Holly Allen’s notes on Roy Porter, “History of the Body”

Porter discusses the following dichotomies:

Mental 

--
Material

Spiritual
--
Corporeal

Ideal

--
Sensual

Porter asserts that “scholars typically work within interpretive traditions” that privilege the first set of terms over the second set of terms.  Do you agree?

Classical and Judeo-Christian traditions promoted “a fundamentally dualistic vision of man” and “both traditions . . . have elevated the mind or soul and disparaged the body.”

How, by privileging mind over body, did “the old cultural hierarchies” sanction “whole systems of ruler-ruled power relations”?  

Relation of history of material culture to social movements of the sixties and seventies (part of a result against the history of ideas) – history of the body as a branch of material culture studies

To what extent does the body function as a “crossroads between self and society”?

How are particular categories of social difference, such as gender, race, and class, mapped onto or derived from the body?

“It would be grossly simplistic to assume that the human body has timelessly existed as an unproblematic natural object with universal needs and wants, variously affected by culture and society.”  (208)

To what extent is the body a “flesh and blood” object?  To what extent is it a “symbolic construct”?  To what extent is the history of the body a history of perception? 

What empirical sources are available?  Baptism and death records, fertility, disease, school and military records, photographs

Riis:  “Victorian photographers were also fond of taking casual ‘documentary’ street snapshots, and these caught people in their everyday movements, gestures, and as a result, recorded aspects of body language and social space more informatively than any printed text”  (211)

The photographic archive reveals and confirms a great deal about both the physical transformations of the human condition in modern times (ageing, deformities, malnutrition, etc.), and what Goffman has called the ‘presentation of self’ (Body language, gestures, and the appropriation of physical space).  211

Questions we will consider in this course:

How have individuals and social groups experienced, controlled, and projected their embodied selves?

How have people managed the body as an intermediary between self and society?

Porter focuses on “particular problem areas”

Body and Mind – “the subordinate place ascribed to the body within the religious, moral, and social value systems of traditional European culture”  

Being human has long meant being an embodied mind (Descartes, “I think therefore I am”)

This dualism has shaped linguistic usage, classificatory schemes, ethics and value systems.  Mind and body have traditionally been assigned distinct attributes and connotations.  213  

HOW SO?

The boundaries of the body are fluid, subject to historical change – what formerly, for complex reasons, might have been diagnosed as “physical distemper,” is today seen as a “sick mind.”  214

Mind/body relations are not a ‘given’ but are culture-dependent – how change over the course of the nineteenth century?

What do we know about nineteenth century America, socially, culturally, and politically?  How might such broader changes be reflected in perceptions and practices regarding the body?

Who owns the body?  Is it a private or a public object?

Riis’ photojournalism  as violation of private bodies and spaces

POLICING THE BODY

The body as an emblem of excess in food, drink, sex, violence – the embodiment of the principle Freud later intellectualized as the ‘id.’ 217

History of the body often focuses on “the attempts of dominant social groups to restrict, repress and reform the mayhem of the body.”  217

Efforts at self-control and efforts to police the bodies of others (Riis)

What have the implications for the body been of “the panoptic, therapeutic state” and “capitalist rationality”?

Caveat – regulatory efforts not always successful or monolithic

Shift from body as site of physical regulation to body as site of consumption at end of nineteenth century

SEX, GENDER, AND THE BODY 

To what extent does patriarchy derive from men’s physical difference from women?  Is biology destiny?  What are we to make of the bio-medical conceptualization of women’s bodies in the 19th century?

In the 19th century, discourse on sex changed dramatically.  “Above all, it elaborated a psychopathology of sexual perversions, linking these with practices such as masturbation and conditions such as hysteria.  Sex was thus psychiatrized in the ‘space’ of a new theoretical construction, ‘sexuality.’”

