These symbolic positions for
real ossible tO occupy even as
acturing telos of

1
gist as the strf
and reject the latter

necessity to such
eterosexuality

: fOImer polnts
s e of universal
elncodes compulsory RECeros
gymboliC; and the “failure” to

y lamented as a source of

7. Of course, it is Eve Kosofsky Scdgwick's Epziremology o
the Closet (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990)
which traces the subtleties of this kind of panic in
Western heterosexual epistemes.

8. Amber Hollibaugh and Cherrie Moraga, “What We're
Rollin Around in Bed With: Sexual Silences in
Feminism,” in Powers of Desire: The Politics of Sexuality, ed.
Ann Snitow, Christine Stansell, and Sharon Thompson
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983), 3904-405.
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RECONSTRUCTING FEMINIST
DISCOURSE ON THE BODY

| The body—what we eat, how we dress, the daily
a rals through which we attend to the body—is @
| nedium_of _culture, The body, as anthropologist
Mary Douglas has argued, is a owerful symboli

form, a surface_on which _the central rules. hierar-
2 - .
chies, and ev veical commitments of a cul-

rure are inscribed and thus rei €

concrete language of the body.' The body may also
operate as a m r culture. From quarters as

diverse as Plato and Hobbes t0 French feminist Luce
n of body morphology has

diagnosis and/or vision of

Itigaray, an imaginatio
provided a blueprint for
social and political life. :

It is also, as

Tt s i s nly s of e
e body is not only a 7ex hilosopher

anthropologist  Pierre Bourdieu and pd J
Michel Foucault (among others) have atgucs, a practi-

wl, ditect locus of social control. Banally, through

table manners and toilet habits, through sec.errtmgly
and ices, culture 1s made

trivial routines, rules, _
body.” as Bourdieu puts it_,...converted into automatic,
\__:

sODY AND THE REPRODUCTION

o ———

habitual activity. As such it i

of consciousness . .
erate cransformations.”? Qut conscious politics, social
Cn—

Wumr—
mined and b i ies—not the
craving, instinctual body imagined by Plato, Augus-
tine, and Freud, but what Foucault calls the “docile
body,” regulated by the norms of cultural lifeA
Throughout his later “senealogical” works (Disci-
pline and Punish, The History of Sexuality), Foucault
constantly reminds us of the primacy of practice over
belief. Not chiefly through ideology, But through the
organization and regulation of the time, space, an
“movements of our daily lives, our Bodies are trained,
shaped, and impressed with the stamp of prevailing

historical forms of selfhood, desire, masculinity, fem-

s put “beyond the grasp P
. [untouchable} by voluntary, delib- 12a

L.
NG

+

ininity. Such an emphasis casts a dark and disquiet-
ing shadow across the contemporary scene. For
women, as study after study shows, ate spending
foore titne on the management and discipline of our
< i S
Jbodiesthan we have in a Tong, long time. In a decade
marked by a reopening of the public arena to women,

= Yext of edbvre + |ows of ConTrol
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the intensificatio

: verting. Through -t A

Sprasy anel s e elusive ideal of ferlfl: t
n : iring tha

ever-changi it without a terminus, € uirin

ninity—a pursu
women constant | e
sical changes in_tashion— ema

i im
ly attend to minute and often wh

o
o

dress—central organizing principles of time and

]

ss socially oriented and more centripetally focused
,M sel-modification. Through these disciplines, we
A

continue to memorize on our bodies the feel and con-

viction of lack, of insufficiency, of never being good
\

¢

enough. At the farthest extremes, the practices of

temininity may lead us to utter demoralization, de-
bilitation, and deat

Viewed historically, the discipline and normaliza-
tion of the female body—perhaps the only gender
v“(v oppression that exercises itself, although to different

3 degrees and in different forms, across age, race, clas

and sexual orientation—has to be ackn

an amazingly durable and flexible strategy of social

S existing gender configura-

2 ons rgda' ZY_attempts to shift of transform
@ eff:oes. e In such an erg we desperarte]

d- <tve political discoy e about the f, m,aly

04y, a discourse adequate to ap analysis of o

] ysis of the in-

oxical, Pathways of modern

< Develo in :
ing th o . .
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OPpress : . ories of ¢
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by 0 aOf 10)
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on in a A .
Particy] nce
ar domy;j
n.
‘

TMODERN TUR

pears diver-

bodies become
jes are
ocile bodies iBodies whose forces an.d eeerg 21
"f “bituated to external regulation, subjection, i
; i
formation, ( improvement. vThrerfx the exac ng
and Tormalizing disciplines of diet, makeup, a d

space in the day of many women—we are rendere

owledged as

Second, we need an analytjc,
power whose cen
but constitutive. “a power beps

-—

making them grow, and Ofdering .

one dedicated to _impedin themhem
submit, or destroying them.” Particula inaking
of femininity, where so much dependry in g,

ingly willing acceptance of varioys o, € ey |
tices, we need an analysis of Powet "?f S ang pifn\ ;
Foucault puts it; for example ofm%h% ‘
shape and prolifmmhk
generate and focus our energies, €Press i
tions of normalcy and deviance 4
And, third, we need 2 discou

to account for the subversion ofr;i)z?::i:]’l“ eabe
ehseourse that, while insisting on the necerebellion,a
jective analysis of power relations, socia iestslt of oh.
litical backTash, and so forth, will nOnethelesarchy, po.
to confront the mechanisms by which the :;M

times becomes enmeshed in collusion w; Ject &

stain her own oppression.
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L goraphobia, and anorexia L€rvosa.’ I recognize that ‘

il(e:g?ogdtirs have also historically been class- and
i n:e - argely (athough not exclusively) occur-
o ong" white middle- ang upper-middle-class
men. Nonetheless, anorexia, hysteria, and -agora-

gOtemi :;la . rowde a paradigm of one way in which
1N the ma.reustance 1S not merely undercut but zilized
1 -
ntenance and reproduction of existing power

120N Revias Stk 2o

The ¢ ! i
entral mechanism will describe involves a

5

on one Teva] . tl.Ol’lS that are ebjectively (end,
» €Xperientially) constraining, enslaving,
and €ven murderous, come to be experienced as lib-
m transforming, an e ——his
analysis, although limited to a specific' domain, 4s
a0 example of how various contemporary critical
discourses may be joined to yield an understanding
of the subtle and often unwitting role played by our

bodies in the symbolization and reproduction of
e e L ¥
nder. ,

%’e"ewhqw
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ween female disorder and “normal”

ullﬂ:ice ~ sharply revealed through a close
.miﬂi“e F;;e Tisorders t0 which women have been
Wese, of course, have varied
Wﬂia and hysteria in the second
f‘m 'f‘lly:n?neteemh century; agoraphobia and, most
o of Ll Mervosa and bu.hmia in the

t;] ' of the rwentieth century. This is not to say
ad ectics did not exist in the nineteenth cen-
(hat nany CASES were described, usually in the con-
tllr"/fdiagﬂoses of hysteria—or that women no longer
et from classical hysterical symptoms in the twenti-

rntuIY- But the taking up of eating disorders on a
th €8 e is 95 unique to the culture of the 1980s as

& S-d ic of hysteria was to the Victorian era
the €P! A :

The symptomatology of these disorders  reveals
WSS ot mf>b111ty, loss of voice, in-
hilicy to leave the home, feedmg ot%lers while starving
nesclf, taking up space, and whittling down the space
es body takes up—all have symbolic meaning, all
hﬂeﬂk_"l meaning under the varying rules govern-
ing the historical construction of gender. Working
Work, we see that whether we look at
bysteria, agoraphobia, or anorexia, we_ find the body of
-’Uthe sufferer deeply inscribed with an ideological con-
f

e S ==t

aruction of femininity emblematic of the period in

question. The construction, of course, is always ho-
mogenizing izi i ial, class, and
|A'mogenizing and normalizing, erasing racial, class,
other differences and insisting that all women aspite to
i rdized ideal. Strikingly§in these d1.s-
orders the construction of femininity is writtenin dl(Sl-
tubingly concrete, hyperbolic terms: - exaggerated,
extremely literal, at times virtuall Caricatured cx;esen—f
1 . . . ‘ S O
tations of the ruling feminine mystique: _I_l_e_b_o__ie——;
. ing Icres Z
disordered women in this way offer themselves as
St e 4 — rpreter—a text
wgressively graphic text for the 10t€ ikl
T , ie )
that nsists, actually demands, that it be rea:

tural statement, a statement about gender.

icians and
Both nineteenth-century male physic

X i P seen, in the
entieth- . isp critics have S€Eh
th-century feminist (syndromes

J 1a
¥mptoms of neurasthenia and hyster

ifferentiated as the

t : -
: 2t became increasingly less d £ stereot ically
en ion O

tury wore on), an exaggerati “Jady” was

- r
<Minine traitsThe nineteench-ceﬂtur;’iness’ sexual
1zed in terms of delicacy and dre

THE BODY AND THE REPRODUCTION OF FEMININITY" o 323

pflssivity, and a charmingly labile and capricious emo-
t1.onality.8 Such notions were formalized and scien-
tized in the work of male theorists from Acton and
Krafft-Ebing to Freud, who described “normal,” mature
fe_mininity in such terms? In this context, the disso-
ciations, the drifting and fogging of perception, the
nervous tremors and faints, the anesthesias, and the
extreme mutability of symptomatology associated with
nineteenth-century female disorders can be seen to be

" concretizations of the feminine mystique of the period,

produced according to tules that governed the pre-
vailing construction of femininity. . . .
" The hysteric's embodiment of the feminine mys-
tique of her era, however, seems subtle and ineffable
compared to the ingenious literalism of agoraphobia
and anorexia. In the context of our culture this literal-
ism makes sense. With the advent of movies and tele-
vision, the rules for femininity have come to be
culturally transmitred mare and more through stan- _
dardized visual images. As a result, femininity_ itself Co/
has come to be largely a matter of constructing, in the ~
manner described by Erving Goffman, the appropriate ﬁ'
(P

surface presentation of the self!® We are no Tonger
given verbal desctiptions or exemplars of what a lady

is or of what femininity consists. Rather, we learn the '®
rules directly through bodily discourse: through
images that tell us what clothes, body shape, facial
expression, movements, and behavior are required.

In qg_qu@ﬁia and, even more dramatically, in an-
orexia, the disorder presents itself as a virtual, though
tragic, patody of twentieth-century constructions of
femininity. The 1950s and early 1960s, when agora-
phobia first began to escalate among women, was a
period of reassertion of domesticity and dependency as
the feminine ideal. Career woman became a dirty word,
much more so than it had been during the war, when
the economy depended on women’s willingness to do
“men’s work.” The reigning ideology of femininity, so
well described by Betty Friedan and perfectly cap-
tured in the movies and television shows of the era,
was childlike, nonassertive, helpless without a man,
“content in a world of bedroom and kitchen, sex,
babies and home.!! The housebound agoraphobic
lives this construction of femininity literally. ™ You
want me in this home? You 1l have me in this home—
with a vengeance! . . . " \

The emaciated body of the anorectic, of course,
immediately presents itself as a caricature of the
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X ce that women 3
gymbotic and licerah eIt B2 e 2 Tor el

others, not the self, and 0 constr cedy and excessive.

nurturance and se|f.feedlli‘ X rtally other-oriente
op a tO

Thus, women must develop e control of

. his economy,
emotional y. In € fost concrete

fermale appetite for food is merely the

contained, and the public space € /T-
Jowed to take up be circumscribed, limited. .. - y
On the other hand, even as young W?mfﬂ.to ay
continue to be taught traditionally "feminm.e virtues,
. to the degree that the professional arena is open O
them they must also learn to embody the “masculine
lan e t arena—self-control, deter-
mination, cool, emotional discipline, mastery, and so
on. Female bodies now speak symbolically of this ne-
cessity in their slender spare shape and the currently
fashionable ment=wear lock. . . . Our bodies, t0o, as
we trudge to the gym every day and fiercely resist both
our hungers and our desire to soothe ourselves, are be-
coming more and more practiced at the “male” virtues
of control and self-mastery. . . .

L)

3

[

i

PROTEST AND RETREAT
IN THE SAME GESTURE

In.hystena, agoraphobia, and anorexia, then the wo

an’s body may be viewed i swhic 4
an’ Y D€ viewed as a surface on which conven-
tional constructions of feminin;

M $2KIng 10 us of thy oo o on s e
- t t :
/"Urks Just around ¢he - hOIO‘.gY and vio ence that

inchoate, and Counterprod“ctive ‘
an effective language, voice, o Pol'p.r()test
nonetheless. oy it
Although we may talk Mean : “‘::
then, 1 want to emphasize ¢p ﬁ ulj,
eragically self-defeating (indeeq, SEIfElnt
nature of that protest. F“"Ctionauy the
these disorders isolate, weaken, ar;d es},mpt
sufferers; at the same time they u cim ™,
i all-absorbi ;o the . e
body 1nto 21 rbing fetish, besig if uf"x
other objects of attention pale {fii Unrl e. “'hi(h
symbolic level, = the protest collapseeal."y- Oy !
posite and proclalms the utter Capitulati; Nty it t
ject to the contracted female worlq, Then of ¢ fsﬁt
hysterics and their return to the leye| of pur?e

bodily expressivity have been interprege, ’pn"'iq
y a§

Stpy
o,
Uy,
N

({
°"s‘fu(t.
A

seen, as rejecting the symbolic order of the . " hay
and recovering a lost world of SEijt'e fiarChY
value. But at the same time, of course, mulc, ey
condition of the silent, uncomplajn; tenegy ; Ny

ideal of pattiarchal cul 8 womg
ideal of patriarchal culture, Protesting the gig ~
1 jn

the female voice through ones own T "
that is, employing the langu mesg\
test_the conditions of the female worlq t0 pr,

involve ambiguities of thi = —Will dy,

COLLUSION, RESISTANCE,
AND THE BODY

The pathologies of f; rotest function, Paradu.

cally, as if in collusion with the cultural conditioy
that -produce them, reproducing rather than trans
for'rnmg precisely that which is being protested. I
this connection, the fact that hysteria and anorexi
have peaked during historical periods of culwnl
backlash against attempts at reorganization and f
definition of male and female roles is significant.
'Female pathology reveals itself here as an extreme]
Interesting social formation through which one sou®
of potential for resistapce and rebelliow

the service of maintaining the estahlished order

In our attempt to explain this formation, obi
accounts of power relations fail us. For whate¥e
objective social conditions are that create 3 PathOlogy’
the SYymptoms themselves must still be wd:i;-
fhowever unconsciously or inadvertently) by ¢ ewith
Ject. That is, the individual must invest the- ’
Meanings of various sorts. Only by examit'®

I— .

eCtiVC
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on the part of the subject can we, as

PO e, «i|luminate the msdlani_s_@_s_gf
u 3 : _

FIOA \ Postef athe p[OCesseS thtough which meaning

| Miinﬂ"‘on -i::ever ey T ; cna is, only then can we
P Juce L —nd dreams of the subje
(P e S :

ct become

sgfhow ~trix of power relations.?
‘o e nining the context in which the anorexic
i : e
l Here,ei oduced may be illuminating. Anorexia
me
0010

A cypicalys in the course of what begins as a
oderate diet regime, undertaken because
' ferone’ often the fa‘the.r, has made a casual critical

. é_!}?.fgﬂ?,—begtm m,.er.nerges 0‘.“ of, what is, in
e e —onventional feminine practice. In the course

ny 1.1umber of individual reasons,
7 e practice 18 .PuShed a little beyond thfi parameters of
oderate dieting. The young woman discovers what it
Mam a.md need .and yet, through
[Wmmmmat
ped. In the process, 2 new realm of meanings is dis-
qovered, @ 1ange of values and possibilities that West-
? a0 culture has traditionally coded as “male” and
L W to women%}_
nden

ethic and aesthetic
o.f_sgl_f-_rr_laltefy and self-transce ce, expertise, and

power_OVer others through the example of superior

| MBTh&: experience is intoxicating,
habit-forming. . .-

Although the specific cultural practices and mean-
ings are different, similar mechanisms, I suspect, are
at work in hysteria and agoraphobia. In these cases
wo, the language of femininity, when pushed to
excess—when shouted and asserted, when disruptive
and demanding—deconstructs into its opposite- and
lmakes available to the WOWE
of power previously forbidden to her by Xift__ll_‘i_-o.il.—]er
genderdn the case of nineteenth-century femininity,
the forbidden experience may have been Fhe bursting
of fetters—particularly moral and emotional getée.rs.
John Conolly, the asylum reformer, recommence m-t
stitutionalization for women who “want thlat rkelztrzf;
over the passions without which the femla ed;ctors -
is lost™ Hysterics often infuriéted m%(t;eir Mitchell
their lack of precisely this quality- S

icians,”
- . « espalt Of PhYSI )
described these patients as the desp

5 {n unconscious of
nurses and devoted relatives: and 1

croys the comfort
half-conscious self—indU1ge3Cf c:-iist s{‘lave given the
of eve d them.” it ;
ryone aroun s e to be viewed as
Victorian patient some illict e

constitution of
whose “despotic selfishness wrecks the

lREe BODY
AND THE REPRODUCTION OF FEMININITY”

capable of o
able 1 i
p ot such disruption of the staid nineteenth-

s household. A similar form of ;
1s part of the experience of agoraph bl?owet, -
This does not mean tha% f’;P i i
these disorders is not one of i lzl“mafy S o
ofexia, too, clearl 'k it M li\n-
12, too, y contains a dimension of physical
addiction to the biochemical effects of starvation. But
whatever the physiology involved, the ways in which
the subject understands and thematizes her experience
cannot be reduced to a mechanical process. The ano-
rectic’s ability to live with minimal food intake allows
her to feel powerful and worthy of admiration in 2
“world,” as Susie Orbach describes it, “from which at
the most profound level {she] feels excluded” and un-
valued.® The literature on both anorexia and hysteria
is strewn with battles of will between the sufferer and
those trying to “cure” her; the latter, as Orbach points
out, very rarely understand that the psychic values she

is fighting for are often more important to the woman
than life itself.

TEXTUALITY, PRAXIS,
AND THE BODY

The “solutions” offered by anorexia, hysteria, and ago-
raphobia, I have suggested, develop out of the practice
of femininity itself, the pursuit of which is still pre-
sented as the chief route to acceptance and success for
women in our culture. Too aggressively pursued; that
practice leads to its own undoing, in one sense. For if
femininity is, as Susan Brownmiller has said, at its
core a “tradition of imposed limitations,”*® then an un-
willingness to limit oneself, even in the pursuit of
fernininity, breaks the rules. But, of course, in another
sense the rules remain fully in place. The sufferer be-
comes wedded to an obsessive practice, unable to make
any effective change in her life. She remains, as Toril
Moi has put it, “gagged and chained to [the} feminine
role”” a reproducer of the docile body of femininity.”
This tension between the psychological meaning of
a disorder, which may enact fantasies of rebellion anc
embody a language of protest, and the practical life ¢
the disordered body, which may utterly defeat rebe!
lion and subvert protest, may be obscured by too €
clusive a focus on the symbolic dimension ar
insufficient attention to praxis. . . . The shift to tl
practical dimension is not a turn to biology or natut
but to another “register,” as Foucault puts it, of t
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o The distinction

st discourse: om
believe, €© fe;ng:s our scientific philo
incl ons of the body—04f

jons
representaﬁ oy of beaut},

rove usefuls *
’ The inté |g|ble'
sophic, and aesthetic e
culcural conceprons o Ay n

i ractic
e th“l forming a S€t of p
tations may 4

d h which the living boc.iy
rules and regu

ed, shaped ds,” becl;)rgingtdxr;
' ] . . s a ’ “ ” sl e
l:mrttm::nsocially adapted and useful body.”” Lon
short,

.t example: the
this particularly clear and aPPfgpi::Ze emplfasizing
nineteenth-century houtglass = ,was an intelli-
breasts and hips against 2 wﬁz W: I(Snlt(;mestic, sexual-
llazeiw;c;athe female and the male form, mf}de pos:l#e
by the use of corsets and bustles, reﬂt:*cted, i1 §yMBOME
cerms, the dualistic division of social and economic
life into clearly defined male and female spheres. At
the same time, to achieve the specified look, a particu-
lar feminine praxis was required—straitlacing, mini-
mal eating, reduced mobility—rendering the female
body unfit to perform activities outside its designated
sphere. This, in Foucauldian terms, would be the
“useful body” corresponding to the aesthetic norm.

The intelligible body and the useful body are two
arenas of the same discourse; they often mirror and
support each other. . . . Another example can be found
in the seventeenth-century philosophic conception of
the body as a machine, mirroring an increasingly more
automated productive machinery of labor. But the two
bodies may also contradict and mock each other. A
range of contemporary representations and images, as
noted. earlier,. have coded the transcendence of female
;‘:P;;‘I;esagzi ;(-‘)S“ilrlbl‘icilcliisglay in the slendefn'es.s.ideal

. » Will, mastery, the possibilities of
success in the': professional arena. These associations
i el el s
moted explicitly in adtrtpopular DANES ::}nd EE

; : 1sements and arcicles ap-
pearing routinely in women's fashion magazi P

o gazines, diet
tra'mmg publications. Yer the
nder girls and women who strive to

Mmages and i -
from eating disord who in that service suffer

tinua) self—scrutin
but the “masters”

Ith, and s0
so be seen as
Jations throug
Obeysv respon

of their Jies,

Exposure and prodqcti.ve Culyry ‘
contradictory and myfstlfylng felatio, analysis
and practice arc Possnble only if th. X Eeno.[‘w\g
attention t0 a.nd lﬂtefPfeFation of the n aleis : nl(m‘?x
prefer to call it, thP: practical body_ 3 “Seﬂll"ollkg‘

I view our bodies as a site of stry 4
must work to keep our daily pracgce iggle, Wh,
resistance to gender domination’ fioe : the se“ii %
docility and gender normalizatio, T}:' 3 servic:fl
quires, I believe, a determinedly Skeptils W°fk,?
toward the routes of seeming liberatiop acal athd.
offered by our culture. It also deman; o and pe“u;:
the often contradictory relations betweep, ‘i"arenesw
practice, between rhetoric and reality, p, uflnage ay
sentations, as we have seen, may forcefully emarlrepre_
thetoric and symbolism of empowermen Ploy th
freedom, “having it all.” Yet female bodies’pierso-ml
these ideals, may find themselves a5 distf;cte;su"’
pressed, and physically ill as female bodies i, de.
nineteenth century were made when Pursuing o th.e
nine ideal of dependency, domesticity, and delic;;n l‘
The recognition and analysis of such COHtl’adiCtioz,
and of all the other collusions, subversions, and efltice.,
ments through which culture enjoins the aid of our
bodies in the reproduction of gender, require that we
restore a concern for female praxis to its formerly cen
tral place in feminist politics.

(1993)

NOTES

1. Mary Douglas, Naural Symbols (New York: Pantheon,
1982), and Purity and Danger (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1966).

2. Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of Theory of Practice
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), p. 94
(emphasis in original).

3. On docility, see Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish
(New York: Vintage, 1979), pp. 135-69. Fora
Foucauldian analysis of feminine practice, see Sandra
Bartky, “Foucault, Femininity, and the Modernization of
Patriarchal Power,” in her Femininity and Domination
(New York: Routledge, 1990); see also Susan
Brownmiller, Femininity (New York: Ballantine, 1984).

4. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Vol. 1: An
Introduction (New York: Vintage, 1980), pp. 136, 94.

5. On the gendered and historical nature of these
disorders: the number of female to male hysterics has
been estimated at anywhere from 2:1 to 4:1, and as
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