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Foucauldian Theory in Ethnography
Identifying an Reviewing Foucauldian Themes in Contemporary Ethnographies
      William Jenkins | Engaging with Anthropological Theory | 23/05/18
Michel Foucault was one of France’s most prominent critical theorists during the mid to late 20th Century. He was interested in the role of power in daily life and how every aspect is shaped and controlled by it to a varying degree, and how it structures our personal experiences and perception of the self (Routledge, 2016).
Fuelled by his interest in the role of power, Foucault studied Western society’s prominent institutions where power and authority were most exercised – namely education, religion, medicine, and prison. He also investigated theories of sexuality, knowledge, and selfhood – displaying interest in what is now known as Queer Theory; possibly due to his personal life (Routledge, 2016).
Foucault covers a few key topics. Discourse is concerned with how speaking or writing in an institutionalised manner can shape and define the social world and can decide what can and cannot be interpreted. In History of Sexuality (Foucault, 1990), Foucault argued that discourse regarding sexuality did not discover any solid understanding or truth to humanity but had in fact created new understandings and upheld ‘truths’ through a combination of power and knowledge – these ‘truths’ are susceptible to being changed and re-understood with every discourse.
According to Foucault, power and knowledge are not separate matters, but are indistinguishably linked as knowledge fuels and breeds power, whilst power wields and utilises knowledge (Routledge, 2016). Foucault believed that the keenness to discuss sex and sexuality stemmed from the traditional confessions of the Roman Catholic Church, where followers were required to declare their emotions, sexual desires, and sinful experiences. Knowledge was taken from the followers through the power bestowed upon the religious authorities. From this, the concept of sexual identity and its significance to the self was created; this identity and newfound knowledge was then observed, propagated, and even controlled. Power and knowledge can both limit what we can and cannot do but conversely it can also provide us with a new means of thinking about ourselves and the way we behave (Foucault, 1990).
One form of the application of power is discipline, which subtly governs the thoughts and behaviours of individuals within a society by organising aspects such as space (classroom, prison cell), time (shifts, schedules), and daily activities. This differs from the mighty force that monarchs and leaders may utilise to control the masses (Foucault, 1990), and the power the public themselves may possess through the polls and elections – which decides who rules, and how. A key component of discipline is to ensure its application by surveillance, which Foucault discusses in Discipline and Punish (Foucault, 1977). In this book, Foucault argues that contemporary society is ‘disciplinary’ and that power is operated through institutions such as schools, militaries, prisons, and hospitals, etc. This may result in members of a society becoming ‘domesticated’ through discipline, appraisal, and the constant feeling of being observed by authorities; which results in a self-monitoring society (Foucault, 1977).
The concept of ‘Panopticism’ in Discipline and Punish is based upon 18th Century philosopher, Jeremy Bentham’s idea of the panopticon, to explain the disciplinarian functions of modern society (Barker & Scheele, 2016). The panopticon is a prison where a central tower overlooks the encircling cells; a single guard is positioned in the tower and could see into any cell at any given time. The inmates have no way of knowing when they are being observed, and thus they self-regulate and monitor their own behaviour out of paranoia. Foucault relates this to the high levels of surveillance in the world and suggests that all of us in society – similarly to the inmates – are potential observational subjects to a higher authority, such as the police or government. Because of this looming sense of constant surveillance, human society becomes largely self-policing and docile to avoid potential punishment, disapproval, or mockery by their peers and the authorities. This also plays into the construction of the ‘normal’ being, where we may instinctively and constantly scrutinise ourselves to present a positive, ideal, acceptable image to the world (Foucault, 1977).
In The Paradoxes of Masculinity: Some Thoughts on Segregated Societies (Kandiyoti, 1994), the ethnographer examines patriarchal authority and gendered structuring in Muslim societies – observing the impact that sex and sexuality has on the local social and cultural hegemony. Kandiyoti also observes the different experiences between being male and female, such as how power and authority differs among the groups and individuals; how an adult male has overall authority which trickles down to the younger males, bar the male child, who, due to his youth and lack of ‘maleness’ is cast into the female world. However, even then, the young boy still reigns over the females – even his own mother (but only when his father and older brothers are not present).
When reading this text, I recalled some key theories of Foucault’s that I was able to perceive and interpret within the ethnography. In this essay, I shall analyse Kandiyoti’s work and attribute the relevant Foucauldian principles where applicable and explain how or why this relation is befitting. 
The first of Foucault’s theories I perceived in the text were ‘discourse’ and ‘power’ and their relation to the gender hierarchy described in the text. The book section begins with an overview of the contemporary changes brewing within the male population in the Middle East, where certain individuals were harbouring pro-feminist views and were condemning the traditional male-associated traits of “ignorance, seclusion, polygyny and repudiation”, which they considered demeaning to the women (Kandiyoti, 1994). This discourse was slowly spreading among the more liberal males and is attributed to Western exposure (such as the British soldiers who are reported to live in the region). The author believes this is also a result of said males being underrepresented and bemoaning their own ‘lack of emancipation’ from paternal control using the female’s low-ranking position as a cover for their own grievances (Kandiyoti, 1994). 
From this, the purdah is brought up. The purdah is a practice of patriarchal power conducted in various Muslim and Hindu societies, which involves women being veiled or excluded from certain locations and aspects of their society (Oxford Dictionaries, 2018). This is the practice that sees women as subordinates to the men – their fathers, husbands, and even male children – and gives way for a hegemonic structure that puts them in the lowest caste order (Kandiyoti, 1994).
The husband’s authority over his wife is described as “authoritarian” (Khan, 1983), bordering on being ruthless and sadistic. Khan adds that in polygamous relationships, the man exercises strict authority and holds a firm command over the family unit to maintain peace and stability. This in turn is observed by the children, who note the women’s feelings of fear and subservience; which is then engendered to mothers and other women confined in the ‘zenana’ – the space in the home assigned to females. This experience results in an emotional rift between the children and their father (Khan, 1983)
The mother imparts these feelings of sub ordinance and vulnerability onto her son, moulding him into her feminine image. But despite this, the boy still retains a high degree of authority over her. This is results in what Kandiyoti describes as a reversal of relationships, where we observe that the son takes on a parental, authoritative, and protective role over his own mother; who relies upon him to escort her through the streets outside of their home – as a male companion is required for a female to venture into the public eye – and the boy can even reprimand and discipline his mother if he deems it necessary to do so; commanding her to observe purdah should there be any men around (Kandiyoti, 1994). 
It is apparent that the male population is the predominant beneficiary of power division between genders, but even among the male population itself, there is yet another sub-division of patriarchal authority and power. This gives rise to the lower-ranking males, who, instead of becoming empowered by the authority bestowed upon them by their sex, became scornful of it and sympathised with the poorly regarded female community (Kandiyoti, 1994). Presumably because these low-ranking males are not benefitting significantly from patriarchal power and may in fact be experiencing something of the subservience and fear of the women.
Males in these societies do not gain their power by default, and must perform a grand gesture to earn it, or to be recognised fully as men. The ethnography from this point goes on to describe power relations among men and between sexes, with reference to Bob Connell, who suggests that male gender politics is unable to truly define ‘hegemonic’ or ‘socially dominant’ masculinity, as the leading form of masculinity can be influenced or upheld by particular means of institutionalisation and strategies for controlling and treating women (Connell, 1987). Although there may be no singular form of masculinity within these societies, it remains paramount that the male, by default, will always have power and authority over the female.
These topics of how women are regarded and treated in such societies remind me strongly of Foucault’s panopticon concept. Referring to Discipline and Punish (Foucault, 1977), we can observe the purdah Muslim household as a form of panopticon – a prison – overseen by the foreboding paternal authority who utilises the male children as enforcers of sorts. The female and the male child are the prisoners, who, even without the father figure will behave and act accordingly to the social and cultural norms that have been pre-established; fearing that any deviance would incur the wrath of those who may be watching. However, whilst the father and any older male siblings are away, the power is temporarily relinquished to the young boy, who, for the time being has the upper-hand over the household and adopts the brash and authoritative aspects of his father. Though once the older, more powerful male relatives return, the boy is soon put back into his passive role among the women. This is an example of ‘hearth side learning’, where the child learns behaviour from the parents.
I could also interpret the female body itself as the prison, as that is how it is stated in Alyssa King’s essay on the discipline of the female body, where she utilises Foucauldian theory to describe and explain how the female form is a target of ‘disciplinary power’ from both patriarchal authorities and through internalised rules that are unquestioningly followed in society (King, 2004).
In her essay, King, similarly to some other feminist authors (Stoler, 1995), (Foxhall, 1994), critiques Foucault’s ‘tunnel-vision’ regarding his research and how he presents his findings in a gender-neutral context which they believe omits the reality that sexuality, the body, and power-relations are related to the subject of gender; which is a starting point for gender hierarchal-based power, which is largely responsible for the structure we see within contemporary society (King, 2004).
King elaborates upon the concept of the female body as a prison by describing how it is “discursively constructed” as simultaneously inferior and threatening to man, and that containment, control, and discipline are required to maintain her domesticity. The body is a site for biopower that is subject to the numerous cultural and historical practices, which are further subject to economic and political forces (King, 2004).
‘The human body is itself a politically inscribed entity, its physiology and morphology shaped by histories and practices of containment and control’ (Bordo, 2004).
Humans are largely subjugated and valued based upon their bodies, which highlights the significant potential power our forms hold, which is in turn determined and wielded by society and its leading figures. Our bodies are significant enough to be determinant of how we live our lives and in what position we do so. Scientific and medical discourse have legitimated the subjugation of the female, and have defined what clothes women should wear, what activities they can partake, and determined the appropriate variant of femininity (King, 2004). 
Female-oriented fashions – particularly from the Victorian era onwards – are largely designed to further polarize the male/female binary and seem to be designed to limit the females’ freedom of movement, to a certain degree, whilst accentuating and enhancing her ‘otherness’ to the male. This is achieved through clothing which draws attention to distinctly associated feminine features such as the breasts, waist, hips, and buttocks, which are drastically exaggerated using bustles, bras, corsets, and panniers – as well as the foot-binding traditions of China. These garments are described as torturous to wear; causing difficulties breathing, displacing internal organs, scarring, and limiting movement. This is comparable to Foucault’s analysis of torture, where he states that the victim is to be marked “either by the scar it leaves on the body, or by the spectacle that accompanies it, to brand the victim with infamy” (Foucault, 1977). In this case, the female fashions distinctly mark and label the intended wearer as female, and by coincidence or purposeful design, it also disfigures and shifts her form into that which caters to the male gaze. The women are branded with “the ‘infamy’ of their gender and the ‘irrational’ display that becomes regarded as an inherently feminine trait”, and the clothing and poor social treatment is a ‘befitting’ punishment for the crime of being female – more specifically – the crime of being ‘other’ to man. Susan Bordo describes the corset as a garment which caused physical incapacitation, and “served as an emblem of the power of culture to impose its designs on the female body (Bordo, 2004). 
Referring briefly to Kandiyoti’s ethnography once more, the female is considered so lowly that for a boy to transition into a man, and for a man to pertain any value, he must effectively separate himself from the ‘female kingdom’ and to achieve his own distinct social standing amongst his male peers. The time for a boy to separate from his mother is determined by society’s gaze, whose judgemental observations and criticisms signal the time for departure into the male community (Kandiyoti, 1994). This serves as another example of power and discourse.
The work of de Beauvoir in The Second Sex (De Beauvoir, 1989, c1952) is cited in King’s essay, where women’s clothing is described as being man’s means to restrict and alter the female form, and to restrain nature whilst moulding it to “man’s desire” (De Beauvoir, 1989, c1952). This highlights the power clash between the humans’ societal shaping of the world and the natural world; the hubris of humanity (in this case the male) versus the apparently waning and domesticated power of nature. This can be related to Discipline and Punish where Foucault said that controlling, manipulating and punishing the body is a definitive way of displaying strength and power (Foucault, 1977).
From reading King’s essay, it becomes clear to me that the female body itself is its own natural being and source of power, intrinsic to the individual; this is true power. However, it is sealed and bound within a ‘prison’ of restrictive clothing which confines her not only to specifically associated tasks and activities, but also confines and distorts her own physical form. This pattern has continued into the modern day but in various forms; such as cosmetics, female grooming, and required behaviours. Gendered marketing creates these dichotic commodities, and society unconsciously breeds and enforces the attitudes and beliefs. It must be noted, however, that I often observe the females themselves to be upholding these trends; socially-conditioned to believe that they must adhere to their culture’s definitive form of femininity. 
In Kandiyoti’s ethnography, the relation between the female, society, and the panopticon appear almost quite literally, in that the woman is the prisoner of societal/cultural norms within her own home. The male population – particularly those at home – take on the roles of wardens and officers, who monitor the female’s actions, issue commands and punishments where necessary to maintain order and obedience; the female is even required a male escort to leave the home and be seen in public (Kandiyoti, 1994).
In both these ethnographies, the female is subject to masculine authority, which is reproduced through cultural tradition and maintained, monitored, and internalised among members of the society.
These cultural observations can be related to a several of Foucault’s theories. These culturally rigid ideals have become so engrained into our society to the point where society has largely become self-monitoring, as individuals observe their own appearance and behaviour, and adjust themselves accordingly to appear ‘normal’ and to conform to the average ideal to integrate and avoid criticism. Many people are afraid of judgement and exclusion, and thus police themselves to avoid any negative response from society (Foucault, 1977).
Neoliberal consumer capitalism is also associated with a self-monitoring society, as the markets and corporations of the world, such as cosmetics companies and fashion brands, convince members of the public that they are flawed or lacking in certain areas of life. They locate or create problems and flaws that may otherwise not exist, and then create marketable remedies and materialistic commodities which promise to address these issues and help one to better fit into the ‘norm’ or better still stand out as superiorly normal to others – thus subtly promising additional power to those who purchase particular products, such as designer brands, which boost one’s social status (Foucault, 1977).
The body is subject to the body-governing force of biopower within Western societies. This concerns bodily discipline and being ‘normal’. The body is described in Queer Theory: a Graphic History as a “web of power relations” that are each weighed and classified in numerous ways such as with race, gender, sexuality, health, etc. (Barker & Scheele, 2016). We are each made aware of what our society deems ‘normal’, whereby, each aspect of our personality and our being are weighed up and judged against other members of the society. For example, individuals may feel jealous, inadequate, or exceptional when observing and comparing themselves to others on social media (Barker & Scheele, 2016).
All in all, human society does appear to be organised and established through different applications of power, and how it is wielded and upheld. The use of authority and power affects and controls numerous core/personal aspects of its members. Many humans may feel an innate desire to be accepted in society, which can in turn be manipulated by those with the means and desire to do so, thus affording them power over others. In the cases researched within this essay, it appears that Foucauldian theory can easily be interpreted within a feminist perspective, to study and understand how ‘patriarchal power’, which has persisted through generations, has been able to exert enough dominance to confine the female role to that of a subservient, domestic being to the male, and how this has been able to continue through the years by becoming an internalised cultural structure which has been further entrenched through marketing schemes, self-monitoring, and punishments against those who defy the socially-constructed rules and ideals of society.
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