flesh.

This masking process has a major impact on women'’s self-
‘generalized other’ which affects how women view themse
culine other’, as feminists suggest, girls from the earliest of a
pressure placed on their physical appearance than do bo
sequent development is caught between the cultural dem
beautiful appearance and the damnation of that appearanc
low moral character. In this context, it is hardly surprisi
into body image consistently finds that women are mor
dissatisfied about their bodily attractiveness, weight, and appearance than
are males. One manifestation of this is the

high numbers of teenage and
even pre-teenage girls who are already caught in harmful cycles of dieting
(Grogan, 2000).

identity. If the
Ives is a ‘mas-
ges have more
ys. Their sub-
and to attain a
e as evidence of
ng that research
e concerned and

Analyses of social responses to ageing provides us with another area in

which this notion of the body as an oppressive mask has been developed.
Of particular significance here is Mike Featherstone’s and Mike Hepworth's
(1991) argument that old age is frequently experienced as if it were an
obdurate mask which veiled the real identity of the individual. This is
exemplified in J.B. Priestley’s account of what it feels like to be old:

It is as though, walking down Shaftesbu
suddenly kidnapped, rushed into a thea
wrinkles and the other attributes of ag
appearance of age | am the same perso
was younger. (cited in Puner, 1978: 7)

ry Avenue as a fairly young man, [ was
tre and made to don the grey hair, the
e, then wheeled on stage. Behind the
n, with the same thoughts, as when |

We often hear the expression that people in their seventies and eighties are
‘young at heart’, but Featherstone and Hepworth highlight how ageing is
also shaped by the experience of being masked in an old skin which evokes
negative reactions from individuals immersed in a consumer culture which
places enormous symbolic capital on the values of youth. Thus, some of us
may sometimes still feel like freshers at university (and remember with
increasing fondness being able to party until late before putting the world to
rights with friends over a few bottles of wine and copious cups of coffee
until dawn, and then watching the sun come up while jogging in the local
park). Unfortunately, one look in the mirror while shaving or making-up

confronts us with furrowed brow, crow’s eyes, and bags under the eyes. We

can reassure ourselves that a ‘lived in’ face is a sign of character, but it is not
simply the existential sign that death is coming closer that disturbs us.
Corporeal signs of ageing are saturated with negative images and these
images appear to be determined to mummify our experience of ageing.
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The notion of the ‘mask of ageing’ highlights three key issues of general
relevance to this approach towards the body as a straightj acket. First, ‘the
image of the mask alerts us to the possibility thata distance or tension exists
between the external appearance of the face and body and their functional
capacities, and the internal or subjective sense or experience of personal
identity which is likely to become more prominent in our consciousness as
we grow older’ (Featherstone and Hepworth, 1991: 382). Second, the mask
that people place on ageing bodies helps ‘fix’ people in limited roles, such as
grandparent, which allow little room for individuality and variety (ibid.;
Fairhurst, 1998). Third, while the image of the mask seems accurately to
capture the experience of ageing for many of the present generation, there
are signs that ‘a new language of ageing with a much greater expressive
range has been gradually emerging’ (Featherstone and Hepworth, 1991:
383).
This analysis possesses parallels with those which examine the impo-
sition of negative ‘masks’ on the skins of black peoples and on women.
Instead of facilitating voluntaristic performances, these studies suggest that
bodies can be central to the process of stigmatization. Originated as a term
to refer to ‘bodily signs designed to expose something unusual and bad
about the moral status of the signifier’, to be stigmatized now tends to refer
to ‘the situation of the individual who is disqualified from full sacial
acceptance’ (Goffman, 1990 {1963]: 9, 11). Goffman identifies three major
types of stigma (physical ‘abnormalities’, failings of character, and tribal
stigmas such as racial identity), yet emphasizes that social relationships
determine what is and is not stigmatized. An attribute ‘that stigmatizes one
type of possessor can confirm the usualness of another, and therefore is
neither creditable nor discreditable as a thing in itself’ (p. 13). A stigma,
therefore, is a special kind of relationship between attribute and stereotype’
(p. 14). Masks are not, then, necessarily permanent. Indeed, if social
relationships are the crucial factor in determining which bodily identities
get stigmatized, we should expect changes in the meanings of particular
racial, gendered and generational masks when there is a change in the
power ratios and degrees of interdependency between groups. In this
respect, it is interesting that Paul Gilroy (2000: 23) argues that legions of
athletes and performers have helped begin to change blackness from a
‘badge of insult’ into an ‘increasingly powerful signifier of prestige, while
there has in recent years been a large growth in the association of
‘blackness’ with the most prestigious forms of popular music, street fashion

and youth identity.

The mask as a performance

While writers concerned with bodily appearance as a straitjacket con-
ceptualize the flesh in terms of ‘constraint’, those interested in appearance
as performance focus on the agentic capabilities associated with our visual
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selves. This is clear in their wid
fes. . espread use of dramaturgical i
:}rlexr hmterpretatcxlogs of the work of Erving Goffman Cu}f)gflfizlarll{rslagw;sti;ngd
€ characterized by a battery of conce m |
: act pts, such as ‘make work’ and ‘civi
inattention’, which describe how individ e
tion’, uals manage their a
;I:szc?:fs hm order to convey particular impressions to others l?rpf::as?z;
as a newspaper to hide an inappropri ile
(fixing on a sad event from th i B e mo; memery
e past in order to appear bre i
present), make-up or plastic surgery (to hide si F ageing and oron e
e ook of youa on 01 gery (to hide signs of ageing and promote
just three examples of how the bod
mask in projecting particul 1969 (1959 1990
vy g particular appearances (Goffman, 1969 [1959], 1990
‘o Cir;r:dfrltw? to t%xe obv}ous significance of appearance, two contextual
pacto andebodifaamcu]::r importance for the construction and display of
odily masks commensurate with diff i
Coffmn su ks com erent performances. First
common moral understanding th ,
people for what they appear to be, at le il evi T e oo ke
. . X ast until evidence to th
arises, and will engage in reci ‘ i eractions]
arises procal ‘turn taking’ and even i i
repair work’ to help ease a presentational perf. ond while
indrvidal oy coip case 4 preses al performance. Second, while an
A project a different bodil k for di
audiences, and can relax and distance th ot theay rent
: nces, emselves from all of th,
identities in ‘back-regions’, perf: T
t , performances for the same audience need
. t
Ez;gsg;t]e)nt ﬁfl they are to be regarded as authentic (Goffman, 1983 1(;)38
betWeer; emeb m&ainzgement of;l spacc:ﬁ and locale, then, as well as coopération
1bodied actor and audience, are essential i
suc':Ic'lfss of different masks of identity (T: seelon, 1395).to the creation and
body ::e ;s conls(lc}eral:}:e disagreement about whether this conception of the
mask for the presentation of self implies that indivi
to deceive and manipulate oth P (1502, o uals seck
‘ ers. Efrat Tseelon (1992
discusses the work of ‘im, i ( ) o ample
‘ ' pression management researchers’ ’
cusses the ‘ . archers’ who analyse
properties of the body as integral to indivi ’
: gral to individuals’s att
to misrepresent themselves in order t in b log
Borepresent. themsel o gain benefits from others (e.g.
, ; Snyder, 1987). These researchers su
‘ : : est th
g}:;tlsi a pnfv;;'f? authentul:(:elf behind the shifting identities iﬁ—oj ecte?:ltb;htel::
ng of different masks: masks designed to create false i i
individual’s social status, economi moral e aeons of an
us, mic worth, or moral trustworthin
izré::rs,t" postmt(})ldem v1el\in:/s of identity suggests there is no such thinzsz.; ::11
ging, authentic self, and that social life is depend i
different embodied identiti i ences (Gergen, 1991, Tosclon?
; es to various audiences (Gergen, 1991; T:
‘INQr?é)l.gsO'ne tﬁxinbo{;h the creatci}‘;ity, and perhaps ambig%n't}lr of G‘oifffiz?;
is that both approaches have empl ’ i
arg;;‘n:;ms (Toeclon 1oBE ployed them to support their
ere exists disagreement over the moral
consequences of managi
l1:'le1erbody as a mask, S.ennet (1992) points out that the idea that socialgllilz’g
01(}1) e:en'ts a theatrfe in which people stage performances is one of the
taesd Elews of society. Plato conceived of human life as a puppet show
staged by the gods, Petronius analysed society as a theater, while Christian
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thought held that God looked on in anguish at the masquerades of His
children below. More recently, Balzac, Baudelaire, Mann, and even Freud
have each made the identification between theatre and society (Sennett,
1992: 34-5). Sennett examines the processes by which people living in the
eighteenth century came to see each other, rather than God, as the audi-
ence for their performances. The play acting and pretences of people’s
dress, appearance and social performances were there to be enjoyed, if
somewhat cynically. In mid-eighteenth century Paris, for example, the
body was treated as a mannequin ‘on which wigs, elaborate hats, and other
adornments were to be placed’ in order to create a sense of character and a
public face that would facilitate communhication between strangers
(Sennett, 1992: 40-1).

Sennett’s historical perspective reveals how treating the body as a mask
facilitated communication between people during the eighteenth century.
Sumptuary laws sought to restrict certain fabrics and styles to the socially
privileged but these were rarely enforced. The mask of the body could,
then, be a flexible means of presenting different faces to different public
and private audiences. If Sennett provides an historical context for
Goffman’s concern with the presentation of self, however, he is less san-
guine about the present meanings associated with appearance. By the end
of the nineteenth century, Sennett suggests that bodily masks came to be
seen as fixed indicators of people’s personality. Phrenology (which sought
to deduce character from the shape of the head) contributed to this
change of perspective, as did advances in surgery which viewed the body
as a route to the essence of human being, and Darwin’s suggestion that
individual emotions manifested themselves directly in physical appear-
ance. According to Sennett, these developments meant that the mask of
the body no longer provided individuals with a means of communicating
in public, but had become an inflexible prison revealing the deepest
depths of one's soul.

The image of the bodily mask as a performance highlights the agentic
potentialities of the physical self in a manner which has similarities with the
idea of body projects. In both cases, the body is viewed as a relatively
flexible yet central aspect of people’s self-identities. In perceiving the body

as significant, at least partly because of its appearance, however, both
analyses also raise (yet do not answer fully) the question of who sets the
criteria by which bodies are evaluated. It is these norms that theorists of
race, gender, disability, and age (and other variables along which social
inequalities are structured) take as central to their deliberations on the body
as a straitjacket. With certain exceptions, however, there is a tendency for
these writings to underplay the fact that bodies are irreducible to rep-
resentations of them, and to overlook the physical capacities of individuals
to make at least some difference to their surroundings in all but the most
exceptional and oppressive of circumstances. Does this mean that we have
to start afresh in considering the relationship between the body and self-

identity?

Embodiment, !dentity and Theory

Complementarities and body image

I(Iic;;ll:eptiox.l(s‘l of the .body as latent, as a project/option/regime, and as a
. fé?,wd;l us with clea.r alternatives, but can also be brc:ught into
; ¢ dialogue. Such dialogue can proceed if we recognize that there

of any particular orientation to the body; processes which enable at least

the more viable ele
1€ M ments of these orientations to
historically specific forms of embodimma be seen as culturally and

Points of contact

i:: r;eervt:;safi nt:tzllrp Ejaﬁtxal c:hmplementarity, while the latent body focuses
y on the normal bod: edi i i
help exprie poipfuly y as a receding body, it can still
ain features of embodi i
body projos, e i ment escape the attention of
. ely, a selective combinati i
the Japeogects, Used vely, ination of the conception of
Y, body projects and the body as mask can al
ate so hel i
;%N_I}Illy 1:.: ‘1)5 tha.t pedople undertake routinized physical activities witiguixlf:;n
y committed to them. Debra Gimlin's (2002) analyses of women'g

involvement in different elements of the beauty industry, for example

one from not meeting body

norms and can allow one’s body to fade into the background at least to a

i111"1mbitedd degrie on some occasions. As Gimlin (2002: 6) argues, ‘By engaging
ody work, women are able to negotj ative ident
in bo . gotiate normative identiti im-
inishing their personal responsibility for a body that fails ey o cim
ishing th 0 meet cultural
. Movi.ng to conceptions of the bodily mask as a straitjacket, such
bgg;e(s:llg:;@posfmons can'be interpreted as a social dys-appearance’of the
aocy (albe Clh 13 a form mediated by symbolic codes) and as determining the
ed to various body projects. Finally, the notion of the body as a

trﬁ:sgoza;;: ;?:g;s?dt as tlﬁa\gng l(impor’cant implications for which aspects of
into the background during its ‘normal’ functions
as revealing the social relations and i o fnted s o
Tev power inequalities associated with
criteria of body beauty and sti ization i e the
‘ gmatization informi ’ ivati
forI FThbarhng on particular body projects. 178 People’s motivations
ety :()sren 1m;gthes 'of. thfe !;>ody can be drawn upon selectively in order to
fouly th;:)eac }?L 1r.1d1v1dua1 ga;és and weaknesses, this has something to
eing associated with analyses of modernity. Th
concentrate variously on the modern a refionive and o
' ge as purposeful, as reflexive, and
:as;ﬁg;: wt};ere a}}pearance is central to agency and oppression, yet t};easr; a::
cach | :3 : o1'¢ish i: i ;:iz ,:;mhj[ rgodern system (even if they have not been
‘ Stem . Modernity is an age which prioritizes purposeful
and productive activity, yet has also stimulated a high degree of xr')eﬂrgdvity
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and has historically been predicated on the colonization and corporeal
denigration of much of the globe by Europe and America (Connell, 1997).

The body schema

In addition to putting these conceptions of bodily identity in dialogue with
each other, it is possible to examine the common basis on which each of
them may develop by drawing on research that has been conducted into the
issue of body schema or image. The concept of body schema was developed
to address the problem of how it is we are able to coordinate our bodies to
perform actions without having complete sight of them or consciously
monitoring our every movement. It suggests that self-identity and social
actions are dependent on us building up a non-conscious psychic picture of
our corporeal appearance, size and capacities, which provides a basis on
which we can coordinate our sensory and motor facilities. As Elizabeth
Grosz {(1994: 83) argues, our body schema ‘unifies and coordinates pos-
tural, tactile, kinaesthetic, and visual sensations so that these are experi-
enced as the sensations of a subject coordinated into a single space’.
The body schema develops from two major sources. First, it is fostered
by the feelings, perceptions and movements of the physical body as it
‘bumps into’ and learns to deal with, and problem-solve in, the world
around it. The body schema is not identical to these experiences, however,
and neurophysiology has long established (through the investigation of such
cases as ‘phantom limbs’ when amputees report pain and sensation in their
missing arms or legs) that it is not a replica of the topography of the
physical body.® This point is reinforced when we realise that physical
objects, such as a stick or clothes, can also be taken into our body schema.
As Simmel (1971 [1918]: 356) implies in his discussion of how techno-
logical developments can expand our sensory capacities, the formation of
such a schema means that we have socially ‘transcended the compass of our
natural being’. The second factor associated with the development of a
body schema is social interaction. This involves the elementary structures
of role-taking (and the affects and expressions involved in this interaction)
engaged in with early care-givers by the pre-linguistic infant (Joas, 1983,
1997; Mead, 1938; Schilder, 1935). The experience and image we have of
our own bodies, then, is not wholly given by phenomenological self-
experience, but is derived significantly from the experience and image we
have of other people’s bodies (and their reactions to our body).
Sociologically, these two sources of the body schema are of particular
importance as they suggest that the biological body is open to cultural
meanings which focus on and define symbolically particular body parts or
appearances, yet which must also take account of the physical materiality of
the body and the environment. As George Herbert Mead argues, body
schemas develop on the basis of a practical intersubjectivity (Joas, 1997),
the interactional effects of bodily selves on each other as they are engaged in
the manipulation of physical things (Mead, 1932: 169).

Embodiment, Identity and Theory

ther;\;:li t?;iw:f onijad’shwritingl: to identify the processes involved in

: o 2 Dody schema, his work is also usefu] if i
examine why individuals develop particular embodied i:ler::iii:srls}'}ﬁo
. The
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: from point of other people. A. :
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ment. Those stigmatized within a i
' W community because of a physical disahil.
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bo%y identi‘g};1 in favour of a radical alternative
ese insights have major implications for th i
; . e notions of
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ance and applicability of each form of embod; i
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are radically different historically and cross-culturally depending upon the
practices and values considered sacred within a community (Shilling, 1999,
2003). As such, the analyses of self-identity we have examined here may
more productively be seen as representing parts of a typology (although
Leder’s thesis gets a role not because the body is chronically absent but
because it can help explain why certain aspects of the body slip into the
background at certain times). That is, they may be seen as approximations
to different forms of embodied identity which may become more or less
relevant over time and will almost definitely need to be supplemented with

additional visions of the body and identity.

>

New directions in body theory

This discussion of the common processes underpinning the development of
a body schema highlights three dimensions of embodiment that [ want to
suggest are absolutely necessary to the development of new directions in
body theory. In the development of a pictoral body schema the physical
body is at once a source of self-identity (involving experiences, feelings, and
perceptions), and a location for the effects of society (group norms per-
meate the individual’s sense of self and their evalation of this sense of self).
Given its continued engagement in practical interventions in the physical
environment, that can serve as a catalyst for a changing sense of identity or
commitment to that identity, the body also constitutes a medium whereby
people can be attached to or repelled from their social milieu. This view of
the body as a multi-dimensional phenomena provides us with the key not
just to analysing the relationship between the body and identity, but to
constructing a sociological vision of the constitution of society which is
more fully embodied than existing perspectives in the area. This is not
because it works at the level of the individual and, therefore, could and
should be extrapolated to the level of the social system, but because it
captures vital, irreducible and generalizable dimensions of the body’s
productive and receptive capacities. I begin this section by examining and
critically evaluating those perspectives which remain or have become
dominant in the last decade, before identifying the outlines of a more
satisfactory approach to analysing the body’s relationship with society.
For all the diversity and variety of body theories, three now exert most
influence in the area. Over the last decade, social constructionist analyses of
the ordered body, action or phenomenological approaches towards the
lived body, and conceptions of the body in structuration theory have not
only imparted this area with a developing identity, but have provided
valuable insights into the social significance of the body and continue to set
agendas which steer much writing in this area. Despite their achievements,
however, each of them is characterized by serious theoretical limitations
and by radically different views of the body which seem to make this
subject more rather than less elusive. Having examined the first and third of
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these theories i .
analyses f)cf’r:}eliimd thel main text, [ shall confine my discussion to brief
worth noting tliatelvec? Prfclents and continued limitations, though it is also
adopt a more critical view of th ;
) i e an
structuration theory than is evident in the first edition alytical worth of

Social constructionist analyses of the ordered body

ioc::l :t;zscﬁcﬁl'gﬁls't analyses of the ordered body view human physicality
Goin object i 1Ss pr(')duced. and regulated by political, normative and
piscurive « glmesi. tudies which developed this approach did much to
e Thusc;ns: 1€11f1te th’e form taken by the corporeal turn in social
later post—strllxctrti’ra?istl;iiz:s gugci‘;a)sslt:lctt}l:ghtslt e BOdy ond e, o
_ utler’
:}rlx;i ]_53,?1933)3 ﬁodzes that Matter, established the gove;(lmgr?t(c)t)l g;d;?e;z';b;
Tumzr’s a:ér }t30 ttlhe’extemal environment in which social action occurs.
Tumer (1900 & utler :1 analyses may appear to have little in common, and
o il of B ocetonaf e by Nevri,
&le - . . ’ OCIJS
b s ey T, e e e
- B interest may be -
g;(eirex:iﬁ{; };itdex;ose);ughty, but sbe remains, like TZmer,ﬂZersigzil ;?f}‘:f:;e
by apparere,%l'l azlhon of bo<}hes. The influence of Michel Foucault is also
‘the inscribed surligce zsfeef/t;xdtlse’ss;rf; :::‘i: ltagll 9'77) Conccelives e e
are no irreducible ‘essences’ eople’s ddent by history. Thert
e, st imcripions of ey whih hongs e
€0 i '
body rclzt: t:(ﬁ?:grﬁed with th-e governmental environment in which the
o bt porolled | ave not relied exclusively on Foucault, however, but
on 111;151g ts and m<?thods with those of other thinkers. Tur'ner'S
{1989 and};io :r e;(amplf:, is heavily steered by Parsons (as well as by
of beg e e: scat: t). This use of Parsons is particularly creative. Instead
i Bk ysfem of action as it was for Parsons, the behavioural
g aism becon Czi of{“}f‘ urner the model for the overarching environment in
e ction 0co ;h'l t‘l ena.bles Turner to draw on innovative thinkers
by mmta t};e ile thtil;mng the radical consequences of their analyses
Olosa) aning the :Ll tﬁn hin a Parsonian framework. Similarly, Butler’s
e o and‘:n e ‘'heterosexual matrix’, which positioned' the body
o ect and a.lr%eit f:if gendered‘ power relationships, drew on Althusser
oo, tha :}?e u: 1;:11:2 tare l‘-ixsailed’ to perform particular subject
o Again, e p owards order for an apparently radical theory
ord'Ie'l::;e ailjoi:es f{:aﬁ have been effective at illuminating how the body was
O ered & ‘lives&:rl e l?y power relations, but frequently remained silent
o the v exper;ence of embodied action. Turner, for example
Condernn, ;; : nomenology for ' providing ‘an individualistic account O%
ent from the point of view of the subject’ which is ‘largely devoid
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istori iological content’ {Turner, 1984: 54). Sociologicall}f, he
;’:81:::‘:0{:;:1]:!013; oscﬁzlt:)l?%ai examinegr as ‘socially constructed afxd spc:alll}f
experi'enced’ (ibid.). The body remains an object, anfi onef which is ar?‘;
mately attached to its social milieu by the dull compulsion of structures
matrixes over which it has no control.

Phenomenological and action-oriented studies of the ‘lived body’

. o . ‘the
nse to this lacunae, the 1990s witnessed a rise in studies about el

{Jrlxri(;s’ls)zwn experience of its embodiment’ which viewed th.e oiﬁortmlll:e:’
and constraints of action as given by the ‘problems of l?odles emselve f
(Frank, 1991: 43). Drew Leder's (1990) focus on the l’wed exper}:enc.e .ot
instrumentally rational action and Iris Marion Young's (1990) emx;lxilfe
phenomenology are important examples of this genre, aswe have seen, v\fr hle
Arthur Frank (1995) has drawn creatively on exp-enentxal ac::ou(ri\ts o °
prominence of the body during illness in analy51.ng how a ‘pe Tialgogy od
suffering’ can result in a lasting new ethics of relating to c?thers: . esedann
other accounts of their kind drew on phenomenology, on existentialist ar}xl o ;
interactionist resources. It is the phenomenology of Merleau-}’onty,‘ ovz'11
ever, that has been most influential in shaping the‘s:. cal’l,s“or a c,z,arnd
sociology’, the founding assumption of which was that *“‘sel ,ds?qgty ;.n
“symbolic order” are constituted through the V\{OI‘k of .the body’ .( rfc?ss heg',
1995: 43). Crossley’s call was timely as it coincided \h.l'lth a growing feel 1g
that while theories of the body illuminated the Kérper (the str‘uctﬂa1 ,
objectified aspects of physical being), they had yet to come to gnf; Odily
with the Lieb (the living, feeling, sensing, and emotional aspec;.sggz o )y
experience) (Csordas, 1994; Stoller, 1997). For Merleau-Pofltyf(ﬂ-l 13 8,
embodied subjects develop direction and purpose on thebasiso :h pra teal
engagements they have with their surroundings and throu.il(‘i fetmce
tionality they develop as a result of the situatedness of err{bodl exis efn r

This emphasis on the determining rather than deterr{nned nal;c;:re ? dou
embodiment, and on the universal bodily basis of meaning and ' cg‘v edge,
constitutes a major challenge to structuralist and post-chFmdwt eo:es.
Part of the legacy of action-oriented and phenorr}gnologﬁ:al approacl es:
indeed, can be seen in the growing number of empirically &sqete .e){(:p ora
tions of ‘bodies in a social context’ which variously express a dissatis actloln
with the abstract character of body theory and a desire to hSt'?ﬂit;: p;gg;
talking about their bodies (e.g. Evans and Lee: 2002; Gi in, 20 g
Nettleton and Watson, 1998). Despite its ostensible focus on the bve
body’, however, there is a paradox within phenorr.xenolo'gy. wamgdi 1:eien
interpreted as analysing how people experience th.eu bodies, ﬂ&ls ’tral 99?)31
is actually concerned with the bodily basis of experience. As Leder’s '(th' )
study illustrates, it is quite possible for the. body to fade aw;)t'h wi mld
phenomenological account of people’s practical experiences o : e Enl): 4
to neglect the importance of physical differechs, and to overlook ho
structures sometimes shape our physical dispositions.
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Structuration theories of the body

These analyses of the ordered and ‘lived’ bodies provided the field with
alternative lines of development, but replicated what many saw as a
debilitating division between theories of structure and agency that had long
characterized sociology (Dawe, 1979). Structuration theories developed as
a means of overcoming this opposition. Based on assumptions about the
mutually constituting nature of social structures and actions, the body was
central to structuration theory’s vision of society. Pierre Bourdieu and
Anthony Giddens are the most influential proponents of this theory of
social life, while Elizabeth Grosz provides us with a quite different,
feminist analysis of the mutual constitution of the body and dominant
norms of sexuality. Despite their differences, each theorist claimed that the
body was a recipient of social practices and an active creator of its milieu.
In Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction, the body is shaped by yet
also reproduces class inequalities. The embodied dispositions that people
acquire during their upbringing ‘continuously transform necessities into
strategies, [and] constraints into preferences’ (Bourdieu, 1984: 190).
Giddens's (1991) conception of ‘high modernity’ provides us with a differ-
ent version of how the body and the major social principles characteristic of
a society are mutually determining. The contingency of the contemporary
social world is incorporated into and reinforced by the contingency of the
body. Modernity’s capacity for controlling the body provides individuals
with the potential to change their bodily appearances and capacities, while
modernity’s demolition of certainties is associated with a ‘chronic reflexiv-
ity’ in individuals that stimulates the search for new biographical narratives,
new relationships, and new answers to major existential issues (Shilling and
Mellor, 1996). Grosz’s (1994) view of how the sexual body is both
constituting and constituted is again quite different. Using the Lacanian
appropriation of the topographical image of the mobius strip (the inverted
three-dimensional figure eight), she explores how the body “provides a
morphological basis for sexual difference, yet is also structured (both
internally and externally) by the inscriptive powers of sexual norms.

These structuration theories provide us with a ‘middle way’ between
social constructionist accounts of governmentality and phenomenological
accounts of ‘lived experience’ and, in the cases of Bourdieu and Giddens,
are designed to inform empirical research. Whether they provide us with
viable alternatives, however, is another question. While Bourdieu asserts
the facts of changing bodily dispositions, his argument that the habitus
operates at the level of the subconscious (Bourdieu, 1984: 466) makes it
difficult to see how individuals can escape from the dispositional trajectory
assigned them. The emphasis Giddens’s later writings place on change-
ability and reflexivity, in contrast, invests the body with an unlikely ‘light-
ness of being’; it is a highly malleable resource rather than a frail,
inescapable part of existence, and can be reinvented by individuals along-
side their reflexively constituted narratives of self Finally, despite her
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, "
concern to identify possibilities for change, Grosz’s chus on t'he bccl)d}é
sexual specificity and the additional ‘investments of difference’ ma ethy
society into the interiors and exteriors of bodies seems to ensure the
continuation of opposing male and female identities.

Mediating theories, mediating bodies

These three approaches may have demonstrate@ the.ubxq}nty ofhJ t{xe boiy (a);
a subject, and imparted to the field a theoretical identity, w ;. eact:) h of
them adds something of enduring signiﬁcancs to the analysxsdob Zmdraw
ment and society. Social constructionist theories of the ordereE o )cli raw
our attention to how power is exercised on .and through'bodxgs,la:h ' nkziln
made a valuable epistemological break by d.lst.ancmg soc1ol.og1.ca ;1 Sesg
about embodiment from naturalistic, biologlcal!y red\:lctlo.mst ar:s 3;5 =
The body, in short, is an important location on which society 1mprmA C; sel
and through which it is able to exercise influence and power.t ction
oriented and phenomenological approaches have dernonfitr:h e e
importance of the body as the basis for human agency an1 : eofthe
experience of social actors. Sociology will not capture the com;‘a) e)tuty of the
body by viewing it simply as a physical object, tl'.ley suggest, but ne >t
recognise how the organism is our vehicle of be1.ng in, exp:}x;xencmg,red-
creating the world in which we live. If we combine thxs.w1 an app rec
ation of how certain evolutionary developments. and bodily capac1tfe: thjer
be out of reach of phenomenological introspection, we can a%ptxfas 3 e
body as a vital source for the creation of society. Cc'mc.eptlons o :1 0 ,-}t,of
structuration theory seek to position human phygcal:ty asa iﬁntr tpatheir
a circuit connecting the individual to society. .S'oanl actors bo dicrea ed it
social milieu, through the capacities and famht%es of th.exr bodies, amtheir
simultaneously shaped by the impact their social locat':lon .exiirt;do:ls i
bodies. The body, in short, is a means through which individu
tured from, society. ; o
aﬁ;}‘;izi ;:; ?/faxfyu Ir)eal insights and it would perh.aps be rash to &sn}xi; orx:le
in favour of another of these theories, or to jettison every as.pectbo | ee .
Nevertheless, we need to recognize that they are actually talking abou very
different dimensions of embodiment. In terms of the language I barr‘li us:sng
here, they are focused on distinctive issues concern.ed with the 11? y athe
source of, or a location for, or a means of attachmg (or repe m?) the
embodied subject to socie:ty,h but none of ther;r:h rec;g::;fe:s t,dfe?};a:» gered
’s implication in all of these processes. Thus, :
Eggz Sl;n fhe individual's active and experienced body fad;f fromf vtlrivz-
Phenomenologically-informed theories tend. to c?cclude the effect of s e
tures on the experiences of individuals and, ntomcally, sometlcrlnef1 conv afis
with structuralist approaches when suggesting that the bo dz' bxsa:ippteo :
during purposeful action. Structuration theories condemn h ;, ;)j gimess
state of oscillation between the dead weight of structure and the

of reflexive choice.
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There are several ways of responding to this situation, Firstly, it is
possible to simply endorse one of these approaches as essentially ‘correct’,
and reject the others as false, misguided attempts to apprehend the reality
of social life. This would be the easiest option and there is something to be
said for it. It would enable us to

to advance that particular theoretica] paradigm. This is Crossley’s (1995,
2001) strategy in representing Merleau-Ponty as a flexible theorist who can
reconcile the dualisms apparent in sociological theories of the body through
his treatment of the body as subject and object if only we add to his thought
appropriate doses of such disparate theorists such as Habermas, Foucault
and Bourdieu. Second, one could start afresh by rejecting each of these
approaches and pursuing a quite separate programme based upon a differ-
ent philosophical starting point, defining the body and its social conse-
quences anew (e.g. Turner, 1999). The problem with both these responses,
however, is that they would almost certainly overlook some of the advances
that the major existing theories of the body have made in this area, and
undermine the identity that body studies has developed.

A third way of responding to the current diversity in the field of body
studies is to accept the body’s elusiveness in social thought and recognise
that its enigmatic character is most usefully tied to the development of
diverse theoretical traditions. These traditions can be seen as providing
different resources for the pursuit of different analytical tasks, Again, there
is something to be said for this option. Focusing on the body has led to
advances within diverse areas of study and has provided historically mar-
ginalized modes of thought, such as ‘queer studies’ and ‘lesbian studies’,
with a substantive vehicle through which the importance of their endeav-
ours has been more widely recognized. This proliferation of theories on the
body also provides apparently tailor-made perspectives that can be used to
interrogate a wide range of subjects. However, if we have reached a point
where theoretical consolidation is needed, as I have suggested, the time for
simply endorsing the sheer growth and scope of body studies has passed.

A fourth way of proceeding is to seek to incorporate the most useful
features of the approaches we have examined into a more comprehensive
framework which avoids their debilitating limitations. This cannot be
accomplished by ‘taking together’ incommensurate paradigms (a problem
with Turner’s [1996: 33] suggestion that he incorporate a focus on the
‘phenomenology of experience’ as a corrective to ‘the underlying struc-
turalism’ of his The Body and Society). It must also avoid the associated
problems of conflating distinct capacities of the body, a step which loses the
theoretical means to account for the interaction that occurs between these
capacities and for historical change (Archer, 2000). Finally, it needs to

refuse the theoretical excesses of dominant approaches by placing at its
centre a view of the body as a socio-natural phenomenon which is an
ongoing source of society as well as being a location for the structures and
contours of the social environment (see Chapter 9 and Burkitt, 1999).
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This fourth option is the one I favour and I believe it can be accom-
plished by developing a view of the body as a multi-dimensional medium
for the constitution of society (a source of, a location for, and a means of
positioning individuals within, society). This framework is designed to
establish the fundamentals of any comprehensive theory while also pro-
viding guidelines for empirical studies of the body in society. The body’s
status as a source, a location for, and a means of attachment/repulsion is
viewed as three key dimensions in its relationship with the social environ-
ment. While we may have to start by focusing on one or other of these
elements, it is important to leave space for examining the effects over time
of each of them. -

This approach has not been developed in the field of body studies, but
neither does it require us to start anew.? It is possible, indeed, to explicate
its outlines through a creative engagement with the writings of Marx,
Durkheim, Simmel and Elias (see Shilling, 2004). Their work derives from
very different and incompa ible theoretical traditions, yet it is possible to
identify in their writings a convergence of interest in the body as a multi-
dimensional medium for the constitution of society. Thus, while Durkheim
is distinctive in beginning with the theoretical and moral primacy of the
collectivity, and looked to the possible rise of 2 moral individualism that
could provide a suitable framework for an advanced capitalism (Durkheim,

1984 [1893]), he also viewed the body as a source and recipient of a
collective symbolism that possessed the capacity to incorporate individuals
into the moral life of the group. Similarly, while Simmel is distinctive in
attributing primacy in theoretical and moral matters to the (interacting)
individual, he analysed the increasingly pervasive impact on embodied
identity of the money economy, while also identifying the body as a source
of dispositions conducive to the formation of embryonic social forms which
could stimulate in individuals socially-binding emotions. Marx combines
elements from different theoretical traditions in focusing on the relation-
ship between social class, the market-place of competitive individualism,
and the possibilities of collective emancipation, but he viewed the body as 2
source of economic relations and developed a deep concern with the
destructive bodily effects of capitalism. These effects could ‘it workers to
restrictive jobs within the market-place, but could also form the basis for
class struggle and social change. Finally, while Elias rejected philosophy and
turned his back on much of the sociological tradition, his processual
approach recognized the body as a productive hinge between nature and
society, and a location for the figurations that have historically effected
major alterations to people’s bodily identities. He was also centraily con-
cerned with how the successful attachment of individuals to peaceful social
figurations in the contemporary West is dependent on an internalization of
controls previously maintained by external authorities. Furthermore,
Elias’s suggestion that there are increasing costs associated with the body
being a location for capitalist society advances a number of questions raised
by Marx, Durkheim and Simmel that can usefully be explored further. In
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pamcu-lar, it asks us to consider the possibility that the products of
eml.)odxed individuals have come to dominate us and restrict thlz m ner i
which our bodies are presently shaping the social world in which 3&: ff .
The enormous theoretical differences that exist between these fi e
means that this convergence thesis will have to be drawn very carefullgur’l‘es
reiterate, the point is not that their general social theories are com 3tli.bl y
but that 'they sbare certain elements in their analysis of the lfc;‘ld o
;:)onstructmg their distinctive visions of social life. In recognizing thag tl'lxre1
ody'consn.tute.s a source of society, Marx, Durkheim, Simmel! and Elias
Each invest 1t.thh transcendent properties that enable our physical selves to
e temppranly freed from the constraints of individual existence and
natura'l life and placed in a productive relationship vis-a-vis the form :in
of social relfxﬁonships. In viewing the body as a location for society athorl
each recognise that these relations can develop in such a way as to con’derrfy
the body to a period of immanence in which it is confined to and shaped bn
the stf‘uctural forces of society. In addressing the body as a meI:ms %’
attaching people to, or distancing them from, social milieu, each of th ¥
ﬁgufes also shares a concern with social outcomes as embodie,d phenom o
Spcxal outcomes cannot be conceptualized adequately as exclusivel coem'l.
tt;\l/:i progzslses, but need to take into account how people’s orientZtior%T;
T SOCi i ily di
their socia ;r;\;gzx;ir:?t have been shaped by bodily dispositions, desires,
Th‘ls bfoad approach to the body as a2 multi-dimensional medium for th
:}c:nsﬁltutxon of society remains to be explicated fully, but it seems to m:
h at it has the ad.vantage of identifying essential elements in any specific
ody th.eor'y while leaving flexible the specific political, cultural and
economic directions of analysis. The limited convergence th'at exists in th
writings of classical theorists is not a political convergence and does noi
prescribe how we should judge society. It does insist that we view the bod
as foregrm.u%ded in the constitution and maintenance of social relations ang
in 'the positioning of agentically-capable individuals within these relati
ships. I also see this theoretical approach as building directly upon rat(l)ln-
thz.m. constituting a radical departure from, the route mapped ouf in ',che ﬁr?;
edition of this text. There, I was concerned to rescue analysis of the bod
from the forms of biological reductionism that characterized naturalistiz
approache:s and the forms of discursive reductionism that characterized
many sociological approaches to the subject, while also highlighting th
importance of conceptualizing the body as a material phenomenag thatgb t}e1
shaped. aqd was shaped by its social environment. The notion of the bod0 as
a m.ultl-dunensional medium for the constitution of society takes this a.z its
basic a§sumption and builds towards a theory of society as a thoroughl
emgoixecié)henon}ena. At the same time, it retains the very real advance};
g:::i ; ! tl}:diec:'dommant theoretical approaches that have developed within
.In conceptualizing the body as a source of sodiety, it builds on the action-
oriented and phenomenological insight that society is constituted through
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the work of the body, while adding to this other sociological analyses of the
body as a socio-natural entity which shapes the contours and content of the
social milieu (Benton, 1991; Burkitt, 1999; Hirst and Woolley, 1981). It
does this by recognizing that the body is possessed of potentialities that
enable it to transcend the natural world and individual existence. In con-
ceptualizing the body as a location for the effects of society, it recognizes
that once social norms and institutions are established they set the para-
meters in which subsequent social action occurs and have 2 real impact on
the bodily being of those subject to them. These effects can alter people’s
physical dispositions and capacities for action. Placed in this context, with
an ontological view of the body as a physical productive phenomena which
is irreducible to discourse, it is possible to employ to good effect the useful
insights from stucturalist and post-structuralist theories of governance.
Each of them is possessed of a view of the body as socially immanent; it can
at times become tightly constrained, shaped and limited by its social sur-
roundings. In conceptualizing the body as a means of positioning individuals
within their social milieu, it builds on the insight from structuration
theories that the processes of social reproduction and change are mediated
by bodies. Social change does not happen automatically and nor does it
occur simply as a result of purely intellectually-motivated actions. Instead,
people’s experiences of, and responses to, social structures are shaped
significantly by their sensory and sensual selves. These variables are
important as they can exert an important impact on whether people feel at
ease with, and tend to reproduce the ‘rules’, ‘resources’ or ‘social fields’
they are most familiar with, or emotionally experience these structures as
unpleasant, undesirable and worthy of transformation. This recognizes a
thoroughly embodied view of social outcomes which rejects the philo-
sophical view that it is the mind, separated from any bodily tastes or
dispositions, that determines how people relate to their social environment.

Conclusion

This new Afterword has been concerned to revisit and develop three themes
in my original text that resonate most strongly with current debates in the
area and with the ongoing endeavour to construct a fully embodied
sociology. The ‘absent presence’ of the body in social thought, the relation-
ship between the body and self-identity, and the question of how to advance
theoretically the study of the body in society are linked issues. It seems to
me that we will only be able to make substantial theoretical progress in the
latter two if we reverse the current tendency of effectively absenting the
material body from our considerations. Bodies constitute an irreducible
source of society: it is the properties and capacities of embodied humans
that provide the corporeal basis on which identities and social relations are
consolidated and changed. Without ceasing to be an ongoing source of their
social milieu, they are also marked and contoured by the structural effects of
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society. Finally, our embodied being ; i
ety. Y, g is also i i
positioning within the socia] and cultural wlonrllphcate(i e pom our

social systems.
The body has se

and, increasingly, empiri

resulted in not only a diverse b

al world (Leder, 1990: 41-3). It may
e, for example, or for smoking to cause

‘ body as a medium for distinct;

action, but actually develops a core s emboctiment oy nctive forms of
probl; i ich is pi
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