UNIT 2  EMBODIMENT AND GENDER
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After going through the unit, you will be able to:
» comprehend about the concept of gender and embodiment;
» explain feminist approach to embodiment; and

» understand about living the female body through different stages of life.

2.1 INTRODUCTION

This unit deals with the discourse relating to gender and embodiment and
examines how bodies bear the imprint of gender inequalities and efforts to control
or contain bodies to reflect gender politics. In trying to explore these themes in
this lesson, a wide range of substantive topics have been covered including
gendering of bodies in childbirth, menarche, menstruation and menopause,
disabled bodies, notion of beautifying the bodies, transsexual bodies etc.

Once the province of medical science and certain schools of philosophy, “the
body” emerged in the late 1970s as a central site from which scholars across the
humanities and social sciences questioned the ontological and epistemological
basis of almost all form of inquiry. In anthropology, “the body” became such a
central concept and significant object of study that by mid- 1980s, the study of
“the body” blossomed into a fully formed subfield: “the anthropology of the
body”. For many anthropologists at the time, it was clear that the question of
power and oppression that were on the agendas of many scholars could not be
addressed without first challenging ideologies that naturalised sex, gender and
racial difference through discourses and representations of the body. At the same
time, medical anthropologists, revealed how conceptions of the body were central
to understanding both epidemiology and other health related issues and the body
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was not a given but a constructed reality. Anthropological works have shown
that there is something like ethno-physiology in which different cultures have
different perceptions of the body. The body could be used as a metaphor or a
symbol. The works of Mary Douglas has shown that the body forms the most
basic of all symbolic systems; Right, left, up and down are all symbols drawn
from the body as are also enclosures and openings.

The body has proved a fertile site from which anthropologists have mounted
their criticism of abstract, universalising models and ideologies and instead
discussed the various ways in which power has been inscribed into the body and
how various marginalised groups have questioned and contested the stigma placed
upon their bodies like impurity, primitiveness and colour. Bodies cannot be
divorced from their lived experiences, requiring a focus on embodiment that can
be defined as a way of inhabiting the world as well as being the source of
personhood, self and subjectivity, and laying down the preconditions of
intersubjectivity (Mascia-Lees , 2011) .

Ortner (1974) talked of universal subordination of women’s body in “Is Female
to Male as Nature is to Culture” where she argues that a woman’s body and its
functions keep her closer to nature more than a man’s physiology, allowing him
more freedom to work in culture. The purpose of culture, in one sense, is to rise
above nature; therefore, if women are more aligned with nature then they fall
socially below cultural men. Ultimately, both a woman’s body and her social
position create a different psychic structure for her. She takes a structuralist
approach to the question of gender inequality taking the relative positions occupied
by men and women understood as a dialectical opposition.

She was one of the early proponents of feminist anthropology who constructed
an explanatory model for gender asymmetry based on the premise that the
subordination of women is a universal, that is, a cross-cultural phenomenon.
Her notion reflected Levi-Strauss’ influence on her work. The binary opposition
of nature and culture originated with Levi-Strauss, and Ortner borrowed them in
her structural analysis of male dominance. In the late 1970s many feminist
anthropologists were beginning to question the concept of universal female
subordination and the usefulness of models based on dichotomies. Some
anthropologists argued that there existed societies where males and females held
roles that were complementary.

To understand how patriarchy is naturalised and perpetuated through various
institutions, there is a need to understand the basic construct of a person’s being:
her sexuality as it is laid down in creation of gender. This brings in the concept
of masculinity and femininity. While masculinity is always deemed as a powerful,
demanding, aggressive and assertive, femininity is constructed as functionally
complimentary to it and submissive, yielding and compliant.

2.2 GENDER AND EMBODIMENT

Embodiment in its most simple understanding means the lived experience of
human beings, an experience which bridges” the natural” and “the cultural”. By
the close of the twentieth century the body had become a key site of political,
social, cultural and economic intervention in relation, for example, to medicine,
disability, work, consumption, old age and ethics. The body has emerged in recent



years as a key challenge in the social sciences, for example, new social movements
struggle for citizenship and emancipation in the name of excluded bodies
(Nicholson and Seidman, 1995). These particular developments, which spell
out the presence of the body in social, moral and political life, have had a profound
impact on sociology and social theory.

Embodiment may be defined as the ways in which cultural ideals of gender in a
given society create expectations for and influence the form of our bodies. There
is a bidirectional relationship between biology and culture; by embodying
societally determined gender roles we reinforce cultural ideals and simultaneously
shape, both temporarily and permanently, our bodies, which then perpetuates
the cultural ideal (Connel, 2002). While there is actually more variation in body
type within the male and female sexes than there is between the two sexes,
embodiment exaggerates the perceived bodily differences between gender
categories (Kimmel, 2011). Social embodiment, for both men and women, is
variable across cultures and over time. Examples of women embodying gender
norms across cultures include foot binding practices in Chinese culture, neck
rings in African and Asian cultures, and corsets in Western cultures. Another
interesting phenomenon has been the practice of wearing high heels, which shifted
from a masculine fashion to a feminine fashion over time.

In the United States, the ideal body image and dimensions have changed for
both women and men, with the body ideal female body shape becoming
progressively slimmer and the body ideal for men becoming progressively larger
(Bordo, 1999).These differences are epitomised in the example of children’s
toys; G.I. Joe dolls depict the physical ideals for boys and Barbie dolls embody
the ideals for girls. Beauty myth, as discussed in Naomi Wolf’s book The Beauty
Myth: How Images of Beauty are used Against Women, refers to the unattainable
standard of beauty for women, which sustains consumer culture. In contrast,
men’s bodies are also “dictated” by cultural ideals of gender, as is evident in
consumer culture—especially beer commercials—in which men are portrayed
as outdoorsy, tough, strong, and “manly” (Buysse, 2004)

Bodies may be our friends or enemies, a source of pain or pleasure, a place of
liberation or domination, but they are also the material with which we experience
and create gender. During the past decades, feminist sociologists and
anthropologists have increasingly explored the relation between bodies, culture,
and subjectivity (Dellinger and Williams 1997; Gagné and McGaughey 2002;
Lorber and Martin 1998; McCaughey 1998). Scholars appear to be coming to
terms with how people “embody gender,” which refers not only to how people
use or mould the body to signify gender but also to how such bodywork is
intertwined with subjectivity (i.e., cognition and feelings).

Every society has different ‘scripts’ for male and female members to follow.
Thus members learn to carry out their feminine or masculine role, much in the
way as every society has its own language. From the time of infancy till old age
one learns about and practices the particular ways of being masculine and feminine
that the family and society prescribes. However, these roles can change and do
change over time, place, region, class, caste and geographical location. Our gender
defines us and pre-exists us, we are born into it just as we are born into our
families, and it operates at a level beyond our individual intentions. What kind
of men and women we are required to be are already prescribed in the culture
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into which we are born. For this we experience our gender roles as true, natural
and good (Mosse, 1995).

People are born male or female, but learn to be boys and girls who grow into
men and women. They are taught what the appropriate behaviour and attitudes,
roles and activities are for them and how they relate to other people. Their learned
behaviour is what makes up gender identity, and determines gender roles.

2.3 EMBODIMENT AND FEMINIST THEORY

Body has always figured in one way or another in the field of feminist theory;
from discussions of motherhood, pregnancy and abortion, of pleasure and sex,
of eating disorders, masculinity and femininity, and the incorporation of
disciplinary regimes to theoretical discussions of embodiment and individuation
of bodies, feminist thinkers have played a key role in forming different ideas and
understanding of the body in a multidimensional manner.

Feminist theorists have focused on the female body as the site where
representations of difference and identity are inscribed. Conboy, Medina, Stanbury,
(1997) explored the tensions between women'’s lived bodily experiences and the
cultural meanings inscribed on the female body which included rape, pornography,
eroticism, anorexia, body building, menstruation and maternity.

Feminism has been critical in forcing social sciences to engage with the body as
a social and cultural reality. Since the late 1980s, the dominant voices in the
feminist theorisation of the body have been post-structuralist. Such theorists
(e.g, Butler, 1993; Bordo, 1987) seek to understand how gender as a discursive
and also as a performative reality shapes the actual political and social implications
of being gendered.

Theorists of embodiment’ such as Elizabeth Grosz, Judith Butler, Sara Ahmed,
Margrit Shildrick, Raia Prokhovnik, Moira Gatens and Rosi Braidotti employ
diverse theoretical approaches. However, they may be linked by the view that
bodies are not simply ‘pre-given’ in biology, nature, or culture but are continually
produced and differentiated through complex historical, social and political
relations of power. Interrogating the sex/gender distinction has been of particular
theoretical importance to many of these thinkers, who have perceived it to be
intimately intertwined with a host of other oppressive dualisms (i.e. mind/body,
nature/culture, male/female and heterosexual/homosexual).

In underscoring an overarching patriarchal, hetero-normative system, the sex/
gender distinction obscures recognition of how bodies (as opposed to being purely
a product of nature) are constituted dichotomously as ‘sexed’ and/or gendered’
through power-imbued grids of intelligibility (Prokhovnik, 2002; Gatens, 1996;
Butler, 1999/1990, 1993). Rejecting the notion of a pre-given biologically ‘sexed’
body upon which gender is deterministically inscribed, they have emphasised
the impossibility of ever having ‘direct, unmediated access to some “pure”
corporeal state’ (Shildrick, 1997:14). As Moira Gatens (1996) asserts, one of the
key questions feminists need to be asking is ‘how does culture construct the
body so that it is understood as a biological given?” Sex/gender is of course not
the only paradigm through which relations of power function to produce particular
forms of embodiment. Critical feminist theorists of embodiment are also



concerned with how bodies are constituted differentially through the heterosexual
matrix of power (Butler, 1999/1990, 1993, 2004a) and through processes of racial
and cultural “othering’ (Butler, 1993; Ahmed, 2000, 2004a).

While Butler rejects theory grounded in ontology of the body, she still finds
something fundamental about bodies: bodies, for Butler, are vulnerable. A body
is both dependent upon others and subject to violation by another. Through our
bodies we always remain exposed to others and our very vulnerability ties us to
others (Chambers, 2006).

24 LIVING THE FEMALE BODY

With the publication of The Second Sex by Simone De Beauvoir, feminist
theorising about the relation between the body and the self took center stage.
Along with other phenomenologists, particularly Merleau-Ponty, and, of course
Sartre, Beauvoir recognises that “to be present in the world implies strictly that
there exists a body which is at once a material thing in the world and a point of
view towards the world” (Beauvoir, 1953). What was central to her account was
that such bodily existence and the point of view was lived differently for men
and women. Beauvoir’s attitude to embodiment has been the subject of much
controversy for later feminists. She seemingly asserts the lack of significance of
biological facts and rehearses such ‘facts’ in a problematic way. She also presents
an account of the phenomenology of female embodiment which has shocked
later writers by its almost unmitigated negativity. Nonetheless her account still
provides the starting point for contemporary work on the relation between bodies
and selves. Here she is explicitly offering her narrative as an account of lived
experience, the body in situation, and not as part of the data of biology.

Contemporary theory and research on embodying gender echo Beauvoir’s (1961)
classic notion that the body is a situation. Beauvoir’s position is that subjectivity
is always embodied, the body is always part of one’s lived experience, and personal
experience is shaped not only by biographical, historical, cultural, and interactional
contexts but also by how one uses his or her freedom or agency. Writing before
the invention of the sex/gender distinction, Beauvoir critiqued both biological
determinism and the scientistic view of the body as detached from subjectivity.
Moi (1999) argued that Beauvoir’s view of gender as embodied avoids problems
that arise from conceptualising gender as distinct from sex as well as
postmodernist attempts to collapse the sex/gender distinction.

2.4.1 Creating Gendered Bodies in Childhood

In childhood the young girl’s body is experienced in a different way from that of
the young boy. He is encouraged to climb trees and play rough games. She is
encouraged to treat her whole person as a doll, “a passive object... an inert given
object” (Beauvoir, 1953), and learns the need to please others. Here is the
beginning of her account of the way in which women live their bodies as objects
for another’s gaze, something which has its origin not in anatomy but in “‘education
and surroundings” (ibid). The consequence of living a body as an object of
another’s gaze is an inhibited intentionality, her spontaneous movements inhibited,
“the exuberance of life... restrained”, “lack of physical power” leading to a
“general timidity” (ibid). Beauvoir’s descriptions of the way in which women
live their bodies in such an objectified way, internalising the gaze of the other
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and producing their bodies as objects for others, has been one of her most
important contributions to a phenomenology of female embodiment, and
anticipated the work of later feminists such as Bartky and Marion Young. Sha
has also described the following phases of life including puberty, sexual initiation,
marriage and motherhood.

2.4.2 Emergence of Sexual Bodies in Adolescence
Puberty

Anthropological literature documents the social significance of menarche as a
girl’s social transition into emergent womanhood and sexual majority (Ram 1992;
Dhuruvarajan 1989; Kapadia 1996). This is a time when gender roles seem to be
strongly emphasised as physical changes occur dramatically on the bodies of
girls and boys. These physical changes are used to emphasise what society is
going to expect in the sexual behaviour and practices between young women
and young men.

As the girl enters puberty Beauvoir describes the way in which her body becomes
to her a source of horror and shame. “This new growth in her armpits transforms
her into a kind of animal or algae” (333), her menstrual blood a source of disgust.
These negative descriptions are continued in her account of sexual initiation,
marriage, and motherhood. Her description of the maternal body has been
especially controversial. “ensnared by nature the pregnant women is plant and
animal ... an incubator, a conscious and free individual who has become life’s
passive instrument ... not so much mothers... as fertile organisms, like fowls
with high egg production”. These descriptions have been a source of criticism,
particularly when later feminists sought to celebrate the female body as a source
of pleasure, fertility, and empowerment (see below) as well as the fact that it
represents only one point of view not necessarily endorsed in every culture. .
However it is important to recognise that what she was offering was a descriptive
phenomenology of female bodies as lived in specific situations namely of Europe
in the twentieth century. It is these situations which her writings hoped to highlight
and change; in other words she faught her own social battle. In complete contrast
to what Beauvior says, Margaret Mead in Coming of Age in Samoa (1973 {1928}),
exhibits that girls who have attained puberty in Samoa are free from mental
stress (unlike their American counterparts) in the absence of conflicting values,
expectations and shameful taboos. Attainment of puberty is represented by many
rituals however life after that is not filled with much stress due to sex and marriage
being down played. The view towards premarital sex in Samoa is more acceptable
which reduces societal pressures after one attains puberty.

Menstruation

According to Kapadia (1996) based on her work on an untouchable community
in South Inida, the perception from the point of view of the Pallars, an untouchable
caste group in South India, is that a girl who does not menstruate does not reach
“full” womanhood but continues to be perceived as “unfinished” and ungendered
whereas the gendering of men as well as their sexual potency is considered
automatic. Moreover, a girl’s first menstruation marks the beginnings of a state
of openness and, thus, her readiness for marriage, sexual relations, and childbirth
(Lamb 2000). It illustrates the female generative power, feminine energy, i.e.,
sakti which is both sacred and dangerous and should be therefore controlled
(Kapadia 1996). Some cultures view women as unclean and shameful during



their periods. Accordingly, women are restricted from entering the temple, going
to the religious place, performing religious rites or entering the kitchen. In addition
to the secrecy this imposes, it frequently means that it is difficult for women to
express their need for rest or treatment when experiencing premenstrual tension
or during a difficult period. In some communities certain ceremonies take place
when girls have menstruation like in Assam and many parts of the South of
India. In south Indian communities girls begin tying half saree. The puberty
ceremony is a prevalent custom in South India. Usually it includes seclusion for
seven days, feeding special food by kinswomen, a ritual bath after the seclusion
and finally a function where a girl is dressed in jewellery and in an expensive
sari for the first time and given special gifts by kins (Ram 1991). According to
Ram’s (1992) study on Mukkuvar women in Tamil Nadu, puberty ceremony is
highly auspicious and celebratory: maturation in a woman — her enhanced status
and her potential availability in marriage — is a pleasurable and important event.
However, it also marks the containment of female body which is replayed over
and over in metaphors and social practices of cooling, binding and secluding
female body (ibid). After the puberty ceremony, the adult woman binds her hair
in tightly coiled cone-shaped knot and transits her free containment of girlhood
to the binding garment of womanhood, a sari — stress on binding hair and covering
sexual parts of body can be interpreted as key points of transition to womanhood
(Ram 1992). The sari signifies the girl’s new identity of a sexually mature woman
(Kapadia 1996). It is also a way of controlling symbolically her sexuality.

There are taboos related to menstruation as in tribal communities too. The Kharia
women, cannot touch a plough nor can they participate in roofing of a house.
The Oraon women are also prevented from touching a plough. The Todas of
Nilgiri Hills do not touch a menstruating women for fear of destruction of harvest.
In certain tribes only the males can participate in ancestor worship (Satyanarayana
and Behera, 1986). The Toda and Kota women in southern India cannot cross
the threshold of a temple. The Santal women cannot attend communal worship.

Marriage and Child birth

Gendered transformation of wifehood results from marriage. The women’s
‘fluidity” and ‘permeable’ quality (Busby 1997a; Daniel 1984; Fruzzetti et al.
1992; Trawick 1990, 133; Sddvila 2001, 105) facilitate the transformation of
their personhood which is necessary in order to incorporate them into their
husband’s families and to become full personalities of first, auspicious wives
and later, blessed mothers (Fruzzetti 1982, 31). Moreover, it is also a step towards
adulthood — a necessary requirement of the mature adult status of both a woman
and a man (Osellas 2000, 81) but it is even more urgent and absolutely essential
for a woman, in order to achieve her social identity as a “full woman” (Kapadia
1996, 17). The female body has been the site of contest since the very beginning
as the social and moral norms never allowed her any freedom or agency to
experience her sexuality purely as a human body. Her body has been further
negated and put under strict vigilance under the institution of marriage. Marriage
still is the vital juncture of a women’s life. In most cultures the status of the
woman’s body transforms after marriage. Among Hindus a wife is seen as
ardhangini, half her husband’s body and among the Christians the wife’s body
and husband’s body are seen as merged, they “become one”. Thus a symbolic
transformation of the body as now’ belonging to someone else’ takes place. For
this she is kept under constant watch lest she should explore her sexuality and
realise her own body.
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Among Hindus the woman’s regenerative power sakti is seen as powerful and
dangerous and marriage is the only way to keep it in check, through regular
sexual intercourse (Kapadia: 105). Thus a young widow has a large amount of
taboos heaped on her as she no longer has a husband to tame in her energies. The
very recognition of the power of the feminine is one of the reasons that Hindus
both married girls early and also regarded widows as dangerous especially if
they were in the reproductive age.

In most societies across the world marriage is seen as the means towards
reproducing the society with legitimately produced children who then fill in the
various roles vacated by older people as they die. Thus marriage is not simply
the union of two persons but a means towards an end, namely social reproduction.

A married woman’s body becomes a vehicle for producing the progeny that will
replenish her group. Thus pregnancy and childbirth are seen natural processes
that should transform the married woman’s body. The theories that specify the
birth of children also determine or are predetermined by the gender inequalities.
Kapadia points to the differences in this respect between North India and South
India. In South India, it is the mother’s blood that is seen as the primary component
of a child’s body and the link between it and its mother’s brother is viewed as
stronger than that between it and its paternal side. This strong matrilateral bias is
less in North India where the paternal influence on the child is stronger. Yet even
in North India a lot of emphasis is placed on the ‘mother’s milk’ and all, who
have drank the milk of the same woman are seen as closely tied to each other.
Also the transfer of masculinity through the mother’s milk is strongly emphasised
in this culture.

Yet patriarchy often denies the women the right over their own reproductive
power. It is only among relatively egalitarian societies like that of hunters and
food gatherers that women can decide upon their own offspring.

2.4.3 Sexuality and Beautifying the Body

Gender is not about women alone, but about women and men and their
relationship in society. We usually think that sexuality is only “natural” or
“normal” in which we cope with our biological needs. In fact, sexuality really
tells us what our society regards as normal rather than biologically normal.

Sexuality involves the way in which the mind and body interact. In the case of
women, many ideas about sexuality teach them that their bodies are objects to
please or satisfy. A lot more pressure is put on women especially in urban areas
to spend a great deal of time and money making their bodies and faces acceptable
and attractive.

Research on how women embody gender focuses on how they experience
changing demeanour, fashioning appearance, or modifying the physical body.
McCaughey (1998) showed how women who learn to subvert feminine
demeanour in self-defense classes redefine womanhood and feel more assertive
and confident in their everyday lives. Dellinger and Williams (1997) showed
that makeup provides women opportunities for bonding and that women can
experience makeup as both empowering and constraining. Gagné and McGaughey
(2002) showed how women who undergo cosmetic surgery view themselves
through the male gaze and feel more confident and liberated as their bodies
become more palatable to the patriarchal imagination.



2.4.4 Bodies after Menopause

In most societies, menopause marks major disruption. Research has shown that
menopause is subject to a wide degree of interpretation on the part of women
who experience it. For example, Kaufert (1988) interviewed Canadian women
and found that they tended to define themselves as menopausal if there had been
a change in their accustomed pattern of menstruation. For these women,
menopause was not an event but a process based on perception and interpretation.
Some of these women even went as far as calling themselves menopausal,
regardless of the status of their cycle.

A group of women living in a small village in South Wales believes that
menopause is a threat to their feminine identity and is seen as a disadvantage
because they are aging and losing control over their bodily processes (Skultan,
1970). Kaulagekar (2010) conducted a study to explore the experiences of
postmenopausal women with specific reference to perceived effect of menopause
on femininity and subjective description of feeling about attaining menopause.
This was a cross-sectional study based on in depth interviews of the purposively
selected 52 postmenopausal urban women from four different sites from the city
of Pune, Maharashtra, India. Average age of the women at menopause was 47.6
years. Findings revealed that majority of them had a traumatic menopausal phase
hence final relief was appreciated positively. Sixteen respondents thought their
femininity was affected because of menopause. Opinions expressed about loss
of femininity were all part of individual’s perceptions, changing notions about
social role and own circumstances but majority urban women viewed menopausal
transition from socio-cultural perspective and dissociate reproduction from
femininity.

In a study in rural North India, 558 women aged 35-55 were enlisted for research
on menopause. Of the women in the study, 27 percent had attained menopause,
7 percent were in the transition phase, and 4 percent had a hysterectomy (Singh
& Arora, 2005). The study showed that the majority of the women welcomed the
attainment of menopause and considered it a rite of passage into a new found
stage of womanhood. They considered themselves “cleaner” after menopause,
as they felt themselves relieved of the “filth” associated with menstruation.
Importantly, among many Indian women who embrace menopause; most of them
considered menopause socially advantageous because they had highly structured
rules of conduct and rituals associated with it (Singh & Arora, 2005).

2.5 DISABLED BODIES

Addlakha (2007) highlighted that historically in India as elsewhere in the world,
there has been a deep-rooted cultural antipathy to persons with disabilities.
Sexuality at core is about acceptance of self and acceptance by others. Disabled
persons are expected to reject their bodies as asexual. Throughout the ages the
disabled have been looked down upon with disdain, almost as if they were sub-
human. They have been portrayed as medical anomalies, helpless victims and a
lifelong burden for family and society. While today there is a general recognition
of the need to enhance educational and employment opportunities for persons
with disabilities in order to promote economic self-reliance and independent
living, their sexual needs, dreams and aspirations are more or less rendered
invisible.
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Sexual and reproductive rights are considered irrelevant for persons with
disabilities in India. Gender emerges as a key analytical category in perceptions
of sexuality among young men and women with visual and locomotor disabilities.
While able-bodied persons may legitimately claim aspirations for the body
beautiful and an exhilarating sex life, too many people think that disability
automatically excludes those so afflicted from any hope of love and sex. The
social construction of the disabled identity is more often than not that of an
asexual being precariously perched on the margins of society. Indeed, many
disabled persons and their parents are convinced that sexual experience does not
lie in their destiny. The situation is more complicated in societies like India where
sex is a highly tabooed subject. Even under normal circumstances, sexuality is
considered socially threatening more in need of control than encouragement and
enhancement.

While both men and women with disabilities are disqualified from performance
of conventional adult roles, there is reinforcement between traditional notions
of disability and womanhood as both are characterised by innocence, vulnerability,
powerlessness and sexual passivity (Fine and Asch 1988). So while dependency
needs in males are extremely stigmatising, the same tendencies may to some
extent be endearing in a female. This disjunction between traditional notions of
what it means to be a man- aggressive, strong, self-reliant and providing financial
security and social status to the family - and being a man with a disability in need
of assistance - has led some researchers to opine that the fate of men with
disabilities is worse than that of women with disabilities (Shakespeare 1999 and
Tepper 1999a and 1999b).

A woman with a disability is considered incapable of fulfilling the normative
feminine roles of homemaker, wife and mother. Then, she also does not fit the
stereotype of the normal woman in terms of physical appearance. Since women
embody family honour in the Indian context, disabled girls are more often than
not kept hidden at home by families and denied basic rights to mobility, education
and employment. Parents become more protective and restrictive, especially after
the adolescent girl reaches puberty Being nurturing and caring are core
components of normative constructions of femininity, but women with disabilities
are themselves in need of care. This inversion reduces them to the status of being
lesser than women (Addlakha, 2007). Absence of a sense self-assurance and
confidence in the functioning and attractiveness of the body is one of the major
stumbling blocks in the lives of persons with disabilities. Disabled bodies do not
fit the cultural ideal of the healthy, strong, independent and beautiful body. The
disabled body is not valued as a source of pleasure or value (it cannot work,
reproduce or be attractive).

Body image not only influences overall self assessment of a person but is definitive
in determining a person’s sexual self-esteem. Sexual self-esteem is an individual’s
sense of self as a sexual being and may be rated as appealing and unappealing,
competent and incompetent. It describes a person’s sexual identity and perception
of sexual acceptability. When persons have a positive body image, they are likely
to have high levels of sexual self-esteem as well. But factors like abuse and
disability are injurious to sexual self- esteem. When sexual self-esteem is
damaged, it can lead to mental ill health; since it results in a damaged view of
oneself, diminished satisfaction with life and capacity to experience pleasure,
willingness to interact with others and develop intimate relationships. As social



attitudes towards physical differences are largely negative, body image and
associated sexual self-esteem are a problem area for persons with disabilities.
(ibid).

2.6 TRANSSEXUAL BODIES

When we talk of gender and embodiment, it is important to discuss it in the
context of transsexuals. Since most of society is based on a dual or
heteronormative model of gender anybody that straddles the divide causes cultural
dissonance and faces rejection. Schrock et al (2005) after having in-depth
interviews with nine white, middle-classes, male-to-female transsexuals examined
how they produce and experience bodily transformation. Interviewees’ bodywork
entailed retraining, redecorating, and reshaping the physical body, which shaped
their feelings, role-taking, and self-monitoring. The authors conclude by exploring
how viewing gender as embodied could influence medical discourse on
transsexualism and have personal and political consequences for transsexuals.

Studies have focused on various dimensions of transsexuality, looking upon how
the body is viewed and also reconstructed to fit in with a redefined view of
gender construction.

Recent research by Rubin (2003) and Namaste (2000) moves transgender
scholarship toward understanding the link between bodies and subjectivities.
Namaste analysed how transsexuals cope with violations of and threats to their
bodies from police and discriminatory health care providers. Rubin examined
female-to-male transsexuals’ experiences of feeling betrayed by their birthed
bodies and growing into their desired bodies. For example, Rubin’s interviewees
said that using hormone therapy and mastectomies to masculinise their bodies
affirmed their identities as men, which evoked feelings of authenticity. Schrock
et al (2005)shows how transsexuals’ bodywork shapes feelings of authenticity,
but our interviewees expressed more contradictory feelings and also indicated
that their bodywork shaped role-taking, self-monitoring, and practical
consciousness (which refers to be taken for granted knowledge about how to do
things; Giddens 1984, 41-45).

Transsexuals are accepted in some societies that stretch the model of gender
construction to include more than two models of gender. The classic
anthropological work on the Comanche have shown how the berdache is an
accepted gender category among these warring tribes that describes a man who
does not want to be masculine but dresses up in women’s clothes and performs
women’s tasks. Such a man is not treated as a social outcaste but has a perfectly
socially acceptable position as a transsexual. Thus in many societies the stigma
of ‘not being born into the right kind of body’ is taken care of culturally.

2.7 SUMMARY

Embodiment in its most simple understanding means the lived experience of
human beings, an experience which bridges “the natural” and “the cultural”.
Embodiment may be defined as the ways in which cultural ideals of gender in a
given society create expectations for and influence the form of our bodies. It
shows how bodies bear the imprint of gender inequalities. In the present unit,
wide range of substantive topics that span the life course were covered , including
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gendered bodies in childbirth, menarche , menstruation, menopause, notion of
beautifying the bodies, disabled bodies etc. During the past decades, feminist
socio-cultural anthropologists and sociologists have increasingly explored the
relation between bodies, culture, and subjectivity. They appear to be coming to
terms with how people “embody gender,” which refers not only to how people
use or mould the body to signify gender but also to how such bodywork is
intertwined with subjectivity (i.e., cognition and feelings). Feminist theorists
have focused on the female body as the site where representations of difference
and identity are inscribed. Conboy, Medina, Stanbury, (1997) explored the tensions
between women’s lived bodily experiences and the cultural meanings inscribed
on the female body which included rape , pornography, eroticism, anorexia, body
building, menstruation and maternity.
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Sample Questions
1) What do you understand by the term embodiment?
2) Describe embodiment and gender.

3) “Living the female body’’-explain this with examples.
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