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In what Ways Can an Anthropological Study of the Body Illuminate Social Relations?

The body. Made from 11 elements, with 99% of the body being made out of six or the eleven elements including, Carbon, Hydrogen, Oxygen, Calcium, nitrogen and Phosphorus. The body is a structure of bones, muscles, organs and flesh within a living and breathing entity such as animals including the human species or other animals such as mammals including Whales, or reptiles such lizards and even turtles.  To understand what how the body illuminates social relations, we have to ask and decide what is the body? Yes, they may have been answered above but is the body singular? Can a single body have sub bodies or in some cases, can a body be changed to fit society and if so, how can it relate to the social relations? 
For the body to be able to function, it needs multiple facilities that come together in order to give life. The body needs a brain which controls every part of the being. The body also needs the heart so that the blood can circulate but the body needs to be able to extract the contents that are being placed within it. Having read Mary Douglas’ Purity and Danger, popular to contrary belief, she first describes the body as a model “The body is a model which can stand for any bounded system. Its boundaries can represent any boundaries which are threatened or precarious.” (1966:116). Douglas’ work and can often change in tone. Often being easy to read but at the same time it can be rather incomprehensible. From the quote, we can analyse and understand Mary Douglas at first describes the body as being strong and able to withstand issues which can pose a threat to it but with that said, the boundaries of a body are sometimes not precarious. The body is not as fragile as some can make it seem. Within the same book, Douglas further on goes to state that “We cannot possibly interpret rituals concerning excreta, breast milk, saliva and the rest unless we are prepared to see in the body a symbol of society, and to see the powers and dangers credited to social structure reproduced in small on the human body” (1966:116). From anthropological point of view, Mary Douglas has presented a method that not only studies the society but studying and analysing how the body reflects society or different societies whether it is based on cultural economics, or even the regulating of the body, can demonstrate a societies point of view on different topics such as feminism and sexuality or even religion.  The inequities that can arise from these social stand points both affect the body and the society. With the second quote, Douglas’ includes breastmilk as a ritual and based on her previous work where she discusses matter out of place and in this case, out of the body, breasts in western society are often sexualised within elements such as the media or friendship groups but on the other hand, the sexualisation of male breasts or male chests is not something that occurs within our society. Even though widely sexualised, people see breasts as a sexual entity but forget or even ignore the biology of the breast and its function. Bare breasts can be seen in printed media for every individual of all ages to see but a female breast feeding her child in a restaurant can be deemed as problematic or even repulsive with some individuals believing that breast feeding should be done in private. This ideology goes against the fetishization of the breast with then opening questions as to why breasts are somewhat acceptable and sexualised in society, but breast feeding is wrong? The censorship of the breast indicates the censorship of female sexuality and how it has to be controlled in order keep society more dignified.  “… as it is true that everything symbolizes the body, so it is equally true that the body symbolizes everything else” (1966:122). In this instance, Douglas uses the body as a metaphor. In order to view or understand society, one must look at the body but if one wants to view or understand the body, we must look at society. From a certain perspective, anthropologists can have different view points to understand one or the other and, in this case,, the ability to look at society to understand the body is a preferred method. 
A marginalised body whether it is fat, or thing, corelates to a marginalised society in which it can not function or reach its full potential due to the social limitations that have been put in place in order debilitate its freedom.  Marginalisation can be seen as dangerous. And often in a western society where images of the white Eurocentric bodies are at every corner and seen as a standard for other women to attain or to aspire to does not solve the issue. This marginalises women who are of colour, women who are considered disproportionate, and women who are not able bodied thus effectively in some cases, seeing them as matter out of place due to not being able to fit in the social norms that have been presented to them by the wider and general society.  When talking about marginalisation, we also must discuss the marginalisation or the tabooism of certain bodily orifices and the contents they secret from the body. It is not common in societies for individuals to be able to talk about faeces in an open manner due to the reasons such as the topic being widely seen as disgusting and for women also deemed as unladylike. This can be seen with the perception that ‘Girls do not poop’ which in hindsight is not true. Every human defecates. The myth surrounding women not defecating is seen as more fair option to save women the humiliation from jokes and then overall admission that they do open their bowls as stated by Myra Mendible “To mock women defecating is crude, demeaning and not achieving equality . . . only ridicule” (2016:175). This highlights the shaming of a natural bodily function can affect society and especially an group where they are told its not right and they should not discuss it. This makes society suffer in not just ignorance but health wise too with women more likely to suffer from issues such as constipation due to being embarrassed to use the work toilet, or even defecate within the same vicinity as their partners. In some societies, its not just women defecating that can be seen as problematic, but menstruation and menstrual blood can lead to the marginalisation of women. One place that does this practise. The Guianas in South America deem women to be unclean when they are menstruating “girls and women are, during menstruation, regarded as impure. They must do no work, nor must they go in the forest for they would be sure to be attacked by snakes” (2011:4). This form of thought and treatment of women in that particular society, treats menstruation as an illness and not something that occurs naturally however, within the western society as well, menstruation is treated as an illness with a taboo surrounding it. Its normal to have blood within the body but it becomes a problem when it is coming out of them body. One of the most notable forms of marginalisation when women are menstruating is implementing a ban on women entering a temple. This can be seen instances such as Skanda Vale where a woman is not allowed to enter temple when she is menstruating due to being a potential polluter.  
Once looking at the marginalisation of bodily fluids, we can then begin to see how the female body is controlled by society in terms of sexualisation or even in some cases. Desexualisation. We can a man and female side by side both topless, and the woman’s breasts, areola, and nipples are pixilated whilst a man’s nipples, and areola are not. This is due to societies perception of the female body. Breasts are not just seen as extra tissue and fat with the reproduction of milk but more of a sex organ due to the long standing fetishization. We can further see this, sexualisation in other media platforms such as television where both female and male actors are nude but the female’s crotch region can be seen whilst the males region can not be seen due to the male sex organ being directly in front of the body whilst the female sex organ is more covered up angle as well as pubic hair. To some, they would argue that this is fair, but, in a wider perspective, the male sex organ is censored due to being seen as unappealing or uncomfortable to watch, whilst the uncensored pubic region of a woman in television or cinema is not censored. A report by Mount Saint Mary’s University in Los Angeles found that “Among the 100 top grossing films in 2014, women are nearly three times as likely as men to appear partially or fully nude in movies (26% and 9%, respectively)” (2016:31). The control of female sexualisation in media, has a direct influence on how society depicts the body and the expectations that come from that depiction. Even though the body presented may be white and Eurocentric with the idolisation of body with the perfect portions can also be limited. For example, a 2007 Dolce and Gabbana featured a glamourous female with the body that society would deem as being ideal for all women, wearing lingerie and being pinned down by a topless man whilst three other men are watching. This was seen as advocating sexual violence against women but also presenting women as weak or even victims an article by Julie Stankiewicz stated “Although the effects of sexual violence in advertising have not yet been studied, there is evidence that exposure to sexually objectifying advertisements produces anti-woman attitudes” (2011:581). Furthermore, we can see that with objectification of the body, women across a large number of societies are devalued yet their sexuality is controlled. The control of female sexuality or sexual liberation can be seen with the importance of not engaging in sexual activities before marriage which in most societies, applies to women. Women are more likely to have potent bodily fluids placed within their bodies that can lead to reproduction. This becomes a problem if a woman is unmarried. Unmarried women have always been more openly sexualised due to their marital status “Yet an unmarried woman was an affront to nature: a temptation to men, a threat to wives, a danger to herself” (McClintock,1996:276). Women being a threat to themselves alludes to the ideas that a woman be less threating, less sexual when she is married due to having a male that can tame her. A woman is less likely to be sexually promiscuous if she’s married thus if a married woman, had a child, there would be no reason to doubt the fatherhood whilst an unmarried is more likely to have multiple men as the potential father of the child. With the expansion of the British Colony and the growing slave trade, McClintock further states “Photographic captions hail women in the Victorian iconography of cleanliness, purity and maternal fecundity as the gatekeepers of the nation.” (1995:378) the use of gatekeepers elevates the status of white women in a world where plenty of men would come and go whether it is going to a war, or going to British owned territory present with slaves, white women held the reproduction power. White women, would birth their husband’s children who would take their father’s role once they came of age but with white women being gatekeepers, a few people could get past the gate and “pollute” the population. This form of thinking was perpetuated by a stereo types of black men and their fetishization of being wild and savage which worried men with their wives in areas where slaves where present this can be seen in McClintock’s book which states “The association of black people and sexuality goes back to the Middle Ages: sexuality itself had long been called lithe African sin, and black men on colonial maps were frequently represented with exaggeratedly long penises.” (1995:113). In a wider perspective, the thought of sex being an African sin, would mean that women who bore mixed race children where often raped, or had become over taken by the devil and possessed by a demon in order to willingly have sexual relations with a black man and that stereotype was also reversed with white men becoming bewitched or enticed by black women thus committing a sin. After the death of a doctor’s son “His wife left him; afterward she said it was an affliction put on her husband for his sins.”(Crew et Al. 2014:608). A mixed raced child born to either a black or white mother, becomes an anomaly. They are black at the same time they are white and because of that, they have no social standing but due to their dark skin, they were automatically given to the black slaves to look after so that white families would not be associated or polluted by black blood and the damage is ever lasting when a white woman is impregnated by a black man. Mary Douglas states in her book Purity and Danger “The polluter becomes a doubly wicked object of reprobation, first because he crossed the line and second because he endangered others.” (1966:140). From this, we can see that the actions of polluters (black men) can’t be retracted or forgotten due to slave not only being the father but being seen as taking away a white woman’s purity whilst on the other hand, a white slave owner could defile a woman who was not seen as pure and whatever offspring stems from that union, can be considered a slave without the pollution of the white male. 
Inconclusion, Mary Douglas sees and views the body as a symbol of society. How you treat that body reflects on the society’s value and beliefs. Whether it is print media publishing Eurocentric bodies as the standard for all women to attain to, this becomes a social issue for those who are expected to conform to such expectations and this can be seen in the present day, with black women in particular being encouraged to wear straight wigs or straighten their hair in order to become more socially acceptable “…hair can be seen as an indicator of gender, social class, sexual orientation, political views, religion and even age” (Bellinger,W:2007). Thus, when an individual applies for a job, their hair can be an indicator of their social class and economic standing and furthermore making straight hair seem as an ideal for all women. The Eurocentric hair then becomes an embodiment which illuminates social relations in work places. With this, we can then observe other bodies in societies such as racism within the society and how women of colour need to look and act in order to have a social standing that does not leave disadvantaged in a social and economic spaces. The society can be reflected on to the body based on what the society deems as acceptable. In this case, both need to be understood to reflect the relationship between the two. 
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