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Body Size, Food and Women’s Identity:
A Qualitative Psychological Study across the Life Span.
By Jillian Rachel Tunaley

Summary

This thesis investigates the subjective meanings surrounding body size and food for
women from three different stages of the life span. A qualitative feminist psychological
perspective 1s adopted, which shifts the emphasis from models of individual deficiency to
a model of subjective meanings shaped in relation to social and historical discourses
surrounding femininity, sexual attractiveness and a ‘thin ideal’ of body size. The life span
perspective reduces the emphasis on young women, and explores sexual attractiveness
and relationships in relation to ageing discourses which construct women’s sexual
attractiveness as declining after early adulthood. In addition, the contribution of women’s
experiences of feeding their families to the meanings of body size and food are explored.

The research is located within the tradition of symbolic interactionism (Mead, 1934;
Blumer, 1969). It develops a methodology incorporating social constructionist grounded
theory (Henwood and Pidgeon, 1995; Charmaz, 1990) and feminist standpoint
methodology (Griffin, 1995; Oakley, 1981). The individual is conceptualised as
constructing the meanings of her experiences in relation to extra-local discourses through
a process of 1nteraction with, and reflection upon, discourses.

The empirical research comprised a pilot study (N=3), which used a group interview
methodology to explore the experiences of three women in their early twenties. The main
studies of the thesis used in-depth individual interviews to explore the meanings of body
size and food for women aged between sixteen and eighteen (Study One, N=15); women
in the thirty to forty five age group (Study Two, N=18); and women 1n the over sixty age
group (Study Three, N=12).

The findings of the thesis indicate that there were a range of different meanings
surrounding body size and food for women from the different age groups of the studies.

These meanings were related to the different sexual and famuly relationships in which the
women were involved and to the women's sense of themselves in these relationships.
The women’s experiences of the relationship between self and others were constructed i1n
relation to the social discourses surrounding femininity and women’s roles, where there
was a reflection upon these discourses in the context of the women’s lives and
experiences. In addition, some women also constructed their experiences in relation to
alternative discourses which minimised the importance of body size and rejected the
traditional expectations of women’s lives and relationships.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE BEGINNING OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS:
PERSONAL TRANSITIONS AND BACKGROUND TO THE
RESEARCH

1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter outlines my intellectual development within the first year of my postgraduate
research, in order to describe the transition I made from working as a quantitative social
psychologist interested in research on women to working as a qualitative feminist social
psychologist. This transition followed the identification of a number of problems in
mainstream psychology and represented a fundamental shift in my ideas and attitudes
towards the subject matter which psychology examines and the methods upon which
psychological theory is based. A discussion of these issues is important because this shift

resulted in substantial changes in the research I subsequently carried out for my PhD.
These changes related both to the substantive nature of the research and to its
epistemological and methodological orientation.

I began studying for my PhD in 1991, following the completion of an undergraduate
degree 1n psychology. The first six months of my postgraduate research were spent
setting up a project to examine the role of cognitive factors in psychological adjustment to
miscarriage. This project was to build on the research I carried out for my undergraduate
dissertation, which was a small-scale quantitative study relating psychological distress

following women’s first miscarriage to their use of specific pre-defined cognitions

(Tunaley, Slade and Duncan, 1993, 1992a, 1992b). My PhD proposed to further
investigate the preliminary findings of this research in a large scale prospective study.

As I began studying for my PhD I gradually became aware of a number of problems with
the theoretical and methodological framework in which both my undergraduate and
postgraduate research were based. As will be discussed in section 2, these problems
focused around psychology’s failure to explore social context and gender, its dismissal of
the meanings and understandings which individuals have of their experiences, and its
potential exploitation of research participants.

The identification of these problems made carrying out traditional psychological research
extremely problematic for me. After much thought and after six months of my
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postgraduate research, I decided to change both the substantive content and the theoretical
and methodological orientation of my PhD research. This involved changing the topic of
study to that of women, body size and food as well as looking at women’s experiences
from a feminist perspective, through exploring the role of gender power relations in
women'’s lives. Methodologically, the changes involved shifting the research from the
traditional quantitative framework of mainstream psychology to a qualitative interpretative
framework which analysed individual’s experiences from their own perspectives. These
changes also involved changing my PhD supervisors.

As I write about the transitions I made at the start of my postgraduate research I can look
back upon the transition and clearly outline the problems which I experienced. In
considering this transition at the end of the research, I can relate these problems to current
critiques and debates within psychology (see Chapter Four). However, whilst this
chapter presents the development of my ideas about psychology as a straightforward
process, this does not represent the actual reality of the experience. When I was actually
in the process of the transition the problems were experienced in terms of ‘gut feelings’
or 1nstincts which were very difficult to define or identify in a formal academic manner.
This meant that I felt very confused about the research I was proposing to carry out as
well as about my role as a postgraduate researcher.

The confusion and unhappiness which the transition in my ideas about psychology
created for me can be related to a number of factors. Firstly, it relates to the fact that my
undergraduate degree had involved little coverage of the critiques of the epistemology of
mainstream psybhology. Secondly, I had been ‘trained’ within my psychology degree to
be objective rather than subjective and hence not to rely on my own ‘subjective’ and
hence supposedly ‘biased’ perspectives. Thirdly, the dissatisfactions I experienced in
relation to the academic content of psychology were confused with feelings of
dissatisfaction with the process of carrying out postgraduate research itself. Such a
process 1s commonly recognised as an extremely stressful and confusing experience (see

Phillips and Pugh, 1994) and I found this was particularly the case during the initial
stages of my research. |

A final problem I encountered in relation to the transition in my research related to my
feelings about taking on a ‘public’ identity as a feminist and as a feminist psychologist.
These feelings centred around the way I believed feminism to be perceived both within
psychology and society more generally. Whilst I was interested in feminism outside of
my work as a psychologist (see section 2.1 below), I had internalised the view within
mainstream psychology that taking a feminist perspective involves taking a “political’ and
hence biased view towards society and the individual. For a long time I felt that my work
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would therefore not be valued because of its feminist perspective. This created a lot of
problems for me in relation to commitment and motivation.

2. THE IDENTIFICATION OF PROBLEMS WITHIN THE
MAINSTREAM PSYCHOLOGICAL APPROACH

In this section of the chapter the problems which I came to identify within mainstream
psychology are identified in terms of my personal feelings and experiences about these
issues. The ideas raised in this chapter are returned to at other parts of the thesis,

particularly in Chapter and Four, where they are referenced to the related critiques and
debates within psychology.

2.1. A Failure to Explore Gender and Social Context

The first problem I came to identify in the mainstream psychological approach in which
my initial postgraduate research was based was its failure to examine the psychology of
women in relation to social context and gender power relations. I came to realise that
mainstream psychology takes no account of the influence of these factors on women’s

lives 1n terms of the way women experience themselves and their relationships with
others. This is part of the way in which social psychology theorises the individual as

1solated from social context and part of the way in which psychology has attempted to
divorce itself from 1ssues surrounding gender and power.

Whilst I have always had a personal interest in feminism and women’s issues, it was
only when I began the research for my undergraduate dissertation that I began to consider
how this interest contributed to my studies in psychology. Prior to this, I regarded
feminism as part of my personal life, which I explored through discussion with friends
for example, rather than as something which was a part of what psychology looked at or
what psychology was concerned with. Whilst research in feminist psychology and the
psychology of women was beginning to establish itself in British psychology at this time
(see Burman, 1990; Wilkinson, 1986), the ideas raised in this research had been
completely ignored in my degree. There had been little focus on the experiences of
relevance in women’s lives or of the role of gender on individuals’ psychology.

In this respect I was extremely lucky to have the opportunity to carry out my dissertation
on an issue which 1s a specific part of women’s experience. I greatly enjoyed carrying out
research on women because I thought it enabled me to bring together my interests in
psychology, women’s lives and feminism. However, as I carried out this research and
prepared to extend it in my postgraduate work I began to realise that there were a number
of difficulties with an approach which, whilst looking at previously invisible areas of
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women’s experiences, attempted to do so by ‘adding women’ into existing psychological
theory and methodology.

Whilst my research on miscarriage had looked at women it had not taken gender into

account. Instead it had been carried out from what psychology claims to be a ‘gender
neutral’ perspective, which feminist critiques have now identified as actually being based
upon patriarchal assumptions about women’s lives (see Chapter Four). Thus whilst the

research was based on women, in terms of the fact that miscarriage is only experienced
by women, it was not based on any analysis of what ‘being a woman’ was about in terms
of social constructions of womanhood and femininity. There was no exploration of what
effect being unable to carry a baby full-term might have on how women feel about
themselves in terms of their identity as women and how this identity is defined in relation
to social constructions of femininity. There was thus a failure to consider the fact that
society defines femininity in relation to her reproductive capabilities, so that women
continue to be under a great deal of societal pressure to have children and womanhood is
associated with motherhood (Nicolson, 1993a).

In coming to recognise the influence of gender power relations on women'’s experiences I

was moving away from the conceptualising women as the same as men. There was thus a
shift towards conceptualising women as experiencing the world differently to men

because of the different social, cultural and historical contexts in which they live and
which influence what it means to be a woman in contemporary Western society. This
involves analysing the role of gender power relations within these contexts and the way
in which the power asymmetries which exist in society between men and women
influence women’s experiences of both their social and personal worlds. It is important to
note that this does not mean that I believe women to be intrinsically or inevitably different
to men by virtue of their biological or sex differences but that women’s experiences of the
world and hence the psychology of women are different to men by virtue of gender

differences which are determined by societal, cultural and historical conceptualisations of
femininity and masculinity.

After I changed the focus of my PhD research and began to explore the perspective of
feminist psychology, I became aware that my ‘gut feelings’ about the way in which
psychology deals with women were related to an academic critique of psychology. This
critique has identified the fact that mainstream psychology has traditionally either ignored
experiences relevant to women’s lives (Griffin, 1995; Harding, 1987; Wilkinson, 1986
Stanley and Wise, 1983; Roberts, 1981) or has distorted female experience. This
distortion has taken place through comparisons to male norms (Griffin, 1985, 1986:
Gilligan, 1982) or through theories which emphasise women’s biological and
reproductive differences from men (Ussher, 1989: Gergen, 1990; Howell, 1981: Barnett
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and Baruch, 1978). Such research calls for a new psychology which is based on
women's accounts of their own experiences (Griffin, 1995; Maynard and Purvis, 1994;
Harding, 1987; Wilkinson, 1986; Bowles and Klein, 1983) and where such experniences
are seen as valid in their own right rather than being assessed in relation to accounts of
male experiences. These points will be returned to in Chapter Four, in a discussion of
feminist methodology and epistemology and the way in which the main body of the
research incorporated this perspective into other theoretical perspectives.

2.2 Psychology as Divorced from Experience and Meaning

The second problem I identified in mainstream psychology focused upon the way in
which psychology is divorced from individuals’ experiences and hence fails to explore
the meaning which experiences have for individuals in the context of their own lives as

told from their own perspectives.

My awareness of psychology as failing to explore individuals’ personal experiences and
understandings of those experiences began on my undergraduate degree, although this
awareness was relatively unformulated at this stage. In common with many other
psychology students (Hollway, 1989), I had decided to study for a psychology degree in
order to ‘understand people’ in terms of the way people experienced themselves and their
relationships with others. Unfortunately I found that psychology failed to live up to these
expectations because of the way in which it reduces human experience to causal
relationships between variables, denying both the complexity of personal experiences and
the meaning which such experiences have for individuals. I thus found that
‘understanding people’ in terms of their own understandings of their lives is outside the
realm of mainstream psychology. Whilst students of psychology may develop an
understanding of these issues this is more likely to come from their own life experiences
outside psychology rather than from the study of psychology itself.

My research on miscarriage brought this neglect of people’s experiences into sharper
focus. Whilst my dissertation potentially provided me with an opportunity to talk to
people and find out about their lives, I found that the methods I was using were not
designed with this object in mind. The use of structured 1nterviews containing questions
about the women’s use of specific predefined cognitions resulted in women’s experiences
of miscarriage being framed within the hypotheses of the study rather than within the
context on what she herself had experienced. Rather than allowing the woman to talk
about what she saw as relevant to her adjustment to miscarriage, the research investigated
adjustment 1n relatton to prior theory about this adjustment. The resulting data from such
research was thus not built upon individuals’ own accounts of their experiences and

hence potentially missed out large areas of experience which might be of equal or greater
relevance to the research.
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The women participating in the interviews carried out for my dissertation told me a great
deal about their personal experiences of miscarriage. These narratives were usually given
at the start of the interviews when the women were asked to briefly describe their
experiences. This was merely intended as a means of ‘establishing rapport’ with the
woman and as a way of embedding the questions about specific cognitions. For most of
the women I interviewed, miscarriage had been an extremely important experience in their
lives and they wanted to tell me exactly what had happened to them. This often resulted in
long accounts of when, how and why they thought they had miscarried. To me these

narratives were the most interesting parts of the interviews and seemed to be far more
relevant than the formalised and standardised questions I asked in order to explore my
hypotheses.

When I came to carry out the analysis of the interviews, the women’s narratives were
largely excluded as I carried out a content analysis of the transcripts searching for specific
examples of the cognitions outlined in the research hypotheses. This content analysis
resulted in percentage values relating to the use of particular cognitions which were then
linked to the women’s adjustment through statistical tests. The use of prior theory to
analyse the women’s accounts together with the reliance on numerical treatment of the
data silenced the women’s accounts. Whilst these narratives enabled me as a researcher to
gain a clearer idea of what miscarriage had meant to them, the method of analysis meant
that this went no further than the enrichment of my own personal understandings.
Although the results of the study were disseminated in both journal (Tunaley, Slade and
Duncan, 1993) and conference (Tunaley, Slade and Duncan, 1992a, 1992b) format, the
numerical analysis again resulted in the women’s stories being ignored.

As I planned the research for my PhD, I began to realise that locating this research within
mainstream psychology would not allow me to prioritise women’s own accounts of their
experiences. Rather than the research exploring women’s experiences at a deeper and
more éomplex level, the analysis was to continue at a simtlar level but was to involve a
much larger sample. Thus rather than ‘going deeper’ the research was simply to ‘go
broader’. At an academic level, I felt that in failing to take account of women’s

experiences from their own perspectives I was not ‘telling the whole story’ about these
experiences and was instead presenting a partial account viewed from the perspective of
prior theory. On a personal level, I felt a sense of guilt that whilst the women had
provided me with details of a very upsetting and personal part of their lives, I was failing
to respect the confidence the women had put in me to use these stories as fully as

possible. I felt dishonest that the women’s accounts were not to be used in as full a way
as the women had perhaps intended.
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As I changed the focus of my PhD research and began to learn more about qualitative
methods I found many of these 1ssues were dealt with in the perspective of grounded
theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Grounded theory develops the idea that social science
research should aim to develop theories about people’s experiences which are grounded
in individuals’ accounts of their own experiences. I also found Karen Henwood and Nick
Pidgeon’s (1992) work on grounded theory to be particularly useful at this stage of my
research.

2.3. Power and Ethical Issues: Exploitation and Expert Status

The third area of concern to emerge in the first few months of my PhD focused around
1ssues of power in the research process. This involved an analysis of the power
differentials involved in the interview and data analysis techniques of mainstream

psychology.

My research on miscarriage used structured interviews to explore the cognitions which
women use in adjusting to miscarriage. These interviews were carried out within strict
formalised guidelines involving a series of predefined questions which were asked in
exactly the same way and in the same order in each interview. Such an approach is seen
as necessary within mainstream psychology in order to ensure that data is produced
within the same conditions and so is directly comparable and statistically treatable.

I came to i1dentify this approach as problematic because of its treatment of research
participants. In order to avoid subjective bias infiltrating the interview, the researcher is
advised to remain distanced from the participants. Whilst the participant is expected to
obediently answer the interviewer’s questions, the researcher is taught to avoid
answering the participant’s questions about the researcher’s opinions or the aim of the
research. Such an approach depersonalises the research process on behalf of both the
researcher and the participant. It dismisses the interpersonal nature of the research
encounter which is seen as simply involving the passage of information from the

participant (the 'data provider') and the researcher (the 'data collector'). Further, in
asking for the participants to provide personal information about their lives whilst

advising the researcher to remain objective and unbiased (and hence provide no
information about her own experiences, her opinions or the aims of the research) the
researcher 1s placed in a position of power over the participant.

As I carried out interviews I learnt that to carry out interviews in accordance with these
objective guidelines 1s not only depersonalising and disempowering, it is also extremely
difficult to carry out in practice. In carrying out a research interview, the researcher is

required to use her interpersonal skills to ensure the interview flows smoothly. To expect
the researcher not to use these skills or to use them in exactly the same way in each
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interview 1s impossible. I thus came to realise that there is a need to acknowledge the
subjective nature of the interview process. Thus the interview should be conceptualised
as a social encounter between two individuals with individual characteristics which

cannot be removed from the interview situation. .

Through my research experience I also found that power differentials enter research in the
analysis process. This relates to my criticisms about the use of prior theory in looking at
individual's experiences rather than building theory from their accounts. The imposition
of prior meanings on individual's experiences involves the assertion that the researcher's
interpretation of individual's experience is of more value than that of the individual. I
found this status difference problematic because it implied a power differential in the
research process where the participant was subordinate to the researcher.

As I developed my ideas about interpersonal relationships within the research process, I
found the work of Oakley (1981) to be very useful. Oakley provides an insightful
analysis of the interview process, based on her own experiences of interviewing women.
This work forms part of the feminist critique of power relations within research which is
discussed in more detail in Chapter Three. In addition the co-operative inquiry approach
(Reason, 1988; Reason and Rowan, 1981) was also useful at this stage because of its
analysis of power relations as well as its more general critique of positivist psychology.
The co-operative inquiry approach was adopted in the Pilot Study of the thesis and hence

is also discussed in Chapter Three.

3. THE TRANSITION TO QUALITATIVE FEMINIST PSYCHOLOGY

As aresult of 1dentifying problems in the mainstream psychological approach, I decided
to change both the substantive and methodological focus of my study as well as my PhD
supervisors. Methodologically, the changes involved shifting the research from the
traditional quantitative framework of mainstream psychology to a qualitative interpretative
framework which analysed individual’s experiences from their own perspectives. This
framework was developed throughout the thesis so that the Pilot Study (Chapter Three) is
based on co-operative inquiry and feminist methodology approaches whereas the main
studies of the thesis (Chapters Six, Seven and Eight) are based around a framework

incorporating symbolic interactionism, feminist methodology, and social constructionist
grounded theory.

In substantive terms my PhD changed direction because of potential problems with access
to participants at the hospital where I had intended to carry out my research. It thus
became necessary to either establish contacts at a different hospital or begin a projectin a
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different substantive area. I decided on the latter option and hence changed the focus of
my PhD to the study of women, body size and food. This decision was based upon a

number of reasons.

Firstly, I chose to study women, body size and food because of my personal interest in
body size and food issues. This interest arose out of my own experiences of feeling
unhappy with my body size and my subsequent struggles with food through diet and
attempts at weight control. Carrying out research which one is personally interested in
forms part of the feminist commitment to exploring one’s own experiences as a valid
research resource (Stanley and Wise, 1983). An awareness of my own experiences and
perspective in relation to body size and food also forms part of my commitment to
reflexivity in the research process which involves a process of conscious reflection upon
one’s own interests, values and perspectives in terms of their influence on the research
process. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Four.

A second reason for deciding to study women, body size and food relates to my interest
in exploring issues which are of relevance in women'’s lives. As will be discussed 1n
Chapter Two, dissatisfaction with body size, and the dieting behaviour which results
from this, have been found to be experienced by more women than men. Studying body
size and food therefore represents a way of redressing the emphasis which mainstream
psychology has placed on the study of men’s experiences (Griffin, 1995; Harding, 1987;
Wilkinson, 1986; Stanley and Wise, 1983; Roberts, 1981) through studying issues
which concern women and which influence their sense of themselves and their
relationships with others.

4. CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored the personal transitions involved in changing the focus of my
research from mainstream social psychology to a qualitative feminist approach. It has
raised a number of 1ssues which inform the theoretical and methodological framework of

the different studies of the thesis. Whilst these issues are discussed in more detail in
subsequent chapters they can be summarised here as follows:

 Mainstream psychology fails to explore the role of gender and social context in
individuals’ experiences. In taking a qualitative feminist perspective, this thesis

asserts that women’s relationship to body size and food needs to be explored in
relation to social constructions of femininity.
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 In using a quantitative methodology, mainstream psychology fails to explore the
meanings of individuals’ experiences as explored from their own perspectives. When
interview methodologies are used, participants are asked questions relating to prior
theory and hypotheses which fails to explore what the participants see as relevant.

Drawing on grounded theory, this thesis asserts that theory about individuals’
experiences should be grounded in participants’ accounts.

 The emphasis on objectivity in mainstream psychological research means that the
research process can be depersonalising and disempowering for participants. This
thesis attempts to develop a methodology which conceptualises the research process
as a social and therefore subjective encounter between two individuals, each with
their own characteristics. It also attempts to reduce the power differentials in the

research process.
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CHAPTER TWO

TOWARDS A FEMINIST PSYCHOLOGICAL APPROACH TO
WOMEN, BODY SIZE AND FOOD

1. INTRODUCTION

This chapter reviews the literature which has formed the basis of the approach adopted in
this thesis. The chapter aims to identify how a qualitative feminist psychological
approach can contribute to understandings of women’s feelings about their bodies, and
to briefly examine how these feelings have been understood within the social science
literature. The literature on body size concemns has been located within a broad range of
disciplines, including medicine, psychology and sociology. In each of these disciplines
alternative theorisations and methodological perspectives have been employed so that
there 1s little cross fertilisation between approaches. The aim here is to critically evaluate
the issues identified in these approaches and to discuss the relevance of a qualitative
feminist psychological approach in conceptualising women’s experiences of body size in
terms of social discourses which are actively incorporated into subjective meanings.

Women'’s relationship to body size has traditionally been conceptualised within a
pathological and individualised framework. This perspective views the widespread
dissatisfaction which women feel about their bodies as the result of ‘problems’ within
the individual woman, which places responsibility and blame on women themselves.
This chapter aims to shift this theorisation to a qualitative feminist psychological
approach which explores women’s concerns with their bodies in relation to the social,
historical and cultural discourses surrounding body size, which are themselves
structured in relation to discourses surrounding femininity and women’s roles!. Rather
than conceptualising women'’s feelings of unhappiness with their bodies in terms of an
irrational or selfish preoccupation with their physical attractiveness, they are viewed in
relation to a socially and historically constructed ‘thin ideal’ of female beauty which
defines extreme thinness as the only acceptable size for women and which locates
women’s value and identity solely in relation to their physical appearance.

IThe term “discourse’ is defined here as an extra-locally organised framework of meanings which prescribe

individuals’ conduct and identities. The normative standards within these frameworks are constructed in
relation to social institutions and relationships (see Henwood, 1993).
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Whilst taking a cultural perspective, this chapter identifies the need for a psychological
approach to the theorisation of women’s concern with their body size. This is necessary
in order to theorise how cultural discourses come to have subjective meaning for
women. The theoretical approach developed in this thesis argues that there 1s a need to
explore the subjective meanings of social discourses surrounding women and body size
in terms of how these discourses are used by women and how they shape women'’s
experiences of their bodies in the context of their lives.

2. MOVING AWAY FROM DISORDER: INVESTIGATING BODY SIZE
AND FOOD FOR WOMEN IN THE GENERAL POPULATION

The majority of women in Western societies feel a sense of dissatisfaction about the size
and shape of their bodies, regarding them as unacceptably fat, repulsive and ‘wrong’.
Large scale surveys have found that between 55% (Cash, Winstead and Janda, 1986)
and 75% (Wooley and Wooley, 1984) of contemporary Western women 'feel fat' and
have a great fear of putting on weight. Smaller scale experimental studies have found
that the majority of women feel dissatisfied with their bodies, because of the disparity
they perceive between the size of their own bodies and the size they would like to be
(Altabe and Thompson, 1993; Lamb et al., 1993; Tiggemann, 1992; Pliner, Chaiken and
Flett 1990; Rozin and Fallon, 1988; Fallon and Rozin, 1985; see also Polivy, Herman
and Pliner, 1990 and Rodin, Silberstein and Striegel-Moore, 1984 for reviews). This
concern about body size is not confined to women who are larger than average. The
majority of women perceive themselves as ‘too fat’ and ‘overweight’ regardless of their
actual size (Mable, Balance and Galgan, 1986; Mintz and Betz, 1986; Wooley and
Wooley, 1984; Harmatz, 1987; Rodin, Silberstein and Striegel-Moore, 1984).

The sense of wrongness’ which surrounds women’s feelings about their bodies results
in a discourse of alteration and cultivation (Orbach, 1993; Ferguson, 1984) so that
women feel that they must strive to ‘improve’ their bodies through reducing their size
and hence making their bodies as small as possible. Consequently, large numbers of
women have been found to restrict their food intake in order to lose weight. Dieting
statistics show that ninety percent of women diet at some point in their lives with twenty
six percent currently dieting to lose weight (French and Jeffery, 1994). These studies
also show that forty percent of women report trying to lose weight at any one time,
either through dieting and other weight loss methods. Again dieting is not restricted to
'‘overweight’ women with sixty four percent of ‘normal’ weight women reporting
dieting to lose weight (Jeffery et al., 1984)2. In addition sixteen percent of

2In this thesis terms such as ‘obese’ or ‘overweight’ are avoided in describing the size of women’s bodies.
The term ‘obese’ is unacceptable because it can be interpreted as medicalising fatness, placing it within
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" ‘underweight’ women (Stephenson et al., 1987) and twenty percent of ‘underweight’
adolescent girls (Moses, Banilivy and Lifshitz, 1989) report dieting to lose weight.
Recent evidence has also shown that these figures are increasing (Horm and Anderson,
1993), with more and more women embarking on weight-reducing diets.

Dieting has been found to be particularly prevalent amongst adolescent girls and female
college students. Thus seventy percent of teenage girls report trying to lose weight at
some point in the past with incidence at any one time varying between thirty (Moses,
Banilivy and Lifshitz, 1989; Johnson et al., 1983) and sixty two percent (Story et al.,
1991). In addition, fifty to sixty one percent of college women report current dieting
behaviours. There is now also concern that these behaviours are affecting children at a
much younger age so that children as young as nine feel dissatisfied with their bodies
and are engaging in dieting behaviour (Hill, Oliver and Rogers, 1992).

The majority of these studies have been based on both men and women and have found
significant gender differences. Thus in comparison to women, men are less dissatisfied
with their bodies, less likely to view their bodies as significantly larger than 1deals and
less likely than women to see themselves as overweight. In addition men are less likely
than women to be dieting or attempting to lose weight through other methods. These
gender differences are theorised in relation to the cultural discourses surrounding body
size in section 4.2, where the discourses are theorised as being structured around gender
power relations.

These statistics provide a powerful illustration of the distress and unhappiness which
surrounds body size for women and the struggles with food and eating which these
feelings cause. Despite these statistics, women’s relationship to body size and food has
received little research interest in mainstream psychological research (Bordo, 1993;
Surrey, 1991; Orbach, 1988). There has been minimal consideration of the way in
which a constant preoccupation with the size of one’s body and the restriction of food
intake affects a woman’s sense of her self or her relationships with others.

The neglect of women’s relationship to body size and food is in stark contrast to the fact
that extensive research has been carried out on food and body size issues for individuals
who are defined as ‘eating disordered’. Eating disorders have been a major focus of
attention for extensive numbers of psychologists, psychiatrists, and other health
professionals for more than thirty years. This research has been driven by the desire to

the sphere of pathology and disorder. Similarly the term ‘overweight’ is avoided as it involves the concept
of ‘ideal’ weights for individuals, which can be seen as judging fatness as wrong or ‘less than ideal’. Here

the term ‘fat’ is reclaimed because, devoid of its negative connotations, it is a descriptive term which
avoids the judgement involved in other terms (see Barron and Lear, 1989; Brown, 1985).
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describe, and classify the ‘pathological’ attitudes which women diagnosed as eating
disordered have towards their bodies and towards food and eating (Bordo, 1993). In
addition, this academic interest is paralleled in the 'lurid and sensational’ portrayal of
eating disorders by the media with its emphasis on the 'obsessive' behaviour of those
who are 'outside the norm' (Bordo, 1990). In contrast to the high profile of eating
disordered populations, the concerns which women from non-disordered populations
have towards body size and eating are seen as trivial and non-problematic (Surrey,
1991). The fact that the majority of women are dissatisfied with the size of their bodies
has not led to further investigation and analysis.

Whilst it is acknowledged that the distress surrounding body size and food for women
who are not diagnosed as having an eating disorder may not be as extreme as that
involved in anorexia and bulimia, this thesis argues that women’s relationship to body

size requires further investigation. As Ogden proposes:

‘One of the effects of this interest in extremes [in eating disorders] is that the
excessive behaviour overshadows the importance of more moderate
behaviours. The danger and drama associated with severe disorders
trivialises the relevance of the more subtle difficulties. Perhaps what people
should be interested in are the normal average things which affect more
normal average people. The drama associated with eating disorders detracts
from the effects of dieting which may not be so dramatic or threatening but
which have an impact on more people’s lives. The effects of dieting may not
be as exciting or traumatic but they are still important and deserve to be

understood.’ (Ogden, 1992, p. 38).

This thesis proposes that women’s feelings about their bodies are important to their
sense of self, having a significant impact on women’s sense of self worth and value. In
addition, it argues that body size has a important role in women's relationships with
others, particularly in their relationships with men. Women'’s relationship to body size
should therefore be considered as important in the theorisation of female psychology and
~ in theories of interpersonal and family relationships. Therefore, rather than a sole focus
on the disordered attitudes which women have towards body size and food, research
also needs to focus on the experiences of women in the general population. In
accordance with this view, the research on which this thesis 1s based explores the
experiences of women who are not defined as having an eating disorder and hence
examines the meanings of body size for women in the general population.

This focus on women in the general population means that the review of the literature
which follows examines the way in which ‘non-disordered’ women’s relationship to
body size and eating has been understood within social science research. The review
argues that the emphasts on research on eating disorders has influenced the theoretical
and methodological framework in which research on non-disordered populations has

Chapter Two.



15.

been located. Eating disorders research has traditionally taken place within a medical
framework, which locates women’s attitudes and behaviours towards their size and their
eating habits within an individual ‘pathogenic’ framework (Bordo, 1993; Malson, 1992;
White, 1991). The theoretical models which have been developed attempt to link eating
disorders to biomedical, psychological or familial pathogenic causal factors (see Malson,
1992 for a review), locating anorexia and bulimia within the sphere of the individual or
the individual’s family (Bordo, 1993; Malson, 1992). This focus can also be seen in
research on non-disordered populations which had similarly focused on the individual,
in isolation from a consideration of the influence of wider social and political forces on
women’s feelings about body size and eating. This emphasis on the individual is
discussed in the next section.

3. BODY SIZE RESEARCH AND THE EMPHASIS ON THE
INDIVIDUAL

Traditional research on women’s relationship to their body size has taken a pathological
and individualised perspective. Drawing on eating disorders research, this approach
conceptualises women’s feelings of dissatisfaction with their size in terms of individual
perceptual or cognitive deficits within the woman herself. Such deficits are
conceptualised in terms of ‘irrationality’ and ‘mental health problems’ which
pathologises and medicalises women’s experiences. Women’s feelings about their
bodies are thus conceptualised as a ‘problem’ located within the individual, where the
responsibility for such problems is placed firmly on women and within women’s minds.

This emphasis on the individual can be seen in two different research areas. Firstly, in
body size perception research which relates women’s dissatisfaction with their bodies to
their misperception of their size. Secondly, the emphasis on the individual can be seen in
research which conceptualises dissatisfaction in terms of a ‘mental health problem’

which can be ‘cured’ through the treatment of women’s irrational cognitions about their
bodies.

3.1 Body Size Perception: The Pathologisation of Weight Concerns
Body size perception studies involve the assessment of individual’s perceptions of their
body size and the accuracy with which individual’s are able to assess the size and shape
of their own bodies. Many of these studies involve participants reporting their
perceptions of how ‘under’ or ‘over’ weight they are and comparing these perceptions to
the individual’s weight (Harmatz, 1987; Mable, Balance and Galgan, 1986; Mintz and
Betz, 1986; Wardle and Beales, 1986). In these studies body weight is assessed in
relation to standardised ‘ideal weight’ tables. These ideals are often based on height-
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weight tables such as those devised by the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company 1n the
United States, which are based on the longevity and weights of those insured by the
company (Ogden, 1992). Other methods involve the use of distorting image techniques,
where participants are presented with a distorted image of themselves which they are
asked to adjust until it conforms to their perceptions of their size (Cash and Green, 1986;
Garner et al., 1976; Shipman and Sohlkhah, 1967). Alternatively visual size estimation

techniques are used where participants mark the width of various body parts on paper or
movable bars (Dolan, Birtchnell and Lacey, 1987; Askevold, 197)5).

This research has shown that the majority of women in Western societies have a tendency
to overestimate their size, regarding themselves as fatter than they ‘actually’ are. There
are also significant gender differences with women being more likely than men to see
themselves as overweight, even if they are actually ‘underweight’ or of 'normal’ weight
(Harmatz, 1987; Mable, Balance and Galgan, 1986; Mintz and Betz, 1986). This
research relates women’s dissatisfaction with their body size to their misperception of
their body size. Thus women are conceptualised as being unhappy about their bodies
because of their own ‘faulty’ perceptions. It is thus a ‘problem’ located within individual
women. Body size dissatisfaction is therefore personalised, so that it is related to a
problem within the individual rather than to wider social and political influences.

The emphasis on the individual in these studies fails to take account of the fact that the
majority of women in Western society tend to overestimate their size. According to the
perspective discussed above, all women can therefore be defined as pathological because
all have a deficiency in the way they perceive their size. Such a statistic questions the idea
that body size dissatisfaction is a problem of the individual as well as failing to explain |
why so many women misperceive their size (Bordo, 1993; Brown, 1935).

Studies such as those described above present women as 1rrational and pathological
because of the way they misperceive the size of their bodies. The fact that even women
defined as 'underweight' feel that they are too fat constructs women's concerns about
their bodies as having no relationship to any ‘objective’ reality, in terms of ‘actually’
being fat. Such an approaéh attempts to objectify what 1s essentially a subjective
experience. In addition it dismisses and denies women’s feelings of concern about their
bodies, asserting that only women who are 'really’ overweight have cause for feelings of
unhappiness and dissatisfaction. This approach fails to recognise that cultural discourses
surrounding body size define the most desirable body size in terms of extreme thinness
(Wiseman et al., 1992; Bordo, 1990; Morris, Cooper and Cooper, 1989; Chernin, 1986,
1983; Silverstein et al., 1986; Garner at al., 1980). This ‘thin ideal’ is thinner than both
the majority of women in Western society (Wiseman et al., 1992; Garner et al., 1980)
and the ideal presented in life insurance height weight tables. When women’s bodies are
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assessed 1n reference to this ‘thin‘ideal’ the majority of women can be defined as
overweight. Thus means that the whilst the research participants incorrectly define
themselves as ‘overweight’ in relation to the standardised tables, they may be defining
themselves correctly in relation to the cultural definition of what constitutes being
‘overweight’.

Body size perception studies also involve the judgement of women as ‘wrong’ either in
relation to their actual body size or because of their concerns about their size. The
categorisation of women into the categories of ‘overweight’, ‘normal weight’ and
‘underweight’ judges women on the basis of their size and defines some women as
‘more’ or ‘less’ acceptable than others. The term ‘overweight’ implies that an individual
is above some externally defined standard which defines that person as ‘wrong’ and as a
‘problem’ (Schoenfielder and Wiser, 1983). ‘Overweight” women are thus judged for
failing to be concerned about her body size. In contrast to this, ‘underweight’ women
are Jjudged because of the fact that they are concerned about being too fat when, again in
accordance with the externally defined standards, they ‘shouldn’t be’. These women are
described as ‘irrational’ and again are ‘wrong’ because they want to lose weight even
though they are actually ‘too thin’. Here then we see the way in which women are
judged 1n accordance to their size and the amount of concern and attention they pay to the
‘improvement’ of their bodies. Women are criticised both for paying too much and too
little attention to their size.

The emphasis on the individual in body size perception studies forms part of a wider
discourse constructing women’s concern with their physical appearance in terms of
personal choice and personal responsibility. Women are conceptualised as being
concerned about their appearance because of their own personal vanity and desire to be
found attractive by others (Bordo, 1993; Berger, 1972). According to this perspective,
women are their own ‘worst enemies’ because the unhappiness they feel about their
bodies is their own fault for having ‘chosen’ to be concerned about these issues.

The emphasis on the individual and individual responsibility also relates to the way 1n
which body size and dieting are culturally located within the sphere of personal control
and achievement (Mayer, 1983). According to this discourse, the dissatisfactio<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>