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separates mind from body. Dualism is an obstacle to reclaiming
women’s power in Western society because women are traditionally

New Yoek. Lnivers Ty, \_u.ﬁmu,u._ 1992
Cultured bodies - the social
construction of the body

The body, which is central to dance, is socially constructed. This
means. that bodily behaviour is learnt rather than ‘natural’ and
meanings which may be attributed to the body change over time
and according to social circumstances. Whilst social context is
significant it is also important.to recognise the subversive potential
of the body. Such a stance offers a challenge to the traditional
interpretations of the body and so it is of particutar advantage to
women and to the status of dance. In this chapter I discuss how the
body is socially constructed through concepts such as dualism, ‘the
natural’; ‘the essential self* and ‘the feminine’ which are evident in
institutional practices such as the family, education and the arts.
The subversive potential of the body is diminished through such
constructions and women in dance, in order to have their work
taken scriously, have to confront negative attitudes which arise
from these constructions. In Western society we are surrounded
with paradoxical messages about the body. On the one hand we aze
urged to keep fit, be healthy and enjoy physicality, on the other
hand physical education and dance are generally perceived to be of
less value than ‘academic’ subjects and manual work is often viewed
as less significant than ‘intellectual’ work.

Dualism

.:uomo messages are examples of dualism which is concerned with
two independent principles of, for example, good and evil and
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denigrated through their perceived association with evil, the body
and nature. At the same time, men are traditionally elevated by
their perceived association with good, the mind and culture.
Without the dualism which permeates our language, it would not
be possible to write of ‘the body’ or of ‘the mind’. The terms would
be meaningless. However, the references in this book to ‘the body’
refer to the ‘lived body’ which assumes a body/mind position as far
as possible, rather than in opposition to ‘the mind’ (Fraleigh,
1987).

References in dance classes and dance literature to the ‘body as
an instrument’ and the need to be “‘present with both mind and
body’ reinforce a notion of separation so that it is more ‘mind over
matter’ than a ‘lived body’ or a ‘thinking body’ (Fraleigh, 1987, p.
9). Such references in the teaching and learning of dance encourage
dancers to view dance training as purely physical. This results in a
perception of the body as a machine, an object to be worked into
shape. It is this approach which can lead to damage through injury
when dancers push themselves too hard. In addition, dance training
which endorses this approach limits the potency of the body
through harsh control. But dance also offers the potential for an
anti-dualist stance with the recognition that the ‘body is not
something I possess to dance with. . . . I do not order ‘my body
to bend here and whirl there. I do not think “move”, and then
move. . . . My dance is my body as my body is myself’ (Fraleigh,
1987, p. 32). However, if dance is marginalised within society this
liberating potential is hidden and reduced (Dempster, 1988). These
values associated with a dualist position, which evolved during the
Enlightenment when men were identified as more rational than
women, restrict both women’s and men’s potential (Caplan, ed.,
1987).

The early modern dancers in the USA in the 1920s and 1930s
countered many of the negative connotations associated with the
body. The dancers were one of the main symbols of the New
Woman who emerged after decades of women trying to free their
bodies through art, exercise and dress reform (Kendall, 1979). Doris
Humphrey, an American modern dance chorcographer in this
period, began her lectures by describing modern dance as a theatre
art ‘of our time’ saying that,
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