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They range from the weaning and rearing of small babies, through
;ﬂ;}?rites of initiation in adolescence, to the circumstances of adult life.
:::{rff:;’They shape all everday experiences: sleep and waking, rest and
physical activity, hygiene, eating and drinking, reproduction,
consumption, entertainment and creativity. They also show that
besides the tangible body which we are expected to care for and

- preserve, there is an aesthetic ideal which we might or might

“ not achieve.

3 Cultural redefinitions of the body compel us to ask ourselves:

[Fiow do we think about the body?

How do we speak about the body?

Do the ways in which we speak about the body
|affect the ways in which we think about it?

the body and language

What is the body? What is a body?
Is the body a substance, an idea,
or a word?

Many contemporary philosophers
argue that there are no substances '\

or ideas outside language. 1‘“:' e
Substances and ideas are not —
realities which language reflects '
but rather cultural categories
which language constructs.

The body is no exception. It, too,
is primarily a product of
language, a representation. It is
only through language that the
body gains meaning.



Language organizes the body according to the beliefs of a
particular culture. This means that the human body is not a
universal concept but rather a flexible idea, which can be
interpreted in diverse ways, depending on time, place and context.
If images can be made, they can also be unmade. There are many
ideal images of the body which we are encouraged to take for
granted, as if they were god-given. But once we realize that these
images are constructed, it becomes possible to question them, to
see them as myths rather than truths. Often, the ‘ideal’ is only
ideal for certain people, it only fuels limited interests.

How many bodies can we think of?

We have bodies, which suggests
that the body can be treated as a
property or possession. But we
also are bodies, which suggests
that the body is a state of being.
The body can be thought of as
singular, to describe an
individual identity, or collective,
to describe a corporate identity.
The body is both material, as a
physical organism, and
immaterial, e.g. a body of beliefs,
legends or myths.

5 can be seen as bodies: they grow,
hange, develop or fall apart much as
biological organisms do. Conversely,

bodies can be seen as texts on which a
person’s history is written line by line.



The body can be used as a
metaphor to describe the nation,
its territory and its political
structures and hierarchies:

the hody politic.

There are naked and clothed
bodies; healthy and diseased
bodies; diminished and muscular
bodies; heroic bodies; sacrificial
) bodies; cannibalistic bodies;
g dead bodies; possessed bodies;
MR- hart-bodies; supernatural bodies;
heavenly bodies; geometric
bodies... etc.

(This list is not exhaustive. When
you have a few minutes to spare,
try out a brainstorming exercise:
sit down with a piece of paper and
a pen, ask yourself ‘what is the body?’

and see how many different definitions you can come
up with and put down in writing...)
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The body, then, has a special relationship with
language in that it lends itself to many
possible interpretations.

But the body also inhabits everyday languagglf
in another sense, by supplying it with scores
of idioms, expressions and metaphors, based '
on parts of the body and on various bodily
functions.

For example, take the following list:



to swallow one’s pride, to get
something off one's chest, to feel it
in the bones, to be spineless, to be
limp-wristed, to be thick-skinned,
to be an arsehole, to have guts/
balls/spunk, to rack one’s brains,
to kick oneself, to bite one’s
tongue, to pull a face, to jump out
of one’s skin, to bleed someone
dry, to hand it to someone, fo
bend someone’s ear, to lend an ear,

to turn a blind eye, to be nosy, to

twist someone’s arm,|to cut off
__———one’s nose to spite one’s face, Jto

stand out like a sore thumb, to

elbow someone out of the way, to
shoulder a burden, to get one’s

finger out, to get stuffed, to wrap
someone round one’s little finger,

to keep abreast of someone, to put

one’s finger on it, to stick one’s

foot in it,to lend a shoulder to cry

on, [to have one’s nose out of joint,

to be tongue-in-cheek...

The body doesn't just live in
language. It also has its own
languages.




tTraditionally, we have been
prompted to think about the
body as a lumpish object which
doesn't speak physically in any
important ways. It only speaks
significantly, we are told, when
the mind propels it to say
something.

Yet, the body does speak in
many material ways. Body
language tells us much about
an individual's perception of
her/himself, about emotions,
feelings, and personality traits.
The study of body language
also gives us insights into ways
in which people interrelate
with one another - team
together by adopting similar
postures, gestures and
mannerisms, for example, or
separate themselves off from
others by choosing personal,
even idiosyncratic attitudes.

The body also speaks in many
different ways through each of
its senses. Western culture has
traditionally regarded sight as
the most important of the five
senses, as a means to
knowledge and control of
ourselves and others. Although
relatively neglected, however,
the other senses have their own

language systems, too. Several
contemporary texts could be
quoted to illustrate this.

Take Laura Esquivel’s novel
and film Like Water for
Chocolate, for instance: this is
essentially a tale about the
language of taste, articulated
through the detailed
description of popular Mexican
recipes and of their physical
and emotional effects on those
who prepare and consume
them. Thus, although the
young lovers Tita and Pedro
are prevented from
consummating their love due
to familiar prohibitions, they
can still express their feelings
towards each other and
communicate their passion to
others through food.

Jane Campion’s pitm The Pigno, as
o purther example, dramatizes
the language of sound. Although
the protagonist, Ada, is mute, she
i8 &till able to convey complex
states of mind and feeling by
playing her music, and to uae the
pianto as a means of building

important relationshipa.



Italo Calvino’s stories The Name,
the Nose; A King Listens; and
Under the Jaguar Sun use the
languages of smell, hearing and
taste respectively, to suggest ways
in which the body may speak

successfully than thro
language. We have the
man who pursues the

throne; and that of a couple wh
no longer able to communicate
either verbally or sexually, reg
intimacy through the shared
experience of eating.

Patrick Suskind’s novel Pe
devoted wholly to the la
smell. Smell is the most
of the senses because it is
associated with basic bodil
functions, primitive and savag
behaviour, animal sexuality,
poverty and disease. Smell disturb
us because it threatens our bodily
boundaries: we constantly emanate
and inhale odours in uncontrollable
ways. By and large, we can choose
what to touch or taste. Sights and
sounds may impose themselves

on us but do not penetrate us as
literally as smells do.

Perfume makes olfaction central

to human existence.
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ts protagonist, Grenouille, has no bodily odour of his own but spends hi
entire life classifying, inventing and refining powerful essences, to concoy
a scent which will cause people to love him unreservedly. So powertul is
he product of his experiments that the people who come into contact wif
t throw themselves into wild orgies. Ultimately, they want Crenouille’s
body so badly that they get hold of it and tear it apart.

oundaries

All cultures aim at building a
sense of identity, and identity has
a lot to do with how we perceive
our own and other people’s
bodies. This may explain why
different societies have regularly
tried, through a variety of laws
and rituals, to delimit the body: to
erect clear boundaries around it.

Yet, the body’s boundaries are
difficult to trace. They are
uncertain, for: how can we
confidently establish where the body
*begins’ and where it ‘ends’?

There is no obvious way, for
example, of separating the body’s
inside from its outside. Hair, nails,
orifices, corporeal waste and
secretions, and the skin itself, can painting, scarification.

be seen both as important parts of ~ Both cinema and literary fictior

tattooing, piercing, body-

the body and as secondary often dramatize the fear that th
appendices. The difficulty of body’s boundaries are unstable
demarcating the body’s and can be breached in horrific
boundaries is complicated further ~ ways. Silence of the Lambs
by countless forms of bodily offers a graphic representation_f
decoration - clothing, make-up, of this idea. :
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Here, the body’s
boundaries are violated by
recourse to one of the
greatest taboos in western
civilization: cannibalism.
Hannibal Lecter literally
eats the bodies of his
victims and, in one case at
least, turns the skin into a
‘mask’. Buffalo Bill sews
garments out of the skin ~ :
of the women he fattens |
and then murders. The
fragility of the natural
body is gruesomely
exposed as its physical
attributes are turned into
artifacts. Paradoxically,
although the crimes
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presented in the story are overtly
brutal, they are also made into
sophisticated rituals: Lecter takes
pride in announcing that he has
eaten the liver of one of his

: victims with the accompaniment
. of a bottle of Chianti.

- This suggests that there is nothing
- sacred about the body’s

boundaries and that even when
these boundaries are destroyed in

- especially violent ways, the

destruction can be made to appear

= a carefully ‘staged’ cultural act.

- The body, in other words, is not a
bounded whole, despite many a
culture’s efforts to make it appear
to be so.
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However, these items have no inherent
value: they are continually displaced by
other similar items in ongoing fashion
cycles and recyclings. They become
interchangeable with one another at all
times. They cannot fulfil the lacking body
in any lasting way: no sooner is an
apparently complete body image achieved
than hosts of so-called new, more
fashionable items appear on the scene, to
make that image look outmoded and in

Advertizing exploits this
fear by constantly inviting
us to think of ourselves as
incomplete beings. Items as
disparate as garments and
accessories, jewellery and
other ornaments, skin-
rejuvenating cosmetics and
tips for successful interior
design, fabric and hair
conditioners, fashionable
kinds of food and drink,
designer holidays and pets,
to name but a few at
random, are all presented as
ways of rounding out the
lacking body.








































































































































































































































































































































