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PART TWO

Bodies and social (dis)order

INTRODUCTION

HIS SECTION INCLUDES A SELECTION of texts in social theory that have
come to be regarded as ‘classic’ in stating the fundamental importance of the body
to the problems of social order, social control and social stratification. They tend to agree
in one observation, namely, that the body at first appears inconspicuous as a sociological
object and as an object of social regulation, but also that regulatory effects are all the
more powerful thanks precisely to this inconspicuousness.
Marcel Mauss’ chapter ‘Techniques of the Body’, first published in 1935 and
celebrated as a pioneering text, still conveys with fresh immediateness the process of
articulating — and thus, in a sense, discovering — the thoroughly social character of bodily
-actions, probably for the first time in the history of social science. Mauss begins by observ-
“ing ordinary bodily actions such as swimming, walking, digging, resting or throwing, and
how the manner of performing these differs across societies and across generations. It is
only through cultural and generational variation that these actions become sociologically
conspicuous, that is, visible as social actions. Otherwise they appear to the social scien-
tist, as indeed they do to the social actor, to be ‘actions of a mechanical, physical or
physico-chemical order’, outside the remit of culture and of social scientific interest.
Mauss reflects on the fact that this particular assumption typically applies to traditional
actions an anthropologist would classify as techniques rather than rites. Viewed from an
anthropological perspective, of course, both types of action (rites and techniques) bear the
Marks of a specific culture, of particular traditions. From the native’s perspective,
|.10Wever, technical actions (such as grinding grain or carrying water through particular
Mplements) appear devoid of any cultural specificity or meaning; they are experienced in
SIL;:;W physical and mechanical terms, and pursued with physical and mechanical aims in
- Mauss argues that, when it comes to considering everyday bodily actions, the
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anthropological perspective can be as blind to the role of culture as the perspective of a
native. Mauss writes: ‘I made, and went on making for several years, the fundamental mis-
take of thinking that there is technigue only when there is an instrument.’ His mistake was
to suppose that physical action could be classified as a technique, or as a cultural prac-
tice, only when mediated by an artificial object, an instrument — that is, a visible token of
‘culture’. By implication, the naked body, the body acting without instrumental mediation,
would appear to be a purely ‘natural’ object, independent of social relations of authority
and power. These assumptions are powerfully challenged by Mauss’ claim that the body is
‘\man'’s first and most natural technical object’ (our emphasis).

The problem of classification, and of how to understand the relation between nature
and culture in connection with bodily phenomena, is also central to Mary Douglas’ work.
In the chapter included here, Douglas addresses what she sees as limits in the contrasting
approaches of Mauss, on the one hand, and structural anthropologist Lévi-Strauss on the
other. In Douglas’ view, Mauss’ focus on bodily action as technique placed too exclusive an
emphasis on cultural variation, to the point of generating the mistaken impression that
there is no such thing as natural behaviour. Lévi-Strauss, on the other hand, was intent on
‘discovering’ universal symbolic structures corresponding to the structure of the human
mind, which he believed informed how human bodies and their activities are socially
controlled. Unlike Mauss, Lévi-Strauss focused on symbolic universals that left little
room to account for local and specific cultural variations. Against this background
Douglas carves an original and deeply influential explanatory model, designed to accom-
modate local differences whilst making substantive claims with regard to universals.
In this model, the categories of nature and culture are displaced from their customary

locations: they do not map on to the physical body, on the one hand, and to society on
_the other. Douglas argues that what is ‘natural’, in the sense that it is universally found
across cultures, is not the physico-biological body as such, but rather a certain principle
of correspondence between two bodies, the physico-biological or individual body and
the social body. What is universal is a ‘drive to achieve consonance in all levels of
experience’ which, Douglas claims, ‘produces concordance among the means of expres-
sion, so that the use of the body is coordinated with other media’. There is therefore
a kind of parallelism and mutual reinforcement between messages (or meanings) relative
to the physico-biological, individual body, and messages (or meanings) relative to the
social body. The physical body is never immediately perceived, but always experienced
through the mediation of cultural categories; social preoccupations and concerns -
typically in relation to the demarcation of boundaries or hierarchies — translate into pre-
occupations and concerns regarding flows to and from bodily apertures, or the relation
between different bodily organs in the upper and lower body. Such concerns are materi-
alised through techniques of control, ranging from the control of physiological processes
(such as excretion) to that of posture, movement and appearance. This is the sense in
which ‘the physical body is a microcosm of society’, its experience always sustaining @
particular set of cultural meanings, a particular social order. The body is also a natur’a‘[
symbol, in the sense that it universally expresses the relation of parts (or individuals) t0

a whole (or society).

Mauss and Douglas articulate the
idiom of anthropology, where variations across cultures constitute perhaps the main f

social character and significance of the body in the
ocus

Y

Suspension

BODIES AND SOCIAL (DIS)ORDER 69

of expla ‘ i
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rated through the appropriat i
_ i _ e
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its most conspicuous actor, unrivalled in performing distortion and exaggeration — in other
words, in the task of turning the world upside-down.

In this extract, Bakhtin discusses the grotesque, or carnivalesque body in contrast to
what he calls the ‘new bodily canon’ to be found increasingly prevailing in European liter-
ature starting from the sixteenth century. The chief point is that in the grotesque mode or
genre ‘[tlhe confines between the body and the world and between separate bodies are
drawn ... quite differently than in the classic and naturalist images’. The grotesque body
is a body whose boundaries are uncertain and always changeable, since its most conspic-
uous features are its apertures and the flows they alfow. The grotesque body is thus open,
protruding, bulging, extending and secreting; it is wet, bloody, sweaty and odorous. Above
all, it is connected to the world, and to other bodies, in such a way that it is difficult to
consider it as an individual. This is probably the main point of contrast between the
grotesque and the classical body of the new canon, whose surface is closed and smooth,
an ‘impenetrable fagade’. The classical body is a finished body, that is ‘self-sufficient and
speaks in its name alone’. It is a body from which all ambiguity has been purged, whose
features stress the demarcation between self and other, self and society.

The emergence of the classical body as a new ‘canon’ around the sixteenth century
corresponds, in European history, to the emergence of new standards of refinement and
delicacy, as well as new thresholds of disgust, shame and embarrassment. Bakhtin’s peri-
odisation here broadly agrees with that provided by Norbert Elias in his studies of the his-
tory of manners, in connection with what he called the ‘civilising process’ (see Elias
1994). Like Bakhtin, Elias stresses that the experience of the self as an enclosed individ-
ual, standing opposite other individuals and society rather than merging with them, is cor-
related with changes in the quality and degree of control exerted over bodily functions,
activities and expressions. These changes, in turn, are linked to large-scale structural
transformations such as the progressive centralisation of political authority within nation-
ally defined territories, resulting in the pacification of social relations. The text included
here is from a previously unpublished lecture that Elias delivered to a congress of physi-
cians specialising in psychosomatic medicine — the branch of medicine that studies the role
of psychological factors in physical illness and disease. As well as offering an outline of
the essential features of the civilising process, the text links this process explicitly to an
increase in so-called psychosomatic disorders in the modern period. The civilising process
involves a process of internalisation of tension and conflict: whereas previously these man-
ifested themselves as physical violence between individuals or groups, over time they dis-
appear from the social scene. Instead, as individuals learn to exercise increasing amounts
of self-control over their emotions and behaviour, tension and conflict become infra-
psychic and tend to play themselves out within the individual. A particularly interesting
claim being made in this text is that the features of social order, and the different forms of
bodily regulation they imply, produce patterns not only at the level of behaviours and
demeanours, but also at the level of the body’s internal functioning, namely our physiology.

The last reading in this section is an extract from Foucault’s Discipline and Punish=
a text that, perhaps more than any other, is associated with placing the body at the cen-
tre of a new sociological agenda. The reason for this is that Foucault’s analysis of the body
in terms of its ‘political investment’ involved a simultaneous change of perspective not
only on the body itself, but also on the relationship between power and |<now|edge.Thi5
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r;]is; Zonlceptual shift of broad significance to the social sciences as a whole; in this text
] } /
inc!u;e(j/ .IS tt:le occasion demonstrating the necessity of this shift. Unlike other author;
in this section, Foucault stresses how the body is i i
lu : y is involved in relations that
political not only in an implicit sense, b ici e
| , but explicitly and consciously so. The body i
. : . . y is an
;)tbj:q(: T:; t_ichn(;que; and strategies that bear on its materiality in order to channel it, train
, mould it and subject it, rendering the body ‘docile’ fo i [ :
= r economic or military purposes.
Fgﬁtc'aull‘j n.artnes ‘political technology of the body’ a form of knowledge that is atponce
politically interested, and yet true to the materiality i
ity it seeks to affect. To imagi
. ' ! 3 gine such
?al;n;))\(/\ilslttedge' is t;]) contradict a long-standing assumption according to which ‘knowledge
only where power relations are suspended’, and i i
. nd interest is deemed antitheti
to truth insofar as it constitutes a ‘bias’ / —
ias’. Foucault here demonstrates how
. ower and
knowledge mutually imply each other, rather than cancelling each other out i




