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Assignment 1: How can a focus on ‘the body’ illuminate power dynamics?

“We should not say that one man's hour is worth another man's hour, but rather that one man during an hour is worth just as much as another man during an hour. Time is everything, man is nothing: he is at the most time's carcass”. 

(Karl Marx)
This assignment will examine power dynamics on the body, through the lens of time in its different forms such as time-measurement, time-control, time-discipline (Rossum, 1996) and ‘structural time’ (Evans-Pritchard, 2007) who differentiates between ‘ecological time’ within the Nuer of Sudan as ‘reflections of their relations to environment’ (2007:193) and structural time as ‘a conceptualization of collateral, coordinated, or cooperative activities: the movements of a group’ (2007: 198). In contrast to our own structured time in the Global North, the Nuer’s ‘daily timepiece is the cattle clock’ (Evans-Pritchard, 2007: 196) as opposed to the notion of time consciousness which appeared between the Middle Ages and the Industrial Revolution and consequently led to timed labour and capitalism in the modern day, (Rossum, 1996). Time discipline   has ultimately dictated our bodies to be as productive and efficient as possible. The clock and its association with structured time has insidiously crept into every corner of our lives and made us into ‘docile bodies’ (Foucault, 1991).

E.P. Thompson has noted that prior to the Industrial Revolution in Britain, labour was measured in ‘task orientation’ (1967:60) of which there are three points. The first is simply a task that needs to be done, such as milking a cow. As Evans-Pritchard (2007) observes, the Nuer use these points of activity as a passage of time, not how long it takes to complete the task. The second point of task orientation is community based, that is where a group of workers complete a task and there is less of a demarcation between ‘work’ and leisure’ (Thompson, 1967:60). Essentially the boundaries between social interaction and labour are blurred and there is less conflict between labour and enjoying the feeling of leisure time without the confines of paid employment. This also correlates with Edith Turner’s definition of ‘communitas’ which she describes as ‘a group’s pleasure in sharing common experiences with one’s fellows’ (2012:2).  For Turner, when communitas is experienced within the group it is not really work at all and manifests itself into a collective joy. (2012) 

“Work with communitas gives the workers pleasure – it is an activity that also pleases those who need it done. People find communitas in the comradeship and fellowship of work… (Turner, 2007:55)

An account in Thompson’s article (1967) echoes this feeling of collective work and the pleasures it brings with it from a M.K. Ashby, who recalled: 

“what it was ninety years ago to get in a harvest! Though the disinherited had no great part of the fruits, still they shared in the achievement, the deep involvement and joy of it” (cited in Thompson, 1967:63). 

The third point outlined by Thompson is that men who were habituated to timed labour as opposed to task orientated labour, felt this approach to be ‘wasteful and lacking in urgency’ (1967:60). This echoes my own experience when I visited Zimbabwe, Africa to undertake charity work. During the first week I recall feeling frustrated when people did not appear at the time previously agreed, however they never failed to materialize at some point and the labour or task was always completed that day. I was always amazed that the walk into town could take half a day, when I knew from undertaking the walk several times myself that it was a maximum of thirty minutes there and back. This was affectionately known as ‘Africa Time’. This is an example of how internal time-discipline or structural time as outlined by Evans-Pritchard (2007) was at odds with task orientated labour which is cultural to Zimbabwe. 

This type of personal experience or autobiographical account in the field of anthropology is important because it allows for the researcher to ‘combine cultural analysis with stories of the self, resulting in thick description that helps to further understanding of individuals’ and groups’ lives. (Longhurst, 2011:875). However, after a period of seven to ten days, I had quickly grown accustomed to this nonchalant attitude to time and found myself becoming less concerned with the politics and construct of time. I became less aware of time, and lived in the moment. For example, I stopped eating meals at set times and only ate when I was hungry. I only slept when I was tired. This could be classed as a type of ‘phenomenological autobiography’ which is to ‘capture the felt experience of everyday life’ (Purcell, 2009 cited in Longhurst, 2011: 876).  Alternatively, Daniel Bell (cited in Mandel, 1968:139) explains that there are essentially two modes of time experienced: time as a function of space, and time as durée.  Time as function of space is natural, it follows the rhythm of the earth as it orbits the sun daily, and makes a full orbit annually which is similar to Evans-Pritchard’s definition of ‘ecological time’ (2007). However, time as durée are ‘psychological modes which encompass the differing perceptions…the agony of time prolonged and of time eclipsed – in short, time not as a chronological function of space, but time felt as a function of experience’ (Bell, cited in Mandel, 1968:139). 

Building upon my comment above about only sleeping when I felt tired no matter what the time of day or night, research for this essay has uncovered that during the Medieval period the population had the habit of ‘bi-phasic sleep’ which is the custom of having two sleeps during the night. Ekrich claims in his book ‘At Day’s Close’ (2006) in pre-industrial Europe and prior to the invention of artificial light, the sleeping habits of the lower classes consisted of two parts. The two periods of sleep were broken up by an hour or two of ‘quiet wakefulness’ (2006:300) which would consist of activities such as peaceful meditation, letter writing, artistic hobbies, book reading, quiet discussions and sex. Ekrich also notes that the labouring poor had little in the sense of security, privacy or warmth and that the threat of fire, noise and crime could have played a part in the interrupted sleep schedule. However, Ekrich believes that this played a role in the lower classes resourcefully using this time in the middle of the night as an opportunity to express creative identities and this served as a type of safety mechanism to maintain social order within the population. 

However, retiring and rising with the sun, and the luxury of two sleeps in one night was soon to be interrupted with the emerging time consciousness and mass labour by the sound of ringing bells. This was a type of beginning to controlling bodies and sleep patterns, as well as instilling time consciousness in the population. For example, Thompson gives an account of how the ringing of the bell in the early morning and during curfew was so that the population were ‘informed of the time of night, and to receive some guidance into their right way’ (1967:64).  In his article Thomson gives an account of one Richard Palmer of Wokingham in 1664, commissioning a sexton to ring the bells at certain times of the day from September to March so that:

“Many as might live within the sound might be thereby induced to a timely going to rest in the evening, and early arising in the morning to labours and duties of their several callings…” (1967:63). 

Essentially, the invention of the clock together with the sounds of bells compelled the labourers and others in the parish to awake and move their bodies to the place of work, whereas prior to this society would rise and retire to bed with the light of day. The sun and the seasons depicted when work was to be done and the nature of the work, the sound of bells completely changed the conscious time landscape of centuries worth of rising with the sun. The ‘labouring body’ (Dusfrene, T and Sacchetti, C, 2012:22) had now been born.

The invention of clock time in the fourteenth century and the industrial revolution in the sixteenth century changed our perception and experience of time.  Bodies of the labouring classes were becoming docile, under the political power of the upper classes. As Carrier notes, modern factory control ‘entailed replacing capitalist’s supervision of production with direct control, and subordinating the worker to production (1996:547).

Once clocks had been perfected mechanically, and pocket watches became increasingly available, there was no avenue to avoid time consciousness. Timed labour became distinct from task orientation and the employing of hands from employer to employee set a threshold that the Global North is to this day conditioned by in modern times. This distinction between employers ‘time’ and employees ‘time’ was experienced differently however (Thompson, 1967:61). There is essentially a split in time between the two groups, employers time was single-mindedly led by profit, time could no longer afford to be wasted, time was money. To the employer, time became commoditized and converted into currency. 

Foucault notes that ‘in the correct use of the body, which makes possible a correct use of time, nothing must remain idle or useless’ (1997:152). To the employee, time was no longer passed, it was spent (Seremetakis, 2017). Fromm also corresponds with this view and noted that a psychological shift had taken place within the spirit of the zeitgeist in the Middle Ages. This sense was so strong that efficiency was now ‘one of the highest moral virtues’ (1960:49) in society. 

The  general consensus is that religion and politics are not exclusively entwined with each other, but where one can be found, the other is not far away (Lewellen, 2003). According to Lewellen, (2003) there are three forms that religion (or the supernatural) are deployed to support a certain political rule over the masses. The first is that the government is directly based on religion, as in a theocracy. The second is where religion ‘may be used to legitimize the ruling elite’ (2003:66) and finally where religion is used to provide the underlying building blocks, beliefs and traditions that are in turn manipulated by aspiring political figures to achieve their goal.  As Thompson explains in his article, the role of Puritan ethics which is also echoed by Rossum (1996) played a pivotal role in the adoption of this new time discipline. Thomson attributes the new adoption of time to be more internal than external forces or pressure. Morals began to become insistent where time was concerned. As Rossum points out also, the “ethos’ or “mentality” of the Purists constantly preached to ‘budget time, save time, and, finally to consider time as money’ (1996:10). The Methodists and the Evangelists took up this moral theme also and began to preach the sin of wasting time and how idleness is the devils work. Sentences such as “O where are the brains of those men…that can idle and play away that Time, that little Time, that only Time, which is given them for the everlasting saving of their souls?” (Baxter’s Directory, cited in Thomson, 1967:88)

Building briefly on the mention of the mention of religion above, religious centres has been the guardians of discipline, ‘specialists of time, the great techniques of of rhythm and regular activities’ (Foucault, 1997:150) Time began to be counted hourly, then in minutes and finally in seconds. Time was being refined. Other ‘disciplined’ areas of society soon followed suit, such as schools, hospitals and prisons. 

The invention of time-keeping swiftly found its place within the Industrial Revolution. The synchronisation of labour was crucial to the factory line, therefore employees now had to be in work at a certain time of day for their shift or face fines and penalties to their wages.  Now bodies were being manipulated by people in power, it was no longer an individual effort.  Employers were able to control and influence employees by cohesive power through structural time. A ‘political anatomy’ was emerging, (Foucault, 1997:138) one where employers had ‘a hold over others’ bodies, not only so that they may do what one wishes, but so that they may operate as one wishes, with the techniques, the speed and the efficiency that one determines’ (Foucault, 1997:138). This in turn led to ‘docile bodies’ which Foucault defines as subjected and practised bodies produced through discipline. The Industrial Revolution marked a break between the ‘old society’ in which social control was achieved through indirect rule, the emergence of this new bureaucratic discipline ushered in a new relationship between state and society (Dandeker, 1990:111). 

But what bought on this change in power dynamics upon the labouring body? The ushering in of the industrial revolution was a major factor as it bought about hurried change, but what made society so willing and pliable to the power forces of the emerging capitalists? One explanation is that power through structured time from groups in institutional settings such as schools, the church, the press and the prison systems were ruled by the elite masses who were powerful and able to permeate their ideas on the lower classes. The lower classes in turn valued the elites’ ideals and fashioned themselves on their values, in order to identify themselves psychologically (Fromm, 1960:97). 

However, another explanation could be used here using a Foucauldian approach of ‘micro-techniques’ which ensure that the quality of time used is paramount, therefore ‘constant supervision, the pressure of supervisors, (and) the elimination of anything that might disturb or distract’ (1997:150). This explanation will also highlight how such intrusive techniques could have repercussions in the form of resisting bodies, essentially a situation where power dynamics are transferred from the employer to the labourer. 

Aihwa Ong’s ethnography (1988) of young Malaysian girls transplanted from a rural to a factory environment sheds light on how ‘micro-techniques’ (Foucault,1997) of power manifest into ‘resistant bodies’ through spirit possession.  This type of phenomena has generally been linked by anthropologists as ‘culturally specific forms of conflict management that disguise and yet resolve social tensions’ (Ong, 1988:28). Ong noted that modern factory settings in Malaysia of young women is an area where sexual division of labour overlooked by male supervisors caused the young women to regulate themselves, thus workers ‘became alienated not only from the products of their labor but also experienced new forms of psychic alienation’ (1988:35). According to Ong, many studies have highlighted how this process of techniques has cumulated in a divorce between ‘mental and manual labor’ (1988:35). This is highlighted when the supervisor suggested to Ong that these bouts of ‘hysteria’ were a symptom of young women who ‘move from home idleness to factory discipline’ (1998:36). However, Ong notes that the intense shift patterns worked against human, and especially female cycles: many were exhausted from missing sleep as well as meals and their menstrual cycle. The workers every move was monitored, the break room, locker room and toilets were regularly checked by male supervisors who bought the female work force back to the work bench. Workers had to ask permission to use the rest room and were questioned intensely by male supervisors regarding their proposed private activities (Ong, 1988). Ong concluded that spirit possession experienced by the female worker was a ‘symbolic configuration to the workers fear and (to) protest social conditions in the factory’ (Ong, 1988) which caused female workers to be held ‘in a grip of rage against factory supervisors’ and was seen as ‘a form of retaliation’ (1988:32) which provided a ‘traditional way of rebelling against authority without punishment’ (1988:33).  

In conclusion this essay has illuminated numerous forms that power dynamics through the ages of time and because of time in its many experienced forms has caused and culminated in the creation of ‘docile’ bodies.  The historical cultural difference in time consciousness from ‘ecological time’, where bodies were more in tune with natural rhythms such as the rising and the setting of the sun has been traced to the modern day in institutional and work force labour settings. Techniques such as bell ringing in the churches to remind the population when to wake and retire ended the bi-phasic sleep norm outlined by Ekrich (2006) and ushered in timed labour and the rise of capitalism. Other parties were also influential in the psyche of the labouring bodies, such as religion, particulary the Purists who instilled moral codes within the lower class psyche that time was precious and could not be wasted, which translated to time becoming commoditised and the labouring body forced to endure micro techniques of power to maintain worker discipline. Finally, this essay has outlined how these micro-techniques of power lead to self regulation and surveillance, so that the political powers above the labouring masses can control and manipulate bodies to be as productive and efficient as possible during the capitalist era. Ong’s ethnography has also highlighted how under constant supervision and external pressure as well as a disjoint between culture and modern factory settings, subjugated bodies manifest resistance to power in subtle but powerful ways.
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