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CORPOREAL FEMINISM I: GENDERED SUBJECT POSITIONS AND THE PRODUCTION OF KNOWLEDGES

Main Points

Grosz, “Notes Towards a Corporeal Feminism”


The body is no longer reduced to naturalistic or essentialist explanations, and it can be seen as the primary object of social production and inscription. There is no female essence or a priori femininity. Women are represented as human only through the male-defined notion of humanity. *A genuine female universal, if not located within a fixed identity or psyche, can be corporeally located.* Sexual difference is relational. These social relations and positions may help to provide a non-essentialist conception of sexuality or personal identity. The body can be a socio-historical “object,’ a political object (as primary objects of political contestation). Author hopes to provide a “corporeal feminism,” an understanding of corporeality that is compatible with feminist struggles to undermine patriarchal structures.


Feminists have refrained from concepts of the body as they can be a theoretical and political danger, particularly when the notion of the female body has been used to justify women’s physical and social subordination. The body and mind have been viewed as dualistic, binary. Thus, the humanness of the body, its physical status, has bee ignored. Further, patriarchal oppression justifies itself through the presumption that women, more than men, are tied to their fixed corporeality. Feminist understandings of corporeality avoid biological reductionism and present more appropriate conceptual models of women’s bodies and experiences.  


Two possible alternative conceptions of corporeality exist. First, bodies are the result of social, economic, psychical and moral relations experienced by and integrally recorded by subjects—they are corporeally inscribed. If this is so, biology must be amenable to psychical and cultural transformations, to processes of retracing or inscription. The body must be naturally social. 
Second, our bodies can be viewed as a writing surface, in which the external surface is directed towards the acquisition of appropriate cultural attitudes, beliefs, and values. It is an interface between privatized experience and signifying culture. 


To formulate a new idea of corporeality, we need to do a number of things (e.g., explore non-Euclidean notions of space). Specific to our bodies, we need to think of our bodies as the object of dual power relations; bodies are both socially and idiosyncratically inscriptions of power. Feminist accounts of the body require experiential or phenomenological concepts of the body as the site for an interior psychic map and also as a product of manipulation, produced and controlled, in order to develop an ideal of the lived body.
Grosz, Elizabeth (1993). Space, Time, and Perversion:  “Bodies and Knowledges:  Feminism and the Crisis of Reason” (25-43)

Aim of article is to dissolve the “crisis of reason,” and the crisis has methodological, epistemological, and political implications. Crisis is in part a consequence of the historical emphasis of mental over the corporeal. These knowledges simultaneously rely on and disavow the role of the body. Hursserl broadly defined this crisis as the mismatch, conflict, or displacement between “objectivity” and “subjectivity.” 

I. The crisis’s fundamental assumptions

a. reason and knowledge are methodologically appropriate to the study of the human subject

i. can’t answer the question of how does this knowledge, method, technique, constitute its object

ii. the spaces between disciplines haven’t’ been analyzed by the disciplines themselves

b. assumes that the object of investigation (e.g., human bx) exists independently of knowledge of it

c. assumes theories and knowledges are produced as eternally true or valid, independent of their origins

i. challenged by theoretical physics (Heisenberg, chaos theory)

ii. reason’s blind spot can be located in its inability to know the knower

d. assumes knowledge is value free

i. Focault argued that the relations between power and knowledge must be considered internal to knowledges

II. Feminism and the body

a. Still a reluctance to conceptualize the female body as playing a major role in women’s oppression

b. How are bodies relevant to feminism and the structure of prevailing knowledges?

i. It is necessary to examine the term body as the unacknowledged condition of the dominant term, reason

ii. Sexual differences, like class and race, are bodily differences (how is class?) and must be reconceived as culture’s preeminent object to fully acknowledge their social and cultural nature

iii. Power can be seen to operate directly on bodies, behaviors, and pleasures, extracting information from them to develop the social sciences and humanities

III. The body as surface of inscription

a. Two broad kinds of approach to theorizing the body can be discerned from 20th century radical thought

i. Inscriptive-conceives the body as a surface on which social law, morality, and values are inscribed

1. analyzes a social body

ii. Lived body-refers largely to the lived experience of the body, the body’s internal or psychic inscription

1. takes body schema or imaginary anatomy as its objects

b. All cultures practice a kind of ritualized body-inscription (e.g., tattooing)

c. Western body forms are considered expressions of an interior subjectivity

i. Bodies are textualized, read by others as expressive of a subject’s psychic interior

IV. Lived, sexed bodies

a. Sexual differences demand social roles as procreative functions are socially required, produced, and regulated.

i. Implications for psychoanalysis on the psychic level

ii. What effect is and understanding of the sexually differential forms of body going to have on our understanding of power, knowledges, and culture?

V. Knowledge and sexual differences

a. The self-images of knowledges have been bereft of an understanding of their own textual corporeality

i. Knowledge is a practice, not a product

b. Knowledges are a product of bodily drive to live and conquer

i. Masculinity or maleness of knowledge remains unrecognized as such b/c there is no other knowledge with which it can be contrasted

ii. Not a question of blaming men, but of understanding that certain perspectives are particular to their social and corporeal interests

VI. Feminism and the crisis

a. Feminist theory is implicated in this crisis in sometimes unrecognized ways

i. One broad category of feminist though tries to include women in the domains where they have been absent

ii. Yet many projects are implicated by the crisis of reason b/c it submits the position of knower or subject of knowledge to a reorganization, and remains unresolved (if reason is an effect, not of reason itself, but of something unreasonable (power) then adhering to an altered modified reason is no solution)
Scheman, “The Body Politic/The Impolitic Body/Bodily Politics” (185-92)


Author wants to describe a history of Western politics and epistemology by distinguishing b/w premodern (Body Politic) and modern attempts (Impolitic Body). The body politic involves the sublimated body, a bodily presence ties to authority and a patriarchal memory, makes it emotionally real, and encourages the belief that we are part of one large body. The impolitic body goes against the unity of unities inherent in the body politic. Without the One to create our unified experience, we have to make a world from our own experiences and desires. This approach can boarders on apolitical nihilism.


Body politics is sort of a compromise between the two. It is the revolt against the social, political, and economic structures that have held in place the unified experience of the body politic. To go beyond the impolitic body, body politics argues for the “existence of a plurality of cognitive domains and for the absence of hierarchical relationships between them.” One way of posing this problem is to ask how and when to say “we.” What is needed is a conception of individuality that is compatible with a historically specific we of political identity an alliance. 


A conception of the self (one in community and uniquely valuable, that is embedded locus of idiosyncrasy, a place from which one acts and interacts, where boundaries are situational and flexible) is a good starting point. This compromise is stated, “putting the flesh back on our bones, it would allow us to be responsible while acknowledging that there is nothing beyond ourselves to be responsible to.”

Bartky, “Foucault, Femininity and the Modernization of Patriarchal Power” (in Kourany et al. 103-118)


Bartky describes how Foucault argues that disciplinary practices ties to modernity (e.g., the army, school, hospital) now require more of the body than political allegiance or labor; they now “invade the body and seek to regulate its very forces and operations, the economy and efficiency of its movements” as a means to increase the utility of the body. Modernity imposes a “micro-physics of power,” partitioning our bodies’ time, space, and movements. However, Foucault doesn’t describe the account of the disciplinary practices of women, bodies more docile than men’s. To overlook the forms of subjection that engender the female body is to perpetuate the silence and powerlessness imposed on women. The author wishes to take a look at what Foucaut has overlooked and examine those disciplinary practices that produce a body in with feminine gestures and appearances. She proposes three categories of such practices: 1) those that aim to produce a body of a certain size and general configuration, 2) those that bring forth certain gestures, postures, and movements, and 3) those that produce a certain ornamented surface of body.


Bartky describes America’s obsession with the feminine ideal of a very thin body, and women’s attempts to adhere to social pressures to diet and reduce wrinkles. Photographers have documented differences in men and women’s positions in space; men expand in space, while women make themselves small and narrow. She describes the familiar acts of putting on makeup and doing one’s hair in ways so we notice how absurd it is—how lengthy, time consuming, awkward, and painful at times. She says that the project of femininity is a setup, because every woman is destined to fail in some way and be ashamed at her deficiencies. Also, a language of tension and constriction in body language is also a language of social hierarchy (e.g., applicants sit on edge of seat, while higher status people are looser and more relaxed).


In the next section, the author asks who are the disciplinarians of the system of micropower? Historically, the law, also parents and teachers, and the media, yet the power that inscribes femininity in the female body is “everywhere and it is nowhere.” Focult’s focus of discipline as operations of specific institutions, the author claims that discipline is unbound also. Women choose to work out, but the disciplinary practices of femininity produce a subjected and practices inferior body—patriarchal standards are internalized. This is a part of the system of sexual subordination. Since these values are internalized, it may be hard for some women to become feminists (especially radical feminists) and fight these internalized values.


The author makes an insightful connection of Foucault’s ideas of the watched prisoner and women’s internalization of feminine norms. Power has now become anonymous, while the project of control has new individuality; the watched inmate takes over the job of policing him/herself. Author suggests that the images of normative femininity, especially from the media, have replaced the religiously oriented tracts of the past.

Terrance MacMullan, Revealing Male Bodies: Introduction


Men have come under scrutiny to a higher level than previously, but few approaches pay serious attention to the role of the male body in shaping male lived experience. The contributors to the anthology address this omission by focusing on three categories: phenomenology, the impact of social power on the body (e.g., Foucault), and feminist critiques of embodiment. Turning a feminist gaze upon the ways boys and men are both privileged and constrained by ideals of masculinity, manhood, and fatherhood, is merely another step in feminism’s task to “unweave the web of oppression and reweave the web of life.” 


Phenomenology, especially Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception (1945), claims that through the body we form relationships to the objects of the world, making the body the true subject of experience. M-P reveals that we find the sentient and sensuous life of the body at the heart of even our most abstract cognitions. 
Foucault tied knowledge to the struggle for power and domination. He used genealogy to function as an alternative history to the dominant social institutions. His most significant genealogy is the analysis of the role of the human body in history (e.g., ideal of womanly beauty in the 20s compared to the 80s).

The anthology has a few common themes, including the multiple axes of power, or gender as privilege but race and class still vulnerable to marginalization. Final note calls for an ongoing, dynamic conversation on male embodiment to make our work relevant, informed, and complete.
Weekly Observations

Since this week focuses on the body as a grounds for politics and a surface for culture to be “inscripted” onto, I have been paying more attention to my own embodiment. I believe in the feminist movement to de-emphasize our physical beauty by abandoning silly cultural traditions and formalities, like wearing lots of makeup or having perfectly combed hair. However, when I present my self as a student or a professional, I very often relinquish my personal beliefs in order to be perceived as competent, organized, “normal,” etc. I feel like a hypocrite, but I wonder just how often I would have received the same jobs, grades, etc. if I was unkempt, etc., not adhering to the social norms for feminine looks! It’s a disturbing thought, but in the end, I conform to lookist values to get ahead in the world, especially academically and vocationally.


Also, the articles which mentioned men and women’s space in the world reminded me of how much the women African dancers had on me. They threw their arms and bodies around, very freely and naturally, which I liked when I saw. When my sister imitated them (she has taken African dance and studied in Africa) I was startled to see her move around like that. I think this is testament to how much I adhere to these social and cultural values, and they are so embedded in my beliefs that I hadn’t readily considered why my sister looked strange and the African dancers didn’t.  
