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How should anthropologists best investigate “the body”?

Anthropologists have found a number of different approaches to investigating the human body, and the approach that is used to investigate often seems to depend on the nature of the research question. The body is the mediator for every action we take in the world, and this makes it a key part of anthropology. Many aspects of the discipline have seen significant changes and developments over the past few decades; the emergence of feminist anthropology is one such example that has brought a new objectivity to the study of other cultures (Scheper-Hughes 1983, p.109), and illuminated the cultural bias in ethnographies that had come before. In a similar manner, approaches to the ‘body’ have developed and changed in response to new understandings of cultural variance of how the body is perceived.
While there are cultural differences in how the body is understood, anthropologists also choose different ways of viewing the body in order to explore particular aspects of the society. Marxist anthropologists study the body in terms of economic role within a capitalist society, for example Mollona’s study of informal labour relations in a Sheffield neighbourhood (Mollona 2005). Political anthropologists look at the way bodies can be controlled and manipulated within power structures. Ong demonstrates this in her study of Malay factory workers (Ong, 1988), where transgressions against the cultural boundaries of the female body are believed to cause spirit possessions or attacks. Feminist anthropologists choose a gendered approach to the body, and the questions asked in this approach have broadened the discourse of the anthropology of the body (Lock, 1993).
Medical anthropologists choose to study the concepts of sickness, health, and the body, within social and cultural contexts, and in doing this, realise that in many ways, the body is culturally constructed (Brown and Barrett, 2010, p.13). 

Approaches to the body in anthropology are dependent on the way we define the body; there are multiple approaches to the body, and these all stem from the way in which the body is defined.  However, to define ‘the body’ is not, in fact, the simple task it first appears. The body, as a concept, is complex. Because of this, we must take into account multiple perspectives in order to decide how best to investigate “the body”. Anthropologists have shown that the body is culturally constructed. The biomedical definition of the body in our culture has been strongly promoted as a universal truth, but anthropologists such as Lock (Lock 1993) have challenged the purely scientific definition of the body, demonstrating that the body is a product of ‘social, cultural, and historical contexts.’ (Lock 1993)
Mary Douglas claims that the constraints formed by society are responsible for the variations seen in representation of the body. This means that every “natural” expression is actually determined by culture. We understand our feelings without outward expression, but upon outward expression, we behave within our social boundaries. (Lock 1993) Culture cannot provide us with sensation, but it provides us with words to refer to our interpretations of these.

Anthropologists have come to recognise that the body is an intricately constructed social entity, and that the nature and boundaries of the body can significantly vary between social and cultural contexts. Unique cultural notions of the body must always be taken into account in anthropological studies, as an accurate understanding of the body is necessary for the appropriate interpretation of social practices. Different cultural views and backgrounds promote different ideas of the body, and we cannot assume an ethno-centric notion of what the body is when looking at different cultural contexts. The ‘body’ is culturally constructed to have boundaries, but the nature and location of these boundaries may vary across cultures.  

In Careful eating; bodies, food, and care, Abbots et al discuss the entanglements between food and care. This is in order to highlight how food in the form of care can influence the body; ’how individual eating bodies are lived, shaped and sculpted by and through care, and how care is ingested, felt and lived in the ‘ordinary’ spaces of everyday lives.’ (Abbots et al, 2015) 

Using a materialities approach, Coard has investigated how the body is not necessarily the ‘bounded’ entity that it is commonly understood to be. Our skin constantly fragments and discards parts of itself, distributing them. (Coard, n.d.) Shed material that was once a valued aspect of a living body becomes distasteful and a ‘shed-self’, becoming a detritus of ‘Clothing fibres, insect remains, soil and sediment particles, pollen spores and plant macros, food particles, along with trace elements of non-toxic and toxic varieties, such as lead, (Chang Ho, et al. 2006, cited in Coard) all mingle as the discarded flotsam and jetsam components of house dust.’(Coard, n.d) Without viewing this through a microscope, we cannot distinguish the parts of us from the other discarded remains.
In our lifetimes, we could shed our entire body weight in discarded parts. This would mean that there is a “shed-us” in the environment, for each of us. However, we do not recognise it as part of our body. Shed parts of the body do not seem to be recognised in the same way as other body parts. The Human Tissue Act does not consider them, bones of past people are recognized as part of the body, yet shed tissues are not. They have not been ‘thingified’ ‘Our shed-selves are actually ‘us’ but we do not recognize them as such. Our shed-selves have no perceptive visibility, they are in the present but have no presence’ (Coard, n.d.). 
While the body can be seen to shed parts of itself, Mol draws attention to the fact that bodies can also incorporate (Mol, 2008). In I eat an apple, Mol discussed how the apple is absorbed and becomes a part of the body, as do the far-reaching biographical details of the apple, which become connected to the body and incorporated into it, in some way (Mol, 2008)  Through shedding and incorporating, the boundaries of the body become more fluid. If, as Coard and Mol describe, the body is not the bounded entity that it appears to be; it follows that, at some point, cultural and social definitions are decided on what the body is and where it begins and ends.
Sharp has investigated how definitions of the body are constructed (Sharp 2000). The body is conceived of and defined differently depending on perspective. According to Sharp, there are a multitude of factors that can influence the image and integrity of the body, and these are all crucial to understanding how the body is constructed. Social class, age, and faith are all elements to consider, but also the frameworks present in the society; cultural views, political state, the economy, scientific views and research. These can all show very different concepts of the body, and how it can be commodified or fragmented.
Until recent times, the dominant view of the body has been a biomedical one. As the representation of the body has become more of a focus in the discourse, however, views of the body have become less set, and the various concepts of the body seem to only widen the debate. 

According to Lock, an understanding of the world in which a body exists can be read by analysing the ‘inscriptions’ on the body, such as clothing and hair, but also ritual tattoos and piercings, scars, etc. 


…social categories are literally inscribed on and into the body, which, with prescriptions about body fluids, cosmetics, clothing, hair styles, depilation, and ornamentation, acts as a signifier of local social and moral worlds.
- Lock, 1993

The cultural views of these inscriptions on the body and what they represent are key to understanding the social and cultural context in which people live. (Lock 1993)

Where one sees taboos surrounding the body, this is likely to indicate a culturally shared view of the body, and in order to understand the taboo, anthropologists must first investigate how that society views the body. In Chagnon’s Noble Savages: My Life Among Two Dangerous Tribes -- the Yanomamo and the Anthropologists (2013), he describes obvious cultural differences between the globalised world and the Yanomami Indians. ‘They also had the rather unpleasant habit of blowing large quantities of slimy snot out of their noses into their hands and then wiping it on any nearby surface…’ (Chagnon, 2013, p.126). Chagnon mentions the large quantities of snot multiple times in his work, which serves to highlight the cultural difference in how we view bodily taboo; to the Yanomami, that behaviour is socially acceptable, whereas to us, it is seen as unclean. The Yanomami also practice a form of endocannibalism, in which they ritually consume the cremation ash of those in their kin, mixing ashes with a soup which is shared amongst the group, in order to preserve the spirit of the deceased (Chagnon, 2013, p.74)
In modern capitalist societies, anthropologists have argued that the body has become a working commodity (Sharp, 2000). Sharp argues that parts of the body have individual value in the economy, such as wombs for rent, human-hair wigs, and commercial organ donation. To discuss the commodification of the human body, we must explore the body's anthropological significance, and question the definition of a body "part" (Sharp, 2000, p.287).
Fragmentation of the body can occur through language and visual imagery, or physically, via surgical procedures. Through its life, the body fragments through life processes, such as reproduction, shedding, etc, or more forcefully, such as through injury, or even grooming. 
(Sharp, 2000, p.289)

Political anthropologists also view the body as sited within structures of power and authority. As such, bodes can be controlled and manipulated, but also become sites of resistance. When one has no power or autonomy over one’s life, the body can become one such site (Ong 1988). Ong describes young Malay women working in a strictly controlled, modern factory environment, where the Malay belief of spirits clashes with the biomedical view of the dominantly male factory supervisors. As the women are reduced to a commodity with no autonomy during the work, with no other way to assert control over themselves, they sometimes demonstrate this resistance, resulting in an episode of ‘spirit possession.’ This can involve hyperventilation, destructive behaviour, shouting, and often other forms aggression. The workers truly believe they are undergoing spirit possession, and as such, are able to act without repercussion, as they are not to blame. This appears to be a form of social control, through which the bodies and behaviours are manipulated by ancestral spirits. (Ong, 1988)
To properly investigate the body, we must understand its role in anthropological discourse; without the body, we would have no means of interpreting the physical world around us. However, our means of interpretation, and therefore the resulting world view, can differ massively between cultures. In this way, anthropologists have interpreted different views of the body in order to understand the societies these bodies fit into. Various individual qualities a person has can influence their interpretation, and ‘inscribed’ qualities can reflect the world around them. However, investigations into the body seem only to lead into more questions about what the body really is and means. Capitalist societies can be seen to view the body as a working commodity, where its value is measured by its ability to produce. This view can lead to working bodies having no feeling of autonomy; in which case the body can become a site of resistance in order to regain a feeling of control again. Coard and Mol explore how the boundaries of the body can shift and change, through fragmentation of body parts into dust, and through incorporation of materials into the body. The nature and flexibility of these boundaries of the body also vary between culture and society, and these can be analysed in order to understand differences in bodily taboos between cultures.
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