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INTRODUCTION

Sec
mne

In a special preview of the year 2000 and beyond, the February 1989 issue
of LIFE magazine (figure 1) featured an article called “Visions of Tomor-
row,” which includes a report on the replacement body parts that are
already available in the 1990s—such as pacemalkers, elbow and wrist
joints, and tendons and ligaments —and those we can expect in the fu-
ture.! We are told how succeeding generations of artificial “devices” will
be even more complex than the ones we have today, aided by research in
microelectronics and tissue engineering. For example, glass eyes will be
replaced with electronic retinas, pacemakers with bionic hearts, and use of
the already high-tech insulin dispenser will soon become obsolete in favor
of an organically grown biohybrid system that could serve as an artificial
pancreas. The artificial reconstruction of the human body in parts and
pieces has spawned numerous business ventures. Robert Jarvik, the “fa-
ther” of the Jarvik 7 artificial heart, is president of a company called
Symbion—a name combining “symbiosis” and “bionic” —which sup-
ports research projects and products that work on the interface of the
body and technology. Jarvik’s artificial heart was developed as part of his
rescarch with the Humana Foundation, a nonprofit organization that in
1987 reported revenues in excess of $3 billion.2

Bodybuilding, colored contact lenses, liposuction, and other tech-
nological innovations have subtly altered the dimensions and markers of
what counts as a “patural” body. Even as techno-science provides the
realistic possibility of replacement body parts, it also enables a fantastic
dream of immortality and control over life and death. And yet, such be-
liefs about the technological future “life” of the body are complemented



Figure 1. LIFE magazine cover featuring the special report
{(February 1989). Photograph by Duane Michals.

“Visions of Tomorrow”

by a palpable fear of death and annihilation from uncontrollable and

spectac : ibioti i
D ular body threats: antibiotic-resistant viruses, radon contamina

tion, flesh-eating bacteria, Although the popularization of new body tech- -

nologies di i
2ol g;les fhsi.e'mmares new hopes and dreams of corporeal reconstruction
f Physica immortality, it also represses and obfuscates our awareriess
0 ne;f strams-on and threats to the material body.
his book describes a contemporary cultural conjuncture in which

the bod joined in a i
y and technology are conjoined in a literal sense, where machines
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assume organic functions and the body is materially redesigned through
the application of newly developed technologies. The events I examine
here are parts of programs and strategies of inscription and rationaliza-
tion that operate on the flesh of human bodies. As such, they are examples
of the exercise of scientific biopower and are part of the network of rela-
tions that Donna Haraway identifies as the “informatics of domination.”
That is, these events signal the way in which the body is produced, in-
scribed, replicated, and often disciplined in postmodernity.

In one sense, my intent is to contribute to the development of a “thick
perception” of the body in contemporary culture from a feminist stand-
point.? For Michel Feher this process of perception involves analyzing the
«different modes of construction of the human body.” In “Of Bodies and
Technologies,” he asserts that the history of the body is

neither a history of scientific knowledge about the body nor a history
of the ideologies that (mis)represent the body. Rather it is a history
of “body building,” of the different modes of construction of the
human body. The body perceived in this way is not a reality to be
uncovered in a positivistic description of an organism nor is it a
transhistorical set of needs and desires to be freed from an equally
transhistorical form of repression. This body is instead a reality con-
stantly produced, an effect of techniques promoting specific gestures
and postures, sensations and feelings. Only in tracing these modes of
its construction can one arrive at a thick perception of the present

“state of the body.” (159)

Accordingly, “thick perception™ is a Foucauldian technique for under-
standing the ways in which the body is conceptualized and articulated
within different cultural discourses. To think of the body as a social con-
struction and not as a natural object provokes a deceptively simple ques-
tion: how is the body, as a “thing of nature,” transformed into a “sign of -
culture”? The works I examine in this book begin with the assumptii .
that “the body” is a social, cultural, and historical production: “produc- -
tion” here means both product and process. As a product, it is the ma- ‘.3
terial embodiment of ethnic, racial, and gender identitiés, as well as a :-
staged performance of personal identity, of beauty, of health (among other
things). As a process, it is a way of knowing and marking the world, as
well as a way of knowing and marking a “self.” |
More specifically, through a combination of close readings (of science
fiction, films, and other popular media, as well as other texts of everyday
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life) and institutional analyses, I examine representations of the gendered
body in U.S. culture during the 1980s and into the early 1990s. The
process of elaborating an informed “perception” of the body in contempo-
rary culture must simultaneously abstract a discourse of the body and
construct an interpretation of ir. “Reading” as a cultural and interpretive
practice is the central mechanism of my discursive production. Bur what [
read are not simply textual or media representations of the gendered body,
but more specifically cultural practices of “making the body gendered.”
Ibegin with the understanding that the fundamental unity connecting
distinct types of texts is not an empirical “fact” to be proven, but rather a
code to be elaborated. Furthermore, such master codes are not transcen-
dental “meanings,” but rather are constructed, historically specific sys-
tems of understanding — that is, what I understand as culturally deter-
mined reading practices. Elaboration of the code involves a process of
mediation or, as Fredric Jameson describes it, “the process of transcod-
ing,” through which the relationships between types of objects or texts are
articulated. Any given text within a discursive system is a symbolic enact-
ment of the cultural preoccupations of a particular historical conjunction.
The relation of texts to one another is dialectical in that the intelligibil-
ity of any isolated work or text is always dependent upon the discourse
within which it “makes sense” at the same time that the text in part
constructs that very discourse. The act of reading as “making a discourse
apparent” is meant to suggest an active bractice of perception that has
been determined in specific ways; | have been unconsciously trained, more
consciously taught, cajoled, and ambushed in my efforts to decipher the
cultural construction of the gendered body in various textual forms. This
is to say that although this project is thoroughly grounded in contempo-
rary body scholarship, it is not a reading that springs fully formed from
the current moment as if there existed a singularly unified discourse to
read or, relatedly, a singular body to write.$
Instead, I focus on a continuum of discourses, which includes the
popular cultures of the body as well as scholarly works of bedy theory. In
doing so, I read as 2 student trained in theories of interpretation as well as
as a subject addressed by these discourses. By the end, I offer a situated
reading of these discourses of the body and technology in contempo-
rary culture, a reading that is marked by my history as a working-class
subject —who read to escape —and my present as a feminist scholar and
white, middle-clags academic—who reads becauge she’s “incurably in-
formed” (see chapter 6).

Introduction s

The examples I discuss, taken from the media of. everyd.ay life (n(_aw‘s—
papers, advertisements, television programs, magazme.s), signal ways t111n
which the “natural” body has been dramaucal-iy refashioned :chrough ) e
application of new technologies of corpf)real1ty. These media examp e;
announce the collapse of the temporal dlstancn? between the present a;ll
a science fictional future in which bionic bodies are commonplace.‘ -
though some scholars believe that biotec_hnoiogy is actually an a(ril;:x?nt
practice, others identify it as emerging during the past half century, dating
it from 1953 and the discovery of the DNA structure. What is less ;:;111—
testable, though, is the fact that by the en.d of the‘ 1980s the 1df:a of the
merger of the biological with the technological bas mﬁltrat:d the imagina-
tion of Western culture, where the “technologlca.l human” has become 4
familiar figuration of the subject of postmodernlty'. F(?r whatever else it
might imply, this merger re_%i_g_ﬁor}mgj;gor_l_qe_gpgﬁigggg_& of t thg_}m{nan
body as a “techno-body,” a boundary figure belo_ng_lng.;: s;mll‘l‘tanc;ops Y.t?,
at least fwo previously incompatible systems of meaning — .th-g organic

natural” and “the technological/cultural.” At the point at which the body
is reconceptﬁalized not as a fixed part of nature, but as a b.oundary con;
cept, we witness an ideological tug-of-war between competing sysit:er}nls °
meaning, which include and in part define the material struggles of physi-
- b;iisno-bodies are healthy, enhanced, and fully functional——m(?re
real than real. New body technologies are often promoted and ratio-
nalized as life-enhancing and even lifesaving. Often obscr‘lred are the dls‘;(l.‘.ll-
plining and surveillant consequences of these technologles—.— in short;ln e
biopolitics of technological formations. In our‘hypermedlated tein o-
culture, body awareness is technologically amphified such that we know
not only what we do, but also how, why, and Wlt]::l what COHSqu‘leIlCC;.
Modern medical discourse encourages us to monitor consufnpt‘mn‘ oI,
among other things, sugar, caffeine, salt, fat, cholesterol, nicotine, al-
cohol, steroids, sunlight, narcotics, barbiturates, and over—the~c0}1nter
medications such as"aspirin. Consumption is monitored tec'hnologmally
through the use of such devices as electronic scales, sugar—d{abe.tes tes1].:,
blood pressure machines, fgt calipers. A range of new v1suallzaﬂtlc.>:11 tec [;
niques contribute to the fragmentation of the body nllto organs, flui Hs, an
gene codes, which in turn promotes a self—co.ns'cmus self-sur\frel1 a-?;?
whereby the body becomes an object of intenssa v1g1lance and co_ntro . s:
“know your body” obsession manifests itself in different ways in contf':m
porary U.S. culeure— for example, in the cq};chke observance of practices
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of personal hygiene, manic fears of death through contamination, and
diseases of body image.” Such obsessions are part of a cultural apparatus
of body surveillance that also includes practices of random urine testing
among high school teenagers and adult workers, covert blood testing for
HIV, and genetic fingerprinting.? Aided by a host of new tests and devices,
anonymous “heaith” guardians (often appointed by the state) monitor
intrauterine fetal blood composition to determine the possibility of
cocaine-addicted infants. Fractured body parts are taken up as elements in
the construction of cultural identities—agent of infection, cocaine
mother, drug user —so that, as unknowing subjects of a disembodied tech-
nological gaze, our bodies betray us. Nowhere to hide from our bodies
ourselves, we have no other choice but to comply and live cleanly; docile
creatures practice safe sex or self-destruct.

Technologies of the Gendered Body

When the human body is fractured into organs, fluids, and genetic codes,
what happens to gender identity? When the body is fractured into func-
tional parts and molecular codes, where is gender located? What is the
relationship between reconstructed body parts and gender identity? Im-
ages such as the LIFE magazine illustration of the “future body” show
how male and female bodies are constructed differently with respect to
their reproductive and sexual functions.® The replaceable body pictured in
the LIFE article is gendered through the inclusion of photographs of plas-
tic penile implants and the plastic nonfunctional testicle (fgure 2). It is
certainly ironic that although the article speculates about a future when
“a Sears catalogue of body options” will be widely available, the one
body prosthesis currently available through the Sears catalogue is not
pictured —the female breast form (fgure 3).10 Although its symbolic and
ultimately hegemonic function has been sharply criticized, this nonfunc-
tional prosthesis is widely used by women who have had radical mastec-
tomies.*! Since the LIFE photograph includes other body prostheses that
are neither implanted (an arm-hand device, for example) nor functional
(the plastic testicle), the exclusion of the artificial breast form, which is
also not implanted and nonfunctional, subtly reveals the intended gender
of the future body. Obliquely referred to in the article but not pictured in
the LIFE photograph, the female body is signified through a reference to
the development of an artificial uterus. This association between the fe-
male body and the uterus or the womb signals the dominant cultural

Introduction 7
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Figure 2. “Replaceable You,” a miscellany of replacement body parts. From LIFE

magazine’s special report “Visions of Tomorrow™ (February 1989). Photograph by
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definition of the female body as primarily a reproductive body. Such a
metonymic relationship is far from innocent, though. In this future vision,
the male body is marked by the sign of a full-bodied person whereas the
female body is marked only by an artificial uterus; such significations offer
an ominous warning about the imaginary place of women in the tech-
nological future. The question becomes, though, how do we interpret the
meaning of such cultural projections?

Gender, like the body, is a boundary concept. It is at once related to

physiclogical sexual characteristics of the human body (the natural order

of the body} and to the cultural context within which that body “makes
sense.” 2 The Widespread technological refashioning of the “natural” hu-
man body suggests that gender too would be ripe for reconstruction. Ad-
vances in reproductive technology already decouple the act of procreation
from the act of sexual intercourse. Laparoscopy has played a critical role
in the assessment of fetal development, with the attendant consequence
that the “fetal body” has been metaphorically (and sometimes literally)
severed from its natural association with the female body and is now pro-
claimed to be the new and primary obstetric patient. What effects do these
technological developments have on cultural enactments of gender? As is
often the case when seemingly stable boundaries are displaced by techno-
logical innovation (human/artificial, life/death, nature/culture), other
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despite}la technologized ways to rewrite the physical body in the flesh.
: So it appears that while the body has been recoded within discourses of
e biotechnology and medicine as belonging to an order of culture rather
than of nature, gender remains a naturalized marker of human identity.
Despite the technological possibilities of body reconstruction, in the
discourses of biotechnology the female body is persistently coded as the
cultural sign of the “natural,” the “sexual,” and the “reproductive,” so
Figure 3. Postmastectomy products available feom th . 5 that_-th‘e womb, for exarflp%e, f:onti'nues to signify female gender in a way
“Health Care Merch d'y p’ (s aet Ra able from the Sears Health Care Specialog - ! that reinforces an essentialist identity for the female body as the maternal
andise” (Sears, Roebuck and Co., 1988), p. 61. body. In this sense, an apparatus of gender organizes the power relations
manifest in the various engagements between bodies and technologies. I
offer the phrase “technologies of the gendered body” as a way of describ-
ing such interactions between bodies and technologies.®® Gender, in this
schema, is both a determining cultural condition and a social consequence
of technological deployment. The following chapters illuminate the ways
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1o Technologies of the Gendered Body

gender-identity as an underlying organizational framework. This underly-
ing structure both enables and constrains our engagement with new tech-
nologies. In many cases, the primary effect of this technological engage-
ment is the reproduction of a traditional logic of binary gender-identity
which significantly limits the revisionary potential of new technologies.

The construction of a boundary between narure and culture serves
several ideological purposes. Most notably, it provides a rhetorical frame-
work for the establishment of a hierarchy of culture over nature. This so-
cially constructed hierarchy functions to reassure a technologically over-
stimulated imagination that culture/man will prevail in his encounters
with nature. The role of the gendered body in this boundary setting pro-
cess is significant; it serves as the site where anxieties about the “proper
order of things” erupt and are eventually managed ideologically. Inves-
tigating the interaction between material bodies and new technologies
illuminates the work of ideology-in-progress, where new technologies are
invested with cultural significance in ways that augment dominant cul-
tural narratives. The meaning of these new technologies is produced by
a complex arrangement or articulation of texts, narratives, institutional
structures, economic forces, bodily practices, and other material effects.1*
These effects, in turn, establish a set of possibilities for the further develop-
ment and deployment of new technologies. Possibilities shape ongoing
ideological struggles.

As Judy Wajcman reminds us in Feminism Confronts Technology:
“technology is more than a set of physical objects or artefacts. It also
fundamentally embodies a culture or set of social relations made up
of certain sorts of knowledge, beliefs, desires, and practices.”™ My aim
here is to describe how certain technologies are, to borrow Wajcman’s
phrase, ideologically shaped by the operation of gender interests and, con-
sequently, how they serve to reinforce traditional gendered patterns of
power and authority. When Judith Butler describes the gendered body as
“a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal
over time to produce the appearance of substance,” she also suggests a ~
way to understand the process whereby “naturalized” gender identities
are socially and culrurally reproduced as part of new technological forma-
tions.* This is to say that in investigating the gendered aspects of new
technological formations, I have tried to specify the forms of institutional-
ization that support the use of these technologies and the system of dif-
ferentiation that structures a person’s participation, rights, and respon-
sibilities vis-3-vis such technologies. Written as stand-alone essavs. the

Introduction 1x

following chapters each describe a different technology that functions
culturally as the frame or—as seen most clearly in the case of virtual
reality applications— as the stage for the enactment of gender.

Chapter 1: Reading Cyborgs, Writing Feminism

This chapter begins with a review of famous cyborgs in popular culture.
The cyborg image can be read in two ways: as a coupling between a
human being and an electronic or mechanical apparatus, or as the identity
of organisms embedded in a cybernetic information system. In the first
sense, the coupling between human and machine is located within the
body itself — the boundary between the material body and the artificial
machine is surgically redrawn. In the second sense, however, the boundary
between the body and technology is socially inscribed, at once indistinct
and arbitrary, but no less functional. A cyborg body, as Gregory Bateson
might argue, “is not bounded by the skin but includes all external path-
ways along which information can travel.”'7 Cyborgs are hybrid enti-
ties that are neither wholly technological nor completely organic, which
means that the cyborg has the potential not only to disrupt persistent
dualisms that set the natural body in opposition to the technologically
recrafted body, but also to refashion our thinking about the theoretical
conmstruction of the body as both a material entity and a discursive process.
These bodies are multiply constituted parts of cybernetic systems —what
we now recognize as social and informational networks. Cyborg bodies
are definitionally transgressive of a dominant culture order, not so much
because of their “constructed” nature, but rather because of the inde-
terminacy of their hybrid design. The cyborg provides a framework for
studying gender identity as it is technologically crafted simultaneously
from the matter of material bodies and cultural fictions.

By rereading Michel Foucault through various feminist studies of the
historical construction of the gendered body, and revisiting Mary Doug-
las’s treatment of the material body as a generative symbolic system, I seek
to elaborate the foundational axioms of what Elizabeth Grosz has referred
to as a new “corporeal feminism.”*$ This newly emergent critical frame-
work draws its methods and interpretive practices from feminist cultural
studies more broadly, to suggest that (1) the body is a central symbolic
resource for cultural work; {2) the discursive, symbolic body and the
material body are mutnally determining; and, (3) gender is often a sub-
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the stage for an analysis of the way in which technologies construct gen-
dered bodies, the second part of this chapter implicitly draws on Norbert
Wiener’s theory of cybernetics and Marshall McLuhan’s media analysis to
discuss more explicitly the role of the female body in Arthur Kroker’s
account of the postmodern body. I take issue with the view that the mate-
rial body has all but disappeared from postmodern theory. I conclude with
a discussion of a range of feminist scholarship on the body that establishes
the importance of maintaining an emphasis on the notion of a material
body within cultural theory by promoting a gendered body that has al-
ways been not simply material {j.e., natural) but rather a hybrid con-
struction of materiality and discourse. To elaborate this argument, I dis-

cuss work by Donna Haraway, Ruth Bleier, and Paula Treichler, who in -

different ways investigate how the material female body is actually con-
structed by and within discourse. >

\.@}Chapter 2: Feminist Bodybuilding

In apalyzing the mechanical reconstruction of the gendered body, it is
clear that women’s bodies remain a privileged site for the cultural re-
inscription of the “natural.” In this chapter I turn my attention to the

subculture of female bodybuilding. Perfectly attuned to contemporary

culture, the female bodybuilder is a machine dream of cyborg identity, the
female form that works to recreate the female form, using the science of
welghts, resistance, and kinesthetic labor. Upon closer inspection, though,
I find that the normalizing powers of media represetitation establish new
ideals for the female body such that muscularity and physical develop-
ment are heralded as women’s “new sex appeal.”? In this sense the popu-
lar culture of female bodybuilding can be seen to enjoy a licensed com-
plicity with the very forms of gender identity it seeks to technologically
disrupt. The subculture of female bodybuilding that developed during the
I980s is in part constructed within a historical discourse comncerning
women and sport, in which the athletic female body of the early roth
century was subjected to various forms of medical and moral discipline.
More contemporary text-images of popular female athletes illuminate

“how the sporting female body is both objectified and eroticized if ways
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favorite cult films of female bodybuilders, Pumping Iron II: The Women,
features three female bodybuilders who embody competing defiritions of
femininity. In a cloge analysis of the film, T argue that it not onlv narrares

Introduction 13

the symbolic reproduction of dominant ideals of femininity, but also di-
rects our attention to how deviant constructions of the female body are
staged and disciplined,

Chapter 3: On the Cutting Edge

New visualization technologies exercise a new form of scientific biopower
that effects, first, the objectification of the female body, and second, the
subjection of that body to the surveillance of a normative gaze. In this
chapter, I trace the way in which the medical gaze of the cosmetic surgeon
has been transformed into a technological perspective, with the attendant
consequence that the female body is itself transformed into a surface for
the inscription of cultural ideals of Western beauty. Cosmetic surgery
enacts a form of cultural signification where we can examine the litera)
and material reproduction of ideals of beauty. Where visualization tech-
nologies bring into focus isolated body parts and pieces, surgical pro-
cedures actually carve into the flesh to isolate parts to be manipulated and
resculpted. In this way cosmetic surgery literally transforms the material
body into a sign of culture. The discourse of cosmetic surgery offers pro-
vocative material for discussing the cultural construction of the gendered
body because, on the one hand, women are often the intended and pre-
ferred subjects of such discourse, and on the other, men are often the
bodies doing the surgery. Cosmetic surgery is not then simply a discursive
site for the “construction of images of women” but is actually a material
site at which the physical female body is surgically dissected, stretched,
carved, and reconstructed according to cultural and eminently ideological
standards of physical appearance.

Chapter 4: Public Pregnancies and
Cultural Narratives of Surveillance

In this chapter I discuss the politics of new reproductive technologies by
examining media accounts of public pregnancies. One of the most highly
regarded fictional narratives about the dystopic possibilities of the “poli-
tics of surrogacy” and the “spectacle of public pregnancy” to appear dur-
ing the 1980s was Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale. Pub-
lished at a time when the various spectacles of frozen embryos and cocaine
mothers were just coming to public attention, it had the chilling impact of
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argue that the Atwood novel offers a framework to make sense of the
situation of women in relation to the contemporary application of new
reproductive technologies. In so doing, I explicitly frame this analysis in
terms of one of the problematics at the heart of cultural studies: the rela-
tionship between cultural narratives and the material conditions of wom-
en’s lives. The second part of the chaprer seeks to illuminate the context of
the Atwood novel by reviewing a range of current events that, although
they serve as a springboard for fiction, are now becoming matters of the
lived experience of women of child-bearing age. They include the use of
laparoscopy, a visualization technique, in the service of in vitro fertiliza-
tion. In an attempt to flesh out the way in which such technologies aug-
ment the development of a cultural logic of surveillance, I consider the
conditions of possibility that emerge from the use of these technologies,
which result in contested definitions of rights of privacy and Invigorated

debates about the relationship between women’s bodies and public health. -

As these rights are negotiated and adjudicated, certain technologically
inscribed identities are institutionalized. As such, an apparatus, of sur-
veillance processes gendered bodies in ways that redefine all female bodies
as potentially maternal bodies and all pregnant bodies as inherently du-
plicitous and possibly threatening to public health.

Chapter 5: The Virtual Body in Cyberspace

In the development of virtual reality (VR) applications and hardware, the
body is redefined as a machine interface. In efforts to colonize the elec-
tronic frontier — called cyberspace or the information matrix— the mate-
rial body is repressed and divorced from the locus of knowledge. In one
virtual reality application, for example, the material body of the user
bears no relation to the disembodied, floating point of view (pov) of the
cyberspace traveler except as a hat stand for the VR rig. In the develop-
ment of virtual reality applications, the deconstruction of the “natural”
body is now a completely naturalized phenomenon, As technological ap-
paratuses replace sense organs as the media of knowledge, “the body”
becomes a piece of obsolete meat—nothing more than excess baggage for
the cyberspace traveler. In this chapter, [ investigate the subculture that
has developed around and within cyberspace, as it serves as the context
for a discussion about the biopolitics of the virtual body. In traveling
through various virtual cyberworlds, it no longer makes sense to ask
whose reality or perspective is represented in cyberspace; rather we should
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ask what reality is created therein, and how this reality articulates rel'a—
tionships among technologies, bodies, and narratives. The body may dis-
appear representationally in virtual worlds —indeed, we may go to great
lengths to repress it and erase its referential traces — but it does not disap-
pear materially, either in the interface with the VR apparatus or in systems
of technological production. I suggest that studying the development of
and popular engagement with virtual reality technologies allows us o
investigate how myths about identity, nature, and the body are rearticu-
lated with new technologies in ways that ensure that traditional {(and
occasionally revisionist) narratives about the gendered, race-marked body
are socially and technologically reproduced.

Chapter 6: Feminism for the Incurably Informed

New communication technologies engender new realities for the material
body. Scientific research draws on science fiction to specify the dimensions
of new spaces for the staging of corporeal identity. This chapter develops a
reading of Pat Cadigan’s cyberpunk novel Synners to itemize the domi-
nant forms of technological embodiment endemic to the Information Age.
As a science fictional account of the various relationships that characters
can have to the nonmaterial space of computer-mediated information
exchange, Synners directs our attention to a neglected dimension of new
information technologies: the status of the gender- and race-marked mate-
rial body. Based on this reading of Sysners, I elaborate the kinds of ques-
tions one could ask about the role of the material body in the cultural
formation of what Mondo 2000 calls “The New Edge.” The questions [
focus on include ones about the historical role that women have played in
the development of computer technologies, the gendered distinctions be-
tween men’s and women’s computer communication practices, and the
differential political consequences of the deployment of such technologies
for women of different races. The point is to seriously challenge the domi-
nant myth of cyberspace that celebrates it as a gender- and race-neutral
space of disembodied, democratic exchange.

Epilogue: The Role of the Body in Feminist Cultural
Studies of Science and Technology

In the epilogue, I outline the contributions that my approach offers to
feminist cultural studies of science and technology. I consider the work of
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Elizabeth Grosz on the notion of “corporeal feminism” in order to situate
the readings in this book in relation to other feminist body projects. Bor-
rowing Grosz’s insight, that sexual difference is one form of “alterity” that
is both primary and constantly displaced, I trace the ways in which vari-
ous technological practices reproduce this “alterity” as a gender identity
for material bodies. Although the readings in this book do not specifically
discuss the sexual dimensions of the gendered body {as is the purpose of
Grosz’s project), I hope they make a significant contribution to the emerg-
ing discussion on “corporeal feminism.”

In studying the interactions between bodies and technologies, I take
on the task of analyzing an emergent cultural formation that manifests
itself in dissimilar (discursive) forms. In doing so, my analysis relies on a
broadened notion of discourse borrowed, in part, from Ernesto Laclan

and Chantal Mouffe that includes readings of narratives and material

practices, relations of power and mass-mediated representations.? [ offer
interpretations not only of texts and stories, bur also of social relations,
institutional arrangements, popular cultural images, and systems of logic.
These are all part of the cultural apparatus that constructs gendered bod-
ies. The final point is to demonstrate how a discursive framework of anal-
ysis can elaborate the historically specific production of material bodies.
On this note, I implicitly address an ongoing project of feminist scholars
and activists more broadly: that of developing a framework for the anal-

ysis of the relationship between discursive studies of cultural forms and -

the material conditions of women’s lives.

CHAPTER ONE

Reading Cyborgs, Writing Feminism:
Reading the Body in Contemporary Culture

s

I

Well I stopped in at the body shop
I said to the guy, I want stereo FM
installed in my teeth.
And take this mole off my back
and put it on my cheek.
And while I'm here,
why don’t you give me
some of those
high-heeled feet?
- Laurie Anderson, “Monkey’s Paw™?

From Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, published in 1818, to Maria, ther robf)t
in Metropolis (Lang, 1927), to Frankenhooker (a film released on v1de.o in
1989, the possibilities of human hybrids have fired our cult.ural imagina-
tion as the Western world has developed through the industrial revolution
into the age of high technology (figure 4). But the decade of the 198c‘3s
stands out as the historical moment when a high-tech hu.mar_l hybr%d
moved off the pages of science fiction novels into everyday life: it was in
many ways the decade of the cyborg. In 1986, Max Headroom stuttered
his way onto American television and the cover of Newswee%. (figure 5).
That same year Elektra Assassin, Frank Miller’s celebrated antihero, ch.al-
lenged the revitalized comic book industry’s viéion of a proper heroine
{figure 6). By Christmas 1990, it was clear th.at Transformers™ were the
toy of the decade, edging out sales of plastic ﬁgure.:s of’other popu.lar
cyborgs such as RoboCop, Terminator, and Captfun Picard’s Borg,. IT)Munng
the 1993 Christmas season, The Mighty Morphins PowerRangers flew
off the shelves of U.S.-based Toys R Us discount stores; some parent went
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Figure 4. Maria the Robot from Fritz Lang’s film Metropolis (192.6).

so far as to bribe toy store workers to find Mighty Morphins™ for their
videogame-weary children.

Cyborg, a shorthand term for “cybernetic organism,” usually de-
scribes a human-machine coupling, most often a man-machine hybrid.
Cyborgs are alternately labeled “androids,” “replicants,” or “bionic hu-
mans.” Whatever label they attract, the cyborg serves not only as the focal
figure of the mass-mediated popular culture of American techno-science,
but also as the figuration of posthuman identity in postmodernity. From
children’s plastic action figures to cyberpunk mirrorshades, cyborgian ar-
tifacts will endure as relics of an age obsessed with the limits of human
mortality and the possibilities of technological replication. In this chapter,
I discuss how our technological imagination imbues cyborgs with ancient
anxieties about human difference. But first a long detour is in order. I want
to revisit the issue of “reading the body” asa way of constructing a frame-
work for “reading cyborgs.” This requires a discussion of certain develop-
ments within cultural theory, by Michel Foucault, Mary Douglas, and
Donna Haraway, as well as other feminists, all of whom contribute to a
framework for interpreting the body as a cultural text. This detour is
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Muox Headroom

Figure §. Newsweek magazine cover featuring video persona Max Headroom
(April zo, 1987). Figure 6. Elektra Assassin, Marvel Comics (vol. 1, no. 1, August
1986). Story by Frank Miller, illustrated by Bill Sienkeiwicz.

necessary for a second reason. It shows how the female body historically
was constructed as a hybrid case, thus making it compatible with notions
of cyborg identity promulgated by more recent cultural theorists.

Reading the Body

When the body is said to be “inscribed,” “painted,” or “written,” it makes
sense to write of the “discourse of the body,” meaning the patternfad ways
that the body is represented according to broader cultural determinations
and also the way that the body becomes a bearer of signs and cultural
meaning. Following the work of Michel Foucault, several scholars—
including Bryan Turner, Catherine Gallagher and Tl}omas Laqueur, and
Emily Martin, among others —address the relationship betweex? the bf)dy,
culture, and society to enumerate the ways in which the body is put into
discourse.” Using a variety of strategies, these scholars study modes <.)f
representation of the body: its iconography, its aesthetic and sy.mbohc
functions, or its discursive repression. Although they propose chfferfant
body projects— Turner, for example, is concerned about reconstructing




the problem of order as a problem of the government of the body, while
Martin presents an ethnographic investigation of women’s experiences
with reproduction and menstruation — each scholar enacts a reading pro-
cess that supports the theoretical understanding of the body as a sign-
bearing (textual) form. To claim that the body is a discursive construction,
and therefore can be read, already effects a deconstruction of its natural
posture. Such is the first act of thick perception.

Michel Foucault is not so much interested in the truth of the body as
he is in elaborating the apparatus that produces truth effects at the level of
the body. His concern is to describe the discursive systems that produce
serious truth claims about bodies. Thus, in his genealogical projects he
annotates the intelligibility of the body in terms of the discursive, social,
and political practices that construct it as an object/subject with meaning.
For example, in The History of Sexuality, he describes the four central ap-
paratuses of control that mark the transition between a traditional order
and one constituted by “scientific biopower”: (1) the hysterization of the
female body; (2) the construction of homosexuality; (3) the creation of
distinctions among infant, child, and adolescent sexualities; and {4) the
establishment of a discourse of perversion. These “apparatuses” orga-
nize the deployment of power; control is established through the cultural
transformation of the meaning of body practices and bodily markers of
identity. In short, these apparatuses identify a “conjunction,” or what I
understand as an “articulation of discursive practices” that produce body
knowledges.

Foucault goes on to delineate the means by which power is exercised.
Central to his work is the assertion that the means of the production of
discourse include a more ambiguous process of the construction of knowl-
edge claims. For example, the hysterization of the female body, as one way
in which scientific biopower is organized and reified, was accomplished

through the exercise of new discursive practices (of science, of psycho- -

analysis), institutionalized social relations (the family under capitalism),
and knowledge claims (the medicalization of the female body). This is to
say that the meaning of the female body as a “hysterical entity” —a cor- °
poreal being susceptible to hysteria — was a meaning constructed through
discursive practices, ie., not only in the discourses of science and med-
icine, but also through the establishment of social institutions. These
institutions, in turn, reproduce specific knowledge claims through the
practices established by the profession and as part of the education and
socialization of practitioners. Foucault suggests the term “apparatus” and
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later “technology” to name the process of connection between disc.:ursive
practices, institutional relations, and material effects that, working to-
gether, produce a meaning or a “truth effect” for the human body.

In this sense, an apparatus or “technology™ articulates power rela-
tions, systems of communication, and productive activities or pracfclce.s;
“arriculate™ here is used both in the sense of “expressing™ that whxc_h is
already given or operative and in the sense of conjoining or connecting.
So, following Foucault’s logic, the notion of “technology™ describes the
workings of a collection of practices that produce specific cultural' effects.
Technology names the process whereby discursive practices work interde-
pendently with other cultural forces to produce effects at the level of the
body. These effects, in turn, become part of an apparatus of control.
Foucault goes on to argue that the notion of technology allows for the
analysis of power in terms of a number of concrete relations: (1) systems
of differentiation, (2} types of objectives, (3) means of bringing power re-
lations into being, (4) forms of institutionalization, and (5) degrees of
rationalization —all of which are rooted in social networks, language use,
and the human body.? I find this notion of a technology and his enumera-
tion of concrete relations particularly useful as a framework for inves-
tigating the way in which certain taken-for-granted “truths™ are, in fact,
culturally constructed and eventually institutionalized. This is of course
the theory behind his notion of the “technologies of the self” as well as
Teresa de Lauretis’s notion of the “technologies of gender.” It is also, as I
noted in the introduction, the basis for my notion of “technologies of the
gendered body.”

From a feminist point of view, certainly one of the most obvious
“truth effects” of the human body in Foucault’s analysis is the gendered
identity of what he often identifies simply as “docile bgdieg.” As many
feminists have argued, Foucault evades direct consideration of gender as
an “effect” produced at the level of the body.* His broad-sweeping ac-
count of the disciplinary practices that produce subjugated bodies neglects
to consider gender as an underlying organizing framework for decipher-
ing the disciplined body. Thus, although he can identify the “hysterization
of the female body” as one of the apparatuses of control of the body, his
grid of analysis fails to consider gender itself as an organized, institu-
tionalized, system of differences that constitutes the individual body and
renders it meaningful. In a way that contradicts his analytical intentions to
consider the system of differentiations that make the body meaningful,
gender often functions for him as a natural given.
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If Foucault’s project is to deconstruct (in his own fashion) the most
commonsensical, taken-for-granted “truths” about the workings of power,
itis clear that he runs into problems with his elision of gender. This fact has
provoked several feminists to reevaluate the history he offers.S For exam-
ple, in Diamond and Quinby’s Feminism and Foucault Francis Bartkowski
argues quite directly that “what Foucault has done is to reproduce and
produce as history the patriarchal history of sexuality.”s It is clear that
throughout his project he treats the gender identity of the female bodyasa
naturally occurring bodily characteristic instead of a “truth effect” pro-
duced by cultural discourses that constructs some bodies as active and
disciplines others to be passive. Within his analysis, gender materializes as
a key “dividing practice” that objectifies the human body and makes it
intelligible to him, yet he fails to consider it a technology of power/knowl-
edge in its own right. For all his concern to elaborate systems of power a72d
resistance, Foucault ends up writing not so much from a site of resistance
but from a site of power — male-centered discourse. Given this, perhaps it
is unavoidable that the more radical promise of his project would not be
realized by him. Several feminist scholars are doing what he could not—
articulating a history of sexuality from a site of resistance by addressing the
construction of the feminine, femininity, and Woman to describe how
gender is, in Foucault’s terms, a primary apparatus of scientific biopower
that constructs the body as an intelligible object.

For example, in Susan Suleiman’s collection of essays The Female
Body in Western Culture several scholars implicitly rebuke Foucault’s
oversight by showing how gender is one of the primary effects of the
discursive construction of the human body.” Suleiman herself poses the
question of the female body this way: “what place has the female body
occupied in the Western imagination, and in the symbolic productions of
Western culture over the past two thousand years?” (1). Foucault would
have us believe that “she” was hardly present, marginal and uninteresting
at best. The authors in Suleiman’s collection collectively argue the con-
trary; they examine the many different sites of the ideological inscription

of sexual difference by looking at representations of the female body in~

different cultural texts. The essays are organized thematically rather than
historically, on the topics of eros, death, mothers, illness, images, and
difference. The primary purpose-of Suleiman’s collection is to argue that
the female body is not an essentially unchanging, given-in-nature, biolog-
ical entity, but rather is symbolically constructed within different cultural
discourses situated wirhin different historical conjunctions.
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Following Foucault, Suleiman underscores the importance of reading
the body as a symbolic diseursive construction:

The cultural significance of the female body is not only (not even first
and foremost) that of a flesh-and-blood entity, but that of a symbolic
construct. Everything we know about the body — certainly as regards
the past, and even, it could be argued, as regards the present — exists
for us in some form of discourse: and discourse, whether verbal or
visual, fictive or historical or speculative, is never unmediated, never
free of interpretation, never innocent. (2

The analyses offered in Suleiman’s book are textually grounded and politi-
cally motivated; taken together, they articulate an understanding of how
the relation between the body and culture is mediated through discourse
such that the body is transformed into an epistemological issue — knowl-
edge about the body becomes a matter of representation of the body. The
critical point Suleiman stresses is that there is no “natural” approach to the
female body that is rooted in an essentialist female nature. All understand-
ings of the body are mediated through representations which, in turn, are
constructed through interpretive frameworks. This approach, like Fou-
cault’s, keeps the body contained within discourse and subject(ed) to de-
terminate systems of power and knowledge. But in many respects, this col-
lection skirts the dangerous line of suggesting that knowledge of the body
is only discursive. Or, put another way, when Suleiman writes that the
“cultural significance” of the body is a matter of its symbolic construction,
notits “natural femininity,” she comes close to asserting that this is the sin-
gular definition of the female body. This approach inadvertently ends up
invoking a dualistic logic, that the female body is either a “flesh and blood
entity” or a symbolic construct. I stress the term “Inadvertently” to remind
readers of the historical situation of the production of this approach to the
study of the female body. It was an approach that sought to correct the

- overreliance on an essentialist definition of the female body as a biological

or “natural” entity. Since that time, feminist discussions of the constitution
of the female body have been often sidelined by debates about the ef-
fectivity of essentialist versus anti-essentialist perspectives. I would like to
sidestep this debate by focusing attention on the ways in which nature and
culture are mutually determining systems of understanding. While it is
true, as Suleiman says, that “everything we know about the body ... exists
for us in some form of discourse,” this discourse is not entirely divorced
from the material manifestation of the “flesh and blood” entity.
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The Material Body as a Symbolic Cultural Resource

Building on the work of Marcel Mauss, cultural anthropologist Mary
Douglas describes the relationship between symbolic systems, social struc-
tures, and the body by analyzing the way cultural systems rely on the
body’s expressive resources to formulate social relations.® In her book
Natural Symbols, Douglas asserts that social perceptions of the human
body are never free from determining cultural influences; the body is al-
ways comprehended as an interaction between the materiality of what is
given in a particular body and the symbolic constructions of the “body”
embedded within a given culture. But the most important point she makes
is that although the meaning of the physical body is itself structured by the
symbolic representation of the body, it is at the same time an experiential
resource for the construction of such representations:

The social body constrains the way the physical body is perceived.
The physical experience of the body, always modified by the social
categories through which it is known, sustains a particular view of
society. There is a continual exchange of meanings between the two
kinds of bodily experience so that each reinforces the categories of
the other. (65)

In this statement, Douglas follows Mauss by asserting that the human
body is always defined according to cultural beliefs about social relations.
But even as Douglas asserts that “most symbolic behavior must work
through the body™ {vii), she argues that the meaning of the body, and thus
the meaning of different systems of body symbols, is, in fact, constructed
through “a continual exchange of meanings between two kinds of bodily
experience” (65) —of the physical body and of the social (or symbolic)
body. While I don’t want to belabor the point, it is important to note that
Douglas keeps the notion of the physical body at the heart of her account
of the cultural construction of the symbolic body. Her broader point, of
course, is to argue that although the physical body is in many ways a
naturally occurring referent for symbolic systems, its meaning is not “nat-

urally” determined (vii}). In this sense, there are no natural symbols, al-~

though there are plentiful symbolic representations of nature and of the
“natural body.”

Douglas offers an important contribution to an understanding of the
cultural construction of the gendered body. “There can be no natural way
of considering the body,” she writes, “that does not involve at the same
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time a social dimension.”® This assertion denaturalizes both the body and
gender and provides a basis for accomplishing what Brown and Adams
identify as a critical feminist proj ect—the deconstruction of the “natural”
fernale body.*? Following this, gender identity can be redefined as a body
attribute that is assigned, organized, and acquired through the process
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of social perception; in short, it can no longer be considered a “natural

fact” of the human body. Rather, we must consider how the human body
is “gendered” through a series of social acts that often begin long be-
fore physical birth and are determined only partially by personal (self-
decipherment) perception of physiological body parts (the genitals, for
example). But the important issue here is not only that gender is “de-
naturalized” but that so too are definitions of gender that rely on appeals
to the natural body. Behind the construction of representations of “natu-
ral bodies” and “natural” gender identities, Douglas claims are beliefs and
anxieties about the social body.

In keeping with Douglas’s line of analysis, Thomas Laqueur argues
that the female body was at the center of a radical 18th-century rein-
terpretation of the patriarchal social hierarchy. Sexual difference was re-
considered such that the female body was no longer considered merely an
inferior, underdeveloped, and infantle version of the male body {ovaries
as underdeveloped testicles, for example); rather a complementary rela-
tion between the male and female body was established, such that

[w]riters of all sorts were determined to base what they insisted were
fundamental differences between male and female sexuality, and thus
between man and woman, on discoverable biological distinctions. . ..
Thus the old model, in which men and women were arrayed accord-
ing to their degree of metaphysical perfection, their vital heat, along
an axis whose telos was male, gave way by the late 18th century toa
new model of difference, of biological divergence. An anatomy and
physiology of incommensurability replaced a metaphysics of hier-
archy in the representation of women in relation to men.!?

Since Laqueur explicitly draws on Douglas in his analysis of the construc-
tion of the female body, it is not surprising that he situates this transforma-
tion of the cultural understanding of the “nature” of the female body
within the changing constitution of the 18th-century social order, “when
the basis for a.new order of sex and gender became a critical issue of politi-
cal theory and practice” {4). Laqueur points out that the new order (which
replaced the divine right of kings, a similar point of analysis in Foucault’s



historical genealogy) was concerned to establish naturalized hierarchies
among human bodies. He explains how such a culmural imperative and the
use of metaphors (of heat, of oestrus) functioned to define the female body
in terms of its reproductive biology. The hierarchical relation between the
male body and the female body was not overturned; rather

the political, economic and cultural transformations of the 1 8th cen-
tury created the context in which the articulation of radical differ-
ences between the sexes became culturally imperative. In a world in

which science was increasingly viewed as providing insight into the

fundamental truths of creation, in which nature as manifested in the .
unassailable reality of bones and organs was taken to be the only
foundation of the moral order, a biology of incommensurability be-

came the means by which such differences could be authoritatively

represented. (3 5)

Here Laqueur offers an account of the exercise of scientific biopower on
the female body. The turn toward a biologically based definition of the
complementarity of the female body raised new questions about the rela-
tionship between that body and social control. For if female bodies are
fundamentally different from male bodies, not just an inferior version, the

issue of control becomes more critical: how does one control a body that -

isn’t entirely knowable?

In her examination of medical textbooks of the nineteenth cenrury,
Mary Poovey illuminates the historical construction of the female body as
the object of medical attention and control. Moreover, she explicates how
medical discourse constructed the female body as excessive and threaten-
ing to the epistemological boundaries of the prevailing social order. Spe-
cifically she focuses on the medical debates concerning forms of anesthesia
to show how they function as a discursive site of the struggle for authority
over the female body between obstetricians, midwives, and other medical
practitioners. Not incidentally it is a site in which the female body is
thoroughly silent/silenced:

[tThe debate presented itself as an argument about the nature of
women and medicine’s proper relation to them. . . - First, does the
worman in labor properly belong to the realm of nature, which is
governed by God, or to culture, where nature submits to man? Sec-
ond, how can a man know —so as to master — the female body, which
is always other to his own?12
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If the female body properly belonged to nature, the argument went, then

‘midwives were better positioned to serve the laboring maternal body,
being female bodies themselves and skilled in reading the natural labor

signs of that body. If the female body could be secured as belonging to the
cultural order, then, by extension, it was beholden to the cultural author-
ity of medicine and medical discourse and would be properly served by the

“administration of chloroform during labor (one of the two forms of anes-

thesia being debated).

" At this point, Poovey implies that the articulation among new tech-
nologies {forms of anesthesia), social debates about medical authority and
the status of medicine as a scientifically rational practice, and a definition

* of the female body as governed by its reproductive capacity, establishes a

definition of the female body as “always lacking and needing control™:

This set of assumptions—that woman’s reproductive function de-
fines her character, position, and value, that this function is only one
sign of an innate periodicity, and that this biological periodicity influ-
ences and is influenced by an array of nervous disorders— mandates
the medical profession’s superintendence of women. . . . [quoting Dr.
Issac Ray:] With women, it is but a step from extreme nervous sus-
ceptibility to downright hysteria, and from that to overt Insanity. . . .
Seen in this way, hysteria is simultaneously the norm of the female
body taken to its logical extreme and a medical category that effec-
tively defines this norm as inherently abnormal. (146—47)

Furthermore, Poovey explains:

On the one hand, representing woman as an inherently unstable fe-
male body authorizes ceaseless medical monitoring and control. But
on the other hand, this representation of woman as always requiring
control produces her as always already exceeding the control that
medicine can exercise. (147)

Consequently, the female body is defined as simultaneously belonging
within the “proper” domain of medical discourse and yet always threaten-
ing its epistemological boundaries. Here we read the conflation between
the political contest to establish the physiological facts of female nature,
and the physiological consequences of symbolic representations. of the
female body.

The female body that is an effect of the construction of identity/
authority of obstetricians in nineteenth-century medical discourse is a
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hybrid creature formed through the articulations among social practices,
the development of new knowledge, and changing patterns of power and
authority. In this sense, the female body functions as a border case; itis at
once defined as part of a natural order and as an intensely fascinating and
yvet threatening object of cultural control. Its excessiveness strains the
cultural authority of medical knowledge. As such it is a site of potential
transgression against the boundaries of social order, at once constituted
within the dominant discourses of science and medicine but threatening to
the epistemological certainty of that discourse.

Panic Postmodernism and the Disappearing Body

The story about the female body doesn’t change much in more recent
history, especially in cultural narratives of postmodern identity. In Body
Invaders, a collection of essays on panic sex in America, editor Arthur
Kroker also seeks to intervene in the reproduction of a dominant dis-
course of the body that would define it as an organic, natural uenr:ity.13
Following Marshall McLuhan, Kroker argues that the “natural” body has
disappeared, replaced by a technologically produced simulacrum.¢ Kro-
ker reads the current list of “panic” body issues (AIDS, anorexia, addic-
tions of all sorts) as signs of significant social anxieties concerning control
and safety. The “panic body” marks “a declining culture where the body is
revived, and given one last burst of hyper-subjectivity, as the inscribed text
for all the stress and crisis-symptoms of the death of the social” (27). With
this statement he reasserts Douglas’s understanding that “cultures think
themselves through the body.” He sees the proliferation of rhetorics that
work feverishly to invest the body with meaning as a Ssymptom of a culture
in decline —a culture where meaning has been banished. For Kroker the
body is simply obsolete, replaced by numerous technological extensions
of its senses. The prevalence of body rhetorics masks the disappearance of
the natural body {now replaced by technological devices) which in turn,
masks the disappearance of the social — the final death of social solidarity
that comes from daily living with the apocalypse. Discourse, now objec-
tified as communication technologies, literally replaces the materia) body..
with simulated body senses. Whereas Foucault’s project was to explicate
how the discourses of modernity redefined the body as machine, in post-
modernity what we discover is that technology now transforms the body
into nothing more than discourse.
With the disappearance of the material body in McLuhan’s analysis
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of media culture and Kroker’s reading of pos:cmodemity, gender tc!:;o pre-
sumably becomes ephemeral, or at best an artifact of an outdatec:i r eiltjortri
that seeks to invest the body with meaning. And )r.et, we can read in :1)1
McLuhan’s and Kroker’s analyses a submerged c'hscoursc of genderd at
continues to organize and make intelligible thc? discourses of the bob;r in
late capitalism. Even as he claims that the velocity of cultural f:hangf(i: 1:;‘5
the boundaries upon which identity is construcfted, Kroker identifies the
special status of the female body in postmodernity:

Because now as ever, the play of power within anfd against the text of
wormen’s bodies is an early warning sign of 2 grisly power field that
speaks the language of body invaders. As privileged objects of a dom-
ination that takes as its focus the inscription of the text of the body,
women have always known the meaning of a relational power that
works in the language of body invaders. This is Tlot, t‘hough, the
wager of an old patriarchal power that announces .1tsel'f in the tan-
scendent and externalized language of hierarchy, univocity, and logo-
centricity, but a power field that can be multiple, pleasurable, and
indeed, fully embodied. . . . women’s bodies have always been p(.)st-
modern because they have always been targets of a ;?o?ver'whlc_h,
inscribing the text of the flesh, seeks to make of feminine identity
something interpellated by ideology, constituted by language, and the
site of a “dissociated ego.” (24)

Kroker elaborates this language of body invaders as.the'consp.icuous con-
sumption of late capitalism, which tumns all bodies mt? i1gn vehu.:lesl
for fetishistic commodities. As a companion to McLuhan’s I\:[echamc_a
Bride,” “The Capezio Woman” figures as a final icon in Kroker’s analysis.
Whereas the Mechanical Bride (figure 7) symbolizes the fe.rnale bodz' of
American media culture that is docile, traditional, and subjected to “the
wager of old patriarchal power,” the Capezio Woman (figure 8) symbgl—
izes the female body that is stylish, pleasure-anointed, anci‘happy to fin ba
snappy pair of new shoes. Both images testify to the persistence (11310:110 -
solescence) of gender in a postcorporeal world. Even when the ody is
reduced to a discursive effect, notes Kroker, the f‘e'male body .functllons as
the privileged sign of the “body dﬁi:lxased, (hur;'uhated, and inscribed to
the signs of consumer culture™ (33).
exceiszi lclzloser %zlading, the female body h:asn’t be_er.l transformefd ;t
all; it is still constructed as the message-bearing and silent form oh ih e
(eighteenth and nineteenth centuries’) anuly body, produced through the
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Figure 7. Cover of Marshall McLuhan’s book The Mechanical Bride (1951; Bos-
ton: Beacon, 1967). Figure 8. “The Capezio Woman.” Ad produced by Ross and
Harasym, photograph by Shun Sasbuchio. Reproduced in Arthur and Marilouise

Kroker, “Body Digest,” Canadian Journal of Political and Social Theory 11, no. 1—
2 (1987): xiv.

formation of the cultural imaginary; only now the cultural imaginary is
expressed through the rhetoric of “panic” postmodernism. The female
body continues to function as the sign of a gendered body opposed to a
nonmarked (human) body that is said to be now (in late capitalism) subju-
gated to discursive systems of power and knowledge. If women have al-
ways been postmodern bodies, as Kroker asserts, then what is different
about postmodern bodies that hasn’t always been the condition of female
bodies? The compulsion to theorize the condition of postmodern bodies
as something new or even exhausted is due to the novelty the male body
experiences coming under this totalizing system for the frst time; under-
standably, panic results. In Kroker's analysis, female bodies continue to
mark gender; thus they announce the deployment of a gendered oppo-
siion of bodies in postmodern theory. This is a gendered opposition,
whereby the One (recently “invaded” body) is unmarked by gender and
the Other (the always postmodern body) is female. Such is the fate of the
female body in the postmodern cultural tmaginary: an always silent/
silenced conceptual placeholder in hysterical male discourse. As before,
her excessiveness threatens the very order of the system.

Reading Cyborgs, Writing Feminism 31

Is it ironic that the body disappears in postmodern theory i'.uSt as
women and feminists have emerged as an intellectual force within the

human disciplines?'S A similar (ironic?) contradiction emerges with re-

spect to the issue of the body. An organic body marked by certain bic?lc?g-
ical characteristics provided 2 common identity for women to coliecuw.z‘e
as feminists. But the bodily identity of woman proved unstable and uareli-

" able as a source of collective empowerment. Diverse feminist action di-

rects its attention to de-essentializing the biological identitjy .of womarl,
thus working to deconstruct the organic foundation of fe'm}mst thought.
After acknowledging the impossibility of biclogical ess.cnuahsm as a foun-
dation for the identity of “woman,” feminist thmklng procc?eds to an
analysis of the cultural construction of the body, and 1s\1mn?ed1a'fely con-
fronted with a discourse that gleefully joins it in decons'tr}lcnng l?mloglc_al
essentialism. In the process, feminists encounter unsol‘1c1tajd assistance in
doing away with “the body,” which served —at one point, if not now—as
the necessary foundation of women’s empowerment. o
Faced with the prospect of being strategically eclipsed within the
modern episteme once again, feminists have a political stak(.e in construct-
ing and critiquing theories of the body within postmodernism. As I hax.:
argued elsewhere, it is time for feminism to crash t}_m postmodern party
The final fate of “the body” should not be left entirely to the panic post-
modernists — that is, Jean Baudrillard, Deleuze and Guattari, and Arthur
Kroker. Moreover, we cannot listen obediently while these very same
postmodernists delineate for us “the special place of.fffminist theory to-
day” and lay out for us the proper attitude that feminism should adopt
toward the body.!” But what is a feminist to do? .
In her book Gynesis: Configurations of Woman and Modernity, Alice
Jardine cautions feminist writers: “The attempt to .ar?alyze, to sepa‘rate
ideological and cultural determinations of the ‘feminine’ from the ‘real
woman’ — seemingly the most logical path for a ferinist to follow —may
also be the most interminable process, one in which women 'become not
only figuratively but also literally impossible.”*® Jardine describes the par-
adoxical situation of feminist criticism that on the one hand draws politi-
cal strength from an essentialist identity of “woman,” but on th? other has
been convinced of the necessity to interrogate such an identity for the
differences it obscures:

While proceeding from a “belief” (in women’s oppression), we are
nevertheless, necessarily, caught up in a permanent whirlwind of



reading practices within a universe of fiction and theory written, but
for a few official exceptions, by men. Not believing in “Truth,” we
continue to be fascinated by (elaborate} fictions. This is the profound
paradox of the feminist speaking in our contemporary culture: she
proceeds from a belief in a world from which — even the philosophers
admit—Truth has disappeared. This paradox, it seems to me, can
lead to (at least) three possible scenarios: a renewed silence, a form
of religion (from mysticism to political orthodoxy), or a continual

attention — historical, ideological, and affective — to the place from
which we speak. (31-32)

Another possible solution is to reconstruct our reading practices —which
15 ultimately what Jardine advocates. She suggests that feminists begin to
write new fictions, written through “the continual attention — historical,
ideological, and affective —to the place from which we speak™ ( 32). This,
to me, perfectly describes Donna Haraway’s response to feminism’s “pro-
found paradox,” and indeed, the founding imperative for her feminist
manifesto; in elaborating a new fiction of feminist identity, her “ironic
political myth” of cyborg citizenship, she enacts a new reading practice
that takes the discursively constructed material body as its starting point
and narrates a reconstructed fiction of gender identity. ' v

Reading Cyborgs

According to Haraway, in “A Manifesto for Cyborgs,” the only bodies
that stand a chance in postmodern culture are cyborg bodies. Cyborg
bodies are constructed by communication networks and other hybrid dis-
courses such as biotechnology, biopolitics, and female bodybuilding.1?
Variously used as a2 symbol of antitechnological sentiments or of the possi-
bilities of “better living through chemistry,” cyborgs are a product of fears
and desires that run deep within our cultural imaginary.?® Through the use
of technology as the means or context for human hyEridization, cyborgs
come to represent unfamiliar “otherness,” one that challenges the denota-
tive stability of human identity. Andreas Huyssen claims that the crisis of
modernism pivots on the problematic of otherness.?! In this way, cyborgs
offer a particularly appropriate emblem of postmodern identity, since cy-
borg identity is predicated on transgressed boundaries. They fascinate us
because they are not like us and vet are just like us. Formed through

ANLAULLLLE S ¥ L fydy ¥Y LALALAR & WLlildiuoads o>

a radical disruption of otherness, cyborg identity foregrount:ljh thde c::)in—
structedness of otherness. Cyborgs alert us tq tht? way in v;:lu i e:; utz
depends on notions of “the other” that are arbitrary, shifting, an
i rable.
nmatlgr);rl;n:yborg image COnSLructs an i.mp%ic'.:it oppos‘itio%l be‘twezin 1.na:
chine and human, at once repressing similarities and hlg‘ljhghnn{;’ s;z;:e
tions. In this way it defines the meaning of both the'term _huma;u a.nh“i ;
term “artificial.” Signs of human-ness and, alternat:vely, signs of mac nef
ness function not only as markers of the “essences 'o‘f the dual na;ures oS
the hybrid, but also as signs of the inviolable o.pposrcwf:‘ betweeix 'um::_
and machines. But because the cyborg embodies both naturc—is mm;:in !
neously, the resulting hybrid is neithe_r.pu:el_y human nor purely mach 1.
The distribution of its dual dispositions is never s_lrnp.ly syrnr_ne.tmi:la ,
and the proximity of each to the other a_nd the combmatlt:.)fl of dissimilar
parts produces a hybrid often unrecognizable as an}/r_iz}nuha_r ﬁcrson:}gl;e.
By disrupting the stable meanings of the human/ machine dua 1Is_Im, other
reliable oppositions are also rendered unstable. The cyborg, for ara‘\:vay,
has the potential to disrupt the persistent f:luahsms that have bee1f1 slys—
temic to the logics and practices of domination of women, pe?ple o ccl) ccoir,
nature, workers, animals.”?22 The most troublesome dualisms 111;:1 u le
some already mentioned in this chapter: culture/nature, human/ artificial,
male/female, as well as others such as reality/ appearance, truth/ 111us1f)n,
theory/politics. Cyborg bodies, then, cannot E_Je conceived ashi;fl;)ng-mgi
wholly to either culture or nature; they are neither Wl'.lolly tec cb) oglca-
nor completely organic. In a similar sense, cybo.rg bodies cannot fg ?amd
pletely discursive, Cyborgs are a matter of' fiction and a matter of live
experience. They not only subvert the certainty of W'hat counts‘ ‘as natui]:*e,
but, as Haraway lays out, they also subvert the certainty of the7 te?ctuahlz-
ation of everything” by pointing to the lived relations of domination that
ultural reading(s). .
gmu;i :easserting a mgaterial body, the cyborg rgbukes t%m chsappez-uanci
of the body within postmodernism. Yet it never contradicts the varn.ety o
discursive constructions of the female body. The q.rborg connects a discur-
sive body with a historically material body by takm.g account of the ways
in which the body is constructed within different social and cultural forma-
tions. Ultimately, the cyborg challenges feminism to sFarch for ways .tol
study the body as it is at once both a cultural construction anc.l a matex;;
fact of human life. The impact of this is decisive: understanding that the
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body is culturally, not “naturally,” constructed means that the body is not
solely a matter of materiality; nor can it be reductively a matter of dis-
course. Its “nature” is culturally determined even when this nature is said
to be discursively constructed. To claim that the body is a discursive as well
as material construction still leaves everything to say about the particular
cultural design of that body within any given historical conjunction.

Haraway explicitly maps the identity of woman onto the image of
the cyborg. This foregrounds the ambiguous constitution of the female
body — predicated on the blurred boundaries between the individual and
the collective, the material and the discursive, the fictive and the real. Both
Woman and Cyborg are simultaneously symbolically and biologically
produced and reproduced through social interactions. The “self” is one
interactional product; the body is another, The cyborg further displaces
the nature-versus-culture opposition since it is clear in this age of body
technologies that the given-ness of the female body is a constructed ar-
tifact of various systems of meaning. Moreover, as Haraway reminds us,
the search for a female “nature” is a utopian quest, which threatens to
distract contemporary feminists from more important tasks, such as form-
ing coalitions and alliances with other political groups based not on some
natural gender identification, but on the necessity for shared political
strategies. This tactical plan of action depends upon feminism’s willing-
ness to investigate how women live permanently partial identities, to dis-
cover what cultural meanings are taken up, how they are resisted, and in
the process, ultimately transformed.

Writing Feminism

Recent feminist scholarship on the construction of cultural systems of
power and knowledge question the forms of domination and control that
operate in contemporary society. Feminist scholarship by Haraway, San-
dra Harding, Ruth Bleier, and Pauli Treichler (among others) describe
how science, technology, and medicine — as institutionalized domains of
socially constructed knowledge — enact practices of domination and op-
pression based on gender, race, and class distinctions.23 Their discussion
of issues relating to epistemology, gender, and identity elaborates how the
material (gendered) body is discounted as a necessary condition and ap-
paratus of knowledge. Science, medicine, and technology are defined as
discursive, social, and symbolic systems in which the female body func-
tions as an ideological marker of “natural sexuality” and “reproduction.”
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'.Taken together, these scholars argue that gender is a constructed effect

produced at the level of the body. N L
“Qne important route for reconstructing socialist-feminist politics,

Haraway argues, “is through theory and practice addressed to the social
relations of science and technology, including crucially the systems of
myth and meanings structuring our imaginations.”'z“ What this amom?ts
tois the construction of a new reading strategy that is attendant to the h%s-
torical legacy of the female body as (1) a conceptual placeholder, (2) dis-
cursively constructed, and (3) threatenimg to male systems of knowlec'lge;
but also attendant to the way the female body’s constructedness organizes
the perception of its materiality and the effects of this in women’s hves.-In
this sense the female body is less a singular concept or discoverable unity
and more an arrangement of texts, silences, laws, and lines of force. P.er-
haps the term “articulation” best describes this theoretical con.ﬁ-guratlon
of the female body: an articulation among reading effects, writing prac-
tices, relations of power, culrural stagings, Enaterial bodies, and socially
constructed perceptions. ™
Ruth Bleier has orchestrated one such project, which addresses the
shift from biology as clinical practice (a convention of an organic order)
to biology as inscription (the reconstituted exercise as part of the infor-
matics of domination). In her book Science and Gender: A Critique of
Biology and Its Theories on Women, Bleier grounds her analysis of‘the
relationship between gender and science in a consideration of biological
determinism. She identifies the “nature versus nurture” debate as a false

opposition:

The underlying scientific issue in evaluating any theory of biological
determinism is the feasibility of isolating biological from learned in-
fluences in the determination of physical characteristics, behaviors,
social relationships, and social organization. The effort to separate
genetic and environmental influences continues to plague thinking in
many [scientific] fields. Yet it represents a false dichotomy that does
not reflect biological processes, but like other dualisms . . . may serve
reactionary social and political purposes. (7)

Bleier’s particular area of interest is neuroanatomy, an izlxcreasingly
significant area of scientific research in terms of artificial intelhgenf:e a.nd
the development of brain-imaging technology. The history of sc1en1_::ﬁc
research in craniology and neuroanatomy shows that in the early nine-
teenth century there was considerable interest in demonstrating that the
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differences between men and women “resided” in the different structures
of the male and female brains. Bleier describes how craniology “went out
of style” as a scientific field of study as the search for the physiological
basis of women’s inferiority yielded no significant conclusions.

In her analysis of the history of brain-related science, Bleter demon-
strates how science as a specifically cultural institution participates in
constructing naturalistic explanations of sexual differences. Bleier de-
mythologizes science by arguing that “[it] is not the neutral, dispassionate,
value-free pursuit of Truth; that scientists are not objective, disinterested,
or culturally disengaged from the questions they ask of nature or the
methods they use to frame their answers” (193). Furthermore, she argues,
it is impossible for science or scientists to do otherwise, since science is a
social activity and a cultural process created by persons who live in the
world of science as well as in the socicties that socialized them. In con-
structing this analysis, Bleier decouples “sexual difference” from the study
of invariant biological processes by showing how the “meaning” of fermale
physiology has been (and continues to be} constructed by the cultura] and -
social practices of the biological sciences. This contributes to a denat-
uralizing of woman’s subordination, which, as Mary Poovey describes,
historically has been supported by biological theories of the female body as
defined by its reproductive capacities. By exposing the position of the
female body within neuroanatomy — as one form of scientific discourse — ~
Bleier shows how particular physiological processes come to count as
definitive emblems of sexual identity. In this way, Bleier takes a male

construct, the female body, inscribed in one discourse, and reinscribes it
within another textual/sexual system, one this time informed by feminism,
which provides new codes and conventions for “reading” its meaning.

In Bleier’s work we see how gender, like the body, is a hybrid cop-
struction, belonging both to the order of the material body and the social
and discursive systems within which bodies are embedded. So when gen-
der operates as a system of differentiation (in Foucault’s terms), it must be
considered as both a discursive and material system. As a discourse, gen-
der includes representations, icons, symbols, utterances, signification, and
codes. But this discourse is never separate from the bodies that are taken
up within it or marked by it.

Paula Treichler’s essay “AIDS, Homophobia, and Biomedical Dis-
course: An Epidemic of Signification” directly addresses the way in which
discourse constructs the disease and makes it intelligible. Her reading of
the biomedical discourse of AIDS demonstrates
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the ways in which words — more precisely, discourse — enact and re-
inforce deeply entrenched, pervasive, and often conservative cultura_l
“narratives” about gender; it is also about how words seek., ulti-
mately, to contain and control women’s unruly and uncontainable

properties.™

She argues persuasively that a theoretically informed analysis ?’f AIDS
must not reduce it to a matter of attending to the “‘dual nature” of the
body {of AIDS—as both a social and biological.enuty) but rather must
appreciate the extent to which social constructions of“the bod?f orga-
nize the very way of perceiving and knowing the body: . Ot%r social con-
structions of AIDS . . are based not upon objective, scx_entlﬁcall-y deter-
mined ‘reality’ but upon what we are told about this reality: t.hat is, upon
prior social constructions routinely produced within the di:j;cour-ses of
biomedical science” (270). She goes on to describe the relanonshl-p be-
tween popular and biomedical discourse as a c?ntinuum, ‘nctt a dichot-
ommy, through which “reality™ is constructed and 1‘ts cor}tradlctions pl.ayed
out. This continuum also suggests thar the relathnshlp betweex.l science
and popular discourse is an interaction, not a linear arrangement in which
science dictates what popular thought is to think. Language is the arena
within which this continuum manifests itself. . )
In a separate article, “AIDS, Gender, and Biomedical Discourse,
Treichler demonstrates how gender continues to operate as a submergfad
discourse within éontemporary medical discourse.24 In her cultura-l st:udws
of the AIDS body and her work on the epidemic of signification within the
discourse on AIDS, she elaborates how the representation of the female
body as inherently pathological and contaminated plays.a comple?c rol‘e
in the development of medical discourse about AIDS. Given the histori-
cal association between the female body and disease, especially se':xually
transraitted ones, it is surprising to learn that women were explicitly ex-
cluded as a targeted risk group of HIV infection for the ﬁfst four years of
the AIDS pandemic. The significance of this exclusion is sobering and
illuminates a cultural narrative about the construction of the gendered
body. As Treichler explains: ‘

The construction of AIDS as essentially a male-only sexuallyltrans—
mitted disease depends upon the production and reproduc.tlon of
gendered readings which often require reasoning so outlandxsl.a and
speculative as to be dizzying. In turn this “knowh‘edge” (?f AIDS_mfec—
tion and who can “catch it” filters out counter-evidence in a variety of
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ways, and creates a cycle of invisibility in which women do not be-
lieve themselves vulnerable and therefore do not seek medical care or
¢ven anonymous testing. . . . The pie-shaped charts standardly in-
clude the classic 4-H “risk groups” — Homosexuals, Heroin addicts,
Hemophiliacs, and Haitians — plus their sex partners, gender often
unspecified — plus “others.” (194)

By focusing on AIDS as something you get because of who you are, not
what you do, women were excluded from the list of populations believed
to be at risk. “As evidence of AIDS in women mounted,” Treichler writes,
“speculations were put forward that linked AIDS to prostitutes, IV drug
users, and women in the third world (primarily Haiti and countries in
central Africa)” (197). So as the female body insisted on demonstrating its
susceptibility to the variety of afflictions associated with the AIDS syn-
drome, it became partially visible to the medical community, who used it
to mark an opposition between “sexually active males and promiscuous
females” (213). .

Whereas in previous accounts of AIDS as “a male-only sexually
transmitted disease” the female body is lirerally invisible within medical
discourse, the definition of the feale body advanced in the recent ac-
counting for AIDS in women suggests that it is merely a container and
transmitter of the disease. In her discussion of the relatively recent attempt
to address the heterosexual transmission of the HIV virus, Treichler de-
scribes its problematic consideration of women:

First, the women in the risk groups are given their “status” by virtue
of their sexual partners —the men they’re connected to —not by vir-
tue of their own sexual activities. . . . And finally, above all, the
purpose of studying women, we are told, is twofold: first, to use
incidence in women as a general index to heterosexual spread of the
virus, and second, to identify women at risk and prevent “primary”
infection in them so that we can prevent the majority of cases of AIDS
in children that would result from these materpal risk groups without
our intervention, {215)

The female body of this AIDS discourse is identified by its reproductive
responsibilities and sexual connections to men. Now that it is established
that women can be infected, woman’s legacy as an inherently patholog-
ical, unruly, uncontainable, but essentially passive vessel returns to haunt
her and render her again invisible within medical discourse.
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. . , .
Bleier’s work in neurcanatomy and Treichler’s on AIDS discourse

. LPd - - £ .
- both mark one of the transitions that Haraway identifies as an “informa
tics of domination™: from an order concerned with organic sex role spe-

ialization to one that redefines biology as inscription. Central to this

 transition is the emergence of communication technologies as the premier

technologies of culture. For Haraway, in “A Manifesto for Cyborgs,”

[c]Jommunication technologies and biotechnologies are the crucial
tools recrafting our bodies. . . . Technologies and scientific discourses
can be partially understood as formalizations, i.e., as the frozen mo-
ments, of the fluid social interactions comstituting them, but they
should also be viewed as instruments for enforcing meanings. . . .
Furthermore, communication sciences and modern biologies are con-
structed by a common move —the translation of the world into a
problem of coding, a search for a common language in which ?.H
resistance to instrumental control disappears and all heterogeneity
can be submitted to disassembly, reassembly, investment, and ex-
change. (82—83) .

5

The female body is at the center of this transformation of the social order.
As a cyborg, simultaneously discursive and material, the female body is
the site at which we can witness the struggle between systems of social
order. In the process, new forms of gendered embodiment emerge which
on the one hand may display inherited signs of traditional dichotomous
gender identity, but which also reinvent gender identity in totally new
ways. In postmodern social theory, as was demonstrated in various other
historical moments, the female body has been constructed as uncontain-
able, unruly, and ultimately undecidable. Just as this is woman’s legacy, so
too is it her promise. Although the female body is subordinated within
institutionalized systems of power and knowledge and crisscrossed by
incompatible discourses, it is not fully determined by those systems of
meaning; and although woman is technologically constructed, her ex-
cesses accumulate, assembling the resources/techniques to signify/con-
struct herself as transgressive of, if not entirely resistant to, the discourses
that seek to contain her.

Cyborg bodies pump iron— physically fit, yet unnaturally crafted,
they are hyper-built. Cyborg bodies raise the issue of possible new form(s)
of gendered embodiment. Their recrafted bodies defy the natural given-
ness of physical gender identity. The problem with postmodern body sto-
ries is that bodies are never nonmaterial, as these stories suggest. They are




never outside history and concrete relations of power and domination.
Just as women never speak, write, or act outside of their bodies, cyborgs
never leave the meat behind. It is important that feminist approaches to
“the body” resist the easy dissolution or dematerialization of the body
offered by postmodernist theorists. The cyborg image works well to fore-

ground the radical materiality of the body, which cannot be written out of |

any feminist account. Whatever its fate, “the body” in feminist theory has
never been simply a blank slate (or screen) upon which or abour which to

. write. From a feminist perspective, attempts to write about the relation-
t ship between the contemporary social order and the body are ill-fated
endeavors if they do not begin with a consideration of gender, or more

explicitly, with a consideration of the gendering of bodies. It seems, at
times, that the more “the body” is subjected to theoretical scrutiny, the
more resistant it becomes. Just as the disappearance of the body is an-
nounced in theory, the material body returns to thwart all attempts to
repress it. It remains, for all of the various feminisms, a vital site for the
working out of the intersections among feminist politics, theory, and prac-
tice in postmodernity. |

CHAPTER TWO

Feminist Bodybuilding
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As outlined in the introduction, I borrow Michel Feher’s conceptualiza-
tion of the modes of body construction as a framework for understanding
the ways that the body is conceptualized in feminist discourse. The female
body has been “built” within feminist discourse in several different ways;
in the course of this essay I draw on three domains of feminist body work:

(x) scholarship that investigates the ideological construction of the female
body in the history of women’s sport; (2) semiotic analyses of media
representations of female athletes; and (3) a cultural interpretation of a
filmic narrative about technologically reconstructed, female bodies. More
specifically, the first section reviews historical studies of women and sport
to illustrate how the physiological body is culturally redefined according
to dominant beliefs about women’s proper and moral responsibilities for
human reproduction. The second section focuses on media representa-
tions of prominent female athletes to examine how ideals about ferninine
beauty are being revised to include signs of muscularity and vigorous
health. While these representations highlight the athletic capabilities and
power of the female body, they also show the ways in which that power is
symbolically recuperated to a dominant cultural order through the sexual-
ization of the bodies of athletic “stars.” The final section offers a reading
of the film Pumping Iron II: The Women, which examines how it stages a
symbolic contest about the proper definition of femininity; as a winner of
the filmic bodybuilding contest is announced, so too is a preferred form of
female embodiment. Each section addresses one form of feminist body-
building; they all illuminate the way in which the “naturally” female body
is culturally reconstructed according to dominant codes of femininity and
racial identity.
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The Ideological Treatment of the Sporting Woman

Lynda Birke and Gail Vines, two feminist sport sociologists, identify both
science and sport as cults of masculinity marked by a belief in the superi-
ority of the male body.! Indeed, historical research on the cultural con-
struction of the female body illuminates how sports experts continued the
quest to locate woman’s inferiority in her “physiological body” after the
“science” of craniology failed to prove that her inferiority resided in her
brain. In a similar line of analysis, Helen Lenskyj explains how reproduc-
tion became a defining characteristic of fernale athletes, regardless of
whether or not an individual woman in fact menstruated or became preg-
nant. Her research documents how woman’s gender identity became inti-
mately ted to her reproductive physiology. The physiological “facts” of
her reproductive system establish the biclogically sexed female body as
the “natural” emblem or guarantor of female identity. Quoting from med-
ical textbooks of the early nineteenth century, Lenskyj describes how the
medical profession emphasized the fact of “reproduction” when prescrib-
ing safe and appropriate sporting activities for women.

Both women’s unique anatomy and physiology and their special
moral obligations disqualif[y] them from vigorous physical activity.
Women have a moral duty to preserve their vital energy for childbear-
ing and to cultivate personality traits suited to the wife-and-mother
role. Sport wastes vital forces, strains female bodies and fosters traits
unbecoming to “true womanhood,”?

Encumbered as they were with the burdens of menstruation, pregnancy,
lactation, and menopause, women were thus instructed to forgo athletic
activity in favor of less strenuous pursuits. According to this passage, both
a woman’s physiology and her moral obligations tied to that physiology
combine to disqualify her from vigorous sporting activity.

Patricia Vertinsky describes yet another way in which women were
discouraged from participating in sports because of what we now under-
stand to be culturally defined “facts” about the female body.? These facts
asserted that women were “cternally wounded” because they bled during
part of their reproductive {menstrual) cycle. This popular myth —again
supported by medical knowledge of the time — defined women as chron-
ically weak and as victims of a pathological physiology. Two things hap-
pen here: not only is the female body irrevocably tied to a culturally
constructed obligation of reproduction, but also, through the association
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between femininity and “the wound,” the female body is coded as inher-
ently pathological. Limiting women’s participation in sport and exercise
functioned both to control women’s unruly physiology and to protect
them for the important job of species reproduction.

" "These historical studies illuminate the process whereby one set of
beliefs (about female physiological inferiority) is articulated with another
discursive system (concerning women’s athletic practices). Through their
feminist analyses of the historical discourse on women and sport, both
Lenskyj and Vertinsky show how physiological characteristics come to
count as definitive emblems of female identity. Their body scholarship
involves “rereading” the female body as it is inscribed in one discourse
from within another textual/sexual system. The textual system they use to
read the female body “against the grain” is informed by feminist cultural
theory and, as such, it provides a perspective from which to document the
process of cultural recoding of the female body — first as a “gendered”
body, and secondly, as one in need of special protection from the rigors of
physical exertion. In this sense, their analyses provide a way of under-
standing the process of transcoding, where the “natural” female body is
taken up as a cultural emblem of the reproductive body with the conse-
quence that women were often discouraged from participating in athletic

activities.

The Sexualization of the Transgressive Body

Lenskyj’s and Vertinsky’s analyses suggest that historically the properly
feminine body was considered to be constitutionally weak and patholog-
ical. To be both female and strong implicitly violates traditional codes
of feminine identity. Thus women who use bodybuilding technology to
sculpt their bodies are doubly transgressive; first, because femininity and
nature are so closely aligned, any attempt to reconstruct the body is trans