Wise Bodies: Movement Re-education,
Subjectivity, and Embodied Discourse

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the
requirements for the degree of

PhD (Sociology)

by Jennifer Tarr

GOLDSMITHS COLLEGE
UNIVERSITY OF LONDON

2004




Abstract

This thesis is a study of the emergence of the concept of body wisdom— the idea that
bodies can have an innate knowledge of what is best and healthiest which has been

lost but can be restored—in the context of holistic movement re-education techniques
incliding Alexander Technique, Pilates, Feldenkrais, Rolfing, and Body-Mind

Centering. Such techniques propose that changes in the body produce changes in

mental and emotional states, and are based on the assumption that bodies require

retraining to regain a state of naturalness.

The thesis asks how it has become possible to think of bodies as wise and knowing,

and how these discourses have been embodied by those who use movement re-
education. Through a combination of participant observation, semi-structured
interviews with practitioners and pupils of the techniques, and discourse analysis of
texts written by their founders, this study will show how a shift has come about within
movement re-education, away from ‘body awareness’ as a knowledge of one’s body,
toward ‘body wisdom’ as the body’s knowledge of itself. This is exemplified in these
techniques’ diverse understandings of the body-mind relationship. Theories of the

natural body and the uses to which it 1s put 1n relation to body wisdom will also be

exa mined.

Throughout, Foucault’s approach to discourse analysis will be used in tension with
Merleau-Ponty’s work on embodiment in order to show that these approaches need
not be contradictory and to formulate a theory of embodied discourse as a way of
overcoming the dualism between these paradigms. The study thus counters tendencies

within social scientific work on the body towards overtheorisation at the expense of

empirical research, and towards choosing between embodiment and discourse.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

The expression of a wellmade man appears not only in his face,

It 1s in his limbs and joints also . . . it is curiously in the joints of
his hips and wrists,

It is in his walk.. the carriage of his neck.. the flex of his waist and

knees .... Dress does not hide him,
The strong sweet supple quality he has strikes through the cotton

and flannel;
To see him pass conveys as much as the best poem... perhaps

more,
You linger to see his back and the back of his neck and shoulderside.
Walt Whitman, ‘I Sing the Body Electric’ (1855)

In its own little way, my body was trying to say that you better stop drinking brandy.
The Streets, ‘Too Much Brandy’ (2002)

This research project is a study of the concept of body wisdom through its
manifestations in movement re-education techniques, including the Alexander
Technique, Pilates, Rolfing, Feldenkrais, and Body-Mind Centering. These
techniques, which I will describe later in this chapter, aim to educate people to use
their bodies in more efficient ways, which is expected to have both physical and
mental effects. ‘Body wisdom’ refers to the concept which emerges in the latter three

techniques that bodies themselves hold an innate wisdom; that they can ‘know’ and

guide us toward what is healthiest or most true. In this conception, bodies are not

simply acted upon by the subject but develop a kind of subjectivity of their own.

Body wisdom, like Western forms of movement re -education, of which those listed
above constitute examples, is an idea that has come about within the course of the
twentieth century. By tracing these forms of movement re-education from their
beginnings in the 1890s (in the case of the Alexander Technique) to more recent
forms (such as Body-Mind Centering which developed in the 1960s and 1970s),
changes in the perception of the body become apparent. Whereas the Alexander

Technique proposes that humanity most needs to develop conscious control over the



self and body, Body-Mind Centering suggests that bodies are comprised of systems

which all contain qualities of ‘mind’, and that knowing is scattered throughout the
body.

The quotes above encapsulate this historical shift. In the passage from Whitman’s ‘I
Sing the Body Electric’, the body is taken to represent the ‘wellmade man’ who

moves with ease and grace; his ‘wellmadeness’ is indicated by his comportment. The

body described is one which F.M. Alexander, founder of the Alexander Technique,

would have appreciated for its carriage and what he termed ‘good use of the self’.

However, the body as such is demonstrative of the qualities of the subject; the body
does not have subjectivity, it only represents it. Alexander also believed that the self
was represented through the body and should be attended to consciously.

In the second quote, from UK Garage artist The Streets, the body has come to take a
role in subjectivity; it ‘speaks’, not out of conscious direction, but in opposition to it.
It is a moralising force, which instinctively ‘knows’ what is right and healthy (‘you
better stop drinking brandy’.) 1t is, in short, a wise body similar to the kind found in
Body-Mind Centering. The fact that there 1s little overlap between the Garage music

scene and movement re-education serves only to underscore the point that the idea of

a body that knows, a wise body, exists in a range of fields outside this one.

Two linked research questions direct my study. First, how does it become possible to
think of bodies as wise and knowing in movement re-education? This is a
Foucauldian question about the genealogy of a particular way of understanding bodies
and selves. Second, how and in what ways is the discourse of body wisdom
embodied by those involved in these techniques? This question is about embodiment,
and I have taken Merleau-Ponty (1962) as a guide in researching it. The first question

is addressed by historicising the wise body, tracing the coming-together of particular
ideas about bodies and selfhood. The second question attends to how discourse is

embodied, and how theory and practice relate. I have tried to take embodiment
seriously, grounding my study through a cultural phenomenology (Csordas, 1994b) of
Alexander Technique in particular. I have examined embodied practices and how
practitioners and pupils of movement re-education make sense of them, and the extent

to which they employ the discourses of body wisdom. Movement re-educators take

their work to be an embodied practice about which little can be known that is not



experienced, so participant observation in movement re-education became a useful

way of understanding the work in its own terms. Twenty-eight semi-structured

interviews with practitioners and pupils of all five of these techniques deepened and

sometimes challenged the insights provided by participant observation and discourse

analysis.

The approaches of Foucault and phenomenology are disparate ones and not easily

synthesised, and indeed it has not been my intention to synthesise them but to use

them in tension. I will demonstrate how this tension can be a productive one for

analysis. Crossley (1994; 1996) has argued that Foucault and Merleau-Ponty can be
used effectively in conjunction with one another to develop an understanding of
subjectivity, an argument I will develop in Chapter Three. However, this study will
move beyond his theoretical argument to show that empirically there is much to be
gained from studying the body in movement re-education in these contrasting ways.
This study therefore makes two important contributions to knowledge: first, it
analyses movement re-education and the emergence of the idea of body wisdom, a
topic that has received little scholarly attention, and second, it develops a

methodology for analysing movement re-education as embodied discourse,

demonstrating empirically what Crossley has proposed theoretically.

However, over the course of my research I have frequently been made aware that

many people lack any knowledge of movement re-education and what it does or

proposes to do; further, even those who have heard of one or more of the techniques I

study do not necessarily have a very clear idea of what is involved in them. The

obvious question that then emerges 1s why a study of movement re-education is
necessary or even useful; the fact that something has never been studied before does

not give it intrinsic sociological significance. In what follows, I will give a brief
history and explanation of the five movement re-education techniques I have studied

and discuss why they are worthy of sociological attention. I will then provide a brief

outline of how this thesis will develop.

Movement re-education is sometimes called ‘somatic education’ (Bolster and
Dussault, 2001) or bodywork, although the latter includes practices such as massage

or osteopathy, in which the client is passively worked upon. In contrast, the



techniques discussed here generally require the active involvement of the pupil or

client in a process of education or re-education of the body and movement. The

degree of active involvement varies among the movement re-education techniques
discussed here; all except Pilates include certain sessions or parts of sessions which
involve passive manipulation by a practitioner, but they also involve teaching and
learning to move or carry oneself differently. Movement re-education is seen as
holistic, affecting both mind and body, although the way the body/mind relationship is
conceived differs significantly between techniques. The word ‘re-education’ indicates

that something is being relearned and reclaimed; it is not simply a process of teaching

the body a new skill, but of restoring it to a state of natural good use which is
generally perceived to have been lost through the processes of civilisation. In later
techniques, such as Feldenkrais, Rolfing, and Body-Mind Centering, restoration of
this good use is thought to return the body to a natural state of wisdom. Movement
re~education has traditionally relied on a theory of evolution popular in the first part
of the twentieth century and was linked to the eugenics movement, which says that
human beings’ physical capacities are degererating while their intellectual
capabilities grow. The ‘natural savage’ is seen to have good physical skills but
impoverished mental abilities, while “civilised Man’ is imagined to be physically

weak but intellectually strong. This theory has racist implications and has long been

rejected in fields such as anthropology, but within movement re-education it has been

pervasive, as | shall demonstrate.

The spectre of the ‘natural body’ haunts any notion of body wisdom. The existence
(or not) of a natural body also implicitly underlies the work of many of the theorists I
will discuss, including Foucault and MerleauPonty. However, my primary interest is

not in the ontology of the natural body but in the ethics or politics, in the broad sense

of the term, of such a body. That is, the question is not ‘is there such a thing as a
natural body?’ but ‘what use is a natural body?” What is a natural body for, and what

is it used to support or deny? These questions are highly relevant to movement re-

education, and analysing them may provide insights for social theory as well.

Movement re-education has been most influential in the performing arts, where

actors, dancers, singers and to a lesser extent musicians have adopted it as a way of

training the body. Four interviewees had either studied or taught Alexander



Technique at theatre school and indicated that most theatre schools they knew of

included some Alexander teaching, and Huxley et al (1995) have described their use
of Alexander Technique as a key aspect of dance training in a UK university dance

programme. Pilates 1s common amongst dancers, and is part of training at key
contemporary dance schools in London as well as the Royal Ballet School. Other
techniques have also been used by performing artists, but perhaps less frequently.
Body-Mind Centering, for instance, is almost completely unknown outside the dance
community, and is relatively unheard of in the UK in general. Athletes have also
sometimes turned to movement re-education; there are, for example, books on
running (Balk and Shields, 2000), swimming (Shaw and D’Angour, 2001), and
horseback riding with the Alexander Technique (Tottle, 1998). However, of these
techniques, only Pilates has become relatively well-known, in part perhaps because it

resem bles more traditional forms of exercise most closely and because it can be done

at home, following books or videos.

The techniques studied here have emerged, as I have said, between the 1890s and
1960s, but there are some common elements in their historie s, organised around what

I will call a ‘founding myth’. Such founding myths contain common elements, such

as the struggle of an injured or ill individual to overcome these difficulties through

personal exploration, often in opposition to established biomedical beliefs. Coward
(1989: 37) suggests that such stories are common in alternative health, drawing either
on a key founder with the status of a guru figure, or on roots in ancient ‘Eastern’
disciplines such as yoga and martial arts. These tendencies are apparent in movement

re-education’s histories as well, as the following outlines shall show.

F. Mathias Alexander, founder of the Alexander Technique, was born in 1869 in
Tasmania. The story told in his most biographical book, The Use of the Self (1985

[1932]) is that he was an elocutionist and actor, but began to suffer hoarseness and
voice loss during recitations in his early twenties. He consulted a physician, who
prescribed rest. He followed these instructions but it failed to make a difference, so
he set out to cure himself by studying himself in the mirror while reciting. This led
him to discover that he was cutting off his voice by pulling his neck back as he spoke,
and from this discovery he began to develop a technique of alignment and

‘constructive conscious control’ over behaviour (Alexander, 1987[1923]). From



Tasmania, he moved to New Zealand and then to Melbourne, went to London in

1904, and during World War I he established a practice in New York as well,
travelling between the two cities (Gelb, 1987: 17). Alexander eventually set up a

school to train teachers in his technique on a three-year course in Holland Park,
London, where he continued to work until his death in 1955. Lessons in Alexander
Technique generally involve activities such as sitting and standing from a chair, with
hands -on guidance from an Alexander teacher, and usually end with ‘table work’, in

which the pupil lies on a table and is passively manipulated by the teacher.

Joseph Pilates was born in Germany in 1880 and died in New York in 1967. During

his childhood he suffered asthma, rickets, and rheumatic fever. In order to overcome

these ailments he began a number of forms of *physical culture’ exercise, including

gymnastics and body building (Kelly, 2001), as well as yoga, martial arts and Zen. In
1912 he moved to England where he taught self-defence to English detectives. He

was interned during the war at a camp in Lancaster, where he trained other internees.
After World War I he returned to Germany, but in 1926 when the German army
requested he apply his training for them, he refused and emigrated to the United
States, where he set up a studio in New York with his wife, Clara, to teach the

practice he termed ‘Contrology’. Later this became known as the Pilates method,
involving matwork, a set of strengthening exercises performed on the floor and taught

in classes, or individual work on ‘the machines’, which are intended to strengthen and

balance the body.

Ida Rolf was born in New York in 1896 and died in 1979. She grew up in the Bronx
and in 1916 she graduated from Bamard College, having been given the opportunity
study due to a shortage of qualified male technical personnel as a result of the war.
She was hired by the Rockefeller Institute, continued to study and received her PhD in
biological chemistry from Columbia University’s College of Physicians and
Surgeons. Throughout the 1920s, she studied and experimented with osteopathy,
homeopathy, and yoga, experiments initially brought on by her attempts to cure an
illness she developed after being kicked by a horse as a young woman. Gradually,

she synthesised a method she called ‘Structural Integration’, involving a technique

like deep massage intended to affect the fascial envelopes around muscles, which she

practised on friends, acquaintances, and family members who had been unable to



receive help elsewhere. The method eventually received wider recognition when she
demonstrated it at the Esalen Institute (the California home of a wide variety of

alternative therapies and self-help practices) in 1968 (Rolf, 1978). It was also at
Esalen that her method was nicknamed ‘Rolfing’.

Moshe Feldenkrais was bom 1n 1904 in Russta and died in 1984. He went to
Palestine at the age of fourteen, studied mathematics, and saved enough money to go
to Paris, where he studied engineering and eventually went on to receive a doctorate
in physics. While in Paris, he met the creator of Judo and studied for a black belt 1n
the martial art, He suffered a serious knee injury in his early twenties, and used Judo,
supplemented by a knowledge of bodily mechanics from his physics background, to
effect a cure. After Germany invaded France in World War 11, he went to England,
where he worked in technical and scientific fields until the end of the war when he
eventually returned to Israel/Palestine. Gradually, he became involved in movement
re-education and developed a method termed ‘Functional Integration’, practised in
one-to-one lessons involving minor adjustments of a client, who lies on a table, by the
practitioner, and ‘Awareness Through Movement’, practised in groups and aimed at
exploring a variety of possible ways of moving. Colloquially these are referred to as
the Feldenkrais method. Feldenkrais published a number of books during his lifetime,
one of which, Body and Mature Behavior(1949) was taken as a serious contribution

to the field of psychology and the understanding of motor behaviour.

Finally, Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen was born in 1943 and is still living and working in
Massachusetts. She started by teaching dance to children with cerebral palsy when
she was sixteen, and later received a degree in occupational therapy from Ohio State

University. She went on to study various movement-related techniques including

dance, dance therapy, martial arts, voice, yoga, cranio-sacral therapy, Zero Balancing,
and Zen Buddhist practice (Cohen, 1991: 172). She founded the School for Body-

Mind Centering in 1973, bringing together her movement experience in these areas
and combining it with a theory of ‘experiential anatomy’ and evolutionary movement
patterns. Body-Mind Centering can be taught in groups, asking individuals to explore

the ‘systems’ of the body (such as the nervous system, fluid system, or endocrine

system), or the evolutionary movement patterns (including, for example, cellular

breathing, navel radiation, and homolateral and contralateral crawling, walking and



leaping). It can also be taught individually, where similar patterns are explored,

although practitioners may also use gentle manipulation of the client’s body.

Despite the individualism of most of the accounts above, these techniques have not
emerged in 1solation or without input from others. F.M. Alexander, for example, had
a number of famous pupils and friends, including Aldous Huxley and George Bernard
Shaw!. American educator and pragmatist John Dewey was also a devoted student,
and wrote prefaces to two of Alexander’s books. Pilates worked with Martha

Graham’s dance company as well as ballet choreographer George Ballanchine and his
dancers. Ida Rolf worked on Fritz Perls, the founder of Gestalt therapy, at Esalen.

Its association with the performing arts on one hand and alternative health on the
other have contributed to movement re-education’s relative neglect as a topic of
serious study. A few publications have dealt with movement re-education in relation
to philosophy and/or dance studies (Fraleigh, 2000; Green, 1999; Hamera, 2001;
Maitland, 1995) but these have tended to essentialise and celebrate the work as
restoring a true body wisdom or awareness, rather than treating it as a subject worth

critical examination. Within the social sciences, only Coward’s (1989) critique of the

discourses of alternative health takes these techniques into account, although she

lumps them together with other bodywork and alternative health practices, thereby
losing the specificity of the techniques as a kind of re -education.

Despite this lack of attention, movement re-education has been influential in dance
training, where from the emergence of postmodern dance in the 1960s, the work of
Alexander, Feldenkrais, and others has been increasingly adopted as a way of
exploring ‘the experience and “truth” of the body’ in movement training (Novack,
1991: 51-2). Among the general public, complementary and alternative medicine has
become increasingly popular in the last twenty-five years; Mike Saks’ survey (1991)
has suggested that one in seven people in the UK now consult complementary or

alternative practitioners, and Stillerman (1996) notes that a 1990 study by Harvard

! Apparently tired of his friends’ devotion to Alexander (Staring, 1997), H.G. Wells satirised him in his
book Apropos of Dolores , in which a minor character who worked as a healer is said to have ‘had quite
a lot of distinguished men, artists and writers and that sort of man doing his neck exercises. He taught

them to swan... Some of them swan now quite beautifully’ (2002 [1938]: 252). He goes on to refer to
this man’s realisation that the health of body and mind are ‘Man’s Supreme Inheritance’ (254), not
coincidentally the title of Alexander’s first book.



Medical School indicated one quarter of the American population was using some

form of complementary or alternative medicine.® Yet studies in this area have

overwhelmingly tried to determine efficacy, and have done so from a biomedical or
natural scientific point of view; very few studies have examined its popularity in
terms of the ideas it puts forward or the rise of personal responsibility for health as a
social phenomenon (Coward, 1989). This study will attempt to redress this imbalance

through an analysis of both discourse and embodied practice, on the basis that these

may be quite different.

On a theoretical level, movement re -education techniques also provide some useful
insights. Social scientists writing about the body have sought to challenge Cartesian
dualism and to find new ways of thinking about the relationship between mind and
body. Movement re-education does this on a practical level, attempting to overcome
traditional dualistic conceptions of the body-mind relationship. Some techniques are
more successful at this than others, but in those that are unsuccessful there are also
potential lessons for social science. For instance, the theory that the body is culturally

inscribed, common in academic work on the body and often attributed to Foucault
(1984), is similar to the view of many movement re-educators. These theories imply a
pre-social body prior to inscription (Butler, 1990; Grosz, 1994), which is equally
problematic in its implications for both. An analysis of movement re-education can

provide insights into why this is problematic and how it may be overcome, which may

be useful in both arenas.

Finally, studying movement re-education provides an opportunity to ‘flesh out’ some
of the analyses in the field of sociology of the body, which, as Bryan Tumer (1996:

31-2) has noted in a new preface to Body and Society, have overwhelmingly

privileged theory over empirical research. Conducting an empirical study of

movement re-education 1s a corrective to overly theoretical work on the body, which

has to a large extent been curiously disembodied. 1 will further demonstrate how a

2 While studies of the use of bodywork on its own are unusual, a USA Today reporter claimed in
October 2001 that there had been a dramatic increase in people seeking massage and other bodywork in

relation to stress relief from terrorism; this was based in part on a study by the American Massage
Therapy Association indicating that in 2000, seventeen percent of Americans had been for a massage,

compared to only eight percent in 1997 (M. Elias, 2001). The actual link to increased stress from
terrorism is tenuous, but does demonstrate that bodywork practitioners are successful at mobilising
popular discourses in the service of promoting their work.



theory of embodied discourse can help to overcome the dualistic tendency within

much writing on the body to privilege either discourse or embodiment. The

implications of a study of movement re-education are thus much wider than

movement re-education itself.

Chapter Two provides a historical overview of the emergence of body wisdom to
construct a basis for understanding how a ‘body that knows’ becomes possible to
think about. This is accomplished through an examination of writings about dance

and physical culture, eugenics, posture, and alternative health, fields with which

movement re-education shares broad commonalities. This chapter will contextualise

the concept of body wisdom and provide a basis for understanding its emergence in

movement re-education.

Chapter Three reviews theoretical literature on discourse and embodiment, through an
examination of the work of Merleau-Ponty, Foucault, and their interpreters. In this
chapter I will put forward the theoretical basis for the argument that embodiment and
discourse need not be mutually exclusive approaches, following Crossley (1994;

1996). Theory and method are not separate in this thesis, as each implies and informs

the other, but for the sake of clarity I will begin by setting out the theoretical

framework which will then be operationalised in method and practice.

Embodied discourse is central to theoretical and methodological approach this thesis
develops. Chapter Four will outline how I have used this concept in relation to

studying movement re-education. Specifically, I will discuss my use of Foucault’s

method of discourse analysis, ethnography as an embodied research method, and the
possibilities of interviewing in relation to both embodiment and discourse. I will also

address ethical issues the study raises in relation to researching participants’ use of
racialist and racist models of evolution in interviews. Throughout this and the

previous chapters, empirical material will be referred to where it is relevant to the

issues raised.

Chapter Five takes the texts of movement re-education’s founders as a starting point

for analysing the discourse of movement re-education as a technique of ethical self-

formation, following Foucault. Certain themes become apparent, particularly in
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relation to nature and evolution as ‘modes of subjection’ (Foucault, 1985) and body
wisdom and body awareness as the telos behind all these techniques. Chapter Six
contrasts with this discursive analysis of movement re-education by providing an
embodied account of participant observation in the Alexander Technique, organised
around Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) discussions of habit, Csordas’ (2002) concept of

somatic modes of attention, and Bourdieu’s (1977) theories of habitus and bodily

hexis.

Chapters 7 and 8 use interview data, as well as recent texts in movement re-education

and data from participant observation, to discuss particular themes emerging in this
field. In Chapter Seven, the issues around naturalness raised in Chapter Five are
revisited, with an accompanying examination of the shift in contemporary movement
re-education away from a fixed vertical posture as the ideal. Chapter Eight employs

recent social theories involving the somatic, such as Csordas’ ‘somatic modes of
attention’ and Nikolas Rose’s (2000; 2001) ‘somatic individuality’, to show how the
contrast between embodied and discursive approaches can be productive in analysing

the same topic, namely, the rise of the somatic in contemporary society. Through

Csordas, we can understand the modes of embodiment and conceptions of the body-

mind relationship in movement re-education; through Rose, the discourse of

movement re-educators in relation to the eugenic pasts of their founders can be

understood as part of the rise of somatic individuality as a new way of understanding

the self. This chapter concludes by linking both theories to Turer’s (1992) concept

of the somatic society.

There are, obviously, other possible stories about body wisdom to be told. One other
possibility would be in tracing it through psychological and psychotherapeutic visions

of the body, particularly in relation to the role of the nervous system. However, such
a project would then take the form of analysing shifts in official discourse, an area
that has already had a great deal of attention. I have been much more interested in
analysing the marginal commentaries on bodies and health which have traditionally
received less consideration, yet have also been influential. This thesis also says little

about the interaction between ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ discourses around the body and

the flow of ideas between cultures, brought on by colonialism and Orientalism in the

nineteenth century. The importation and adaptation of yoga, Buddhism, and martial
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arts to Western European and Anglo-American contexts has certainly been influential

for the development of the concept of body wisdom (Novack, 1990). Work in this
area is both necessary and important, but it has not been within the scope of my study

to take up these issues, and I have consciously chosen to limit my study to the
development of Western movement re -education techniques in Western conte xts.

This is partly due to the lengthy history which Eastern techniques often claim,
although Chan (2000) has pointed out that in the case of Judo at least this is somewhat

mythical, reconstructed after the fact in order to give it weight as an ancient practice,
just as has occurred in movement re-education. Further, although both dance and

health-related practices have tended to be dominated by women, issues of gender in

relation to movement re-education are addressed here only marginally. This is

because movement re-educators do not discuss women in the same terms that they

discuss ‘savages’ and children; here, at least, the long tradition of associating women
with nature seems to have largely been broken. Although my study of body wisdom
through movement re-education may touch on some of the issues discussed above,

they will not form its focus, and would require quite a different study.

Instead, it is my intention to show that studying movement re~education in itself is

useful, for the reasons described above. It is not simply an empirical project, but a

way of developing the concept of embodied discourse both theoretically and
empirically. Although I have mobilised this concept in relation to movement re-

education as a case study, it has wider implications for theoretical work on the body.

Studying movement re-education, I will argue, provides insights not only into the
practices and theories of movement re-education and the context in which they

emerged, but also into new possibilities for ways of thinking, researching, and writing

about the body in sociology and social theory.
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Chapter 2
Toward a Body That Knows: Body Wisdom in Context

Introduction
This chapter will outline key factors that influenced the development of the concept of
body wisdom in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This is not to say that the

emergence of body wisdom can be traced to a particular moment in time; indeed, it is

impossible to know where the concept of body wisdom, as an aspect of body

education or re-education, began. Within disciplines such as yoga, for example, it has

a long history (Worthington, 1982). However, the notion that movement re-education
in general might have a history has tended to be minimised by founders and
practitioners of such disciplines, often for the purposes of universalising these
practices and giving them weight and grounding, as I will discuss in Chapter Five.
Thus there is no way to construct an exhaustive history of ‘body wisdom’ in relation
to movement training. There are, however, indicative texts and subjects which taken
together begin to indicate the assemblage of something like ‘body wisdom’ in the
twentieth century. The purpose of this chapter 1s to explore these areas in order to

ground this study in a socio-historical context. The coming-together of ideas about
bodies and health does not follow one linear path, and the chapter is not about

searching for the origins of body wisdom as such. It is best understood as a series of

histories, all of them partial.

Dance history, as I shall show, provides a way of understanding major trends 1n

movement studies as they relate to the performing arts. I have also drawn on a

relatively recent body of literature around movement studies and race to show how

physical education was linked with ideas about racial health and hygiene. This is then

developed further through a survey of the eugenics movement. In examining

developments around physical education, health, and the notion of race, 1t becomes
apparent that the eugenic ideas around degeneration had wide currency. Moreover, as

the history of posture campaigns demonstrates, there has long been a theory that how

we comport our bodies is indicative of what kinds of people we are. These issues,

too, are important in the development of ‘body wisdom’ and its use in movement re-

education.
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This chapter concludes with an examination of alternative and complementary health

in historical and contemporary contexts. As I have indicated, movement re-education
has tended to be categorised as a form of complementary or alternative medicine,
although a number of practitioners interviewed tended to distance themselves from
this label. I shall discuss arguments for and against this classification, but in any case

it is apparent that techniques of movement re-education share certain commonalities

with alternative health and therefore some background on it 1s useful.

Dance

Movement re-education techniques are caught in a nexus between ‘trained’ and
‘natural’ bodies, in as much as they may seek to return their participants to a body
which is ‘natural’—meaning flexible, freely moving, healthy and without physical or
psychosomatic issues— yet contradictorily, the ‘natural body’ is to be gained through
training or re-training the body. A social technology or technique of the self
(Foucault, 1985) is required in order to return the body to this ‘natural’ state. The
tension in this relationship is one on which dance writing can provide illumination
and insight. Western theatre dance, particularly in its modern and postmodern forms,
locates itself in this same space between trained and natural bodies. To perform
dance requires training, yet there has been a reaction against what has been perceived

as the “artificial’ and unhealthy training of the ballet dancer’s body. The rebellion
against ballet—the primary form of Western theatre dance between the 1600s and

early 1900s—began in the work of modern dance pioneers such as Isadora Duncan,
Ruth St. Denis, and later Martha Graham. Franko (1995: 5) comments that Duncan
criticised ballet, claiming it made poor use of body mechanics and lacked fluidity.
Ballet has also been seen as unhealthy and dangerous to the body, particularly the
developing bodies of children. In this section I will provide a historical overview of

this shift in dance, which is in many respects parallel to the rise of movement re-

education techniques.
The relationship between Western theatre dance and movement re-education is more

than simply a parallel, however, and there are a number of points at which their recent

histories intersect. Contemporary and modern dancers have frequently sought
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movement re-education techniques as part of their training, as Bolster and Dussault

(2001), Fraleigh (2000) and Green (1999) indicate. Huxleyet al (1995) have
discussed the use of Alexander Technique as part of a university contemporary dance

degree. As early as the 1920s, Martha Graham’s company were apparently among the
early devotees of Pilates (Siler, 2000: 3).

Dance 1s obviously not the only field in which movement re-education has been
adopted; my research indicated that Alexander Technique was taught in most acting

schools in London, and a number of my interviewees were musicians. I shall deal

here only with literature on dance, however, on the premise that dance is uniquely

placed to comment upon bodily awareness and training. While theatre and music are

embodied disciplines, developing skills that are specifically bodily is not their sole
raison d’étre, whereas for dancers bodily skill constitutes the central core of their art.
Athletic pursuits are perhaps the only area in which the body is equally central, yet
rarely are they concerned with working ‘organically’, ‘holistically’, or indeed

‘naturally’ in the way that contemporary dance and movement re-education seek to

do.?

Prior to the late 1800s, Western theatre dance was comprised mainly of ballet, a dance

form with very formal rules of expression and gesture, and one which required a high

degree of training in order to be performed. Around the turn of the century, however,

a new form called modemn dance emerged, spurred on by such diverse influences as
dress reform movements, American vaudeville and minstrel shows, Orientalism,

romanticism, and physical training systems such as the work of Francois Delsarte,

which originated in France but gained most of its popularity in America. Modern'

dance challenged the balletic ideal: dancer as sylph, ethereal and unattainable (Jowitt,
1988). Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis were two early American modern dancers

who are often credited as the primary founders of the discipline. There are many

3 As I noted in the Introduction, movement re-education has sometimes been adopted by athletes as
well, however, so athletic endeavours do not preclude this kind of work; it is simply that they are less
frequently involved in it.

4 The distinctions between modem/contemporary (the terms are often used interchangeably) and New/
postmodern (or post-modern, see Banes, 1987) dance are rather complex and I have simplified them for
the purposes of this discussion. Modern dance tends to focus on expressive movement and was
initially concerned with uncodified gesture, although the work of Martha Graham did develop a very

codified dance vocebulary., Postmodern dance rejected this codification and the star image. New
Dance is a term which has been used in the UK to refer to postmodern work.
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other early modern dancers who deserve recognition for their roles in moving the

discipline forward, but my purpose here 1s to give a sketch of the mnfluences on

Duncan and St. Denis only, in order to show how these influenced later generations of
modem—and, ultimately, postmodern—dancers. This 1n tumn will demonstrate the

concern of these schools of dance with naturalness in movement and gesture, a

concern which was not present in ballet.

Isadora Duncan, an American dance artist, became one of the major expressionist
dancers of the early twentieth century. Although she claimed to have no formal dance
training, there are indications (Jowitt, 1988) that she had some background in
ballroom dance (she taught dancing in San Francisco in the 1890s), Swedish
gymnastics, and Delsarte’s ‘system of expresston’, to which I shall devote further
explanation in a moment. Duncan ‘believed that the body was the prime reality, the
template of life, the source of all knowledge. The body was inseparable from the
mind; when she talked about the body, she was talking also about the soul, about the
“self”’(Daly, 1995: 4). Her dancing was never strictly about the body. She
challenged norms of the day by dancing barefoot, in flowing, Grecianrinspired tunics,
and her movements—waltz steps, runs, walks, skips and leaps—were meant to imitate
natural phenomena. She also drew very heavily on images of the ancient Greeks,
images she gathered from museums and books. She abhorred many forms of social
regulation upon women, and insisted on her own right to have children outside of
marriage, even—scandalously—dancing while visibly pregnant (Jowitt, 1988: 72).
Duncan admired Darwin’s theories of evolution and sought to develop naturally

evolving gestures and movements in her work. However, as Ann Daly points out

This “Natural” body was an artistic invention as well as a rhetorical strategy—a
conceptual cipher for an ideal of harmony that embraced the Grecks and rejected
“African savages.” “Nature” was Duncan’s metaphorical shorthand for a loose package

of aesthetic and social ideals; nudity, childhood, the idyllic past, flowing lines, health,
nobility, ease, freedom, simplicty, order, and harmony. (1995: 89)

This natural body was “civilized’ rather than ‘primitive’, and its origins could be

traced back to ancient Greece, thus being tied into what are traditionally cited as the
beginnings of Western civilisation (1995: 90-1). The idealisation of ancient Greek
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culture as an exemplar of the natural is also evident in the writings of Joseph Pilates,

as I shall show in Chapter Five.

While Duncan’s dance style did not survive as a method, in part due to its lack of a
formal movement vocabulary, it did influence the development of modern dance and
also ballet, rather ironically given her criticisms of the latter (Jowitt, 1988: 100). The
work of Ruth St. Denis, on the other hand, had a much more direct influence on the
development of American modern dance. St. Denis and her partner, Ted Shawn,

established the Denishawn school and company where they trained later modemn

dancer/choreographers Martha Graham, and Doris Humphrey and Charles Weidman.
St. Denis was also American, and like Duncan had apparently little formal dance

training. She was influenced by Delsartism, and her mother was a staunch
campaigner in the dress reform movement (Kendall, 1979). St. Denis joined
Vaudeville, but her real success came when, inspired by the popularity of Orientalism
and romanticised images from India, China, Japan and Egypt, she invented herself as
an Indian dancer. She was certainly not the only dancer working with ‘Oriental’
themes; they had been present in turn of the century ballet (Jow itt, 1988) and were

common among other dancers of the period. She was, however, one of the most

successful; Kendall suggests that this was due to her emphasis on personality in her
dances (1979: 82). Like many other dancers in the Onentalist tradition, St. Denis had

never visited ‘the Orient’; she had, apparently, been inspired to do these dances by
seeing an image of the goddess Isis on a poster advertising Egyptian Deities
cigarettes, in a drugstore in Buffalo, New York (Jowitt, 1988: 130). As her
biographer Suzanne Shelton notes, the image St. Denis held of the Orient was vague,

as it was for most Americans and Europeans who had been so inspired by Eastern

ideas and images around that time:

The longitudinal boundaries of this idealized Orient were hazy at best. In the
popular imagination the Orient stretched from the Atlantic to the Pacific Oceans,

encompassing the Near and Far East from Africa to Japan. Indistinguishable in
their exoticism, all oriental cultures were synonymous with sensuality, latent

cruelty, and the bizarre. The peoples were “pagan, not Christian; amoral not
ethical; lazy rather than labouring; languid and never strenuous.” This mythical
Orient represented an inversion of American values, but it reflected a central
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preoccupation of the America of Robber Barons and great industrial fortunes: the
Orient, above all, was a land of barbaric riches. (Shelton, 1981: 90).

St. Denis played on these images of the foreign and the exotic, and continued to
choreograph in this style for the Denishawn company. Her Orientalism also had
echoes of the ‘natural body’ about it, although it may be argued that this natural body

was intended to be ‘exotic’, as opposed to the ‘civilised’ Greek body that Duncan
strove to present. Orientalist dances also used bare feet, clothing that suggested

sensuality and partial nudity, and contained less formalised movement than Western
theatrical dance forms such as ballet. Orientalism was fuelled in part by wide-scale
European colonialism of the 1800s, and although ‘Orientalist’ dances tended to be
imagined rather than based on actual dance styles from non-Western cultures,

physical practices were among the goods imported from the colonies. Yoga was

brought to Britain from India around 1830 and to America around 1893 (Worthington,
1982). In common with Swedish Ling Gymnastics and Delsartism, yoga promoted a

view of body and mind as holistically interrelated, and opposed more abstracted forms

of physical training which did not take the body-mind relationship into account.

The modemn dance tradition was carried on by several of Denishawn’s protégées,
including Doris Humphrey, Charles Weidman, and Martha Graham. Graham’s

dances formalised gesture to some extent, in as much as she developed a clearly

defined and identifiable ‘Graham technique’, which 1s still taught today. This was
more ‘natural’ than ballet in the sense that it relied upon feet that were not tumed out,

and thus resembled ‘natural’ movements such as walking. Graham used Greek myths
and Jungian psychoanalysis as a choreographic source in her later work. She claimed
that her inspiration came ‘mostly from the excitement of living. I get it from the
diversity of a tree or the ripple of the sea, a bit of poetry, the sighting of a dolphin
breaking the still water and moving toward me... anything that quickens you to the
instant’ (Graham, 1998: 68). Again the reference to nature as a source of inspiration is
apparent, although here ‘natural bodies’ are not human ones, as they were for St.

Denis and Duncan. These issues around which bodies are represented as natural is

one which will be taken up in more detail in Chapter Five.
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Choreographers began to break away from the traditions of American modern dance
in the late 1950s, when Merce Cunningham, a former Graham student, rebelled

against the expressivity of her choreography and used chance procedures to
choreograph his own work. By the early 1970s, however, a new dance form was
taking shape: postmodern dance. Banes (1987: xv) notes that the term ‘post-modern’
initially meant simply that it came after modern dance, and that it in fact aligned itself
to (modernist) minimalist sculpture and thus did not necessarily share in the
characteristics of ‘postmodernism’ more broadly. However there are certain

ele ments, such as a lessening of hierarchical relationships (dancer/choreographer and

dancer/non-dancer), which do appear distinctly postmodern in the usual academic

sense. In common with other postmodern arts, Banes notes, it incorporated ‘pastiche,

irony, playfulness, historical reference, the use of vernacular matenials, the continuity
of cultures, an interest in process over product, breakdowns of boundaries between art

forms and between art and life, and new relationships between artist and audience’

(1987: xv). Postmodern dance was a full-fledged reaction against formalisation of

gesture and dance technique. In postmodern dance,

The body itself became the subject of the dance, rather than serving as an instrument for
expressive metaphors. An unabashed examination of the body and its functions and

powers threaded through the early post-modern dances. One form it took was
relaxation, a loosening of the control that has characterized Western dance technique.
Choreographers deliberately used untrained performers in their search for the “natural”

body. (Banes, 1987: xviii)

One of the leading figures in the postmodern dance movement, Yvonne Rainer,
produced a ‘No Manifesto’ that summed up the aims of the postmodern era in dance:

No to spectacle no to virtuosity no to transformations and magic and make-believe
no to the glamour and transcendency of the star image no to the heroic no to the
antiheroic no to trash imagery no to involvement of performer or spectator no to
style no to camp no to seduction of spectator by the wiles of the performer no to

eccentricity no to moving or being moved. (Rainer, 1998: 35)
In practice what this meant was dance without a teachable and definable technique, as
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technique was considered elitist and outside the interests and abilities of everyday

people. Any body could dance; one no longer had to have a technical background or a
‘dancer’s body’. What one needed instead was the ability to ‘release’ the body, and

this was where movement re-education techniques became critical. These techniques
were to restore the original body of the dancer, the pre-social (in the sense that life
experience was seen to have damaged the body and repressed its natural instincts in a
myriad of ways) body, which would then be freed to move naturally. A formalised
technique would have hindered rather than helped such a process by teaching the

body still more unnatural ways of being. Novack’s descriptions of late modermn and

postmodern dance point to the way that ‘the natural’ became crucial and movement
re-education became a key element in obtaining the natural body, emerging in the
therapeutic developments of the 1960s, including the work of Feldenkrais and
Alexander. ‘The qualities of free-flowing movement and focus on the inner
experience of moving, so characteristic of social dance, were joined with interest in

“natural” movement training, central to studies of body therapies and martial arts’

(Novack, 1990; 52).

While the ‘natural body’ has haunted dance training since the advent of modemn
dance, it is through postmodern dance (and contemporary articulations of it) that the
idea of the natural body is most fully developed. This in turn 1s where movement re-
education intersects with dance most powerfully, becoming a technique and form of

training in its own right used by dancers to return to the natural body.

American Delsartism

Delsartism was an important influence on both Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis.
Delsarte was a French opera singer who, in the mid-1800s, developed a ‘system of
expression’ which divided things into trinities of the body and of motion, as a way of
understanding and codifying gesture and thereby training actors and elocutionists in
‘natural’ movement. He observed the gestures of ‘ordinary people’ and established a
method of training actors which he believed would appear less false, less concerned

with ‘taking a pose’ than previous methods of training (Shawn, 1963: 11). Gestures

were given particular types of significance in his method, yet the associations made
with these were considered to be universal and natural; as one of his followers

remarked, ‘““The only way Delsarte sought is Nature’s way. Man can no more

20



make natural things than he can create truth. He can create unnatural ways and

falsehoods, at best he can discover Nature’s way, and live and express correctly the

truth”™ (in Shawn, 1963: 26).

Delsartism was taken up in a particular way by Americans, through the efforts of
Genevieve Stebbins in particular, who blended it with yoga and ‘other non-Western
disciplines’ as well as Swedish Ling gymnastics (Ruyter, 1999: 68). Stebbins’
interpretation of Delsartism was particularly influential. Almost all her students were
female, and her work fit with a growing trend in the late 1800s and early 1900s
toward educating the female body. The 1dea that women needed exercise was perhaps

not new in itself, but it took on a particular force from the late 1800s onward, in line

with the advent of physical culture movements more generally. It was, however, tied

to dress reform movements, with which it formed a link (Thomas, 1995: 52).

The influence of American Delsartism may be seen on the work of both St. Denis and
Duncan. American Delsartism was opposed to the idea of ‘meaningless gesture’,
something which modern dancers had observed, and criticised, in ballet. Gestures in
the ballet were thought to demonstrate physical ability only, but to be devoid of
psychological or emotional attachment. St. Denis’ partner Ted Shawn wrote a key
book on the subject of Delsarte, in which he observed that:

Whereas, for some generations previous to 1900, the dancing in the theatre and in
the ballet was almost exclusively acrobatic and meaningless, with the advent of
Ruth St. Denis and Isadora Duncan, a whole new approach to movement had come

into the dance world - that at all times, dance should express something. (Shawn,
1963: 10)

As Schmitt (1989) points out, gesture has always had a strong ethical component. He
notes that in the long tradition of gestural models in Western culture, gesture is often
linked to God and religion (as it was for Delsarte, who was strongly influenced by the
ideal of the Holy Trinity and systematically described his work in terms of triads by

dividing the body into head, torso and limbs, each correspanding to a particular type
of attitude). Further, gesture is regarded as an outward expression of the interior soul,
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sealing the body/soul relationship (Schmitt, 1989: 130). Delsarte himself claimed,
according to Shawn, that

It is not what we say that persuades, but the manner of saying it. Speech is inferior to
gesture because it corresponds to the phenomena of mind. Gesture is the agent of the
heart, the persuasive agent... Mind speculates and reckons, while gesture grasps

everything by intuition and sentiment, as well as through contemplation. (in Shawn,
1963: 25)

In movement re-education techniques, posture and gesture are also attached to

expression of the psyche. This takes the form of an assertion that they can restore
naturalness of expression and personality by returning participants to their natural
selves. Movement re-education techniques also incorporated the same kinds of

elements into their development as modem dance did; Ida Rolf and Joseph Pilates
both studied yoga, and there is evidence that F.M. Alexander studied Delsarte’s work,

and in fact briefly called himself a teacher of the Delsarte system (see Staring, 1996:
50).

As in movement re-education, one can see in Delsartism the seeds of a particular kind
of ‘body wisdom’ emerging, with the emphasis placed on ‘nature’s way’ of
performing movements and the body apparently freed from artificial restriction. In
the next section, I shall expand on the parallels between the physical culture

movement of the late 1800s and early 1900s and movement re-education.

Dance, Race and Physical Culture

This chapter has thus far focussed largely on the American tradition of dance and
physical culture, yet there are alternative traditions worth considenng. The rise of
physical culture in Germany is particularly instructive. The presence of a richly-
developed tradition of physical culture (and the eugenic theories of degeneration that
attended it) in Germany from the 1870s onward has come in retrospect to seem to
some writers to have sown the seeds for fascism—the German theorist Kracauer
suggested as early as 1947 that all forms of ‘Mass Omament’, by which he meant
group gymnastics and body culture displays, contributed to the German people’s
acceptance of Fascism (in Burt, 1998: 100). The relationship between physical
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culture, Fascism, and eugenics, however, is not a simple one. The writings of Toepfer
(1997) and Segel (1998) are useful in untangling these relationships in the German

context.

German body culture and modern dance paralleled dewlopments in England and
America in many ways. Versions of Delsartism caught on through the work of
American physician Bess Mensendieck, although her work, and thus Delsarte’s, was
taken more as Inspiration than as prescription (Toepfer, 1997: 45). Various schools of

gymnastics also held sway, such as Dalcroze’s eurythmics, and in Germany a modem

dance tradition evolved which was quite separate from the American one, through
Rudolf Laban, Mary Wigman, and Hanya Holm. Laban in particular was critical in

the development of mass choreographies because of his work on systematic ways of

describing and notating movement, exemplified by the movement choirs he was asked
to develop for the 1936 Olympics in Berlin. Manning (1993) notes that Wigman
stayed on in Germany throughout the Nazi period, producing dances which adhered to
fascist guidelines and aesthetics by glonfying ‘the display of beautiful women’s

bodies’, although they also implicitly commented upon the dominant masculine ethos

(1993: 9).

The specificity of German body culture is partly made clear in relation to the idea of
Lebensphilosophie (life-philosophy) which emerged through the work of Nietzsche,
among others. ‘Life’ in German philosophy between the 1880s and 1930s came to

represent a desire for authenticity and ‘authentic experiences,’ as well as ‘dynamism,

creatively, immediacy, youth... everything traditional was summoned before “the

tribunal of life” and examined to see whether it represented authentic life, whether it
“served life”, in Nietzsche’s words, or inhibited and opposed it’ (Schnidelbach, 1984:

139). As such, Lebensphilosophie was opposed to rationalism and reason,
‘compelling it to prove its legitimacy’ (1984: 142). The value it put on the irrational

has traditionally led Lebensphilosophie to be seen as a precursor to National

Socialism. As Schnédelbach puts it, ‘life-philosophy tendentiously abolished the
traditional difference between nature and culture and thus facilitated the success of the

general biologism in the theory of culture, which culminated in National Socialist

racism’ (1984: 149). However, this was not its only application; 1t also influenced

phenomenologists (via Heidegger) who emphasised knowledge as lived experience as
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a way of intuiting access to the world, and appeared in the sociology of Max Weber in

his discussions of rationality and science. While it influenced the general background

against which German body culture, as an expression of ‘life’ against rationality and
tradition, emerged, it should not be interpreted from this that this body culture was
inevitably linked to fascism.

Karl Toepfer (1997) suggests that those who embraced National Socialism from
traditions of body culture did so for personal reasons and not because their
involvement in body culture predisposed them to it (1997: 9). In his work on German

body culture between 1910 and 1930, he suggests that while the aims of German body
culture were fairly consistent in this period, it began to decline in the 1930s, largely

due to theoretical stagnation. There was, in fact, more continuity between
Wilhelmine and Weimar Republic body culture than between Weimar and Nazi body
cultures (1997: 20). German body culture of the period included a strong nudist
movement which assigned deep metaphysical significance to the body; ‘Nacktkultur
projected an ambiguous political identity because it treated the body as a double sign:
on the one hand, it presented nudity as a return to an eternal primeval; on the other
hand, it regarded modem identity as an unprecedented condition of nakedness’ (1997:
32). Toepfer points to different ways in which nudity was interpreted: Emile

Jacques-Dalcroze, founder of a popular school of thythmic gymnastics, felt that
nudity freed the body from inhibition of movement, while Bess Mensendieck believed

it that it was particularly important in ‘enhancing a woman’s body consciousness’

making women’s bodies strong, healthy, and beautiful (1997: 39).

There were alternative interpretations which saw nudity as a sign of racial purity.
Hans Surén, author of the ‘hugely popular’ Der Mensch und die Sonne (1924) and
Deutsche Gymnastik (1925) is one example. Surén became a Nazi in the 1930s and
changed the first book to fit his new views, but the original edition referred
extensively to nudity as a sign of health, strength and beauty as well as liberation from
cities, which he felt were damaging. ‘The profound freedom offered by the
conjunction of nudity, sunlight, and open space depended on the perfection of self-

discipline resulting from gymnastic training’ (Toepfer, 1997: 34). Surén’s second
book, which also complained about the disappearance of self-discipline in German

culture, ‘showed Surén himself, lavishly bronzed and nearly nude (wearing only a tiny
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jock strap), before a totally uncontextualized white background’ performing a series
of exercises (1997: 35).

Toepfer’s descriptions of these books should be compared with the work of Joseph
Pilates (1998 [1934]; 2000 [1945]), who also put forward similar views, indicating
that ‘experience has taught us that it is wise to practice very early in life exposing the
young child’s nude body to the air and sun as much as possible’ (1998 [1934]: 46).
His 1945 book is also filled with pictures of himself performing the exercises which

form the basis of Pilates ‘mat work’, in which he was bronzed and clad only 1n his

underwear, photographed against an uncontextualised background. Pilates was

German and it is possible that he was familiar with Surén’s work. These descriptions
indicate at least that Pilates’ ideas had a history and currency at the time when he was

working.
Toepfer argues that

The complex and very seductive body culture that emerged in early-twentieth-century
Germany questioned, though it did not entirely dissolve, this tension between innocence

and modernity. The relation between innocence and modernity was more complex (and
ambiguous) in Germany than elsewhere because of German tendencies to link

innocence with conditions of maturity and evolution rather than to a “lost,” childlike
state of perception. This ambition to present modernity as a condition of innocence
depended on the situating of the body within elaborate philosophical frameworks, a

persuasive metaphysical rhetoric. (1997: 4)

While German body culture of the first part of the 1900s referred to a ‘natural body’
(through nudity and exercise), this was not a childlike body, nor was modernity
necessarily seen as responsible for the disappearance of this type of body. This is in

stark contrast to the work of many eugenicists and others writing in Bnitain at the

same time, as I shall discuss below.

Harold Segel (1998), too, is interested in the relationship between modemnism and

physical culture, although in a more Anglo-American and also more literary tradition.
Contrary to Toepfer, he interprets the rise of what he calls the ‘physical imperative’ to
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the rising distrust of intellectualism around the turn of the century, even within

philosophy. He suggests that ‘beginning with Nietzsche... philosophical thought
became increasingly more oriented toward spontaneity, intuition, and action’ (1998:

173). Nietzsche’s work was interpreted and applied in a variety of ways, one of
which, whether or not it was faithful to his intent, was in eugenics and the politics of

race preservation (see also Stone, 2002).

Segel concludes his book by examining, as Toepfer does, the influence of modernism
and physical culture on Nazi ideologies, but sees more parallels between them. He
points to the presence in Hitler’s Mein Kampf of physical culture references; ‘Mein
Kampfadvances the view that many of the social evils from which contemporary
German society was suffering were attributable to the imbalance in the educational
system between mental instruction and physical culture.... Tte intelligentsia was
weak because it was “degenerate physically,” the result not of poverty but of
education’ (1998: 246) of the intellectual rather than the physical type. Segel
concludes that body culture under the Nazis had entirely supplanted mental culture
and that this made it easy for Jews, who they associated with intellectualism and

physical weakness, to be shunned and ultimately to become the victims of genocide.

However, Segel’s argument lacks the complexity of Toepfer’s; where Toepfer sees
Nazi physical culture as a decisive break with the majority of the physical culture of
the Weimar Republic, Segel ignores the specificity of the German condition and
assumes that European body culture was almost entirely uniform in the way it was
interpreted. There is no doubt that the physical culture of different countries
influenced one another; one only needs look at the introduction of Swedish Ling
gymnastics to Britain in the 1840s, which Segel himself (1998: 207) mentions. Yet

Toepfer makes a case for seeing German body culture as rather separate. His more
nuanced account of the development of physical culture in the German context make

his conclusions more convincing than Segel’s, or those of Burt (1998) on the same

topic. There were obviously some reactionary interpreters of German body culture,

such as Surén, but there were also those with more radical views. It is therefore not

sufficient to suggest that all physical culture was anti-intellectual and that this anti-

intellectualism set the stage for Nazism; rather, there were a variety of articulations of

physical culture, many of which were in opposition to Nazi beliefs.
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This discussion is relevant to movement re-education because as I shall show in

Chapter Five, many of the techniques I have researched linked themselves to eugenic
ideals. Severing the link between physical culture as a whole and Nazism or Fascism
1s therefore critical to understanding how a number of movement re-education
techniques have dealt with the eugenic aspects of their founders’ writings. Movement
re-education was certainly part of a larger trend towards the development of physical
culture, and physical culture itself was clearly part of the Nazi project. While

movement re-educators were not involved in organising mass choreographies, they

were involved in promoting physical culture. Chapters 7 and 8 will address how ideas

about physical culture and eugenics have shifted in contemporary movement re-

education.

What is important to note here is that there is no simple correspondence between
physical culture and Nazism or even eugenics, although certainly many aspects of
physical culture were incorporated within (and justified through) ‘positive eugenics’.
As I shall discuss 1n the next section, the eugenics movement itself was much broader

than the use to which 1t was put in Nazi Germany, although this is of course its most

notorious application and also proved to be its demise. Certain aspects of the
eugenics movement, which called themselves positive (health promotional) eugenics,

persisted in the form of health education and health promotion around what Foucault

refers to as a bio-politics of the population (1978: 139). It is important to understand,

then, the extent of the eugenics movement and the applications it was given.

Eugenics
Eugenics is of interest in a study of movement re-education because of the use that
founders of movement re-education techniques made of eugenic discourses. F.M.

Alexander’s first book, Man's Supreme Inheritance (1910), explicitly described his
work’s relation to the emerging ‘science of race culture’ and eugenics, a fact which

caused one recent biographer to condemn the Alexander Technique in its entirety as

riddled with racism and eugenic thinking (see Staring, 1996; 1997). The claims
Alexander makes about eugenics and race culture, and the concern with the

degeneration of the human race, are echoed in the works of Joseph Pilates (1934;
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1945), Ida Rolf (1977) and Moshe Feldenkrais (1949). These are issues I will

examine in detail in Chapter Five.

The eugenics movement, which developed in the late 1800s, was influenced by
developments in theories of heredity such as those of Darwin on one hand, and
questions about the effects of urban life on the other. Searle (1976: 20) points out that
fear of racial degeneration was part of ‘a deep-seated anxiety about whether Britain
may not have taken a wholly wrong turning in becoming a predominantly urban,
industrial society. Was there not, perhaps, a heavy price to be paid for this
abandonment of a way of life more natural, more in tune with the rhythm of the

seasons?’

Evidence of degeneration was seen everywhere. Like the larger ‘quest for National
Efficiency’ in Britain (Searle, 1971), eugenics was tied to concerns about the

inadequacy of the population for military service, as demonstrated by the large

numbers of men and boys who volunteered for service in the Boer War and had to be

turned away because they were not in adequate physical shape. It was also linked

with fears about the apparent decline in birth rates for the upper and middle classes.
This gave rise to fears that society was being colonised by the working classes and the
poor, who were considered to be a major source of degeneracy: ‘on the (fallacious)
assumption that the working classes were made up of people of weak physique and
low intelligence, it logically followed that Britain was breeding a race of degenerates’
(Searle, 1971: 61). This was strengthened by the mass of social statistics which began
to be collected, making problems such as poverty seem bigger, although there was no
previous data with which to compare it (Searle, 1976: 21).

There were two aspects to eugenics, sometimes designated as positive and negative,

because the former was designed to promote the health of the population while the
latter intended to eliminate those considered unfit. Eugenics advocates generally did
not restrict themselves to one aspect, and while movement re-education (as a form of
health promotion) would clearly be allying itself with positive eugenics, both

Alexander (1910: 6) and Feldenkrais (1949: 11) made passing comments to indicate
their support for eliminating the unfit from the gene pool. Practices that allied

themselves with positive eugenics were wide-ranging. Eugenics was ‘part of dozens
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of local projects, including better-baby contests, improved parenthood programs,
control of race poisons, conservation of resources, women'’s temperance movements,

and even military preparation for war’ (Hasian, 1996: 30).

While the term ‘eugenics’ emerged in the 1880s in the work of Francis Galton, a
cousin of Charles Darwin, the eugenics movement itself drew on earlier 1deas about
evolution. It is important to contrast Darwinian and Lamarckian ideas about heredity
in order to understand the foundations upon which eugenics stood. Prior to Darwin’s
discovery of the inheritance of physical traits, Lamarck suggested that evolutionary
change might occur because of the adaptations of particular individuals to their
environments. The difference between his work and Darwin’s was that Lamarck
believed social characteristics could be inherited; to use his example, an early
ancestor of the giraffe who stretched to reach the leaves of trees, thereby lengthening
its neck very slightly, would transmit this minute lengthening to the next generation,
who would stretch their necks slightly again, eventually resulting in the long-necked
giraffe familiar to us today (in S. Rose, 1997: 179). Darwin’s explanation would have
been that those giraffe ancestors born with longer necks would be more likely to

survive and reproduce, often with other long-necked giraffe ancestors, leading to the

same conclusion.

While Lamarck’s theory was ultimately discredited, the idea that social characteristics
were he reditary was popular with social commentators of the Victonan era, including
Herbert Spencer. Movement re-educators clearly drew upon these ideas when they

suggested that their work could improve the gene pool and prevent further
degeneration; if one acquired the habit of standing upright, they felt, one would

necessarily pass it on to one’s children. Stone (2002: 54) notes that at least one
prominent eugenicist was ‘always an advocate of correct body control’ and in the

1930s even gave a lecture on the Alexander Technique, suggesting its applications in

staving off racial degeneration.

The idea that bodies were physically degenerating was linked with the idea that

upright posture marked one out as physiologically superior, since after Darwin it

became possible to claim that uprightness was a defining characteristic in the

separation between humans and their closest ancestors, the apes. While eugenics
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‘hovered recurrently’ around the posture campaigns of the first part of the twentieth
century, the quest for good posture was wider than this (Yosifon and Stearns, 1998:

1069). In the next section, I will look at how posture came to be seen as a marker not

only of social class and status (as in earlier centuries) but of strong genetics and good

breeding.

Posture: Moral and Physical Uprightness

Posture 1s a relatively neglected issue in contemporary social life. While the
admonitions of earlier periods that we should ‘stand/sit up straight!’ are not entirely
forgotten, increasingly sedentary lives and working days spent in front of the
computer have appeared to make this more difficult. To be sure, comportment itself

is not entirely forgotten; it lives in occasional articles and books in the popular press

about how to read body language (for example Fast, 1970), and some attention has
been given in educational theory to ‘kinaesthetic intelligence’ as a new type of
intellectual competency (Gardner, 1983). However, as Yosifon and Stearns (1998)
suggest in their comprehensive survey of the history of posture promotion in America,
since the early 1960s posture has ceased to be a systematic concern. Rather, it has
been marginalized within both the medical and educational discourses in which it was

previously prominent, and is now treated as an occasional, individual problem rather

than something warranting broader social attention.

It is not only that posture ceased to be of interest to physicians and physical educators.
It has also attracted less interest in the social sciences, despite a long tradition of the
analysis of posture and gesture within sociology and anthropology (Polhemus, 1978).
Hewes (1957) developed an analysis of posture in cross-cultural contexts, linking
posture to culture. In Goffman’s work on the Presentation of Self in Everyday Life
(1956) and Elias’ writings on The Civilising Process (2000 [1978]), posture and

comportment underlie their analyses in significant, if not prominent, ways. It1s

somewhat surprising, given the rich history of studies which draw upon posture and
comportment, that contemporary sociology of the body has done little work in this

field. Bourdieu’s work on hexis and habitus, which I will discuss 1n the following
chapter, is an important contribution in terms of ways of understanding posture and

comportment as sccial, and parts of Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1977) address
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the comportment and posture of the soldier’s body. However, systematic
examinations of posture and comportment in socio -historical contexts are relatively

rarc.

It is through the work of Yosifon and Stearns (1998) and Georges Vigarello
(2001; 1989) that I will attempt to construct a history of posture in a Westemn
European and North American context that will provide a basis for understanding
the theories behind movement re-education. Vigarello’s work on the history of

postural education, Le corps redressé (2001 [1979]), remains untranslated from
the original French, with the exception of one introductory chapter (1989). I draw

here on this chapter as well as an unpublished, non-professional translation of a
chapter on the transition between ‘hygiene’ and ‘psychology’ in posture
promotion in the twentieth century. Because the latter chapter 1s not a formal and

published translation, I have included the French text for reference in footnotes

below.

Posture from 1600

Vigarello (1989) traces the history of ‘upward training of the body’ through etiquette
manuals and courtesy poems published in the Middle Ages through to the end of the
eighteenth century. He argues that during this time, the detailing of bodily

comportment took on a particular specificity and exactitude which it had previously

lacked. Beginning in the sixteenth century, he argues,

A new court nobility was being established as the world of chivalry faded, and the
emergence of a formal etiquette and a courtier class seemed to generate rules of
deportment for the body. Whereas until then the straight back never went beyond a
mere suggestion, a new awareness of it arose. This does not imply, of course, that
the Middle Ages hadno concerns about posture. It is simply that they appear

generalized and imprecise compared with equivalent texts in later penods.
(Vigarello, 1989: 151)

By the sixteenth century, courtly etiquette manuals had begun to detail particular
ways of standing, sitting, and acting which they had not specified before, putting these

into language for the first time. In part this was codified in manuals on court dance,
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but 1t also took on a more serious slant, indicating not only moral uprightness or
correct sccial presentation of the self, but also possible medical issues. Health and

hygiene began to enter into the discourse about erect posture, and poor posture and

comportment were considered to be unhealthy 1n the long term, particularly in
children.

The sixteenth century was also the beginning of corsetry and whalebone stays,
particularly in women’s dress, which made slouching difficult if not impossible. Yet
this, as well as the medical discourse around children’s posture, shows the body to be

passively rather than actively involved in good comportment. The child’s body 1s
moulded by the physician and by its parents:

The rules of physical appearance are directly applied by the physician’s hands.
Molding is a prerequisite for social recognition. The child enters an environment that

appears to need to impress on him very concretely a predetermined model...
Straightening the body also means shaping it. Here again the body passively receives
the “sign™ of uprightness. (Vigarello, 1989: 171)

This moulding is accomplished through physical manipulation and swaddling clothes

and other physical devices intended to direct the child’s body as one would a young

tree. Such moulding of the body fell from favour to some extent in the seventeenth
century, when posture began to be controlled more formally and began also to require
more active involvement. An emphasis on the moving body, particularly in relation
to social dance, appeared as a component of posture. Such movement was
simultaneously to be controlle d and moderated: ‘the teaching of posture had as its
goal the control of movement, rather than any benefit from it. It tends to control and
contain movement, rather than developing and encouraging it... What prevails is the

body’s enactment of conventional images’ (1989: 181).

Vigarello goes on to note that ‘by the 18" century, the moral injunction behind
this codification of posture is explicitly prescribed although not explained; court

society requires good posture and comportment, lest the bearer be subject to
ridicule and shame’ (1989: 183). Court dance was similarly codified, for the same
purpose and with the same result. As Elias (2000 [1978]) notes, it was critical for
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the court society to be able to distinguish itself from the middle classes, and this

led to ever more specific codes of conduct.

There is ample evidence to show that...customs, behaviour and fashions from the

court were continuously penetrating the upper middle classes, where they were
imitated and more or less altered in accordance with the different social situation.

They thereby lost, to some extent, their character as a means of distinguishing the
upper class. They were somewhat devalued. This compelled those above to further

refinement and elaboration of behaviour. And from this mechanism- the

development of court customs, their dissemination downwards, their slight social
deformation, their devaluation as marks of distinction- the perpetual movement in

behaviour patterns through the upper class received part of its momentum. (Elias,
2000: 86)

Elias’ writings on the civilising process (2000 [1978]) and court society (1983)

provide useful accounts of the development of etiquette and manners in a European
context, with specific reference to France and Germany. Posture is relevant to these

to the extent that it became part of a broader programme of behaviour control and

modification. However, I will not deal with this in any detail here. My purpose in
outlining Vigarello’s arguments about the development of posture from the 1600s has

been to demonstrate the differences between this period and the later period in which

movement re-education emerges. Movement re-education itself has not been
predominantly related to etiquette, although the moral injunctions associated with

commands to stand up straight were persistent; rather it is the medicalisation of

posture and its attendant defects that most interest me. In this, Vigarello (2001) and

Yosifon and Stearns (1998) are most relevant.

Posture in the Twentieth Century

In a charter on the shift between a basically ‘hygienic’ promotion of posture to a
justification for good posture in and through psychology, Vigarello (2001) traces the
changing discourses around posture and bodily comportment from the early to mid-
twentieth centuries. Much of the work he examines here was directed at the bodies of

children, and in fact children’s bodies were the subjects of most postural concerns in
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the twentieth century, as Yosifon and Stearns (1998) confirm. However, the medical

and educational aspects of posture prevailed in this period over social concerns. No

more was good posture merely a marker of social class; it came instead to indicate
health and, under the eugenics movement, good heredity. This had implications for
social class but & was not driven by it. Posture in the twentieth century can be said to

have made a decisive epistemological shift away from the theory and pedagogy of

earlier periods.

This is not to say that eugenics was the only justification for the concern with posture.

Degeneration does however figure prominently in the analyses of both Vigarello and
Yosifon and Stearns. Vigarello (2001: 180) notes that in the late 1930s, the notion ‘of
a progressive degradation returns again to justify and impose re-education, even if the
concept of degeneracy as a threatening burden loses frequency in these texts” around
posture promotion. In the early 1900s, classifying children for the purposes of bodily

education and re-education was a primary concern.

Yosifon and Stearns (1998) argue that a number of changes occurred in the nineteenth
century that transformed the way in which posture was understood. One of these, as

mentioned above, was the influence of eugenics and social Darwinism. However,
they also point out that the nineteenth century dress reform movement and the

increased interest in physical education and exercise for women meant posture could
no longer be stiff and formal at all times. This was further compounded by the

development of furniture designed for relxation rather than stiff upright postures.
With dress and furniture no longer supporting erect posture, such support had to be

internalised.

In the nineteenth century, they claim, medical literature around posture took on

particular meaning in relation to ‘race’ and ethnicity.

Doctors and related experts, including the phrenologists, generated a substantial
literature from the 1820s onward, picking up middle-class standards while adding

> L'argumentation d’une éventuelle degradation progressive revient encore pour justifier et imposer la
r¢éducation, méme si le concept de dégenérescence, perd un fréquence dans ces texts, comme en

charge menacgante’.
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health criteria and a belief that common habits demanded redress. Posture became
a diagnostic cue betraying a number of illnesses and character defects alike. Well

before Charles Darwin, some American scientists applied posture to racial analysis,

arguing that Europeans alone had erect spines and straight bones allowing graceful
deportment—~ in contrast to “all the less civilized races of Men.” (Yosifon and

Stearns, 1998: 1061)

The 1ssue of good posture was medicalised, and children were the targets of most
interventions. Postural defects such as rickets and scoliosis were of particular
concern. In analysing public health promotion literature, manuals on child rearing,
and physical education texts from these periods, Yosifon and Stearns show how
doctors became increasingly concerned with posture as a signifier of health in the late
1800s and early 1900s: ‘Claims of the frequency of spinal defects, though not new,
took on novel precision. At least superficially, diagnostic cues became more

scientific’ (1998: 1068). Medical reasons almost entirely overtook etiquette as a
motivation for good posture, and from the 1890s to the 1950s, medical commentary

on this area flourished.

However, by the 1960s, posture dropped out of public discourse. Yosifon and Stearns
relate this to a number of developments, including preventative dietary campaigns
which largely eliminated rickets and similar conditions. Also, it began to be widely
assumed that children’s posture would normalise itself without a great deal of outside
intervention. In any case, individual differences in bone structure and body type

made it difficult to generalise about what ‘good posture’ might look like.

While doctors had contributed mightily to the posture campaign, the bulk of their
efforts had always depended on social support, rather than a vital body of medical

research. When posture no longer measured character or social worth, doctors had
no reason to claim that a majority of people suffered from posture defects...
Quietly, other prior beliefs, such as the much-trumpeted notion that poor posture
forced internal organs to collide and so interfered with somatic efficiency,

disappeared as well. (1998: 1089)

The newly developing field of physical education had also contributed
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significantly to the promotion of posture as a health issue. Schools both in Europe

(Vigarello, 2001) and America (Yosifon and Stearns, 1998) promoted good
posture, in many cases photographing children or having them stand in front of

mirrors ‘as experts assessed their stance’ (Yosifon and Stearns, 1998: 1075).
Universities, particularly private East Coast ones in the United States, maintained
records on the physical health of students, which extended to taking nude
photographs of freshmen and sending those considered to be posturally deficient

to remedial classes. Vassar College offered a

Fundamentals course, required of all freshmen, strongly emphasizing posture
training, with additional special exercises and individual counseling for students
identified (through the assessment of the photographs) as having some curvature.
The course taught not only general posture but also management of the body in
getting out of cars, picking up luggage, and so on. (1998: 1078)

Yosifon and Stearns conclude that by the 1960s, posture had largely disappeared

as a topic of concern to doctors or physical educators, to the extent that
contemporary orthopaedic practitioners ignore it almost entirely, or at least treat
severe postural problems on an individual basis rather than as serious social and
educational issues (1998: 1093). On the basis of the textual evidence showing a
decline in discussions of posture in medical and educational discourse, they
conclude that good posture is no longer an issue. Vigarello (2001) is more
specific about what happens to these discourses. He points to the interiorsation of
postural norms, where posture became deeply representative of a psychology. In
posture pedagogy, concentration and focus became increasingly important: no
longer was if sufficient to mimic an external standard, rather, the pedagogy
‘sought now to invest posture by “penetrating” it’ (2001: 194).° In the middle of
the twentieth century, new criteria came about for both teaching and evaluating
posture. Vigarello traces this through the work of psychologists and neurologists,

whose studies overlapped. The importance of the nervous system in

proprioception is key (Vigarello, 2001: 196), as 1s evidenced by Feldenkrais’
(1949) Body and Mature Behavior. The development of body awareness becomes

¢« Avec les forumules anciennes, le précept avait ses équivalents faits de moulages trés matérialisés, il
cherche maitenant & investir 1’attitude en la <<penetrant>>’,
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the critical element, spurred by the adaptation of the notion of ‘body image’
(Vigarello, 2001: 197).

The work of the performer [subject] no longer consists only of conducting the

movements and assuring position... It is still necessary that [the student] be guided now
to a continuous attention, directed toward the proprioceptive clues that a given posture
is supposed to bring. The exterior forms of the realisation as well as the multiple

dimensions predicting their order and guaranteeing their reiteration would be
circumscribed. In the attempts for the corrective norms to invest the body of the

student, pedagogy has appropriated a psychology. (2001: 201)

Posture also becomes indicative of specific types of psychological issues, as the
anatomy of the body is tied ever more precisely to the psyche. This is mrticularly
apparent in Ida Rolf’s work, where as I shall show, particular physical weaknesses
come to be universally associated with particular deficiencies of the psyche. Rolf’s
work exemplifies this way of understanding body and posture but it is by no means
unique to her; Wilhelm Reich’s psychoanalytic approach, which formed the basis of
body psychotherapies, shares similar principles, as does Stanley Keleman’s 1975 text
on bioenergetics, Your Body Speaks Its Mind. As Vigarello concludes, ‘the norm has

found a new terrain: that of a carefully elaborated interiority. In that, it interprets

physiology more than uses it’ (2001: 202).8

Posture concerns do not completely disappear from the 1950s onward; rather, they are
tied to work on body image and psychology, an idea I shall develop further in later

chapters. There is one final development in the history of posture that is worth

noting, which is the move towards a norm that prioritises flexibility over erectness.

7 ‘Le travail de I’exécutant ne consistera plus seulement & conduire les gestes et d assurer des
positions... Encore faut-il que celui-ci se guide maintenant sur une attention continue, tendue vers les

indices proprioceptifs qu'une telle attitude est censée porter, Seraient circonscrites, autant les formes

extérieures, de la réalisation que les dimensions multiples president & leur commande et garantissant
leur réitération. Dans les tentatives pour que la norme des rectitudes investisse le corps de 1'€léve, la

Eédagogie s’est appropriée une psychologie’.
‘Les norms ont trouvé un nouveau terrain: celui d’une intériorité travaillée. En cela elles interprétent

1a physiologie plus qu’elles ne Putilisent’.

37



Flexibility and Posture

Yosifon and Stearns note that as early as the 1930s, stiffness declined as a postural
ideal and a more flexible body came to replace it: ‘nothing should jolt body or spirit
into a lack of flexibility’ (1998: 1067). In contemporary movement re-education, too,
there Ins been a shift away from justifications which rely on either eugenic arguments
or arguments about the social importance of good posture. One development that

sheds light on how contemporary movement re-education justifies its work is detailed
in Martin’s (1994) work on flexibility and the flexible immune system as a metaphor

for social organisation. Martin argues that a shift occurred in health literature around
the 1960s, whereby the body’s ability to fight disease began to be attached to an
‘immune system’. Prior to this, she writes, immunity was largely thought to be a
matter of keeping external surfaces as clean as possible, and resistance to infection
was not clearly explained. F.M. Alexander, for instance, suggests that inoculation
will make our bodies ‘become depressed and enervated sterilities, incapable of action
on their own account’ (1910: xiv). The discovery of the immune system led to a
different understanding of the internality of the body; suddenly it was perceived to
have an internal system, and the health of these systems depended on their flexibility
and adaptability to disease. Martin suggests that this is more than simply a change in

medical conceptions of health. She refers to the development of an
immunophilosophy (1994: 95), and shows how this metaphor of the flexible immune

system is applicable in other fields as well. She writes that ‘this bundle of 1deas about

flexibility has become central to a substantial movement in contemporary human

resource management, and, through this route, has had an enormous impact on the

way in which many manufacturing and service industries are recognizing themselves’

(Martin, 1994: 144). She details its use in various corporate environments and
suggests that the popularity of forms of exercise that include stretching and flexibility,

such as yoga, are part of this development as well (1994: 155). As I shall show,

movement re-education, too, emphasises flexibility and adaptability in a world which,

it argues, causes us ever greater degrees of stress and tension. Movement re-

education techniques, then, are themselves adaptable — they continue to find ways of
making themselves relevant even when the mainstream discourses around the
importance of good posture in relation to health and heredity that they drew on
originally have declined.
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Martin’s research in this area is also not so far removed from movement re-education,

in that the immune system and the idea that our bodies can learn to successtully
defend themselves against disease is similar to the i1dea that bodies can know things
and can be keepers of a kind of pre-linguistic wisdom. Martin includes a chapter on
vaccination as a form of ‘Educating and Training the Body’. Although this 1s a much
more passive form of ‘education’ than the techniques studied here, it never the less
relies upon a conception of bodies as capable of being educated and 1s almost

certainly linked to a theory of ‘body wisdom’ where bodies that are educated become
bodies that ‘know’.

The Healthy Victorian Body

While posture and eugenics were major concerns in the late nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, their relevance is best understood in relation to a broader issue which arose
in Victorian society: that of health. As Haley (1978) demonstrates convincingly,
health is something that obsessed Victorian Britain, and Park (1987) suggests that it
was a critical force in America as well. Foucault’s work on bio-power at the end of
the first volume of History of Sexuality points to the ways in which a politics of
population deve loped which replaced ‘the ancient right to fake life or /et live’ with the
power ‘to foster life or disallow it to the point of death’ (1978: 138). In order to
manage a population by fostering or disallowing life, however, one needed not only to
regulate (by promoting or discouraging) sex and sexuality, but also to promote health
more broadly. Foucault suggests that many changes in the politics of health and
health promotion came about in the eighteenth century (1980), but it 1s the changes of
the nineteenth century which are most interesting for a study of movement re-

education, for the techniques that have persisted all originate from this time.

Haley (1978) shows how an emphasis on physical training emerged in the latter half

of the nineteenth centuryin Europe and America, which can only be understood in
light of a perceived relationship between body and mind. The strong body 1s not an

ideal in its own right, but is intertwined with the Victorian ideology of mens sana in
corpore sano , a sane mind in a healthy body. The intertwining of body and mind is

something that comes across strongly in Victorian health literature, and was certainly
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evident in non-allopathic medical practices which emerged during this time, such as
homeopathy and chiropractic. Yet even allopathic medicine did not make the same

kind of clear mind/body distinction which it is today so often accused of perpetuating:
‘such diseases as hypochondria, hysteria, dyspepsia, and climacteric disease were not
psychosomatic in the modern sense of the word. They were not disorders of the body
occasioned by disorders of the mind; they were constitutional complaints with

physical and mental causes and symptoms, and they required treatment involving both
the mind and the body’ (Haley, 1978: 30).

Gilman (1995) shows how in the late nineteenth century, beauty was also associated
with health and sanity: representations of the insane must necessarily make them look
‘mad’ by depicting unusual and uncontrolled gestures and facial expressions, for
example, thereby normalising the look of ‘madness’ so that it was immediately
recognisable. The external, physical body represented health, sanity and, implicitly,
genetic superiority; Jewish bodies and black bodies were represented in ways that
made them appear to be unhealthy and genetically undesirable. The belief in holistic
causation and treatment is also apparent in the discourses around posture, where, as

Yosifon and Stearns (1998) indicate, posture (measured by the appearance of

erectness) is deeply interconnected with character.

Park (1987) points to the way that in the Victorian era science began to support what
was already suspected: that the moral and the physical were deeply intertwined and
that muscle power could become ‘will’ power (1987: 15), through new knowledge
about the nervous system. William James ‘saw life as a process of constant
adjustment wherein repeated actions increased the “plasticity of neural matter”...
repeated performances made it easier to perform an action on subsequent occasions

and required less attention on the part of the individual. Such repetition developed

proper “habits’’(1987: 12). While Park observes that physical educators at the time
seized this as a way to foster desired behaviour, and such thinking is consistent with
Feldenkrais’ later work on behaviour and the nervous system (1949), F.M. Alexander
reacted against the inculcation of ‘habit’ in his technique, asserting that physical

activity and movement should always be conscious. I will discuss the implications of

this view further in Chapter Five.
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The Victorian era was also the period that saw the dominance of biomedicine as well

as the birth of a number of alternatives. Porter (1988) points out that in the eighteenth

century, the lines between ‘quackery’ and mainstream medicine were harder to draw,

and that what would today appear to be alternative medical practices were not classed

as such.

In the nineteenth century, many irregular medical movements boldly declared their

root-and-branch opposition to the totemic values of high society (seen as productive of
disease) and to the corruption of orthodox medicine, and advocated going ‘back to

Nature’... Eighteenth century quackery colluded, rather than collided, with regular
medicine. It did not set itself up as the champion of alternative systems of healing,
replete with radical medical ontologies and distinctive therapies. Rather, market-place

medicine essentially shared or pirated the ideas and pillaged the practices of the
establishment. (Porter, 1988: 14)

It was not until the nineteenth century then that alternative medicine began to emerge
as specifically alternative. This was no doubt brought about in part because of the
regulation and consolidation of biomedical power, which effectively marginalized
contenders such as homeopathy. In Britain, the Medical Act of 1858 put power
squarely in the hands of orthodox biomedical practitioners by regulating who could be
called a doctor and what might be defined as medicine. In response to this, people

supported ‘heterodox’ practices such as homeopathy and hydropathy as reactions

against this biomedical monopoly:

Civic authorities in mid-Victorian Manchester, for instance, publicly backed

homeopathy not necessarily because they thought it was the most cost-effective
medicine or because they liked it personally, but, rather, because its endorsement
reinforced laissezfaire economics in the face of orthodox medicine’s endeavour to
secure professional monopoly and to act, as they saw it, in the manner of a trade union.

(Cooter, 1988: xi1)

‘Alternative’ came to be defined not so much in terms of an oppositional set of

beliefs, but as any practice outside the domain of orthodox medicine. Cooter claims

that most practitioners even in these areas still justified their work through the

language of science and were ‘often anxious to appear more scientifically
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conventional than their competitors in orthodox medicine’ (1988: 68). In fact this

may have been due in part to their shared histories; in America prior to the Civil War,

homeopaths were trained in regular medical schools alongside allopathic practitioners,
but when allopaths began to push them out they set up their own training colleges
whose training was as extensive as that of their competitors (Gevitz, 1988: 158).

In any case it 1s apparent that the histories of alternative health practices are not as

‘alternative’ as they may first appear.

Alternative Health

While complementary and alternative medicine (CAM), as it is now called, existed in
various forms in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the regulation imposed by
orthodox or biomedical practitioners and governing bodies in the mid-nineteenth
century meant that it had a lower profile throughout much of the twentieth. In the
1960s, however, these practices began to enjoy a renewed popularity. In the final part
of this chapter, I will examine contemporary studies of alternative health and its

resurgence on the basts that this offers important insights into movement re -education,

with which it shares common ground.

As I mentioned in Chapter One, movement re-education techniques are often

categorised as forms of complementary or alternative medicine, although in academic
research on the subject this is not always clear. Coward (1989) for example, includes
Alexander Technique and Rolfing in her study of ‘the natural’ in alterative health
because they share similar ideas to other forms of alternative health. Although she
recognises that the jumble of therapies she refers to under the label of alternative
health may ‘make uncomfortable bedmates’, she believes that ‘the same impetus
underlies the popularity of all the alternative therapies’ (1989: 5, italics in original).
Sharma (1992: 4) on the other hand, excludes Alexander Technique and, by

extension, other forms of movement re-education, because they do not purport to cure

disease but only to re-educate people to use their bodies more efficiently. For her, the
defining characteristics of complementary or alternative medicine are that it claims to

be curative, has some body of knowledge or theory about health and illness, and

requires some kind of expert intervention on the part of a practitioner (1992: 4).
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These are characteristics which movement re-education lacks by virtue of the fact that

it does not claim to cure specific illnesses.

I am given more to Sharma’s view than to Coward’s. While I acknowledge
commonality around certain issues of the body and nature, there are valid reasons for
studying methods of bodywork or holistic movement re-education as separate from
alternative health as a more general category. These reasons involve the central form
taken by movement re-education techniques; that their basis is both in bodily
movement and in re-education. In this, they differ from homeopathy or acupuncture,
but also from therapies of the body such as biodynamics, which seek to address the
psyche specifically through the body. As I shall show in Chapter Eight, practitioners
often distance themselves from the labels ‘alternative’ and ‘therapy’. They do not see
their work as providing predominantly therapeutic benefits, either on a physical or
psychological/emotional level, but rather as providing first and foremost a sound
physical basis from which the body can better function. This may in turn lead to

better psychic unity and fewer psychological or emotional 1ssues, but 1t 1s not the goal.

Nor have they tended to describe their work as alternative, but rather as a form of

health promotion or education which is complementary to more traditional forms of

health care. Personal responsibility for health and learning are extremely important
aspects of these techniques, probably more so than in other alternative and

complementary health practices because they are something which is done by the
client (or pupil), not fo her or him. The involvement and education of participants 1s
critical; they are not simply treated, but are expected to involve themselves 1n the

work. While practitioners see their work as having health benefits, many express

regret that their work is sought only by those with physical complaints, wishing

instead that it were seen as a form of education, an ongoing process rather than a

therapeutic end in 1tself.

However, the more general ideas about health, bodies, and nature that are common to
alternative health and movement re-education make studies of alternative health

instructive. Coward’s work, The Whole Truth(1989) offers an important analysis of
the concept of ‘naturalness’ as it is used in the alternative health movement. Coward

argues that what has occurred with the rise of alternative health practices since the
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1960s 1s nothing less than a fundamental philosophical shift in the ways in which

health and the body are viewed. She writes,

I am convinced that these changed views of health are at the spearhead of general
changes in ideas about the individual’s role in society, ideas which will have

enormous consequences for how much an individual feels he or she should change

or accept society as 1t 1s... the forces which attract many people to alternative

therapies go way beyond a discontent with conventional medicine. More often than

not individuals are attracted to the new mythology about nature and health which
surrounds these practices. (1989: 6)

Coward’s arguments 1n relation to the use of the concept of naturalness in alternative
health are strong ones. Her work shows how i1deologies of alternative health appeal to
a version of nature which is pre-social, opposed to technology and any kind of human
intervention. In this vision it is society that is the cause of mental and physical ills,

and salvation can only come through reclaiming the natural in ourselves.

There is a strong sense that the body in 1ts oniginal form, or when restored to its

original good health, will know instinctively what is right and healthy for it. It is as
if the body has become the site of all innocence, which for a while was attributed

by religions to the soul of the child. Now it is the body which innocently aspires
towards all that is good and wholesome, the body which deeply aspires towards a

proper relation with nature. (Coward, 1989: 30)

What she identifies here are many of the characteristics of ‘body wisdom’: a body that
knows, a body that is innocent, a body that seeks health and naturalness. Coward
criticises alternative health and its reliance on this vision of the natural for several
reasons. First, she claims, it is difficult to prove that modern life 1s more stressful and
more ‘unnatural’ than [ife in previous times, given that life expectancy, general health
and working conditions are so greatly improved. Second, she notes that there 1s a link
between these ideas and Western consumerist, materialist values; the ‘natural self’ 1s
also usually a good consuming self, a self that can and should have anything it

desires. The desires of this ‘natural self® are monetary and not only health-related,

and further, its health-related desires are also provided for in a market economy by
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alternative practitioners who are usually not c overed by public medical insurance.

Coward’s third criticism, tied to the second, is that alternative health philosophies
place the burden of wellness on the shoulders of the individual. If health is a state of

mind, and something toward which we should be constantly working and aspiring,
then 1ll-health is seen to be due to the individual’s failure to be sufficiently ‘in touch’
with her- or himself. Likewise, it undermines any desire or responsibility for social

change. To be angry at injustice or dissatisfied with one’s role is to fail to be ‘whole’,

‘natural’ or ‘enlightened’.

While these are important points, I would make two general criticisms of the way
Coward outlines her project. The first is around its lack of historicity. While she
acknowlkdges that many contemporary alternative health practices and their

philosophies originated over a century ago, she dismisses them as having been
‘fringe’ practices, perceived as quackery. Aside from the discussion presented above
through the work of Porter and Cooter, Haley’s (1978) research on health in Victorian
Britain demonstrates that this is clearly not the case. Mens sana in corpore sano, a

healthy mind in a sound body, was one of the driving principles in Victorian social

philosophy. Coward’s attempt to follow Foucault in tracing a history of the present

fails in as much as it ignores the earlier histonies of alternative medical practices; she

traces and speculates on current developments but gives little account of how these
practices and beliefs developed. Certainly, as I have shown in the preceding

discussion, many of these beliefs are not as recent as she claims.

Second, Coward’s work seems to be aimed at an educated but not scholarly audience,

and her lack of referencing within the text and her tendency to generalise, exemplified

by the breadth of her definition of alternative health, make her argument weaker from

an academic point of view. This is unfortunate, given that when her evidence about

the use of ‘naturalness’ in alternative health 1s suitably specific, it is clear that she has
identified a critical (and vastly under-researched) issue. Sharma’s (1992) more

academic work identifies similar problems around the i1ssue of what 1s ‘natural’, but

her analysis is employed with more rigour than Coward’s.

As 1 indicated above, Sharma has a clear list of criteria for defining ‘complementary

medicine.’ Like Coward, she discusses a broad assortment of techniques under this
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label, but she is much clearer about which techniques are included and why.
Although Alexander Technique and other forms of movement re-education are not,

her analysis still identifies a number of issues which are relevant to it, particularly

regarding the roles and attitudes of practitioners, on which she has done empirical

research.

For the purposes of this chapter, Sharma’s critique of Coward is the most useful
aspect of her analysis to draw upon. Although Sharma is also interested in the issue
of how ‘naturalness’ 1s used in complementary medicine and how this is inc orporated
in broader cultural shifts in beliefs about health and healing, as an empirical
researcher she is more cautious about generalising. She agrees that most
complementary medical techniques share a common set of ideas about what health

and healing are, but challenges Coward’s assertions that there is a set of belief

systems common to all complementary health practitioners and patients:

The idea that the individual can choose to be healthy, that some are ill because at some
deeper level of the self they ‘need’ to be ill, that perfect health is attainable if one but

overcomes the obstacles, both in oneself and in one’s (increasingly unnatural)

environment — these are certainly very common among practitioners of some
complementary therapies... But Coward is jumping too far ahead when, without any

empirical evidence, she attributes these new cultural definitions of the body and health

to all users of complementary medicine... If their own accounts are anything to go by,
most patients are simply using complementary medicine as a way of dealing with an

intractable condition which orthodox medicine cannot cure to their satisfaction.

(Sharma, 1992: 87)

Although Sharma concludes that Coward is ultimately correct in asserting that the
popularity of alternative healh has to do with major social changes, she questions the
degree to which patients in particular are aware of, and involved in, these changes and
the beliefs they entail. Her work demonstrates the importance of an integrated

approach which addresses both theory and practice, examining changes in belief

systems not only through primarily textual evidence, as Coward does, but through

ethnography and interviews with practitioners and patients. I will address these issues

in Chapter Four in relation to my own research.
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Researchers Schneirov and Geczik (1998) examine alternative health as a technology

of the self, following Foucault’s work. They too identify a ‘natural body’ at work in
alternative health, which forms a model for the body its participants and practitioners
desire. Schneirov and Geczik see the natural body as having three major
characteristics in alternative health: it is part of an original structure that is balanced
and harmonious; it is an aesthetic source of guidance which can and should be
recovered; and 1t operates apart from human invention and intervention— ‘If recovered
it provides safety in a technologically driven world that is understood to be
increasingly losing contact with it’ (1998: 440). Fundamentally, in alternative health,
‘The natural body 1is a perfect body, that exists outside of history and society’ (1998:

440). They recognise that this formulation of the body as natural is problematic.

Schneirov and Geczik do use empirical data in the form of interviews with

practitione rs of alternative health in order to support their analysis. However, in
seeing alternative health as a technology of the self they emphasise its aesthetic rather
than ethical aspects. This description of alternative health as an aesthetic project does
not sufficiently acknowledge that it is an internal regulation, a ‘feeling’ and not a

‘seeing’, that is encouraged, at least in the case of movement re-education. The

‘natural body’ that movement re-education techniques seek is not a body that
conforms to external standards of beauty and rightness but a body that ‘feels’ right
and healthy, a body that moves with poise and has freedom of expression. Further,
while Schneirov and Geczik’s application of Foucault’s theories of technologies of
the self 1s u;seful, they overstate the liberatory and transformational potential of these
practices, suggesting that they have ‘the potential to connect the demand for
recognition in everyday life (recognition of the worth and validity of nonallopathic

health practices) with the demand for significant changes in economic and political

structures’ (1998: 449). By contrast, Coward suggests that alternative health can be
seen to be a particularly apoliticalform of resistance. She argues that it will not lead
to social transformation because of its requirement of an acceptance of both self and
society as well as its emphasis on consumption and consumerism: there is always

some other practice to be pursued and purchased to return us to our ‘natural bodies’
(1988: 117). It is worth considering the possibility that both of these options are

correct: alternative health may indeed lead to significant changes in health practices,
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but it may also refocus attention on the individual and attempt to minimise social
issues. Health care may become more focused on the individual rather than treating

the body as a collection of symptoms, but it is possible that social context of these

symptoms will be ignored.

Conclusion

This chapter has traced developments in dance, physical education, posture, eugenics,
and alternative health through the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. While these

fields vary widely, they share a central concern with health and the body. All bear a

relationship to movement re-education and can thus be used to begin to trace a history

of the concept of body wisdom within it.

As I said at the beginning of this chapter, this is not an exhaustive history of body
wisdom. Rather, my intention has been to present literature related to the
development of a number of parallel trends affecting bodies and body movement, and

to show how these may be implicated in the histories of movement re-education

techniques and their attendant concerns.

There are three important themes to be traced through these histories in terms of their
impact on movement re-education and their relation to body wisdom. The first 1s the
idealisation of the ‘natural’ body that occurs both in dance and in alternative health.
This can be seen in the late 1800s in the work of Frangois Delsarte, and in the early
1900s in the dances of Isadora Duncan. It is the development of postmodern dance in
the 1960s and 1970s which ultimately brings a new vision of the dancer’s body as
non-virtuosic and thus natural, however. This body requires movement re-e ducation
to undo more traditional forms of bodily training and thereby free the body to move in
apparently more natural ways. Similarly, alternative health had a presence around the
turn of the century and then regained popularity in the 1960s and 1970s. While dance
and alternative health are obviously very different ways of working with the body,

certain common ideals of a natural body are present in both. As I have said earlier,

body wisdom requires the conception of a natural body that can be returned to.
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The relationship between health, physical training, and eugenics is a second theme
that emerges and is necessary to an understanding both of movement re-education and
of body wisdom as a whole. As I have shown, many aspects of physical culture and
posture modification drew upon theories that the human race was degenerating, which
were popular from the late 1800s until as late as the mid-twentieth century. The
eugenics movement was a major source and outlet for these theories of degeneration,
which were addressed in a variety of ways. However, there was an increasing
psychologisation of posture and body movement toward the middle of the century,

whereby poor posture was no longer seen as needing correction for eugenic reasons

but rather as being directly representative of the psyche. This shift, which can be seen
in the work of Rolf and Feldenkrais, is important in the development of a theory of
body wisdom because it is here that psychological problems begin to be related

directly to the body and its postures.

The third development that has been important is the move toward flexibility of the
body and its internal systems, which can be seen in posture, in postmodern dance, and
in the bundle of ideas around health and the immune system which Martin (1994)

calls immunophilosophy. A wise body is one that is not only natural but also flexible

and adaptable; this, and the accompanying shift toward regulating how the body feels

inwardly rather than how it appears externally, have been critical in movement re-

education.

This chapter has begun to address the aspect of my research question dealing with
how it becomes possible to think of bodies as wise and knowing. It has provided a

basis for understanding movement re-education in a particular historical context. In

the next chapter, I will set out the theoretical framework through which I will address

the research question on an empirical level, primarily through the work of Foucault

and Merleau-Ponty. The ties between dance and movement re-education will also
become evident as I employ dance literature to exemplify the strengths and

weaknesses of these theoretical traditions in relation to practices of the moving body.
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Chapter 3
Bodies, Nature and Culture

Introduction
This chapter will explore discourse and embodiment as two theoretical tendencies

within recent writing on the body. It will discuss the adequacy of each of these and

the ways in which they can be used to complement each other. I will argue, following

Crossley (1994; 1996) that rather than privileging discourse or embodiment, we need

to see both as necessary aspects of a fully formed analysis.

Recent years have secen an exponential growth in publications about the body. Bryan
Turner (1996 [1984]) was the first to articulate a ‘sociology of the body’, although the
body had a history in sociology before this field was established, in the work of
Douglas (1970), Elias (2000 [1978]), Goffman (1971), and Mauss (1973 [1935]), for
example. Williams and Bendelow (1998) have argued that there is also a body to be

recovered in classical sociological theory through ‘critical re-reading in a new,
corporeal light’ (1998: 9). For example, Marx’s work 1s implicitly about the
labouring body, while much of Weber’s work deals with the rationalisation and
regulation of bodies. Turner has taken up the latter in his analyses of the body 1n
society (1996; 1992), noting too that there are parallels between Weber’s work and

Foucault’s in terms of the regulation of bodies (Turner, 1992).

Although the body has not been as neglected within sociology as it may initially
appear, it is fair to say that Turner’s work inaugurated sociology of the body as a

subdiscipline, and the recent literature in this field (see for example Falk, 1994; Frank,
1991; 1995; Featherstone, 1991; Shilling, 1993) is testament to this. Thomas (2003)

has referred to this as sociology’s ‘body project’ 2

However, as Turner himself has noted (1996), sociology of the body has been heavily
dominated by theory with little attention given to empirical study. Further, it has

tended to overemphasise the representationalist aspects of bodies and to underplay

? In this she follows Shilling (1993).
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embodiment and the experience of the lived body (see also Williams and Bendelow,

1998 for a discussion of this). Anne Witz (2000) has also asked ‘whose body

matters?’ in this work, concerned that women are being conflated with the body;,
undermining feminism at a point when feminist theories of gender have sought to
socialise women and their experiences. Sociology of the body is therefore
problematic. In essence, it has suffered from being rather too much a study ‘of the’
body while paying too little attention to how the social is both bodied and embodied.
The term ‘body’ has had little specificity. As Thomas Csordas notes, in some work it

has been used as if it were simply a synonym for self or person.

This tendency carries the dual dangers of dissipating the force of using the body as a
methodological starting point, and of objectifying bodies as things devoid of

intentionality and intersubjectivity. It thus misses the opportunity to add sentience and
sensibility to our notions of self and person, and to insert an added dimension of
materiality to our notions of culture and history. (Csordas, 1994a: 4)

The overly theoretical nature of much of sociology’s body project has resulted in
work that discusses the body yet is itself strangely disembodied. In response to this

problem, there has been some attempt to reintroduce the lived and experiential body

to sociological study (Nettleton and Watson, 1998; Williams and Bendelow, 1998).

However, the majority of sociological writing on the body continues to take a largely
theoretical approach. Ultimately, too, the approach it takes is of marginal use in
understanding embodied practice. Therefore, I have focussed the following
discussion around the work of writers who do provide tools for analysing movement

re-education as an embodied practice and as a discursive one.

This chapter will attend to the writings of Merleau-Ponty and others on the lived body

in a socio-cultural context, and the work of Foucault and his interpreters on

technologies of the self, power, and the body. The work of these theorists will reflect
both parts of my research question, around how it becomes possible to think of bodies
as wise and knowing, and how such discourses are embodied. I draw on feminist uses

and critiques of both Foucault and Merleau-Ponty specifically, because it is through
feminism that many of the clearest analyses of the uses of, and problems wih, the

natural body have emerged. I will then take up the issue of how these very different
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approaches can be made to work together, and discuss reasons for doing this. The

chapter will conclude with an examination of dance theory, which informs my work

and which exemplifies the strengths and weaknesses of the theoretical approaches I

discuss here in relation to a bodily practice.

Phenomenology and the Lived Body

The work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty is central to many studies of human embodiment
(see for example Bigwood, 1991; Csordas, 1994b; Crossley, 2001; Kontos, 2003:
Young, 1998). Indeed, his work is unique in the tools it offers social scientists for
understanding lived experience and what Nettleton and Watson (1998) refer to as ‘the
body in everyday life’. MerleauPonty’s major work, Phenomenology of Perception
(1962) offers an examination of the role of the lived body in perceptual processes.
Perception, he argues, is always an embodied experience, and bodies are always in-
the-world, never separate from it. Phenomenology of Perception criticises the
empiricist and intellectualist theories of perception that have traditionally been
dominant in psychology and philosophy. Empiricism (through psychology) has
abstracted perception from experience by reducing it to a stimulus and response
relationship, treating the body as an object, while intellectualism, particularly through

Cartesian philosophy, has located perception in a pre-existent consciousness, thus

overlooking its contingent nature. He argues that

the image of a constituted world where, with my body, I should be only one object
among others, and the idea of an absolute constituting consciousness are only
apparently antithetical; they are a dual expression of a universe perfectly explicit in
itself, Authentic reflection, instead of turning from one to the other as both true, in the

manner of a philosophy of the understanding, rejects them as both false. (1962: 41)

For empiricism, the body is a determinate object, whereas for intellectualism, there is
a determinate (mental) subject. Merleau-Ponty seeks to overcome the subject-object
distinction. Instead, he proposes that consciousness should be seen as fundamentally
embodied; he proposes that it is always ‘being-towards-the-thing through the
intermediary of the body’ (1962: 137). Fundamentally, he rejects traditional dualisms

of mind-body and nature-culture; for him, consciousness is always embedded in the

body, and nature and culture are always intertwined. Having a body is central to our
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experience: ‘The body is the vehicle of being in the world, and having a body is, for a

living creature, to be intervolved in a definite environment’ (1962: 82).

Merleau-Ponty also challenges intellectualist theories by acknowledging that bodily
knowledge and action is often prereflective. However, this does not mean that it is
pre-cultural. His work lends itself to the social sciences because of his awareness that
the body is culturally situated, although, as Grosz (1994) notes and as I shall develop
below, he was not sufficiently aware of the sexual specificity of its ways of being.

He rejects any model of culture as layered on top of an essentially natural body, a

model implied by social constructionist accounts of the body as inscribed surface,

which I shall discuss below:

It is 1mpossible to superimpose on man a lower layer of behaviour which one chooses to
call ‘natural’, followed by a manufactured cultural or spiritual world. Everything is

both manufactured and natural in man, as it were, in the sense that there is not a word,
not a form of behaviour which does not owe something to purely biological being—and

which at the same time does not elude the simplicity of animal life, and cause forms of
vital behaviour to deviate from their preordamed direction, through a sort of leakage
and through a genius for ambiguity which might serve to define man. (1962: 189)

Merleau-Ponty’s theory of habit is a good example of his embodied approach to
perception. As habit is an important concept in the Ale xander Technique and to a

lesser extent in other forms of movement re-education, its analysis is particularly

relevant to this study, and I will develop this further in Chapter Six. For Merleaw
Ponty, the acquisition of habit is not controlled by conscious reflection, nor is it
merely a matter of blind physiological response to stimulus. Rather, the psychic and
the physiological come together, forming a kind of bodily knowledge: ‘If habit is
neither a form of knowledge nor an involuntary action, what then is 1t? It is
knowledge in the hands, which is forthcoming only when bodily effort is made, and
cannot be formulated in detachment from that effort’ (1962: 144). He explains:

it is the body which *understands’ in the acquisition of habit. This way of putting it will
appear absurd, if understanding is subsuming a sense-datum under an idea, and if the
body is an object. But the phenomenon of habit is just what prompts us to revise our
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notion of ‘understand’ and our notion of the body. To understand is to experience the

harmony between what we aim at and what is given, between the intention and the
performance—and the body is our anchorage in a world. (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 144)

Once habit has been established, it conditions further responses to similar situations,

much in the way of Bourdieu’s habitus, discussed below. MerleauPonty’s concept of

a body which ‘understands’ is somewhat similar to the notion of body wisdom held in

later movement re -education techniques such as Feldenkrais and Body-Mind
Centering, as I shall detail in Chapters 5 and 6. Although this ‘understanding’ body
1s a long way from a body which knows innately what is healthy, similar ideas about
how knowledge is embodied underlie both. For both, the body is part of subjectivity,

not as an object ruled by the mind/self, but as an embodied subject.

In Merleau-Ponty’s work, subjectivity is always intersubjective (Crossley, 1994: 28)
in the sense that subjects are always in the world, and the world is shared. The

subject is thus always culturally situated. Despite this, his work provides little
analysis of how social and cultural factors may affect embodiment, and most of his
examples are framed in terms of the individual in interaction with objects or himself
(sic). Therefore, it is useful to examine how others have used Merleau-Ponty’s work
in relation to social and cultural issues. Below, I will discuss several feminist
interpretations of his work, and then go on to look at the applications made by

Csordas (1994a; 1994b; 2002) to the phenomenon of charismatic healing. I will
suggest how these more cultural interpretations of Merleauw-Ponty’s phenomenology

have helped to frame my own research, and the insights they can provide for a study

of how movement re-education techniques are embodied.

Feminist Responses to Merleau-Ponty

Feminists have taken up Merleau-Ponty’s work in a variety of ways. Elizabeth Grosz
(1994) points to the strength of MerleauPonty’s phenomenology in challenging

Cartesian dualism.

Rather than valorize one or the other side of a dichotomous pair, rather than affirm their
unity and oneness in some kind of global or local holism, (which always entails some
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kind of reductionism) or accept the bifurcation and mutually exclusive and exhaustive

status of such pairs, Merleau-Ponty’s work.. .attempts to take up and utilize the space in
between, the “no-man’s land” or gulf separating oppositional terms. This impossible,
excluded middle predates and makes possible the binary terms insofar as it precedes
and exceeds them, insofar as it is uncontainable in either term. (Grosz, 1994: 934)

Grosz 1s interested not only in MerleauPonty’s theories of the body, however, but
also 1n what use feminists can make of him. She argues that he offers three things
many feminists can learn from: an acknowledgement that experience is not an

unquestionable category of given truth, but is always bound up in social and cultural

forces; a model that takes experience seriously, as something to be explained, not
explained away; and a location of experience midway between mind and body,
meaning that experience is always embodied and corporeally constituted (1994: 94-5).
She is, however, highly critical of his writing on sexuality in Phenomenology of
Perception, where he fails to acknowledge the sexual specificity of his comments. He

thereby neglects and is unable to account for sexual difference:

Never once in his writings does he make any suggestion that his formulations may have
been derived from the valorization and analysis of the experience of only one kind of

subject. The question of what other types of human experience, what other modalities
of perception, what other relations, subjects may have with objects is not, cannot be,

raised in the terms he develops. (1994: 110)

It is this conclision that such questions cannot be raised which leads her to doubt his

usefulness for feminist analysis. She concludes that feminists must ‘seriously

question whether phenomenological descriptions are appropriate for women’s

experience and, if they are not, whether it is desirable that they should be or whether,

instead, altogether new and different theoretical terms are necessary’ (1994: 111). A
brief examination of two feminist theorists who have used MerleauPonty will

demonstrate that some feminist applications of his work are more problematic than

others.

Carol Bigwood (1991) adopts Merleau-Ponty in order to argue for a re-naturalization
of the body. For Bigwood, re-naturalization is a reaction to overly-cultural
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approaches like those of Butler (1999 [1990]), whose work, she claims, ‘leaves us

with a disembodied body and a free -floating gender artifice in a sea of cultural
meaning production’ (1991: 59). This ‘poststructuralist body’ is ‘so fluid it can take

on almost limitless embodiments. It has no real terrestrial weight’ (1991: 59). This
not only undermines embodiment, but also reinforces the alienation of human beings
from nature and the devaluation of the environment in contemporary culture, she
argues. Bigwood’s project, then, is to ‘re-naturalize’ the body by working out ‘a new
“natural-cultural” model of the body that goes beyond both the fixed, biological body
~and the poststructuralist culturally inscribed body’ (1991: 60). While she
acknowledges that there is no pure natural body, she & equally critical of the pure

cultural body posited by Butler.

While I share many of Bigwood’s criticisms of Butler and her model of the body as
discursively determined, something I shall take up later in the chapter, the ‘re-

naturalization’ Bigwood undertakes is problematic for several reasons. First, to
borrow Grosz’s (1994) critique discussed above, despite an acknowledgement that
Merleau-Ponty’s “neutral” human body is prejudiced in favour of the male body
(1991: 61), Bigwood in fact uses his work rather uncritically and thus takes on many
of his implicitly masculine, universalist ways of describing the lived body. She refers
regularly to ‘our’ (phenomenological, perceptual) bodies. Her examples of ‘our’
bodies, however, are unique and specific, hardly generalisable, contrary to her claim

to ‘recover a noncultural non-linguistic body that accompanies and is intertwined with
our cultural existence’ (1991: 57). They rarely give a sense that she is aware of the
cultural aspects of bodily experience at all. In one example, borrowed from Merleau
Ponty, she describes ‘attending to the sky’, wherein ‘my eyes and my whole body
slowly yield, relax, enter into a sensuous rhythm of existence that is already there and

that is peculiar to the sky in its blue degths... My living situation becomes one of
blue’ (1991: 62).

While “sky’ is theoretically something all humans share access to, there is no reason
to argue that this particular experience of sky-gazing is universal and therefore
natural. There are cultural reasons as well as physiological reasons (for example,
blindness) which keep humans from experiencing the sky universally in the same

way. Even if Bigwood herself is not implying that such an expenence of sky-gazing
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i1s shared, she still neglects to acknowledge that her own bodily experience of sky-
gazing is also culturally shaped by her perceptions of ‘sky’ and, presumably, the

association of leisure time which may be attached to sky-gazing.

Second, it 1s important to examine whose interest the ‘natural body’ serves. In ‘re-
naturalizing’ the body in the service of understanding gendered embodiment, as
Bigwood does, she risks allying herself with those who have consistently connected
women with nature and opposed them to men and culture. Bigwood argues for an
antressentialist theory of the body that re-values nature and connects it to culture
rather than seeing it as ontologically prior. However, in her attempt to value both
women and nature she links the two and implicitly opposes them to culture.
Ultimately, her case for a ‘naturalcultural’ body is not borne out either by her
tendency to universalise experience or her final example of ‘female bodily wisdom’

(1991: 68) exemplified in pregnancy, where, when culture seeks to encourage hiding
and repressing the pregnant body,

there is a need to recall the wisdom of the mothering body that has already sided with,
and is already sensitively attuned to, a phusical [ sic, from Greek ‘phusis, translated as

nature] current entwining her flesh with that of the unbom before any of her efforts. It
is especially in labor that a mother needs to trust the “intelligence” of her “connatural”

body. (1991: 68)

The force of Bigwood’s argument that the purely cultural body described by Butler
needs to be ‘re-naturalized’ and given a counterbalance through phenomenology thus
disintegrates into an uncritical celebration of body wisdom which conflates women’s

experience with their bodies and nature in a way that is both essentialist and

unconvincing.

Moreover, I am not persuaded by Bigwood’s attempts to write her own (pregnant)
body into the text of her article by including reference to her bodily states as she
wrote it. When it does not simply distract from the thrust of her argument, this
writing-in appears at best artificial, a juxtaposition of the personal and the academic

which fails to tell us anything substantial about the former and contributes nothing
analytically to the latter. Simply to write about one’s body is not sufficient to make
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academic work embodied. The text about her body receives little discussion in the

rest of her article, which serves to 1solate it and make it appear out of place. This has

the effect of neutralising a potentially strong critique about the lack of a ‘body’ or
embodied voice in much academic writing. Since the academic and the personal do
not ‘speak’ to each other in the article, do not challenge and engage with one another,

embodied experience once again appears as something pre-analytical and outside of

academic concern.

In this project, I have also used my own body as a research tool in undertaking an
ethnography of the Alexander Technique. In Chapter Six, which provides an account

of this ethnography, I have therefore written my body/expenience into the text by way
of example. However, I am conscious that these accounts do not stand alone, and
therefore have linked them with my analysis, using them only where they can clearly
demonstrate analytical points. As I will discuss in the following chapter, I have also
used discourse analysis and qualitative interviewing to round out this study and

provide alternative interpretations, rather than assuming my experience to be

universalisable.

Iris Marion Young’s ‘Throwing Like a Girl’ is more successful at dealing with the

topic of ge ndered embodiment whilst using a Merleau-Pontian perspective. Young’s
article argues that there are specifically feminine modes of embodiment, ways of
‘throwing like a girl® as well as ways of running, climbing, swinging and hitting like a
girl (1998a: 263). These ways of being-in-the -world can be summarised in terms of

the fact that ‘feminine movement exhibits an ambiguous transcendence, an inhibited

intentionality, and a discontinuous unity with its surroundings’ (1998a: 264, italics in

original).

In her reflections on this article twenty years later, Young is correct to criticise its

implicit acceptance of a universal humanist and masculine way of being which seeks
only to extend masculine rights to everyone without criticising that definition of
rights, and to note that she only emphasises the oppressive aspects of women’s

embodiment, treating them as victims rather than agents (Young, 1998b: 289). She
notes also that there is no singular feminine way of using the body, and that age, for

example, affects the cultural conditioning of body use. Like Bigwood, then, the
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phenomenological approach has perhaps led her to universalise the bodies about

which she speaks.

However unlike Bigwood, Young’s model of embodiment at least acknowledges and
refers to forms of feminine embodiment which are cultural; further, she avoids falling
back on a model of body wisdom that implies a natural way of being that can
overcome (cultural) oppression. She thereby exemplifies some of the ways in which
phenomenology can account for the cultural, lived, body. In this, her analysis is

useful. It is perhaps because both Bigwood and Young are engaged at the level of

theory that they have tended to generalise and universalise about the bodies they

describe. In the next section, I will discuss the work of Thomas Csordas (1994a;
1994b; 2002) who has read Merleau-Ponty in a way that is both specific and culturally
grounded.

Merleau-Ponty and the Lived Body

Merleau-Ponty has also been taken up in potentially useful ways by those working on

embodiment from a social scientific perspective. Nick Crossley (1995) suggests that

Merleau-Ponty provides tools for the development of a ‘carnal sociology’ which
would counterbalance sociology of the body by analysing the body’s lived experience

rather than its representation. For Crossley, neither of these approaches is sufficient
in itself, but he proposes that it is the analysis of the lived body that has been most
neglected. He argues that MerleauPonty’s work is a key starting point for such an

approach. However, his own work has tended to explore Merleau-Ponty’s work in a

theoretical rather than empirical way. Below, I will discuss his argument that

Merleau-Ponty’s work should be used in conjunction with more representationalist
and c onstructionist accounts of the body; first, however, I want to examine some

empirical work which has used Merleauw-Pontian phenomenology.

Thomas Csordas’ empirical work on Catholic charismatic healing 1s particularly
strong in its use of MerleauPonty’s wark to understand the experiential aspects of

healing. Csordas claims that too many social scientists have proposed a ‘black box’
model wherein the rituals around healing are analysed without any attention being

paid to the experiences of participants (1994b: 3), thus producing little data about how
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healing works. In contrast, he proposes an approach which takes participants’
embodied experience as central. He does this by paying careful attention to the bodily
aspects of experience and the ways in which participants in a particular cultural
setting (the prayer groups and church services of the Catholic charismatics)
understand and make sense of the practices and experiences associated with that
setting. He terms this approach cultural phenomenology. He argues that such a
method should take into account that although the body can become obijectified for us,
it is rarely so in daily life; rather, it i1s important to begin with ‘the preobjective and
prereflective experience of the body, showing that the process of self-objectification is
already cultural prior to the analytic distinction between subject and object’ (2002:
59). In order to flesh out the cultural aspect of Merleau-Ponty’s writing, Csordas also

employs Bourdieu’s work, which I shall discuss in more detail below.

For Csordas, a key aspect of MerleauPonty’s work 1s his statement that human
existence is characterised by indeterminacy and that this is its transcendent

characteristic (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 169). Csordas applies this to an understanding

of selfhood and its constitution. He writes:

Self is neither a substance nor entity, but an indeterminate capacity to engage or
become oriented in the world, characterized by effort and reflexivity. In this sense self
occurs as a conjunction of prereflective bodily experience, culturally constituted world

or milieu, and situational specificity or habitus. Self processes are orientational
processes in which aspects of the world are thematized, with the result that the self is

objectified, most often as a “person” with a cultural identity or set of identities.
(Csordas, 1994b: 5)

With this definition of selfhood, he analyses the experiences of participants in
Catholic Charismatic healing in terms of how they are constitutive of self. Csordas’

work contributes a key theme for analysis in later chapters through something he
terms ‘somatic modes of attention’. The article by the same name suggests that there

are particular ‘culturally elaborated ways of attending to and with one’s body in
surroundings that include the embodied presence of others’ (2002: 244). These

somatic modes of attention are culturally constituted rather than biologically given.

Examples include athletic rehearsals in the mind, health consciousness and attention
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to diet, and dancing. Csordas suggests that understanding and identifying such modes

of attention gives new insights into intersubjectivity and embodiment. Clearly,

movement re-education involves somatic modes of attention, and examining what

these are and the ways in whic h they are used provides insight not only into their

workings and practices, but also into particular theories of body/mind interaction, as

Chapters 5 and 6 shall elaborate.

Csordas is not the only social scientist to analyse lived experience in a productive

way. Pia Kontos (2003), for example, has productively applied MerleauPonty’s
analysis of embodiment and perception to her study of Alzheimer’s disease. Her

work shows that embodied memory of certain activities may persist long after
intellectual capacities deteriorate, which radically challenges traditional conceptions
of the disease as resulting in complete loss of self. In a different type of study,
ethnomethodologist David Sudnow (1978) shows how improvisation is embodied
through the hands of a jazz pianist. These works as well as Csordas’ demonstrate that
memory and the self are embodied, and that such embodiment can be rendered in

academic terms through a close attention to the body’s activities. In Chapter Six, I

have applied these principles to the fieldwork data I collected on the Alexander
Technique.

However, despite its strengths, the phenomenological approach does not account for
broader cultural conditions and the discourses which shape embodiment. Further, as
Crossley (1994) has noted and as I shall discuss below, Merleaw-Ponty’s work on its
own does not provide a sufficient grounding in the cultural conditions of embodiment,

although he acknowledges that these exist. It is for this reason that I have used his

work in relation to that o Michel Foucault, whose writing on the body focuses on

ways in which it has been culturally shaped. Foucault’s bracketing out of the subject

in order to understand the cultural and historical conditions of subjectivity thus fills 1n

the space left in Merleau-Ponty’s analysis.

Bodies, Power, and Technologies of the Self
Foucault’s work has had a major influence on the ways in which the body 1s perceived

in contemporary social thought; it could in fact be argued that 1t 1s partially through
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Foucault that the ‘body project’ has taken shape. While Foucault’s writings are wide -
ranging, there are two aspects of his work that I wish to take up here: the first is his

late writing about techniques of the self, and the second is his earlier argument around
genealogy and the body. While the later Foucault is extremely useful in terms of an
analysis of movement re-education and body wisdom, I shall argue, much care needs
to be taken with the model of the body in his earlier work, which appears to entail a
body passively inscribed by society and history. This model of the body is

problematic because it implies that a pre-social body lurks beneath these inscriptions,

waiting to be recovered, as Butler (1999) and Grosz (1994) have noted.

Foucault’s later work on the history of sexuality proposes that a history of subjectivity

can be undertaken which would analyse the ways human beings act upon themselves
and shape themselves in particular ways, and that these ways could be interpreted as
ethical practices (Foucault, 1985). Such practices are ethical in the sense that they are
‘intentional and voluntary actions by which men not only set themselves rules of
conduct, but also seek to transform themselves, to change themselves in their singular
being, and to make their life into an oeuvre that carries certain aesthetic values and

meets certain stylistic criteria’ (1985: 10-11). He argues that all such ‘techniques of

the self” have the following characteristics: an ethical substance or way in which the

subject relates to him or herself, modes of subjection or authorities who are appealed
to for validation, forms of ethical work or techniques practised, and telos, or

objectives and aspirations behind these practices (Foucault, 1985: 26-7).

Foucault applies these four characteristics of techniques of the self through his

analysis of the role of sexuality in ancient Greece (1985) and Rome (1986). His

intention was to continue this type of analysis by applying it to the Christian period,
something he began to elaborate in the final chapter of The Care of the Self and in
later interviews and writings about ethics and the self (1988; 1997). He claims that

analysing techniques of the self in terms of these characteristics would show how
historical shifts had occurred, in ways that were not immediately apparent from an

analysis of the moral codes governing each age:

Some of the prohibitions are much stricter and much more nigorous in Christianity than
in the Greek period. But the themes are the same. So I think that the great changes that
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occurred between Greek society, Greek ethics, Greek morality, and how the Christians

viewed themselves are not in the {moral] code but in what I call the “ethics,” which is

the relation to oneself. (Foucault, 1997: 266)

While moral injunctions such as those against sex outside marriage exist in both

contexts, the reasoning behind them, and the practices associated with attaining them,

can differ substantially. Dean (1994: 197-9) summarises Foucault’s analysis of the

charactenistics of techniques of the self in relation to sexuality thus: In terms of
ethical substance, in Greek and GraecoRoman ethics it was the ‘use of pleasure’
which was of concern, whereas in Christian ethics the focus was on the flesh as

impure and sinful. The mode of subjection of the Greeks related to an aesthetics of

existence or creating for oneself a noble or beautiful life, whereas for the Stoics, what

was at issue was creating oneself according to universal rational rules. Christian
modes of subjection, in turn, involved formulating oneself as submissive to the will of

God.

In all cases, ethical work can involve such practices as ‘dialogue, listening,

meditation, training of memory, examination of conscience and self-examination,

diary and notebook keeping, letter-writing, and the mortification rituals taken up by
Christianity including confession, penance, and fasting’ (Dean, 1994: 198). All of

these work to shape and form the self, creating a particular kind of ‘self’ in keeping
with an ethical project. These practices, too, vary historically. Rose (1990) uses

Foucault’s work to show how psychology and therapeutic practices are contemporary

forms of ethical work.

In addition to a type of work to be practised, techniques of the self must also have a
teleology or telos, an end or goal to which they aspire. Within ancient Greek culture,
the goal was a moderation in the use of pleasure in one’s behaviour relating to food,

sex, or drink, a mastery of the self; for the Stoic philosophers, 1t became control over

onese If as a universal and rational being, in relation to other such beings; and 1n
Christianity it became a form of salvation, which required renouncing the self (Dean,

1994: 198-9). However, ‘none of these possibilities presents a global account of any

particular societies or sets of social relations, and all are presupposed by various

strategies, agencies, and practices’ (1994: 199).
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Dean goes on to suggest that in contemporary society various liberation movements
have become the primary form of ethics, and that within this ‘contemporary
movement of sexual and political liberation’ the teleology is ‘the goal of ethical self-
fulfilment taking the form of an emancipation of the self’. (1994: 198). Similarly,
Davidson argues:

Ascetic manuals are one excellent source of self-forming activity, but so too are many

nineteenth- and twentieth-century self-help books. And what Foucault calls the
Californian cult of the self is almost defined by its elaboration of techniques that permit

one to liberate the true self, a necessary step, at least in California, in allowing one to
behave ethically. (1986: 229)

Such references to the ‘Californian cult of the self’ and ‘liberation movements’ are
vague, but apparently refer to what has been called the ‘human potential move ment’
and the broad variety of popular therapeutic and self-help literature that has emerged,
which often includes forms of bodywork and body therapies. It is crucial, therefore,
to point out that Dean’s suggestion that the goal of self-fulfilment in liberation
movements is an emancipation of the self is misleading, as is Davidson’s observation

about liberating the true self, because the terms ‘emancipation’ and ‘liberation’ lead

one to think that freedom is the re/os behind these movements. This point is also
unclear in Foucault, who remarks in one interview that telos has to do with ‘the kind

of being to which we aspire when we behave in a moral way... shall we become pure,
or immortal, or free, or masters of ourselves, and so on?’ (1997: 265). Freedom itself,

however, is not the teleology behind this ‘cult of the self’ because freedom is not a

goal in and of itself;, rather, freedom is but one aspect of a larger project.

Foucault clarifies this point later in the same interview, where he claims that in the
‘Californian cult of the self, one is supposed to discover one’s true self, to separate it
from that which might obscure or alienate it, to decipher its truth thanks to
psychological or psychoanalytic science, which is supposed to be able to tell you what
your true self is’ (1997: 271). 1t is this emphasis on fruth rather than freedom that is

critically important. A ‘freedom to be one’s true self’ or a ‘freedom from psychic
constraints’ is explicitly a freedom which is about obtaining an authentic self, a self

which one originally had but from which one has been separated; as Rose writes,
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paraphrasing Marx and Rousseau, ‘Man, it would appear, is born free but everywhere
lives in psychic chains’ (1990: 243). Rose, too, discusses therapy as a technology of
freedom, a technique which “obliges us to be free’, but he is more precise about the
ends of this freedom: it is also a freedom to consume and to interpret the world in
terms of consumer choice; we are, then, obliged to be free, and obliged to define our

‘true selves’ in terms of these choices and freedoms. The project of freedom and truth

is In no way separate from broader forms of societal governance:

Certainly the psychotherapeutic solutions to the government of subjectivity are
consonant with the political rationales that are in play in the period of ‘the crisis of the
welfare state’. Their espousal of the morality of freedom, autonomy, and fulfilment

provides for the mutual translatability of the languages of psychic health and individual
liberty. Their expansion through the market mechanism frees the techniques for self-

regulation from systems of burcaucratic surveillance, evaluation, and regulation of

personal conduct. (Rose, 1990: 256)

However:

If the new techniques for the care of the self are subjectifying, it 1s not because experts
have colluded in the globalization of political power, seeking to dominate and subjugate
the autonomy of the self through the bureaucratic management of life itself. Rather, it
is that modern selves have become atached to the project of freedom. (Rose, 1990:

258)

Freedom is inextricably bound to modes of liberal governance and to late capitalism
as a whole: as Foucault notes, there has been a shift whereby ‘the ancient right to take
life or let live was replaced by a power to foster life or disallow it to the point of
death’ (1990: 138). Freedom, in short, is tied to a ‘biopolitics’ of governing bodies

through the promotion of self-govemance.

Difficulties and slippages of terminology such as the one I have identified around

‘freedom’ occur, I would argue, because Foucault’s four lines of analysis are not tidy

categories; it is sometimes difficult to determine where the ontological ‘ethical

substance’ ends and telos begins. Chapter Five applies these lines of analysis to

movement re-education, and for my purposes there I have found Hacking’s (1986)

description of the four aspects of a genealogy of ethics to be the most useful. Ethical
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substance he describes as ‘the sheer stuff that you worry about if you are a moral
agent. It 1s the part of ourselves and of our behaviour that is relevant for ethical
judgement’ (1986: 237). A mode of subjection is ‘whatever it is that you use to
internalise these concerns, and what you take as being the relevant Truth about
them—Holy Writ, the voice of a drug, the sanction of reason, political conviction,
personal obsession, anything from outside that we take as an authority’ (1986: 237).
The third element of ethics, the ethical work, ‘is asceticism because it is cutting off
some possible ways to be or to behave, in order to serve some immediate end. This

end serves the teleology’ which has to do with the kind of beings we aspire to be
(Hacking, 1986: 238).

Written on the Body?

Foucault’s analysis of techniques of the self c ontrasts somewhat with his earlier
analyses of the workings of power in that there is a clearer sense of agency in this late
work; in earlier writings, the body appears as something passive, inscribed by history
and society. Nowhere is this more clear than in his article, ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy,

History’, where he describes genealogy as attached to the body because

It inscribes itself in the nervous system, in temperament, in the digestive apparatus; it
appears in faulty respiration, in improper diets ... The body is the inscribed surface of
events (traced by language and dissolved by ideas), the locus of a dissociated self

(adopting the illusion of a substantial unity), and a volume in perpetual distintegration.
Genealogy, as an analysis of descent, is thus situated within the articulation of the body

and history. Its task is to expose a body totally imprinted by history and the process of
history’s destruction of the body. (Foucault, 1984: 82-3, italics mine)

Such a task is important because it acknowledges that bodies have histories. It 1s also
misguided because it reads the body as only inscribed; the body that 1s inscribed 1s
passive, without agency. In Discipline and Punish, one sees the effect of this model
of the body; ‘docile bodies’ are those whth ‘may be subjected, used, transformed,
and improved’ (Foucault, 1977: 136); through discipline, which is the ‘political
anatomy of detail’ (1977: 139). In Foucault’s descriptions of the ideal soldier’s body

as ‘something that can be made; out of a formless clay, an inapt body, the machine
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required can be constructed’ (1977: 135), there is no space for agency or subjectivity.
Foucault’s interest in the formative power of discourse leads him to bracket out

subjectivity on the basis that he must ‘reject a priori theories of the subject in order to
analyze the relationships that may exist between the constitution of the subject or
different forms of the subject and games of truth, practices of power, and so on’
(Foucault, 1994: 290). This bracketing leaves him open to charges of essentialism,
particularly in his early work, where the ‘inscription’ model is most evident. While
his arguments about ‘techniques of the self’ imply a bodied self actively involved in
shaping and forming this self, the social inscription model hints at a recoverable body
beneath the inscriptions of history and culture, a body which could, theoretically at
least, be regained. As I shall demonstrate in Chapter Seven, movement re-education
holds a parallel view of the body as inscribed but is particularly interested in erasing

such inscriptions to recover the ‘healthy’ natural body beneath them.

This model of the body as inscribed surface is not unique to Foucault, nor is he
entirely responsible for its emergence. Margaret McLaren (2002), for example,
defends his work against the critiques of Butler (1999), Grosz (1994), McNay (1992)

and others by noting that in his later writings his theories of the body are more

complex and that in fact his ‘complex and elusive model of the body may be best

thought of as oscillating among a social inscription model, a model of internalization,
and a model of interpretation’ (2002: 83). The model of internalisation is evident in
Discipline and Punish, she argues, where docile bodies are produced through
manipulation, shaping, and training of various kinds: here, training does not inscribe

the body, but is what the body internalises. Although manipulation ‘conjures up
images of a passive body, training and responding rely on some sort of active body,

one that is capable of internalisation’ (2002: 106). Interpretation, on the other hand,

‘corresponds to what Foucault calls the intelligible body... the body as an object of
knowledge interpreted through disciplinary discourses, such as biology, physiology,
psychiatry, and medicine’ (2002: 108). This model of the body is particularly evident,

she claims, in The Birth of the Clinic and The History of Sexuality Volume One, where

Foucault pays particular attention to the shaping power of these discourses.

In essence, McLaren demonstrates that criticisms of Foucault’s work on the basis of

his social inscription model of the body are incomplete and rely too heavily on one
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piece of work (‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’) whilst paying insufficient attention to
his other writings about the body. It is certainly true that Butler and Grosz, at least,
refer primarily to ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’ in their critiques, at the expense of
other writings. As I have shown above, there is evidence that at least in the latter two
volumes of The History of Sexuality, Foucault employs a more complex theory of the
body which, if not resistant, is at least actively engaged with the processes that shape
it. However, where McLaren acknowledges that Foucault’s model of resstance is not
fully developed (2002: 98) she goes on to suggest that it is still prominent in his work
and that in fact, contrary to Butler and Grosz’s suggestions, there is ‘no reason to
interpret Foucault’s promotion of bodies and pleasures as utopian, relying on some
notion of a natural body’ (2002: 109). I will demonstrate that quite to the contrary,
the model of the body as socially inscribed does indeed imply a natural body, and this
natural body has deeply problematic implications for social theory and practice.

One example where the relationship between social inscription and the natural body 1s

made clear is in Pasi Falk’s article, ‘Written in the Flesh’, which describes the body as

follows:

The human body and its surface is filled with hieroglyrhs telling one of the stories of
corporeality in history. Only the raw material, the ‘natural’ body itself, seen as a whole

or a number of parts, seems to be a simple fact—however, not as an organism with a

number of specific characteristics but rather as a canvas to be painted or a lump of clay
to be moulded. (Falk, 1995: 95)

Falk’s explicit reference to the natural body in this is telling: the body has no ‘specific
characteristics’ but is available to be moulded or painted upon— it is a blank slate
awaiting inscription. Its surface is then covered with markings which are socio-

historical. Williams and Bendelow suggest that such a view underpins an entire

tradition of sociology and social anthropology from Marcel Mauss to Mary Douglas:

this work privileges symbolism over lived and experiential aspects of the body to the

extent that bodies ‘appear relatively inert, tabulae rasae, upon which society stamps

its indelible symbolic imprint’ (1998: 28).
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The formulation of the body as inscribed surface has been criticised by a number of
feminist theorists (Butler, 1999; Grosz, 1994; McNay, 1992). They note that
Foucault’s work gives no consideration to gender, and assumes that inscription works
the same way on every body (Grosz, 1994). The space left open by inscription, the

tabula rasa beneath, can be co-opted by essentialist discourses about the ‘natural’

body, as I shall show.

Judith Butler argues that Foucault sees ‘history as a relentless writing instrument, and

the body as the medium which must be destroyed and transfigured in order for
“culture” to emerge’ (1999: 166). However, this also indicates that he understands

the body to have a materiality prior to culture. This is problematic because, as she
argues, the body ‘often appears to be a passive medium that is signified by an
inscription from a cultural source figured as “external” to that body. Any theory of
the culturally constructed body, however, ought to question “the body™ as a construct
of suspect generality when it is figured as passive and prior to discourse’ (1990: 164).
Bodies are not simply passive, nor is there a universally generalisable ‘body’.
Butler’s most influential argument has been that discourse, which she understands
primarily in terms of speech acts, is performative; it spes and forms the
world/body/subject at the same time as it claims to say something about it. She has
been criticised for taking the view that the body is purely cultural, with no ‘natural’
base or indeed any base at all (see for example Bigwood, 1991). In her later book,
Bodies That Matter, she attempts to acknowledge that the body does have a

materiality without being forced to say what this materality is:

To “concede” the undeniability of “sex” or its “materiality” is always to concede
some version of “sex”, some formation of “mateniality”. Is the discourse in and

through which that concession occurs— and, yes, that concession invariably does
occur- not itself formative of the very phenomenon that it concedes? To claim that

discourse is formative is not to claim that it originates, causes, or exhaustively

composes that which it concedes; rather, it is to claim that there 1s no reference to a
pure body which is not at the same time a further formation of that body. (Butler,

1993: 10)
This may be true, but it is at the same time limiting. Understanding the body as

constructed simply by discourse (particularly when discourse 1s understood
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mainly as speech) brings us no closer to understanding the subject’s embodiment.

Nor does this interpretation ultmately overcome the problem of the pre-inscribed

body. We are left with a material body about which nothing can be said because
any saying is a further cultural formation, surely a view not so different from that
of Foucault, who implies rather than explicates the matenality of the body 1n his
inscription model. There is still a categorical remainder and embodiment and
materiality remain unaccounted for. It is not that we need to posit a natural body,
as Bigwood does, in order to account for them; rather, as the discussions of
Csordas’ work have shown, it is perfectly possible to discuss the materiality of the
body and the conditions of embodiment with a recognition that subjectivity does

not always take the same cultural form.

Elizabeth Grosz’s (1994) critique of the inscription model is more direct: she is
critical of the lack of gender specificity involved in most such accounts. While she

believes the inscription model can be useful for feminists as a way of understanding

how culture marks the body, she argues that

the specific modes of materiality of the “page”/body must be taken into account: one
and the same message, inscribed on a male or a female body, does not always or even
usually mean the same thing or result in the same text. The elision of the question of
sexual (and racial) specificity of the inscribed surface occurs throughout the history of
accounts of the body. (Grosz, 1994: 156)

For Grosz, then, there is a materiality to the body which is crucial to the end result of
the process of inscription. Reading the material body as blank is problematic because
it elides the specificity of bodies. This is not to say that sex and race are entirely

material, but that the neutral, ‘natural’ body which the inscription model implies is

problematic because sex and race do mark the body prior to inscription.

The model of the body as inscribed is problematic in terms of an analysis of
movement re-education as well. Often within movement re-education the body

appears as inscribed by culture and the processes of civilisation, particularly through

early upbringing and parental influence. However, movement re-educators then

specifically seek out the natural body they understand to be beneath these inscriptions,
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suggesting that it can be restored thraugh ‘re-education’. This notion of a natural,

pre<civilised body also gives rise to problematic interpretations which read children

and ‘savages’ as more natural because less inscribed. While Foucault and others
using the model of inscription would likely deny the possibility that inscriptions can
be erased, the model itself leaves this possibility open because it suggests that some

natural body can be recovered. In Chapter Seven, I will explore this problem in

relation to movement re-education and the mscription of the body 1n more detail.

While Lois McNay does not specifically take issue with what the theory of an
inscribed body leaves out, she does argue that Foucault’s theory of the body in this

context demonstrates a unidirectional concept of power which works to discipline
bodies and make them docile, excluding both resistance and expenence. Therefore
she argues that ‘whereas feminists have recognised the need to show that women are
more than passive victims of domination through the rediscovery and revaluation of
their experiences and history, Foucault’s understanding of individuals as docile bodies
has the effect of pushing women back into this position of passivity and silence’
(McNay, 1992: 47). She goes on to contrast this with Foucault’s later work on
techniques of the self, suggesting that the latter is more useful for feminists because it

acknowledges the way social agents actively shape their own lives.

I want to further suggest that in terms of an analysis of movement re-education,

Foucault’s work on ethics of the self is significantly more appropriate than his

analysis of docile bodies and the body as inscribed surface. Movement reeducation
does not produce docile bodies, particularly in its contemporary formats; rather, it acts
both through and upon the body/self to form the self in relation to particular ethical
ideals, as Chapter Five demonstrates. Increasingly, there is a shift away from posture

as an externally imposed ideal towards an internal regulation which 1s intended to

express and indeed liberate the self from restriction. Moreover, as I shall show n
Chapter Seven, there are parallels between the natural body left open by the accounts
of the body as inscribed and the natural body which is sometimes thought to be

reclaimedin movement re-education. In this latter context, the pre-civilised ‘natural’
body can have very racist implications as it draws upon particular theories of

comparative evolution and degeneration.

71



Such descriptions of the body as inscribed should be contrasted to Back’s (2004)

discussion of tattooing, ‘Inscriptions of Love’. Tattoos are certainly a clear occasion

for the use of the social inscription metaphor; here, the social /iterally inscribes the
body. Yet Back goes beyond this type of analysis by considering how emotion 1s
involved in the process of tattooing bodies. He suggests that tattooing is ‘a moment
when boundaries are breached, involving hurt and healing... This involves perforating

the boundary between the internal and external so that the external becomes internal

and the internal becomes external’ (2004: 29). He also raises questions about how the
body becomes a canvas ‘on which belonging and structures of feeling are expressed’
(2004: 32). Through his ethnography, the analysis of the inscribed (tattooed) body as
canvas takes on the phenomenological and experiential/emotional aspects of
experience. The tattooed bodies he analyses are both inscribed and agential: he shows
how such inscriptions function as ‘illocutionary love’ (2004: 40), marking love in a
literal way both on and through the body. This is a more productive type of analysis

which takes into account both subjectivity and the conditions which shape it.

The Politics of Subjectivity

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological approach, w hich, as I have shown, grounds much
contemporary work on embodiment, is often measured in stark contrast to Foucault’s
work, which analyses how the body is bound up in particular discourses. The subject
is central to Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of perception and embodiment, whereas

Foucault sought to bracket out subjectivity in order to understand the conditions that

shape it in various ways. Nick Crossley suggests that:

Foucault’s archaeological departure from existential phenomenology (or Merleau-
Ponty at least) was not ontological. It was methodological. Displacing the subject in

terms of a consideration of rules of formation, at least in the manner that Foucault
adopts, amounts to a bracketing of the subject at most. But even this bracketing is not

complete. The very notion of rules, as Foucault uses it, presupposes a situated subject
and intersubjectivity. (Crossley, 1994: 159)

To Crossley, this is one of the indications that Foucault and Merleau-Ponty were

engaged in a similar project: namely, that of analysing subjectivity. He goes on to

suggest that ‘where Merleau-Ponty hit a dead end, Foucault found a fruitful method of
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historical analysis and critique’ (1994: 111) in relation to analysing the cultural and

historical conditions that shape subjectivity. He suggests, then, that Foucault’s work

is one possible way of extending MerleauPonty’s analysis and framing it in a cultural
way. This is not to suggest that these two very different positions should be merged,

only that it is possible to move between them in discussion in a cogent way (1994:

122).

Crossley goes on to argue that the points of apparent disagreement between Foucault
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