The Body and the
Reproduction of Femininity

RECONSTRUCTING FEMINIST DISCOURSE ON THE BODY

The body—what we eat, how we dress, the daily rituals through
which we attend to the body—is a medium of culture. The body, as
anthropologist Mary Douglas has argued, is a powerful symbolic
form, a surface on which the central rules, hierarchies, and even

metaphysical commitments of a culture are inscribed and thus re-
inforced through the concrete language of the body." The body may
also operate as a metaphor for culture. From quarters as diverse as
Plato and Hobbes to French feminist Luce Irigaray, an imagination

of body morphology has provided a blueprint for diagnosis and/or
vision of social and political life.

The body is not only a text of culture. It is also, as anthropologist
Pierre Bourdieu and philosopher Michel Foucault (among others)
have argued, a_practical, direct locus of social control. Banally,
through table manners and toilet habits, through seemingly trivial
routines, rules, and practices, culture is “made body,” as Bourdieu
puts it—converted into automatic, habitual activity. As suchitis put
“beyond the grasp of consciousness . . . [untouchable] by volun-
tary, deliberate transformations.” Our conscious politics, social
commitments, strivings for change may be undermined and be-
trayed by the life of our bodies—not the craving, instinctual body
imagined by Plato, Augustine, and Freud, but what Foucault calls
the ““docile body,” regulated by the norms of cultural life.”

Throughout his later “genealogical” works (Discipline and Punish,
The History of Sexuality), Foucault constantly reminds us of the pri-
macy of practice over belief. Not chiefly through ideology, but
through the organization and regulation of the time, space, and
movements of our daily lives, our bodies are trained, shaped, and
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Second, we need an analytics admahg to desmbe a power
whose central mechanisms are not repressive, but constitutive: “a
power bent on generating forces, making them Brow, and ordering
them, rather than one dedicated to impeding them, making them

submit, or destroying them.” Partlmﬂarlyinthe realn of femininity,
where so much depends on the seemingly willing acceptance ni

various norms and practices, we need an émalyms of power “from
below,”” as Foucault puts it; for example, of the mechanisms that
shape and proliferate—rather than repress—desire, generate and

focus our energies, construct our conceptions of normalcy and

dewance.s

And, third, we need a discourse that will enable us to account for
the subversion of potential rebellion, a discourse that, while insist-
ing on the necessity of objective analysis of power relations, social
hierarchy, political backlash, and so forth, will nonetheless allow us
‘o confront the mechanisms by which the subject at times becomes
enmeshed in collusion with forces that sustain her own oppression.

This essay will not attempt to produce a general theory along
these lines. Rather, my focus will be the analym of one particular
arena where the interplay of these ,is striking and perhaps

exemplary. It is a limited and unusual arena, that of a group of
sender-related and historically localized disorders: hysteria, ago-
raphobia, and anorexia nervosa.’® I recognize that mm
have also historically been class- and race-biased, m (although
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Nonetheless, anorexia, hysteria, and agom )
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the symbolization and reproduction of gender. |

not exclusively) occurring among white middle- and up

class women.

THE BODY AS A TEXT OF FEMININITY

The continuum between female disorder and “normal’” feminin
practice is sharply revealed through a close reading of those f
orders to which women have been particularly vulnerable. ,{;;;.;_

of course, have varied historically: neurasthenia and hysteria"""'
second half of the nineteenth century; agoraphobia and, most ¢
matically, anorexia nervosa and bulimia in the second half oﬁ _
twentieth century. This is not to say that anorectics did not exi 1_
the nineteenth century—many cases were described, usuaﬂy T
context of diagnoses of hystena —or that women no langer
from classical hysterical symptoms in the twentieth century. B |
taking up of eating disorders on a mass scale is as umque ot
culture of the 1980s as the epidemic of hysteria was to the Vic :;

9
era.
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femininity itself has come 10 be largely a matter of construct

the manner described by Erving Goffman, the appmpm
presentation of the self."* We are no longer given verbal des
of what a lady is or of what femmuutymm

or exemplars -Ra
we learn the rules directly through bodily discourse: througk

ages that tell us what clothes, body shape, facial expressiﬂn,'

ments, and behavior are required. |
In agoraphobia and, even more dramatically, in anorexia,

disorder presents itself as a virtual, though tragic, parody of twer
tieth-century constructions of femininity. The 1950s and early _
when agoraphobia first began to escalate among women, was
period of reassertion of domesticity and dependency as ﬂg I
nine ideal. Career woman became a dirty word, much more ¢ i] '
it had been during the war, when the economy depended n W
men’s willingness to do “men’s work.” The reigning ideolog;
femininity, so well described by Betty Friedan and pe ﬂ‘"
tured in the movies and television shows of the era, was childlik
nonassertive, helpless without a man, “content in a wnrldu ‘] 1_.-.
room and kitchen, sex, babies and home.”’ The housebound
oraphobic lives this construction of femininity literally. “Y OU Wa
me in this home? You’ll have me in this home—with a vengear
The point, upon which many therapists have commented, '
need belaboring. Agoraphobia, asI. G. Fodor has putit, s
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type for women” in this era.'® :
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presents itself as a caricature of the contemporary ideal of hyf
slenderness for women, an ideal that, despite the game res
of racial and ethnic difference, has become the norm for
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today. But slenderness is only the tip of the iceberg, for slender:
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degree that anorexia may be said to be “about” slenderness, i
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ing, not as an empty fashion ideal. As such, the interpre r'-ET."'*i |
slenderness yields multiple readings, some related to g .
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FIGURE 29

control and self-mastery. Figure 25 illustrates this :'mm-mpnrﬂry
cquation of physical discipline with becoming the “captain” of one’s
soul, The anorectic pursues these virtues with single-minded, un-
swerving dedication, “Energy, discipline, my own power will keep
me going,” says ex-anorectic Aimee Liu, re reating her anorexic
days. “I need nothing and no one else, . ., . | will be master of my
own body, if nothing else, | vow, "

L he ideal of ',II*IHII'H:I",'., HH'H‘, and the diel and CXOTCIse I'Egi'
mens that have become Hs*.i'p.lr'.lhh' from it offer the illusion ﬂf
meeting, through the body, the contradic tory demands of the cons
emporary ideology of femininity, Popular images reflect this dual
demand, Ina '-Hl].'.]l' Issue of ( iHH‘Hfr'i’r' Woman th'.l',il'.r'.illt', IW[HII‘HCIE’
appear, one on “Feminine Intuition,” the other asking, “Are You
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FIGURE 24

the New Macho Woman?” In Vision Quest, the young male hero falls
in love with the heroine, as he says, because “she has all the best
things I like in girls and all the best things 1 like in guys,” that is,
she’s tough and cool, but warm and alluring. In the enormously
popular Aliens, the heroine’s personality has been deliberately con-
structed, with near-comic book explicitness, to embody traditional
nurturant femininity alongside breathtaking macho prowess and
control; Sigourney Weaver, the actress who portrays her, has called
the character “Rambolina.”

In the pursuit of slenderness and the denial of appetite the tra-
ditional construction of femininity intersects with the new require-
ment for women to embody the “masculine” values of the public
wrena. The anorectic, as | have argued, embodies this intersection,
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FICURE 25

this double bind, in a particularly painful and graphic way.” Iy

double bind quite literally here. ”Mascuhmty" and "fem]nnﬁty;'

least since the nineteenth century and arguably before, have by

constructed thmu,;h 4 process of mutual exclusmn One ca -f

simply add the historically feminine virtues to the hlstoncal}y
culine ones to yield a New Woman, a New Man, a new ¢

a new culture. Even on the screen or on television, embodi "

created characters like the Aliens heroine, the result is a
Unfortunately, in this image-bedazzled culture, we find it i

ingly diffic ult to discriminate between parodies and possibilitie "

the self. Explored as 2 possibility for the self, the “andros
ideal ultimately ex posesits internal contradiction and becomﬁa
that tears the "‘:Ubjf't"t In two—a war explicitly thematized, by
anorectics, as a battle between male and fEITI-EllE sides of the
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one way in which conventional women could express—in most

cases unconsciously— dissatisfaction with one or several aspects of

their lives.’ _ : .
Orbach is the most articulate and forceful, have interpreted anorexia

1s a species of unconscious feminist protest. The anorectic is en-
gaged in a “hunger strike,”” as Orbach calls it, stressing that this ijs

a pn]itical discourse, in which the action of food refusal and dramatic

27 A number of feminist writers, among whom Susje

transformation of body size “expresses with [the] body what [the

anorectic] is unable to tell us with words”—her indictment of a
culture that disdains and suppresses female hunger, makes women
ashamed of their appetites and needs, and demands that women
constantly work on the transformation of their body.*®

The anorectic, of course, is unaware that she is making a political

statement. She may, indeed, be hostile to feminism and any other
critical perspectives that she views as disputing her own autonomy:
and control or questioning the cultural ideals around which her life
is organized. Through embodied rather than deliberate demonstra-
tion she exposes and indicts those ideals, precisely by pursuing
them to the point at which their destructive potential is revealed for
all to see.

The same gesture that expresses protest, moreover, can also
signal retreat; this, indeed, may be part of the symptom’s attraction.
Kim Chernin, for example, argues that the debilitating anorexic
fixation, by halting or mitigating personal development, assuages
this generation’s guilt and separation anxiety over the prospect of
surpassing our mothers, of living less circumscribed, freer lives.??
Agoraphobia, too, which often develops shortly after marriage,
clearly functions in many cases as a way to cement dependency and
attachment in the face of unacceptable stirrings of dissatisfaction

and restlessness.

Although we may talk meaningfully of protest, then, [ want to
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(o the level of pure, primary bodily expressivity have been inter-
Pr,gt.;d, as we have seen, as rejecting the symbolic order of the
pdtriﬂl‘Ch}’ and recovering a lost world of semiotic, maternal value.
Butat the same time, of course, muteness is the condition of the silent,
uncomplaining woman—an ideal of patriarchal culture. Protesting
the stifling of the female voice through one’s own voicelessness—
that is, employing the language of femininity to protest the con-
ditions of the female world—will always involve ambiguities of this
sort. Perhaps this is why symptoms crystallized from the language
of femininity are so perfectly suited to express the dilemmas of
middle-class and upper-middle-class women living in periods
poised on the edge of gender change, women who have the social
and material resources to carry the traditional construction of fem-
ininity to symbolic excess but who also confront the anxieties of new
possibilities. The late nineteenth century, the post-World War I
period, and the late twentieth century are all periods in which
gender becomes an issue to be discussed and in which discourse
proliferates about “the Woman Question,” “the New Woman,"
“What Women Want,” “What Femininity Is.”

COLLUSION, RESISTANCE, AND THE BODY

The pathologies of female protest function, paradoxically, as if in
collusion with the cultural conditions that produce them, repro-
ducing rather than transforming precisely that which is being pro-
tested. In this connection, the fact that hysteria and anorexia have
peaked during historical periods of cultural backlash against at-
tempts at reorganization and redefinition of male and female roles
is significant. Female pathology reveals itself here as an extreme_ly
interesting social formation through which one source of patentlal
for resistance and rebellion is pressed into the service of maintaining

the established order.

emphasize the counterproductive, tragically self-defeating (indeed,
wlt—dm:n.:nr‘u;trm:tin;;} nature of that protest. 'Funclimm]lv, the symp- - In our attempt to explain this formation, ﬂbiECﬁve accounts of
toms of these disorders isolate, weaken, and undermine the suf power relations fail us. For whatever the objective social conditions
terers; at the same time they turn the life of the body into an are that create a patholng)h the symptoms themselves.must'ﬁﬁﬂ'hﬂ'
all-absorbing fetish, beside which all other objects of attention pale produced (however unconsciously or inadvertently) by the subject.
Into lil".ll'L'ﬂI”}', l]l‘[ '[hg_ ""f‘-rrlﬂjll"lil: iL’ [hﬂt i5, thE deVidual must il'WESt ﬂ\E body witll ' of'
various sorts. Only by examining this productive pmﬁ%smmm X | |
of the subject can we, as Mark Poster has put it, 'ﬂm“ o
_l Ll

| | vel, too, the protest collapses into
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mechanisms of domination in the processes through which mean.
ing is produced in everyday life”; that is, only then can we see hg U:,_-
the desires and dreams of the subject become implicated in the

matrix of power relations.™ |
Here, examining the context in which the anorexic syndromn ”c___ .,

produced may be illuminating. Anorexia will erupt, typically, in t
course of what begins as a fairly moderate diet regime, undertake

because someone, often the father, has made a casual cnhca_l
mark. Anorexia begins in, emerges out of, what is, in our t ;-q\.-_-j:_
conventional feminine practice. In the course of that practlce,_ for
any number of individual reasons, the practice is pushed a little
beyond the parameters of moderate dieting. The young woman
discovers what it feels like to crave and want and need and yet,
through the exercise of her own will, to triumph over that need. In
the process, a new realm of meanings is discovered, a rangg_:%.»
values and possibilities that Western culture has traditionally "
as “male” and rarely made available to women: an ethic and aes-
thetic of self-mastery and self-transcendence, expertise, and pow
over others through the example of superior will and control. °
experience is intoxicating, habit-forming. ;
Atschool the anorectic discovers that her steadily shrinking body

is admired, not so much as an aesthetic or sexual object, but for .?
strength of will and self-control it projects. At home she discovers,
in the inevitable battles her parents fight to get her to eat, that her
actions have enormous power over the lives of those around h BY;
As her body begins to lose its traditional feminine curves, its breasts
and hips and rounded stomach, begins to feel and look more like
a spare, lanky male body, she begins to feel untouchable, ;5-""'
reach of hurt, “invulnerable, clean and hard as the bones Etched
my silhouette,” as one student described it in her journal. £
despises, in particular, all those parts of her body that cnntmue
mark her as female. "[f only I could eliminate [my breasts],” sa
Liu, “cut them off if need be.””*! For her, as for many anﬂrectlcs,
breasts represent a bovine, unconscious, vulnerable side of the s
Liu’s body symbolism is thoroughly continuous with domi 1
cultural associations. Brett Silverstein’s studies on the “Possib
Causes of the Thin Standard of Bodily Attractiveness for anen
testify empirically to what is obvious from every comedy routin

involving a dramatically shapely woman: namely, our cultural
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character is lost.””*® Hysterics often infuriated male doctors by
lack of precisely this quality. S. Weir Mitchell described th_ese: pa.
tients as “the despair of physicians,” whose “despotic selfishness
wrecks the constitution of nurses and devoted relatives, and in
unconscious or half-conscious self-indulgence destroys the comfort
of everyonearound them.””” It must have given the Victorian patien; ;
some illicit pleasure to be viewed as capable of such disruption of
the staid nineteenth-century household. A similar form of power,

[ believe, is part of the experience of agoraphobia. i
This does not mean that the primary reality of these disorders is
not one of pain and entrapment. Anorexia, too, clearly contains a
dimension of physical addiction to the biochemical effects of star-
vation. But whatever the physiology involved, the ways in which
the subject understands and thematizes her experience cannot __
reduced to a mechanical process. The anorectic’s ability to live with
minimal food intake allows her to feel powerful and w-.::»rth_};_L
admiration in a “world,” as Susie Orbach describes it, “from which
at the most profound level [she] feels excluded” and unvalued.®®
The literature on both anorexia and hysteria is strewn with battles
of will between the sufferer and those trying to “cure” her; ..
latter, as Orbach points out, very rarely understand that the psychic
values she is fighting for are often more important to the woma n
than life itself. :

TEXTUALITY, PRAXIS, AND THE BODY

The “solutions” offered by anorexia, hysteria, and agoraphobia, |
have suggested, develop out of the practice of femininity itself, the
pursuit of which is still presented as the chief route to acceptance
and success for women in our culture. Too aggressively pursu__

F hat practice leads to its own undoing, in one sense. For if femininity
s, as Susan Brownmiller has said, atits core a “tradition of -,
limitations,”* then an unwillingness to limit oneself, even in. q'
pursuit of femininity, breaks the rules. But, of course, in ano r
sense the rules remain fully in place. The sufferer becomes
tE an obsessive practice, unable to make any effective change in
life. She .remains, as Toril Moi has put it, “gagged and
[the] feminine role,” a reproducer of the docile body of femi’ninit.}g&
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above illustration. Another example can be found in the seven.
teenth-century philosophic conception of the body as a machi ne,
mirroring an increasingly more automated productive machiner of
labor. But the two bodies may also contradict and mock each other,

A range of contemporary representations and images, as n e
earlier, have coded the transcendence of female appetite and | | :_
public display in the slenderness ideal in terms of power, will
mastery, the possibilities of success in the professional arena. Th |
associations are carried visually by the slender superwomen of
prime-time television and popular movies and promoted explicitly
in advertisements and articles appearing routinely in women'’s fash
ion magazines, diet books, and weight-training publications. Yel
the thousands of slender girls and women who strive to embody
these images and who in that service suffer from eating dism'd';
exercise compulsions, and continual self-scrutiny and self-cas
tion are anything but the “masters” of their lives.
Exposure and productive cultural analysis of such contradictory
and mystifying relations between image and practice are possil ,
only if the analysis includes attention to and interpretation ﬂf €
“useful” or, as | prefer to call it, the practical body. Such attenq n,
although often in inchoate and theoretically unsophisticated form,
was central to the beginnings of the contemporary feminist move
ment. In the late 1960s and early 1970s the objectification of 4'=' -
female body was a serious political issue. All the cultural paraphe
nalia of femininity, of learning to please visually and sex ' :
through the practices of the body—media imagery, beauty ) .-r'.
eants, high heels, girdles, makeup, simulated orgasm-—were s e
as crucial in maintaining gender domination. |
Disquietingly, for the feminists of the present decade, SUChf cus
on the politics of feminine praxis, although still maintained i m
work of individual feminists, is no longer a centerpiece of femi ~;-"' -'
cultural critique.™ On the popular front, we find Ms. magaz Zit
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reality. Its celebration of female flesh now presents itself in ja
dissonance with the fact that women, feminists included, are stan 7=

ing themselves to death in our culture.
This is not to deny the benefits of diet, exercise, and other fm-

of body management. Rather, I view our bodies as a site of struggle,
where we must work to keep our daily practices in the service of
resistance to gender domination, not in the service of docility an
gender normalization. This work requires, I believe, a determinec
skeptical attitude toward the routes of seeming liberation and pl
sure offered by our culture. It also demands an awareness of th
often contradictory relations between image and practice, between
rhetoric and reality. Popular representations, as we have seen, ;
forcefully employ the rhetoric and symbolism of empnwermeii_
personal freedom, “having itall.” Yet female bodies, pursuing thes e
ideals, may find themselves as distracted, depressed, and physi-
cally ill as female bodies in the nineteenth century were made when
pursuing a feminine ideal of dependency, domesticity, and deli-
cacy. The recognition and analysis of such contradictions, and of all
the other collusions, subversions, and enticements through
culture enjoins the aid of our bodies in the reproduction of gend
require that we restore a concern for female praxis to its formerly
central place in feminist politics. F
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