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Preface

I	first	developed	an	academic	interest	in	bodies	when	I	was	a	postgraduate	student	completing	my	PhD	in	the
mid-1980s.	My	thesis	focused	upon	school-based	vocational	schemes	that	sought	to	equip	students	with	those
skills	and	attitudes	that	governments	had	suggested	would	enhance	their	‘employability’.	The	longer	I	spent
conducting	research	in	educational	institutions,	training	courses,	and	work-experience	placements,	however,
the	more	perplexed	I	became	at	most	of	the	literature	published	on	the	subject.

In	books	and	articles	on	schools,	for	example,	individuals	were	portrayed	as	shadowy	carriers	of	‘linguistic
codes’,	as	ciphers	of	social	class	forces	beyond	their	control,	and	as	variably	competent	cognitive	processors	of
educational	knowledge.	Despite	the	noise	of	morning	bells	and	shouting	teachers,	the	verbal	protests	and
physical	jostling	of	students	rushing	along	brightly	lit	corridors,	and	the	pungent	smells	escaping	school
canteens	and	gyms,	no	one	seemed	to	possess	a	living,	sensing	body.	More	often	than	not,	this	‘disembodied’
approach	was	replicated	in	analyses	of	other	forms	of	education	and	training.

Educational	knowledge	was	discussed	at	length	in	these	writings,	but	mostly	in	terms	of	academic
qualifications,	abstract	propositions	about	truth,	the	ideological	effects	of	the	curriculum,	or	how	acquiring
skills	was	associated	with	the	reproduction	of	social	class	inequalities.	It	was	rare	to	hear	much	about
education’s	role	in	imparting	to	students	particular	physical	experiences,	habits,	disciplines,	and	practical
techniques.	Also	conspicuous	by	their	infrequency	were	convincing	attempts	to	evoke	the	tactile	challenges	of
working	with	contrasting	materials,	or	to	map	the	novice’s	attempts	to	‘get	to	grips’	with	stubborn	physical
equipment	that	failed	to	bend	to	their	will.	Even	more	lacking	was	a	sense	of	how	thought	and	knowledge,	of
whatever	variety,	was	engaged	in	and	acquired	by	humans	who,	as	embodied	organisms,	were	always
physically	located	in	and	engaged	with	the	environments	in	which	they	lived,	worked,	and	rested.

These	analyses	were	not	alone	in	their	approach	towards	the	body,	but	followed	and	drew	on	a	long	tradition	of
philosophical	and	theological	inquiry	in	the	West.	Yet	the	more	I	read	around	the	subject	after	completing	my
PhD,	returning	to	my	interest	in	social	and	political	thought	during	my	first	years	lecturing	at	Oxford
Polytechnic	and	then	Southampton	University,	the	more	it	became	clear	that	there	existed	a	range	of	writings
across	philosophy,	sociology,	religion,	and	history	that	could	be	interpreted	as	contributing	towards	an
interdisciplinary	field	of	what	I	later	referred	to	as	‘body	studies’.

Since	that	time,	I	have	been	fascinated	by	how	the	subject	of	human	embodiment	can	provide	us	with	a
productive	starting	point	from	which	to	explore	a	wide	range	of	issues	central	to	the	social	sciences,
humanities,	and	arts,	and	have	been	fortunate	enough	to	write	and	teach	widely	in	and	around	the	subject.
Focusing	on	embodiment	makes	it	possible	to	connect	the	personal	with	the	political,	the	intellectual	with	the
practical,	the	symbolic	with	the	sensual,	and	to	appreciate	the	potential	for	shared	experience	and
understanding	that	underpins	the	social,	ethnic,	religious,	and	cultural	differences	that	drive	so	much
contemporary	global	conflict.	At	the	same	time,	it	highlights	the	fundamental	differences	that	separate	people
whose	senses,	feelings,	and	actions	have	been	subjected	to	radically	different	forms	of	embodied	pedagogy
since	birth,	and	the	problematic	nature	of	theories	that	suggest	‘rational	dialogue’	or	‘ideal	speech’	situations
are	by	themselves	able	to	resolve	conflict.

The	virtually	unlimited	range	of	issues	raised	by	embodiment,	and	the	thoroughly	interdisciplinary	character	of
body	studies,	presents	a	particular	challenge	when	it	comes	to	writing	a	Very	Short	Introduction.	It	is
impossible	to	be	comprehensive	and	there	are	a	number	of	important	issues	that	I	have	had	to	omit	in	order	to
remain	within	the	constraints	of	this	format.	Nevertheless,	I	have	tried	to	convey	a	sense	of	the	exciting	scope
of	this	field	and	to	highlight	its	significance	for	understanding	what	is	going	on	in	the	world	today.	In	so	doing,
I	have	also	organized	my	discussion	around	several	key	themes—set	out	in	the	Introduction—that	inform	each
chapter	and	are	designed	to	provide	coherence	to	the	range	of	body	matters	discussed	throughout	this	book.
My	hope	is	that	this	has	resulted	in	a	treatment	of	embodiment	that	will	be	of	interest	to	the	lay	reader	and
that	will	also	provide	a	clear	and	easily	accessible	‘updating’	of	the	body’s	significance	to	those	who	already
have	some	basic	knowledge	of	the	field.
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Introduction

Body	matters	are	rarely	out	of	the	news,	occupying	as	they	do	a	prominent	place	in	the	concerns	of	politicians,
scientists,	health	experts,	educators,	moralists,	and	religious	authorities.	Whether	the	focus	is	on	national
sporting	performance	and	the	‘obesity	epidemic’,	global	inequalities	in	morbidity	and	mortality	rates,	‘alien’
modes	of	religious	dress,	or	the	latest	technological	means	of	supplementing	our	capacities	through
prostheses,	digital	media,	and	neural	implants,	issues	surrounding	human	embodiment	are	frequently	subject
to	debate	and	disagreement.

The	variety	of	interests	and	agendas	associated	with	such	controversies	suggests	that	understanding	the
meaning	and	social	significance	of	embodiment	requires	us	to	travel	well	beyond	the	parameters	of	physiology
or	other	branches	of	the	biological	sciences.	This	task	has	increasingly	informed	the	agendas	of	the	social
sciences	and	humanities	over	the	last	three	decades,	and	it	is	the	aim	of	this	book	to	make	sense	of	the	various
ways	in	which	the	body	has	been	analysed	during	that	time	while	also	exploring	some	of	the	most	important
body	matters	facing	society	today.

These	comments	do	not	mean	to	imply	that	the	body	has	only	recently	become	a	subject	of	social	and	cultural
importance.	In	Ancient	Greece,	for	example,	philosophers	devoted	sustained	attention	to	the	relationship
between	the	body	and	the	mind,	while	artistic	representations	of	physical	perfection	from	that	era	continue	to
influence	contemporary	conceptions	of	the	‘body	beautiful’.	More	generally,	forms	of	body	modification	such	as
tattooing,	scarification,	and	cosmetic	surgery	not	only	have	a	long	history,	but	also	raised	in	the	past	social
issues	regarding	ethnicity,	class,	and	gender	that	remain	relevant	and	contentious	today.

The	development	and	popularity	of	particular	cosmetic	surgery	procedures,	for	example,	has	been	informed
deeply	by	the	existence	of	power	inequalities	between	different	groups.	In	the	late	19th	century,	John	Roe
developed	intranasal	operations	designed	to	correct	the	‘pug	nose’,	a	characteristic	stigmatized	through	its
association	with	lower	class	Irish	immigrants.	In	the	early	decades	of	the	20th	century,	another	pioneer	of
modern	rhinoplasty,	Jacques	Joseph,	developed	and	performed	procedures	on	German	Jews	that	helped	them
to	become	‘ethnically	invisible’	facially.	Following	World	War	II,	‘double	eyelid	surgery’	grew	in	popularity
among	Chinese,	Korean,	Japanese,	and	Asian	Americans	wishing	to	look	more	Western,	while	breast	reduction
in	Rio	de	Janeiro	has	been	linked	to	a	desire	to	avoid	the	association	of	‘pendulous	breasts’	with	the	black
working	classes	(an	image	associated	with	slavery).	In	each	of	these	cases	body	matters	highlight	how	the
physical	self	can	be	changed,	but	also	connect	us	to	a	range	of	social	and	historical	issues.

If	the	body	is	‘good	to	think	with’	it	has	not	always	been	seen	as	a	central	part	of	what	makes	us	human	or
social	beings.	In	contrast	to	various	Eastern	traditions	of	thought	and	practice,	such	as	Confucianism	and
Daoism,	the	dominant	Western	approach	to	philosophy	has	tended	to	relegate	its	significance.	Few	were	more
influential	in	this	respect	than	the	17th-century	philosopher	Rene	Descartes.	Famous	for	his	dictum	‘I	think
therefore	I	am’,	Descartes	assumed	a	strong	distinction	between	the	mind,	on	the	one	hand,	and	the	body’s
senses,	on	the	other,	and	prioritized	the	former	over	the	latter	for	his	assessment	of	what	it	meant	to	be
human.	Descartes’	thought	can	itself	be	located	within	a	tradition	of	Judeo-Christian	visions	of	individuals	as
‘dualistic	beings’	irrevocably	split	between	mind/soul	and	body.	Yet	his	focus	on	the	isolated	mind	as	a
generator	of	ideas—encased	within	the	individual	and	separated	from	the	‘external’	world—was	not	the	only
approach	on	offer.

In	what	has	been	referred	to	as	a	‘marginalized	history’	of	body	relevant	writings	in	philosophy,	for	example,
several	contributions	have	been	identified	as	particularly	important.	Friedrich	Nietzsche	emphasized	how
Western	values	entailed	the	sublimation	of	intoxication,	sexuality,	and	violence—which	are	experiences	linked
directly	with	bodily	feelings	and	expressions.	Maurice	Merleau-Ponty	identified	the	body	as	our	vehicle	in	and
vantage	point	upon	the	world,	with	our	senses	‘unfolding’	onto	their	surroundings.	John	Dewey	analysed	cycles
of	habit,	crisis,	and	creativity	as	informing	the	relationship	of	embodied	subjects	to	their	environment.	More
recently,	the	controversial	French	philosopher	Michel	Foucault	sought	to	show	how	distinctive	forms	of
knowledge	and	power	have	historically	exerted	a	pervasive	effect	on	people’s	bodies.

The	importance	of	the	body	goes	beyond	abstract	philosophical	formulations,	however,	irrespective	of	how
provocative	or	impressive	these	may	be.	Our	embodied	existence	can	be	seen	more	generally	as	a	foundation
from	which	can	be	built	an	empirically	informed	yet	distinctive	approach	to	the	analysis	of	society,	identity,
culture,	and	history.	At	its	most	basic,	this	involves	recognizing	that	people’s	ability	to	make	a	difference	to
their	own	lives,	and	to	those	of	others,	depends	on	them	being,	having,	and	using	their	bodies	in	order	to



intervene	in	the	‘flow’	of	social	life.	Relatedly,	the	capacity	of	governmental	and	other	authorities	to	direct	our
actions,	and	manage	populations,	depends	on	them	being	able	to	gather	knowledge	about	and	exert	control
over	our	physical	movements.	Bodies,	in	short,	are	important	practical	as	well	as	intellectual	matters.

In	seeking	to	develop	and	highlight	the	utility	of	such	an	approach,	I	focus	in	this	book	on	a	limited	number	of
body	matters	that	enable	me	to	demonstrate	clearly	the	importance	of	an	embodied	perspective	on	the	world
in	which	we	live.	After	exploring	the	rise	and	parameters	of	this	interdisciplinary	area	of	study	(an	area
associated	with	a	certain	convergence	between	the	social	sciences	and	the	biological	sciences),	I	devote
further	chapters	to	‘sexed	bodies’,	‘governed	bodies’,	‘educated	bodies’,	and	‘bodies	as	commodities’.	Each	of
these	topics	involves	a	range	of	contrasting	issues,	but	they	also	share	in	common	three	themes	that	inform
and	provide	direction	to	the	main	arguments	in	this	book	and	become	the	explicit	focus	of	the	concluding
chapter.

The	first	of	these	themes	concerns	the	significance	of	social	and	technological	forces	for	the	constitution	and
development	of	what	is	frequently	understood	to	be	the	biological	constitution	of	our	embodied	being.	Social
variables	such	as	inequalities	in	earnings	have	been	shown	to	affect	levels	of	illness	and	life	expectancy,	for
example,	while	science,	technology,	and	medicine	have	demonstrated	that	the	body	and	brain	(itself	an	integral
part	of	our	embodied	being)	can	be	investigated,	managed,	and	changed	in	a	number	of	different	ways.
Against	this	background	it	has	become	increasingly	evident	that	society,	in	the	broadest	sense	of	that	term,
influences	our	physical	being	at	the	most	profound	levels,	and	that	it	is	difficult	to	disentangle	the	social	from
the	biological	processes	that	affect	what	and	who	we	are.

The	second	theme	emerges	directly	from	recognizing	that	society	is	significant	for	our	bodily	being.	If	social,
technological,	and	medical	forces	make	it	possible	to	exert	increasing	control	over	bodies,	undermining	the
idea	that	they	are	unalterable	biological	organisms,	this	raises	questions	and	dilemmas	about	how	we	should
manage	and	control	our	bodily	being.	Transplant	surgery,	in	vitro	fertilization,	weight-loss	surgery,	genetic
engineering,	and	the	prospect	that	DNA	testing	kits	presage	a	new	era	of	personalized	medicine	suggest	that
the	body	is,	for	the	affluent,	becoming	a	matter	of	options	and	choices.	The	technical	ability	to	change	the
body,	however,	often	exceeds	existing	moral	frameworks	that	prescribe	what	is	‘natural’	about	the	body.	Such
developments	even	raise	questions	about	what	the	body	is	and	can	do,	casting	doubt	on	traditional
assumptions	regarding	the	limitations	and	capacities	of	embodied	subjects.

Amid	these	doubts	and	alternatives	many	people	have	become	increasingly	reflexive	about	their	physical
selves.	What	I	mean	by	this	is	that	the	number	of	opportunities	for	embodied	change	that	exist	in	the	current
era	often	encourages	individuals	to	think	about	their	previous	routines	and	actions,	physical	competences	and
appearances,	rather	than	just	to	continue	accepting	them	and	living	habitually.	These	thoughts	or	conscious
reflections	involve	not	only	assessing	the	past	state	and	capacities	of	our	bodily	being,	but	also	projecting	into
the	future	possible	versions	of	ourselves	reformed	on	the	basis	of	new	commitments.	Acknowledging	the
importance	of	such	reflexive	thinking	does	not	suggest	that	mental	thoughts	are	somehow	separate	from
bodily	being.	Rather,	it	recognizes	that	traditional	physical	habits	and	ways	of	knowing	the	body	are	subject	to
increasing	levels	of	reassessment	and	reappraisal	in	the	light	of	current	developments.

The	third	theme	informing	the	later	chapters	in	the	book	focuses	on	how	particular	views	of,	or	approaches	to,
the	body	attribute	value	to	people’s	physical	selves	in	very	different	ways.	Since	the	origins	of	slavery	people’s
bodies	have	been	prized	as	commodities,	as	resources	able	to	create	wealth	for	their	owners.	The	current
significance	of	human	trafficking,	forced	labour,	and	the	sex	trade	suggests	that	this	view	of	the	body’s	value
remains	globally	significant.	Governmental	attempts	to	cultivate	the	body	via	education	and	training,	in
contrast,	may	seek	to	add	value	to	embodied	subjects	by	enhancing	their	capacities	to	engage	in	particular
activities	and	pursue	specific	goals.	Contemporarily,	indeed,	there	has	been	a	proliferation	of	ways	in	which
bodies	have	become	valuable,	prized,	and	even	sacred.	These	range	from	conceptions	of	the	body	as	esteemed
because	of	its	capacity	to	act	as	a	vehicle	for	profit,	to	religious	views	of	divinely	sanctioned	forms	of	prayer,
dress,	diet,	and	other	bodily	practices.

I	want	to	conclude	this	Introduction	with	a	note	on	terminology.	In	writing	about	‘bodies’	I	use	this	term	mostly
as	shorthand	for	the	embodied	human	as	a	whole.	It	serves	to	highlight	the	often	academically	neglected
physical	and	organic	dimensions	of	existence,	and	how	these	are	centrally	significant	to	people’s	identities,
actions,	and	relationships.	‘The	body’	also	at	times	in	what	follows	refers	in	a	more	restricted	sense	to	the
physical	flesh,	as	reflected	upon	by	embodied	individuals	when	they	are	thinking	or	talking	about	such	issues
as	their	appearance,	and	I	make	it	clear	when	this	is	the	case.	Irrespective	of	the	specific	terminology	used	to
talk	about	body	matters	throughout	this	book,	however,	my	aim	is	to	demonstrate	the	necessity	of
understanding	humans	as	embodied	beings	if	we	are	to	advance	our	understanding	of	the	social	and	material
world	in	which	we	live	and	on	which	we	depend.



Chapter	1
Natural	bodies	or	social	bodies?

One	of	the	main	themes	informing	this	book	entails	the	need	to	demonstrate	how	social	factors	are	important
for	the	constitution	and	development	of	our	embodied	being.	Yet	not	everyone	will	be	convinced	that	this	is	a
feasible	undertaking.	The	human	body	is	still	considered	by	some	to	be	an	exclusively	biological	entity.	From
this	perspective,	our	longevity,	morbidity,	size,	and	appearance	is	determined	by	genetic	factors—themselves
the	product	of	long-term	evolutionary	processes—that	render	insignificant	the	influence	of	society.

Since	the	1980s,	however,	there	has	emerged	from	the	social	sciences	and	humanities	a	broad	interdisciplinary
area	of	research	and	writing	known	as	‘body	studies’.	This	academic	field	addresses	a	wide	variety	of	social
and	cultural	issues	viewed	as	relevant	to	the	inescapably	bodily	character	of	human	existence.	These	range
from	how	traditional	societies	maintained	collective	identities	among	their	members	by	tattooing	and
scarifying	the	flesh	of	initiates	during	religious	rites,	to	historical	changes	in	beliefs	about	the	constitution	and
limitations	of	men’s	and	women’s	bodies.	They	further	include	such	matters	as	the	impact	diet	and	work	have
on	people’s	health,	and	the	widespread	significance	of	the	body	as	a	‘natural	symbol’	that	helps	people	to
think,	classify,	and	even	engage	in	discriminatory	practices	based	on	physical	markers	associated	with
ethnicity,	‘race’,	age,	sex,	and	disability.

Diverse	though	these	issues	are,	they	each	reveal	how	the	physical	appearances,	capacities,	and	experiences
of	humans	bear	the	imprint	of	socially	and	culturally	specific	ways	of	living	in	and	engaging	with	the	wider
environment.	They	also	highlight	the	significance	of	the	body	for	a	range	of	academic	disciplines	regarded
conventionally	as	possessing	both	subject	matter	and	methods	very	different	from	those	associated	with	the
biological	sciences.

If	we	want	to	understand	how	the	body	became	a	viable	and	popular	subject	for	the	social	sciences	and
humanities,	we	need	to	explore	the	context	in	which	this	occurred.	This	included	a	number	of	social	and
historical	developments—involving,	for	example,	feminist	and	environmental	campaigns,	medical	and
technological	developments,	and	the	rise	of	consumer	culture—that	raised	the	visibility	of	the	body	as	a
general	academic	issue.	Also	relevant	was	the	readiness	of	certain	social	scientists	and	biological	scientists	to
reflect	on,	expand,	and	seek	to	enhance	their	own	analyses	by	taking	seriously	a	subject	matter	they	had
previously	ignored.

Why	the	body?	Social	factors

A	number	of	social	and	historical	factors	prepared	the	ground	for	the	growing	interdisciplinary	interest	in	the
body	as	an	academic	issue	during	the	1980s	and	1990s.	Each	highlighted	different	aspects	of	the	body’s
importance	for	society,	increasing	the	scope	of	what	could	count	as	body	matters	for	academics.	Six	of	them
were	especially	influential.

First,	the	resurgence	of	‘second	wave’	feminism	in	the	1960s	and	1970s	made	political	those	personal	bodily
issues	related	to	inequalities	in	health	provision,	abortion,	rape,	pornography,	and	prostitution	that	were
harmful	to	the	interests	of	women.	The	‘reclaim	the	night’	marches	during	the	1970s,	for	example,	protested
against	the	physical	and	sexual	violence	women	risked	by	simply	being	visible	in	public	places	at	times	when
society	expected	them	to	be	indoors,	fulfilling	their	‘authorized’	roles	of	wife,	mother,	or	daughter.	In	this	case,
as	in	many	others	related	to	sexual,	‘racial’,	and	other	inequalities	explored	in	this	book,	the	body	provided	a
link	between	the	restrictions	and	risks	felt	by	individuals	and	the	wider	social	position	of	particular	groups.

Second,	the	growth	of	political	radicalism,	‘alternative	lifestyles’,	and	ecological	concerns	in	North	America
and	Europe	during	this	same	period	highlighted	in	a	distinctive	way	the	significance	of	the	relationship
between	the	human	body	and	key	dimensions	of	the	wider	environment.	Left-wing	critics	and	the	anti-Vietnam
War	movement	condemned	consumer	culture,	military	conflict,	and	the	arms	race	in	part	because	they	were
seen	as	reducing	human	life	to	a	‘one	dimensional’	pursuit	of	wealth	and	domination.	The	accusation	here	was
that	both	embodied	individuals	and	the	natural	environment	were	being	treated	by	military-industrial	societies
as	disposable	means	towards	narrow,	instrumental,	and	damaging	ends.

The	concerns	about	environmental	sustainability	evident	in	these	criticisms	were	given	added	impetus	by	the



Club	of	Rome’s	1972	report	Limits	to	Growth.	This	global	think	tank	highlighted	the	risks	to	future	life	on
earth	by	exploring	trends	in	population	growth,	food	production,	pollution,	and	the	industrial	consumption	of
non-renewable	natural	resources.	Since	then,	problems	associated	with	climate	change,	soil	erosion	and
deforestation,	nuclear	waste,	the	exhaustion	of	fossil	fuels,	and	food	shortages	have	been	at	the	forefront	of
the	Green	movement’s	warnings	that	the	planet	is	being	treated	as	a	mere	resource	for	productivity,	raising
doubts	about	its	long-term	capacity	to	sustain	the	embodied	life	of	humans	or	other	animals.

The	third	factor	that	stimulated	academic	interest	in	the	body	involved	the	‘ageing’	of	societies	in	the	Global
North,	as	well	as	in	areas	of	the	Global	South.	Medical	advances	together	with	the	spread	and	improvement	of
basic	amenities	have	raised	life	expectancy	for	many,	and	the	United	Nations	predicts	that	there	is	likely	to	be
a	doubling	of	the	percentage	of	the	world’s	population	over	the	age	of	60	(from	10	per	cent	to	21	per	cent)
between	2000	and	2050.	Living	further	into	old	age,	however,	often	means	having	to	live	more	years	of	life
with	chronic	health	problems.	This	has	become	an	increasingly	important	political	issue	since	the	2007
financial	crisis	in	which	the	‘burden’	of	caring	for	increasing	numbers	of	aged	people,	coupled	with	high	levels
of	youth	unemployment	in	Europe	and	other	regions,	has	been	associated	with	the	possibility	of	generational
conflict	over	the	distribution	of	resources.

Rising	numbers	of	ageing	bodies	have	also	stimulated	interest	in	the	relationship	between	culture	and
embodiment	given	that	the	very	process	of	growing	old,	and	becoming	dependent,	has	been	stigmatized	in	the
most	economically	influential	regions	of	the	world.	Anglo-American	films,	media,	and	advertising	prize	the
slim,	sexy,	young,	and	independent	body.	At	the	same	time,	those	who	fall	outside	of	this	idealized	image	are
presented	with	the	opportunity	to	‘save	themselves’	and	become	‘reborn’	by	reflecting	on	their	limitations	and
embarking	upon	cosmetic,	exercise,	and	surgical	options	necessary	to	defy	the	appearance	of	age	and	pursue
the	prize	of	‘eternal	youth’	and	personal	autonomy.	Those	who	refuse	to	or	are	unable	to	succeed	in	this
challenge	of	maintaining	their	bodies	in	a	socially	valued	form	risk	accusations	of	becoming	a	burden	on
society	(one	of	the	concerns	raised	by	opponents	of	euthanasia).	Once	again,	it	is	bodies	that	become	the
medium	through	which	social	relations	are	constructed.

The	fourth	factor	to	have	increased	the	social	visibility	of	the	body	is	related	to	a	structural	change	within
advanced	capitalism	during	the	second	half	of	the	20th	century.	In	place	of	the	‘save	and	invest’	mentality
promoted	by	governments	seeking	to	stimulate	economic	growth	in	earlier	decades,	the	development	of
consumer	culture	during	this	period	encouraged	individuals	to	achieve	status	by	purchasing	material	goods.
This	was	associated	with	the	body	becoming	an	‘object	for	display’	in	media	and	advertising	through
commercial	representations	focused	initially	on	women	but	spreading	to	men	through	such	cultural	inventions
as	the	‘metrosexual’	male	in	the	1990s.	Bodies	have	now	become	a	ubiquitous	means	through	which	products
are	sold	and	esteem	acquired:	they	have	acquired	increased	value	within	capitalist	societies	both	as	a	means
of	enhancing	profitability	for	producers	and	as	potential	status	symbols	for	many	consumers.

In	certain	respects	these	changes	echo	trends	in	the	19th	century,	a	period	in	which	appearance	began	to	be
seen	as	a	malleable	manifestation	of	personality	rather	than	as	a	fixed	marker	of	social	position.	During	this
period	more	individuals	began	to	feel	responsible	for	how	they	presented	themselves	in	public	(before	that,
public	responsibility	for	self-presentation	fell	on	an	aristocratic	elite	with	others	often	subject	to	sumptuary
laws	regarding	what	they	could	and	could	not	wear),	yet	a	correlate	of	this	was	that	people	also	had	to	deal
with	the	concern	that	bodily	slips,	failures,	and	embarrassments	would	be	seen	as	personal	failings.	The
importance	of	this	new	emphasis	on	the	body	as	personality	grew	during	the	20th	century	and	was	exemplified
by	the	writings	of	the	American	sociologist	Erving	Goffman.	Comparing	social	life	to	being	‘on	stage’	during	a
theatrical	performance,	Goffman	explored	how	the	‘presentation	of	self’	required	careful	reflection	on	and
management	of	appearance,	behaviour,	and	speech	when	engaged	in	social	interaction.	This	‘impression
management’	was	key	not	only	to	the	effective	performance	of	social	roles,	moreover,	but	also	to	being	seen	as
possessing	a	morally	acceptable	self-identity.	Contravening	the	unspoken	rules	of	interaction	or	appearance,	in
contrast,	could	result	in	being	stigmatized;	a	fate	that	those	with	disabilities	often	struggled	to	avoid	as	a
consequence	of	the	prejudices	of	others.	Bodies	were	not	treated	equally	in	the	extent	to	which	they	could	or
did	exist	as	markers	of	social	value.

Fifth,	there	has	been	an	intensified	scrutiny	of	‘alien’	bodies	following	the	9/11	attack	on	the	Twin	Towers	in
America	and	the	subsequent	declaration	of	a	‘War	on	Terror’	by	the	Bush	government.	These	events	raised
existing	concerns	about	illegal	immigration	and	the	threats	posed	by	suicide	bombers	and	terrorists	in	general.
America	and	other	states	responded	by	increasing	the	use	of	passport	control;	identity	cards;	iris,	fingerprint,
and	voice	recognition	devices;	and	the	gathering	of	other	biometric	data.	Here,	bodies	became	scrutinized	in
terms	of	the	images	and	data	that	could	be	extracted	from	them	as	part	of	attempts	to	prevent	unauthorized
persons	from	entering	nation-states.	The	surveillance	of	bodies	legitimately	existing	within	the	spaces
occupied	by	nation-states	has	also	become	more	common.	Covert	monitoring	of	physical	movement,	telephone
conversations,	and	the	traces	of	our	bodily	lives	left	by	new	social	media,	Internet	activity,	and	credit	card
purchases	has	become	a	core	feature	of	ostensibly	democratic	societies.

The	sixth	major	reason	prompting	a	general	increase	of	academic	interest	in	the	body	is	those	scientific	and
technological	changes	that	have	facilitated	an	unprecedented	degree	of	control	over	the	shaping	and
reshaping	of	bodies.	From	the	19th-century	emergence	of	a	literature	on	nutrition,	to	the	‘scientific
management’	of	productivity	that	reached	its	height	in	the	early	20th	century,	to	contemporary	advances	in
cosmetic	and	transplant	surgery,	our	capacity	to	intervene	in	the	body	has	never	been	greater.	If	such
developments	provide	the	potential	for	achieving	heightened	levels	of	control	over	bodies,	however,	they	have



also	weakened	the	boundaries	between	bodies	and	technology,	reducing	our	certainty	regarding	what	is
‘natural’	about	the	body.	It	is	this	uncertainty,	and	the	responses	to	it	evident	in	the	actions	of	individuals,	that
provided	an	additional	impetus	for	the	growth	of	body	studies.

Body	modification	directed	towards	personal	control	and	transformation	is	not,	of	course,	new.	Early
Christians	engaged	in	strict	regimes	of	physical	discipline	designed	to	strip	them	of	previous	habits	prior	to
being	‘reborn’,	body	and	soul,	through	baptism.	Cosmetic	surgery	can	be	traced	back	even	further,	with
accounts	of	facial	reconstruction	on	the	living	to	be	found	in	ancient	Indian	Sanskrit	texts.	Bodily	alteration
has,	however,	become	more	extensive	and	individualized,	with	fast-changing	criteria	regarding	physical
desirability	or	normality	encouraging	people	to	become	increasingly	reflexive	about	how	they	manage	various
dimensions	of	their	organic	selves.	In	the	affluent	West,	in	particular,	these	developments	have	led	to	the	body
being	viewed	and	treated	as	a	project,	a	‘raw	material’	to	be	worked	upon	as	an	integral	expression	of
individual	self-identity	(see	Figure	1).

This	individualization	of	bodily	self-identity	is	perhaps	exemplified	by	the	changing	status	of	tattooing.	Viewed
in	traditional	societies	as	a	marker	of	collective	membership,	tattooing	has	increasingly	become	a	means
through	which	people	express	their	own	individual	sense	of	selfhood.	Creating	unique	and	personal	designs,	in
conjunction	with	tattoo	artists,	and	using	these	at	times	to	commemorate	major	life	allegiances	or	events	(e.g.
by	imprinting	their	skin	with	the	names	of	dead	loved	ones,	or	by	using	the	ashes	of	loved	ones	in	the	ink	used
in	these	images),	tattoos	have	become	a	means	of	expressing	and	stabilizing	significant	elements	of	selfhood
amid	a	world	in	which	fashions	appear	to	be	changing	constantly	(see	Figure	2).

Other	common	body	projects	can	be	seen	in	the	case	of	health	and	fitness	(where	attempting	to	look
healthy	has	for	many	become	the	equivalent	of	seeking	to	become	healthy),	dieting,	and	cosmetic
surgery.	In	2013	in	the	USA	alone,	for	example,	over	$12	billion	was	spent	on	surgical	and	non-surgical
cosmetic	procedures.	Liposuction	and	breast	augmentation	were	the	most	popular	(with	363,912	and
313,327	operations,	respectively),	with	buttock	augmentation	and	labiaplasty	being	the	fastest	growing
procedures	(the	latter	in	particular	illustrating	that	there	are	now	few	areas	of	the	flesh	on	which
people	are	not	prepared	to	contemplate	working).

1.	Women	bodybuilders	provide	us	with	illustrations	of	how	body	projects	can	challenge	conventional
gender	norms.



2.	Does	tattooing	provide	a	stable	means	of	‘writing	identity’	onto	the	self?

The	resurgence	of	religious	modes	of	dress,	diet,	and	other	aspects	of	body	management	in	many	parts	of	the
world	may	appear	to	qualify	this	picture	of	individualized	body	projects.	Yet	numerous	academic	studies,	media
reports,	and	blogs	suggest	that	many	individuals	are	choosing	to	continue	with	or	convert	to	these	lifestyles
knowing	full	well	(as	a	result	of	social	media,	satellite	television,	and	other	channels	of	global	communication)
that	there	exist	significant	alternatives.	What	may	once	have	been	followed	as	a	result	of	habit	and	with
reference	to	tradition	is	now	increasingly	pursued	through	personal	reflection,	the	weighing	of	alternatives,
and	the	assertion	of	individual	choices	centred	upon	the	management	and	control	of	the	embodied	self.

These	six	social,	cultural,	and	technological	developments	have	highlighted	the	significance	of	the	body	to
academics,	and	their	variety	helps	account	for	why	this	field	of	study	is	so	diverse.	Each	has	focused	on
different	dimensions	of	the	body,	assessing	as	valuable	very	different	elements	of	embodied	existence.	Yet
these	processes	alone	do	not	enable	us	to	account	fully	for	why	so	many	scholars	from	the	social	sciences	and
humanities	engaged	with	matters	traditionally	viewed	as	the	province	of	the	biological	sciences.	To	understand
this	requires	us	to	appreciate	how	certain	changes	in	both	the	social	sciences	and	the	biological	sciences	have
prepared	the	ground	for	a	limited	convergence	of	interest	around	the	body	as	a	cultural	as	well	as	an	organic
phenomenon.

Why	the	body?	Academic	factors

The	social	scientist	Ted	Benton	argued	in	a	series	of	publications	during	the	1990s	that	sociology	and	the
social	sciences	could	only	understand	adequately	people’s	actions,	identities,	and	relationships	if	they	explored
how	these	were	informed	by	our	physical	constitution	and	ecological	surroundings.	Biology	mattered	to
individuals	and	to	society	given	that	the	evolution	of	advanced	primates	provided	different	physical	and
neurological	bases	on	which	social	relations	could	be	established,	which	in	turn	provided	part	of	the	context	in
which	adaptations	to	the	environment	and	future	evolutionary	developments	occurred.	The	development	of
bipedalism	and	associated	advances	in	tool	use	and	tribal	hunting	practices,	for	example,	shaped	the	body	in
general	and	the	hand	in	particular.	Such	changes	did	much	to	stimulate	developments	in	the	brain,	enabling
people	to	advance	their	skills	and	specialize	in	particular	tasks,	and	provided	the	platform	for	increasingly
complex	relations	to	develop	between	people.

Thus,	while	physical	and	neurological	changes	might	seem	initially	far	removed	from	the	concerns	of	those
interested	in	social	issues,	they	actually	provide	an	embodied	context	for	modern	culture.	It	is	only	because	we
are	able	to	stand	upright	and	develop	a	manual	dexterity	guided	by	our	mental	powers	of	reflection	and
judgement,	for	example,	that	we	have	been	able	to	develop	the	arts	and	technologies	characteristic	of
contemporary	life.	Our	bodies,	moreover,	provide	us	with	the	means	to	interact	with	other	people	while	also



placing	constraints	upon	how	this	interaction	occurs.	Our	physical	interactions	with	others	are	structured
around	the	ability	to	take	turns	in	communicating	with	others	and	depend	upon	people	accepting	the
vulnerability	that	comes	with	‘opening	themselves	up’	to	others.	These	interactions	are,	in	other	words,	inter-
corporeal—assembled	through	our	mutual	corporeality—and	even	‘virtual’	communications	facilitated	by	the
Internet	and	new	social	media	are	dependent	on	our	motor	capacities	and	sensory	ability	to	utilize	these
technologies.	Finally,	our	bodies	also	inform	the	metaphors	we	use	to	imagine,	understand,	and	classify	the
world	around	us:	the	idea	of	being	‘sick’	of	someone,	of	feeling	emotionally	‘empty’,	and	of	not	being	able	to	be
fully	in	two	places	at	once	are	all	related	to	somatic	states	and	experiences.

The	importance	of	organic	biological	factors	to	the	social	aspects	of	people’s	identities	and	capacities	is
relevant	not	only	to	the	human	species	in	general,	but	is	also	evident	over	the	course	of	an	individual’s	life.	As
the	body	develops	from	birth	and	infancy,	through	puberty	and	adolescence,	and	into	middle	and	old	age,	it
provides	individuals	with	contrasting	foundations	on	which	to	interact	with	others.	The	health	and	strength	of
our	vital	organs	and	senses	are	inevitably	affected	by	processes	of	ageing—despite	the	many	ways	in	which
they	can	be	technologically	enhanced	through	spectacles,	hearing	aids,	and	other	devices—and	such	factors
can	impact	on	an	individual’s	sense	of	self-identity	and	their	dependency	on	others.	In	the	UK,	for	example,
approximately	35	per	cent	of	those	over	80	years	old	suffer	from	serious	sight	loss;	with	macular	degeneration
and	other	conditions	necessitating	significant	changes	to	lifestyle.	To	ignore	such	factors	would	be	to	overlook
biological	issues	that	exert	an	inevitable	impact	on	the	autonomy	of	individuals	to	act	and	live	as	they	might
wish.

Benton’s	argument	about	the	biological	sciences	is	not	just	intended	to	suggest	that	social	science	will	remain
limited	until	it	takes	into	account	the	significance	of	our	physical	existence	for	social	life.	More	positively,	it
also	highlights	how	social	studies	can	add	value	to	their	scope	and	analytical	capacity	by	exploring	an
academic	terrain	they	usually	avoid.	This	terrain	is	well	illustrated	in	the	case	of	bioarchaeology,	the	study	of
biological	remains	from	archaeological	sites.

In	revealing	details	about	the	lives	of	individuals	from	skeletal	remains,	bioarchaeology	has	extended	our
knowledge	of	such	social	matters	as	gender	inequalities,	migration,	and	the	effects	of	political	oppression	and
conflict.	Scientists	working	in	this	field	have	shown	how	the	chemical	composition	of	bones	reveals	major
differences	in	past	female	and	male	diets,	for	example,	and	can	throw	fresh	light	on	patterns	of	geographical
mobility.	As	the	bioarchaeologist	Rebecca	Gowland	and	the	forensic	anthropologist	Tim	Thompson
demonstrate,	research	has	also	revealed	how	skeletal	remains	in	slave	cemeteries	in	the	Caribbean	and	North
America	evidence	trauma	associated	with	ill-treatment,	poor	diet	and	living	conditions,	and	hard	labour.	More
impressive	still	is	the	capacity	of	bioarchaeology	to	show	how	political	events—such	as	the	Dutch	famine	of
1944–5,	a	period	in	which	Germany	stopped	food	supplies	to	the	Netherlands—affect	the	health	of	those
developing	in	utero.	Findings	such	as	these	provide	compelling	reasons	why	a	growing	number	of	social
scientists	have	come	to	engage	with	those	dimensions	of	the	biological	sciences	possessed	of	the	potential	to
demonstrate	the	importance	of	political,	cultural,	and	social	relationships	and	events.

It	was	not	just	movement	from	within	the	social	sciences	that	prepared	the	ground	for	a	limited	convergence
of	interest	around	issues	related	to	human	embodiment.	Recent	developments	in	the	biological	sciences	have
promoted	a	dynamic	and	fluid	view	of	human	evolution,	development,	genetics,	and	the	brain.	This	has
increased	the	sensitivity	of	these	sciences	not	only	to	interactions	that	occur	within	the	organism,	but	also	to
those	that	exist	between	the	human	organism	and	its	social	environment.

This	sensitivity	is	manifest	in	several	ways.	To	begin	with,	simplistic	views	of	evolution	based	upon	‘the	selfish
gene’—the	idea	that	human	behaviour	is	controlled	by	a	genetic	make-up	geared	exclusively	to	ensuring	the
‘survival	of	the	fittest’—have	been	contested	by	more	nuanced	accounts	that	provide	space	for	altruistic	and
other	pro-social	types	of	behaviour.	These	alternative	scientific	accounts	have	prompted	cultural	theorists,
such	as	the	feminist	writer	Elizabeth	Grosz,	to	return	to	Darwin’s	original	writings	in	highlighting	how
processes	related	to	sexual	attraction,	for	example,	provide	the	basis	for	a	sphere	of	culture	relatively
independent	from	issues	of	survival.	In	these	cases,	social	and	cultural	standards	become	important	to	social
behaviour	and	human	reproduction;	a	recognition	that	has	enabled	analysts	to	enhance	previously	rather	one-
dimensional	accounts	of	what	motivates	embodied	action	and	interaction.

Relatedly,	the	field	of	epigenetics	(the	study	of	how	changes	in	gene	expression	occur)	has	demonstrated	the
importance	of	social	and	environmental	factors	to	the	regulation	of	genes.	Diseases	and	patterns	of	physical
growth	and	obesity,	for	example,	are	now	commonly	traced	not	to	the	workings	of	single	genes,	but	to	multiple
conditions	that	include	interactions	between	individuals	and	their	social	and	material	surroundings.	Epigenetic
findings	related	to	the	Dutch	famine	mentioned	earlier	in	this	chapter,	for	example,	suggest	that	political
actions	resulting	in	food	restriction	can	affect	the	second	generation	of	offspring	(eggs	develop	in	mothers	of
the	future	while	they	exist	as	foetuses	in	mothers	of	the	present).	Once	more,	biological	and	social	processes
are	revealed	to	be	inextricably	related	rather	than	separate	phenomena:	the	socially	determined	restriction	of
food	to	one	generation	can,	remarkably,	affect	patterns	of	morbidity	and	mortality	among	the	grandchildren	of
those	affected.

This	dynamic	view	of	how	our	organic	being	is	open	to	social	influence	is	shared	by	cutting	edge	thinking	in
neuroscience.	Here,	the	body	is	viewed	as	the	foundation	for	the	mind:	the	body’s	multiple	physical	receptors
(including	the	retina,	cochlea,	and	the	nerve	terminals	in	our	skin)	receive	stimuli	from	the	environment	that	is
turned	into	a	chain	of	signals	that	travel	to	the	brain.	These	signals	help	construct	neural	patterns	that	‘map’



our	interactions	with	objects	and	people	in	our	environment,	but	sophisticated	neurological	analyses
acknowledge	that	our	brains	not	only	shape	but	are	also	shaped	by	these	encounters.	The	brain,	it	is	now
widely	recognized,	is	possessed	of	a	plasticity	and	malleability	that	is	responsive	to	and	develops	as	a
consequence	of	our	actions	and	interactions.

Recent	advances	in	genetic	engineering	reinforce	further	the	significance	of	social	factors	to	our	biological
constitution:	we	are	now	able	to	alter	elements	of	our	evolutionary	inheritance.	Stem	cell	research,	for
example,	has	made	strides	that	promise	to	be	of	enormous	significance	for	medicine,	health	care,	and
bioengineering,	possessing	the	potential	to	produce	every	type	of	cell	and	tissue	in	the	body.	The	life	science
industries	to	which	this	research	is	allied	began	as	early	as	the	1970s	to	create	new	products	from	existing
samples	of	human,	animal,	plant,	and	other	material	by	extracting	and	recombining	genetic	material	in	new
ways.	Such	developments	provide	more	evidence	of	the	significance	of	social	developments	including,
crucially,	scientific	advances	for	our	biological	constitution.

Convergences

If	there	are	compelling	reasons	for	the	social	sciences	to	take	account	of	their	biological	counterparts,	it	seems
that	sections	of	the	biological	sciences	have	themselves	adopted	a	more	fluid	view	of	their	subject	matter	that
is	open	to	the	influence	of	social	processes	and	cultural	developments.	These	movements	have	resulted	in	a
limited	convergence	between	these	two	sides	of	the	academic	divide	around	the	social	importance	of	the
organic	body—a	recognition	that	can	enhance	the	value	of	explanations	emanating	from	a	wide	range	of
disciplines.	Not	everyone	holds	that	social	and	biological	processes	are	interdependent,	but	this	view	is
supported	by	the	elementary	features	of	various	basic,	but	socially	vital,	human	capacities	such	as	language
and	the	emotions.

Language	development	among	individuals—so	crucial	to	the	cooperation	that	makes	culture	and	economic
prosperity	possible—requires	not	only	the	tongue,	vocal	cords,	larynx,	and	other	biological	equipment
necessary	for	speech,	but	also	the	activation	and	cultivation	provided	by	the	social	group	to	which	an
individual	belongs.	Emotions—so	crucial	to	the	forging	of	intimate	relations—while	being	essential	to	the
human	capacity	to	detect	and	respond	to	danger,	also	exhibit	social	and	biological	dimensions.	The	fight	or
flight	response,	for	example,	stimulated	by	a	situation	in	which	the	organism	perceives	a	threat,	automatically
prepares	the	individual	for	action	through	an	increase	in	adrenaline,	raised	blood	pressure	and	heart	rate,	and
heightened	awareness.	The	meanings	attached	to	such	a	response,	the	feelings	experienced	by	the	individual
undergoing	it,	and	the	actions	they	engage	in	during	and	following	it,	however,	vary	culturally	according	to
such	factors	as	whether	the	individual	concerned	has	been	exposed	to	masculine	or	feminine	types	of
socialization.

If	this	concern	with	the	social	and	biological	dimensions	of	human	existence	has	in	recent	decades	highlighted
the	potential	of	body	studies	as	an	interdisciplinary	field,	it	would	be	wrong	to	overlook	previous	attempts	to
lay	the	ground	for	such	a	development.	Auguste	Comte,	the	founder	of	sociology,	was	regarded	as	one	of	the
leading	theorists	of	biology	in	19th-century	France,	and	drew	strong	parallels	between	the	individual	organism
and	the	social	organism.	Elsewhere,	John	Dewey,	George	Herbert	Mead,	and	other	pragmatist	philosophers	of
the	early	20th	century	analysed	how	our	physical	habits	developed	as	a	means	of	facilitating	our	survival,
possessed	a	structural	basis	in	our	nervous	system,	and	guided	our	attentiveness	and	thoughts.	William	James
was	another	important	figure	here:	possessing	a	medical	degree	and	teaching	physiology	at	Harvard,	he	was
especially	interested	in	experience.	Having	insisted	on	the	importance	of	their	organic	foundations,	however,
these	writers	also	argued	that	our	habits	are	shaped	by	social	relationships	and	can	be	scrutinized	and
changed	by	an	individual’s	reflections	and	actions.

The	elusiveness	of	bodies

The	field	of	body	studies	grew	as	a	result	of	various	developments	that	highlighted	the	enfleshment	of	human
existence	as	a	social	and	political	issue,	and	because	of	a	limited	convergence	in	the	interests	of	social	and
biological	scientists.	If	the	variety	of	these	factors	has	helped	stimulate	a	new	interdisciplinary	field	of	studies,
however,	it	has	done	little	to	stabilize	answers	to	the	question,	‘What	is	the	body?’	The	more	the	body	is
studied,	indeed,	the	more	malleable	and	elusive	it	seems	to	become.

The	meaning,	manifestation,	and	value	attributed	to	the	body	has	shifted	and	undergone	a	metamorphosis
depending	upon	who	is	studying	it.	It	was	a	vehicle	of	domination	and	oppression	for	feminists	concerned	to
highlight	how	women’s	bodies	were	being	subjugated	within	society.	It	was	a	metric	against	which	to
scrutinize	the	political	status	quo	for	those	concerned	with	forging	lifestyles	and	policies	compatible	with	the
globe’s	ecological	limits.	The	costs	of	caring	for	an	increasingly	frail	population	dominated	the	concerns	of
those	interested	in	the	problems	caused	by	ageing	bodies.	Elsewhere,	the	body	was	a	marker	of	personal
identity	for	those	interested	in	its	rise	and	status	in	consumer	society,	a	means	of	monitoring	and	controlling
the	movements	of	‘dangerous	others’	for	those	in	charge	of	national	security,	and	a	technologically	enhanced
and	surgically	reformed	mode	of	enhancing	human	capacities	for	those	interested	in	the	weakening
boundaries	between	flesh	and	machines.	In	each	of	these	cases,	the	body	assumes	a	particular	meaning,
visibility,	and	value	depending	upon	the	perspective	from	which	it	is	studied.



Uncertainties	about	what	the	body	is	are	not	entirely	new.	Worms	and	snake-like	creatures	were	thought	by
many	in	the	medieval	Christian	West	to	reside	within	the	body,	introducing	chronic	concerns	about	the	stability
of	the	physical	organism.	Worries	about	resurrection	and	the	future	fates	of	heaven	and	hell	also	encouraged
an	anxious	association	between	the	identities	and	bodies	of	believers.	Nevertheless,	the	number	of	diverse
‘stakeholders’	in	contemporary	debates	about	the	body	created	a	situation	in	which	bodily	uncertainties
proliferated	way	beyond	any	single	belief	system	or	set	of	disciplinary	assumptions.	In	this	context,	the
circumstances	associated	with	what	many	saw	as	the	‘brute	facts’	associated	with	humans	both	having	bodies
(enabling	them	to	act),	and	being	bodies	(placing	certain	unavoidable	constraints	on	their	activities)	were	the
subject	of	intense	disagreement.	Nowhere	was	this	more	evident	than	in	debates	regarding	the	physical	bases
of	sex	differences.



Chapter	2
Sexed	bodies

The	idea	that	our	bodies	are	shaped	by	social	forces	and	relationships,	rather	than	being	ruled	and	regulated
exclusively	by	natural	biological	factors,	is	perhaps	most	contentious	in	relation	to	the	subject	of	sex
differences.	Indeed,	the	belief	that	there	exist	fundamental	and	immutable	differences	in	the	physiological	and
neurological	make-up	of	males	and	females—based	significantly	on	their	role	in	biological	reproduction—
remains	widely	held	and	socially	influential.	From	this	perspective,	sex	differences	are	evident	at	birth,	amplify
during	puberty	and	adolescence,	and	reach	out	to	influence	the	personal	identities	and	relationships,	leisure
preferences	and	working	lives	of	men	and	women.	They	further	ensure	that	the	sexes	have	fundamentally
dissimilar	bodies,	tastes,	and	abilities,	excel	at	different	tasks,	and	are	suited	to	different	social	roles.	As	one
popular	psychological	text	expressed	it,	the	gulf	that	separates	us	is	so	pronounced	that	men	might	as	well
have	originated	from	Mars	and	women	from	Venus.

Space	travel	is	not,	however,	necessary	to	the	arguments	of	most	who	view	male	and	female	forms	of
embodiment	as	opposites.	Rather,	it	is	natural	evolutionary	processes	that	are	more	usually	identified	as
having	created	the	physical,	hormonal,	and	neurological	differences	between	the	sexes	that	determine	men’s
dominance	in	such	areas	as	physical	strength,	spatial	tasks,	and	logical	reasoning,	and	women’s	superiority	in
multi-tasking,	empathy,	and	communication.	Such	a	chasm,	according	to	those	sociobiologists	who	were
influential	exponents	of	this	argument	from	the	1970s,	makes	it	inevitable	that	the	‘facts’	of	biologically	sexed
bodies	are	bound	to	constrain	and	direct	the	organization	of	society.

Despite	the	continued	popularity	of	this	view,	the	subject	of	sexed	bodies	actually	provides	us	with	an	excellent
means	of	exploring	how	social	relationships	and	cultural	meanings	have,	over	the	centuries,	influenced	the
capacities	and	destinies	of	those	defined	as	‘men’	and	‘women’.	The	various	ways	in	which	‘sex’	and	‘gender’
have	been	defined	and	interpreted,	indeed,	renders	problematic	the	idea	that	there	exist,	and	have	always
existed,	just	two	forms	of	embodiment	(male	and	female).	Evaluating	the	salience	of	social	and	cultural	factors
to	this	process	is,	moreover,	extremely	important:	the	suggestion	that	embodied	‘sex	differences’	are	natural
and	unalterable	has	been	used	historically	to	assign	fixed	identities	to	men	and	women,	identities	that
condemn	them	to	limited	and	unequal	roles.

The	effect	of	such	stereotypical	views	of	the	body	can	be	illustrated	by	referring	to	the	position	of	middle-class
women	in	Victorian	Britain.	Forbidden	from	entering	higher	education	and	dissuaded	from	participating	in
vigorous	sports,	these	exclusions	were	justified	by	the	belief	that	physical	or	mental	overexertion	would
damage	their	reproductive	organs	and	harm	the	future	fitness	of	an	imperial	race.	Dominated	by	the	natural
cycles	of	menstruation,	pregnancy,	and	childbirth	(biological	facts	that	fitted	them	for	a	limited	role	in	the
home),	these	women	were	precluded	from	those	activities	and	institutions	that	provided	their	male
counterparts	with	benefits	in	terms	of	their	health,	social	standing,	and	economic	prospects.	Anatomy
determined	destiny.

Male	and	female	bodies	in	history

Despite	the	stereotypes	that	dominated	the	Victorian	era,	what	is	most	striking	about	adopting	a	long-term
historical	perspective	on	sexed	bodies	is	the	extent	to	which	leading	views	on	the	subject	have	varied	over
time.	From	classical	antiquity	until	the	end	of	the	17th	century,	indeed,	prevailing	beliefs	about	sex	differences
did	not	involve	interpreting	bodily	contrasts	between	women	and	men	as	opposites,	as	immutable,	or	as
natural	generators	of	social	divisions.	Instead,	male/female	bodies	were	understood	on	the	basis	of	what	the
historian	Thomas	Laqueur	refers	to	as	a	‘one	sex/one	flesh’	model.	This	model	was	founded	on	the	belief	that
the	bodies	of	men	and	women	were	essentially	similar,	despite	possessing	limited	differences.

During	the	2nd	century	AD,	for	example,	the	Greek	physician	Galen	argued	that	male	and	female	bodies	were
homologous;	an	argument	reflected	in	illustrations	of	the	reproductive	organs	wherein	the	vagina	was
depicted	as	an	interior	penis	and	the	ovaries	interior	testes.	It	was	only	the	excess	heat	of	the	male	that	turned
his	organs	outwards,	with	the	coolness	of	women’s	bodies	maintaining	their	inward	structure.	Such	views	did
not	imply	that	women	were	judged	to	be	the	social,	moral,	or	physical	equals	to	men:	for	Galen,	the	extra	heat
of	men	made	them	physically	superior	to	women.	Nevertheless,	bodily	organs	themselves	were	insufficiently
stable	or	different	to	be	a	natural	cause	of	individual	or	social	inequalities.



This	one	sex/one	flesh	model	may	now	seem	bizarre,	but	it	remained	the	dominant	way	of	thinking	about	men’s
and	women’s	bodies	for	centuries.	During	the	Renaissance,	for	example,	while	babies	were	assigned	the	status
of	physical	maleness	or	femaleness	according	to	whether	a	penis	was	present	or	absent,	sexed	identities	were
not	considered	unalterable.	The	presence	or	absence	of	a	penis	was	recognized	only	as	a	diagnostic	sign	of	a
more	complex	sexed	identity.	Just	as	important	to	being	considered	a	man	or	a	woman	were	variables	such	as
whether	or	not	one	was	considered	active	or	passive,	hot	or	cold,	and	socially	assessed	as	a	‘complete’	or
‘incomplete’	human.	In	addition,	it	was	recognized	that	these	bodily	qualities	could	change	over	time,	changes
that	could	result	in	an	individual’s	identity	altering	from	male	to	female	or	vice	versa.	As	late	as	the	16th
century,	indeed,	it	was	still	possible	to	find	anatomists	who	argued	that	women	could	suddenly	turn	into	men	if
their	internal	sexual	organs	were	pushed	outwards.

These	historical	examples	show	us	how	contemporary	views	of	sexed	bodies	as	opposites	have	not	always
dominated	people’s	thinking	about	the	subject.	Nevertheless,	the	one	sex/one	flesh	approach	that	endured	for
so	long	was	challenged,	and	eventually	replaced,	during	the	18th	century.	Science	began	to	‘flesh	out’	and
make	more	stable	the	categories	of	‘male’	and	‘female’,	judging	that	these	referred	to	natural	biological	bodily
oppositions.	From	being	a	malleable	indicator	of	personal	identity	and	social	difference,	sexed	bodies	came	to
be	viewed	as	one	of	the	most	important	foundations	for	social	distinctions,	identities,	and	divisions
(determining	one’s	social	status	as	a	man	or	woman,	and	also	fixing	one’s	sexual	orientation	towards	the
‘opposite’	sex).	The	idea	of	the	‘inferior	female	body’	as	a	living	organism—but	also	as	a	corpse	and	a	skeleton
—became	of	particular	interest.	It	was	now	generally	accepted	that	women’s	chaotic	and	unstable	bodies
dominated	and	threatened	the	rational	potential	of	their	easily	disturbed	fragile	minds.

In	stark	contrast	to	the	17th-century	philosophers	Hobbes	and	Locke,	who	suggested	that	there	was	nothing
inevitable	about	male-dominated	social	orders,	the	biological	sciences	of	the	18th	and	19th	centuries	insisted
that	the	limitations	of	women’s	bodies	ensured	their	social	subordination.	Women’s	natural	sensitivities	made
them	fit	for	producing	children,	and	provided	a	basis	on	which	they	could	create	a	household,	but	stopped
them	from	assuming	significant	public	roles.	Resonating	in	certain	respects	with	Christian	views	of	original
sin,	it	was	thought	that	childbirth	fated	women	not	only	to	physical	pain	but	also	to	a	highly	restricted	social
existence.

Why	did	this	‘naturalistic’	reinterpretation	of	sexed	bodies	prove	so	popular	and	influential?	There	is	no	easy
answer	to	this	question	given	that	the	previous	one	sex/one	flesh	model	existed	within	societies	characterized
by	great	social	inequalities	between	men	and	women.	If	these	earlier	societies	could	do	without	arguments
regarding	the	physical	basis	of	social	inequalities,	why	did	these	justifications	emerge	as	important	during	this
later	period?

Historians	of	the	body	have	provided	us	with	one	possible	answer	to	this	question	by	interpreting	the	shift
between	these	views	as	an	ideological	solution	to	one	of	the	key	dilemmas	arising	from	Enlightenment
thought.	The	one	sex/one	flesh	model	inherited	by	the	Enlightenment	created	the	problem	of	justifying	the
continued	domination	of	men	over	women	in	a	context	where	progressive	philosophical	thought	was	founded
on	a	commitment	to	equal	rights.	If	the	bodily	constitution	and	capacities	of	males	and	females	were
essentially	similar,	despite	variations,	there	was	no	Enlightenment	justification	for	denying	women	the	rights
accorded	to	men.	Perhaps	unsurprisingly,	this	troubled	those	(men)	who	stood	to	lose	most	by	any	such
possible	reform	to	the	status	quo.	Yet	if	sexed	bodies	were	not	actually	malleable	biological	phenomena,	but
fixed	and	unequal	organic	structures	that	exerted	an	unalterable	effect	on	the	destinies	of	men	and	women,
inequalities	could	be	explained	on	the	basis	of	natural	conditions	over	which	society	was	powerless.	Such
naturalistic	views	of	embodiment	reinforced	men’s	position	in	society,	while	damaging	the	status	of	women.

Scientists	contributed	much	to	this	new	argument	that	sexual	anatomy	determined	social	and	cultural	destiny,
often	drawing	selectively	and	partially	on	Darwin’s	theory	of	evolution.	While	women	were	campaigning	for
access	to	higher	education	during	the	19th	century,	for	example,	craniometrists	(who	measured	and	analysed
skulls	as	indicators	of	human	capacities)	ridiculed	such	aspirations.	One	of	the	most	influential	craniometrists
was	Gustave	Le	Bon	(a	founder	of	psychology)	who	argued	that	the	relatively	small	size	of	women’s	heads
precluded	them	from	developing	mature	brains:	women	were	an	‘inferior’	form	of	evolutionary	development
that	could	never	hope	to	benefit	from	the	educational	and	other	opportunities	available	to	men.

Even	when	women	were	granted	access	to	schooling,	cautionary	voices	remained.	In	America,	the	President	of
the	Oregon	State	Medical	Society	warned	in	1905	that	intellectual	activity	could	result	in	mental	and	physical
disease.	Relatedly,	governmental	authorities	in	England	suggested	in	a	1923	Board	of	Education	report	that
the	‘bodily	disturbances’	to	which	girls	were	subject	damaged	their	mental	capacities	and	impeded	their
examination	performance.	There	was,	furthermore,	no	let	up	in	the	tendency	for	what	passed	as	science	to
identify	supposedly	‘natural’	bodily	generators	of	male	and	female	social	inequalities.

The	most	notorious	recent	example	of	such	accounts	is	sociobiology.	Developed	at	Harvard	University	during
the	1970s,	and	based	on	a	reactionary	version	of	evolutionary	theory,	it	became	popular	as	a	counterpart	to	the
economically	liberal	and	socially	conservative	policies	pursued	by	right-wing	governments	in	the	USA	and	UK.
Sociobiology	held	that	sexual	inequalities	were	inevitable,	constituting	the	natural	and	irreversible	outcome	of
genetic	differences.	Natural	selection	meant	that	women	evolved	to	excel	in	social	roles	associated	with
nurturing	and	caring,	while	men	were	designed	to	compete	and	dominate.	Furthermore,	argued
sociobiologists,	nothing	can	be	gained	by	attempting	to	socially	engineer	society	in	pursuit	of	sexual	equality:
individuals,	as	Richard	Dawkins	once	famously	expressed	it,	are	ultimately	no	more	than	‘survival	machines’



for	the	real	genetic	motor	force	of	history	and	society.

From	sexed	bodies	to	gendered	bodies

Focusing	on	how	sexed	bodies	have	been	classified	historically	provides	useful	insights	into	cultural
perceptions	of	men	and	women,	but	it	tells	us	little	about	how	individuals	experienced	their	bodies	or	could	at
times	use	them	to	mitigate	the	effects	of	social	stereotypes.	In	the	medieval	era,	for	example,	there	are	records
of	women	gaining	respect	and	recognition	within	and	outside	the	Christian	Church	by	‘accessing	the	divine’
through	dramatic	bodily	experiences	of	ecstatic	visions,	mystical	lactations,	stigmata,	and	prodigious	acts	of
self-denial.

Different	challenges	confronted	future	generations	of	women,	however,	especially	once	science	expounded	the
view	that	their	bodies	were	the	fragile	opposites	of	men’s.	The	durability	and	consequences	of	this	‘biology	of
opposition’	were	so	damaging	to	women’s	personal	and	social	opportunities,	indeed,	that	20th-century
feminists	engaged	in	concerted	attempts	to	undermine	its	credibility.	They	did	this	by	making	a	crucial
distinction	between	what	was	biologically	‘given’	in	the	female	body	and	that	which	was	culturally	‘added’	to	it
(i.e.	those	views	and	prejudices	about	women	that	could	not	be	justified	by	reference	to	their	biological
constitution).

These	feminist	arguments	steered	a	‘middle	path’	between	previous	perspectives.	On	the	one	hand,	by
acknowledging	that	women	and	men	were	indeed	different	as	a	consequence	of	their	reproductive	capacity	as
well	as	their	primary	and	secondary	sexual	characteristics,	they	recognized	the	importance	of	biology	to	the
constitution	of	sex.	In	so	doing,	they	shared	at	least	a	limited	amount	of	ground	with	those	scientific	views	of
bodily	differences	that	became	popular	from	the	18th	century.	On	the	other	hand,	they	sought	to	restore	some
of	the	malleability	accorded	to	male	and	female	bodies	evident	in	the	one	sex/one	flesh	model	by	emphasizing
the	importance	of	cultural	views	of	gender.	Thus,	feminists	such	as	Kate	Millett,	Betty	Frieden,	Anne	Oakley,
and	Germaine	Greer	all	emphasized,	in	distinctive	ways,	that	there	was	nothing	natural	about	women’s	bodies
that	justified	either	restricting	their	roles	within	the	family	or	the	sex	discrimination	they	faced	in	labour
market	opportunities,	rates	of	pay,	or	the	law.	These	inequalities,	they	insisted,	had	their	root	in	prejudicial
cultural	views	of	what	it	was	to	be	female	that	could	not	and	should	not	be	justified	by	reference	to	notions	of
the	biological	body.

Nowhere	was	this	balancing	act	between	recognizing	the	significance	of	biology	and	highlighting	the
discriminatory	effects	of	culture	more	apparent	than	in	the	writings	of	Simone	de	Beauvoir—the	most	famous
feminist	of	the	20th	century.	Simone	de	Beauvoir’s	1949	book	The	Second	Sex	suggested	that	girls	were
subjected	to	‘apprenticeships’	into	femininity	that	not	only	built	upon	but	also	distorted	biological	differences
between	the	sexes.	These	apprenticeships	started	early:	while	boys	were	encouraged	to	participate	in	contact
sports	that	taught	them	self-confidence	and	how	to	utilize	their	bodies	for	their	own	ends,	girls	were	directed
to	passive	pursuits	that	left	them	vulnerable	to	being	objectified	and	dominated.	For	de	Beauvoir,	it	is	these
socially	organized	activities	that	limited	female	bodies,	activities	that	physically	socialized	women	into	the
restricted	roles	of	wife	and	mother.	As	she	expressed	it:	‘One	is	not	born	but	rather	becomes	a	woman.’

Despite	the	significance	attributed	to	culture,	however,	there	remains	in	de	Beauvoir’s	work	a	sense	that
female	bodies	are	‘troubled’	by	their	biological	functioning.	During	menstruation,	pregnancy,	and
breastfeeding	she	suggests	that	the	female	body	becomes	a	source	of	alienation	that	exposes	women	to	natural
forces	beyond	their	control,	and	can	make	them	feel	as	if	they	are	‘life’s	passing	instrument’.	Nevertheless	by
focusing	on	how	the	capacities	of	women’s	bodies	are	socially	mediated,	de	Beauvoir	helped	undermine	the
argument	that	women’s	physicality	is	always	naturally	and	unalterably	inferior	to	that	of	men.

This	distinction	between	biological	sex	and	cultural	gender—with	the	former	being	rooted	in	relatively
intractable	biological	processes	and	the	latter	being	socially	variable—became	a	cornerstone	of	feminist
analyses.	It	was	on	the	basis	of	this	distinction,	indeed,	that	subsequent	writers	opposed	to	sex	discrimination
highlighted	how	cultural	stereotypes	damaged	women’s	interests	by	informing	popular	views	of	the
relationship	between	women’s	physical	and	mental	capacities	and	their	social	roles.	Perceptions	of	female
bodies	as	weak,	unreliable,	and	lascivious,	for	example,	have	been	justified	historically	by	such	factors	as	the
legal	treatment	of	women’s	bodies	as	men’s	property,	and	their	objectification	within	pornography.

Western	feminists	also	used	this	sex–gender	distinction	when	exploring	other	cultures	in	order	to	demonstrate
that	female	bodies	did	not	always	condemn	women	to	conventional	roles.	Anthropological	research	among	the
Neur	people	of	East	Africa,	for	example,	was	used	to	demonstrate	how	women	could	in	certain	cultures
assume	the	social	roles	of	men.	Similarly,	female	shamans	of	the	Chukchi	of	north-east	Siberia—a	culture	in
which	there	exist	multiple	gender	identities—occasionally	assume	male	identities	and	then	themselves	take
wives.

Socially	gendered	bodies

The	Australian	sociologist	of	gender	(herself	a	transsexual	woman)	Raewyn	Connell	has	taken	a	closer	look	at
how	cultural	stereotypes	not	only	alter	how	women	and	men	are	treated,	but	also	shape	their	physical	and
neurological	make-up.	In	so	doing,	Connell	has	provided	us	with	a	valuable	general	account	of	the	three



‘stages’	or	sets	of	conditions	integral	to	the	development	of	‘gendered	bodies’	(bodies	that	are	physically
shaped	through	cultural	views	and	practices).	This	analysis	builds	upon	the	insights	of	Simone	de	Beauvoir.

The	first	set	of	conditions	that	must	exist	for	gendered	bodies	to	be	created	involves	the	existence	of
stereotypical	views	and	actions	that	ignore	the	similarities,	yet	highlight	and	exaggerate	the	differences,
between	male	and	female	bodies.	This	is	most	obvious	in	the	case	of	young	children	who	have	gendered
identities	imposed	on	them—in	terms	of	how	they	are	dressed	and	talked	to,	how	much	roughhouse	play	they
are	involved	in,	and	what	toys	they	are	given—long	before	their	bodies	are	capable	of	engaging	in	significant
actions	based	on	sex	differences	such	as	biological	reproduction.

The	second	stage	begins	when	such	stereotypical	views	and	actions	initiate	actual	changes	in	the	physical
development	of	young	people.	Boys	tend	to	be	encouraged	to	build	up	their	bodies	and	impose	themselves	on
their	surroundings.	Girls,	in	contrast,	tend	to	be	directed	towards	aesthetic	concerns	focused	on	appearance
and	dieting	(a	regime	that	aims	to	reduce	the	space	occupied	by	the	body).	These	types	of	activities	have	very
different	effects	on	muscle	development	and	strength.	They	even	have	the	potential,	through	their	impact	on
hormone	production,	to	affect	bone	strength	and	skeletal	development.

The	third	stage	in	the	construction	of	gendered	bodies	occurs	when	these	physical	changes	are	interpreted	as
confirming	the	stereotypes	that	helped	initiate	their	development.	Women	can	actually	become	weaker	and
less	capable	at	certain	physical	tasks	than	men	as	a	result	of	socially	and	culturally	stimulated	changes	to	their
bodies	following,	for	example,	years	spent	dieting	and	obsessing	about	appearance.	Gendered	stereotypes,
according	to	Connell’s	analysis,	are	thus	rarely	harmless:	instead,	they	inform	practices	that	can	create	real
bodily	and	social	inequalities	between	men	and	women.	This	is	illustrated	in	a	quotation	from	the	British
sports	studies	scholar	Jennifer	Hargreaves	that	reveals	how	prejudices	about	frail	middle-class	women	in
Victorian	England	were	reinforced	by	physical	inactivity,	by	corsets	so	tight	that	they	restricted	breathing,	and
by	other	aspects	of	their	lifestyle	that	placed	serious	restrictions	on	their	bodily	abilities:

Middle	class	women	fulfilled	their	own	stereotype	of	the	‘delicate’	females	…	Women	‘were’	manifestly	physically
and	biologically	inferior	because	they	actually	‘did’	swoon,	‘were’	unable	to	eat,	suffered	continual	maladies,	and
consistently	expressed	passivity	and	submissiveness	in	various	forms.	The	acceptance	by	women	of	their
‘incapacitation’	gave	both	a	humane	and	moral	weighting	to	the	established	so-called	‘facts’.

The	mutually	reinforcing	effects	of	cultural	stereotypes	and	physical	development	are	not	confined	to	women
or	to	the	Victorian	era.	Contemporarily,	the	side-effects	of	steroid	abuse	among	teenage	boys	and	young	men
seeking	to	develop	powerful	and	muscular	bodies	has	become	a	growing	concern,	while	the	prevalence	of	slim
female	bodies	in	adverts	and	magazines	has	been	associated	in	recent	decades	with	a	growth	in	eating
disorders	among	increasingly	young	girls.

The	social	cultivation	of	contrasting	bodies	and	physical	capacities	can	also	encourage	women	and	men	to
enter	different	jobs	characterized	by	very	different	opportunities	and	rewards.	It	is	perhaps	no	accident	that
while	the	roles	of	flight	attendant	and	nurse	draw	on	and	develop	stereotypically	feminine	qualities	of	caring,
for	example,	the	requirements	of	debt	collecting	or	military	duties	resonate	with	stereotypically	masculine
values	of	intimidation	and	aggressive	physical	prowess.	Such	examples—explored	in	detail	by	Hochschild’s
classic	1983	book	The	Managed	Heart:	Commercialization	of	Human	Feeling,	and	in	a	number	of	subsequent
research	projects—demonstrate	the	very	different	ways	in	which	men’s	and	women’s	bodies	can	be	valued	in
the	labour	market.

If	social	prejudices	and	practices	can	shape	physical	development,	amplifying	or	creating	differences	between
the	sexes,	recent	developments	in	neuroscience	suggest	that	the	brain	is	also	likely	to	be	affected	by	these
processes.	Speculation	about	the	existence	and	function	of	‘mirror	neurons’,	for	example,	raises	the	possibility
that	the	gendered	changes	explored	by	Connell	can	reshape	the	neurological	‘wiring’	and	responses	of	the
brain.	Scientists	have	suggested	that	mirror	neurons	help	account	for	our	capacity	to	empathize	with	others
(e.g.	almost	feeling	the	pain	of	another)	but	it	is	also	possible	that	this	mirroring	is	selective	(with	neurological
‘bridging’	between	people	being	stronger	among	those	with	whom	they	have	been	brought	up	to	identify).	It	is
boys	socialized	to	be	physically	dominant,	for	example,	who	most	frequently	get	‘geared	up’	to	emulate	the
muscular	and	aggressive	athletes	they	see	on	television.	In	contrast,	it	is	more	usually	girls	who	find
themselves	drawn	to	lose	weight	by	the	airbrushed	models	that	surround	them	on	billboards,	in	magazines,
and	on	television.

Back	to	the	future?

Exploring	the	interactions	between	sexed	bodies	and	gendered	stereotyped	views	and	practices	has	allowed
social	scientists	to	move	beyond	the	inadequacies	of	earlier,	scientific	theories	of	men	and	women	as	biological
opposites.	However,	science	has	itself	moved	on.	Indeed,	while	scientists	were	responsible	during	the	18th
century	for	consolidating	the	idea	that	the	bodies	of	men	and	women	were	biological	opposites,	advances	in
endocrinology	(the	study	of	hormones)	promoted	a	significantly	different	view	of	the	relationship	between	the
body	and	sex	from	the	early	decades	of	the	20th	century.

Endocrinologists	suggested	that	the	chemicals	responsible	for	sex	differences	meant	that	there	was	no	such
thing	as	the	male	or	the	female	body:	it	was	more	accurate	to	speak	of	a	continuum	of	sexed	bodies.	For



example,	oestrogen	and	progesterone	are	often	referred	to	as	‘female’	hormones,	and	testosterone	as	‘male’,
but	women	release	testosterone	from	the	adrenal	gland	and	males	release	oestrogen	from	the	testes.	What	is
more,	socialization,	occupational	demands,	sporting	activities,	medication	and	performance	enhancing	drugs,
and	ageing	can	affect	the	levels	of	these	hormones	within	individual	bodies.	Thus,	it	is	quite	possible	for	a	70-
year-old	man	to	have	higher	oestrogen	levels	than	a	younger	woman.	Bodies	here	appear	malleable,	even	if	not
as	much	as	assumed	within	the	one	sex/one	flesh	model	of	sexual	difference.

If	endocrinologists	provided	accounts	of	sexed	bodies	that	challenged	assumptions	of	biological	opposition,
developments	in	genetics	also	rejected	the	simplistic	sociobiological	view	that	the	‘building	blocks’	of	life
determine	personal	identities	and	social	structures.	What	has	been	referred	to	as	the	‘new’	biology,	associated
with	such	initiatives	as	the	Human	Genome	Project,	insists	that	the	genetic	foundations	of	human	life	are	far
more	complex	than	previously	understood.	Genes,	the	hereditary	material	inside	the	nucleus	of	each	cell,
determine	certain	physical	traits	such	as	eye	colour,	but	more	complex	characteristics	such	as	gendered
identities	of	masculinity	and	femininity	cannot	be	reduced	to	any	‘logic’	of	genetic	influence.	The	significance
of	genes	and	groups	of	genes,	indeed,	is	codetermined	by	interactions	within	the	human	organism	as	well	as
by	interactions	that	people	have	with	the	social	and	material	environment	in	which	they	live.

It	is	not	just	history	and	the	social	sciences,	then,	but	also	biology	and	the	life	sciences	that	have	developed
dynamic	and	fluid	approaches	to	the	subject	of	sexed	bodies.	Taking	into	account	the	importance	of	biological
and	social	phenomena	previously	outside	of	their	main	concerns	has	helped	these	disciplines	construct
increasingly	sophisticated	accounts	of	how	sex	is	embodied,	but	this	has	done	little	to	forge	any	consensus
about	what	constitutes	male	or	female	bodily	forms.	In	the	context	of	increased	reflection	upon	the	subject,	it
has	become	difficult	to	ascertain	precisely	what	the	sexed	body	means.	Against	this	background,	and	in
seeking	to	interrogate	further	the	‘substance’	of	sex	and	the	limits	of	its	malleability,	the	contemporary
feminist	Judith	Butler	has	formulated	one	of	the	most	radical	approaches	to	this	issue.

Beyond	sexed	and	gendered	bodies?

Influenced	by	Esther	Newton’s	(1979)	study	of	American	female	impersonators,	Mother	Camp,	Judith	Butler
argued	that	the	sexed	body	attains	its	social	significance	and	appearance	of	substance	as	a	result	of	the
performances	people	engage	in.	These	performances—that	for	women	utilize	props	including	lipstick,	high
heels,	and	jewellery—stylize	the	body	in	a	manner	that	approximates	to	social	expectations	of	what	is	feminine
or	masculine	(see	Figure	3).

3.	Performing	femininity.

According	to	Butler,	however,	it	is	not	just	cultural	notions	of	gender	that	are	supported	and	reproduced	by



such	performances,	but	also	the	very	idea	that	there	even	exist	such	things	as	‘men’s’	and	‘women’s’	bodies.
When	repeated	often	enough—which	they	are	on	a	daily	basis	for	women	and	men	who	have	been	‘schooled’,
socialized,	and	‘hailed’	to	speak,	look,	and	act	in	a	manner	appropriate	to	their	ascribed	sex—these
performances	manage	the	physical	material	they	draw	upon	in	a	manner	that	suggests	there	exists	something
essential	and	unalterable	about	the	female	or	male	body.

Butler’s	focus	on	structured,	gendered	performances	(phenomena	she	refers	to	through	the	term
‘performativity’)	can	help	us	highlight	how	the	relationship	between	the	body,	sex,	and	gender	is	fluid	even
when	it	appears	to	be	fixed.	Butler	herself	tends	to	view	these	performances	as	prescribed	by	intractable
heterosexual	norms	governing	acceptable	presentations	of	femininity	and	masculinity,	that	marginalize
people’s	capacities	to	challenge	them	and	act	differently.	Nevertheless,	the	very	idea	of	performance	can	be
associated	with	a	sense	of	malleability	and	it	is	worth	illustrating	this	point	with	reference	to	phenomena	of
transgenderism.	Having	experienced	a	profound	dissonance	between	their	bodies	and	sense	of	gendered
identity,	transgender	individuals	deliberate	upon	and	may	decide	to	change	the	former	in	order	to	match	the
latter	(see	Figure	4).

One	example	of	the	possible	variety	of	gendered	performances	involves	the	case	of	the	world’s	first
transgender	international	footballer.	Born	biologically	male	but	having	cultivated	the	appearance	of	a	feminine
woman,	Jaiyah	Saelua	is	a	member	of	Samoa’s	fa’afafine	(a	third	gender	commonplace	in	Polynesian	culture)
and	in	2011	played	for	the	American	Samoa	football	team	in	a	World	Cup	qualifying	game.	Saelua’s	case
illustrates	the	variety	of	ways	in	which	a	performance	can	assemble	together	the	body,	appearance,	and
activities	in	a	manner	that	can	provide	coherence	to	an	individual’s	specific	gendered	sense	of	self.

Butler’s	suggestion	that	sexed	bodies	can	somehow	be	brought	into	being	by	performances	is	useful	in
highlighting	further	one	of	the	key	themes	of	this	book—the	difficulty	of	specifying	what	is	natural	or	even
‘real’	about	the	body	in	the	contemporary	era.	However,	its	overwhelming	emphasis	on	performativity	is	not
without	problems.	In	particular,	without	attributing	greater	significance	to	the	biological	and	physical
dimensions	of	bodies	as	important	dimensions	of	human	beings	in	their	own	right	it	becomes	difficult	to
understand	the	damage	done	by	practices	that	harm	the	body.	The	particular	popularity	of	foot-binding	in
China	during	the	10th-13th-century	Song	dynasty,	for	example,	or	modern-day	female	genital	mutilation	in	sub-
Saharan	and	north-eastern	Africa	(and	elsewhere)	are	not	simply	ways	of	arranging	the	body	to	engage	in
certain	performances	rather	than	others.	Instead,	such	customs	directly	damage	the	capabilities	and	potential
of	women’s	physical	selves.

4.	Transgendered	individuals	illustrate	some	of	the	varied	ways	in	which	the	embodiment	of	identity	can	be
configured.

Despite	potential	difficulties	in	Butler’s	approach,	however,	her	interest	in	the	importance	of	performances	to



the	‘bringing	into	being’	of	sexed	bodies	remains	useful	when	seen	alongside	the	tendency	for	women	and	men
to	work	on	their	bodies	as	projects;	as	raw	material	to	be	engineered	in	relation	to	particular	views	of
femininity	and	masculinity.	We	do	not	have	to	‘do	away’	with	the	material	body	to	acknowledge	the	importance
of	performance:	irrespective	of	what	sexed	bodies	are,	they	become	visible	and	significant	as	people	manage
and	mould	them	in	their	daily	lives,	giving	off	impressions	about	who	and	what	they	are	that	can	confirm	or
undermine	gendered	stereotypes.

Gendered	bodies	and	value

The	idea	that	the	constitution	and	capacities	of	the	body	are	socially	shaped,	rather	than	being	set	by
evolutionarily	determined	natural	processes,	is	perhaps	most	controversial	in	the	case	of	sex	differences.	As
made	clear	by	second-wave	feminists	of	the	1960s	and	1970s,	the	idea	that	women’s	bodies	are	naturally	fitted
for	certain	limited	roles	has	been	defended	and	deployed	regularly	by	those	keen	to	extract	value	from
women’s	subordinate	position	in	the	household	and	in	waged	work.	Right-wing	governments	in	both	the	USA
and	the	UK	in	the	1970s,	for	example,	developed	big-business	friendly,	‘free-market’	policies	dependent	in	part
on	women’s	dual	role	as	unpaid	housewives	and	paid	workers.	They	justified	these	on	the	basis	that	their
proposals	reflected	what	was	natural	in	terms	of	biology	as	well	as	economics.	More	generally,	men	have	long
profited	from	women’s	unpaid	labour	in	the	home	and	women’s	unequal	access	to	resources	ranging	from	food
to	jobs.	This	historical	context	would	seem	to	suggest	that	interpretations	of	sexed	bodies	are	likely	to	remain
a	highly	contentious	issue.

One	issue	that	has	appeared	repeatedly	in	critical	analyses	of	the	gendering	of	women’s	bodies,	including	the
contrasting	performances	in	which	they	are	expected	to	engage,	concerns	the	schooling,	apprenticeship,	or
more	broadly	the	embodied	education	through	which	girls	and	boys	are	expected	to	progress.	The	suggestion
from	writers	including	Simone	de	Beauvoir,	Raewyn	Connell,	and	Judith	Butler	has	been	that	there	are
multiple	processes	of	learning	and	teaching	involved	in	producing	bodies	possessed	of	capacities	and
dispositions	that	appear	‘naturally’	female	or	male.	The	matter	of	education,	indeed,	raises	broader	issues	still
about	how	profit	or	value	is	extracted	from	or	added	to	embodied	subjects,	and	it	is	to	this	issue	that	we	turn
next.



Chapter	3
Educating	bodies

The	bodily	dimensions	of	education	have	long	been	obscured	by	those	who	identify	schools	as	concerned
primarily	with	the	mind	and	with	abstract	knowledge.	This	tendency	is	to	be	found	in	the	views	of	both	liberal
politicians	and	policy-makers,	who	equate	education	with	intellectual	development	and	social	mobility,	and
their	conservative	counterparts,	who	invest	institutions	of	learning	with	the	responsibility	of	inculcating	into
the	mindset	of	pupils	socially	approved	values	conducive	to	future	employment.

Such	conceptions	of	education	are,	however,	misleading.	Educational	institutions	do	not	engage	with	the	mind
as	a	divisible	entity—there	are	no	disembodied	containers	of	thought	floating	around	classrooms,	workshops,
and	lecture	theatres.	They	do	seek	to	structure	and	direct	people’s	embodied	capacities	for	experiencing,
reflecting	on,	and	engaging	with	the	social,	physical,	and	symbolic	environments	in	which	they	live.	The	results
of	these	educational	processes	can,	furthermore,	enhance	or	constrain	the	ability	of	people	to	add	value	to
their	own	lives	as	well	as	to	those	of	others.	Feminist	analyses	of	those	gendered	apprenticeships	to	which
girls	and	boys	are	subjected	in	their	passage	to	adulthood,	for	example,	highlight	the	restrictive	effects	of
certain	educational	‘regimes’.

One	general	way	of	recognizing	that	education	is	a	thoroughly	embodied	process	is	to	insist	that	there	exist
pedagogies	of	the	body;	pedagogies	concerned	with	the	inextricable	relationship	between	practical	physical
action	and	thought.	Body	pedagogies,	or	pedagogics	as	I	have	referred	to	them,	consist	of	ordered	sets	of
practices	designed	to	cultivate	particular	techniques,	skills,	and	sensory	orientations	to	the	environment;
phenomena	themselves	associated	with	specific	types	of	knowledge	and	beliefs.	For	the	sociologist	and
anthropologist	Marcel	Mauss,	indeed,	it	is	the	social	methods	by	which	bodies	are	educated	that	turn	human
organisms	into	particular	types	of	persons	able	and	willing	to	function	practically	and	intellectually	in	the
cultures	to	which	they	belong.

Most	people	are	exposed	to	institutionally	sanctioned	forms	of	body	pedagogics	early	in	life.	Since	the	post-
war	development	of	the	welfare	state	in	the	UK,	for	example,	schools	have	complemented	families	in	being	the
prime	sites	in	which	occurs	the	monitoring,	caring	for,	and	maturation	of	large	numbers	of	children.	This
education	explicitly	targets	embodiment	as	a	whole:	from	the	earliest	stage	of	primary	education	pupils
receive	each	year	hundreds	of	physical	corrections	to	their	movements	and	actions	by	teachers	concerned	not
only	to	stimulate	their	capacity	to	think	but	also	to	instill	in	them	particular	ways	of	managing	their	bodies,
interacting	with	others,	and	experiencing	their	surroundings.	Teacher	attempts	to	get	children	to	dress
themselves,	to	visit	the	toilet	before	accidents	occur,	to	respect	the	personal	space	of	others,	and	to	participate
in	daily	rituals	such	as	morning	prayers,	demonstrate	the	fundamental	importance	for	schooling	of	educating
the	moving	and	managed	body,	and	not	just	some	abstract	conception	of	the	‘thinking	mind’	(see	Figure	5).

Bodily	pedagogics	are	not	confined	to	countries	that	possess	modern	welfare	states.	They	have	existed	at	every
stage	of	human	history.	Spartan	males	in	Ancient	Greece,	for	example,	were	enrolled	from	the	age	of	seven
into	the	agoge;	a	harsh	and	prolonged	regime	of	education	and	training	directed	towards	producing	skilled
and	resilient	soldiers.	More	recently,	the	significance	of	‘muscular	Christianity’	in	Victorian	Britain	(also
evident	during	the	latter	half	of	the	19th	century	in	America	and	Australia)	focused	on	developing	through
team	sports	and	disciplined	physical	education	a	ruling	class	fit	to	govern	its	colonies.



5.	Body	pedagogics	involve	the	disciplining	and	cultivation	of	children’s	abilities	inside	and	outside	the
classroom.

The	education	of	bodies	in	and	beyond	schools	has	a	long	and	varied	history,	but	its	diverse	manifestations
have	in	common	the	attempt	to	develop	and	steer	in	a	particular	direction	the	energies,	capacities,
dispositions,	and	deliberations	of	those	subject	to	them.	Seeking	to	survive	and	prosper	in	an	increasingly
competitive	global	environment,	contemporary	nation-states	frequently	continue	to	place	education	at	the
centre	of	their	efforts	to	ensure	that	future	generations	of	workers	are	as	physically	and	mentally	productive
as	possible.	Echoing	the	earlier	approach	of	a	professor	of	physiology	from	Cornell	University	who	prized	body
management	as	an	essential	expression	of	patriotism	(by	promoting	dieting	after	estimating	that	New	Yorkers
alone	carried	ten	million	pounds	of	excess	fat	that	would	be	better	used	as	rations	for	soldiers	during	World
War	I),	politicians	from	every	continent	have	embraced	the	idea	that	the	education	of	bodies	can	be	both	a
vehicle	for	control	and	a	potential	source	of	value	for	society.

In	the	context	of	these	developments	the	educational	theorist	Basil	Bernstein	has	suggested	that	modern
cultures	are	becoming	‘totally	pedagogized’:	it	is	not	just	national	educational	systems	but	also	a	large	number
of	trans-national	and	more	local	social,	cultural,	and	religious	groups	who	are	promoting	as	‘normal’	and
desirable	their	own	versions	of	what	form	education	should	take.	If	bodily	pedagogics	have	become	a	matter	of
such	importance	in	the	contemporary	era,	however,	we	need	to	examine	in	more	detail	what	is	involved	in	the
cultivation	of	people’s	embodied	being.

Techniques	of	the	body

Writing	in	the	first	half	of	the	20th	century,	Marcel	Mauss	addressed	in	detail	the	mechanisms	involved	in	body
pedagogics	via	his	suggestion	that	societies	exist	as	places	in	which	people	can	interact	effectively	with	each
other	only	by	successfully	transmitting	to	each	new	generation	shared	‘techniques	of	the	body’.	These
techniques	consist	of	particular	ways	of	utilizing	the	body	when	it	is	engaged	in	the	full	range	of	activities	over
which	it	is	possible	for	an	individual	to	exert	control—activities	ranging	from	the	instinctive	but	apparently
socially	insignificant,	such	as	breathing,	walking,	and	squatting,	to	the	most	aggressive,	involving	combat.
Integral	to	acquiring	any	and	all	such	techniques	for	Mauss	is	a	biological	process	involving	the	posture,
musculature,	and	movements	of	the	body,	a	psychological	process	involving	receptivity,	effort,	and	reflection
on	the	part	of	the	individual,	and	a	social	process	of	apprenticeship	and	imitation	characteristic	of	efficient
learning	and	teaching.	Mauss’s	analysis	enables	us	to	see	how	it	is	that	education	provides	a	means	whereby
the	various	dimensions	of	human	embodiment	can	be	utilized	to	attach	individuals	to	cultures.

Specific	techniques	of	the	body	usually	survive	and	prosper	most	effectively	when	they	assist	the	goals	of
individuals	as	well	as	the	objectives	of	the	collectivity.	While	certain	body	techniques	may	be	common	to	a
society	or	culture,	however,	others	serve	to	differentiate	between	people.	Sometimes	this	occurs	when	the
dominant	social	classes	are	able	to	classify	certain	techniques	as	low	status	and	to	be	avoided	wherever
possible.	This	was	evident	in	18th-century	Europe	when	the	ruling	classes	treated	walking	as	a	mode	of
transport	fit	only	for	the	poor,	the	criminal,	the	young,	and	the	ignorant.	In	other	cases—as	in	body	techniques
associated	with	masculine	physical	violence,	on	the	one	hand,	and	feminine	caring	and	domestic	labour,	on	the
other—their	unequal	distribution	can	help	men	control,	dominate,	and	extract	value	from	women.	There	is	also
a	class	component	to	techniques	of	violence.	During	the	feudal	and	early	modern	era,	for	example,	propertied



men	were	usually	more	of	a	threat	than	peasants	since	they	possessed	the	weapons,	skills,	and	also	horses	that
others	lacked.

Techniques	of	the	body	can	also	serve	to	differentiate	between	people	because	of	the	sheer	degree	of	expertise
and	prolonged	training	with	which	they	are	associated.	The	body	may	be	our	‘first	and	most	natural
instrument’,	but	the	complex	processes	involved	in	high-level	skill	acquisition	mean	that	these	abilities	are
often	available	only	to	those	possessed	of	the	means	to	undergo	prolonged	apprenticeships	(a	variable	also
related	to	the	opportunity	structures	of	society).	Becoming	a	professional	musician	or	athlete,	for	example,
necessitates	that	muscular	responses,	senses,	and	sensitivities	are	all	adjusted	to	the	relevant	task,	and	to
each	other,	before	progress	can	be	achieved.	Even	actions	such	as	manipulating	a	violin’s	strings,	or	grasping
and	moving	a	cricket	ball	across	the	palm	and	between	the	fingers	prior	to	delivering	it	towards	the	stumps,
are	subject	to	a	prolonged	learning	process	as	a	result	of	the	complexity	of	the	hand	and	the	subtly	different
ways	in	which	holding,	pinching,	cupping,	and	cradling	objects	can	occur.

Reaching	the	stage	whereby	such	adjustments	can	be	made	not	only	in	executing	a	specific	task,	but	also
across	a	range	of	cognate	tasks	central	to	a	trade,	sport,	profession,	or	vocation	can,	indeed,	require	an
apprenticeship	lasting	years.	It	is	notable	that	various	researchers	have	suggested	that	it	takes	around	10,000
hours	of	sustained	and	purposeful	practice	to	become	a	skilled	craftsperson,	for	example,	or	proficient	in	any
higher	level	skill.

Philosophers	have	accounted	for	the	difficulties	associated	with	acquiring	these	skills	by	detailing	how	this
process	always	requires	overcoming	gaps—gaps	between	the	existing	abilities	of	the	individual	intent	on
undertaking	a	challenging	task,	and	the	objects	or	environments	s/he	is	attempting	to	manipulate.	Useful
empirically	informed	analyses	of	this	bridging	of	gaps	between	early	attempts	and	later	successful	execution	of
a	task	have	been	provided	in	the	cases	of	sailing,	physical	education,	and	craftwork	by	Leif	Östman	and	his
colleagues	at	the	University	of	Uppsala.	A	more	mundane	example	can	be	given	in	the	case	of	home
improvement.	When	drilling	into	an	uneven	wall,	hammering	a	nail	in	an	enclosed	space,	or	attempting	to	saw
at	a	precise	angle	through	a	plank	of	wood,	it	is	necessary	to	engage	in	adjustments	involving	a	carefully
balanced	alignment	of	senses	and	actions	with	the	properties	of	the	relevant	raw	materials.	For	the	amateur
such	as	myself,	the	slightest	irregularity	in	a	wall	can	and	indeed	does	cause	a	problem	when	drilling	is	done
mechanically	without	a	sense	of	the	minute	variations	required	to	maintain	the	constancy	and	direction	of	the
hole,	and	to	avoid	the	drill	bit	moving	away	from	the	true	line,	skidding	across	the	wall.	For	the	expert,	in
contrast,	adjustments	of	posture	and	pressure	occur	automatically	through	a	sensitive	responsiveness	to	the
actions	being	undertaken	and	the	materials	being	worked	with.

Achieving	expertise	in	an	area	of	practical	accomplishment	can	have	a	profound	impact	on	embodied
experience.	Successfully	mastering	skills	involves	a	‘pouring	of	the	bodily	self’	into	the	task	at	hand;	a	process
characterized	by	a	sense	of	harmony	between	the	individual	subject	and	the	external	objects.	From	struggling
with	a	task	that	appears	alien,	awkward,	and	disconnected	from	the	participant,	a	sense	of	immersion	and
ease,	or	what	psychologists	refer	to	as	‘flow’,	can	emerge	from	the	successful	execution	of	a	skilled	technique.
This	is	evident	in	the	sociologist	David	Sudnow’s	account	of	learning	to	play	jazz	piano:	tortured	attempts	to
create	music	gradually	gave	way	to	a	capacity	to	improvise	effectively.	Another	consequence	of	successfully
mastering	such	skills	is	that	there	emerges	a	distance	between	the	previous	and	present	bodily	self,	and	a	new
distinction	between	those	with	whom	one	now	shares	this	skill,	and	those	bereft	of	such	abilities;	a	distinction
that	has	important	consequences	when	it	comes	to	social	stratification	and	the	development	of	social
identities.

These	processes	and	experiences,	together	with	a	sense	of	the	social	distinctions	and	divisions	to	which	they
may	give	rise,	can	be	explored	further	with	the	assistance	of	examples	taken	from	occupational	training
(involving	the	education	of	vision),	from	religion	(involving	the	charismatic	Christian	‘Alpha	Course’),	and	from
sport	(involving	the	apprenticeship	needed	to	become	a	boxer).	Taken	together,	they	illustrate	how	it	is	the
educated	body	that	provides	us	with	what	the	philosopher	Merleau-Ponty	refers	to	as	‘our	vehicle	of	being	in
and	our	medium	for	having	a	world’.	Given	the	various	ways	in	which	these	body	pedagogics	develop	the
practical,	sensory,	and	intellectual	capacities	of	the	embodied	subject,	however,	they	do	not	necessarily	help	us
to	provide	a	single	answer	to	what	the	body	is.	Instead,	focusing	on	the	diverse	ways	in	which	bodily	subjects
can	be	pedagogically	‘enhanced’	by	social	relations	and	training,	they	direct	our	attention	to	the	body	as	a
resource,	to	how	the	body	is	valued,	and	to	questions	of	what	the	body	can	do.

The	occupational	training	of	sight

Sight	was	until	recently	often	neglected	in	discussions	of	the	body	pedagogics	involved	in	occupational
education	and	training.	During	the	past	decade,	however,	a	number	of	studies	have	examined	how	the
acquisition	of	specific	visual	techniques	constitute	an	integral	part	of	particular	professions.	These	are	well
represented	by	fascinating	yet	contrasting	sets	of	analyses	into	how	animals	are	seen	and	judged,	on	the	one
hand,	and	how	experts	learn	to	see	and	interpret	medical	images,	on	the	other.

The	social	and	behavioural	scientist	Cristina	Grasseni	has	undertaken	research	into	how	cattle	breeders	and
judges	learn	to	rank	and	assess	excellence	among	purpose	bred	cows.	Two	things	stand	out	from	her	account.
The	first	concerns	how	visual	judgements	shaped	by	professional	standards	of	size	and	proportion	are	learnt
only	after	considerable	education	and	training.	The	length	of	this	‘induction’	is	such	that	the	children	of



breeders	will	begin	learning	their	craft	by	playing	with	plastic	toy	cows	that	replicate	aesthetically	preferred
standards.	Learning	what	to	look	for	in	a	cow—such	as	the	size,	texture,	and	proportion	of	key	body	parts	and
the	relative	importance	attributed	to	each	of	the	variables	that	constitute	excellence—takes	practice	and
guidance.

The	second	feature	of	her	account	that	is	especially	notable	concerns	how	these	visual	standards	and	practices
have	over	the	decades—through	breeding	practices	that	select	and	partner	cattle	on	the	basis	of	these
aesthetic	standards—served	to	transform	the	appearance	of	the	animals.	Far	from	being	passive,	vision	is	in
this	case	tied	to	bodily	practices	that	re-make	part	of	the	animal	world.	In	this	case,	reflections	on	and
assessments	of	the	quality	of	animals’	bodies	inform	practices	that	affect	the	future	development	of	those
bodies.

The	other	study	I	want	to	refer	to	here	that	explored	how	animals	are	seen	resulted	from	the	anthropologist
Rane	Willerslev’s	fieldwork	into	the	Yukaghirs,	a	small	Siberian	indigenous	group.	Willerslev	details	how	these
hunters	must	learn	to	take	on	the	‘viewpoint	of	elks’	in	order	to	track	them	effectively.	Instead	of	having	to
acquire	and	see	through	the	lens	of	breeders’	standards,	the	Yukaghirs	demonstrate	how	learning	to	see
effectively	can	be	dependent	upon	achieving	a	degree	of	cross-species	communication.	The	body	pedagogics	of
tracking	elks	requires	the	hunter	to	see	while	moving	with	great	care	through	challenging	terrain,	and	also	to
be	aware	of	and	responsive	to	being	seen	by	the	prey.

In	maintaining	what	Willerslev	refers	to	as	this	‘double	awareness’,	the	hunter	must	seek	to	‘adopt	the
perspective’	of	the	elk	by	appearing	unthreatening—an	impression	which	involves	mimicking	passive	postures
while	maintaining	the	intent	and	gaining	the	proximity	that	allows	for	the	prey	to	be	killed.	Far	from	being	a
passive	sense,	sight	is	again	linked	to	an	education	of	the	body	that	shapes	how	individuals	(in	this	case
hunters)	orientate	themselves	towards	and	act	within	the	world.	Learnt	through	guidance	from	elders,	and	the
unforgiving	feedback	from	elks	that	run	from	clumsy	attempts	to	track	them,	the	eventual	achievement	of
proficiency	also	facilitates	a	shift	in	social	status.	Being	able	to	navigate	the	tensions	between	seeing	and
being	seen	by	the	elk	opens	up	a	new	world	of	possibilities	for	the	hunter;	it	enlarges	their	potential	for	acting
on	their	environment,	while	also	earning	respect	from	others.

Very	different	examples	of	educated	vision	are	provided	by	studies	into	the	interpretation	of	computer
tomographic	(CAT)	scans.	These	scans	produce	medical	images	of	any	section	of	the	head	and	body	in	an
attempt	to	detect	anomalies	associated	with	such	factors	as	tumours,	injuries,	or	abnormal	blood	vessels.
These	images	are	by	no	means	always	clear	indications	of	what	is	happening	within	the	body,	though,	and	can
appear	as	a	collection	of	dark	blobs,	and	patches	of	light	and	shadows	that	are	meaningless	to	a	novice.

The	prolonged	education	needed	to	decode	these	images	requires	a	shaping	of	seeing	that	is	guided	by	those
rules,	procedures,	and	intuitive	interpretive	jumps	acceptable	to	the	medical	community.	Interpretation	is
needed	in	order	for	meanings	to	be	attributed	to	an	image	that	would	otherwise	appear	incomprehensible,	for
example,	while	a	process	of	translation	is	needed	to	judge	their	precise	physiological	or	neurological	location
and	significance.

Despite	the	differences	between	looking	at	animals	and	looking	at	medical	images,	these	examples
complement	each	other	in	demonstrating	how	vision	can	be	trained	to	see	new	things,	to	yield	new	kinds	of
valuable	information,	as	part	of	a	wider	professional	education	in	body	techniques.	These	forms	of	education
may	be	directed	towards	very	different	outcomes,	but	they	harness	‘ways	of	seeing’	to	particular	types	of
acting	upon	and	transforming	the	environment	(be	this	transformation	concerned	with	the	breeding	of	cattle,
the	hunting	of	elk,	or	the	health	of	patients).

An	apprenticeship	in	boxing

The	processes	involved	in	a	very	different	form	of	body	pedagogics	are	the	subject	of	the	sociologist	Loic
Wacquant’s	2004	book	Body	&	Soul:	Notebooks	of	an	Apprentice	Boxer.	Wacquant	did	not	initially	intend	to
study	boxing:	he	made	contact	with	Woodlawn	boxing	gym	in	Chicago	when	seeking	to	meet	people	who	would
help	his	study	into	the	black	American	ghetto.	Yet	early	experiences	prompted	him	to	undertake	a	participant
observation	analysis	of	boxing,	and	thus	began	a	three-year	project	involving	him	training	three	to	six	times	a
week	alongside	amateur	and	professional	boxers.

Wacquant’s	aim	was	to	chart	the	processes	involved	in	acquiring	the	‘pugilistic	habitus’	(the	techniques,
habits,	ways	of	seeing,	feeling,	and	responding	that	define	the	competent	boxer).	What	is	particularly
interesting	about	his	account	is	the	gap	he	describes	between	his	clumsy	initial	attempts	to	follow	the	routines
of	training,	and	his	later	accomplishments	after	hours	of	dedication,	hard	work,	and	pain	began	to	pay	off.
These	initial	efforts	are	illustrated	by	his	early	summary	of	sparring:

My	lungs	are	about	to	explode;	I	don’t	have	any	legs	or	strength	left.	I	follow	him,	jabbing	in	a	fog	of	fatigue,
sweat,	and	excitement.	My	fists	are	quickly	growing	too	heavy,	my	arms	numb	…	I’m	losing	my	energy	at
lightening	speed	and	my	punches	aren’t	snapping	any	more.	…	‘Timeout!’	Finally	it’s	over!	I	am	at	the	edge	of
asphyxiation,	tetanized	with	exhaustion,	totally	drained	in	6	min.	I	feel	like	I’m	going	to	vomit	up	my	lungs	and
pass	out.



How	are	the	bodies	of	novices	such	as	Wacquant	educated	and	transformed	in	order	that	they	can	incorporate
the	techniques	and	cope	with	the	demands	of	this	sporting	art?	The	formal	start	of	this	process	begins	in	the
gym;	a	space	and	culture	that	promotes	a	regimented	lifestyle	of	diet,	sleep,	and	exercise	such	that	boxers
often	compare	it	to	entering	the	military.	Training	itself	includes	shadowboxing,	abdominal	exercises,	skipping,
and	other	disciplines	that	gradually	instill	in	the	beginner	techniques,	coordination,	and	a	stamina	suited	to
surviving	this	regime.	Pedagogically,	the	satisfaction	of	being	told	by	the	trainer	that	one	is	doing	something
correctly	complements	the	pain	of	being	hit	when	techniques	prove	ineffective	in	sparring	sessions.	Emotions
must	be	controlled	in	order	to	minimize	punishment	in	the	ring,	and	to	inure	one	from	deciding	to	quit	in	the
face	of	adversity,	and	there	is	no	substitute	for	the	long	hours	of	repetitive	actions	it	takes	to	educate	the	body
into	the	orientations	required	to	be	a	boxer.

In	Wacquant’s	case,	improvements	came	with	time,	and	his	account	of	this	apprenticeship	(that	culminated	in
a	competitive	bout)	details	a	period	of	progress	in	which	sight,	movement,	resilience,	and	stamina	are	closely
aligned:

From	session	to	session	my	field	of	vision	clears	up,	expands,	and	gets	reorganised:	I	managed	to	shut	out
external	calls	on	my	attention	and	to	better	discern	the	movements	of	my	antagonist,	as	if	my	visual	faculties
were	growing	as	my	body	gets	used	to	sparring.	And	above	all	I	gradually	acquire	the	specific	eye	that	enables
me	to	guess	my	opponents	attacks	by	reading	the	first	signs	of	them	in	his	eyes,	the	orientation	of	his	shoulders,
or	the	position	of	his	hands	and	elbows	…

To	undergo	and	assimilate	the	body	pedagogics	associated	with	boxing	is,	of	course,	a	very	different
experience	from	the	visually	led	practices	discussed	in	the	previous	section.	Nevertheless,	it	reinforces	the
point	that	education	is	a	thoroughly	bodily	phenomenon,	and	that	ways	of	seeing	are	integrally	related	to,	and
not	separate	from,	physical	capacities	and	activities.	Wacquant	also	makes	the	point	that	the	practices
involved	in	learning	to	become	a	boxer	can	exert	a	profound	effect	on	thought	processes.	Boxers	learn	from
their	bodies,	as	well	as	from	the	bodies	of	others,	that	the	strict	pursuance	of	diet	and	physical	training
enhances	the	chances	of	sporting	success.	They	come	to	know	through	the	physically	informed	culture	of	the
gym	that	late	nights,	alcohol,	and	over	or	undertraining	increase	their	chances	of	getting	hurt.

The	routines,	excitements,	and	esprit	de	corps	associated	with	this	sport	even	begin	to	shape	the	dreams	of
those	who	persist	in	honing	their	skills.	Wacquant	himself	experienced	this	when	confronting	the	prospect	of
having	to	renounce	the	boxing	lifestyle	to	which	he	had	become	accustomed	in	order	to	return	to	the
physically	sedentary	life	of	academia.	Having	redirected	his	actions	and	embodied	thoughts	to	the	lines	of
activity	and	aspiration	embedded	within	the	body	pedagogics	of	boxing,	the	prospect	of	immersing	himself	in
the	relatively	isolated	business	of	translating	thoughts	on	to	paper	and	writing	a	thesis	seemed	depressing.

Becoming	religious

The	third	example	of	how	bodies	develop	and	are	rendered	distinctive	from	each	other	through	the	acquisition
of	socially	and	culturally	patterned	pedagogics	is	provided	by	the	religious	studies	scholar	Tony	Watling’s
research	into	the	experiences	of	those	who	take	the	Alpha	Course.	This	is	a	fifteen-week	programme
associated	with	evangelical	Christianity	and	designed	to	prepare	the	initiate	to	receive	the	Holy	Spirit	during
an	intense	concluding	weekend.	As	such,	it	is	meant	to	help	individuals	enter	a	direct	relationship	with	God,
and	is	associated	by	those	who	designed	it	with	the	spiritual	condition	of	purity	characteristic	of	the	1st-
century	Christian	Church.

Alpha	programmes	grew	in	popularity	during	the	1990s	and	now	deal	with	millions	of	people	per	year	across	a
wide	range	of	countries.	Individual	courses,	however,	are	often	intentionally	small	affairs,	with	a	dozen	or	so
participants	tutored	by	several	‘leaders’	who	are	committed	Christians,	who	have	‘received’	the	Holy	Spirit,
and	who	guide	the	education	of	participants.	The	course	itself	aims	to	inform	and	impart	to	its	students	an
intellectual	understanding	of	the	major	principles	of	Christianity,	but	underpinning	and	reaching	beyond	this
cognitive	goal	is	the	aim	of	educating	the	bodies	of	initiates	in	order	that	they	will	receive	an	intense	emotional
experience	that	provides	a	basis	for	this	understanding	and	also	encourages	personal	identification	with
Christianity.

One	of	the	pedagogic	techniques	used	to	stimulate	this	experience	witnessed	by	Watling	involves	initiates
being	sat	on	a	stool	in	the	centre	of	a	room	while	others	lay	hands	on	head	and	shoulders,	praying	for	the	Holy
Spirit	to	fill	that	person’s	body	and	mind.	The	manner	in	which	people	experience	the	Holy	Spirit	varies—
ranging	from	a	sudden	sense	of	possession	manifest	in	fainting,	uncontrollable	laughing,	crying,	or	speaking	in
tongues,	to	a	dawning	realization	of	presence	during	prayer.	Nevertheless,	it	is	common	for	these	feelings	to
be	associated	with	a	sense	of	‘release’,	‘surrender’,	and	even	rebirth,	and	a	new	determination	to	embrace	God
as	mentor	and	guide.

While	Watling’s	case-study	reveals	how	the	Alpha	Course	possesses	its	own	particular	means	of	educating	the
bodies	of	initiates,	it	supports	Marcel	Mauss’s	arguments	about	the	widespread	existence	of	religious	body
pedagogics.	In	his	comments	on	Eastern	religiosity,	Mauss	identifies	the	significance	of	breathing	techniques
to	both	the	experiences	of	cosmic	balance	and	harmony	enjoyed	by	Taoist	priests,	and	the	transcendent
contact	with	the	divine	enjoyed	by	Yogic	mystics.	Examples	such	as	these	suggest	that	religious	experience	is,
at	least	in	part,	dependent	upon	the	type	of	education	received	by	bodies.



If	it	is	possible	to	identify	body	pedagogics	across	varied	religions,	it	is	also	important	to	note	that	contrasting
techniques	promote	very	different	religious	experiences,	practices,	and	beliefs.	Christianity	and	Islam	are	both
monotheistic	religions,	for	example,	but	their	respective	pedagogics	are	associated	with	very	different
outcomes.	Christianity	has	generally	promoted	ritual	techniques	that	emphasize	communion	(e.g.	through
baptism	and	participation	in	the	Eucharist);	promote	a	sense	of	individual	transcendence;	and	seek	to	call
believers	out	of	this	world	in	a	process	of	rebirth	that	accepts	a	distinction	between	this-worldly	imperfection
and	other-worldly	perfection.	In	contrast,	Islam	has	generally	emphasized	body	techniques	indicative	of
submission	(e.g.	through	the	gymnastics	of	prostration	that	accompany	salat/five-times-daily	prayer);	that	seek
to	stimulate	a	sense	of	collective	identification	with	other	Muslims	(as	reinforced	by	the	bodily	fasting	required
during	Ramadan	and	the	privations	traditionally	associated	with	pilgrimage);	and	that	seek	to	promote	a	‘total
society’	in	which	divine	law	(sharia)	helps	ensure	that	worldly	realities	correspond	to	transcendent	religious
goals.

The	‘known’	and	the	‘unknown’

Education	is	as	much	to	do	with	bodily	doing	as	it	is	with	cognitive	thought,	and	while	the	two	phenomena	are
perhaps	ultimately	inseparable,	the	former	has	tended	until	recently	to	be	neglected	in	most	analyses	of
teaching	and	learning.	This	neglect	is	important	not	only	because	it	marginalizes	issues	related	to	how	we
learn	to	engage	with,	experience,	and	alter	the	environment	in	which	we	live,	but	also	as	a	result	of	how	the
development	of	physical	abilities,	habits,	and	techniques	informs	our	reflections	on	and	beliefs	about	the
world.

In	contrast	to	the	traditional	Western	view	that	our	minds	possess	independence	from	the	activities	and
relationships	in	which	we	are	enmeshed—defining	us	as	human	because	of	their	capacity	to	facilitate	thought
—practical	experience	and	action	is	not	necessarily	opposite	to,	or	undermining	of,	intellectual	insight	and
reflection.	Irrespective	of	whether	this	involves	judging	or	tracking	animals,	scrutinizing	medical	images,
communing	with	God,	or	any	number	of	other	examples,	the	bodily	techniques	through	which	we	experience
and	act	on	the	world	can	facilitate	a	deeply	engaged	type	of	thinking	informed	by	the	nature	of	the
environment	in	which	the	individual	intervenes.

Developing	this	point,	the	pragmatist	philosopher	John	Dewey	explains	the	links	between	bodily	experience
and	action,	on	the	one	hand,	and	conscious	mental	thought,	on	the	other,	through	the	distinction	between,	and
connections	that	link	together,	anoetic	and	noetic	knowledge.	Anoetic	knowledge	exists	independently	of
conscious	thought:	it	inheres	within	our	embodied	selves	outside	of	conscious	attention	as	an	awareness,
intuition,	or	knowledge	of	how	to	do	something	yet	to	be	formulated	reflexively.	Noetic	knowledge,	in	contrast,
is	manifest	consciously	in	terms	of	reason,	reflexivity,	and	intellect.	While	it	is	often	difficult	and	sometimes
impossible	to	translate	sensory-perceptive	experiences	into	noetic	knowledge,	they	form	a	layer	of	being	on
which	thought	and	reflection	are	formulated.

Dewey’s	discussion	is	important	as	it	suggests	that	the	education	of	bodies	operates	at	the	level	of	pre-
conscious	anoetic	knowledge	as	well	as	conscious	noetic	thought.	Looked	at	from	this	perspective,	the
examples	of	bodily	education	examined	in	this	chapter	involve	the	shaping	of	particular	kinds	of	preconscious
awareness,	assumptions,	and	orientations.	The	differences	that	exist	between	the	sportsperson	who	‘feels	at
home’	when	engaged	in	rigorous	physical	training,	the	religious	mystic	for	whom	stillness	is	preferable,	and
the	musician	who	feels	most	alive	when	playing	cannot	be	explained	solely	on	the	basis	of	intellectual
knowledge	or	values.	Instead,	body	pedagogics	provides	an	anoetic	and	pre-conscious	basis	on	which
understanding	develops.

This	approach	to	educating	bodies	has	important	consequences	not	only	for	understanding	how	cultural
differences	emerge	between	people,	but	also	for	appreciating	some	of	the	difficulties	that	can	confront
communication	and	dialogue	between	groups	of	people	seeking	to	overcome	conflict.	If	we	accept	that
different	forms	of	body	pedagogics	create	gaps	between	people—in	terms	of	both	their	practical	and
intellectual	sense	of	what	is	natural,	feasible,	and	desirable—then	the	idea	that	talking	on	its	own	might	prove
a	means	of	understanding	will	often	be	of	limited	value.	Body	pedagogics	are	inextricably	related	to	particular
cultures,	and	the	history	and	traditions	of	these	cultures,	and	in	the	case	of	religious	differences,	for	example,
it	should	not	surprise	us	if	these	inform	intractable	clashes.

Issues	concerning	which	God	to	pray	to,	how	to	pray,	what	to	eat,	whether	evangelical	activity	is	an	option	or	a
duty,	and	whether	religious	pluralism	or	even	cartoons	of	God	are	acceptable	are	not	just	matters	of	belief.
They	are	also	inscribed	on	how	people	have	learnt	to	use	their	bodies	and	engage	with	the	environment	dealt
with	by	religion.	This	point	is	developed	by	the	anthropologist	Tim	Ingold’s	exploration	of	different	body
pedagogics.	By	encouraging	a	‘communion	of	experience’	among	people,	by	immersing	them	in	the	same	types
of	physical	learning,	he	suggests	that	those	responsible	for	what	we	might	call	the	‘corporeal	curriculum’	of	a
group,	culture,	or	nation	are	cultivating	an	embodied	foundation	on	which	attempts	at	verbal	understanding
and	discussion	must	build.

There	is,	of	course,	no	guarantee	that	any	particular	individual	will	acquire	successfully	the	skills	and
aptitudes	associated	with	a	particular	education	of	the	body.	Just	as	many	pupils	reject	as	irrelevant	or	are
unable	to	learn	the	academic	knowledge	presented	to	them	at	school,	so	too	do	many	people	fail	to	internalize
the	body	pedagogics	to	which	they	are	exposed.	One	particularly	worrying	example	of	the	unintended



consequences	of	body	pedagogics	is	provided	by	research	conducted	by	the	physical	education	specialist	John
Evans	and	his	colleagues	at	Loughborough	University	into	the	effects	on	highly	motivated	young	women	of
recent	education	initiatives	designed	to	increase	physical	fitness,	enhance	sporting	success,	and	combat	the
‘obesity	crisis’.	These	initiatives	have	reinforced	trends	within	consumer	culture	that	seek	to	deify	unfeasibly
thin	females,	and	Evans	has	uncovered	a	disturbing	tendency	for	these	initiatives	to	contribute	towards
anorexia	and	other	eating	disorders—to	subtract	from	rather	than	add	to	the	capacities	for	action	of	those
affected.	Such	research	suggests	that	while	people’s	identities,	and	the	manner	in	which	these	vary	both
historically	and	cross-culturally,	are	integrally	related	to	the	forms	of	embodied	education	they	receive,	these
body	pedagogics	can	produce	significant	and	unwanted	consequences.

The	processes	involved	in	educating	bodies	are	ubiquitous	throughout	society,	even	if	they	are	most	visible
within	formal	educational	institutions.	They	raise	important	questions	about	who	gets	to	select	and	control	the
embodied	techniques,	information,	and	values	transmitted	to	individuals	within	distinctive	cultural	settings.
The	sheer	diversity	of	ways	in	which	embodied	individuals	and	groups	can	be	educated	to	use	their	bodies,
senses,	and	minds	does	little	to	clarify	what	we	mean	by	‘the	body’,	but	it	does	direct	our	attention	to	equally
important	matters	regarding	what	the	body	can	do.	Body	pedagogies	not	only	steer	the	development	of
people’s	capacities	in	certain	directions	but	can	also,	depending	on	the	form	they	take,	add	value	to	the
capacity	of	individuals	to	engage	with	and	change	their	environment.	If	contrasting	forms	of	body	pedagogics
add	value	to	individuals	in	different	ways,	so	too	do	they	show	how	what	is	valued	and	prized	about	bodies	and
their	sensory	capacities	can	vary	enormously.



Chapter	4
Governing	bodies

Theories	of	governance—of	how	rule	or	regulation	is	accomplished	across	nations,	institutions,	and
organizations—have	long	included	a	focus	on	the	strategies	states	pursue	in	seeking	to	control	and	develop	the
bodily	capacities	of	their	citizens.	In	so	doing,	they	raise	questions	about	how	states	conceptualize	the	bodies
over	which	they	seek	to	govern,	about	those	aspects	of	people’s	embodied	being	they	value,	and	about	the
resistance	they	may	confront	when	attempting	to	implement	their	policies	and	achieve	their	aims.

In	analysing	these	issues,	the	sociologist	Bryan	S.	Turner	has	gone	so	far	as	to	suggest	that	the	very	fact
citizens	are	embodied	beings	confronts	governments	with	unavoidable	challenges.	These	involve:	(1)	ensuring
viable	population	levels	over	time;	(2)	regulating	the	movement	of	bodies	into,	out	of,	and	within	its	territories;
(3)	ensuring	that	the	physical	expression	of	people’s	desires	is	compatible	with	peaceful	coexistence;	and	(4)
maintaining	a	basic	consensus	about	how	individuals	should	present	themselves	to,	and	interact	with,	others.
For	Turner,	these	challenges	have	tended	to	be	addressed	through	systems	of	delayed	marriage	and
patriarchy;	through	surveillance,	policing,	and	record-keeping;	through	socialization	processes	that	prize	self-
control;	and	through	enduring	customs	regarding	appearance	and	behaviour.

Turner	provides	us	with	an	influential	view	of	the	relationship	that	exists	between	government	and
embodiment,	and	also	points	our	attention	to	how	these	links	have	been	explored	historically.	In	Ancient
Greece,	for	example,	Plato	portrayed	the	citizens	of	the	Republic	as	divided	into	three	classes	on	the	basis	of
their	physical	and	moral	constitution.	Aristotle	developed	these	ideas	of	government	and	bodily	inequalities	by
reasoning	that	while	politics	should	promote	noble	physical	and	mental	habits	among	residents	of	the	polis,
the	bodily	natures	of	women	and	slaves	precluded	them	from	developing	these	virtues.

Centuries	later,	very	different	conceptions	of	government	as	a	social	contract	between	rulers	and	ruled
continued	to	be	concerned	with	the	essential	nature	of	embodied	individuals.	Writing	against	the	background
of	political	turmoil	and	civil	war,	the	English	philosopher	Thomas	Hobbes	argued	in	his	1651	book	The
Leviathan	that	individuals	naturally	gravitated	towards	violence	in	the	‘state	of	nature’.	For	Hobbes,	this
destructive	behaviour	would	invariably	result	in	a	war	of	‘all	against	all’	unless	people	agreed	to	cede
fundamental	rights	to	the	state—rights	that	handed	the	power	of	life	and	death	to	the	government.

Hobbes	and	other	social	contract	theorists	of	the	early	modern	era	such	as	Rousseau	were	concerned	to
specify	the	conditions	in	which	embodied	life	could	be	regulated,	preserved,	and	enhanced	given	what	they
assumed	to	be	the	physical	desires	and	propensities	at	the	heart	of	human	nature.	While	recent	writers	on	the
body	and	governance	objected	to	the	assumption	that	there	existed	an	essential	human	nature,	they	have
continued	to	explore	the	relationship	between	state	control	and	behaviour.	The	20th-century	sociologist
Norbert	Elias,	for	example,	argued	that	the	growing	capacity	of	states	to	punish	unauthorized	acts	of	violence
was	associated	with	the	spread	of	peaceful	forms	of	human	interaction	and	the	more	considered	expression	of
individual	desires.

The	rise	of	biopower

Seeking	to	comprehend	historically	and	theoretically	those	changes	that	have	occurred	in	the	relationship
between	state	rule	and	the	body,	the	French	philosopher	Michel	Foucault	focused	on	the	transition	from
medieval	to	modern	forms	of	governance.	For	Foucault,	this	transition	revolved	around	a	change	in	the	nature
and	‘an	explosion’	in	the	number	and	variety	of	what	he	refers	to	as	‘biopolitics’:	‘techniques	for	achieving	the
subjugation	of	bodies	and	the	control	of	populations’.	The	cumulative	effect	of	these	shifts	replaced	the
medieval	focus	on	death	with	an	emphasis	on	exerting	control	through	the	positive	management	of	life.

The	medieval	focus	on	death

In	medieval	absolutist	states—states	in	which	the	monarch	exercised	complete	authority—the	legal	treatment
of	bodies	tended	to	operate	on	the	basis	of	a	simple	distinction	between	life	and	death.	There	were	few	central
attempts	to	regulate	in	detail	how	law-abiding	people	lived	their	lives,	but	threats	to	the	security	of	the	state
provoked	spectacular	displays	of	monarchical	power	involving	torture	and	destruction	of	the	offender’s	body



(see	Figure	6).

During	the	late	early-modern	period,	however,	major	changes	took	place	in	the	space	of	a	just	a	few	decades
that	shifted	the	focus	of	governance	from	death	to	life.	Foucault	illustrates	this	in	a	gruesome	opening	passage
to	his	book	Discipline	and	Punish	in	which	he	details	the	1757	torture	and	execution	of	Damiens	(convicted	of
attempting	to	assassinate	King	Louis	XV	of	France).	Tied	to	a	scaffold,	Damiens	had	lumps	of	flesh	torn	from
his	body	with	red-hot	pincers	before	a	‘boiling	potion’	was	poured	over	each	wound.	Screaming	from	this
torment,	his	limbs	were	then	wrenched	and	ultimately	separated	from	his	body.	Finally,	while	still	alive,	his
trunk	was	thrown	on	to	a	stake	and	consumed	by	fire.	This	execution	occurred	in	plain	view	of,	and	was	a
source	of	entertainment	for,	spectators:	it	was	a	show	to	be	enjoyed.

6.	Stories	of	Esther:	the	hanging	of	Haman,	miniature	from	the	Bible	of	Souvigny.	Latin	manuscript	1	folio
284	recto,	12th	century.

If	governance	in	the	late	early-modern	period	maintained	elements	of	the	medieval	focus	on	torture	and
execution,	however,	developments	during	the	late	18th	and	early	19th	century	brought	about	a	fundamental
shift	away	from	rule	based	on	gross	displays	of	physical	violence.	Concerned	by	the	‘habitual	indifference’
promoted	by	public	spectacles	such	as	Damiens’	execution,	social	reformers	and	politicians	became	worried
about	the	obstacles	such	events	placed	against	the	maintenance	of	social	order.	In	place	of	this	violence,	there
was	a	gradual	move	towards	incarceration	in	conditions	considered	conducive	to	restoring	offenders	to	society.
It	was	this	shift	in	governance	that	laid	the	foundations	for	the	modern	biopolitical	management	of	life.

The	modern	focus	on	life

The	modern	approach	towards	the	management	of	embodiment	involved	for	Foucault	a	new	‘art	of
government’	in	which	disciplining	the	‘soul’	(or	the	inner	desires,	habits,	and	actions	of	the	individual)	became
more	important	than	punishing	the	physical	flesh.	This	art	was	focused	upon	improving	the	quality	of	the
population	in	terms	of	valuing	its	‘human	capital’	(the	behaviour,	health,	education,	skills,	and	capacities	of
people	insofar	as	these	are	relevant	to	the	creation	of	economic	and	other	forms	of	profit).	It	was	made
possible	by	the	development	of	new	institutions	and	the	knowledge	with	which	they	became	associated.	For
example,	the	proliferation	of	asylums	and	hospitals,	and	innovations	in	the	organization	of	factories,	emerged
alongside	advances	in	biology	and	modern	political	economy.	Innovations	in	the	modern	army	facilitated	the
introduction	of	IQ	tests,	and	ideas	of	average	levels	of	intelligence.	These	circumstances	enabled	governments
to	classify	and	seek	to	manage	individuals	on	the	basis	of	notions	of	what	was	‘normal’,	efficient,	and
productive—or	alternatively	‘abnormal’,	inefficient,	and	unproductive—for	the	broader	groups	to	which	they
belonged.



Against	this	background,	the	governmental	art	of	enhancing	human	capital	assumed	a	variety	of	forms
involving	the	assessment	and	management	of	people,	yet	two	of	these	were	especially	prominent.	The	first
involves	what	we	might	term	the	‘productive	surveillance’	integral	to	18th-	and	19th-century	ideas	of	prison
reform	and	workplace	organization.	In	the	case	of	prison	reform,	this	was	exemplified	by	the	English
philosopher	Jeremy	Bentham’s	design	for	a	‘panopticon’	(see	Figure	7).	This	involved	a	central	watch	tower
from	which	prisoners	could	be	monitored.	With	their	every	action	open	to	scrutiny,	this	visibility	was	meant	to
encourage	prisoners	to	reflect	on	their	behaviour	from	the	perspective	of	the	warden,	and	to	improve	their
self-control.	The	medieval	concern	with	torturing	and	dismembering	the	criminal’s	body	was	here	replaced	by
attempts	to	achieve	rehabilitation;	a	step	that,	repeated	across	the	prison	population,	had	the	potential	to
enhance	the	productive	capacity	of	society	as	a	whole.

7.	Bentham’s	panopticon.

Productive	surveillance	was	not	confined	to	prison	reform.	Indeed,	the	plan	of	installing	a	central	surveillance
point	overlooking	a	much	larger	area	was	first	developed	in	the	1780s	by	Jeremy	Bentham’s	brother,	Samuel,
while	working	in	Russia	for	Prince	Potemkin.	Here,	the	panopticon	was	designed	to	enable	a	small	number	of
factory	managers	to	supervise	and	increase	the	output	of	a	much	larger	workforce.	Foucault	provides	us	with
an	example	of	how	these	principles	were	actually	implemented	when	describing	how	managers	at	the	late
18th-century	Oberkampf	printing	factory	in	Jouy,	France,	organized	tables	on	the	ground	floor	into	rows.	By
walking	in	between	them,	the	supervisor	was	able	to	reduce	unproductive	conversation	and	interaction
between	workers,	as	well	as	compare	their	application,	speed,	and	quality	of	work.

Factory-based	productive	surveillance	developed	further	during	the	era	of	‘scientific	management’	based	on
the	work	of	the	mechanical	engineer	F.W.	Taylor	and	originating	during	the	1890s	in	the	USA.	Separating	the
conception	from	the	execution	of	work,	and	timing	the	fastest	way	to	complete	tasks,	Taylor	suggested	that
this	scientific	approach	would	enable	employers	to	set	workload	norms	and	maximize	their	profitability	(see
Figure	8).	Such	ideas	of	governance	built	upon	increasingly	influential	models	of	the	body	as	a	motor.	The
German	physician	and	physicist	Hermann	von	Helmholtz,	for	example,	applied	this	view	to	machines	and
humans,	encouraging	the	latter	to	be	viewed	in	terms	of	the	former.	Once	again,	the	way	in	which	the	body
was	conceptualized	and	valued	is	shaped	by	the	social	context	in	which	it	is	cultivated	and	managed.

The	second	area	in	which	biopolitical	attempts	to	enhance	human	capital	were	particularly	prominent	was
eugenics.	‘Eugenics’	was	a	term	developed	in	the	early	20th	century	by	Francis	Galton,	who	applied	Darwin’s



theory	of	evolution	to	proposals	for	improving	the	future	quality	of	the	human	race.	These	ideas	received	ready
support	as	‘national	efficiency’	movements	in	Britain	and	America	had	already	expressed	concern	about	the
reproductive	and	physical	fitness	of	the	population.	Problems	associated	with	the	poor	quality	of	recruits	to	the
British	military	during	the	Boer	Wars	of	the	late	19th	century,	for	example,	led	to	the	establishment	of	the
Committee	on	the	Physical	Deterioration	of	the	Race.

8.	Production	lines	can	facilitate	the	surveillance	of	workers.

Eugenic	theories	were	evident	in	the	development	of	the	international	birth	control	movement.	One	of	its	early
influential	figures,	the	American	maternity	nurse	Margaret	Sanger,	argued	before	World	War	I	that	the	modern
era	was	threatened	by	unwanted	pregnancies.	In	a	related	development,	the	first	clinic	in	Britain	allowed	to
dispense	contraceptive	advice	and	products	without	legal	restriction,	established	by	Marie	Stopes	in	1921,	was
justified	on	the	basis	that	only	those	able	to	‘add	value’	to	the	race	should	become	parents.

The	growing	influence	of	eugenics	was	evident	in	the	arguments	of	David	Lloyd	George,	Britain’s	Prime
Minister	from	1916	to	1922,	who	encapsulated	the	widespread	worries	about	the	‘degeneration	of	the	racial
stock’	by	stating	that	it	was	not	possible	to	run	an	A1	Empire	with	a	C3	population.	Eugenics	even	became	an
academic	discipline	at	many	universities,	and	its	supporters	in	Britain	alone	included	the	economist	John
Maynard	Keynes,	the	zoologist	Julian	Huxley,	and	the	psychologist	and	pioneer	of	IQ	testing	for	school	children
Cyril	Burt.	Eugenic	policies	themselves	reached	a	high	point	in	the	years	between	the	two	world	wars.	By	this
time,	the	forcible	sterilization	of	patients	deemed	mentally	defective	was	occurring	in	a	range	of	countries,
including	Sweden,	Japan,	and	Canada.	In	America,	by	the	onset	of	World	War	II	over	40,000	people	had	been
sterilized	involuntarily.

The	popularity	of	eugenics	waned	after	the	discovery	of	the	death	camps	in	Nazi	Germany;	phenomena	that
demonstrated	in	extreme	form	how	a	concern	with	the	‘health’,	‘strength’,	and	‘purity’	of	the	population	could
also	involve	the	systematic	management	of	death.	Nevertheless,	policies	and	practices	designed	to	limit
population	growth	and	eliminate	hereditary	diseases	and	disabilities	of	all	sorts	continue	to	be	both	popular
and	controversial,	and	are	associated	now	with	biotechnologies	that	did	not	enter	even	into	the	hopes	and
dreams	of	the	eugenicists.	In	China,	for	example,	there	still	existed	legal	prohibition	against	procreation
among	those	with	a	number	of	hereditary	conditions	at	the	end	of	the	20th	century.

The	two	examples	of	biopolitics	examined	in	this	section—productive	surveillance	in	prisons	and	factories,	and
eugenic	strategies	for	‘racial	improvement’—seek	to	exert	control	over	distinctive	aspects	of	embodiment.
While	the	focus	on	human	capital	is	concerned	with	control	and	productive	behaviour	among	the	present
population,	the	focus	upon	reproductive	activities	exists	in	terms	of	increasing	the	quality	and	value	of	future
generations.	In	these	cases	bodies	are	viewed	quite	differently,	and	are	related	to	very	distinctive	political
goals,	yet	the	Italian	political	philosopher	Giorgio	Agamben	suggests	that	they	also	converge	in	certain	vital
ways.

For	Agamben,	indeed,	the	very	development	of	biopolitics	represents	a	move	away	from	the	political	concern
with	noble	action	and	conceptions	of	the	‘good	life’	characteristic	of	the	Polis	in	Ancient	Greece.	Instead,	it
constitutes	a	trend	towards	a	preoccupation	with	what	he	refers	to	as	‘bare	life’,	or	the	simple	facts	of	living
common	to	all	groups.	It	is	these	basic	life	processes	that	increasingly	preoccupy	states	according	to
Agamben;	processes	that	are	relevant	insofar	as	they	are	seen	to	relate	to	notions	of	productivity,	ability,	and



disability,	and	that	have	been	condemned	by	critics	as	rendering	inconsequential	the	genuinely	political	realm.
The	reach	and	variation	of	biopolitical	policies	concerned	with	bare	life	has,	moreover,	increased	even	further
in	relation	to	security	and	medicine,	raising	anew	questions	about	what	the	body	is	and	how	it	is	consequential
for	the	governance	of	society.

Contemporary	governance

In	exploring	how	the	character	of	biopolitics	has	changed	within	the	20th	century	itself,	Foucault	argues	that
the	rapid	development	of	capitalism	was	associated	initially	with	relatively	‘heavy,	ponderous,	meticulous	and
constant’	disciplinary	regimes	in	schools,	hospitals,	barracks,	factories,	and	families.	Yet	as	the	20th	century
wore	on,	control	was	exercised	through	more	sophisticated	techniques.	With	the	growth	of	consumer	culture
in	the	second	half	of	the	20th	century,	for	example,	Foucault	finds	evidence	of	‘a	new	mode	of	investment
which	presents	itself	no	longer	in	the	form	of	control	by	repression	but	that	of	control	by	stimulation.	“Get
undressed—but	be	slim,	good	looking,	tanned.” ’

Despite	Foucault’s	emphasis	on	control	through	productive	stimulation,	however,	both	coercive	and	‘softer’
forms	of	bodily	control	and	regulation	clearly	still	exist.	This	is	evident	when	we	explore	how	contemporary
forms	of	surveillance	(deployed	increasingly	for	the	purpose	of	national	security)	have	very	different	effects	on
contrasting	groups	of	people.

Security	and	biopolitics

Techniques	of	systematic	surveillance,	anticipated	by	the	idea	of	the	panopticon,	underwent	a	massive
expansion	in	America	following	the	Bush	administration’s	announcement	of	a	‘War	on	Terror’	immediately
after	the	terrorist	attacks	of	9/11.	Since	then,	the	Central	Intelligence	Agency,	the	National	Security	Agency,
the	Department	of	Homeland	Security,	the	Federal	Bureau	of	Investigation,	and	a	range	of	other	state	and
quasi-state	organizations	have	received	billions	of	dollars	of	public	funding	enabling	them	to	observe,	trace,
and	record	the	data	trails	left	by	people	both	inside	and	outside	the	USA.

These	projects	have	been	complemented	by	‘fusion	centres’	that	pool	together	and	share	the	vast	amount	of
information	gathered	by	these	agencies:	the	extent	of	these	activities	is	such	that	US	spying	activities	have
been	collecting	and	storing	over	200	million	text	messages	across	the	world	each	day.	While	such	projects	and
programmes	are	ostensibly	directed	towards	terrorists	or	other	‘enemies	of	the	state’,	the	difficulty	of	knowing
who	is	posing	or	might	pose	a	threat	has	resulted	in	a	sweep	of	suspicion	so	broad	as	to	include	almost
everyone	and	to	exclude,	in	principle,	no	one.

The	prevalence	and	level	at	which	such	surveillance	operates	has	provoked	much	controversy.	In	2014	there
was	a	high-profile	scandal	when	it	became	public	knowledge	that	America	was	eavesdropping	on	the	telephone
conversations	of	its	allies	as	well	as	its	enemies.	More	generally,	civil	rights	campaigners	have	objected	to	the
loss	of	privacy	associated	with	these	levels	of	surveillance.	Irrespective	of	their	geographical	location	or
national	identity,	each	time	someone	logs	on	to	the	Internet,	makes	a	bank	transaction,	uses	a	credit	card,
travels	across	a	border,	makes	a	telephone	call,	or	files	a	tax	return,	they	are	potentially	adding	to	an
electronic	trail	of	activities	that	provides	a	digital	record	of	their	bodily	existence	and	activities.

The	routine	monitoring	of	data	may	never	become	more	than	that	for	the	vast	majority	of	people—with
growing	numbers	becoming	accustomed	to	their	bodies	being	scrutinized	through	such	methods	as	retinal
scanning	in	airports,	ID	card	entry	to	schools,	and	even	hand	geometry	scanning	in	day-care	centres.	Those
identified	through	surveillance	activities	as	threats	or	potential	threats	to	security,	though,	can	find	themselves
the	recipients	of	‘heavy’,	coercive	forms	of	control.	The	rendition	practices	made	infamous	by	the	‘War	on
Terror’,	for	example,	involved	suspects	being	taken	forcibly	to	nations	that	permitted	forms	of	interrogation
legally	forbidden	within	their	country	of	domicile.	This	situation	assumed	an	even	more	disturbing	aspect	with
the	publication	of	the	2014	Senate	report	on	CIA	interrogation/torture	techniques—techniques	that	inscribed
themselves	directly	onto	the	bodies	of	suspects,	inflicting	extreme	physical	stress	and	mental	torment.	While
surveillance	increasingly	encompasses	us	all,	then,	different	categories	of	people	are	affected	by	it	in	very
different	ways.

The	contrasting	ways	in	which	surveillance	affects	people	classified	differently	is	also	evident	in	terms	of	those
social	groups	who	find	themselves	targeted	for	monitoring.	The	sheer	volume	of	data	collected	by	national
security	agencies	is	too	vast	to	be	sorted	manually,	and	surveillance	operations	frequently	depend	on	software
and	recognition	devices	to	highlight	risks.	Yet	the	human	decisions	informing	these	programmes	are	not
neutral,	concentrating	their	gaze	on	particular	groups	(as	opposed	to	actions).	In	the	case	of	closed	circuit
television	(CCTV),	for	example,	research	in	the	UK	and	USA	suggests	that	the	criteria	informing	selection
targets	focuses	disproportionately	on	black	males.

The	surveillance	of	bodies	is	not	in	itself	new:	as	Foucault	noted,	it	has	long	constituted	a	method	of
‘normalization’	in	prisons,	schools,	and	factories.	It	is	also	worth	noting	that	the	most	ambitious	and	extensive
system	of	surveillance	to	exist	in	the	second	half	of	the	20th	century	was	not	to	be	found	in	capitalist	America
but	in	communist	East	Germany.	Here,	the	state	apparatus	aimed	not	only	to	stop	subversive	acts,	but	also	to
exert	control	over	the	micro-level	of	people’s	activities,	thoughts,	and	desires	in	order	to	prevent	dissent	or



disorder	from	ever	occurring.	Yet	while	surveillance	operations	within	the	capitalist	West	may	not	have	been
as	extensive	at	that	time,	they	have	undergone	unprecedented	growth	since	the	collapse	of	communism.

In	Britain,	there	was	a	large	increase	in	CCTV	cameras	during	the	1990s	as	a	response	to	the	mainland
bombing	campaigns	of	the	Irish	Republican	Army.	The	focus	here	was	on	observing	the	movement	of	bodies
through	urban	spaces	in	an	attempt	to	identify	suspicious	individuals	and	packages.	This	was	complemented
by	the	use	of	informants	and	undercover	agents,	a	tactic	deployed	increasingly	in	relation	to	any	group
considered	to	be	an	‘enemy	of	the	state’.	One	recent	case	in	the	UK,	for	example,	involved	an	undercover
police	officer	who	lived	for	years	as	partner	with	a	woman	he	was	investigating.	While	police	representatives
portrayed	him	as	a	‘rogue	officer’,	it	became	clear	that	this	was	a	textbook	surveillance	method	resulting
previously	in	officers	fathering	children	with	those	they	were	investigating.	Contributing	to	the	reproduction	of
the	population	while	seeking	to	regulate	the	actions	of	particular	groups	may	be	rare,	but	it	illustrates	the
unintended	consequences	that	can	follow	from	certain	attempts	to	solve	what	Turner	identifies	as	the	core
body	problems	associated	with	governance.

While	undercover	infiltration	constitutes	a	means	of	surveillance	dependent	upon	agents	crossing	over	the
borders	that	separate	‘legitimate’	from	‘illegitimate’	members	of	a	nation,	most	surveillance	operations	seek	to
strengthen	the	boundaries	that	exist	between	these	bodies.	This	is	evident	in	those	passports,	identity	cards,
iris,	fingerprint,	and	voice	recognition	devices,	and	the	gathering	of	other	bodily	data	to	scrutinize	and	monitor
physical	identity,	all	of	which	are	now	staple	features	of	border	control.	One	of	the	first	uses	of	biometric	data
to	maintain	borders	occurred	during	the	early	1980s	across	the	Mexican-American	border	in	an	attempt	to
reduce	the	flow	of	drugs.	The	European	Union	also	developed	biometrics	systems	in	the	late	1990s	in	order	to
allow	asylum	seekers	to	be	identified	and	authenticated.	As	the	cultural	studies	scholar	Ann	Davis	suggests,
the	body	is	here	treated	as	a	password.

If	surveillance	operates	to	highlight	and	help	enforce	the	boundaries	between	legitimate	and	illegitimate
bodies,	it	also	does	the	same	for	‘acceptable’	and	‘unacceptable’	places	and	spaces	embodied	subjects	might
visit,	including	those	involving	the	borders	of	the	Internet.	In	China,	for	example,	the	Golden	Shield	Project
censors	the	web	content	that	can	be	accessed	by	individuals,	while	North	Korea	has	adopted	an	even	more
restrictive	policy	towards	Internet	access.	Most	liberal	democracies	proscribe	as	illegal	certain	violent	and/or
pornographic	content	on	the	Internet,	while	abusive	or	threatening	messages	can	also	fall	foul	of	the	law.	All
these	means	of	scrutinizing	and	proscribing	mediated	bodily	movements	and	activities—whether	we	evaluate
them	as	oppressive	or	not—require	high	levels	of	deliberation,	reflexivity,	and	planning	on	the	part	of	state
securities.	They	involve	embodied	subjects	being	conceptualized	and	apprehended	in	particular	ways,	and
assuming	a	specific	value	for	those	who	have	attained	the	power	to	govern	them.

It	would	be	wrong,	however,	to	think	that	surveillance	is	the	exclusive	prerogative	of	central	governance.
Covert	filming	is	used	by	parents	as	a	means	of	collecting	evidence	about	the	quality	of	care	afforded	to	their
children	by	child	minders,	for	example,	and	as	a	way	for	adults	to	check	on	the	treatment	of	elderly	relatives	in
care	homes.	Helmet	cameras	are	becoming	increasingly	popular	among	cyclists	as	a	way	of	recording	evidence
of	dangerous	driving.	Elsewhere,	smart	phones,	iPads,	and	other	computer	tablets	are	routinely	used	by
protesters	to	record	and	prevent	police	intimidation	and	violence.

Away	from	such	instances	of	‘counter-surveillance’	is	a	growing	trend	towards	self-surveillance.	Dieting
involves	counting	calories	and	monitoring	the	self	through	the	ritual	activity	of	recording	weight	(sometimes	in
dedicated	‘weight	watchers’	groups).	Exercise	has	become	a	carefully	monitored	activity,	far	removed	from	the
uncertainties	and	vagaries	of	play:	it	is	assisted	by	apps	that	measure	distance	travelled	and	calories	burned,
workout	schedules	that	count	progress	in	terms	of	sets	and	repetitions,	and	pedometers	used	by	participants
in	‘older	adult	fitness	walking’.	These	are	not	imposed	by	others,	but	are	embraced	by	individuals	keen	to
place	their	bodies	under	scrutiny,	and	to	measure	their	own	progress	in	relation	to	the	norms	of	their	peer
group	or	other	population.	Such	self-surveillance	has	reached	its	most	developed	expression	in	the	‘quantified-
self’	movement.	This	consists	of	a	growing	numbers	of	individuals	dedicated	to	recording	their	lives	through
technologies	that	track	everything	from	their	mood	to	their	food	consumption	and	their	performance	across	a
range	of	daily	activities.

If	individuals	have	employed	self-scrutiny	as	a	means	of	disciplining	their	own	bodily	desires	and	actions,
surveillance	has	also	increasingly	become	a	form	of	entertainment.	We	may	no	longer	flock	to	see	public
executions—although	the	videos	posted	by	ISIS	and	other	extreme	Islamic	groups	still	make	it	possible	to
witness	such	spectacles—but	reality	television	programmes	such	as	Big	Brother,	Survivor,	America’s	Next	Top
Model,	and	Nanny	911	have	become	staple	ingredients	in	television	network	schedules	over	the	past	few
decades.	These	provide	viewers	with	access	to	the	actions,	conversations,	and	humiliations	of	participants.
They	add	to	the	sense	that	surveillance	is	not	the	prerogative	of	central	governance	but	appears	to	have	been
adopted	by	society	as	a	whole:	the	experiences,	expressions,	and	actions	of	embodied	subjects	have	never
before	been	so	extensively	and	intensively	recorded	and	observed.

Governing	life’s	processes

Focusing	upon	the	body	in	terms	of	the	data	or	information	that	can	be	extracted	from	it	in	the	case	of	security
surveillance	can	be	associated	with	governmental	techniques	that	facilitate	‘heavy’	interventions	into	suspect
individuals,	as	well	as	‘softer’	and	more	‘productive’	techniques	as	evident	in	the	case	of	the	quantified-self



movement.	For	the	sociologist	Nikolas	Rose,	however,	the	latter	tendency	to	scrutinize	the	smallest	details	of
bodily	presence	and	activity	also	signifies	a	broader	shift	in	the	level	that	medical	governance	has	come	to
operate	upon	the	body.

Rose	acknowledges	that	the	body	‘as	a	whole’—the	focus	of	clinical	medicine	in	the	19th	and	early	20th
century—may	remain	the	basis	on	which	most	people	tend	to	experience,	imagine,	and	act	upon	their	bodies.
Nevertheless,	complementing	the	scrutiny	of	data	trails	left	by	the	smallest	technologically	mediated	actions	of
individuals,	there	has	also	been	a	related	micro-level	concern	with	the	capacity	of	science	to	manage,
engineer,	and	regulate	‘life	itself’.	Thus,	biological	advances	in	research,	following	the	mapping	of	the	human
genome,	have	increasingly	promoted	a	view	of	embodiment	as	something	that	can	be	controlled	through	the
monitoring	and	manipulation	of	its	most	basic	processes.	Being	able	to	identify	what	are	known	as	single	base
variations	in	the	genetic	code	of	individuals	(the	small	differences	that	exist	between	people’s	DNA),	for
example,	holds	out	the	promise	of	assessing	an	individual’s	risk	in	relation	to	cancers	and	cardiovascular
disease	and	of	developing	medicines	that	are	thoroughly	personalized.

This	active	approach	to	managing	the	micro-processes	of	our	biology	is	reflected	in	contemporary	research
within	neuroscience	that	suggests	the	‘plasticity’	of	the	brain	makes	it	possible	for	individuals	to	increase	their
creativity	and	concentration	and	to	avoid	negative	thinking	that	might	result	in	depression	or	a	lack	of
productivity	in	their	social	and	work	roles.	Genetic	or	neurological	risks	are	no	longer	matters	to	be	responded
to	through	‘heavy’	eugenic	policies,	but	matters	for	constructive	and	‘positive’	intervention	through	gene
therapy,	cognitive	training,	and	general	lifestyle	changes.

Such	opportunities	may	promise	historically	unprecedented	degrees	of	self-control,	but	they	also	place	on
embodied	subjects	a	considerable	burden	of	responsibility	and	self-governance.	The	recent	growth	of	notions
of	biological	and	neurological	citizenship,	for	example,	contain	the	implication	that	people	need	to	monitor,
evaluate,	and	work	on	themselves	using	as	their	guide	expert	knowledge	from	the	‘received	facts’	of	science
and	medicine.	Knowing	one’s	chances	of	inheriting	particular	diseases,	as	well	as	being	aware	of	the	risks
associated	with	lifestyle	choices	related	to	diet,	exercise,	and	alcohol,	can	prompt	individuals	to	become	what
the	anthropologist	Kaushik	Sunder	Rajan	refers	to	as	‘patients	in	waiting’.	The	patient	in	waiting	governs
him/herself	on	the	basis	of	a	medical	paradigm	that	highlights	the	economic	value	of	physical	and	mental
health	to	the	individual,	to	the	health	service,	and	to	national	productivity.

If	these	notions	of	medical	self-governance	become	more	prevalent,	they	pose	particular	challenges	for	those
growing	old	at	a	time	when	ageing	too	far	from	the	ideal	of	youth	is	seen	as	being	akin	to	a	disease.	They	also
raise	concerns	about	the	treatment	of	individuals	who	struggle	to	cope	with	significant	physical	and	mental
disabilities,	and	who	simply	cannot	manage	their	condition	without	regular	help	from	others.	Elsewhere,
particular	pressure	is	already	being	placed	on	pregnant	women	who	are	increasingly	seen	as	the	agents	of
‘responsible	choices’	in	the	realm	of	reproductive	genetics.	Making	a	conscious	decision	not	to	use	prenatal
testing	for	abnormalities	is	very	different	from	not	having	the	technology	that	would	allow	for	such	testing	in
the	first	place,	and	issues	of	liability	loom	large	if	such	a	decision	results	in	a	child	being	born	with	serious
disabilities.	The	disability	studies	scholar	Tom	Shakespeare	suggests	that	this	situation	has	been	associated
with	the	notion	of	‘irresponsible	parental	choice’	and	argues	that	its	consequences	can	be	viewed	as	a	form	of
‘weak	eugenics’.	More	widely,	conceptions	of	‘biological	citizenship’	and	the	‘patient	in	waiting’	place	pressure
ultimately	on	each	and	every	embodied	individual.	Irrespective	of	how	strong,	fit,	healthy,	or	autonomous
individuals	may	feel	they	are,	our	very	existence	as	interdependent	physical	beings	confronts	everyone	who
lives	long	enough	with	the	limitations	and	frailties	associated	with	being	human.

The	self-governance	that	has	been	associated	with	this	focus	on	the	micro-processes	of	life	itself	may	be	a
‘positive’	form	of	control	in	Foucault’s	terms,	but	it	also	raises	the	possibility	of	states	retreating	further	from
principles	of	universal	health	provision	and	of	people	becoming	preoccupied	increasingly	with	‘bare	life’.	The
capacity	for	individuals	and	organizations	to	glean	knowledge	at	the	micro-level	of	embodiment	also	has
implications	for	health	insurance	and	for	social	policy.	If	insurers	are	allowed	access	to	the	biological	and
neurological	profiles	of	individuals,	there	exists	the	possibility	that	individuals	will	be	refused	cover	or	allowed
it	only	on	the	most	unequal	of	terms.	This	is	a	contentious	issue	in	health	systems	across	continents.	In	a
related	move,	the	genetic	testing	of	employees	and	potential	employees	gathered	pace	rapidly	in	the	USA
during	the	1980s.	While	in	1992	Wisconsin	became	the	first	state	to	outlaw	genetic	discrimination	in
employment	and	insurance,	the	future	acceptance	of	medical	self-governance	could	well	see	these	issues
opened	up	to	renewed	scrutiny.

Finally,	while	scholars	such	as	Rose	focus	on	how	increasing	knowledge	of	the	micro-processes	of	life	may
contribute	to	self-governance,	the	sociologist	and	bioethicist	Troy	Duster	has	demonstrated	how	genomic
research	has	been	accompanied	by	a	tendency	for	scientists	to	engage	in	the	logically	dubious	practice	of
associating	molecular	inheritance	with	racial	ancestry.	Current	technology	is	unable	to	trace	significant	parts
of	our	genetic	make-up.	Despite	this,	however,	scientists	have	frequently	reintroduced	crude	racial	categories
to	assessments	of	the	molecular	composition	of	human	beings.	The	problem	with	this	is	that	it	threatens	to
create	new	forms	of	racism	that	may	resurrect	previous	justifications	for	social	inequalities	based	upon	bodily
differences.

The	state,	life,	and	security



The	surveillance	of	whole	bodies	and	data	trails	for	the	purpose	of	security,	and	growing	attempts	to	control
the	processes	of	life	at	the	molecular	level,	may	appear	to	represent	radically	different	levels	of	governance.
While	the	former	has	been	associated	with	the	protection	of	post-colonial	privilege	in	the	case	of	the	USA	and
Europe,	through	the	establishment	of	‘fortress’	continents,	the	latter	has	(at	least	from	the	most	optimistic	of
perspectives)	been	associated	with	a	politics	of	hope	for	humankind.

During	the	last	two	decades,	however,	the	spectre	of	terrorist	attacks	that	utilize	biological	agents	has	brought
these	forms	of	biopolitics	closer	together.	This	is	exemplified	by	US	defence	policy.	Shortly	after	America’s
launch	of	the	‘War	on	Terror’,	and	the	anthrax	attacks	that	followed	9/11,	the	Bush	administration	initiated	a
national	defence	strategy	against	biological	threats.	Concerned	with	protecting	people	from	threats	at	the
molecular	level,	the	US	Congress	approved	in	the	same	year	unprecedented	levels	of	funding	for	storing
vaccines.	US	Centres	for	Disease	Control	are	concerned	not	only	with	general	issues	regarding	public	health,
but	with	identifying	lists	of	bioterrorism	agents,	while	the	Pentagon’s	Defense	Advanced	Research	Projects
Agency	(DARPA)	views	infectious	disease	in	terms	of	its	potential	to	be	a	security	threat.

As	the	science	and	technology	studies	scholar	Melinda	Cooper	argues,	the	‘War	on	Terror’	has	taken	a
biological	turn,	and	the	molecular	building	blocks	previously	identified	as	facilitating	the	health	and
revitalization	of	embodied	life	are	now	also	viewed	as	possessing	the	potential	to	threaten	and	destroy
individuals	and	populations.	Ironically,	we	see	here	the	turning	of	micro-level	biological	processes	against	the
embodied	individual	as	a	whole.	The	fear	that	dangerous	biological	agents	could	be	introduced	invisibly	across
otherwise	apparently	secure	borders,	to	mutate	across	species	and	infect	humans,	has	led	to	a	near	dissolving
of	the	boundaries	between	public	health	and	bioterrorism.	For	the	Italian	political	philosopher	Giorgio
Agamben,	this	development	can	be	seen	as	another	step	in	the	reduction	of	biopolitics	to	issues	of	bare	life—
the	basic	processes	of	life	itself.

Biopolitics	is	alive	and	well	in	the	current	age	of	governance,	but	the	conception	of	the	body	with	which	it	is
associated	has	undergone	significant	change.	The	medieval	focus	on	the	dead	body	of	the	criminal	was
replaced	by	an	early	modern	concern	with	the	management	of	differentiated	populations.	However,	the
significance	of	tracing	and	tracking	data	trails,	and	seeking	to	manipulate	the	body	at	its	molecular	level,	has
resulted	in	a	further	shift	to	what	is	involved	in	managing	the	‘problem’	of	the	body.	The	contrasting	forms	of
control	that	have	been	exerted	over	embodied	subjects	bring	into	view	very	different	ways	of	understanding
and	valuing	the	body,	and	serve	to	complicate	further	any	straightforward	answer	to	the	question	‘What	is	the
body?’



Chapter	5
Bodies	as	commodities

Bodies	have	been	conceptualized	and	valued	in	a	wide	variety	of	ways	across	contrasting	cultures.	Historically,
for	example,	they	have	been	viewed	as	resources	to	be	owned	and	traded	since	the	development	of	slavery	in
ancient	civilizations	across	the	world.	Over	the	last	few	decades,	however,	there	has	been	a	multiplication	of
methods	through	which	the	physical	appearance,	organs,	and	flesh	of	the	living	and	the	dead	have	become
implicated	in	market	transactions.

In	seeking	to	understand	why	these	processes	have	become	increasingly	pervasive,	the	writings	of	the	radical
philosopher	and	economist	Karl	Marx	are	useful.	Marx	insisted	that	capitalism	required	a	class	of	formally	free
labourers,	able	to	sell	their	labour	to	whichever	employer	they	wished.	He	also	argued	that	in	societies
dominated	by	the	profit	motive,	people’s	appreciation	of	their	senses,	of	other	people,	and	of	the	world	around
them	revolved	around	issues	of	who	owned	what.	These	tendencies	were	exacerbated	by	economic	crises	that
exerted	downward	pressures	on	wages,	and	reduced	ever	more	human	life	and	nature	to	mere	means	for	the
production	of	value.

Such	conditions	help	to	explain	why	the	distinction	between	embodied	subjects	and	commodities	has	become
increasingly	blurred.	By	the	early	21st	century,	indeed,	the	consequences	of	bodies	being	subjected	to	market
processes	were	experienced	globally	with	increasing	intensity	across	all	sections	of	society.	Among	the	more
privileged,	this	commodification	was	evident	in	the	various	ways	people	sought	voluntarily	to	cultivate	their
appearance	to	enhance	their	standing	in	the	marketplace	of	work	or	personal	relationships.	The	flesh	here
becomes	a	form	of	physical	capital	that	can	be	utilized	for	economic	benefit.	Among	those	dispossessed	from
the	benefits	of	global	capitalism,	however,	the	commodification	of	bodies	has	also	involved	the	brutal	and
coercive	selling	of	women	and	children	into	the	sex	industry.	In	these	cases,	embodied	subjects	are	reduced	to
enslaved	resources	from	which	can	be	generated	future	profits.

If	embodied	individuals	as	a	whole	are	sometimes	reduced	to	the	status	of	commodities,	developments	in
science	have	also	facilitated	a	massive	expansion	in	the	international	trade	in	body	parts	and	processes.	Organ
trafficking	has	become	an	international	problem,	while	the	biotechnological	exploitation	of	DNA	has	been
associated	with	potential	medical	advances	that	have	attracted	billions	of	dollars	of	capital	investment.
Undertaken	voluntarily	or	involuntarily,	involving	the	individual	as	a	whole	or	in	part,	bodies	have	never	been
so	multiply	or	thoroughly	entangled	in	circuits	of	financial	value.

The	increasing	commercialization	of	our	bodily	selves	as	a	consequence	of	contemporary	economic
developments	can	be	viewed	as	eroding	or	transforming	what	it	means	to	be	an	embodied	subject,	highlighting
the	uncertainty	over	what	constitutes	a	body.	Nevertheless,	the	various	ways	in	which	bodies	have	been	seen
as	objects	and	resources	to	be	transacted	for	profit	have	not	occurred	without	opposition	or	counter-
developments	associated	with	very	different	ways	of	valuing	the	body.

Marketing	appearance

By	the	start	of	the	21st	century	it	had	become	routine	for	multinational	corporations	and	local	businesses	alike
to	require	their	employees	to	embody	a	particular	look	expressive	of	a	company	brand	or	image.	Minimally,
this	involves	being	required	to	dress	in	a	particular	way	and	to	project	particular	emotional	impressions—
associated	variously	with	images	of	authority,	competence,	cheerfulness,	and	caring—to	colleagues,	clients,
and	customers.	Such	requirements	are	hardly	new	(having,	since	the	second	half	of	the	20th	century,	been
standard	for	a	range	of	occupations	in	the	service	sector),	though	they	have	extended	in	recent	years	to
minimum-wage	jobs	in	coffee	outlets	and	other	retail	centres	on	the	high	street.

The	quantity	and	quality	of	this	bodywork	and	emotion	work	required	of	employees	in	recent	decades	has
become	a	prominent	issue	in	academic	debates.	This	is	reflected	in	the	sociologist	and	columnist	Barbara
Ehrenreich’s	(1989)	book,	Fear	of	Falling,	on	professional	life	in	America.	Ehrenreich	detailed	the	increasing
emphasis	placed	on	having	a	marketable	body	in	the	labour	market.	She	also	suggested	that	this	development
had	prompted	the	professional	middle	classes	to	reflect	on	and	scrutinize	their	bodies	in	relation	to	the	ascetic
demands	of	the	workplace;	developing	(through	exercise,	diet,	and	an	avoidance	of	heavy	drinking	and
smoking)	a	form	of	physical	discipline	associated	with	maintaining	a	youthful	appearance	that	gives	them	an



advantage	over	their	peers.

Such	fears	of	appearing	insufficiently	youthful	to	maintain	one’s	working	status	appear	if	anything	to	have
become	more	acute	since	Ehrenreich’s	observations.	In	Silicon	Valley,	for	example,	business	is	thriving	for
plastic	surgeons	who	report	a	growing	use	of	Botox	as	well	as	other	‘age	denying’	procedures	among	male
tech	workers	in	their	thirties.	Women	have	long	been	subject	to	such	pressures,	and	have	for	decades
harnessed	cosmetic	techniques	and	operations	in	attempting	to	re-enter	or	stay	in	the	workforce,	yet	these
demands	have	intensified	along	with	an	extension	in	the	technological	means	available	to	satisfy	them.	In
California,	complaints	against	age	discrimination	are	reported	to	be	higher	than	those	associated	with
discrimination	on	the	grounds	of	race	or	sexual	orientation.	Being	caught	in	possession	of	a	body	that	has	a
declining	market	value	can	indeed	result	in	the	loss	of	employment.

Undertaking	bodywork	in	order	to	maintain	or	gain	a	marketable	appearance	is	not	confined	to	America	or
Europe	but	has	become	increasingly	global.	Research	on	aesthetic	surgery	in	South	Korea,	for	example,	has
documented	particularly	high	rates	of	invasive	treatment	among	men	and	women.	In	2008,	at	least	20	per	cent
of	Koreans	underwent	some	form	of	cosmetic	treatment.	Far	from	simply	being	an	attempt	to	look	more
Western,	this	bodywork	is	directed	towards	cultivating	what	is	considered	to	be	an	idealized	‘natural’	Korean
look	reflective	of	youth	and	high	social	standing.	In	a	country	that	has	high	rates	of	further	and	higher
education,	such	a	look	can	be	an	important	variable	in	securing	a	good	job.

The	marketable	value	of	appearance	is	not	only	confined	to	the	workforce	in	Korea,	it	also	extends	to	Koreans’
success	or	failure	in	the	field	of	intimate	relationships	and	marriage.	Here,	the	face	and	body	become	markers
of	value	that	can	help	individuals	increase	their	chances	of	gaining	a	successful	and	attractive	partner.	Once
secured,	moreover,	such	a	partner	may	also	prove	to	be	a	status	symbol	and	an	asset	in	navigating	the	social
elements	associated	with	gaining	popularity	and	promotion	within	an	organization.

Commenting	upon	the	growing	general	significance	of	appearance	as	a	bearer	and	vehicle	of	value	within
capitalist	societies,	the	French	sociologist	Pierre	Bourdieu	suggests	that	the	cultivation	of	bearing,	taste,
manner,	and	speech	have	become	widespread	markers	of	social	class	and	status.	Bourdieu	focuses
predominantly	on	how	the	body	enters	into	what	he	refers	to	as	the	‘pursuit	for	distinction’	in	France,	but	his
account	firmly	establishes	its	significance	for	people’s	chances	of	success	within	any	market	based	society.	For
Bourdieu,	indeed,	visual	appearance	and	other	impressions	‘given	off’	by	the	body	are	critical	for	people’s
capacity	to	accumulate	value	across	the	various	dimensions	of	social	and	economic	life.	In	this	context,	it
seems	to	be	the	case	that	if	people	are	increasingly	treating	their	bodies	as	projects,	as	suggested	in	previous
chapters,	they	are	encouraged	to	do	so	in	relation	to	the	growing	marketization	of	life.	While	appearances
have	become	subject	increasingly	to	these	market	based	pressures,	however,	so	too	have	other	aspects	of
embodiment.

Medicalizing	bodies	for	profit

The	preoccupation	with	appearance	as	a	means	of	enhancing	an	individual’s	value	in	work,	marriage,	and
other	areas	of	life	has	grown	in	recent	decades,	especially	among	those	possessed	of	the	means	to	treat	their
bodies	as	projects.	However,	this	period	has	also	given	rise	to	scientific	advances	into	the	building	blocks	of
life	itself.	Such	developments	have	stimulated	far	deeper	commercially	driven	interventions	into	the	molecular
level	of	people’s	bodily	being.

In	the	late	1970s	and	early	1980s,	advances	in	recombinant	DNA	technology—which	facilitated	the	isolation
and	combining	of	DNA	molecules	in	labs,	enabling	scientists	to	edit,	recombine,	transplant,	and	produce
genetic	and	other	living	material—stimulated	the	development	of	the	biotechnology	industry.	Symbolized	by
the	public	launch	of	the	company	Genotech	on	Wall	Street	in	1980,	the	sociologist	Catherine	Waldby	has
suggested	that	such	events	reflect	the	growing	significance	of	bio	value.	Interpreted	broadly,	bio	value	refers
to	processes	that	enable	bodily	material	to	be	exploited	for	the	development	of	medical	and	other	products.

It	is	in	medicine	that	this	particular	commercialization	of	bodies	has	most	potential	for	profitability.	The	minute
variations	that	exist	between	people’s	genetic	make-up	means	that	some	individuals	are	more	vulnerable	than
others	to	particular	diseases	such	as	lung	cancer	or	cardiovascular	disorders,	and	the	promise	of	what	is
termed	‘pharmacogenomics’	research	into	these	variables	has	been	associated	with	a	potential	revolution	in
health	care.	The	promise	of	such	developments	was	such	that	capital	investment	in	these	new	technologies
grew	rapidly	in	the	1990s.

Biotechnological	research	directed	towards	future	innovations	is	not,	however,	the	only	way	in	which	our
bodies	are	being	‘mined’	for	value	in	the	area	of	medicine.	In	his	2012	book,	Drugs	for	Life,	the	medical
anthropologist	Joseph	Dumit	notes	that	the	average	American	is	prescribed	between	nine	and	thirteen
prescription	drugs	per	year,	and	that	this	amounted	to	over	four	billion	prescriptions	in	2011	alone.	For	the
pharmaceutical	companies,	patients	who	are	not	taking	medicines	constitute	‘prescription	loss’.

In	this	context,	the	pharmaceutical	industry’s	attempts	to	persuade	individuals	to	spend	money	on	what	Dumit
calls	‘surplus	health’	becomes	an	important	means	of	maintaining	and	enhancing	profitability.	In	areas	as
diverse	as	sexual	performance,	emotional	mood,	and	weight	loss,	multinational	companies	bring	new	drugs	to
market	and	invest	large	quantities	of	money	in	advertising	them	to	doctors	and	selling	them	to	the	‘worried



well’	and	those	seeking	to	‘live	life	to	the	full’.	Everyday	and	unremarkable	levels	of	tiredness	and	unhappiness
have	been	turned	into	sexual	dysfunctions	and	depressive	disorders	amenable	to	medical	treatment,	while
excess	flab	and	even	hunger	itself	become	indicators	of	actual	or	potential	obesity	to	be	treated	by	appetite
reduction	drugs.

Research	into	the	development	of	new	medicines,	and	the	continued	exploitation	of	existing	medicines	to	a
growing	global	market,	raises	the	question	of	how	the	information	provided	by	our	DNA	and	our	genetic	make-
up	can	be	‘owned’	in	order	for	profits	to	be	made.	The	bringing	to	market	of	new	medicines	requires
significant	investment	if	experiments	are	to	be	turned	into	trials	and	then	into	products,	and	the	existence	of
patents	to	protect	inventions	and	developments	is	crucial	to	this	process.	Thomas	Jefferson	introduced
America’s	first	patent	act	in	1793,	enabling	profits	to	be	placed	on	a	secure	legal	footing	for	the	invention	and
development	of	machinery.	More	generally,	and	far	more	recently,	the	agreement	of	Trade	Related	Aspects	of
Intellectual	Property	Rights	(TRIPS)	was	the	most	comprehensive	international	intellectual	property	treaty	of
the	20th	century.	Initiated	in	1994	and	administered	by	the	World	Trade	Organization,	TRIPS	provides	a	global
basis	on	which	companies	can	pursue	the	profitability	of	new	products,	including	medicines.

Such	international	agreements	have	encouraged	companies	and	individuals	to	seek	to	patent	the	products	of
biotechnological	research	involving	DNA	and,	indeed,	the	human	genome.	As	bodies	become	‘knowable’	and
can	be	understood	on	the	basis	of	information	and	formulae	relevant	to	DNA,	the	ownership	of	patents
covering	intellectual	work	raises	questions	about	the	proprietorship	and	commercialization	of	bodily	life
processes.	In	1991	and	even	before	the	instigation	of	the	TRIPS	agreement,	for	example,	the	scientist	and
entrepreneur	Craig	Venter	sought	patent	protection	for	genes	to	be	found	in	the	human	brain.	Since	then,
various	legal	systems	and	states	have	been	involved	in	ongoing	debates	and	decisions	regarding	how	far	it	is
possible	to	view	the	building	blocks	of	human	life	itself	as	commodities	that	can	be	owned	and	exploited	for
profit.

These	attempts	to	exploit	commercially	basic	life	processes	raise	issues	not	only	about	the	commodification	of
bodies	in	general,	but	also	about	the	global	winners	and	losers	in	such	developments.	Certain	nation-states
have	insisted	on	commercial	agreements	before	allowing	the	exploitation	of	DNA	samples	and	genetic
research,	or	have	prevented	this	from	happening	at	all	in	an	assertion	of	what	has	been	referred	to	as
‘biosovereignty’.

Despite	such	assertions	of	national	control,	however,	multinational	companies	dominate	the	production	of
exploitable	knowledge	at	the	molecular	level	of	the	human	being.	This	often	involves	biotech	researchers
collecting	samples	and	data	from	local	populations	across	the	world	even	though	many	of	these	individuals	will
never	be	able	to	afford	the	medicines	produced	from	such	research.	Similarly,	the	risks	faced	by	those
participating	in	clinical	trials	are	not	spread	proportionately	among	rich	and	poor.	Clinical	trials	have	been
outsourced	from	the	USA,	especially	from	the	mid-1990s,	to	India	and	other	countries	disadvantaged	by	the
inequities	embedded	in	patterns	of	global	economic	development.

Trafficking	body	parts

Concerns	about	the	relationship	between	global	inequalities	and	the	medical	commercialization	of	bodies	have
not	been	confined	to	clinical	trials	and	testing.

In	2011	the	academic	journal	Body	&	Society	published	a	double	issue	that	focused	on	what	Nancy	Scheper-
Hughes	referred	to	as	‘transplant	tourism’	or	‘transplant	trafficking’.	Illegal	though	many	of	these	practices
are,	they	constitute	‘a	global	billion-dollar	criminal	industry	involved	in	the	transfer	of	fresh	kidneys	(and	half-
livers)	from	living	and	dead	providers	to	the	seriously	…	ill	and	affluent	or	medically	insured	mobile	transplant
patients.’

The	historical	antecedents	of	transplant	trafficking	include	the	19th-century	grave	robbers	in	the	USA	and	UK
who	sold	corpses	illegally	to	medical	schools	for	the	purpose	of	dissection.	More	recently,	there	have	been
cases	ranging	from	the	illegal	harvesting	of	skin	and	organs	from	corpses	in	New	York	funeral	homes,	to	the
kidnapping	of	Mexican	children	for	the	purpose	of	using	their	organs	for	the	transplant	needs	of	American
children.	This	latter	case,	one	of	the	most	notorious	of	its	kind,	involved	clinics	on	the	USA/Mexico	border	as
well	as	dozens	of	Mexican	medics	and	other	professional	accomplices.

The	trade	in	body	parts	is	not	confined	to	a	few	countries.	Organized	‘transplant	tourism’	developed	in	the
Middle	East	during	the	1970s	when	patients	travelled	to	India	and	then	(after	problems	arose	with	infected
and	diseased	organs)	to	private	hospitals	in	the	Philippines	to	buy	kidneys.	In	Europe,	Moldova	and	the
Ukraine	are	currently	home	to	large	numbers	of	donors	willing	to	sell	their	organs,	while	Turkey	is	the	country
where	most	clandestine	operations	are	conducted.	Elsewhere,	Brazilian	kidney	sellers	travel	to	South	Africa	to
do	business	with	Israelis,	while	the	current	levels	of	kidney	selling	among	certain	areas	of	India	is	such	that
one	survey	reported	up	to	10	per	cent	of	households	in	particular	localities	contained	one	member	who	had
sold	a	kidney.

Transplant	trafficking	depends	upon	and	is	made	possible	by	abject	poverty.	The	vast	majority	of	people	who
sell	one	of	their	kidneys	may	formally	do	so	through	choice,	but	their	decisions	are	made	in	the	context	of
seeking	to	provide	a	tolerable	standard	of	living	for	themselves	and	their	families.	In	Moldova,	for	instance,



approximately	one-quarter	of	its	four	million	population	have	left	the	country	in	an	attempt	to	find	work.
Circumstances	such	as	these	provide	intermediaries	or	‘organ	brokers’	with	a	fertile	context	in	which	to	match
ready	sellers	with	wealthy	foreign	patients.	Decisions	to	sell	organs	are	not	only	made	in	conditions	of	great
poverty,	however,	but	also	often	accompanied	by	ignorance	about	the	post-operative	problems	and	long-term
effects	on	health	that	can	follow	for	donors	unable	to	access	quality	medical	care.

The	organ	trade	also	sometimes	has	a	more	directly	coercive	element	to	it.	As	the	ethnologist	Susanne	Lundin
reports,	there	have	been	cases	of	Moldovan	men	travelling	to	Istanbul	with	the	assistance	of	agents	who
promised	them	a	job.	On	arrival,	they	discover	that	the	prospect	of	work	has	vanished,	and	they	are	kept
forcibly	locked	up	in	accommodation	until	they	repay	the	agent	for	expenses	incurred.	The	only	alternative	to
money,	which	they	do	not	have,	is	payment	in	the	form	of	a	kidney.

The	illicit	business	of	organ	trafficking	is	part	of	a	much	larger	commercially	driven	set	of	medical	migrations.
These	are	often	considered	perfectly	legitimate	ways	of	securing	medicines	and	medical	treatment	that	would
be	unavailable	or	unaffordable	to	individuals	in	their	own	country.	Certain	states,	moreover,	have	actively
promoted	medical	services	to	foreign	patients	as	part	of	a	broader	economic	strategy.	In	Thailand,	for	example,
medical	tourism	provides	a	significant	source	of	revenue	for	hospitals	and	the	tourist	industry,	as	well	as	a
taxation	stream	for	the	state,	with	over	a	million	foreigners	arriving	for	treatment	each	year.	Nevertheless,
such	strategies	also	have	implications	for	the	health	care	made	available	to	indigenous	populations.	In	South
Africa,	for	example,	expensive	medical	operations	such	as	organ	transplantation	are	now	confined	to	the
private	sector—a	sector	that	also	employs	significant	numbers	of	highly	trained	surgeons	no	longer	working
for	the	majority	of	the	population.

The	unequal	availability	of	health	care	entailed	by	these	developments	has	been	referred	to	as	a	body	tax	on
the	world’s	poor,	but	the	appropriation	of	the	organs	of	the	poor	in	order	to	facilitate	the	health	of	the
relatively	wealthy	takes	this	‘tax’	to	a	whole	new	level.	As	if	this	is	not	disturbing	enough,	there	are	also	in
existence	international	circuits	of	trade	in	which	embodied	individuals	as	a	whole	are	sold	to	others	in	forms	of
modern-day	slavery.

Enslaving	bodies

The	geographer	David	Harvey	has	suggested	that	we	are	living	through	a	period	of	‘primitive	accumulation’
reminiscent	of	the	conditions	that	first	gave	rise	to	capitalism.	This	accumulation	involves	obtaining	wealth
and	restoring	profitability	through	force	and	domination:	contemporary	examples	include	organized	crime,
financial	fraud,	and	market	manipulation	that	bankrupt	small	businesses	and	damage	savers,	and	international
financing	arrangements	that	leave	nations	struggling	with	unmanageable	debts.

When	these	circumstances	exist	for	any	prolonged	period,	they	can	prompt	the	breakdown	of	normal	capitalist
wage	relations.	One	consequence	of	this	is	the	growth	of	informal	and	undocumented	migrant	labour:
individuals	working	abroad	in	dirty	and	dangerous	jobs	without	rights	and	receiving	remuneration	below
minimum-wage	levels.	Segments	of	the	catering	and	agricultural	industries	in	Europe,	and	significant	sections
of	the	agricultural,	cleaning,	and	construction	workforce	in	the	USA	are	just	two	sectors	dependent	on	this
exploited	workforce.

The	breakdown	in	formalized	wage-relations	associated	with	the	return	of	conditions	approximating	to
primitive	accumulation	has	been	accompanied	by	a	rise	in	human	trafficking	and	the	systematic	use	of	forced
labour.	Figures	cited	by	the	legal	consultant	Penelope	McRedmond	suggest	that	2.5	million	people	are
trafficked	each	year	into	various	forms	of	modern-day	slavery	in	which	bodies	are	sold	and	bought	for	the
purposes	of	involuntary	sexual	or	labour	exploitation.	Much	trafficking	occurs	through	clandestine	methods,
but	it	can	also	take	place	in	heavily	policed	public	areas.	In	2006,	for	example,	auctions	involving	young
women	destined	for	sexual	slavery	took	place	in	front	of	a	café	at	Gatwick	airport,	London.

Trafficking	involves	coercion	through	violence	and	the	threat	of	violence,	blackmail,	and	psychological
domination,	and	has	contributed	to	a	situation	in	which	over	twenty	million	people	are	reportedly	trapped
within	various	forms	of	slavery.	While	the	International	Labour	Organization	(ILO)	puts	the	figures	at	twenty-
one	million,	the	2014	Global	Slavery	Index	(the	main	report	of	the	Walk	Free	Foundation)	puts	the	number	as
high	as	35.8	million.	The	illegal	and	‘underground’	character	of	much	slavery	makes	it	difficult	to	get	precise
figures.	What	we	do	know	is	that	India,	China,	Pakistan,	and	Nigeria	contain	the	largest	numbers	of	slaves,
while	slavery	remains	a	structurally	intransigent	part	of	other	societies.	In	Mauritania,	for	example,	ethnic
differences	have	served	as	a	basis	for	the	longstanding	enslavement	of	‘black	moors’	by	Berber	Arabs.

The	rewards	are	high	for	those	prepared	to	trade	people	in	these	ways:	the	ILO	has	estimated	that	the	profits
from	this	(in)human	trade	total	$150	billion	per	annum.	The	problem	has	become	so	serious	and	widespread,
indeed,	that	each	year	since	2001	the	US	Department	of	State	has	released	a	global	‘Trafficking	in	Persons
Report’	designed	as	a	comprehensive	resource	to	track	and	inform	policies	and	practices	to	help	combat	the
problem.

Modern-day	trafficking	is	a	truly	global	phenomenon.	In	America,	for	example,	instances	of	trafficking	and
coercion	have	ranged	from	the	purchasing	of	Cambodian	babies	for	adoption	(a	practice	that	frequently
involved	intermediaries	buying	and	even	stealing	babies	from	their	families)	to	the	control	and	tattooing	of



prostitutes	by	pimps.	Elsewhere,	its	various	forms	involve	the	selling	of	young	women	and	children	from
Burma,	Mongolia,	Thailand,	and	elsewhere,	as	brides	in	China.	It	also	includes	the	hundreds	of	thousands	of
women	trafficked	each	year	into	the	European	Union,	from	Eastern	Europe,	to	be	sold	in	the	sex	industry;	and
the	North	Koreans	working	as	‘state-sponsored’	slaves	in	the	construction	industry	within	Qatar.

In	the	Middle	East	more	generally,	forced	labour	extends	to	the	kafala	system	of	migrant	work.	This	plays	an
important	role	in	the	construction	industry	and	in	domestic	labour	by	tying	migrant	workers	to	sponsoring
employers,	often	removing	from	them	the	papers	they	need	to	return	home,	and	frequently	leaving	these
individuals	in	debt	by	charging	them	more	for	shelter	and	subsistence	than	they	receive	in	wages.	Elsewhere,
children	and	adults	are	forced	to	harvest	cotton	for	certain	periods	by	the	government	in	Uzbekistan,	while
children	are	subjected	to	slavery	in	diamond	mines	in	the	Democratic	Republic	of	the	Congo,	and	are	forced	to
fight	in	wars	in	Sierra	Leone,	Sudan,	Afghanistan,	and	elsewhere.	No	country	seems	immune	from	the
problem.

Global	in	scope,	the	enslavement	of	embodied	subjects	occurs	against	a	background	of	longstanding	patterns
of	post-colonial	exploitation	and	other	international	patterns	of	dependency,	inequality,	and	political	instability.
The	continued	existence	of	US	military	bases	in	such	countries	as	South	Korea	has	been	identified	as
increasing	the	trafficking	of	women	into	the	sex	industry,	for	example,	while	the	spread	of	market	forces	in	the
former	communist	bloc	has	prompted	a	mass	growth	in	forced	labour	and	prostitution.	Newspaper	adverts	in
Russia,	Ukraine,	and	elsewhere	promise	work	abroad	in	childcare	and	waitressing,	only	to	condemn	those
hoping	to	escape	poverty	to	enforced	servitude.

Those	involved	directly	in	trafficking	and	slavery	may	receive	one-off	payments	for	selling	individuals	to
others:	the	enslaved	individual	here	is	reduced	to	the	status	of	a	profitable	commodity.	In	other	cases,
however,	those	who	benefit	repeatedly	from	the	value	created	by	those	forced	to	work	in	the	sex	industry,
construction	industry,	or	in	any	other	type	of	enslavement	are	effectively	treating	those	coerced	as	a	form	of
fixed	corporeal	capital	that	can	be	used	to	generate	repeated	profits	in	the	future.	As	Marx	argued,	if	a	slave
owner	‘loses	his	slave,	he	loses	his	capital’.

In	terms	of	the	deep	backdrop	for	these	developments,	the	widespread	commercialization	of	sex	and	what	has
been	referred	to	as	the	‘pornification’	of	culture	has	stimulated	an	attitude	among	many	that	it	is	acceptable	to
buy	sexual	services.	Trafficking	and	slavery	only	exist	because	of	demand	for	the	goods	and	services	they
satisfy,	and	there	is	no	sign	of	a	declining	appetite	for	cheap	products	or	the	willingness	to	satisfy	all	manner
of	desires	through	legal	or	illegal	transactions	(see	Figure	9).

It	is	also	important	to	note	that	there	is	a	significant	cross-over	between	the	illegal	profits	earned	from	slavery
and	apparently	legitimate	businesses.	As	Louise	Shelley	(Director	of	the	Terrorism,	Transnational	Crime	and
Corruption	Center	(TraCCC)	at	George	Mason	University)	argues,	examples	of	this	include	the	Japanese
Yakuza	who	use	profits	from	such	activities	to	invest	in	golf	resorts	in	Thailand,	and	then	make	further	profit
from	marketing	vacations	that	include	sex	tourism.

9.	The	commodification	of	sex	has	intensified	in	recent	decades.

Resisting	commodification



Marketing	of	appearance,	medicalizing	bodies	for	profit,	trafficking	body	parts,	and	selling	embodied	subjects
into	forced	labour	and	slavery	each	highlight	a	breakdown	of	the	distinction	between	physical	subjects	on	the
one	hand	and	commodities	on	the	other.	It	would	be	a	mistake,	however,	to	think	that	the	commercialization	of
bodies	and	their	transformation	into	distinctive	forms	of	physical	capital	has	been	unopposed.

There	are	a	large	number	of	international	bodies	and	anti-slavery	organizations—international	and	national,
secular	and	religious—working	to	end	forced	and	indentured	labour,	and	an	increasing	number	of	countries
are	legislating	against	modern	forms	of	slavery.	The	commodification	of	body	parts,	fluids,	and	processes	has
also	been	challenged	by	alternative	practices.	The	World	Health	Organization	(WHO)	reported	an	extra	8.6
million	blood	donations	from	unpaid	volunteers	from	2004	to	2012,	for	example,	with	the	highest	increases
coming	in	Africa	and	South	East	Asia.	The	WHO	also	report	that	a	majority	of	countries	they	have	data	on
collect	over	90	per	cent	of	their	blood	supply	from	unpaid	volunteers.

If	blood	remains	implicated	significantly	in	a	‘gift	network’	rather	than	a	cash	nexus,	there	also	exist	related
practices	in	the	field	of	organ	donation.	In	the	USA,	for	example,	the	‘kidney	daisy	chain’	has	been	viewed	as
an	instance	of	‘new	donor	ethics’	in	which	donors	who	proved	incompatible	with	their	intended	recipient
donate	to	someone	else	in	the	hope	that	this	practice	will	become	generalized.

The	public	health	expert	Klaus	Hoeyer	and	his	colleagues	account	for	these	developments	by	arguing	that	the
extension	of	markets	has	developed	alongside	an	extension	of	notions	of	embodied	personhood.	This	can	be
seen	across	a	number	of	different	countries	in	relation	to	a	variety	of	issues.	In	Denmark,	for	example,
embryonic	cells	were	not	regulated	directly	before	the	mid-1980s	but	have	featured	increasingly	in	debates
about	what	constitutes	a	person.	Elsewhere,	in	Alder	Hey	Children’s	Hospital	in	England,	there	was	an	inquiry
in	1999	into	the	unethical	retention	of	organs	and	tissues	from	dead	children,	a	retention	that	did	not	involve
the	consent	of	parents.	This	prompted	a	public	and	media	response	informed	by	a	conviction	that	the	body	and
its	organs	retained	links	to	the	identity	of	the	children	of	which	they	were	a	part	and	could	not	be	reduced	to
mere	objects	post-mortem.

More	generally	still,	contrasting	definitions	of	life	and	death	continue	to	limit	organ	donation	in	countries	such
as	Japan.	Religious	issues	regarding	the	importance	of	not	violating	the	integrity	of	the	body	borrowed	from
God	also	remain	influential	in	Muslim	countries	such	as	Turkey.	Elsewhere,	it	is	worth	noting	that	the
acceptance	of	brain	cessation	as	the	marker	of	death	in	America—a	position	that	facilitated	increased	organ
donations—took	place	only	after	significant	debate	and	legislation.

In	addition,	the	experiences	of	transplant	recipients	continue	to	suggest	that	benefiting	from	this	exchange
cannot	be	viewed	in	the	same	terms	as	buying	other	commodities.	Various	anthropologists	describe	a	belief
that	the	‘cell	memory’	of	transplanted	organs	influences	the	personality	of	the	recipient	as	a	form	of	resistance
to	the	objectification	of	body	parts.	As	Aslihan	Sanal’s	study	discovered,	transplant	recipients	often	found
themselves	feeling	as	if	they	were	inhabiting	different	worlds,	possessing	part	of	another	person’s	spirit	that
affected	their	sense	of	self.

Finally,	there	are	also	strong	philosophical	arguments	opposing	the	commodification	of	body	parts.	Immanuel
Kant	associated	human	dignity	with	the	integrity	of	the	embodied	subject	as	a	whole.	Vital	organs	are	bound
up	with	the	constitution	and	development	of	who	we	are	as	embodied	human	subjects,	and	the	capacity	of
individuals	to	act	morally	cannot	be	separated	from	our	existence	as	beings	possessed	of	minds	and	bodies.
More	significantly	still,	Kant	placed	at	the	heart	of	his	philosophy	the	injunction	that	it	was	wrong	to	use
people	as	mere	means	to	ends.	From	this	perspective,	treating	individuals	or	body	parts	as	commodities	for
the	realization	of	profits	attacks	the	very	basis	of	what	it	is	to	be	a	human	being.

Whether	or	not	the	developments	explored	in	this	chapter	do	erode	the	basis	of	what	it	is	to	be	human,
however,	there	is	no	doubt	that	the	commodification	of	embodied	persons	is	continuing	apace	in	the	current
era.	Having	introduced	these	discussions	with	reference	to	Karl	Marx’s	insights	into	why	it	is	that	the
distinction	between	bodies	and	commodities	can	become	blurred	within	capitalism,	it	is	worth	returning	to	his
thoughts	on	the	subject.	For	Marx,	indeed,	the	primitive	accumulation	of	which	slavery	forms	a	part	‘is	as
much	the	pivot	upon	which	our	present-day	industrialism	turns	as	are	machinery,	credit,	etc.’	The	enslavement
of	bodies	enabled	colonial	powers	to	gain	value	from	cotton	and	other	raw	materials	that	accelerated	world
trade	and	formed	a	basis	for	the	development	of	modern	industry.	Contemporarily,	forced	labour	exists
alongside	the	commercialization	of	appearances,	of	body	parts,	and	of	medical	research	and	products	involving
life’s	basic	processes.	Bodies	are	being	exploited	in	multiple	and	often	novel	ways	as	sources	of	economic
value	in	their	own	right	and	as	vehicles	for	the	creation	of	profit.



Chapter	6
Bodies	matter:	dilemmas	and
controversies

Previous	chapters	have	explored	how	‘starting	from	the	body’	can	provide	us	with	the	basis	of	a	novel	and
productive	approach	towards	the	analysis	of	society,	culture,	history,	and	identity.	In	so	doing,	they	focused	on
highlighting	alternatives	to	those	Western	traditions	of	thought	that	marginalized	the	physical	dimensions	of
social	and	personal	existence,	elevating	the	mind	over	the	senses	and	ignoring	how	human	thought	as	well	as
action	occurs	through	our	embodied	being.	Opposing	this	tendency,	I	argued	in	these	discussions	that	it	is	vital
to	recognize	that	bodies	matter—possessing	their	own	properties	that	change	over	time	while	simultaneously
being	permeated	by	and	situated	within	a	wider	social	and	material	environment.	People’s	capacities	to	make	a
difference	to	social	life	exist	because	they	actively	‘imprint’	their	bodies	on	to	and	mould	the	environment
around	them,	while	institutions	and	customs	shape	each	new	generation	by	sanctioning	the	cultivation	of
people’s	embodied	capacities	in	certain	directions	rather	than	others.

This	need	to	develop	a	dynamic	approach	towards	embodiment	matters	has	been	reflected	in	the	three	themes
that	have	permeated	the	various	chapters.	These	have	highlighted:	(1)	the	capacity	of	social	and	technological
forces	to	inform,	and	change,	what	has	been	understood	conventionally	as	the	biological	constitution	of	our
embodied	being;	(2)	the	uncertainties	raised	by	this	changeability	about	what	our	bodies	are,	and	how	they
should	be	managed;	and	(3)	the	contrasting	and	contested	ways	in	which	bodies	and	embodied	subjects	have
been	valued.

In	order	to	explore	further	the	contemporary	significance	of	these	themes,	this	final	chapter	will	explore
briefly	how	each	of	them	is	associated	with	an	issue	involving	the	body	that	looks	set	to	become	more	rather
than	less	important.	It	will	do	this	by	posing	three	key	questions	about	contemporary	embodied	identities	and
the	quality	of	social	relationships	more	widely.	These	questions	address	respectively	whether	recent	changes
in	our	bodily	capacities	have	been	associated	with	a	decline	in	the	moral	standards	of	communication	and
interaction	with	others;	how	it	is	that	we	manage	our	potentially	changeable	bodily	identities;	and	whether
contrasting	conceptions	of	what	is	valued,	prized,	and	even	considered	sacred	about	the	body	raise	challenges
for	the	future	of	humankind.

Are	mediated	bodies	immoral?

Social	and	technological	advances	have	long	altered	the	capacities	as	well	as	the	characteristics	of
embodiment,	prompting	changing	answers	to	the	question,	‘What	can	bodies	do?’	The	growing	abilities	of	our
prehistoric	ancestors	to	control	fire,	for	example,	was	one	of	the	most	significant	technological	innovations
ever,	allowing	people	to	inhabit	previously	inhospitable	environments.	Fast-forward	to	the	present	day,
however,	and	it	is	possible	to	argue	that	the	development	of	digitally	mediated	communication	(facilitated	by
networked	computers	and	the	inception	of	the	Internet)	has	brought	about	an	unprecedented	change	in	how
the	capacities	of	embodied	subjects	have	been	supplemented	and	enhanced.

Social	networking	sites,	video	messaging,	electronic	mail,	blogs,	online	gaming	cultures,	and	digital
distribution	platforms	such	as	YouTube	are	just	some	of	the	means	through	which	it	has	become	possible	to
engage	in	mediated	communication.	In	exploring	the	embodied	implications	of	this,	the	Canadian	Cultural
Studies	scholar	Vince	Miller	argues	that	these	technologies	operate	by	distributing	the	presence	of	bodies	over
time	and	space.	Crucially,	he	also	suggests	that	this	change	has	been	associated	with	a	worrying	decline	in	the
moral	quality	of	communication.

In	order	to	understand	the	background	to	Miller’s	argument,	it	is	first	important	to	say	something	about	how
the	relationship	between	embodied	interaction	and	moral	behaviour	has	been	understood	conventionally.	Of
particular	importance	here	is	the	contribution	made	by	Erving	Goffman,	the	sociologist.	Goffman	argues	that
routine	face-to-face	interaction	imposes	certain	limitations	on	how	people	relate	to	each	other—such	as	the
need	to	be	physically	proximate	and	to	engage	in	turn-taking—if	communication	is	to	be	possible	and
successful.	He	also	suggests	that	these	same	conditions	help	promote	a	moral	order	of	interaction.	This	is	in
part	because	participants	not	only	have	to	be	available	and	‘open’	to	others	(exposing	themselves	to	a	degree
of	vulnerability),	but	must	also	extend	a	degree	of	trust	to	those	with	whom	they	are	engaged.	Without	being



prepared	to	accept	that	this	can	be	done	in	relative	safety	and	to	the	potential	satisfaction	of	all	parties,	the
interactions	necessary	to	embarking	on	any	shared	activity	would	become	impossible.	Physically	co-present
interaction,	in	short,	imposes	conditions	on	bodies	that	generally	make	it	in	people’s	interests	to	extend
respect	and	goodwill.

If	face-to-face,	corporeally	co-present	communication	usually	requires	a	degree	of	mutual	goodwill,	Goffman
also	argues	that	the	moral	qualities	of	these	situations	are	reinforced	by	the	fact	that	those	who	betray	this
trust	(through	insensitivity,	rudeness,	or	being	exposed	as	tricksters	or	fraudsters)	stand	to	become	morally
tainted	and	disreputable.	When	enough	people	know	about	their	behaviour	within	a	locality,	indeed,	they	are
likely	to	be	excluded	from	this	moral	order	of	interaction.	Networked	digital	communication	technologies,
however,	institute	radical	changes	to	the	conditions	in	which	much	interaction	occurs.	In	particular,	these
remove	the	necessity	of	face-to-face	meetings	in	order	to	interact	with	work	colleagues,	friends,	and	strangers,
and	also	frequently	reduce	the	disincentives	against	and	consequences	of	behaving	badly	to	others.

This	is	the	context	in	which	Miller	suggests	that	mediated	presence	weakens	the	conditions	that	encourage
individuals	to	develop	a	sense	of	moral	responsibility.	Evidence	for	this	can	be	found,	he	suggests,	in	the
frequency	of	‘flaming’	(posting	or	sending	offensive	messages	to	others)	or	‘trolling’	(deliberately	provoking
arguments)	on	social	media	sites.	Instead	of	dealing	with	imminent	face-to-face	interactions,	individuals	are
here	being	rude	and	offensive	in	the	knowledge	that	they	may	never	suffer	the	consequences	of	their	actions.
The	effects	of	such	actions	can,	however,	be	exceptionally	serious.

The	suicide	of	42-year-old	social	worker	Simone	Black	on	Christmas	day	in	2010,	for	example,	was	a
thoroughly	mediated	act	for	those	who	responded	to	her	Facebook	announcement:	‘took	all	my	pills,	be	dead
soon,	bye	bye	everyone’.	Simone	had	1,082	supposed	‘friends’	on	Facebook,	but	her	message	provoked
mockery	and	scepticism.	None	of	her	contacts	alerted	the	authorities	and,	despite	several	being	within	walking
distance	of	her	flat,	no	one	called	round	to	check	on	Simone.	Seventeen	hours	later,	after	Simone’s	mother	was
alerted	to	her	post,	the	police	found	her	dead.

This	is	not	an	isolated	example.	In	2008	a	teenager	from	Florida	announced	on	an	Internet	chat	room	that	he
was	going	to	kill	himself.	After	being	encouraged	to	‘go	ahead’	by	several	online	spectators,	1,500	people
watched	this	suicide.	Similarly,	a	British	man	hung	himself	a	year	earlier	live	on	a	webcam	in	front	of	online
spectators	after	being	goaded	into	the	act	in	another	Internet	chat	room.

In	the	context	of	developments	such	as	these,	Miller	and	other	commentators	have	drawn	on	the	writings	of
political	economist	Adam	Smith	and	the	philosophy	of	Emmanuel	Levinas	in	seeking	to	specify	further	why	it	is
that	face-to-face	relationships	stimulate	a	mutuality	often	missing	from	mediated	communication.	Distributed
presence,	it	seems,	is	not	just	a	technological	matter	but	also	raises	critical	moral	considerations.

A	very	different	area	in	which	mediated	presence	can	be	seen	as	raising	moral	questions	about	interaction
involves	technologies	of	warfare.	During	the	Gulf	War,	American	pilots	remarked	that	bomb	target	finders
made	the	whole	process	of	destroying	targets	(buildings,	but	also	people)	appear	like	a	video	game.	Relatedly,
the	increased	use	since	the	1990s	of	remotely	piloted	aerial	systems,	or	‘drones’,	has	prompted	worries	that
battlefield	deployments	of	automated	weapons	would	result	in	more	indiscriminate	killing	and	would	be
insensitive	to	the	interactional	prompts	that	enable	a	soldier	to	distinguish	a	combatant	from	a	civilian.

Mediated	interaction	is	not,	of	course,	the	only	or	even	the	deciding	factor	that	determines	issues	of	morality
within	social	interaction.	As	the	sociologist	Norbert	Elias	makes	clear	in	his	writings	on	the	processes	of
civilization,	medieval	people	at	times	took	great	delight	in	torturing	and	witnessing	the	torture	of	others	in
situations	of	immediate	co-presence.	Recently,	the	American	abuse	of	prisoners	at	Abu	Graib	and	Guantanamo
was	undertaken	in	situations	of	physical	co-presence.	Nevertheless,	the	concern	highlighted	by	those	who	have
written	on	the	spread	of	mediated	communication	is	that	the	incentives	to	act	morally	provided	by	most
contemporary	routine	daily	face-to-face	interactions	are	weakening.

How	do	people	manage	bodily	change?

Bodily	change	is	a	constant	feature	of	social	history	and	individual	lives,	and	societies	have	long	sanctioned
surgical	and	other	interventions	into	people’s	physical	being.	Nevertheless,	the	speed	with	which	modern
science,	technology,	and	medicine	continue	to	develop—and	the	enormous	implications	these	advances	have
for	people’s	capacities	to	alter	and	extend	their	embodied	capacities—raise	questions	about	how	both
individuals	and	institutions	manage	the	opportunities	and	threats	associated	with	these	possibilities.

In	the	case	of	individuals,	the	extent	and	speed	with	which	bodily	related	changes	are	now	made	available	has
subjected	what	was	once	regarded	as	the	‘natural’	and	taken-for-granted	conditions	of	physical	existence	to
unprecedented	levels	of	deliberation.	These	circumstances	do	not	mean	that	we	are	divided,	mind	and	body,
against	ourselves.	Neither	do	they	provide	a	warrant	for	those	who	believe	that	it	is	purely	our	capacity	to
think	that	defines	us	as	human.	As	the	pragmatist	philosopher	John	Dewey	makes	clear,	it	would	be	impossible
for	us	as	intelligent	humans	to	survive	unless	we	bracketed	out	hundreds	of	potential	contingencies	and
possibilities	each	day,	took	many	of	life’s	parameters	for	granted,	and	acted	‘as	usual’	towards	much	of	what
we	do	and	know.	Nevertheless,	the	present	pace	of	change	does	make	it	increasingly	difficult	to	rely	on	many
of	our	taken-for-granted	actions	as	guides	for	maintaining	and	developing	our	bodily	identities.	Instead	of



continuing	to	depend	on	them,	indeed,	many	of	these	embodied	habits	are	likely	to	be	subjected	to	reflexive
scrutiny:	an	assessment	of	the	self	by	the	self,	engaging	with	the	possibilities	opened	up	by	these
developments.

Growing	opportunities	for	change,	and	the	increasingly	deliberative	responses	these	are	likely	to	stimulate,
are	also	hugely	consequential	for	institutions	and	those	whose	identities	are	associated	with	them.	This	is
especially	the	case	for	institutions	rooted	in	relatively	fixed	rules	and	practices	that	have	evolved	gradually
through	the	weight	of	tradition,	a	type	usefully	illustrated	by	the	case	of	religion.

Institutionalized	forms	of	religious	practice,	faith,	and	personhood	are	associated	conventionally	with
cultivating	embodied	habits	in	line	with	prescribed	beliefs,	fixed	moral	codes	of	righteousness	and	purity,	and
recurring	rituals	encompassing	speech,	diet,	dress,	and	appearance.	Such	routinized	patterns	of	religious
socialization	were	suited	to	societies	marked	by	limited	patterns	of	social	change	in	which	moral	dilemmas
tended	to	remain	stable	over	time.	In	the	current	era,	however,	religious	authorities	and	their	followers	have
few	options	but	to	confront	the	rapid	developments	occurring	in	the	economy	and	society	that	alter	the	terrain
on	which	they	operate,	even	if	their	response	is	to	develop	particularly	modern	forms	of	religious
fundamentalism.	The	advent	of	satellite	television,	the	Internet,	and	other	forms	of	global	communication,	for
example,	have	made	it	virtually	impossible	for	even	the	most	‘orthodox’	religious	leaders	and	followers	to	be
unaware	of	the	strength	and	arguments	of	secularism	and	alternative	beliefs	in	other	parts	of	the	world.	Such
circumstances	do	not	entail	that	religion	is	unable	to	flourish,	but	they	do	cast	doubt	on	whether	traditional
religious	habits	can	endure.

In	this	context,	it	is	interesting	that	religious	authorities	have	made	renewed	efforts	to	consciously	cultivate
bodily	practices	and	experiences	that	can	help	stimulate,	stabilize,	and	reinforce	belief.	Pentecostalism	and
other	forms	of	charismatic	Christianity	have	become	increasingly	influential,	and	their	focus	on	religious
affiliation	and	conversion	involves	highly	deliberative	attempts	to	‘open	up’	the	body	to	the	power	of	the	Holy
Spirit.	Central	to	this	is	a	reflexive	interrogation	by	the	faithful	of	every	aspect	of	life,	alongside	techniques	of
prayer	and	pure	living	designed	to	guide	this	scrutiny.	As	part	of	this	process,	churches	make	carefully
planned	use	of	physical	images	and	objects—that	have	been	referred	to	as	‘sensational	forms’—that	can	assist
in	nurturing	and	modulating	religious	emotions,	feelings,	and	thoughts.

Pentecostal	attempts	to	embody	the	presence	of	God	have	a	long	history	in	Christianity,	but	what	marks	out
current	practice	is	the	extent	to	which	this	is	carefully	planned,	regulated,	and	reflected	upon	by	the
individuals	and	authorities	involved.	The	body	pedagogics	of	the	Alpha	Course	discussed	in	Chapter	3,	for
example,	are	explicitly	designed	and	carefully	scrutinized	to	provide	the	experiences	and	knowledge
considered	most	suited	for	stimulating	the	presence	of	the	Holy	Spirit	in	the	initiate.

This	reflexive	approach	towards	stimulating	religious	bodily	experience	is	not	confined	to	Christianity.	It	has
been	noted	that	many	young	European	Muslims	celebrate	their	religious	identities	as	choices,	marking	them
off	as	having	made	commitments	that	are	distinctive	from	the	predominantly	Christian	and	secular	societies	in
which	they	live.	Elsewhere,	research	has	suggested	that	many	young	Muslims	in	Iran	engage	with	their
religion	reflexively,	distancing	themselves	from	the	Islam	of	their	parents	and	grandparents	as	a	result	of
adopting	a	constructively	critical	approach	to	developing	‘purer’	religious	practices;	an	approach	that	has
heighted	worries	about	the	spread	of	fundamentalism.

Relatedly,	the	anthropologist	Saba	Mahmood	has	demonstrated	how	Muslim	women	in	the	Egyptian	Piety
movement	seek	through	reflexive	deliberations	to	scrutinize	and	deepen	their	personal	religious	orientations
and	dispositions.	These	women	were	very	conscious	of	adopting	highly	conservative	forms	of	dress,	for
example,	as	a	way	of	stimulating	within	themselves	a	sense	of	propriety	and	shame;	disciplining	their	bodies
and	experiences	in	line	with	Islamic	teachings.	Cultivating	Islamic	‘virtue’	through	their	dress	and	demeanour,
they	sought	to	assess	every	aspect	of	their	bodily	selves	and	expressions	as	part	of	a	conscious	determination
to	ensure	that	both	exterior	actions	and	interior	self	conform	to	Islamic	norms	(see	Figure	10).	This	involved
seeking	to	cope	with	those	who	placed	them	in	situations	hostile	to	the	achievement	of	piety	in	their	daily	life,
and	the	internal	struggle	or	Jihad	with	their	own	bodily	actions	and	desires	in	a	world	that	encouraged	them	to
behave	in	impious	ways.

Both	these	examples—from	Pentecostal	Christianity	and	Islam—highlight	the	significance	of	reflexive	scrutiny
when	it	comes	to	managing	the	body	in	the	context	of	the	options	and	choices	that	now	face	religiously
inclined	individuals	whatever	their	affiliation.	This	does	not	suggest	that	habits	have	become	irrelevant	to
social	and	religious	life,	but	it	does	emphasize	how	individuals	seek	consciously	to	mould,	form,	and	reform
their	bodies	and	habits	in	line	with	ideas	and	commitments.	Habits	are	increasingly	subject	to	reflexive
judgements,	and	are	criticized	and	where	necessary	changed	by	individuals	consciously	assessing	how	they
wish	to	develop	their	self-identities.



10.	Dress	is,	for	many,	an	integral	aspect	of	religious	identity	and	has	provoked	political	controversy	in
secular	societies.

The	reflexive	assessment	of	bodily	habits	and	actions	is	undoubtedly	more	common	among	some	people	than
others.	These	variations	depend	upon	many	factors	including	education	and	having	available	those	resources
that	facilitate	body	management	and	that	therefore	make	such	deliberation	of	direct	personal	relevance.	It	is
not	just	in	the	case	of	religion,	however,	that	the	extent	and	pace	of	change	in	the	modern	world	is	making	an
unquestioned	reliance	on	past	habits	increasingly	difficult.	In	the	case	of	health,	for	example,	people	now	have
more	information	(and	more	conflicting	information)	about	what	they	should	and	should	not	consume	than
ever	before.	Even	those	who	continue	to	drink	and	smoke	heavily,	and	refuse	to	participate	in	the	exercise
regimes	lauded	by	local	and	national	health	services,	find	it	difficult	not	to	reflect	on	their	behaviour	in
relation	to	pervasive	messages	of	self-maintenance	and	‘biological	citizenship’.	Such	examples	can	be	found
across	social	life	and	reinforce	the	sense	that	people’s	assessments,	appraisals,	and	other	reflections	on	their
corporeal	constitution	have	become	increasingly	important	means	by	which	they	navigate	their	way	through
their	world.	Body	matters	encompass	the	embodied	mind	as	well	as	the	physical	flesh.

Have	our	bodies	become	sacred?

A	recurring	theme	throughout	the	preceding	chapters	has	been	the	contrasting	ways	in	which	bodies	have
been	valued	and	prized.	The	importance	placed	on	particular	views	of	what	is	‘natural’,	‘normal’,	or	desirable
about	bodies	at	times,	indeed,	warrants	the	conclusion	that	there	may	be	something	sacred	about	human
embodiment.	This	is	a	point	that	was	made	by	the	classical	sociologist	Emile	Durkheim,	who	argued	that
although	the	body	may	appear	to	be	mundane,	it	was	frequently	the	location	and	even	the	source	of	sacred
values	‘set	apart’	from,	prized,	and	rendered	exceptional	vis-à-vis	daily	life.

If	we	consider	the	relevance	of	Durkheim’s	comments	in	the	contemporary	era,	it	is	reasonable	to	suggest	that
bodies	are	now	prized	and	even	rendered	sacred	by	different	groups	of	people	on	the	basis	of	such	varied
factors	as	their	youth,	their	ethnicity,	their	governability,	their	skills	and	capacities,	their	value	as
commodities,	and	also	because	they	adhere	to	religious	conceptions	of	divinely	commanded	living.	Such
variations,	however,	also	raise	the	possibility	that	there	may	exist	disagreement	and	conflict	over	what	is
sacred	about	the	embodied	subject.

In	outlining	the	broad	terrain	covered	by	these	contrasting	and	potentially	conflicting	approaches	to	what	is
prized	about	bodies,	it	is	important	to	recognize	the	co-existence	of	both	religious	and	secular	conceptions	of
the	body	as	sacred.	Beginning	with	the	former,	there	is	no	singular	religious	conception	of	sacred	bodies,	as
evidenced	by	the	distinctive	prescriptions	and	prohibitions	placed	on	prayer,	fasting,	diet,	and	lifestyle	by
common	Jewish,	Christian,	and	Islamic	practices.	The	social	consequences	of	these	sacred	conceptions	can
also	be	quite	different:	the	traditional	Christian	allowance	of	a	secular	sphere	on	Earth	(as	expressed	in	the
biblical	phrase	‘Render	therefore	unto	Caesar	the	things	that	are	Caesar’s’),	for	example,	is	very	different	from
the	Islamic	imperative	that	all	of	culture	and	society	be	subjected	to	the	will	of	Allah.

The	secular	validation	of	the	body	as	an	object	of	political	governance,	in	contrast,	has	placed	heightened
value	on	managing	the	basic	process	of	life	itself	in	terms	of	such	issues	as	health	and	reproduction.	Different
again	is	that	secular	commodification	of	bodies	and	bodily	parts	that	prizes	the	utilization	of	embodied



subjects	as	resources	for	the	accumulation	of	profit.	This	is	not	only	in	terms	of	bodies	as	producers,	moreover,
but	also	in	terms	of	the	capacities	of	consuming	bodies	to	facilitate	a	company’s	profitability.	Multinational
companies	have	devoted	significant	resources,	for	example,	to	research	into	how	brands	attract	allegiance
from	consumers	who	experience	their	own	physical	identities	as	bound	up	with	the	purchase	and	use	of
particular	objects.	From	this	perspective,	we	can	suggest	that	‘Nike	towns’,	the	ESPN	Zone	in	Chicago,	Apple
stores,	and	even	coffee	outlets	such	as	Starbucks	promote	ways	of	using	their	products	that	treat	consumers’
bodily	identities	as	sacred	vehicles	through	which	profits	can	be	maintained.

These	contrasting	conceptions	of	how	the	body	is	perceived	and	treated	as	sacred	have	very	different	social,
economic,	and	religious	consequences—illustrating	how	our	embodied	properties	and	capacities	can	be
steered	towards	and	harnessed	to	distinctive	ends.	Different	consequences	also	tend	to	follow	the	actions	of
those	who	transgress	these	secular	and	religious	orientations	towards	our	embodied	being.	Stigma	and	shame
are	frequently	attached	to	individuals	who	fail	to	discipline	their	bodies	in	line	with	the	secular	demands	of
being	efficient	producers	and	consumers,	for	example,	as	evidenced	by	recent	UK	welfare	policy	which	has
tended	to	view	as	‘scroungers’	people	unable	to	work	full-time	because	of	disabilities.	More	visible	is	that	‘holy
rage’	visited	by	fundamentalist	groups	upon	people	who	treat	their	own	and	other	people’s	bodies	in	ways	that
are	seen	as	violating	sacred	principles.	Examples	of	this	include	the	attacks	on	abortion	clinics	in	the	United
States	during	the	1980s	by	the	Christian	fundamentalist	group,	the	Army	of	God.	More	recently	and	more
widespread	is	the	violence	engaged	in	by	Islamic	groups	determined	to	defend	their	visions	of	sacredly
ordained	forms	of	education	and	dress,	and	to	punish	those	who	dare	to	engage	in	profanating
representations.	Ranging	from	the	shooting	of	Malala	Yousafzai	by	the	Taliban	because	she	attended	school
and	spoke	up	for	the	rights	of	girls	to	be	educated,	to	the	terrorist	attacks	on	the	offices	in	Paris	of	Charlie
Hebdo	for	pictorially	depicting	and	ridiculing	Mohammed,	the	defence	of	sacred	principles	can	be	deadly.

Expansive	bodies

Each	of	these	questions	about	the	current	state	of	embodiment—involving	mediated	communication	and	the
moral	quality	of	human	interaction,	the	significance	of	reflexive	engagements	with	bodily	identities,	and
competing	conceptions	of	how	bodies	and	bodily	acts	can	be	considered	sacred—shows	how	body	matters
reach	beyond	the	boundaries	of	enfleshed	persons.	Embodied	individuals	are	always	situated	within	a	wider
social	and	material	environment	that	they	both	shape	and	are	shaped	by.	The	manner	in	which	bodies	are
conceptualized,	experienced,	lived,	and	treated,	therefore,	provides	us	with	far	more	than	a	limited	and
localized	topic—of	interest	to	only	physiologists	and	others	in	the	biological	sciences.	Instead,	these	issues
provide	key	means	of	approaching	social	relationships,	cultural	ideas,	technological	developments,	and
historical	change.
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