In Notes Toward a Corporeal Feminism, Elizabeth Grosz introduces a new way of considering our bodies in terms or gender and sexual identity.  She views the female body as being a cross-cultural universal, and at the same time being open to individual and social specificities.  The body is not biologically essentialized, but is inscribed by each society’s particular requirements (p. 2).  This idea recognizes the fact that our bodies and everyday experiences are central to our subjectivity, but at the same time they can be sites of struggle against patriarchal construction.  Her theory tries to account for the biological realities of femaleness without reducing femaleness to biology.  She adds biology to social, cultural and psychological ways of constructing subjectivity.  This helps to remove the persistent dichotomies of mind/ body and culture/nature.

An interesting point she makes is that only human bodies create culture, and at the same time humans must already be cultural in order for culture to have an effect on their bodies.  This gives a new definition to the ‘nature’ of human biology: it must include culture, history and language (p. 7).

There are no universal differences between male and female bodies, only particular kinds of bodies in specific social and cultural contexts.  Grosz speaks of the body as a “hinge or threshold between nature and culture” (p. 8).

She sees two different ways of investigating the idea of corporeal feminism:

1. from the inside: the body can be seen as corporeal existence “within which all experience is made possible”.

2. from the outside: the body is seen as a surface that “presents itself to others and to culture as a writing or inscriptive surface”.  It is on this surface that a cultures’ values, beliefs, etc are etched.  And it is through this exterior inscription that the bodies interiority is produced (p. 9-10).

These two views are not mutually exclusive – the internal, experiential concept of the body and the external, social concept are two sides of the same coin (p. 14).

The idea of corporeal feminism also addresses the idea of the location of power and the possibility of change.  The female body may be inscribed in certain ways in a patriarchal society, but it is also an “object of resistance to power” – the body’s subjectivity is not biologically fixed, but could be “redefined, reconceived, reinscribed” in different ways (p. 15).

Grosz’s second article, Bodies and Knowledges,  covers the “crisis of reason” that affects the subject’s ability to rationally know itself.  She lists several assumptions that have to be questioned and her responses to these assumptions that exemplify a different way of producing knowledge – an antihumanist way.  Some of these (stated very simply) are:

1. There is the assumption of a transparent neutrality between ways of knowing and the objects known

2. The object of investigation exists independently of knowledge of it.

3. Knowledge is thought to be eternally true and existing outside of history

4. Knowledge is thought to be perspectiveless (p. 27-28).

Her response is that knowledge is not independent of the knower; there is the impossibility of reason’s self-knowledge; knowledges cannot “understand their own historicity and materiality” (p. 30); knowledge is not perspectiveless, but must be seen as one of many vantage points and not singular and ahistorical; finally, it is impossible to decide between competing knowledges on the basis of reason alone; decisions must also consider the “psychological, social, political and epistemological” sides as well (p. 30).

She goes on to relate this different perspective on knowledge to the construction of the female body and corporeal feminism.  She sees the body not in opposition to culture but as “it’s  preeminent object”.  The body  “is the unspecified raw material of social inscription that produces subjects as subjects of a particular kind” (p. 32).  Power, through inscription of certain values, beliefs, etc., acts directly on bodies; “knowledges require the interaction of power and bodies”; and “power requires knowledges of bodies and behavior in order to remain effective” (p. 32).  The exterior of our bodies, through signs like clothes, jewelry, makeup, cars, etc., connect us to systems of power that become internally coded and are read by others.  Our bodies speak and thus strengthen the power relationships they reflect.

The “maleness of knowledges” that is inscribed onto female bodies seems to be natural or neutral because society (men) have repressed any other form of knowledge.  Men’s bodies have conceptual supremacy and women’s bodies are seen as lacking, incomplete, reduced to inferior versions of men’s bodies.

Grosz ends the article by stating that, from the viewpoint of corporeal feminism, liberal feminist theory cannot be effective, only more radical theory and action can.  Liberal feminism would place women or femininity as knowable objects, and work to correct or alter existing knowledges.  The crisis of reason questions the position of the knower and the neutrality of such knowledges; it questions the idea of making women objects of knowledge without “submitting the position of knower or subject of knowledge to a reorganization”(p.40).  A more radical, antihumanist feminism would take, not women, but patriarchal knowledges as their object; they would be willing to reject existing models of knowing and develop totally new, different forms.

Sandra Bartky’s article, Foucault, Femininity and the Modernization of Patriarchal Power, addresses how power is wielded by institutions and becomes internalized by our bodies and minds.  Institutions like schools, the military, hospitals, factories, prisons, control not only our bodies activities, but our bodies time and space.  Modern technology can control not only our bodies, but our minds, in more social and psychological ways than ever before.  The subject knows that she is controlled in both mind and body by the many institutions that she is exposed to.  She comes to internalize these disciplinary structures and ends up policing herself (p. 115).

Foucault’s relationship of power to the body is similar in some ways to Grosz’s in that the external inscriptions of power become internalized and lived; but Bartky points out that Foucault sees the body as one, as if there are not differences between women and men, and as if women and men had the same relationship to power.  He doesn’t recognize the disciplinary practices that produce feminine bodies (p. 105).  Bartky writes of three practices in particular that define the “artifice” of femininity:

1. the size and configuration of the body – practices that promote the ideal of today are dieting, exercise, plastic surgery.

2. bodily comportment – gesture, posture, movement – the way women take up space, sit, walk, compose their facial expressions, smile, touch, etc.,  is different from men

3. use of the body as an ornamental surface – through makeup, jewelry, clothes, care of the skin and hair

All these practices produce a body that sees itself as inferior and deficient.  According to the media none of us are attractive enough or measure up to society’s (men’s) standards.  In order to even approach the standards set for us we must invest enormous amounts of time, energy and money and still we are destined to fall short of whatever the next season’s ideals are.

I thought Bartky’s paragraph on p.110 describes so well what most women feel: “A panoptical male connoisseur resides within the consciousness of most women: they stand perpetually before his gaze and under his judgment.  Woman lives her body as seen by another, by an anonymous patriarchal Other.  We are often told that ‘women dress for other women’.  There is some truth in this: who but someone engaged in a project similar to my own can appreciate the panache with which I bring it off?”  Even the successful practitioner of this regime doesn’t gain power or respect.  The fact that she is a women makes her efforts of little worth and women end up being “ridiculed and dismissed for their interest in such ‘trivial’ things” (p.111).

Bartky asks what and where is the disciplinary power that inscribes femininity.  It is everywhere and nowhere.  It does not reside in any particular institution – it is unbound. And this “absence of formal institutional structure” makes it seem that the production of femininity is natural and voluntary.  Actually these disciplines can be voluntary and involuntary at the same time; nevertheless, they “must be understood as aspects of a far larger discipline, an oppressive and inegalitarian system of sexual subordination” (112).  Even though there are no formal sanctions or disciplinarians, a woman who refuses to follow these disciplines will find herself facing the most significant rejection of all in a patriarchal society – the refusal of male patronage (113).

Ironically, the same discipline that can bring disempowerment from a larger perspective, can also bring the self a sense of mastery and accomplishment in the skills that she has developed to carry out the demands of the discipline.  Looked at this way, a radical feminism that questions the patriarchal construction of the female body might be resisted by some women for several reasons.  It would challenge their sense of competence; they would be unwilling to give up what they see as rewards for complying with the standards of beauty; they might see it as a threat of “desexualization, if not outright annihilation” (p.114).  But liberal feminism often accepts the conventional standards of femininity while rejecting the sexual division of labor; Bartky finds this kind of feminism incoherent and calls for the “deconstruction of the categories of masculinity and femininity” and an “as yet unimagined transformation of the female body” (p.115).

Naomi Scheman speaks of the political need to say we – i.e., “the need to build a theory that would further the fight against the various forms of oppression against all women” seems to require a general definition of who and what is “woman”.   She thinks the starting point or position from which an individual acts needs to be an “image of the self in community and uniquely valuable, that is, as an essentially embedded locus of idiosyncrasy, a place from which one acts and interacts, in that style which is distinctively - differently – one’s own, oneself”. These collective definitions don’t have to be essentialist, though; she speaks of a we that is “collectively articulated and situationally flexible” (191-2).  This is a view of action and change within a certain discourse without the “apolitical nihilism” she sees inherent in some postmodernist views. 

