
A common, highly universal, stereotype that devalues the position of females in society is the importance of a woman to display herself in a presentable fashion, not for means of self satisfaction, but for opposite sex attraction.  Physical appearances have more worth than the interior beauties, personality, and emotions of a woman.  Atwood’s title, “The Female Body”, is the first indication of the value of a woman’s interior characteristics in comparison with her physical beauty.  Her “topic” of discussion is not the “flesh and blood” of a woman, but the part of which she “sprinkles with water, brushes, rubes, powders, and lubricates”, her body.  “Flesh and bones”, interior features of humans, can be related to interior characteristics of women, such as emotions, intelligence, and personality.  The high value of a woman’s physical appearance is apparent again in Atwood’s work.  She points out the irrelevance of a woman’s ability to think and use her head by placing it last in her “list of accessories” (409).  She lists many attractive, excessive beauty supplies, such as “spike heels, fishnet stockings, and a nose ring” (409), as accessories that come with women; accessories used to tempt men into “bed”, her second to last word of the list.  Finally, Atwood trivializes her list of feminine accessories by quickly and subtly including the fact that women come with a “head”, the center of all actions.  She places “head” at the end of the list, as though is was left out, forgotten about, or is least significant.  This again stereotypes the importance of body over mind.

Another common stereotype that devalues women in society is the view that a woman’s sole purpose is their ability to sexually please and tempt men, at any given moment.  It is expected that women provide these pleasures to men at any time asked, as though they are pieces of meat.  Kingston’s aunt “saw her husband for the first time, had sex with him, than saw him off to America” (401).  She was being used as a piece of meat.  Her “husband”, commonly known to be the man in an official mutual relationship, is using her as a means of not only pleasure, but also return.  Now that he is married, he has a means to return; “The Female Body”.  Atwood also makes many references to the use of woman as physical eye candy.  She provides many uses of woman’s beauty to entice men, ranging from the selling of “cars, beer, cigarettes,”(410) to the international prostitution network to reduce “the national debt”(411).  In these instances, women are valued for their ability to tempt and attract men.  Men view them not as humans, but at marketing meat, much like a moist, juicy, steak would tempt a hungry man.  The usage of women’s physical attractiveness for means of advertisement and reduction of national debt assigns them no respect, no power, and no value.  They are simply meat.

Atwood and Kingston both provide examples of how men exploit a woman’s ability to sexually please and tempt a man, and how these characteristics are being used for profit.

Both authors provide examples of how men sexually exploit and use women as means of physical pleasure, temptation, and advertisement in order to gain a profit.  In Kingston’s piece, her aunt was “promised to a young man in the next village” (401).  She had never seen or met this young man, and on their first night together “he had sex with her and left for America” (401).  Here, Kingston’s aunt is being exploited for her physical abilities to satisfy a man, and fill him with ambition to return.  She was married in such a rush, because this young man was going to America a virgin.  If given a taste of female pleasure, it was almost guaranteed that this young man would return with many goods and profits so as to ascertain more sexual favors.  Her body has been used.  The same type of physical manipulation is present in Atwood’s piece as well.  In this, women’s bodies are being used for many purposes ranging from the selling of “cars, beer, and cigarettes” (410), to the international prostitution network to reduce “the national debt” (411).  “The Female Body” is being used on billboards, magazines, posters, television, and all types of media related advertisement as means of attracting customers, usually men, to purchase products.  The international prostitution network is also another means of profit for not only men who sell prostitutes, but our country.  Men from nations across the globe travel to countries to experience sexual favors from virgin girls, referred to by Atwood as “renewable resources”.  Women are renewable because millions are created hourly, and resources because they are being exploited, much like coal, to make profit in other countries.  This exploitation of women and usage of their bodies, assigns value to physical appearance.

Both Kingston and Atwood make a comparative reference between the roles and positions of women with that of “snails” (Kingston 403, Atwood 411).  Kingston describes women as “sea snails, who carried the corded wood, babies, and laundry as whorls on their backs”, while Atwood compares the reproduction methods of sexual humans, to those of “hermaphroditic snails who work in threes.”  Both quotes and references to snails depict the value and function of women in two different cultures, and how both are the same.  Snails, carrying large shells on their backs, are much like women, who have to carry a common, irremovable “burden”(Kingston 403) with them.  This burden, relates to their function as managers of the house, the family, and the husband, as “they work in threes”(Atwood 441).  Opposite of physically appealing, snails are ugly, slimy, and slow.  Through connotation, it can be inferred that Kingston is making reference to women with husbands.  Before marriage, in Old China, women wore their hair down, plucked their eyebrows, and took care of their physical appearances in order to attract men.  After marriage, that is strictly prohibited, and the young blossoming butterfly is forced to become a snail, so as not to attract attention.  Women now function as sails, forced to work and carry the burden of the house on their back.  The housewife stereotype of women limits their possibilities, limits their hopes, and limits their dreams, much like they are “stuck to a leash.” (Atwood 412)  How much value is assigned to a dog?  Women are yet again compared to an animal, only this time, they are forced to do work.

Kinston and Atwood, in their works, make a comparative reference between the roles and positions of women with that of and “snails” (Kingston 403, Atwood 411).  Kingston describes women as “sea snails, who carried the corded wood, babies, and laundry as whorls on their backs”.  Snails, carrying large shells on their backs, are much like women, who have to carry a common, irremovable “burden” (Kinston 403) around with them at all times.  This “burden” relates to a their function as managers of the house, the family, and the husband.  A snail’s outward appearance is nothing less than unattractive, much like that of a married woman described in Kingston’s old Chinese culture.  Women, before marriage, would “guess at the colors and shapes that would interest men”, showing off their hair and image in order to attract a husband.  After marriage, women would have their hair “pulled back in tight buns, or blunt-cut” (403), so as not to attract any attention from any man but her husband, suggesting total dominance.  Atwood compares the sexual reproduction methods of men and women to those of “hermaphroditic snails who work in threes” (411).  She is almost envious in how snails reproduce so “differently” (411).  Instead of having sex, which involves a male and a female, the snail is able to reproduce by itself.  Atwood is jealous of this fact because for woman, “pleasure is not a requirement” (411).  So, if she were a snail, she could pleasure herself at any time, much like a woman does a man, and reproduce without the involvement of a member of the opposite sex.  A woman is degraded to the point where she is actually envious of a snail, an animal far below humans in the chain of being.

Women in society are forced to conform to a set standard, a general expectation, a stereotype depending the time and location.  In Kingston’s piece, she refers to the “community roundness”(405), which can be related to a circle.  A circle is perfect, containing no rough edges, no breaks, and no sharp interjections.  The community is in direct relationship with everyone; the person to your left knows the person to their left, who in turn knows you through that person.  Society is expecting Kingston’s Aunt to conform, and take her place in the circle, as a woman conformed to common stereotypes.  Atwood describes a Barbie doll society.  Society wants young children to admire, respect, and eventually idolize the appearance of Barbie, an appearance that if were real would cause a woman to “fall flat on her face”(410).  This is much like Kingston’s circle, a circle where each member is expected to act the same way in order to maintain a perfect circle.  What if someone steps out of line?  There are examples of this question apparent in both pieces.  Kingston’s Aunt was forced to have sex with a man, who in turn got her pregnant.  This is a major crime in her society, because she had committed adultery, and altered the appearance of the circle.  It, however, was not her fault.  She was told to “keep your mouth shut, or die”(401).  She was forced into a lose/lose situation.  The smoothness of the circle had been broken, not by her Aunt, but by a man who would get away with murder.  A non-conformist is also present in Atwood’s piece.  Instead of being forced out of the “roundness”, this example chose to pull her self out of conformity, away from the Barbie doll image society inflicts upon her.  The young girl dressed herself, not like a Barbie doll, but like a Barbie doll after a young boy had been through with it; with her “hair chopped off, her head turned back to front, and tattooed”(410).  She decided to rebel against society to show the negative effects men have on women.  Instead of becoming Barbie at her young age, she went straight to becoming Barbie at her married stage, bruised and beaten from the effects of the men she would have attracted, a deep lesson she learned with convinces her father that “we’re safe.”  This young child has avoided the fate of many Barbie conformists.

Women in society are penned up like animals, entrapped by a social norm, or a common conformity.  Kingston and Atwood describe this conformity, set upon them by the dominance of men, about two different societies and time periods.  In Kingston’s piece, she refers to the “community roundness” (405), a “nation of siblings” (405).  Every man, woman, and child, in her aunt’s Chinese society, had their own section of the roundness, to which strict rules and customs are applied in order to maintain it’s circular shape.  Harsh punishment and social rejection are consequences of breaking the roundness, consequences inflicted upon Kingston’s aunt by a man.  Her aunt was forced to have sex with a man of the village and forced to “keep her mouth shut, or die” (401).  She became pregnant, and was instantly tossed from the community circle, condemned to live as a “ghost”, a social outcast.  She was punished “for acting as if she could have a private life apart from the community” (405).  Forced upon her by her mistress, this woman was condemned to hear death by society, and their traditions that pined her into an inescapable corner, even after death.  Atwood describes a more modern social norm.  She describes the influence of dolls, most typically Matel’s Barbie Doll, and how society influences young women to alter their natural looks in an attempt to look more like Barbie, who can be considered attractive by the majority of men.  A non-conformist is present in Atwood’s piece.  A young girl dressed herself no like a Barbie doll, but like a Barbie doll after a young boy had been through with it; with her “hair chopped off, her head turned back to front and tattooed” (410).  She willingly decided to rebel against society to show the effects that men play on women.  Instead of becoming Barbie in her teenage years, she went straight to becoming Barbie at her married stage, bruised, beaten, and made unattractive from the influences of me, much like the women of old Chinese society.  This deep lesson the young girl learned convinces her father, who disapproves of Barbie, that “we’re safe now” (410).

THESIS: In these pieces, both authors depict women as powerless farm animals, penned in a gate of social conformity, whose appealing physical features are to be exploited for the pleasure and profit of the male gender.  This depiction, devaluing the position of women in society, is made clear through the use of connotative language, diction, and the use of stereotypes.

Throughout the years, society has changed, but the values of women, and the power distributed between men and women have remained relatively unchanged.  Kingston’s passage is based on old Chinese society, yet has many dominate points that are apparent in Atwood’s piece, which is written concerning modern society.  These common stereotypes are made apparent in both passage through the use of connotative figurative language, word choice, and description.  The distinction between the position and function of women and men in society, both modern and old, are made apparent through the examination of common stereotypes.  Values are assigned, and men come out on top of “The Female Body”.

Maxine Kingston and Margaret Atwood depict women as though they are animals, trapped in a cage constricted by society and conformity, used to do work, in order to create a profit for men.  Constant exploitation and abuse of women has created a common stereotype that has remained relatively unaltered, no matter time period or culture.  It is as though women are encaged in society and are powerless to break through for fear of consequences and punishment.  Through the use of diction, stereotypes, and most importantly, connotative language, power is assigned and men come out on top of “The Female Body”.

