HOW CAN A FOCUS ON THE ‘BODY’ ILLUMINATE OUR UNDERSTANDING OF POWER DYNAMICS?

The body.
In this essay I hope to create a dialogue using predominantly Foucauldian concepts of the body, its centrality in discourses of power and the techniques of said power. Various theoretical concepts of power and the body are drawn on utilising Marx and the negative properties of power for the oppressed, Durkheim and the social body, Webberian equating of power and violence and Mauss’s techniques of the body in the detailing of ethnographies. By drawing attention to the body as beyond just a biological entity, and how it is at once a cultural construct, an amalgamation of social roles, how it constitutes both a political and public self, and how as ‘the lived body self’ (Scheper Hughes 2000) it embodies a multitude of emotions we can see how dynamics of power operate through and on the body. 

The body and power in stateless societies.
“The political organisation of a society is that aspect of the total organisation which is concerned with the control and regulation of the use of physical force’’ (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1987:xxiii). Inspired by Weber, this identifies political power with the use of violence, coercive methods and the subordination of society to the political framework (Gledhill 1994).  Clastares (1977) concerned with this generalising statement, states that many small-scale societies have no recognizable political framework and exist without the division and the extreme inequalities that are inevitably created by a political system built on either coercive or oppressive power. Veneklasen and Miller (2002) theories of power stand in contestation of this concept as power changes in context and circumstances, and that power can be defined as to the degree of control one has over resources and the subsequent subordination of those without. Herdt’s (2002) ethnography of the Sambia, positions their power as infinitely equated to masculinity and the ethic of jerungdu, with men confronting one another in the context of relationships of power. The prowess of men is based on their ability to bodily dominate others, though masculine power is only fully recognized once a man is wedded, with infant betrothal (ichinyu) between clans being greatly favoured as it allows for political alignments thus adding to the status of the great man (Herdt 2000). Polygyny also allows powerful men to take several wives at the expense of weaker men, thus, men gain greater power through the control of women and reproduction (Herdt 2002:35-41). These relations of power whilst not embedded in law are embedded in custom through relations of power. Therefore, in this cultural context, power is both oppressive and coercive, though not absolute nor structured in a recognisably ‘Western’ political framework. It is exercised through unequally distributed resources (Veneklasen and Miller (2002).

The creation of states and contextualized conflict.
Clastares (1977) sees the amalgamation of territories and peoples into states as “the first crucial rupture in human history’’ (Gledhill 1994:14). Conflicts between those in governance of these ‘states’ and those bodies forcefully coalesced however need to be contextualized. Power is an integral part of politics, it is multi-layered and experienced as a global dynamic, and on national, local, and familial levels (Veneklasen and Miller 2002). By contextualizing conflict and placing it in its cultural and historical setting we can see how various actors manipulate and contest the power dynamics (Gledhill 1994). Giddens (1985) describes how the governmental apparatus of the modern state ‘penetrates’ into everyday arenas of life. The emergence of the ‘modern’ state as the sole source of law, and the legitimate holder of military force means that persons within the state are constrained to pursue their concerns through the domains of the state (Asad 1992). Asad (1992) describes repressive regimes as states which have failed to develop the infrastructure needed to affect the social control gained through penetration into the everyday social sphere of civilians. Scott (1985) states that the mass mobilization of peasant resistance that leads to a confrontational struggle against the dominant classes and the states that support them typically occur when those agencies of power are ineffectual and weak. Arendt (2004:240) states that “In a contest of violence against violence the superiority of the government has always been absolute; but this superiority lasts only as long as the power structure of the government is intact- that is, as long as commands are obeyed…’’. Foucauldian perspectives of the state see it giving birth to both official and legalized “institutions of violence” (Basaglia 1987a:143-68) a codification of institutional power experienced at various strata from the penal system to the medical. Foucault (1979) describes how the facsimile of the mutilated body as representative of state repression was replaced with a more aestheticized mechanism of discipline, the public spectacles of torture and execution had been replaced, the old power of death connected to the sovereign power supplanted by regulatory controls, a new discipline of the body. The deduction mechanism of power is no longer the major force, it has become merely an element, aligned with the requirements of a life privileging power (Foucault 2004). But as Scheper- Hughes states with modern military dictatorships violence is an available military tactic with which to control the civilians, even states like Brazil with the power to mobilize a multitude of resources, “state policy is nonetheless based on a concept of extreme vulnerability” (Scheper-Hughes 2004:179).

State violence as a technique of power.
Linda Green (2004) when describing Guatemala’s la violencia of the 1980’s states that “repression is used selectively: to threaten, intimidate, disappear, or kill… to paralyze everyone with fear” (2004:189). The military’s ‘scorched earth’ campaign of terror was a counterinsurgency strategy of selected repression against rural communities, the severity of which depended upon their perceived support for the rebels (Green 2004). People lived under constant surveillance with local destacamento (military camps) situated on hills overlooking the towns creating a ‘panoptic’ effect of visibility an effect of self-surveillance that was further reinforced by a high level of distrust and deep divisions within the community (Green 2004:187-195). She describes the day to day terror of that knock on the door, the bodily removal of loved ones, their bodies beaten or hacked with machetes and the fear for the disappeared. All the while the army created a dialogue of pretence “the army was preserving peace”, [they] were there to protect them against subversion” (Green 2004:187). Several techniques of power directed at the body are observably employed here, all I would argue utilising violence to various degrees to create docile bodies: the people live under constant surveillance, a collective hostile gaze with the military employment of coercion in the form of official lies: “[c]oercion is the mechanism that the military uses to control citizens even in the absence of war” (Scheper Hughes 1992:224). The technique of terror is utilised to create a wall of silence, by utilising Durkheim’s theories we can see that silence as a mechanism of control created through the psychological practice of terror becomes the ‘idiom of social consensus’ (Green 2004).

The Privileged body and Marxist concept of negative power.
The value of the disappeared body in Guatemala also creates a profound shift in the power dynamic, rendering the Mayan in this case powerless. For the Mayas those souls of the unburied will linger in a liminal after-world, exhibiting the imagery of their violent passing (Green 2004). Hertz’s (1960) ‘unquiet dead’ emphasises the social meaning and value placed by the Mayans on the bodies of their departed kin. Green (2004:191) states that the unearthing is “a powerful statement against impunity because it reveals the magnitude of political repression”. The unearthed bodies of the dead represent the public spectacle of crimes that penetrated the body social, they become visible and present as a powerful contestation to the legitimacy of the state apparatus, shifting the power dynamic (Green 2004). Scheper Hughes (2004) discusses the routinization of the disappeared, the contesting bodies of Brazilian street children who by their very appearance, their disorder and displacement, their thievery and glue sniffing were considered pests. The campaign enacted against these meninos da rua was treated as a nonissue by the more upwardly mobile civilians, “the poor souls with plucked eyes and exposed mutilated genitals lying in a ditch” (Scheper-Hughes 2004:177). She describes this as the crimes of war against peacetime citizens, their deaths a mere continuation of their lives conducted on invisible lines, a people of no account. Didion (1982) writing about El Salvador describes this routinization and alienation of the body, “the dead and pieces of the dead turn up everywhere, everyday, as taken-for-granted” (1982:9). Utilising a Marxist concept of how negative power is wielded by the powerful, we can see how the tactic of disappearance has been routinely employed by countless oppressive regimes against subversive bodies an ‘everyday violence’ against people who view themselves as powerless to the fear of losing themselves (Scheper-Hughes 2004).

Personne moral and the unalienable rights to one’s body.
Foucault (2004) states that one of the privileges accorded to sovereign power was to that of life or death, with power now appointing itself to the administering of life, the logic for its exercise of power would make execution a contradiction. Capital punishment could only be maintained by invoking the undesirable behaviour of the criminal, and the biological danger he presented to society (Foucault 2004). The responsibility and control for the processes demanded for life was assumed by methods of knowledge, biological existence was thence reflected in political discourse (Foucault 2004). The bio-medical discourse on bodies sees it fragmented, the person becomes equated to the part under analysis, the dissection of the body created new knowledge and greater social political power (Foucault 1975). Bio-power sees technologies aimed at creating a healthy population, and the preserving of life technologies like surgery have transformed the human body, giving humans the capacity to challenge death (Foucault 1975). The rampant dualist concept of the human body proliferates medical discourse, the body becomes objectified and cultural notions of ownership and the sanctity of the body are called into question (Sharp 2000). The commodification of the body relies upon its objectification with women often reduced to their sex (prostitution) or reproductive potential (surrogacy or exchange value) (Sharp 2000). The implied ownership of the body raises questions over DNA and foetuses, blood and organ donation with Lock (1995) stating that the labour invested in self would imply that the body remains private property. However, as Scheper-Hughes states the appropriation of organs from executed prisoners has expanded to meet the current demand of organs within China and that organs as other commodities flow to the global North, these executed prisoners do not receive any form of monetary recompense, though their organs become highly commoditized, their ‘gift’ of organs is perceived as a social good and an act of redeeming past iniquities, thus utilising power dynamics as a justification for organ removal. The retrieval of organs is a highly bureaucratic affair, the creation of a realm of mystification surrounding body parts and the ‘gift of life’ hides the dark unethical side of a global multi-million-dollar industry, where the power experience is often unequal (Scheper-Hughes 2000).  Medical professionals and desperate potential organ recipients engage in a hunt for transferable organs, whilst the fetishization of organs sees them described as precious, or wasted goods alienated from the body from which they came and placing either a monetary or imbibed altruistic value upon them (Fletcher 1969).  The sustaining of donors in a liminal state by complex technologies contests the notions of the living body, the “living cadaver” results in the need for biological cues to ascertain actual time of death (Hogel 1999:65) The technologies of power have created a structure of medical worth with those viable to be saved and those viable to do the saving, In Scheper Hughes (1992) description of the Alto she describes how many people see themselves as worth more dead than alive and accept the risk of ‘gifting’ an organ to a ‘distant family member’ for financial reward which would therefore enable them to prosper and free their family from insecurity. Thus, proving in the world of organ donation that power dynamics exist in a constant state of flux.

The Conditioned/Regulated Body Perspectives of Marx and Foucault.
As people are bound to one another through durable links and networks of power, the moral obligation of reciprocity is enacted (Mauss 1985). The selling of one’s body parts like that of one’s labour creates a system of alienation, as life becomes more purely economic objects are separated from self and become conceptualised by a signifier of value (Mauss 1985). As survival becomes embedded more in the economic realm and away from familial relations and earlier forms of production new forms of regulatory power emerge, instilling the notion of greater submission to a demanding labour discipline (Thompson 1967). The selling of one’s labour power entailed greater synchronicity to that of time discipline, where the labourers time and efforts were no longer a vested interest of his own but that of his employer, for the employer time related purely to money (Thompson 1967). Various measures are evoked to enable the transition of societies to a more industrial capitalist model starting from the process of socialisation of children within the home and the women’s role in the reproduction of the next generation of fodder for the capitalist machine (Engels 1972). The socialisation of children’s bodies to regulatory practices continued within the schooling system, time keeping became integral to their day with the routinization of bells, clocks and timetables (Thompson 1967). Religion ‘the opiate of the masses’ created a false ideology between leisure time and working supported by a barrage of propaganda aimed at the idleness of the dangerous underclasses (Marx 1976) and, with the arrangement of the factory floor these techniques of power created a subordination of the body to the process of production, the body alienated from not only the products of its labour but also the power dynamic (Thompson 1967). 

Foucault (1980) states that people subjected to the micro-techniques of power are compelled to self-regulate, the body perceived of like a machine, disciplined and regulated into docility, its capabilities optimized, integrated into systems of efficiency. In Ong’s (1988) study of Malaysian factories the management constructs the female workers body in terms of functionality, reduced to their nimble fingers these women are fixed in subordinate positions to both the male hierarchy and the system of production. Under constant male supervision in discordance with their cultural norms, women enact spiritual possession in accordance with their cultural ontology as acceptable in high stress situations, in this way women’s bodies contest the enforced regulation and regain the power dynamic (Ong 1988). The management in turn utilise varies techniques of knowledge to regain the power dynamic, these techniques range from utilising bio- medical technologies to manipulating the ontological belief system of the workers (Ong 1988). In this way women’s bodies who did not fit the ideology of the normal passive worker were made very visible, creating a culture of fear and reinforcing the power dynamics of the management by creating a system of self-regulation (Ong 1988).

Disciplinary Power.
For Foucault (1979) punishment is enacted upon the body as a political technology its function to produce submissive subjects, in the current penal system discipline and punishment are subjective transformative technologies aimed at ‘normalizing’ the dangerous criminal body into a docile body. “Docility is a major objective of most successful normalizing practices” (McWhorter 1999). Artexaga (2004) contends that not all ‘normalizing’ technologies succeed, and that the dynamics of power remain in contestation when disciplines of the body fail because the exercise of power becomes an incessant and increasingly arbitrary power struggle that betrays the rational aims of discipline. The political crisis in Northern Ireland in the 60s and 70s resulted in the arrest of large numbers of working class youths who were charged with crimes against the state, in 1976 the British government removed the category of political prisoner from their status (Artexaga 2004). Resistance in the refusal to wear prison uniform was met with disciplinary measures which were in various means inflicted upon their persons including: 24- hour cell confinement with access to toilet facilities often denied; inadequate food defiled with waste matter; beatings, and recurrent cavity searches of their already naked bodies (Artexaga 2004). Thus, food and the need for excretion became the nucleus of humiliation, resistance to these increasing violence’s against their bodies came in the form of a refusal to leave their cells, with waste now disposed of out the windows, the guards countered back by boarding these up (Artexaga 2004). Reduced to leaving their faecal matter in the corner of cells, the guards retaliated further by messing the prisoners bedding in it, as one of their last acts of resistance the prisoners took to smearing their excreta on the walls, these weapons of resistance were not the only bodily weapons they had recourse to and the hunger strike which they resorted to after the adoption of forced bathing was the most effective (Artexaga 2004)

Artexga (2004) states that “[r]ecognition can only come from an “other”” (2004:248), and the significant other came in the form of the Loyalist guards who as actors within the state machinery represented the powers that had eliminated the prisoner’s political identity as the Republican resistance. Thus, the power dynamics and the desire of recognition implicit in the protest became constitutive as a battle between England and Ireland and the resistance to English dominance at all costs. As Feldman (1991) states inside Long- Kesh prison the position of the prisoners as objects of defiling power became reversed with the prisoners controlling it. Thus, Foucault’s (1979) notions of the subjective body moulded through discipline sees instead these prisoners utilising their bodies as instruments of power in their rejection of subjectivity, segmented as an anomaly and yet still working as a collective despite the removal of their collective identity. As Foucault (1979) states we do not need to wait for totalitarian bureaucracy or the formation of concentration camps to observe the relationship of political power to rationalisation and excess it is evident and should be recognized as such.

Conclusion
By focusing on the body, we are able to highlight how the power dynamics between the individual, social and political body differ from culture to culture. As political forms are continuously developing and applying increasingly efficient procedures of knowledge and power to their subjects, so too are these subjects experiencing and contesting these networks of power. Power does not quest for justification just legitimacy and is therefore at the very core of political communities. Power is experienced by the individual body, the social body and the political body, however, power can never be experienced as a singularity the dynamics of power demand that it is experienced between bodies, institutions and bureaucracies. The body is a site were power is experienced whether it be the violent power of a failing state, the contesting power of the collective or the positive power of the autonomous actor, the body is that through which it flows and without which it would not exist.
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