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How can anthropological studies of 'the body' help us understand social hierarchies?
Anthropological studies often reveal hierarchical structures which are based on biological characteristics and differences. Assessing the ways in which human bodies are classified, such as sex, is crucial to anthropological understanding of how social inequality and hierarchy are produced across various societies. This essay will examine the connections between the body and societal order.
	Gender is an arguably universal division within societies. According to Miller (1993), all primate societies have gender distinctions, but not all have gender hierarchies. It is important when discussing gender that a distinction is made from sex. As Oakley (1985) identifies: ‘sex’ refers to biological differences – ie. male and female – while ‘gender’ is a cultural classification – ie. masculine and feminine, man and woman. Gender is a socially constructed system of expected behaviours based on sexual characteristics. Many societies hold a dichotomous view of gender, and cultural distinctions between genders often lead to hierarchy.
	From a scientific perspective, gender hierarchies do not make sense, because gender is a cultural variable, whereas sex is a biological constant (Miller, 1993). Therefore, it is not the differences between bodies which lead to gender hierarchy, but the cultural perceptions of these differences. According to the hunting hypothesis, gender division and hierarchy within early human society arose from biological differences which meant that males were better suited to hunting than females, and therefore controlled food and subsistence. However, the gathering hypothesis provides strong evidence against this, in that early humans appear to have been biologically more adapted to a primarily plant-based diet, and that females would have had a more active role than males in gathering, as they often do in contemporary gatherer-hunter communities. For example, within the Mbuti society, women are typically the gatherers of food (Turnbull, 1965). Even when we examine roles of subsistence among close primate relatives of modern humans, it is not possible to draw any direct correlation between distribution of labour and physiology. For example, chimpanzee populations vary widely in the division of labour – both males and females make and use tools and gather food. Individual ability accounts for much more of the difference in behaviour here than sex. Ergo, there is little evidence for an evolutionary explanation for gender hierarchies (Zihlman, 1993). Sex hierarchies make little sense as individuals vary too much and intellectual factors play too much of a part in the division of labour as well as in social behaviour. Gender hierarchy, on the other hand, is entirely cultural and thus can be explained as an attempt to order and simplify an otherwise extremely complicated society. Classifying all members of a society according to a simple binary hides the issue of complexity and variety in individuals. This explanation, however, does not cover why these different categories of person have to be placed above one another.
	It can thus be argued that gender hierarchies are not related to the body, however this does not mean that studies of the body cannot aid anthropologists in understanding gender hierarchies. Across human society, people are classified according to their sex, and almost always expected to behave in specific ways based on sex. Ignoring the possible evolutionary origins of gender, it is a concept which is congenitally linked to biology in the eyes of human society.
	Examining how different societies perceive divinity may provide valuable insight into gender hierarchies, as physical similarities to deities may be interpreted as a spiritual or mental closeness. For example, the major worldwide religions of Christianity, Judaism and Islam all have a single God, who in each case is typically portrayed as male. This may help to explain sex hierarchies within the cultures of predominantly Christian, Jewish and Muslim countries or societies. Therefore, it can be argued that the study of the body is not in itself useful to anthropological understanding of gender hierarchies; an understanding of how people perceive and mould bodies is only useful in the context of cosmology and/or other social factors.
	In contrast with these examples, other systems of belief, such as Paganism, have female deities. It can be argued that societies which adhere to systems of belief such as this are more egalitarian. For example, both men and women can be spiritual leaders and perform various rituals and rites which play a significant role in society (eg. marriage), giving them more equal standing in society. However, this is not always the case, as in strict Hindu communities, for example, women have a much lower social standing than men despite the belief in female deities.
Given that social expectations of people’s behaviour (gender) are based heavily on their body type (sex), it is possible that the subjugation of people based on sex stems from their non-conformity to the gendered roles which may generally be expected of them. Numerous cultures around the world recognise the existence of a third gender, other than male and female. Within many of these cultures, people who are categorised as belonging to a third gender are otherised and subordinated. In our own culture, transgender and non-binary people are often denied rights and privileges afforded to cisgender people. In 2017, 40% of trans people in the UK experienced hate crime (Stonewall, 2017). This suggests that perceptions of the body are the indirect cause of social hierarchies, as it is the strict rules regarding how people can behave according to their biology which lead those who do not conform to such rules to be subjugated.
Furthermore, the ways in which individuals shape their identity through their body is significant in the understanding of social hierarchies. According to Judith Butler, ‘gender’ is something which people perform, as opposed to something that they are (cited in Joyce, 2000). This suggests that there is a particular standard for the performance of gender and a set of particular ways in which people ought to mould and display their identity. This being the case presents yet more ways in which people can fail to meet the high standard imposed by society and thereby provides more scope for the hierarchisation of individuals. People can easily fail to attain high social status through inadequate performance of their gender identity.
	In addition to the subordination of third gender individuals, the recognition in itself of third genders can be seen as a form of otherisation and creation of a social hierarchy; people who don’t strictly observe the social rules of their sex are classified in a way which makes them separate from the majority and thus categorises them as in some way abnormal. For example, in what is now known as Benin, women who were seen to have ‘masculine’ traits such as aggression and did not have children were known as the ‘Mino’ (PBS, 2015), suggesting that there was no way a person could be aggressive or lack strong maternal instinct and still be seen as a woman. Douglas (1966) claims that “by exaggerating the difference between…male and female…a semblance of order is created.” Societies attempt to order themselves by polarising different types of people, and therefore people who do not ‘fit’ into the strict dichotomy are a threat to the order of society and consequently must be placed in a lower position.
	Underlying sex hierarchies, there are often concerns around purity and pollution. Menstruation is commonly seen as polluting, and in our own society is still viewed negatively and generally with a sense of fear or disgust. Among the Nyakyusa, menstrual blood is seen as inherently dangerous to men; a woman who is menstruating is prohibited from cooking for a man, and sex with a menstruating woman is considered to be a cause of misfortune or harm (Douglas, 1966). This perception of women as impure and polluting may help to explain why they are so consistently treated as inferior to men.
	The issue of purity also links to cosmology. According to the Bible, for example, it is the fault of the first woman, Eve, that all human beings are born with sin and impurity. This is sometimes used as a justification for the subordination of women in Christian societies. However, it must be asked why Christianity teaches this. Unless one subscribes to the Christian doctrine, they surely must assume that the story of Adam and Eve and the concept of ‘original sin’ stems from already existent gender bias; women were already seen as impure, and this story offers an explanation of why this may be the case. Similarly, the idea of perceptions of divinity explaining gender hierarchy can also be thrown into question in this way. A hunting god, for instance, may be seen as male. But is it because of this that hunting is seen as a male pursuit or is it the reverse? Consequently, studies of the body are more valuable, in this context, as a means of understanding gender hierarchies than studies of cosmology.
	Purity of the body can also be viewed metaphorically in terms of social hierarchies. Thus far I have explored reasons why particular people may be at particular places within a social hierarchy, and how specific hierarchies may have come to exist. I will next examine how hierarchies function as social structures and how they are influenced by ideas about pollution and danger.
	As Douglas (1966) notes, the body can be used as a symbol for the boundaries of society. The Hindu caste system is represented by the body of the god of creation, Brahma. The highest in Hindu society (the Brahmins) were seen to come from the head of Brahma, while the Shudras, the lowest, came from the feet, and other castes in between (BBC, 2017). This example demonstrates that, in order to understand how social hierarchies work, we must first understand how people interpret the body and acknowledge the parallels between bodily pollution and social order. For example, feet can be seen as polluting because they are in frequent contact with the ground, and therefore bringing the feet into contact with the head would be considered to contaminate. Similarly, bringing people of lower castes into close contact with those of a higher caste would cause pollution and endanger the social order. Just as the body is to be protected from outside pollution, so is society, and social hierarchies help to maintain order and purity just as the body is maintained in such a way as to limit and manage contamination.
	Body modification is another factor in social hierarchy. Individuals commonly modify their physical appearance in order to indicate their belonging to a particular group within a society. There are many examples of this, such as the Mende of Sierra Leone; young people are scarred to mark their adult integration into a specific tribe (Anderson-Fye, 2012). It is thus demonstrated that physical appearance can be directly related to social order, status and segregation.
In conclusion, anthropological studies of the body are valuable in understanding how social hierarchies function, why they exist and how they are formed within different societies. However, there are various other factors which must be examined in order to gain a proper and holistic understanding of social hierarchies, such as cosmology and pollution.
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