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A History of Women’s Bodies

Rose WEITZ

Throughout history, ideas about women’s bodies have played a dramatic role
in either challenging or reinforcing power relationships between men and
women. We can therefore regard these ideas as political tools in an ongoing
political struggle. This article presents a brief history of women’s bodies,
looking at how ideas about the female body have changed over time in western
law and biological theory.

Beginning with the earliest written legal codes, and continuing nearly
to the present day, the law typically has defined women’s bodies as men’s
property. In ancient societies, women who were not slaves typically belonged
to their fathers before marriage and to their husbands thereafter. For this
reason, Babylonian law, for example, treated rape as a form of property
damage, requiring a rapist to pay a fine to the husband or father of the
raped woman, but nothing to the woman herself. Similatly, marriages in
ancient socicties typically were contracted between prospective husbands and
prospective fathers-in-law, with the potendal bride playing hittle if any role.

Women’s legal status as property reflected the belief that women’s bodies
were inherently different from men’s in ways that made women both defective
and dangerous. This belief comes through clearly in the writings of Aristode,
whose ideas about women’s bodies formed the basis for “scientific” discussion
of this topic in the west from the fourth century B.C. through the cighreenth
century (Martin 1987; Tuana 1993). Aristotle’s biological theories centered
around the concept of heat. According to Aristotle, only embryos that had
sufficient heat could develop into fully human form. The rest became female.
1n other words, woman was, in Aristotle’s words, a “misbegorten man” and a
“monstrosity”—less than fully formed and literally half-baked. Building on
this premise, Galen, a highly influential Greek doctor, later declared that
women’s reproductive organs were virtually idendcal to men’s, but were
located internally because female embryos lacked the heat needed for those
organs to develop fully and externally. This view remained common among
doctors until well into the eighteenth century.
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Lack of heat, classical scholars argued, also produced a plethora of other
deficiencies in women, including a smaller stature, a frailer constitution, a less
developed brain, and emotional and moral weaknesses that could endanger
any men who fell under women’s spell. These ideas later would resonate
with ideas about women embedded in Christian interpretations of Mary and
Eve. Christian theologians argued that Eve caused the fall from divine grace
and the expulsion from the Garden of Eden by succumbing when the snake
tempted her with the forbidden fruit. This “original sin” ocecurred, these
theologians argued, because women’s nature made them inherently more
susceptible to sexual desire and other passions of the flesh, blinding them
to reasou and morality and making them a constaut danger to men’s souls.
Mary avoided the pitfalls of passion only by remaining virginal. Such ideas
later would play a large role in fueling the witchcraft hysteria in early modern
Europe and colonial America. Women formed the vast majority of the tens of
thousands of people executed as witches duning these centuries because both
Protestants and Catholics assumed that women were less intelligent than men,
more driven by sexual passions, and hence more susceptible to the Devil’s
blandishments (Barstow 1994).

By the eighteenth century, women’s legal and social position in the
western world had changed little. When the famous English legal theorist, Sic
William Blackstone, published his encyclopedic codification of English law in
1769, non-slave women’s legal status still remained closer to that of property
than to that of non-slave men. According to Blackstone, “By marrage, the
husband and wife are one person in the law; that is, the very being and
legal existence of the woman is suspended during the mardage, or at least
is incorporated into that of her husband under whose wing, protection and
cover she performs everything” (1904, 432). In other words, upon marriage
a woman expenenced “civil death,” losing any rights as a citizen, including
the right to own or bestow property, make contracts or sue for legal redress,
hold custody of minor children, or keep any wages she earned. Moreover, as
her “protector,” a husband had a legal right to beat his wife if he believed
it necessary, as well as a right to her sexual services. These principles would
form the basis of marital law in the United States ftom its founding.

Both in colonial America and in the United States for its first eighty-nine
years, slave women were property. Moreover, both the law and contemporary
scientific writings often described African-American women (and men) as an-
imals, rather than humans. Consequently, neither slave women nor slave men
held any rights of citizenship. By the same token, female African-American
slaves were completely subject to their white masters. Rape was common, both
as a form of “entertainment” for white men and as a way of breeding more
slaves, since the children of slave mothers were automatically slaves, regardless
of their fathers’ race. Nor did African-American women’s special vulnerability
to rape end when slavery ended.

Both before and afrer the Civil War, the rape of African-American women
was explained, if not justified, by an ideology that defined African-Americans,
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including African-American women, as animalistically hypersexual, and thus
responsible for their own rapes (Gilman 1985; Giddings 1995). For example,
an article published by a white southern woman on March 17, 1904 in a
popular periodical, the Independent, declared:

Degeneracy is apt to show most in the weaker individuals of any race; so Negro
women evidence more nearly the popular idea of toral depravity than the men
do. They are so nearly lacking in virmue thar the color of a Negro woman’s skin
is generally taken (and quite correctly) as a guarantee of her immorality. . . .
I sometimes read of a virruous Negro woman, hear of them, but the idea is
absolutely inconceivable to me.

These ideas about sexmality, combined with ideas about the inherent
inferiority of African Americans, are vividly reflected in the 1861 Georgia
penal code. That code left it up to the court whether to fine or imprison men
who raped African-American women, recommended two to twenty years’
imprisonment for white men convicted of raping white women, and maudated
the death penalty for African-American men convicted of taping white women
{Roberts 1990, 60). Moreover, African-American men typically were lynched
before being brought to trial if suspected of raping a white woman, while
white men were rarely convicted for raping white women and probably never
convicted for raping African-American women.

For both free and slave women in the United States, the legal definition
of women’s bodies as men’s property experienced its first serious challenges
during the nineteenth century. 1n 1839, Mississippi passed the first Mar-
ried Women’s Property Act. Desigued primarily to protect family farms and
property from creditors rather than to expand the rights of women (Speth
1982), the law gave married women the right to retain property they owned
before marriage and wages they earned outside the home. By the end of the
nineteenth century, similar Jaws had been passed in all the states.

Also during the nineteenth ceutury, both white and African-American
women won the right to vote in Wyoming, Utah, Colorado, and Idaho, and
a natonal suffrage campaign took root. Beginning with Oberlin College in
1833, a growing number of colleges began accepting women students, in-
cluding free African-American women, with more than five thousand women
graduating in 1900 alone (Flexner 1974, 232). At the same time, the industrial
revolution prompted growing numbers of women to seek paid employment,
By 1900, the U.S. census listed more than five million women as gainfully
emploved outside the home (Flexner 1974, 250). This did not reflect any
significant changes in the lives of African-American women-—who had worked
as much as men when slaves and who often worked fuli-time post-slavery
{Jones 1985)—but was a major change for white women.

Each of these changes challenged the balance of power berween men and
women in American society. In response to these challenges, a counterreaction
quickly developed. This counterreaction combined new “scientific” ideas with
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older definitions of women’s bodies as ill or fragile to argue that white middle-
class women were unable to sustain the responsibilities of political power or
the burdens of education or employment.

Ideas about middle-class women’s frailty drew heavily on the writings
of Charles Darwin, who had published his groundbreaking On the Origin of
Species in 1872 (Tuana 1993). As part of his theory of evolution, Darwin
argued that males compete for sexual access to females, with only the fittest
succeeding and reproducing. As a result, males continually evolve toward
greater “perfection.” Females, on the other hand, need not compete for males,
and therefore are not subject to the same process of natural selecton. Con-
sequently, in any species, males are more evolved than temales. In addition,
Darwin argued, females must expend so much energy on reproduction that
they retain little energy for either physical or mental development. As a result,
women remain subject to their emotions and passions: nurturing, altruistic,
and child-like, but with little sense of either justice or morality.

Darwin’s theories meshed well with Victorian ideas about middle-class
white women’s sexnality, which depicted women as the objects of male desire,
emphasized romance and downplayed female sexnal desire, and reinforced a
sexual double standard. Middle-class women were expected to have passionate
and even romantic attachments to other women, but these attachments were
assumed to be emotional, rather than physical. Most women who had “roman-
tic friendships” with other women were married to men, and only those few
who adopted male clothing or behavior were considered lesbians {Faderman
1981}. Lesbianism becamc more broadly identified and stigmatized only
in the ecarly twentieth century, when women’s entry into higher education
and the workforce enabled some women to survive economically without
marrying, and lesbianism therefore became a threat to male power.

With women’s increasing entry into education and employment, ideas
about the physical and emotional frailty of women—with their strong echoes
of both Christian and Aristotelian disdain for women and their bodies—were
adopted by nineteenth-century doctors as justifications for keeping women
uneducated and unemployed. So, for example:

The president of the Oregon State Medical Society, F. W. Van Dyke, in 1905,
claimed that hard study killed sexual desire in women, took away their beauty,
and brought on hysteria, neurasthenia {a mental disorder], dyspepsia [indiges-
tion ], asdgmatsm [a visual disorder], and dysmenorrhea [ painful menstruation .
Educated women, he added, could not bear children with ease because study
arrested the development of the pelvis at the same time it increased the size of
the child’s brain, and therefore its head. The result was extensive suffering in
childbirth by educated women {Bullough and Voght 1984, 32).

Belief in the frailty of middle-class women’s bodies similarly fostered the
epidemic rise during the late ninetecenth century in gynecological surgery
(Barker-Benfield 1976; Longo 1984). Many doctors routinely performed
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surgery to remove healthy ovaries, uteruses, or clitorises, from women who
experienced an extremely wide range of physical and mental symptoms—
including symptoms such as rebelliousness or malaise which reflected women’s
constrained social circumstances more than their physical health. These op-
erations were not only unnecessary but dangerous, with mortality rates of up
to thirty-three percent (Longo 1984).

Paradoxically, at the same time that scientific “experts” emphasized the
frailty of middle-class white women, they emphasized the robustness of poorer
women, both white and nonwhite. As Jacqueline Jones (1985, 15) explains:

Slaveholders had lirtle use for sentimental platitudes abour the delicacy of the fe-
male constitution. . . . There were enough women like Susan Mabry of Virginia,
who could pick 400 or 500 pounds of corton a day (150 o 200 pounds was
considered respecrable for an average worker) to remove from a master’s mind
all doubts about the ability of a strong, healthy woman field worker. As a result,
he conveniently discarded his time-honored Anglo-Saxon notions about the rype
of work best suited for women.

Similar attitudes applied to working-class white women. Thus, Dr. Lucien
Warner, a popular medical authority, could in 1874 explain how middle-class
women were made frail by their atfluence, while “the African negress, who
toils beside her husband in the fields of the south, and Bridget {the Irish
maid], who washes and scrubs and toils in our homes at the north, enjoy for
the most part good health, with comparative immunity from uterine disease”
(cited in Ehrenreich and English 1973, 12-13},

At any rate, despite the warnings of medical experts, women continued
to enter both higher education and the paid workforce. However, although
education clearly benefited women, entering the workforce endangered the
lives and health of many women due to hazardous working conditions.

Although male workers could hope to improve their working conditions
through union agitation, this tactic was far less useful for women, who more
often worked in non-unionized jobs, were denied union membership, or were
not jnterested in joining unions. As a result, some feminists began lobbying
for protective labor laws that would set maximum working hours for women,
mandate rest periods, and so on (Erickson, 1982). In 1908, the U.S. Supreme
Court first upheld such a law in Muller ». Orggon. Unfortunately, it soon
became clear that protective labor laws hurt women more than they helped,
by bolstering the idea that female workers were inherently weaker than male
workers.

Twelve years after the Muller decision, in 1920, most female U S. citizens
finally won the right to vote in national elections. (Most Asian-born and
Native American women, however, were ineligible for citizenship, and most
African-American women—like African-American men—were prevented
from voting through legal and illegal means.) Unfortunately, suffrage largely
marked the close of decades of feminist activism rather than the start of any
broader reforms in women’s legal, social, or economic positions.



) THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF WOMEN’S BODIES

By the 1960s, women’s status had hardly changed. For example, although
the fourteenth amendment (passed in 1868) guaranteed equal protection
under the law for all U.S. citizens, not untl 1971, in Reed ». Reed, did
the Supreme Court rule that differental treatment based on sex was illegal.
Similarly, based still on Blackstone’s interpretation of women’s legal position
and the concept of women as men’s property, until the 1970s courts routinely
refused to prosecute wife batterers unless they killed their wives, and not unti
1984 did any court convict a man for raping a woman to whom he was married
and with whom he still legally resided.

Recognition of these and other inequities led to the emergence of a new
feminist movement beginning in the second half of the 1960s (Evans 1979).
In its earliest days, this movement adopted the rhetoric of liberalism and
the civil rights movement, arguing that women and men were morally and
intellectually equal and that women’s bodies were essentially similar to men’s
bodies. The {unsuccessful) attempts to pass the Equal Rights Amendment,
which stated that “equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or
abridged by the United States or any state on account of sex,” reflected this
strain of thinking about gender,

The goal of these liberal feminists was to achieve equality with men within
cxisting social structures—for example, to get men to assume a fair share of
child-care responsibilites. Soon, however, some feminists began questioning
whether achieving equality within existing social structures would really heip
women, or whether women would be served better by radically restructuring
society to create more humane social arrangements—for example, establishing
communal living arrangements in which child care could be more broadly
shared rather than trying to allocate child-care responsibilities more equitably
within a nuclear family. Along with this questioning of sodal arrangements
came questions about the reality not only of sex differences but also of the
categories “male” and “female.”

1n contrast, a more recent scrand of feminist thought, known as “cultural
feminism,” has re-emphasized the idea of inherent differences berween men
and women. Unlike those who made this argument in the past, however,
cultural feminists argue that women’s bodies (as well as their minds and
moral values) are superior to men’s. From this perspective, women’s ability to
create human life makes women (especially mothers) innately more pacifistic,
loving, moral, creative, and life-affirming than men (e.g., Daly 1978). For the
same reason, some feminists, such as Susan Griffin (1978), now argue that
women also have an inherently deeper connection than men to nature and
to ecological concerns. (Ironically, many in the antiabortion movement and
on the far right use rhetoric similar to that of cultural feminists to argue that
women belong at home.)

Despite the differences among feminists in ideology and tactics, all share
the goal of challenging accepted ideas about women’s bodies and social
position. Not surprisingly, as the modern feminist movement has grown, a
backlash has developed that has attempted to reinforce more traditional ideas
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(Faludi 1991). This backlash has taken many forms, including (1) increasing
pressure on women to control the shape of their bodies, (2) attempts to
define premenstrual and postmenopausal women as ill, and (3) the rise of the
anti-abortion and “fetal rights” movements.

Throughout history, women have experienced social pressures to main-
tain acceptable appearances. However, as Susan Faludi (1991), Naomi Wolf
(1991), and many others have demonstrated, the backlash against modern
feminism seems to have increased these pressures substantially. For example,
the average weight of both Miss America winners and Playboy centerfolds has
decreased steadily since 1978, even though the average height has increased
(Wiseman et al. 1992). Current appearance norms call for women to be
not only painfully thin, but muscular and buxom—qualities that can occur
together only if women spend vast amounts of time on exercise, money on
cosmetic surgery, and emotional energy on diet (Seid 1989).

The backlash against feminism also has affected women’s lives by stim-
ulating calls for the medical control of premenstrual women. Although first
defined in the 1930s, the idea of a “premenstrual syndrome” (PMS) did
not garner much attenton either inside or outside medical circles until the
1970s. Since then, innumerable popular and medical articles have argued that
to function at work or school, women with PMS need medical treatment to
control their anger and discipline their behaviors. Similarly, many doctors
now believe that menopausal women need drugs to maintain their sexual
attractiveness and to control their behavior and emornions.

Finally, the backlash against feminism has restricted women’s lives by
encouraging the rise of the antiabortion and “fetal rights” movements. Prior
to the twentieth century, abortion was generally considered both legally and
socially acceptable, although dangerous. By the mid-twentieth century, abor-
ton had become a safe medical procedure, but was legal only when deemed
medically necessary. Doctors were deeply divided, however, regarding when it
was necessary, with some performing abortions only to preserve women’s lives
and others doing so to preserve women'’s social, psychological, or economic
well-being (Luker 1984). To protect themselves legally, beginning in the
1960s, those doctors who favored more lenient indications for aborton,
along with women who considered abortion a right, lobbied heavily for
broader legal access to abortion. This lobbying culminated in 1973 when
the U.S. Supreme Court ruled, in Roe v Wade, that abortion was legal
in most circumstances., However, subsequent legislative actions and Court
decisions (including the 1976 Hyde Amendment and the Supreme Court’s
1989 decision in Webster v. Reproductive Health Services), have reduced legal
access to abortion substantially, especially for poor and young women.

Embedded in the legal battles over aborton is a set of beliefs about the
nature of women and of the fetus {Luker 1984). On one side stand those who
argue that unless women have an absolute right to control their own bodies,
including the right to abortion, they will never attain fully equal status in
society. On the other side stand those who argue that the fecus is fully human
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and that women’s rights to control their bodies must be subjugated to the
fetus’s right to life.

This latter belief also underlies the broader social and legal pressure for
“fetal rights.” For example, pregnant women around the country—almost all
of them nonwhite and poor—have been arrested for abusing alcohol or illegal
drugs while pregnant, on the grounds that they had no right to expose their
fetuses to harmful substances. Others—again, mostly poor and nonwhite—
have been forced to have cesarean sections against their will. In these cases,
the courts have ruled that fetuses’ interests are more important than women’s
right to determine what will happen to their bodies—in this case, the right
to refuse invasive, hazardous surgery—and that doctors know better than
mothers what is in a fetus’s best interests. Still other women have been denied
jobs by employers who have argued that hazardous work conditions might
endanger a pregnant worker’s fetus; these employers have ignored evidence
that the same conditions would also damage men’s sperm and thus any
resulting fetuses.

In sum, throughout history, ideas about women’s bodies have centrally
affected the strictures within which women live. Only by looking at the
embodied experiences of women, as well as at how those experiences are
socially constructed, can we fully understand women’s lives, women’s position
in society, and the possibilities for resistance against that position.
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