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Abstract

“Fam on time. It's the afiernoon of my medical for life-instirance suitabifity. The
AMP building in Syduey is my destination, I arrive with about m-eéi:ry mities 1o
spare. I don't remember the receptionist. I don’t remember the faces of the
dociors whe altended me that day. AR [ can remember is that f could see the
claiids passing over the glass ceiling as my blood pressire was taken several
times, The first doctor toak my blood pressure three times before seeking another
opinion. The second doctor confirmed his fzars. I was in the "too high'’ risk
category, At the time [ was 22 years of age, and weighing, on average, one-
hidred and fifty kilograms. Over the next nine months I reach an extreme level

of weight foss. At my Hyghtest I weighed eighty-tae kifograms.”

1 am a male researcher, researching maseuline bodyweight and masculine embodiment.
In the qualitative tradition, seven men (primary participants) whe underwent significant
weight gain and loss were intervieweéd with the purpose of'underslt_lfmding how they
experienced their scnse of self as socially rellected. In addition tél'this, seven signilicant
olhers {sezondary participants) were interviewed in relaiion 10 their observations of
primary participants during these periods. This is an interdisciplinary study which utilises
symbolic interactionist concepis of self, and social identity, in conjunction with
sociological and philosophical coneems about body-image, badyweight, and the
expression of subjective and social mascul'mc. identities in a gendered socio-cultural
context, where tension exists between individual freedom and social conlrol {(Sce Bordo,

1999a; Cooley, 1964; Drummond, 2002; Foucault, 1980; Gailiman, 1963b, 1967; Mead,
1934; Sparkes, 1999).

It was found that diffcrent levels of male body fat influences subjective conceptions of

self, subjective expressions of masculine identities, and social projections of what it

W

&



means to be a fat and thin man. This study reveals that men went to extremes to lose
weight, in most coses by restricting their food intake. In addilion to this, it was also found
that thinner men consume more fashion than fatter men, and that happy fat men in sexual
relationships were least likely to regulate their bodyweight until these relationships
ended. Self-regulation was found to be more prominent in those men competing for
intimacy in the sexual market. In brief, this study establishes there is a softer reflective

side of men than haid been previously documented,

11
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Introduetion

Traditionally, in sociological theory (Carrigan, Connell & Lec, 1987, Gagnon, 1974;
Kimmel, 1988; Ochberg, 1987; Seidler, 1989, 1990), the malc body has been
conceptualised in terms of its significance in perpetuating patriarchal traditions, The male
body was deconstructed and exposed with the aim of challenging male sexual power,
dominance and authority in both the private and public spheres (Bordo, 1993;
Feathestone, 1991; Shilling, 1993; Wolf, 1991). In analytical traditions olthis nature, the
male body was usqoclate«‘ with physical sirengih, aggression and violence. In short,
muscles were symbohsms of manhood. *Stronger men came lo be thought of as better
men' {Gagneon, 1974, pp, 139-140), Howcver, this image is becoming blurred as
masculinity is redefined (Kimmel, 1987, 1990; Kimmel & Messner, 1992), and the media
creates and responds to emerying images of men that emphusise beauty and atiractiveness
over sticngth and aggression (Bordo, 1999a; Gamble, 2001; Cashmore, 1998; Wacquant,
1995). The consequence of this 1e-conceplualisation, is that the male body is
increasingly objectified in relation to physical appearance, altractiveness and desire
{Bordo, 1999a; Cashmore, 1998; Drummond, 2002; Gamble, 2001, Peicrsen, 1998).
Cutrently, the ideal look for men is ‘tall, well-built, with wide shoulders, *v’-shaped
back, firm bottom and flat stomach, Men ... linked the slim, muscular ideal with being
confident and in control” {Ogden cited in Grogan, 1999, p. 63} In this study, the
relationship belween masculine embodiment ard the atiractive ideal is cxplored using the

interactionist concept of reflected self {Cooley, 1964; Mead, 1934).

This study focuses on the relationships belween sclf; identity; and bodyweight as
determined by the amount ol'body fat scen and experienced. I am questioning the
traditional link between muscles and identity, and exploring the links between self, body
and identity. This study researches men's experiences of extreme weight gain and loss.
There is little information available on men’s attitudes 1owards their level of bodyweight,
defined here as referring 1o body fat (Bondo, 19994, p. 284). The common view has been
that men are nol as affected by fatness and thinness as women (Holland, Ramazanoglu,
Sharpe & Thomson, 1998, p. 113), and that male bodies are foremost working and

pewer-laden bodics (Farrell, 1994; Petersen, [998). In comparisen, the female form has



been researched as the object of the male sexual gaze. In response to such analyses, this
study revises the traditional link between body form and identity and establishes that men
cxperience a range of emotions as recipients ofthe gaze of the other, or others. In so

doing, it explores the subject's expectations ofthe social male body.

In industdalised nations it is said a healthy body reflects a healthy mind (Chernin, 1983),
People’s phiysical state of health is indicated by their physical appearance. The size,
shape, tone, colour and mobility of the body transmits, to the onlooker, a host of
symbolic messages indicating its visible and invisible state alhealth. A person’s extemal
body form can indicate haw ill or how well they are, or how dependent er independent
they may be (Lenney & Scrcombe, 2002; Oliver, 1996). This visual analysis extends to
the emotional and memal wellbeing of the invisible mind, To the observer, the physical
body can infer emotional and mental stability or instability of the subject, For example,
symbolically, thin bodies have come to indicate that people are it contrl of their lives,
and are responsible (Bordo, 1993), In contrasl, fat bodies can indicate the loss of contirol,
and irresponsibility (Bordo, 1993; Ogden, 1992; Thone, 1997). In brief, control is
understood to be a key visual factor denoting good health, In the context of this study,
the connection between symbolic control and health is explored and discussed using both

subjeclive and social contexts,

Terms such as ‘bodyweight” and *body fat* are used interchangeably in text, This is due
te participants prefeming to use different 1erminology when describing their experiences
olexcessive weight, and extreme weight loss. [ understand bodyweight can be
experienced in other ways than primarily through the amount of fat that exists. For
example, in his story on Pyecraft, H. G. Wells draws the distinction between

expericncing weightlessness, and losing weight (2004, cn-line).

It was really n most extraordinary spectacle, that great, fat, apoplectic-locking man up-
side down and Irying to 5et from ceiling 1o the floor ... “Loss of weight almost complete
... *By jove, Pyecraft”, said 1. “What you wanled was a cure for fatness! But you

always called it weight. You would call it weight” (p.7).



In this study the term bodyweight refers to the amount of fat being carried at any one
time. The phrases ‘experience of weight’ and *having weight’ in the context of this study,
refers to the extremity of weight gain and loss experienced by participants. DilTerent
bodyweights meant different interpersonal interactions, and these were based on negative
and positive sssociations made to thin and fat bodies (bodies with and without body fat).
As an example, the following section gives an account of my experiences of excessive

body fat, and extreme weight loss.

Personal reflections on my bodywelght

“There is nothing worse for the soul nor more confining for the mind than trying ‘to
live up to aﬁ image’ (Crow, 1974, np). Crow's words sum up my cxﬁerience of
childhood, adolescence and maturity. The projected image of manhoed from others
has eluded me. As 2 teenager, I was fat. My weight affected my sexual
development. I was, in most cases, rejected by girls at school. 1 was teased and
laughed at for being overweight and physically slower than my peers. When |
finally approached a potential girlfriend, 1 was told “No way:. You're fat and ugly ™,
The rejection had a profound effect on me. I realised I am my body. Looks do
matter, and bodyweight is a significant determinant when presenting an attractive
jdeal. My weight continued to increase at a rate of approximately one stone per year

from the age of twelve.

At the age of twenty-two, [ applied to take out life insurance., Atthe medical, | was told
that [ was in the high-risk category, ! was informed that my heart could no fonger
withstand my excessive lifestyle. ] was told to lose weight. I was going to die if I did not,
Up to this point in time, [ had been attempling to lose weight without success. At night, I
would pray to wake up fot-free so (hiti-women would find me attractive and my life
would be different to the one T was presently living, The insurance medical acted asa
catalyst for me to Josc weight. The weight reduction process was risky, and involved low
food intake, itlicit drugs and an excessive exercise regime (interestingly, I ara teld te lose
weight due to healih reasons and the way [ lose weight was lo undertake extremely

unhealthy practices). [ lost forty-seven kilograms in nine months and continued to lose



weight until | had shed sixty-seven off my original total of one-hundred and filly-five. I
wis pow, more han ever, scif-conscious of my bedy and behaviour when socialising

with others.

Weight reduction affected my sclf-concept, I look back at fat photographs and sce a
person who was aciually socially competent, albeit too loud both visually and verbally.
That selfbecame less prominent after weight loss. I no longer knew where I iitted in. [
became overly self~conscious in relation Lo a sexual seffthat had remained (for the most
part) restricled whilst being fat, for fear of rejection. Again, I had to re-negotiate my
standing with others, in relation to my sexual drives, and desires. [ was now visible and
available to the opposite sex, Before losing weight, [ was a large bulk of 2 man. [ had
presence. Aller losing weight, 1 realised that I now blended in. [ was now notmal in the
sense of having a comparable normative masculing bedy within my social group, as
apposed to having an overly large body. For me, having a normative body meant that [
became invisiblz to those closest to me. Therefore, ! lost more weight, in an atiempt, to

regain visibility and their attention.

It is now sixteen years since [ first lost weight. [ am now caught in a cycle thet sces me
swing from contralling my bedyweight, to trying o let go of a personal self-concept
linked to physical appearance and body image. This personal history has resulted in me
trying to understand the relationships between rationality, emotions, and the physical
body, the construction of self, social identities and socic] conirol. In this context, the
research queslion that lies at the core ofthis study is: How do men who underge

significant weight gain and loss experence their selt-concepts and social identitics?

In addressing this question, [ have chosen 10 put the concepls of *sell” and 'social
identity’ at the centre ofihis thesis. My understanding of these concepts is gleaned from
the buman services, saciology, political ideology and social psychology. This has led to
& Irans-disciplinary approach that reflects the ideological tension between the personal
and the social or, in liberal tenns, beiween the individual and socicty (Heywood, 2003;
Sercombe, 1996).



Framing the study

The eripinal title, *Sensing difference’ encapsulated the essence of the study prior to
drafting the resulis and discussion chapter. It explained how I conceptualised difference
as occurring through the vse of the human senses. It reflected the intervicw process where
participants felt discriminated against in both the private and public domains, The title
expressed my personal concern with the construction of difference. It also reflected the
connection between the senses and discrimination when it came 1o judging others based
on bodyweight, a process clearly reflected in the mimor o fmen’s experiences of weight
loss. However, alter completing the resulis chapter, and upon beginning the discussion, it
became clear that men in this study reacied emotionally 1o their subjective and socially-
reflected impressions about their weight. The emerging title ‘A solter side to men”
encapsulates the subjects’ experience of weight gain and loss, and their resulling shifting
identities, In gencral, this study explores and frames the tension between how individuals
experience (heir social world, and how the social world affects the individual's self-

construct and his expressions ol social masculine identities.

The significance of this study is that it addresses a clear gap in literature and reszarch on
the male body, and the construction of self and identity, conlexiualised to bodyweight
(Bordo, 1999a). There js a large volume of work describing the patriarchal enforcement
of body size lor women (Bordo, 1993; Ogden, 1992; Sartore, 1998; Wolf, 1991), In
contrast, research on men and male bodies has been concemed with the aggressive and
dominant roles men assume. The work that has been done (Parker, 1956; Sabo & Jonsen,
1998; Wacquant, 1995) facuses on men projecting an ideal masculine image based on
physical strenpth and desirable muscular images (Connell, 1983, 1990, 1995; Farrell,
1994; Laura & Dutton, 1994; Levy & Heaton, 1993; Messner, 1994; Roser, 1996), The

private, or rather personal, lives of men have remained mostly invisible (West, 2000).
The implications for men undergoing body transformations due to weight gain and loss

have not been investigated. There is limited research that explores the experiences of men

prior to and after weight-loss, and the extent lo which men face new problems conceming

17



their body image, appearance, and body size in relation to defining their selfFwarth
(Heam & Morgan, 1990, pp. 6-11). Feathersione and Turner (1995), emphasise the need
for more rescarch that looks at how the body affects individuals in their daily interactions
(p. 8), and West (2000) calls for more research that explores differcnt kinds of
masculinity as lived experiences. Hence the significance of this study, which fills some of
the gaps in the Iileraltirc by examining how bodyweight and an ideal body form affect

men’s view of their self~construct and social identity.

The research is significant for those involved in men's studies, rescarchers investigating
men's health, community development workers, and those interested in investigating the
construction ol masculinity in Westem cullure. The research is also significant for men in
general, and for researchers critiquing masculinity, This study will enhance an
understanding of the symbolic interaction processes that occur prior 10, during, and after
weight loss in men, and, in the process, analyse the relationship between body form and

contemporary constructions ol masculinities,

'f‘]iis research seeks to understand how men construct themselves, and others, in their
social and interpersonal interactions after gaining, and then losing, a significant amount
ofbody fat, If the notion of'a self-construet is reflecied in how an individual reacts to
others (Brown, 1979; Cooley, 1564, 1983; Mead, 1934}, then men who lose a significant
_amount of weight may undergo a process of redefining themselves through their social
interactions. Their self-concept may change, and in so doing, alterations (o theirself and
social idenlities may be evident. How they relate 1o others’ may also alter. Therefore, the
purpose of this study is 10 investigale, examine and understand, how men experience
themselves and how they react to others after achieving an objectively and subjectively

thinner body.

Ideological considerations

The rescarch question does nat reflect an ideological position, yet T have indicated that

ideology will play an important par in discussing the results, With this in mind, it is



necessary to define the term, and the way idcology frames the discussion. Seliger defines
ideology as ‘a set ofideas by which men posit, explain and justily the ends and means of
organised social action, irrespective of whether such action aims to preserve, amend,
uproot or rebuild a given social order’ (Cited in Hoywood, 1992, p. 6), Sercombe (1996},
extends this definition, albeit in accordance with Seliger’s work, and suggests that
political ideologies have at least four components, The four componenis comprising an

ideology are beliefs, ideals, explanation and action.

According to Sercombe {1996}, pelitical ideologies have central beliefs which explain
human nature, and the relationships between human beings and the environment.
Ideological beliefs shape a particular picture of the social and physical world, Each
political ideelogy has at its core a concept ol'the ideal society. It pravides a picture of
what ought (o be, and this has to be credible. From an ideological point of view, the lerm
credible means that the picture is not constructed upon Tantasy, but upon known truths.
The ideal acts as & vision of what is possible. With these criteria in mind, political
ideologies are capable of using a range of theories to explain the way things are today in
any given socicly (Sercombe, 1998), However, systerms of (heory and explanation need to
testable. Lastly, ali political ideologies have an aclion component. Change is brought
about through different forms of action both individually and socially, viclent and non-
violent (Heywood, 1992, 1998}, The methods of action used will dilfer depending an the
ideology.

In a nuishell, political idcologies inform us what is, why it is, what ought to be, and what
action is requited for change 1o oceur (Sercombe, 1996). They are guidelings 1o soeial
and pelitical action, They ofler a blue-print for social structure and interpersonal
relationships, and offer a way oforganising and interpreting the social world. Ideologics
can be used when placing meaning onto individual and social behaviour or action
{Heywouad, 1998; Sercombe, 1996 Tinning, 1990). Political ideologies, such as Marxism,
have been used to critique the current dominam ideology in the West, liberalism, wilh the
view to changing social structures, and more importantly to re-direct cconomic capital 10

the working and lower classes, However, it must be stated (hat Marx dencunced ideology
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<
as an additional opiate for the masses, yet contradicts his position when offering an
alternotive socialist ideology as the famewoerk for his proletariat revelution (Heywood,
1998). Feminism and environmentalism, as cross-spectrum idealogies, have also been
favoured as ideologies to address gendered social inequalities, gender discrimination at
an interpersonal level, and te create sustainable environments where possible. In this
study, the results are framed and eritiqued using symbolic concepts embedded in

intrapersonal interactions which underpin the dominant ideology of liberalism.

Materinls and methods

This research develops an undersiznding of the experiences encountered by tnen afier
significant weight loss. Two groups of participants were intcrviewed for the study. They
are referred 1o as primary and sccondary partivipants. A primary patticipant is defined as
the person who has lost weight, The weight loss parameler was set at twenty (20)
kilograms or more. A secondary participant is defined as a significant other, in this case
the primary patticipant®s partner, parent or close Giend. Both primary snd secondary
patticipants had to meet two criteria for selection. The primary participant had to be male,
and have lost twenty (20} kilograms or more in weight. Secondary participants needed to
have known the primary participant for at least three years, and they needed to have
known the primary participant prior to, during, and after the weight loss period. Seven

primary and scven secondary participants were interviewed for the study, giving 14 in all.

Pritnary participants were asked to provide ‘before” and ‘after” photographs. The purpose
of this was to assist primary and secondary participants in describing ihe person in the
photographs. In the case of the primary pasticipant, the subject becomes objectified
through use of the photographs whilst at the same time being the subject. The
photographs wete used only as a reference point, and in sorie cases, were dismissed
Participants were not interviewed together. This protecled ench participant where
disclosure was sensilive. There were no group discussions, or events where participants

could meet and discuss cach other's experiences.

20



Secondary participants constituted the social world. Time and menetary constraints
meant that an ideal interacticnist study of weight gain and loss could niot be conducted.
As an interactiouist, I would have preferred 10 film participants in their interactions
during the weight gain and loss process and interviewed subjects upon waltching the
recorded inleractions. Thereflore, the szcondary participants, in this context, are the links
between primary participanis and their social worlds. A social interaction consists of
moere than one person, be it a physical or non-physical interaction. Secondary participants
offcred the researcher a social interactionist perspective on their observations of
themselves in relation to the primary participant, and the interactions between the

primary participant, themselves, and social others.

Primary participants were self-selecting. 1 did not advertise for participants, bul, through
word of mouth, participants contacted me, or indicated through a friend that they were
interested in participating in the research. T would be at a café or gym with a friend or
new acquaintance discussing what [ do and they would remark that they knew someone
whe had lost a lot of weight and may be interested in talking about it to someone, All
primary participants were recruited through word of mouth. The level ofinterest in the
study took me by surprise. From the literature, it is assumed that men do not like to talk
about their personal issues. On the contrary, I found that men were eager 1o talk about
their personal lives and experiences and ofien commented that they enjoyed the
experience, but had few close male friends they could talk to about their emotional needs,
This in itself reflects the recommendation most authors make when researching men: that
men in genernl benefit when they are able to connect emationally with other men, and
discuss their private concems without shame and guilt (Borda, [999h; Hearn, 1993;
Lupton, 1998; West, 2000).

I work in the lwman services and this research is located in the human services which
incorperates disciplinary practices from sociolopy; political ideology, social psychology
and community studies. This influences the type of research § undertake, and the
preferred methodology T use. T use subjective, persenalised accounts; observations, lived

expericnces (Narratives of self), and self-reflection as tools (o guide my research interests
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and work practice. This type of methodology has been subject 10 criticism. Andrew

Sparkes makes the following point on the issue:

A small number of sociologists of sport have epled to produce what have been defined as
autoethnographies or narratives of sclf. These are highly personalized accounts that draw
upan expetiences of Lhe authorfresearcher for the pumposes of extending sociological
underslanding, Such work is located at the boundarics of disciplinary practices and rnises
questions as to what constitutes proper rescarch. In this paper, [ explore this issue by
ferusing upon the eriteria used by various audiences Io pass judgment on an
autoethnography/narrative of self that [ submitted to, and eventually had published, in a
leading joumal. The problems of having inappropriate criteria applied to this work arc
considered, and the charge of self-indulgence 23 a regulalory mechanism is discussed,
Reaclions to a more trustinyg tale are then used to signal various eriteria that might be

more relevant to passing judgment upon this kind of tale in the fulure (2000, p, 21).

The central concemn for Sparkes (2000}, is that research which incotparates narratives of
the selfis ofien judged using inappropriate (academic) criteria. In lipht of this, itis
imponant to note that this research incorporates narratives of myselfin order to extend
that audience’s understand my theoretical, sociological and ideological analysis. How [
expetience my bodyweight influences my assumptions about the social world around me;
how panticipants experience their bodyweight challenpges me to be reflective on my
experiences, and my assumptions, The product is not a sterile, objective picce of
scienlific work. The product is a thought proveking piece of work, which draws upon the
rationalisations and raw emotions of participants in order 1o ground the research in
human experences. This rescarch explores; ‘the symbolic’, when fat and thin men
interact within their social worlds. Taking my lead from Andrew Sparkes (2000), I seek
to avoid inappropriate academic criticism of my use o[ narrative and to assert that 1 am a
researcher, and practilioner in the human services who draws on a range of social

scientific methods and theorics to ground the enquiry in the real world of padicipants.
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Design

This is a qualitative study analysing data gathered from a series of interviews. The nature
of'such a study allowed me 1o understand how peeple placed meaning on their concepts
of reality through their lived experiences (Berg, 1989; Smith, 2001), The qualitative
tradition refrains from making asseriions based on instrumental measurerment (Kloos,
1988, p, 223). There are no scales being used to ascertain the extent of body
dissatisfaction in men as compared 1o women. The claim to using qualitative
methodology is based on allowing participants to freely express their experiences of
weight gain and loss around Joosely defined social topics. Rather than leoking for

measurements of dissatisfaction, I am seeking subjective meaning of experiences.

Validity and reliability

In comparison with quantitative research, qualitative research has been criticised for its
lack of scientific objectivily and ils ability to ensure validity and reliability with reference
to daila collection (Smith, 2001). The tension between these methods is often Iogated in
the apparent superiority ofquantitative methods to preduce value-[ree, or objective
findings. Data collected through quantitative methods is said to be more reliable and can
be validated by processes thal contain uncontrollable factors and researcher bias in
manner that imitates the experimental method, In contrast, Smith addressed the
imponance of studying human beings through understanding their lived experience
contextualised to their immediate reality, rather than studying them like animals in a

vivariuem:

The process of quantification has served the scientific method well in its pursuil of
knowledge in the natural seiences ... The hvman condition as a field of inquiry is,
lowever, both aided and circumscribed by the current methodologies of the positivist
iradition ... The continual reduction in the focus of inquiry, and the concomilant stalistical
techniques necessary to analyse the product of its sludy, while providing valuable
insights to the natural sciences, has served to isolate psychology from the lived

caperiences of the human being. The observations, measurements, and theories
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postulated regarding the research ‘subject” is in many cases, as fat removed from the real
waorld as proposing that investigating animals in a vivarium is anslogous 10 studying them

in the wild (2001, p., 69).

A more fundamental criticism of (he dualistic tension between quantitative methods and
qualitative methods pertains more to their symbolic associations projecting the
embodiment of emotions and rationality, The quantitative method is believed to be rore
rationally constructed and therefore has the ability to contain any emotive elements
during the rescarch process which may affect the objectivity of the researcher in their

observation of data, and in their discussions. Willinms and Bendlow (1998) wrile:

Even to the present day, emolions are seen to be the very antithesis of the delached
scientific mind and its quest for ‘objectivily”, ‘truth’ and *wisdem', Reason rather than
emotions is regarded as the ‘indispensable faculty’ for the acquisilion of human
knowledge, Such a view neglects the fact that rational methods of scientific inquiry, even
at their mos posilivistic, involve the incorporation of values and emotions. Rather than
repressing eifotions in western epistemology, therefore, it is necessary fundamentaily to
rethink the relation between knowledge and emotion and (o consiruct conceplual models
T.hrni‘ {pxvi), *demonstrate the mutually constiwtive rather than oppositional relation

between rensen and emotion’ {Jaggar cited p. xvi).

The quote suggests that equal value needs to be given to the emotional and rational
explanations of human and social behaviour, Seidler (1998) agrees, and argues there has
been 2 *disdain for entotions as sources of knowledge' {p. 201). It is important to
remember that some emotions do need to be kept in check, and this refers more to those
o:i; the researchict, than of participants. In ke case of qualitative research, reliability and
validity are enhanced where researchers acknowledge their subjective emotional biases,

offering them insightfully as a way of framing their social world.
In this research, [ have, and continually do experience profound shifts in my interactions

as ! loose and gain bodyweight. By highlighting this I risk being criticised for finding
what I want to find in my research. [ am on insider (Bariunck & Reis-Louis, 1996). This
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means that the way 1 present myself ta participants may affect their decision to patticipate
in the study, and may affect both positively and negatively their disclosures. Being an
insider, someone whe has shared the experience of the study group, 25 opposed to an
outsider, someone who has not had those experiences, means that I am more likely 1o
elicit deeper information about the topic (Bartunck & Reis-Louis, 1996, p, 1), *... Being
perceived as “one of them' is an advantage for the researcher. It can have an equalising
effect on the relationship between interviewer and respondent and allows for a level of
confidence from the outset which might atherwisz have to be developed' (Cotteril] &
Letherby, 1994, p. 116), However, at ihe point of data analysis, insiders may only see

what they want 16 see because they may intrude themselves in the data.

Outsiders are more likely to interpret the data from a social perspective. Looking in, they
are in 2 position to bz emotionally detached from the siudy {Banunek & Reis-Louis,
1996, p, 3). “In large part, these differences between insiders and outsiders stem from
differences in their interests in gaining knowledge about the [1opic]’ (p. 3). In general, the
insider/outsider dilemma means that researchers may see different things. This dilference
is to be expected, As Weber cxplains; *The social scientist is not some autonomous being
standing oulside society, No-one is outside society the question is where he stands within
it* (Cited in Cotienill & Letherby, 1994, p. 109). Every rescarcher brings their own
capacities, limitations, idiosyncrasies 1o the research process and therzfbre each will be

affected differently when exposed to the data (Kloos, 1988).

1 cannot detach and quaranting my emotions from this study. | come 10 this study affecled
emotionally about the extent to which [ believe myself'to be my body. However, in this
relationship between self and data, [ come with access to knowledge that may assist me to
understand what is occutring subjectively for participants and when mapping the data for
self and identity formations, The premise being ‘The basis of all research is a
relationship, this necessarily involves the presence of the researcher as a person.
Personbood cannot be lefl behind, cannot be lef oul of the research process, aid to so we
insist that it must be capitalised upon, it must be made full use of’ (Stanley & Wise, Cited
in Cotterill & Letherby, 1994, p, 109), “What malters is that the reader should h::."';}blc to
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see what choices have been made that influenced the consfruction ol the body of ...
knowledge, and why' (Kiloos, 1988, p. 236), Hence there was a need to mairmain a journal
during this process to map my emotional and rational refiections on the dala and research
process, ffom conception to completion, However, this position leads to issues with
regard te validity and reliability, Sparkes (1998), takes the positian that research
credibility becomes an issue where the rescarcher has ‘to build a case for 1rustworthiness
in the data collection, analysis and conclusions’ (p. 368}, In this study, the uss of a
Jjouma! establishes a basis o[ trust that is reinlbrced by reference to theory and

background literature.

Reliability refers 1o the exicnt to which a test or questionnaire ‘produces similar resulis
under canstant condilions’ (Bell, 1993, p. 64). For qualitative researchers using interview
prompts, the issue ol reliability can be daunting, There are arguments to suggest that
research skills are innate and rclillabi]ity is better served by employing naturally skilled, as
opposed to unskilled, researchers. In contrast, research skills may be framed s technical

skills which can be learnt by anyone {Berg, 2001, p, 66).

To obtain reliable qualitative data, Berg (2001) suppests that atiention should be
redirected [rom the researcher to the problem of lanpuage. Reliability ought to refer more
to the language barriers that may prevent participants connecting to the research project
and prompts (p.77}. Berg suggests 'interviews must be conducted at the level or language
ofthe respondents ... when interviewing a cross section ol subjects on the same topic,
you may need to consider varying levels of languege’ (2001, p. 77). To address the issug
of reliability in this study the following excerpts from the interviews are used to
substantiate my claim; That I am a compcetent interviewer; that my questions were
adequatcly communicated and understood by participants; and that [ modified my
language 1o suit participants needs, The inclusion of (hese excerpts also assist in the case

for building trust in the data (Sparkes, 1998),

According to Sparkes ({998), the inclusion of interview excerpts builds (rust and

confidence in data collection processes. For example, | demonsirate refocusing the
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respondent 10 (he topic; using appropriate language; summarising content, and moving
the participant forward through his experiences of body weight. The issue of clumsiness

emerges as the participant speaks frecly about his schoolboy days.

n

L. Can you start ofl by (elling me how you gol to be that size?

P. Oh shit ! Weight has always been an issue for me for my adult life. ! think the first concept of
being over weight, carlier my life, was at the age of 12. [ was in grade 7, I considered myself fat. |
didn"t stan putting my weight on until five years later.

L. 8o what 2ge would you have roughly been then?

P. Sevenleen. My last year at school. | can sec school photographs of myself, 1 can remember
leaving school and going 10 one of these weight walchers. 1 think it was weight watchers? No, it
was something similar to it, where you go along every week, 1would have been 76kg at !]u};
stape. I felt myself to be fat, so in my case, ! have always seen the fact [ had the pemcplioﬁ af
being fa1 before actually being fat or overweighl.

1., What cavsed that perceplion? Have you been able to identify ir?

P{Laughs). Yes, the problem Thave is now — 1 ean give you - T'll give you Lhe sitnation without
going inte depth. Mot because [ don't want 1o, It's because it's pari of my nature. ['ll explain
everything lo me, then you'll understand me.

L Tha {5 fine. 1undersland.

P. Tt does to a degree, looking back, have to de with my sexvality, Okay, I was in a certain school.
It was an all-boys school from grade 5 or 6. I had been in an ali-boys school for the first four
years of my schooling. T was now in o mixed class, .. [ went to grade 7 at 1his new school, and it
was (he WIONE year 10 go into iL. I've got different inlerpretations of it now, but the basics was 1
was ane of two people new 1o the school and that's it § don't remember anything lor the next 18
months.  don't have any memories al all of that year, and the year after, All [ do know is that 1
was physically and emotionally abused and basteally ostracized ... Bul it’s amazing how you go
inte situation where there is a certain belief and upbringing you're conlroned with, and looking
back now all it was, was boys being boys. 1 was someone different, Someene whe ailowed
themselves (o be picked on, Boom! Everyone is in there. So that's when my sell esteem saffered
a greal plummeting, and I took it allon board. dida 't iell my parents what [ was suffering umil
1 8months later when [ was hall way theough yr 8 but the damage had been done. 1 think it was
comp ounded being of not all great in church. [ never read before then, but 1 must have looked up

what a posh pansy was al least, and then came up with homosexual, So [had a concepl of
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homosexvals being in a very negative light. Having had no experiences with hemosexuals in mly
lite. Oh, by the way, [ am homosexual.

L. {f refocus the participant). Thankyou, let’s bring it back to school, and your perception of
being fat before you were fat.

P. Yeah. So that | think that ties in with lack of self estzem, and a disassociation from the body,
and T think it was compounded when [ did hit puberty the year afler, and actually then had the
feelings that were deseribed. So [ had the definition beforehand, and then my psyche realised that
it was trie to some description. So that's when 1 really shut down and hived off my sexualily.

L. What [ cannot see is the link between that and your weight, your perception ol being fat before
you were fat,

P. That’s to me just part of it.

L. Can you explain that 1o me?

P. Because .. ..(there Is o fong pause).

L (f see the participant having difficuliy forming @ response), Try to explain to me how you see it,
or wauld visualise it,

P. Never been a physical person, and actually that has a pant to play in it as well. Apparemly, {
had bowed fegs and rickets. [ was very clumsy, not very well coordinated and [ don’t know how
that sort of led up to me, that's all pan of the precursor event, precursor bielief system invalved,
All that would have been bought about exasperated by my younger sisters and brother. He is 5
five years younger than me. He was a sporisman (fom the year dot, He was the rebel of the
family. Totally different personality you couldn't1el) him (o do anything. He was his own person.
In our family, that is accepted there are other incidences of uncles on both sides of the farily,
Part of it is ta do with colouration of the haiz. So there is a whole belief syslem tha you know he
looks like this uncle aver here, on this side of the family, and he's sort of gol the same hair as this
uncle over this side, and they sont of had similor personalities. So, ub, it's allowed, and my father
could cope wilh it better from wy understanding.

L. ( um thinking about the participants velationsiip with his brother and I am heaving periaps
thene is an Bste with other men in family with vegard fo his sexualing). Were you comparing
yourself to your brother?!

P. [don’t remember.

L.Interms of ...

P. But 1 wonder if | did,

L. Yeah.
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P. Because my brother, he did little athletics. He did it two years before they usually go in, So at
the age of four he was coming 3" in his events. Age of five he was coming 2™ Age of six he was
winning and he was the top athlete. Hz could have gone into the Siates and maybe even
National’s, if he had applied himsell, or if our [amily had provided that environmen? He was
naturally pified, Now from what [ ean see of you I"m not conscious of thal, may be, it's so deeply
buried and so far back there [ just, and [ don"t have any memories,

L. Well let's just look at that. Can you discuss (f reffect on the thougli) the expetience of going to
a new school, feeling the way that you fell regarding being ostracized and the alfect of this on
your body.

P. Yes. The body form and then not taking much care of il. Not being physical added towards
that, not being coordinated and not being comfortable. [ know I tried (0 do basketball ar this new
schoal. ! stuck it out for say six weeks, no even four weeks, and just felt that withou the
coordination there [ am just making a fool of myself,

L. (1 focus the pariicipant and move lim forward in time), Okay I'm going to come a little bit
forward now. So you've put, slared to put on weight.

P. Only in the last year of school.

In the next cxcempt 1 discuss the interview procedure with a participant, [ did this for all
participants prior to staring with the prompts. [ alsa clarify that the participant has
understood their responsibility in the process, The participant was keen to answer my
queslions and in some places cuts me off mid-sentence. [ simply allowed this to happen.
In most cases, he anticipated my questions, or statements correctly, Towards the end of
the passage the participant makes a reference to good and bad weight as he discusses
building muscle tone, [ miss the opportunity Lo direct him to discuss these terms in a little
more depth. This opportunity comes later in his nexlinterview when we discuss the issue

of weight lost and his need to bulk up,

[.. At any point you wish to stop Ihe inlerview please indicate thal you wish 1o stop. [f you do nol
want to answer anything, or you feel that | am prying a bit too far then please say so, and [ will
back olTl. Basically, you have control. [f you fecl you want to stop then please say so and indicale
you wish me o slop tapping.

B. Fair cnough,

L. I am easy,
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P. That is okay. I I pause or take long to aﬁ;;wer, i is not because you are going lao far. 'l gt
you know when you have gone too far,
L. Thank you.
P. 1t is because { am thinking about how [ am going to answer.
L. {(With reference to Berg, (2001), I negotiate terms and language with the participant), Whal
sort of terminology do you like to use about when you had weight, which would you prefer? Fat
or over weighl, or aver sized?
P, Over weight will do.
L. Over weight, Okay. Let's just have o leok at the photogrmphs.
P. Seeif you can pick me? There is a common thread amongst the (hree.

. L. Wow! How much weight did you actually lose?
P. Well, 1 don't know al what weight 1 was at thal time, The Jast time | weiphed myself before
then, lets think, 1 tried the gym belare then 1 was 104kg. So I presume [ was heavier than that? ]
am now currently a1 73kg. So that is 3 Lkg and 1 have been down to close to 66-67kg, | have come
back up a little bil, bui not from putting weight an through fat.
L. What do you mean by that?
P. [ am back at the gym agnin now.
L. Right. So you stopped exercising for a whileor...7
P.No, no 1 was deing an exercise routine to losc the weight. { wasn’t aclually at the gym at that
slage, but since losinyg the weight 1 have gone back to the pym. $o now [ am building up strength.
L. Aretight, yep, so your weight?
P. Has gone back up.
L. In terms of muscle tone and .7
P, Exactly, Good weight as opposed to bad weight.
L. I am going lo use that one there, and ask just (o kold that and look ai that as we slart to o
through this process. So looking at that photograph can you lell how you got to be that big?
P. Al the time, T wasn’t probably thinking how T got 16 be that big, | guess it was a case of just
[rom leading a very comfortable life style, | have always enjoyed my food. And Lhaven’t heen

big on exercise in Lhe past. So it just sert of slowly crept an [ guess,

In the last excerpt the participant and [ demonsirate that using humour can be a good way
to break the ice. He jokes with me about getting paid for his story and that the

microphene is working. His language is colourful, and although in this excerpt my
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languape is less colourlul, it becomes more so as the interview continues (Berg, 2001),
However, there is an casiness about my language in this passage which is sbsent from
those above. I felt this was because of the connection between the participant end mycelf,
I [elt extremely comfortable in his presence and appreciated his sense of humour, and
straight forwardness, Here he discusses his obligation to work away from home and the
emotional dislocation he was experiencing. This is our second interview and we have

already established e terminology to be used Lom the first interview.

P. Aren’t you supposed lo get paid?

L. Who have you been talking to?

P. I've been doing a bil of investigating of my own.

L. A1l right, we're rocking and rolling, let’s get into it

P, Testing! Tesiing! Hello, One-two. Have you got this L?

L. The microphone is on. I can see the little dial, It*s all doing it's little thing, Alright, here we go,
The first thing we need to talk about is Danyin, Can you bricfly explain to me the precess of you
actually going to Darwin, What led up 1o that ?

P. Okay, That was, I had ['d been up there before and really enjoyed it and then [ got to know the
boss thal was up there, and about 12 months after he came down and we worked together. And |
sort ol made that obligation, I'd promised that if they needed work up there the nexi season, 1'd
go up and give them a hand, And so he gave me a call and 1 had to go.

L. Did yon want to go ?

P. Nol at that lime. I'd just moved out wilh three, three, yeah three of my friends, We'd just gota
house together and we'd just moved in. So 1 didn’t want 10 go at all. I'd wanted to stay.

L. And you couldn’t say no?

PP, No [ fell very obliged. | could have said no but [ couldn't on the ather hand though.

L. Did you do a fix termed thing and say you could only go up for a cenain amount of time 7

P Well [ thought of, [ sort of took it as being only a couple of monihs, Well maybe six weeks or
something, That's usually what we did, We did 5 week stints but it ond up being 3 months.

L. So that wasn™1 talked about ? That it was on going ? How long you'd have Lo stay up ?

P. Na. | actually had to ask 1o come home they wanted 10 keep me up there.

L. Oh really, so how long did they want to keep you up there tor?

P. Uniil the work staried down here because while [ was down here deing nothing | was still
geiting paid, And they'd rather have me up there petting paid to be doing something,

L. Thal sounds fair ?
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P, Fuck fair! To them, but Jesus Christ 1 wanied & rest.

L. Sa you didn’1 want to go and you actually wanted to come back a lot quicker then 7

P. Oh yeaii! 1 was actually ready (o come back in the first week.

L. Why were you ready to come back?

P. 1was just really missing being part of the house that °d been in for a week and secing &s the
start we'd got off too was [anlastic. And [ really wanted to be thers.

L. Fuck, okay, you come back from Darwin. Your fo1! You've put on & fair bit of weight describe
the precess that you undertook te lose weighi,

P, Qkay. L would get up in the moming aboul half past fourfive o’clock maybe some where thare,
and then I'd pul on my running shoes and then {'d go for a run. Yeah it was a wobbie for the first
couple of times. [ had about a $km section marked out and ['d run the first one. By the first one 1
couldn’t even make it. T couldn't make hallof it. | ended up having 10 walk back and then 1 was
(oo soar to do it for the next couple of days. | did it again later and eventually T got there,

L. When you say thet ... you evenlually pot where ?

P. Cventually, | was able to run the full Skm.

Ta assist witl the more technical aspecis ol reliability, several key considerations need 1o
be addressed. Firstly, the interview space needs to accommodate equipment and be
located away from undue neisc. The most imponant point is to ensure that the interview
takes place in a secluded sctting that is quict and free rom interruptions. Sccondly, the
inlerview setling needs to be comfortable, Bath the interviewer and interviewee need to
feel at case in the seuing. Thirdly, the interview cquipment may need power and a
separate lable. There necds to be enough space for the equipment (o be set-up and not
impede the interview. Therefore, interviews were structured to compensate, where

possible, for environmental, spatial, and emotional vartables (Bell, 1993; Morse, 1994),

The design of the interview prompis needs 1o be precise. Esscntially, another researcher
should be ahle use the same prompls and 1o elicit similar responses. However, it cannot
be assumed that rescatchers have similar techniques or interview styles, or thm
interviewers are expericnced enough ta be aware of the respendent’s emotional stale
during the interview process. Morse {1994) explains that it is imperative that researchers

are attentive to respondents. 1Fthere is any indication that respondents are
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uncom{crtable, the inlerviewer needs to clarifly whether they are able to conlinue and siop
tepping if need be. The respondent, in this context, is the primary constituent and should
be respected as such. In this excerpt a sccondary participant becomes upset and is unable
to continue. I immediately ask whether she would like the tap stopped and stop the tape

as she loses concentration. The interview continues alter a short pause.

P. Oh yeah! Looking back 1 can remember saying you have until you are 25, and if you're not
maried by the time you are 25 your out. 1 can see S at 40. I'd till be running around after him. [
justhad this ... he had until he was 25 and locking back now he wasn't a happy chappie. [didn™t
know that he wasn’t motivaled al alt. He didn't have girl friends. He didn™t go out a lot with
fricnds. [ don't know whether he had a real friend.

L. Did you have any concens about that for yourself and for 57

P, lam going to end up in tears here, Actually, no 1 should bave, but 1 don't know. | obviously
lived ...(f notice theve are tears welling in the participants eves. She looks down as she clasps her
hands together. The participant is laving difficulty focusing and her tears start to flow,

L. If you wish lo stop please stop (The interview is siopped}.

L. (futerview starts) You don't have to answer anything you don’t want lo F,

P. No, we are talking aboul 8 not abowt me. 1am now very aware ol how unaware | was. Il was
mainly due to my background and the way [ was bought up.

L. ({ artempt to comfort the participant). You're not alone F.

P. 1 know, but that docsn™t make il any casicr when you come to ... | did what T did wilth the
knowledge that I had. [ realised that he didn't want 1o work. He didn’t want 10 go to work he
wanted to go onto University, But he never got to go. All  could say to him was there's a little
boy insitle of you who really knows what you want to do, a1d you have to learn 1o listen to that. |
think had eome to that by now, but his lather couldn't see that and his grandmother couldn't, He
grot the [ull brunt being the first ¢hild, [*ve ofien said that you shonld have three paper kids Grst or
semething that you work on and then screw them up and throw them away and start a11 over
apain. Heavens and he was a very quite child. He was taught (o be well mannered, I came from a
sposting family all my brothers played football and tennis, and sport was very important to us, $
had no co-ordination he had nathing going for him and looking back now you put a kid into
gymuastics or you would do something about il but we never did anything abowt it, Then ] came

along and he is so goud at sport and so co-ordinated you know (het [ suppose we pushed them, §
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was the academic one, and J was the sporting one. Now that isn’t true, but that is the general (hing

he may have picked upor,

In short, the issucs of reliabilily were dealt with by employing the following techniques;
A journal was maintained throughout the research process, my biases have been placed
up-fiont, I have alerted readers that I consider myselfto be an insider, yet maintain the
position that all researchers sce and listen through filtered eyes and ears, | have included
excerpts from the interviews to substantiate the claim that | used appropriate language
and good interpersonal skills whilst interviewing, In addition to thesc, the same prompts
were used for each inlerview. The prompis were sorted into a list and that list acted as the
interview schedule. The prompis for all interviews were delivered in the same order.
Participants were asked to chaose a location for the interview where we could be alone. [
asked them to pick a place where they felt comJortable and 1o schedule two hours for the
interview 1o avoid interruptions, 1 rehearsed the prompts prior to the first interview, and I
used the pilot study to gauge the reliability of the prompts (Bell, 1993). This included

obtaining input from my supervisors.

Prior te interviewing, reviewers and supervisors were asked to examine the propose
interview prompts. Minor amendments were suggested, Interviews were scheduled so
that all the primary panicipants did their first interview in the same week. This also
applied to the second interview and to the interviews forseeondary participants, This
meant that [ was able to concentrate on using the interview prompts in a similar
contexiual style. The first set of interviews were on peiting fat, the second set on getting

thin, and then (he third set of interviews (secondary participants) sei the social context,

The other issuc confronting researchers is that of validity. Credibility of the data needs to
consider both reliabilily and validity (Sparkes, 1998). Validity refers to the measuting
process, and in this ease refers 10 the effectivencss of the prompls in gathering data
pertinent to the study (IBc]]. 1993). According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000} it is clear
that validity can be addressed by researchers questioning the extent 1o which they would

back their data and analysis against sacial policy.
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Validity cannot be dismissed simply becawse it points to a question that has to be
answered in one way or another; Are these findings sufficicntly authentic (Isomorphic to
some reality, trastworthy, related Lo the way others construct their social worlds) that 1
may trust myself in acling on their implications? More 1o the point, would I feel
sufficiently secure about these findings 1o construct social policy or legislalion based on

them? (p. 178).

The issue is further complicated when considering the extent of cantrol the researcher has
when presenting the data (Penzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 175). The point being that where
there exists a power relationship between researchers and their funding bodies they may
be under pressure 1o present their findings in a particular way (Germov, 2063), Therefore,
all researchers have a responsibility 1o clearly outline the paths they ok when reaching
their conclusions, and name their lunding body. However, because this is a postgraduate
project, the contrel [ have relers more to what information I include and exclude to
supporl the connections I make in the analysis, than to any power relationship that exists
between mysclf and the university funding the project, 1 have to be cancerned only about

the amount time | take to finish the project and that parlicipants are respected.

A balance needs to be struck between participants disclosing and researchers taking these
disclosures and examining them for their significance, In this praject, panticipants had
control of the data up to the stage of analysis. Each participant was asked o read cach of
their transcripls and sign them to endorse the transcripis as a wue reflection ol the
interview. Participants were permitted to arq_r;'.d'ld and add any additional data they thought
would assist in the research process. This procedure validates the data rom each

respondent’s perspective,

Upon completion of the pilot study, copies of the transcripts were handed to both

principal and associale supervisors. They scrutinised the interview data and coded the
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transcripts. Using the same transcripts, I also did a preliminary coding. This meant
reading each transcript and plotting where stories converged, and differed. Once coding
was complete, | met with my supervisors separately. It was agreed that the data was rich
and relevant to the sdy question. Similar codes were identified by both supervisors and
by me, and discussion centred on how to structure the thesis to maximise its findings. [

then proceeded with the research.

The validity of these findings is that the siorics gave rise 10 common themes. Where
individual storics converged [ analysed each story for symbolic meaning. The themes did
not cmerge immediately and the process look eight to nine menths and is documented in
the joumal. The fina! product reflects my understanding of the data when concepts of
sclf, social identity, bodyweight, and social control of the bedy are applied 1o the data.
Richardson (1997) explains validity as a crystal that has infinitive yet reflective qualitics.
[ like the imaginary Richardson presents. In particular, the last sentence fits with my
stand on the illusion of objectivity. What researchers see in their data reflects the angle of

their ideological, sociological, and or psychological positions,

1 propose that the central imaginary for “validity” for ihe postmodernist texts is not the
triangle — a rigid, fixed, two-dimensional object. Rather the central imaginary is the
crystal, which combings symmetry and substance with an infinite variety ef shapes,
substances, transformations, multidimensionalities, and angles of approach. Crystals
grow, change, alter, but are not amormhous, Crystals are prisms that reflect externalities
and refract within themselves, ereating difTerent colors, patterns, arrays, casting ofl' in
different directions, What we sce depends upon our angle of repose ... (Cited in Denzin
& Lincoln, 2000, p. 181}

Interviewing

Semi-structured interviews were lhe foundation of the research process (Berg, 1989). The

semi-structured nature of the interviews refers to the use of tested questions to prompt

36



participants 1o disclose information covering a wide range of social topics, Primary
participants were interviewed twice. The first interview focused on discussing their
experiences of having weight, and the process of weight loss, The second interview
focused on discussing their experiences of having a subjective thinner body. The process
allowed participants 1o focus on specific periods of their lives, Secondary participants
were interviewed once. This interview was split into two sections, The first section
concentrated on how they saw the primary participant prior 1o weight loss. The second
halfofihe interview concentrated on how they saw the primary participant during and
after weight loss, The decision to interview secondary participants was prompted by the
interactionist perspective which informs this study, From this tradition, the question of
how to gather information relating to how the subject is obscrved belore and after weight
could only be addressed by interviewing those whe observed the weight loss as it

occurred.

The interviews lor both primary and sccondary participants were semi-structured in
design. This allowed participants to discuss apenly their expericnces in and on their own
terms (Berg, 1989; Morse, 1994). In a semi-structured desiyn, questions are formulated
areund a predetermined topic (Berg, 1989). The 1opic for this sludy centred on the
experiences of men who underwent weight gain and loss, The questions were designed to
allow the participants to explore their experiences of subjective embodiment and
embodied interactions taking place in a gendered, class-based, indusirialised socio-
culwral context. For example, patticipants were asked, using the before photograph, to
explain how they come o be that big, During the discussion, [ asked participants to
clarily peints and eloborate on words used during the conversation, For example, orte
panticipant mentioned that he was aware that his size meant that he was discriminated
against in night clubs. [ asked him to describe that discrimination in 1erms of how it made
him leel and what sigos he witnessed (o frame the interaction as diseriminatory.

Open, as opposed to closed, guestions were used during the interviews. Closed questions
can be restrictive (Brenner, Brown & Canter, 1985, pp. 20-21; Geldard, 1989). They
commonly allow for one-word answers, Closed questions are used when looking for

specific answers to specific questions. "Were you discriminated against for being fat ™ is
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an example of a closed question. It calls fora “Yes, no " response. On the other hand,
open questions allew for expression and expansion (Geldard, 1989). Using the same
example, “Describe for me how you were discriminated against when lat” allows the
prerson being addressed to cither disclose their experiences, or 10 reject the question and
state they were not discriminated against. As the answer is delivered, the interviewer is
able to ask for elaboration on topics of interest and imponance, For example, as the
panticipant relays his story, the researcher is able 10 ask for clarification. If the participant
did experience discrimination, and retells 1the experience, the interviewer can ask “What
gave you the impression that you experienced discrimination 2 “Can you describe how
you felt 7" "Can you describe what 1he other person was doing 7 “What did you notice
about their body lanpuage 77 Or "Specifically, tell me what was said ", This line of
inquiry allows for a deeper explotation of'the lived experience, The open-ended questions
used in this study permitted such a level of inquiry as participanis diselosed their

expetiences of weight gain and loss,

Geldard (198%), commenting upon open-ended questions for counselling, suggests that it
is imporiant 1o avoid *why" questions. *“Why' questions, according 10 Geldard, gencrate
rationalisations for aclion, and tend to clamp down emolions. Berg (1989) also suggests
avoiding *why” questions hecause they tend 1o elicit negative responses. However,
rationalisations ol action add to the understanding of a pariicipant’s course of action, as
do negative responscs. In order to avoid unsubstantiated inferences about behaviour, and
1o collect data that addressed both emotions and rationalisations, why questiens were
used in this siudy, By asking "why' questions participants were given the opportunity to
rationalise their behaviour, and not leave me 1o rationalise their behaviour for them. This
meanl the voice of the participant was not silenced by avoiding rationalisations, “Why'
guestions were employed with fallow-up questions to explore a course of action, or 1o
seek explanation. Tt was found the use ol ‘why’ questions did not produce adverse effects,
A copy of the interview prompis for primary and secondary participants may be found in
Appendix 3 (p. 261}
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Dhata from the pilot study has been included in the results. Afler the data from the pilot
study was analysed, and alterations completed, four more primary paticipanis were
recruited 1o complete the study. Prospective participants were sent an information pack
outlining the research aims and methods. The information also explained 1he criteria for

participation and contained a copy of the consent farm {Sex Appendix 2, p. 255).

The pilet study comprised three (3) primary and secondary paricipants. The process
indicated several design flaws that were amended. Firstly, upon initial contact, primary
participants were asked (o nominate a secondary participant, who was then contacted and
sent an infonmation pack a1 the same lime as the pimary participant. The first secondary
participant was contacted and she agreed to be part of the stedy, However, the process
proved inadequate for the study because I realised, dudng my first interview with a
primary participant, that here was the key to finding the sccondary panticipant. The
interviews were a means to identify several key people in (he participant’s weight loss
experiences. These key people were not necessarily the named secondary participants. It
became evident that [ needed to interview the primary participanis first and from the
interview identify scveral key people who could be considered as secondary participants.
The term *key* refers to the closeness of particular people to the primary participant as he
lost weight. In some cases, il was a parent or relative, in others a partner or close iiend.
Essenfially, I needed a person who was close 10 the primaty participant during his weight
gain and loss experience, and who was framed by the primary participant as important to

thern at that time,

Subsequently, secondary participants werz net nominated until aller the first interview,
During the interview, signilicant names were noted as they were mentioned, Afler the
interview a list was formulated as to who might be the most informative in sharing their
observalions of the weighi-loss process. After the interview, names were prioritised by
the primary participant. [n most cases, there were two or three names on the list. The
preferred sccondary participant was contacted with substitutes already named should they
decline. The preferred secondary participant agreed 1o participate in all cases. This meant

that the secondary participant was of the primary participant’s choosing, Processes to
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empower subjccts should be encouraged a1 all times te develop trust in the research and
ownership ofthe process, (In the case of this research, the design flaw was acknowledged
prior to any other interviews taking place. Al} secondary participants taking part in the
pilot and main study were the preferred participants idemified by primary participants).

Secondly, participants reacted cmotionally to the use of photographs. The use of the
photographs proved helpful in locating participants in time and space, and connecting
them to former fat and thin selves. Lupton has commented on the use of photographs in
research to focus participants on their emotions (1998: 151), However, it was also
observed that the use of photographs can distract participanis during the interview
process. I found that participants became distracted by memories tripgered by oiher
symbolisms caught in the picturc. These distmetions helped in some instances, but
hindered in others, This became apparent during the first interview forthe pilot study,
when the participant began to wander off in his response as he started to recount the
histoties nf'thase in the photograph. Therefore, in subsequent inerviews, the photograph
was tumed over afier a short period to focus the respondent on the issues addressed by
the questions. The use of photogtaphs was cominued because they facilitated the
interview process by ftuming the attention of the panticipant back to having weight. They
also proved helpful for secondary participants who were able 1o connect 1o the person
with and without weight. In peneral, the photographs assisted in construeting experiences
associated with weight gain and weight loss for all pariicipants involved. They provided

an impression of the subject to be explored.

Ethical issues

Kimmel, {1988} and Morse {1994) idemtily the issucs of privacy and confidentiality as
key concetns, in the context of social rescarch., Privacy refers to people, and the exient to
which they wish 1o engape in saciety, Confidentiality refers to the use of information
about people once it has been obtained. The four 1ypes of privacy described by Kimmel
(1988) are: selitude; intimacy; anonymily; and reserve. Solilude refers Lo a ‘complete

state of privacy, where an individual imentionally separates themselves lrom the
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mainsirearn’ (p. 87). Intimacy, as Kimme! uscs the term, refers to a relationship between
the researcher and the participant where the researcher uses <he intimate relationship 1o
gather facts about the participant, and the need 10 instil trust to protect 1he participant (p.
87). Anonyinity is where *an individual secks freedom from identification and
surveillance in public settings’ (p, 87), and reserve refers to the individual's right to
withhold information {p. 87).

Anonymity and reserve are key concerns for this study, Both primary and secondary
participants were assured of anonymity as a means of protection from identilicatian. All
patticipants were refemred 1o by the lirst letier o Ftheir given name and were piven a code
number foridentification. No person, other than the researcher, was aware of
panicipants’ identities, The issue of reserve is addressed by confinning with panicipants
their right to withhold information they deem sensitive. Prior to cach imerview, |
explained to panicipants that ifthey fell 1 was being 100 inrusive or that 1 was too clesc
1o a sensitive issue, then they needed say so and [ would step that line of questioning,
immediately, I explained to participants that they needed to take responsibility for the
information they were giving, and they could ask me to stop recording at any time. There
were scveral instances when participants did ask for the recording to slop, and there were
several occasions when coolions took over. The researcher also has responsibilities. [
took responsibility for the well-being of participants by clarifying what [ was obscrving
at the time. For example, where 1 saw participants look away, or start to fidget 1 asked
whether they were comlortable with the question. At times, ! saw participanis get
coiotional over certain issues and 1 was mindful to consider their feelings and respect
their privacy, In some of these cases recording was stopped and continued after a short
break.

The issuc ofcenfidentiality is another matter. A breach of confidentialily may cause
subjects a greal deal of psychological harm (Reynolds, 1982). Usually confidentiality
becomes an issue where a subject has revealed personal or sensitive inlormation 1o the
rescorcher. In this example, the researcher has an obligation to ensure that con fidentinlity

is guarantced, with regard to how the information is used. This siudy asked subjects to

41



reveal information about themselves that could be deemed sensitive. For example, some

disclosed the changes in their sexual experiences with weight gain and loss. In response

to this point, and to guard against n breach of confidentiality, the following procedures
werz employed to protect subjects {all points were approved by the University”s Ethics

Commities).

1. All recorded information is stored in a locked cabinet at my home address.

2. All data (transeripts and recorded) will be desiroyed as of June 2006,

3. The only people who are permitted (o have access 1o the data are the principal and
associaie supervisors, examiners, and the rescarcher.

4. No other rescarcher has access to the recorded information, or has permission to use
the dala, without consent of participants.

5. Primary and secondary participants have no access to each other’s disclosures,

6. Participants were free 1o withdraw from the study at any time during the interview
process. However, if participants indicated they wanted to withdraw from the study
alter the intervicw process had been closed, 2 process of consultation was suggested
1o resolve any issucs conceming the use of the data. No participant indicaled a desire
1o withdraw during or afier closure of the interview process.

7. All participants were sent copies of the transeripts for signed approval.

o

Mriorio inferviewing, all participanis read and werc asked to sign a consent form

vutlining the rescarch aims and methods.

The aim of the research was not 10 cause discomfort to participants, but to explere their
relationship with others after achieving a2 subjectively thinner body. The study focused on
researching subjective ‘normality . No enduring adverse eflects for participants has been
observed, Prior 1o commencement alhe pilot study, ethical ¢learance was sought and
approved by the University's Ethics Committee, This requirement is standard for all
posigraduate rescarch and the rescatch may not commence until ethical clearance is
reccived,

kY
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Instruments and equipment

Interviews werc recorded using an ‘optimus omnidirectional boundary microphone’, and
a ‘Sony mz-r37" mini disc player. Each disc allowed for one hundred and forty-cight
(148) minutes of (mono) recording time. The reason for using a mini disc player as
opposed to n conventional tape player is that the mini dise player offers digital recording
facilitics, and js not prone to loss of material, or tape breakage. Mini dise players offer
greater editing lacilities than do conventional tape recorders. This allowed flexibility
when transcribing, and when analysing material (May, 1997). Mini disc players alse have
adelete lunction that permits instant deleting of tracks. This provided the opportunity to
delcle cenain passages oftext, if requined for ethical reasons, without losing any other
materdal on the disc. The ariginal data was transferred onto compact disc for storage, The
final study comprised 14 participants and 21 interviews of approximately 105 minutes

cach,

Data analysis

Interview analysis requires two conventions (Benney & Huphes, 1984, cited in May,
1997). Firstly, there is equality, which refers to 'respondents [paricipating] in dialoguc in
their terms”’ {p. 124). Secondly, there is comparability, which refers to the ability of the
researcher Lo compare the respenses of participants, Where there is a complete lack of
interview structure, the task of comparison hecomes difficult. However, in this study, a

scmi-structured interview process permilted comparability between responses.

The conventional method of data analysis, where a semi-structured interview process is
employed, requires the researcher 1o code data relevant to the study, and the questions
posed. This enables comparisons to be made. Coding is a general 1erm used 1o describe
the conceptualisation of data matcrial into categories that offer provisional answers to the
questions posed (Strauss, 1988, p. 201), It requires the researcher to examine the data and
draw oul similaritics in cach of the experiences ol the participants. [ lisiened to cach

intervicw several times in order to familiarise mysclfwith the text. During this process, |
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identified key words or phrases that were used 10 describe the participanis' cxperiences of
thinness and fatness. These key words and phrases became codes [or exploration. I alse

transcribed each inlerview, giving me greater exposure to the text,

Analysis of the interview daa included a focus on how paricipants consiructed their
identities within their social seitings. The symbolic meanings placed on clothing,
experiences, gestures and worls formed the basis el the symbolic interactionist analysis.
During analysis, the concepl of *hracketing ' was employed {Denzin, 1989). Bracketing is
aterm used by Husserl where the rescarcher *brackets off the phenemenon for
cxamination. *The phenomena is deconstructed by being tuken out of the world where it
oceurs’ {Cited in Denzin, 1989, p. 55). Bracketing resembles an individual holding alolt
an arefct for examination on its own terms without other artefacts influencing the
examination. The artelact is 1hen retumed 1o the social world and its interdependence
with other anefacts is examined and explained {Denzin, 1989). For this stuly, *concepts
of fanguage ond imaginary ' replaced concrete anefocts. It is the symbolic nare of
language, bath verbal and non-verbal, and visual images that are of primary impartance

lar this study.

To summarise my posilion, objectivily is illusory especially where people are concemed.
* A, central problem of interpreting the world is determining how, in fact, human beings
proceed 10 do so’ (Chomsky, 1971, p. 3}, 'The science of persons is 1he swdy of human
beings that begins lrom a relationship with the other as a person and proceeds 10 an
account of the other still as a serson' (Laing, 1965, p. 21). ' As no discourse or knowledpe
is value-fiee, there is no way of escaping this posilion, but il is importamt io’v- awarc of
one's position as producer and reproducer ol certain discourses and proctices ..." {Fox
cited in Lupton, 1995, p, 13}. Therelore, whilst bracketing is uscful, it does not
compensate for researcher bias based on lived experiences, or account for what the
rescarcher is bringing to the analysis. Even by triangulating the deta and in a sense
placing the researcher as a mediator belween sources of data, 1he researcher is still
chserving and reporting through filtered eyes, selective ¢ars and panicular ideological

persuasions. Each individual is the sum tatal o his or her lived expericaces, and these



experiences inlluence emotional behaviour, action and beliefs (Bandler & Grinder, 1979;
Nicoll, 1987),

For research to be transparent, a journal describing the context, experiences, hehaviours,
cmotions and thought processes ol the researcher, prior to, and during the research period
niceds 1o be kepl. This will allow others to cxamine how the researcher reached his
conclusions. This is described as an ‘autobiographical motivational® process that is
frequently used in qualitative research. 1t is oltherwise referred 1o as an audit rail (Bery,
1989, p. 56). The joumal requires researchers to discuss what they are bringing to the
rescarch process, and to what extent their lived experiences, and their experiences ofthe
research process, have influenced their findings, Berg (1989) states that no researcher can
climinate the ‘subjective motivational faciors’ underpinning any research (p, 56). The
aim of such a disclosure is 1o bring the research alive *over-rationalised, highly
objectified, nearly sterile methedological accounts of field-work efforts are not complete
(rmy emphasis added) descriptions efthe research enterprise’ (p. 57). An autobiographical
motivational account of the rescarcher’s lived experiences, and expericnce of the rescarch

process have been kept and is presented os appendix 1 (pp. 244-264) in this thesis.

Limitations

There are a number of limitations in this study. Firsuy, participants were beiag asked to
describe their expericnces of fatness and thinness in a context thas sought 10 understand
how they have constructed themselves, the social other, and their experiences of the
social other, in their daily interactions, There was a risk that panicipants would not be
able to aniculale these experiences. The researcher was aware of these limitations, and
compensaled for them by constructing questions thal elicited discussion ofthe lived
expericnces of participants, The use of the *before’ and *afier* photepraphs aided 1his
process, Splitting the imerview process inte two separate sections also assisted primary
participants to explore their experivnces by giving them time to formulate responses. All

participants were exiremely adiculate in their interviews.
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Sccondly, the teality of researcher bias needed to be confronted. It was of primary
concern for both supervisors. To address these concerns 1 kept a journal that described
‘mutobiographical motivations' (Berg, 1989) underpinning the research. Abstracts from
the journal have been included in the discussion to demansirate my intentions and

motivations whilst examining the data and writing the thesis.

Thirdly. the study is being conducted in a Westem indusirialised nation. As such,
findings cannot be generalised to those cultures that are not considered to be part of the
industrialised Western world, Imerpersonal interactions occur in the industrialised West
framed through conceps of identity thal cannot to be transposed onio other cultures. The
industrialised West has oficn been accused of hegemonic practices that reflect a united
ideological position on the structure of society. These practices include capiialism,
personal [reedom, free trade and the concept of individuality (Heywood, 2000; Johnston,
1085; Sercambe, 1996). With thesz in mind, [ have presented the results as experiences
which converged around significant symbolic themes. The experiences of bodyweight in
this study arc not reflective ol all men, but of those men who participated in the study. In
addition people in the industrialised West enjoy a level of comfort that exceeds survival,
Therefore, Westerners have a different sense of scif as a conscquence of these structural,
environmental and intempersonal factors. Self, as a term, refers to individual subjectivity
and aligns with a liberalised view of the world where the social is supplanied by the
individual self (Smith, 1985, pp, 24-55; Johnston, 1985, pp. 91-138). As a consequence,
the concept ol identity in relation ta and in connection with body image may be purely a

Western expericnee {Smith, 1985).

Lasily, the rescarch is being conducted in a siate within a continent that experiences
extreme hot weather during the summer months, There is a cullure of body exposure that
may not be prevalent in other Westemised continents, Under these conditions, body
exposure may be an expected norm, thereby exaggerating some of the phenomena under

discussian,
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~ Theoretical framework

S_ensing difference
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Introduction

Sociolopy can make the undesirable visible. [ is not my intention to praclaim fat people
as unhealthy, or conversely thot thin people are, in contrast, healthy people. This is not 3
study about the health problems, and benefits, associated with fatness and thinness per se,
bt a study about the symbolisms associaled with fatness and thinness when constiluting
self and identity during imerpersonal interactions. As such, it explores men and their
social relationships in bodies of different sizes. Therefore, it is my intention to address
the social symbaolic significance of bodyweight in relation 1o the concepts of self and

sociol identity as delined by symbolic interactionists (See Caoley, 1964; Meud, 1934),

Threughout the chapier I use the terms “symbelic’ and *symbolism’ Lo include the
concrete and abstract symbol, and the processes by which symbols come o hold both
social and subjective symbolie values. It is generally agreed that people identify witha
range of symbolic images, both concrete and abstract, and in the process ascribe a range
of subjective metaphors within social frameworks lo give the symbols meaning (Brown,
1979; Hamachek, 1971, p. 35). ‘Symbolic’ and ‘symbolism® are terms that incorporate
those social processes, Por this study, there is an underlying assumption that the
symbolisms associated with thinness and lainess will alfect the selconsiructs of
parlicipanis differently. This is in response o the claim that Westem culre today, as a
consequence of hegemonic ideological practices and industrialisation, is overly image
conscious in relation 1o issues of the selfand social identity (Billinglon, Hockey &

Strawhbridge, 1998; Sturken & Cartwright, 2001),

The central issue for authors such as Sturken and Cartwright (2001) appears to be the
symbolic associations placed on images, and the power of idenlification to dircet idenlity
lormation, {dentification for these authors aligns with Aronson’s account of identificalion
where ‘an individual’s desire is 1o be like the influencer’ and is based on the value
attributed to the symbolic (Aronsen, 1976, p. 27). The more popular and desirable the
symbolisms connected 1o the symbol are, the more the individual wants to be like, o

have, the symbo!l of desire. In the context of badyweight, fat and (hin symbolisms, te
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some degree, are known to affect women's sense of belonging (Sce Bordo, 1989; Brown,
1989; Chernin, 1983; Edgley, 1990). The degree to which bedyweight symbolisms affeet

men has not been cstablished, Hence the uniqueness and value ofhis study.

Theoretical considerations

‘Theory underscores the way researchers interpret gathered data, and informs professional
practice. Theoretical frameworks dircet the researcher and practitioner; like a road map,
they tell them what to look [or, what to be mindfiul of, and what to dismiss. The symbiotic
relationship between theory and practice reflects the same telationships between body
and mind, individual and social. One cannot cxist without the other. For example, the text
here is & manifestation of a body, whether it is through typing or voice aclivated software.
The body acls as the only testable means for expression. That is until such time that
theughts exist withaut the use of organic matler symbolically presented as the body.
There is a need for the researcher in this context to be open to incorporating dillerent
theoretical perspectives 1o explain the research phenomena (Weiss, 1999}, This provides
a multi-dimensional account of tlie findings and adds depth (e the research process, This
was the opinion of Cooley (Cited in Dewey, 1948), who emphasised the need for an

open-ended, as opposed (o a restrictive, methudological orientation.

Knowledge requires both observalion and interpretations, neither being more scizntific
than the ether. And each branch of scicnce must be worked out in its own way, which is
vainly to be found in the aciual search for iruth rather thas by a prieri methodology
(Cited in Dewcy, 1948, n, 84d),

Therefore, the theoretical framework for this study incomporates the principle that the
body is the only site for expression, and that all language is symbelically laden with
socio-cuitural meaning, This study links several theorctical models that to some degree
deal with the ireational, rational, habiteal and snmclimilzs downright confusing aspects ol
the human being. To address this complexity 1 have aligned suthors whe [inlerpret Lo be

wiitine ahout similar concepis, problems and terms. For example, Mead*s concept of sell’
& s, p P P
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(1934) incorporates an account on externalisation (a term he does not use) which has
religious and new-age overtones. Iu. light of this, T have read widely across a number of
academic and non-academic disciplines to present a comprehensive interpretation of the

symbelisms associated to fainess and thinness.

There are three basic premises set for this work: (irsily, that society is about relationships.
This means a relationship with the self, relationships with others, and a relationship with
the physical environment (See Blander & Grinder, 1979; Burstyn & Smith, 1985; Cooley,
1964, 1983; Mead, 1934; McDermott & O'Connor, 1996). Thesc three relationships are
interrelated and influence one another through conceptions of secial value, power and
identily. Secandly, that human beings use the symbolic to construct self-concepts and
social identities (See Baudrillard, 1992; Bourdicu, 1984; Cooley, 1964, 1983; Goflinan,
1961, 1963a, 1963b, 1967, 1969; Mcad, 1934). Finatly, ‘We're all eanhlings, desperate
for love, demolished by rejection’ (Bordo, 1999a, p. 297).

Symbolic Interactionism

The term symbolic interactionism refers ‘1o the peculiar and distinctive character of
interaction as it takes place between luman beings’ (Bulmer, 1969, p. 78). Part of the
process of becoming social is Jeaming scvial constructions ofreality through a common
language (Berger & Luckman, 1967; Bordien, 1991; Jenkins, 1992; Mead, 1934; Taylor,
1989}, This. primarily, is about being taught and remembering the agreed meanings
attached 1o culural symbols, Te make sense ofthe social world, symbols in any culture
have shared social meanings. Symbolic inleractionism is a discourse that explains social
interaction by symbolically defining the objects used in the social world, A symbol is
anything hat stands for, or conjures up, a meaning for the individual, and group (Brown,
1979, p. 113). Symbols can be words, lelters, objecis, geslires, and emotions, abstract or
conerele concepts. The primary premise for undersianding symbolic inleractionism is that
individuals look to symbols as a basis for expressing themselves to others.

Communication is, therefore, dependent upon a shared understanding ol the symbols
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used (Berger & Luckman, 1971; Denzin, 1992; Firth, 1973; Mead, 1934). In the context
ol this study, the shared meaning of fat and 1hin are discussed in o masculine and secial

conlext,

Imteractionists arc the observers, or voyeurs, in the qualitative iradition. However, the
interactionist is not solely located in the social scicnces. Rescarchers from olher
disciplines usc the observational techniques of this practice lor informed analysis (See
Sacks, 1973, 1985; Foucault, 1980; Goffman, 1961, 1963a, 967, 1969}, The
inicractionist observes interpersonal behaviour and interprets their observations with
reference to self and social identity constructions. The observation lakes place usually on
sile, and outside of manipulated environments. The researcher in this instance is
observing the subjective behaviour unhindered by the knowledge that they are being
watched, The natural behaviours of individuals are the focus of the observation, and all
parties in Lhe interaction are asked to discrss the interaction and its symbolic meaning to

cach (Denzin, 1992; Lenney, 1999; Lenney & Sercombe, 2002).

Observation, for the interactionist occurs in all settings. Sacks observes “the clinic, the
laboratory, the ward arc ail designed to restrain and fecus behaviour, itnot indeed to
exclude it allogether' (1985, p. 116). I agree wilh this comment, in regards to the sterile
environment of (he laboratory, and the structural restraints placed on patient behaviour.
However, as is evident [rom clinical observations made by Sacks {1985, 1973)
behavioural observations in wards and clinics have, from an interactionist point ol view,
been very Buithil (See Foucaull, 1980; Goffiman, 1961, 1963a, 1967, 1969; Sacks, 1973,
1985, Sullivan, 1947, 1953, 1964}, This research uses observational 1echniques, that are
not sei in the actual time of the event, but that form the other aspect of interaction
analysis, that is of introspection, based on the observations of the other (Denzin, 1992)
[Ideally, 1 would have lilmed panicipants’ fal and losing weight. However, budgetary
considerations in connection with lilming and time-lines prevented such a project]. In this
study, introspection refers to the individual's ability w0 reflect upon and place meaning on

their own behaviour, actions amd language (Mead, 1934),
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Interactions are indluenced by symbolic power dynamics. Drawing on the works of both
Cooley and Mead, Sullivan established that there are power dynamics a1 play in every
interpersonal interaction. Each interaction occurs based on the relationships that exist
between individuals and the symbolic. Sullivan replaces Mead's concept of ‘significant
language' (1934) with his concept of “significant others’, Sullivan suggests that a
person’s ‘sense of selfis shaped by ... people who are most influential in ourlives ...
[and how they] see and ircat us' {Sullivan cited in Muuss, 1996, p. 87). In addition to the
work done by Sullivan, other authors have extended the interactionists” work to include
other symbolic dimensions pertinent to the interactions thai occur in a contemporary,
image-conscious society. Langer {1996), uses the concept of symbolic violence,
‘Symbolic violence', is a term used in reference to the power associaled with cultural
symbols, and how these symbalic associations are used 1o manipulate consumers and
influence identity construction (Langer, 1996). Murphy (1994), uses the tenm ‘symbolic

control' to discuss the power relationship between symbol, meaning and action,

An important criticism ol symbolic interactionism has been its failure to address the
concept of power. [n paricular, the theory fails to acknowledge the power that cultural
symbols have and how they are used as controlling social mechanisms {Langer, 1996, pp.
57-68), Langer's criticism is aimed at ropmenting Mead's theory of sell. Langer rightly
points out that 'the sell does not ¢merge through interaction with an abstract, universal
other”, but with a particulor family sitwated in a particular time in its bistory ... (p. 58).
Langer's argument suggests that power relationships between social symbols and the
concepts of selfand social identity would be different based on a range of demographic,
hisloric, and socio-cultural determinams, Fragmentation of the social world means that
there can be no universat or closed sense of self. This scems to have been underesiimared

by varlier symbolic writers,

Similarly, Foucauh's' {1980) work on subject constilution and bio-power primarily
addresses the vhserved power relationship between prolessionals and individuals and the
symbols used to direet individual and social bebaviour, Whilst some academics may look

askance at my inclusion of Foucaull in the interactionist camp, yet his work en power and
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powerful symbols is of significance to the analysis. His work on future prison systems
cullined the power associations made by symbolic surveillance techniques. The darkened
glass dome in supermarkets today bear testimony to his work about creating the illusion
of surveillance ta direct individual and proup behaviour, regardless of whether or not
there is a camera in the dome, Slyrnbc]ic interactionism also needs to address issues of
surveillance, concepts of pawer and the symbolic associations attached to symbols when
discussing the meaning behind individual and social behaviour (Langer, 1996; Murphy,
1954),

Association is a powerful, ofticn emotion-laden, concept, and the power of identification
cannot be undercstimated (Aronsen, 1976). In his work, Aronson outlines the connection
between identilication and desire (p. 27). Adverisers play with, and succeed in,
symbolically associating abstract concepts with consumer goods, so that consumers
identify with the message associated with the consumer ilem (Borda, 1993, 1999a;
Sturken & Cartwright, 2001}, For example, the jllusion thal the awner of a pair of Nike
shoes will come to enjoy sporting suecess and increased body mability and speed is
symbolically ¢rafted inte an advertisement. The conswmer is being sold a product based
on what the product will do for their sporting ability, career, image or social standing,.
The consumer can identify with the product on a number of levels. However, if the owner
expects recognition arising from ownership of a pair ol Nikes, then this requires an
observer (o respond in an expected manner, based on the shared meaning attached to the
shoe. This scenario also highlights the other criticism of symbelic interactionism which
refers 1o the construction of subjects as actors and their preoccupation *with daily ritual,
and enforced performances of stigmatized identitivs '(Denzin, 1992, p. 20), The
interaction between the wearer of Nike shoes and the non-wearer could ultimately be
documenied as a mecting between superior and inferior shoe wearers, or between those
who can afford Nike shoes and those who connot (a traditional class analysis), therchy
further cementing a hierarchical relationship between the wearer and non-wearer in the

inieraction,
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From an interactionist perspective, the shoe seenario can be wrillen in a manner that
requires the subjects to conform Lo the way [ envisage the symbolic interplay between
them. i this were the case, there would be an element of control embedded in the story,
and the story would have been written with the inteniion of highlighting the power of
social symbals to influence interpersonal interactions. However, as writlen, there are
several ways the seenasio could be played out and this would depend on the participanis®
subjective intentions, molivations, and the relationship that existed between them, and
importantly, whether they share an understanding of the symbolic social value placed on
wearing expensive, sporting, footwear, The interactionist understands this dilemma, and
in this ease would seek to understand the subjective and social significance (if any) of
wearing expensive lootwear for each participant, and the significance for them when

identifying wilh the power of the symbol to dircel their interaction,

Therefore, in response to the criticism fevelled at the interactionist construction of people
as performers it is imponant te understand that social interactions occur utilising a range
ol'soeial conventions, laws ond subjective experignces, and that these corne together and
direet the flow of the interaction. In this context, each interaction is an improvisalion and
subjects use a range oFsymbolic constructs available 1o them based on the socicty they
live in, social expectations placed on individuals, their socialisation process, and their
lived experiences (Gollman, 1974; Read, 1993). Therefore, the symbolic associalions
attached to fatness and thinness may afTect the Mow of an interaction, dependent on the

ncceptance o rejection ol the atlached symbolisms.

Every-day life is synonymous with theaire, the enly difference being that daily
intcraction is not seripled, nor is it absolute in its direction (Read, 1993). People at times
abide by the social conventions surrounding multiple inleraclions, and at other times they
do not. It would be a machine-like world i interactions were allowed to be scripted and

directed in an absolute manner.
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Summary

Symbolic interactionism assumes that the search for self and social identity is embedded
in the inlerplay between the individual (represented as a body), their environment, and
their inlerpersonal relationships {Brown, 1979; Cocley, 1964; Mead, 1934, Sullivan ciled
in Muuss, 1996). This assumption draws analysis of the [ormalion of' self and social
identity from the other theoretical disciplines of social behaviourism, structuralism and
post-modemistn, In bricf, 1 am synthesising discourses 1o give meaning to behaviour and
action al'the ‘embodied subject’ in interaction with other ‘embodied subjecis’ (Smith,
1990, p.1). Trans-disciplinary approaches of this 1ype aim o synthesise findings and
produce a comprehensive account ol the data collected {Higginbotham ef af, 1996). This

pragmatic approach reflects DeVault's (1995) stance when he states that;

In pursuing such an analysis, as well as in conducting the interview. 1 will be most
successful if | consider carefully what knowledge | need for a rich and robust
interpretation and how my access 1o that knowledge is cither facilitated or limited by my

own particular location in history (p. 627).

Theoretically, interactions are complcx. They are governcd by self-concepts and social
identities operating in a contexiug! loop {Brown, 197%; Sullivan cited in Muuss, 1996).
Ilentity, from an interactionist point of view, can be triangulated. For example, Sullivan,
drawing on the character of Eliza Doolitle, in Shaw’s play Pygmalion, states, *[you are]
not only influenced by how others perceive [you but you] also react 1 thal perception,
which influences thase who perceive [you], which in turn influcnces [you] and so on ...
(Sullivan cited in Muuss, 1926, p. 88). Identities sre imerctively constructed and
socially expressed, Mdentities are also socially observed, and framed. In the process,
identity is rellceted back ot subjects, Therelore, depending on the setting and the peaple
inleracting, each individual in the interaction will differ in the way (hey sec themselves

and the inlcraclive other.
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Individuals in an interaction may continually evaluate and change their self-concept
based upon what is seen, felt, heand, and on the power relationship that exists between
individuals, This may come inlo conilict with, or affirm, their existing frameworks of
seli-construction and identity, In most cases, individuals usually look for environments to
confinu their existing sebf-lramewarks (Taylor & Bogan, 1989), The most significant
ohject or symbol used by the actor to c.onvcy selfand social identity is the body, The
body as the site of al} expression transmits information through verbal and/or non-verbal
language. 1t is through the use al lanpuage (verbal and non-verbal) that the netor can
convey both abstract and conerele meaning of their subjectivities {Hewitt & Hewitt,
1986). There is. then, an assumption by symbolic inleractionisis who agree with this that
actors will interpret the meaning attached 1o language correctly (Brown, 1979; Ceeley,
1964; Goflman, 1967: Mead, 1934). This is not always the case,

56



Ch.apter'-S

ﬁevelopment of S_elf & Iden‘_c__i;ty,j;? |

o

'S

37



Introduction

To imply that there is one theory explaining the concept of selfjs itsell misleading. There
are a number of theories allempting to explain how ene comes to know who he or she is.
The theoties underpinning sucial behaviourism, social rele theory, or post-modernism
are, 10 a point. geared towards explaining the concept of self with the view ol exploring
(he intrinsic social processes involved in its construction. [ shall be using aspects of these
theories to analyse the data, ns [ see there are points where they intersest and complement
each other. This aligns with the work of Weiss, who states that *...Thave Incosed un the
multiple points of intersection between varjous disciplines, methodologies, and
approaches o hodics and body images, an approach { believe is essential to do Jjuslice to
the richness and complexity {ol'the data]’ (1999, p. 3}, Synthesising the works of authors
in this way seeks 10 establish an inclusive rather than an exclusive practice {Cooley.

1983 ).

Development of sell

There is a grem deal of imporiance placed on self-construction. Not knowing who you
are can lead (o intemnal mxiety and social conflict (Blander & Grinder, 1979; McDermett
& O*Connor, 1996: Rodgers, 19563, However, at the other end ol the specirum knowing
too well who you are ean lead to amegance and being dismissive of others, A rigld sclf-
construet does not necessarily lend itsel to being inclusive of oiber self-constructs, and
ean, by definition, exclude vther selves (Hamachek, 1971). Most peaple seem to fall
somewhere between these two poinis and actively, or passively, set about constructing
selves and social identitics based on the need (o fit in, yet oflen with the view to being

distinel,

The opposile ends 1 speak of are sites for loeating two imporiant theorists from the
interactionist perspective, Both Mead (1934) and Cooley (1963, 1983} spent their
academic careers researching the construction of sell'and social identities. They are not

nosmally placed together in this fashion, unless in a general sociolagical wxt, because
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they represent different modes of thinking on the concept of self-construction. However, [
am placing them together because their theories on *sell” rely on sensory inlormation
gathered from social environments., People hear, see and speak of dilference. Sclf-
construcis and social identities are formed primarily through the visual and auditosy

senses and through discourses nvailable at the time (Hamachek, 1971; Kellchear, 1996b).

A fundamenial concept undermpinning symbolic interactionism is that of *sell™. In general,
symbolic interactionists see the concept of self as defined by the result of the individual's
relationship with others, and developed through the process of socinl interaction (Bulmer,
1969; Cooley, 1964, 1983; Hewitt & Hewitt, 1986; Mewl, 1934; Sullivan, 1964).
According (o Mead, the sell'is developed in relation to social expericnce, ang ‘is
structured by the principle of sociability’ {Cited in Denzin, 1992, 1. 6). *Mead’s sellis an
object of wwarencys, rather than a system of processes’ (Hamachek, 1971, p, 49). The sell
depending upon the social environment is formed through interpreting the reflected
responses ol olhers. There is one body, and at the core *one’ self, However, Mead
cstablished that people could use many seripts, and therefore project many identitics, 1o
interact with others based on their interpersonal and professional relationship, and based
on the numerous covirenments in which they find their se¢df (Cited in Anthias & Kelly,
1995, pp. 367-375). To this end. Mead concentrales on the use of verbal languayge lrom
significant others and on what he ealls significant symbols, as opposed 1o non-verbal
language. Individuals are therefore reflexive in their Janguage when interacting. They
would avoid using negative or intentionally harmiul language direcled at the other based
an the reaction they would have if the same words were directed at them {1934, pp. 160-

lal).

[n contrast, Brown (1979) explains that Cooley understands the formation of the self
through mirrored reflection. In this formatien, the self and society become oppaosite sides
ol'the same coin, It made no sense to Cooley (1964) to separate the individual Trom the
sacial. The sell'is developed through interaction and reflection, and ‘is based upon self-
feeling and the imagined, inirajected judgements of others™ (Denzin, 1992, p. 4).

Essemiially, Cooley is saying that cach individual imagines their sell [rom (he point ol
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view ofthe other, or others (1964, 1933). When [ interact with another, 1 am looking at
the other for clues 10 tell me how [ am being ebserved, an impression forms and [ begin
to create un imagined picture o[ myself from the others’ perspective. Cooley refers to this
as the *looking glass self' and states *Each io cach a locking glass. Reflects the other that
doth pass® {1964, p. 184).

The concept of the looking-glass sclfsuggesis that people are influenced by others as
they imagine themselves rellected back by the other. An individual constructs a self-
concept by imaginatively interpreting what is reflected back 10 them, and acting upon it
{Brown, 1979, p, 116}. There is one body, and a cortinually changing sell. The self
responds to changes in the perceived environment, rather like a chameleon. By observing
the reactions of the other they gain a sense of their self in relation to the other, This may
happen in one-le-one interactions, or by abserving the looks of passers-by. The social
performer in this analysis uses a mixture of gestures, language and consumer jtems to
vonvey who they are as deternined by the reflecled responses they receive. They utilise
these symbols dependent on the environment in which they find themselves, In their
imagination, when they are negatively looked at, they would question their imapined self,
This line ol thought {its the observations made by Baudrillard (1992) and Goflinan
{1963a) when duscribing self-construction and observable identities, whereby the sellis
expressed through the wiilisntion ol symbolic aceessories and modified by the social

reaction to these.

Both Cooley (1964), and Mead (1934), vverlooked the notion that prople form both
posilive and negative self-concepts, and ot in ways to substantiate, reinforce and reject
these. Part ol this process has to do with personal interpretations of symbolic messages
gathered during the enculturalion process, It is impartant 1o understand a tlaw in (he
inleractionist approach to seli-development, The Naw rests with constructing the
individual as an open receiver who accurately inlerprets messapes and lakes appropriale
action. The receiver depends on their lile experience for decoding incoming messages.
However, the sender may hove an agenda that is not iransparent. Cooley {1964} leaves

oo much to the imagination of the receiver, and Mead {1934) leaves oo much 1o the
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rationat mind and assumes cach individual has (he ability to be empalhetic and to act
accordingly towards others. My eriticism of (his is that interpersonal interactions are
imbued with emotions, rationalisalions, motives and intentions which are not (ransparent.
In other words, intemersonal interactions can occur based on subjective schemas thal are
invisible 1o those interacting, Nepative and positive selt-construets inlluence the way

people interact by establishing inlerior and supetior identities (Kellehear, 19986, p. 7).

{t is suggested that once positive and negative self-concepts have been constructed, all
incoming information is filicred, and only thatinformation which confirms the neyative
or positive is endorsed. Personal construet theory, as discussed by Kelly and Rodgers,
insisis that *people react to what they inerpret that stimulus to be’ (see Shackleton &
Fletcher, 1984}, Any positive information discon firming the negative self-conceplor the
negative coneepl of others is acknowledged, but does little to change the construct. For
axample, | know that 1 am fat. Any praise orincoming messages that atlempt to assert
that 1 am not fat are ignored or Aliered out. 1f] achieve losing my fat slomach, my legs
are now too [at. In other words, [ may shilt the focus onto another body part in order to
remain fat. [ can never admil to Jooking thin, as that would und ermine my sell~cancept,
which is to be fat. 1 am fa and will always be izt This will continug to be the case unless
[ change and no longer see the need 1o be far. To do this [ first need 1o understand why 1

need to construct mysellas ft,

‘The guestion L could ask mysel(is “what docs being fat do for me"? The answer may Jie
in a sel-concept that is hest kept invisible and 10 do this [ must cither hide my self-
construct and not discuss it or avoid other selves thal may challenge it. Therelore, [ must
weather the storm in isolation, or find people who will aceept me without challenging my
construction of sell, which in this case, is 1o be Fal. In the siudy, fatness, for some, offered
asense of safety [rom homosexun) desires, yet for others it was symbolic of a
comfortable sexual relationship, The difference is that the latter is socially condoned
whilst the former is socially stipmatised, The symbaolic importance of this is that
symbalisms can be used in this manner to exclude people lrom group membership,

Thereby, farcing people into a marginalised position,

61



Mead’s answer to questions sboul being accepted and rejected, and being accepting and
rejecting, lics in the use of signilicant symbolic language, as adopted and perpetuated by
dilerent social communitics (1934, p. xxi), Mead refess to the imporiance of verbal
communication when social selves are construcled, and as such overlooks the importance
ofnon-verbal communication when inclusion and exclusion are negotiated. Thercfore,
the individual hears that they will be accepted or rejected in the verbal language used to
constitule subjects in different social groups, However, Cooley (1964) implies that people
see aceeplance and rejection in the visual expressions of the other. In this case,
individuals rely mainly on their visual sense when ascertaining who the other is and
where they belong, and whether they would be aceepling of, ot rejecting of, an

inleraction.

Mead's onalysis leads to the assumption that the individual has a fixed sell-concept thal is
proactive in substantiating hsell within sny contextual envionment. It is 2 self that is
scell-assured, yel oy use conscious deception for survival {Giddens, 1991). An example
ol this may assist an understanding ol how Mead's sellis interpreted. T am going 1o use
liemescexuality as an example, due i the continual stigmatisation this group endures
(Peiersen, 1998, pp, 96-109). “lam gay ™. In some environments this staiement is
aeceptable. In ather environments it could lead to conflict, avoidance, or exclusion from
the group, If ¥ wanted to avoid conilict arising rom being gay, it would be healthy for me
to avoid certain environmenls. Fnvironments o avaid may be publivised by other gay
peaple, or by gay media. or | may experienes hostility and avoid them direetly. However,
in all environments 1 have choices. | can conceal my sexual preferences from those whom
eanstruet 10 be unsafie. 117 am [earful oFhostility, 1 may wamt 10 hide my sexual
preference. [n these interactions conecaling my homosexuality is fundamental to avoiding
stigmatisation and passing as heterosexual which is construeied 10 be the normative
idemity (GoHinan, 19632, 19a9). [ do not necessarily constet a dilTerent persona but 1
may do so, This means being conscious amd rettective in terms o'my verbal and non-
verbal language. This reguires vigilance and constam observation. Through my language
and by listening (o the language of the other [am able to pauge their reactions to

liomosexualily, and to aseeniain whether my sexual preference has been discovered.



However, underneath this persona, il used, b sill feel the same. 1 know | 2m playing a
game ar role 1o mask my sexual preference from others, However, if [ am not fearful of
hostility or confliet | may choose to challenge those in the environment who are
themselves cither [earful, or unaceepting of hemesexuatity. Mead's self allows for this
kind of interaction, The subject is self-assured and self-aware. Giddens (1991) would
refer to this ability as rellexivity. The ability to rellect objectively on one's use of

discourscs, for Mead (1934), means being reflexive about onc’s use of language,

On the other hand, Cooley's analysis leads to the assumption that the sellis reactive
rather than proactive in ils formation, and under constant change or in constant flux. It
respoends Lo what is happening and constantly changes to suit the immediate imagined
externat stimuli. It is sell-gearcd towards survival, Using the same example, "] am pay™,
[ enier an environment and through observing the rellected responses of the other, or
others, come to an understanding that gay people are nol welcome here. [ imagine (he
relleetions of the other as having observed that 1 am gay. Whether this is due to the way |
pesture or speak is of no consequence. The gaze ofthe other is imagined to imply my
gayness has been discovered, I may lrame the cxperience as direet alienation or

hamophobia.

Alternatively, or coincidently, | may overhear a conversation framing gay people as
undesitable, or sick. [ immediately fecl bad about myself and consiruct myself as being
abnormal. 1 reaflirm that [ am sick and not like other men. { have reacted in such a
manner that [ am disturbed and may exhibit low sell~esteem (Rugel, 1995}, At iis
extreme, Cooley's self is constamily trying to lit in but undemeath is inseeurc about its
sell-construct. Cooley's sell may attempt to conceal itsel{ but, ultimately, undemeath
feels inseeure sbout itsell when exposed 10 environments that are framed as non-
accepting. In this context, the individual may respond in social siwations by constantly
tryinyg to please and fitin, Cooley’s setf, at times, is under sicge and is self-anxious, The
opposile of this is that they are seil-assured by those who accept them (Hamechek, 1971).
This is usually achieved by inhabiting those environments that are framed as safe

(Gofliman, 1974). Mead's (1934) sclf'is capable of crossing between different social
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environmenls without too much anxiety. Cooley’s (1964) selfis capoble ol crossing

between different social environments depending on the safety of the enviromnent.

Meclizer, Petras and Reynolds (1975) crticised the concepts of sell offered by Mead and
Cooley because in some instances individuals do not act as themselves, but sct as others
would have them act. Allernatively, they actin accordance with the social conventions
pertaining 1o the environment in which they lind themselves. The point is how do
individuals know that the other is not putiing on an act purely (o gel want they want, or to
go undetected? In any interaction, individuals may withhold information to protect their
seli-concept by constructing a lalse social identily as they respond and react to the
interaction process by displaying appropriste and expected behaviour. This criticism
supgesls that the concept of self that underpins the theory can become masked by
displays of conventional role playing (Melizer, Petras & Reynelds, 1975). My response
1o the criticism is thar Meltzer ef af are placing two concepts together that require
separation, and that deception by definition requires creating the illusion of conventional

role playing.

The *sell®, as an interactionist observes it, is dilferent to an identity. Both Cooley's
{1964, and Mead's {1934) selves are singular in formation. The dillerence is that Mead’s
is a discmbodicd self (1934 ; 136), whilst Cooley's concept ol sell'is primarily an
imagined yet embodied concept (Caoley, 1964 ; 184). Cooley’s is prone to change
dependent on the environment, yet Mead’s is not. Mead's sell'is essentially static once
formed {1934). Covley's scif'is expressed openly when it fecls salc and secure and will
seek these environments. Otherwise it is self-conscious about ils sclfin imagined hostile
environmenls. Mead's sell, being sell-assured and sclfaware, expresses isself by
prajecting an identity that will [it in accordingly, thereby having the ability 1o hide its true

self. This is the point of criticism 10 which Melizer et af (1975) refer to.
They are highiighting Mead’s concept ol'social identily where the selfis able 1o deccive

those around it into believing it is one of them, The eriticism is better understeod in terns

of the failure of Mead ta engage in the pawer dynamic at play belween competing selves
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and their expressed social identities, and the way these are framed by observers. In other
words, [ have a choice in the ways [ express my self, thercby prajecting a sociable or
hostile social identity, but in a social contexl my projected identily may be observed to be
myself, and 1his may differ from who 1 belicve my truc selfto be. Therc is oficn a
difference between one’s subjective self, one’s expressed/projected self (self identity),
and one's observed self' {(social identity). This affirms that there can be more than one
self, contextualised 1o observing the diflering identilies expressed and projecied in both
the private and public spheres of social life (Bordo, 1993, 1999a; Lupton, 1998, 2000),
This leads into the next criticism levelled at Mead's work on sell-constructs, which is that

he portrays scli-construction as a disembodied process.

Can an individual lose or change o body part and not be affected in their concept of self,
as Mead proposes (1934, p. 136)? Mead assumes that because his concept of selfis
disembaodicd, the body plays an unimportant part in self developmenl. 1 take a different
view based on my work in the disability lield (Lenney, 1999; Lenney & Screombe,
2002). [n the case of Mead’s proposition, 1 agree thal in privale this may be the case: that
is, the loss of a body part may not impinge on the subject’s sense of selll but even here
the individual will be prone to scrutiny and projections of dilference depending on what
part of the body is missing or changed. This could lead 1o the person being avoided,
pitied, or excused. Subjectively, the subject may wani to disembody their sell-constrcts,
thereby distancing their selves lrom the disabled body, and or body part. Disability
discourse is rich with such nccounts (Sce Morris 1989, 1991; Oliver, 1996). In this
discourse, the symbolism atlached to dependency influcnces the way subjects with a
disability frames themselves, and are framed, Canversely, there can be both negative and
posilive changes ta sell-constructs when modilying the body through cheice, or where
the body is modilied by accident or lorce (Blaser, 1996, pp. 40-42). In the case of breast
implants, the person could be criticised, cnvied and admired at the same time by
observers, whilst fecling subjectively confident, self-assured and yet ambivalent to the

projeclions from those around her,
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The power of symbols 10 redireet a person’s social standing is something that the
intcrﬁctianism were unable to toresee. 1n an increasingly image-conscious social world,
the power of symbols is unprecedented when it comes (o identity construction (Brown,
1979; Hewitl & Hewin, 1986; Sturken & Cartwright, 2801; Wearing, 1996; Wrenn &
Mencke, 1975), To become dishgured may be read symbolically as being Jess than a
tully-functioning individuai. The person is discredited and devalued because disability
currently symbolises individual dependency and stigma {Goflman, 1963; Lenney &
Sercomibe, 2002), The issue here is whether disligured individuals aceept or reject the
assumplion, In their social cireles, they may have little choice. It would scem, then, that
the coneept of selfis far from static. It changes, based upon people's expericnces of
themselves, their experiences of athers and their experiences oftheir social environments.
It follows that the concep of xedf” is not as fixed as Mead supggests (Mead cited in
Anthias & Kelly, 1995, pp. 365-376), and the process ot velf construction is an embodied

process.

1f1 construgt my *self” based on the rellecied appraisals, or responses from others, then, il
a part of me changes, the reflected response to this change, negative or positive, will
cause a change in how T see my *sell” in relation to the person with whom [ am
inleracting. Hence the importance, in this study, ofimerviewing significant others, Other
cxamples of'selves changing include people diagnosed with lerminal {lnesses, and people
expericncing the aging process {Sce Hancock, Hughes, Jagger, Paterson, Russel, Tulle-
Winton & Tyler, 2000}. The change, whether it be disability, aging, illness, or weight
gain and loss, is seen to alleet whe the person is in the eyes of the other. This cxtemal
pressure 10 change my *sell® can he unscitling and ean result in conllict. The 'other” may
frame the inability of individuals (o aceept their new imposed selfbased on their changed
sel-image ns their inability to accept their faie (Mormis, 1991; dilw:r. 1996). This swudy is
specifically designed to explore the tension between subjective consiructions of seif and
imposed self-constructs as a resull ol weight loss and gain, by interviewing the, men

concerned nnd a preferred significant other,
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The paradox here is that individuals may display rigid constructions ol sel{indicating
over-confidence and resistance to change. This aligns with Mead's analysis, or they may
modify their consiruet of self suiting Cooley's analysis. It scems plausible 1o suggest that
individuals slide belween wo extremes dependent on a number of determinants inclding
contextual power relationships (Becker, 1963; Game, 1991 Gollinan, 1959, 1963a;
Foucault, 1980; Hamechek, 1971: Sullivan, cited in Muss, 1996; Wearing, 1996). At onc
extreme, Cooley's self is constamly seeking reassurance Irom others about who they are,
and could appear 1o be neurotic and averly self-conscious. At the other extreme, Mead's
self'is unalTected by anyone ot anything. In this conlext, (he individual could appear
arroganl, slatic, inflexible angd self-absorbed. The extent to which the sellis constructed
through the reflected responses ol the other forms a key component in the discussion in
this study which addresses thc dilferences experienced by men in their sell formation as

they losl weight.

Social Identitics

Thete are several ways of looking at the questien of social identity construction, & may
be that social identities are purcly behaviaural concepts. Each person consinucts a
tepertoire of behaviours for interacting with others in social environments. People see
themselves, and arc seen by others, as the sum of their behavioural traits (Shackelton &
Fletcher, 1 984), Acceptance or alienation is based purcly on observable behaviour.
Behaving in accordance with the behavioural siandards for any soeial setting will more
than likely bring rewards and establish a positive social identily, However, if'a person
behaves in a manner that is incongruent with the behavioural standards lor the setting
then, depending on the degree of their aberram behaviour, they may be caulioned,
disciplined, punished, alicnated, or shunned. Canversely, they may be pitied, attended to,
and cared for, [n the former case, the person's sacial identity coukd be ramed and
interpreted as dillerent from the nomm and accordingly be given the label of social deviant
(Becker, 1963). As a consequence of this, they could he *othered” and constructed as be
sacially inept (de Beouvoir, 1949; Wearing, 1996). Such is the ease for people dealing

with a range of intellectual, physical or mental disabilities (Lenney & Sercombe, 2002;
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Taylar & Bodgan, 1989; Wolf, 1994), Conversely, if the behaviour meets the behavioural
slandards of the setting, the person may be accepled as a friend, or an acquaintance, or at
least be seen 1o fit in, becoming behaviourally invisible. However, the degree to which
behavioural conformily in environmental settings is enforced wilt depend on the
envirenment and the power relationships between individuals and groups (Sullivan cited
in Muss, 1996; Shilling, 1993).

Social identity is framed by how individuals wamt to express their sell concept within a
sociul environment; by how individuals see each other; and by the way individuals
perform in public and sacial arenas. Social identities, as constructed by the individual and
abserver. need to reflect the expecied narms for any piven environment. Information
about these expectations is gathered through ohservation, and verbal questioning and i
olien communicated by those who are aware ol the socia! expectations required for
particular sziting, to those who are unaware, Sociul identity is found in the visual,
behavioural, and linguistic clucs people transmit (Gofiman, 1963a; Maslow, 1956;
Rogers, 1936 Skinner, 1974; Denzin, 1992), Through these processes people shape their
selves and are shaped into identities for the pumoses af distinction, allegiance and
alienation, However, the interpretation of social identity is based on a shared
undersianding of the clues transmitted. This requires an accurate intermpretation by persons
receiving symbolic transmissions. Here Uhere may be slippage between the intended
messages being sent and the messages as they are received. How the receiver acts may
indicate the degree of necuraey in their interpretation. However, it is apparent that an
accurale interpretation does not always ocenr, Misinterpretation can lead 1o abusive or
awksvurd interactions, needing some, iI'nat constant, clarification (Lenney & Sercombe,
2002}. This works the other way round, where the transmitter sends an unintentional

messape by using inappropriate or conlusing symbolic nnguage,

All language is the process ol symbolic association, When [ use the word fat or thin in a
conversation the immediate image the words convey will be diflerent lor each person
included in the intcraetion, Euch person will have a subjective parameter for these words,

and they will frame the fat or thin person within a soeial identity therchy establishing a
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reference point for the ft or thin person, The power of language ta infllucnce identity
constructions became apparent when inlerviewing primary participants, *Fat’, in contrast
10 *over-waight®, as a term, held negative symbolic associations for some, whilst for
others it did not. [ This could be explained by associaling the term *over-weight’ with a
more medical approach to explain excesses of body fat? This was not clear from the
intervicws, but some participants did prefer me to use the erm over-weight in place of fat

when intervicwing them. | tespected their preference].

Subjective censtruction and prajection of social identities requine using language that
reveals the sell10 others {Taylor, 1989}, Social identitivs are constructed to leave an
impression ol whoshow the person creating the impression wanis to be [ramed/obscrved.
I the conlest of identity, [i e is spent observing people to ascertain who they are and
whether they would be accepting and epen to an interaction, ar, conversely, whether they
should be avoided, The subjeet in 1his example is also the object of the other’s
wbservations and deliberations towanls approaching or avoiding,. Symbolic information is
gathered through the senses and intempreted on this basis when an interaction is imminent,
or when assistance is required. In (his way peeple sense whether the other is difTerent 10
themselves and the extent ol the dilference is caleulated using symbalic values atlached
1o social symbols, In short, alienation from, and allegiance, to the other is decided upon
by comparing who the other is to the ebserver. The identity of the other is formed, rightly
or wronply, by interpreting the symbolic meaning ol what is seen and heard. In the West,
identity construction frames all interpersonal interactions (Gahagan, 1984: Gollinan,
1959: Hamachek, 1971; Taylor, 1989), Ientity construction alse frames all social roles
ascribed 1o and performed by individuals, Social role theary is another means W aseribe
social identities based on a number o social determinants including class, gender, race

and disability.

Social role theory assumes that multiple social idemities are lormed through the roles

each person performs on a daily basis, Sullivan's work on role formation supgests
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the concept of social role deseribes the capaeity of the person 1o make Nuid shifls in
form, in varying measure, in accondance with the adaptational requirements ol the
person’s posilion in seciety. This is, in essenee, the process of sovial adapiarion. Under
pressure, the individual may react (o the social pressure with campliance, prowest or

withdrwal (Johnsan, 1952 : 208-209).

The question of wha people are is answered by identifying with the roles they assume, or
the roles that have been socially assigned 10 them. For example, there is usually a
distinetion made hetween what are masculine and feminine roles, Each role comes to
have a set alsocial expectations attached 1o it that are socially delined and require
degrues ol subjective acceplance, Failure 1o perform the role may mean being socially
condemned as incompeten, or ghnormal (Conangll, 1979, 1995). Opposite to this is the
attachment angd identi fication 1o performing roles well, The person becomes averly
connected 10 the soeial role under diseussion, An example of this is the role Yul Brynner
played in the stage and £lm versions ofthe *The King and 1. Yul's rele of the king was
reported o be perlonned by him on and off the stage. He became the king, no matter
where hie wiss, and way consumed the role (Brymner, 1989), Thereby, the roles
individuals play may hecomne wo appealing in certain contexts, especially if he role

endorses a power relationship between the inthividual and the social other.

One of the centeal entieisms ol genderced rele theory is that it can lean ewards bidlogical
detestinism snd pendered exclusion lrum the role (Cannell, 1990). In a deienninistic
contexl, males and females would have set gender roles, and failure to meet them, or
performing nan-gender specific roles, could mean questioning the individual's sexual
identity. This was Buller's (eited in Wefss, 1999, p, 200 miain premise, i relation to the
buxly, where she asserts that the body connot be separated from the cultural expectations
placed upon i, The expression of gender roles, that is *doing gender’, will always require
a hudy [ar its cultural expression, Huowever, there can be distinction made between the
person and the role although that distingtion can he become hlumed (Connell, 1979; Van
Kricken ef ad, 2000). The problen is that *role theory [secks to] ercate a false unity”

{Connell. 19479, p. 1L [n this context, role theory attempls o atteibule a kind of
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hamogeneity to social life” {p. 14} This atiempt &t social analysis is too simplistic when,
as Conncll argues, al its best, role theory provides '[preseriptive] ... seis of actions (role
behaviowrs, lasks) whose performance constitutes the cnactment ol the role. [The theory]
is unable 1o deal with the complexities of the interaction and presume @ linear line o_f
action and reaction' {Connell, 1979, p. 10). Connell’s analysis reflers to the improvisation
I spake ol earlier, whereby nrle compliance by hoth panies is required ifa lineor line of
action wnd reaetion is expected, U5 agreed this does not always oceur. Interactive
seltings can only be prescriptive o a point, and subjectivitics can be manipuolative,

deceptive, and pleasing all at the same time,

In today’s social enviconment, it is apeeed that individuals do perfoon centain mles in
order o function in society, and that roles do have preseriptive expeetations attached 1o
thens, The issue fie people taday is that they perform muhiple roles, and identity
formation based on these hecomes fragmented and inconsistent. Social identity in the
context ol'rule theory assumes that the individual will perform the expected mleto a
level of social competence in accordance with the social expectations ploced on that role
{Sullivan cited in Johnston, 1952: Connell, 1979), Social campetence is the ability to
sustain the narrative underlying the image being presented ot amy given time {Sullivan
eited in Johnston, 1952; Giddens, 19913, This can also be referred 1 as identification

with the role (Butler cited in Weiss, 1999),

Identification is an Lnparant cancept in the frmation, expression and pertormance of
social identities and social reles. Butler's work on sex, pender and the bady plays with

the concept of identilication in the fellowing way:

LAl to assume a sex s i some sense an Midentification,” then it seems that identilication
is a site at which prohibition 2 deflection are insistently negolisted. To identily with a
sex is (o sland in sotne relation to an imaginary threat, imaginary and Toreefl, freeful

precisely because it is imaginary (Cited in Weiss, 1999; 363,
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The point for Butler is that identification with a sex or certain bady image lends itself1e
be exclusive ol'other sexes or body imapes, Far cxample, if identify with the male sex |
stand in relation 1o the imaginary threat of the female sex to undo or challenge my
identification. 1 also, in the act ol identifying witl maleness, stand in opposition to any
nepative and positive stereotypes and prejudices aimed al women, and al the same time,
stand in accordanee with any segative and nositive stereotypes and prejudices aimed at
men tAranson, 1976, p. 183), Yet if 1 do nat identify with the male sex {and 1 am a man
with male genitals) then in my imagination | am open Lo be atiaeked by both men and
women who may construet me in deviant, stereotypical ways leading to interactions
imibued with prejudice and stigma. ldentifieation lends itselfio the need 10 be located
somewhere, wilh somehody, for prolection, security and stability. Yet it also allioms for
ohservers with whom the person is not identified. The same process applics 1o identifying
with social roles and performances. In this case, it also applics & identity. Men in this
study may identily with certain body images and identities, or with the expectations
placed an their sovial performances of fotness and thinness. The implicaion o fihis with
regard W the construction of a self-concept and social identities are unelear and lie at the

core ol this study,

Social identities. 10 some degree. are formed through rele afiliation. However, role
formation is questinned by inlegrating the validity olthose in positions olpower 1o
impose role constructs and therefore sociat identities (Becker, [963; Connell, 1979, 1995;
Van Kricken, et al 2000} The key question hereis “Who gets to decide what arole
incaiporates ! Moreover, who decides, “Who should be performing the role “? This line
uf enguity parallels Foucault's analysis of *canstitution olthe subjeet” where
prafessionals are in a position 1o impose labels onte individuals and aseribe them with a
particular social identity, The individual's identity then reflects the identity atributed 1o
the group. In this process. those in positions of power tend o use their position to impose
constructs without consultaden. Foucaull’s (1980, pp. 160-182), analysis is olien used
with refierence o medical and other oppressive structures which exert power aver palients
and people, In the medical contexi, patients arc olien passive in the canstiraetion of heir

ilentity, and have litle upportunity to challenge the passive patient consiruction, How



issucs ol power and authority play out in the context of men's body image, and role

purformance, form pan ofthe fabric of this study.

Foucault on issucs of symbalic power

Sacial life exists through symbolic interactions, Embedided in these interactions are issucs

pertaining 1o self, identity and social positioning. As Kellehear writes:

The furmation of identity may be seen as being influenced by the major groups to which
one is expased in family, at school and at wark, The rale of one's social position within
any ol these environmenls is alse important to the kinds of vaiues and attitudes onc may

come lo hold,

An imporant key 1o understanding the soeial processes operating at this level s the
identification of how oihers treat you inhat social position, beeause it is the varinble
ways that others treal you that shape one’s expericnce ol being in a certain socinl class
,..member of o gender or ethnic group, or holding a certain (occupational] status
H{1990b, p. 7).

Symbolic interactions between people claiming a panicular social status or position
require a shared understanling of, and conlormity to, the symbolisms being projected. In
this context, symbolic interactionisis envisage social control to be maintained through
symbolic recognition ol social positioning. Uniforms are symbolically, indicative, ol this
process, they establish solidarity and group conformity and in relation 10 cach other they
held status determined in sone cases by what they aflord the wearer, Some uniforms are
symbalically more powerlul than athers by vinwal of the social mandate symbolically
inseribed within them, A police uniform calls fnh g differem response, lrom both wearer
and observer, when compared ta the unitorms wom by fast-lood operatars, or compared
to those fereed o wear sciion] unilirms, However, where uniforms do not exist or where
they are constituled from certain lishions, for certain subjeets, symbolic social

positioning is maintained by obscrving and respecting other symhelic clues.
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In most cases, secial cantrol through symbolic pesitioning works using a range of social
detenminanis. Each have their panicular claim 1o symbols, which symbolise their group
affiliation, thereby validating their social identity, Class, age, disability, race,
occupational status, and ethnicily have been established as primary sociol determinants
alTecting people’s lived experiences. Any combination of these places people in relation
to others, and this positioning is used 10 infer a power relationship in their interactions,
The impression the physical body projects, and the impression ereated through the
adornment of identity-cstablishing consumables, places the body as the pivotal point for
symbolic contrel, At this point, Foucault's work on technologies of power and docility

interseels with the interactionist's concept al'symbolic control,

From Foucault's work on the body, there are two central issues o be diseussed which can
extend the work done by the imteractionists (See Foucault, 1980; Kirk, 1994; Rabinow, ~*
1984; Smart, 1985). Firstly, there is Foucaul's work on discipline and the docile body
wltich points to the way sucial power is used 10 detennine a normative body image for
subjecls 1o achieve, and the processes used w imply abnommality and resistance
{Rabinow, 1984: Smart, 1985), Secondly, there is his work on the power of the overseer's
gaze, and other technolagics of power that are used to promote and maintain
transfonnations toward sanctivned noemative images (Sman, 1985), In this case, fainess
hecomes a symbolic detenninant which constitutes subjects as unheakhy and abnormal,
and ereates a need for them to change their body image. However, thinness is also
becomes a symbolic determinant which constitutes subjects as unhealihy, and in need of

letting-go of their contralling, yet socially-condoned, identitics.

Foueault's (1980) analysis of power sugpests it is an elusive, complex system of
exchanpes and interactions, Prisons, schools, and mental hospitals are three of the
environments he analyses. His work incorporates a subliminal element. The symbolisms
associated with surveillance are meant w reinforee confonmity w social standards. The
watched come (o act in ways that the watcher prescribes utilising technologivs of power
where surveillance is concerned (See Foucault, 1980; Rabinow, 19K4; Smart, 1985). Itis

evident that Foucault was interested in the West's preoceopation with surveillange of'its
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subjects, and the implications alsurveillance when discussing social conwol, discipling

and punishment (Sce Rabinow, 1984; Smar, 1985).

Foucault’s conceplualisation ol power is ‘neither as an institution nor o structure but as a
complex strategical situation, as a multiplicity of a foree relations, where there is power,
there is registance’ (Smart, 1985, p. 77). Stae surveillance, through wehnologics of
power, includes the power o abserve, the power o hear, and the power to inform. This
literally means the power 1o observe what subjects are doing, the power 1o hear what
subjects are saying, and the power 1o 1ell subjects who they are and what they should be
doing, The aim is w0 mainiain a degree ofsocial control through the subjective
internalised Fear of discipline and punishment {Foucault, 1980). There are a myriad of
ways the State can achieve this, hut primarily it rests on the ability of the State
influcnee subjects 1y wateh, hear, and speak on its behalf and in accorlance with known
souial norms (Rabinow, 1984), producing a “systematic homogenization of thought'
(Murphy, 1994),

For Foueauli (1980) the body is an entity subjecied 1o disciplinary power. In his analysis,
he sugpests that disciplinary power directed towards (he body ultimately produces what
he termed "docile bodies® {Rabinow, 1984). Docile badies ior Foucault {1980} are "hadies
that conform Lo imposed wransformations, improvements, conform o regulations,
constraints, prohibitions and ebligations imposed upon .., [them]’ (p '8, Feacault
locates the mechanisms ol power for the production of docile bodies in the Siate’s ability

10 cacree its subjects o comply with a nonnative standard,

The evidence ol the docile body's existence is found in those institutions where
compliance ol the subject is enforced. Thisis oflen achieved through construeting an
envimnnent where the subject intemalises the feeling of being continually walched for
nen-compliance to the nom, thereby performing doeility, Non-compliance 1o presenting
a nurmative standard would then resultin fimms of instittional punislumen {Fougault,
198t Rahinow, 1984; Smar, 1985). For Fuucanll, power and resislance emerge ogether

{Smart, 1983), In the context of this research, as the slate atiempts to condition subjects in
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certain health practices, at the same time, there will be resistance 1o the conditioning
message. However, I must make it clear that docility does not necessarily imply
subjugation ol the body, but rather the llowing of hakiwal practices that meet required

institutional ends.

Foucault, using Bentham's work on the Panopticon {Foucault, 1980, p. 146), refers to the
impostance and power of the overseer's gaze. Bentham, sccording to Foucault, is the
mastermind behind contemporary, technolagical, observaianal devices (p, 148). Today,
his ideas are embodied in the concept of creating illusionary surveillance. In this context,
Bentham relies hicavily on the sense ol sight, and tse tear ol being waolched, in orler 1o
establish control and conformity to 2 normative standard. However, Foucault (1980) was
mind () to state that *the procedures ol power that are at work in modem societics are
much more numerous, diverse and rich. It would be wrong (o say that the principle ol

visibility govems all technologies of power used since the nincteenth century” {p. 148).

In the production of dogile hodics there is an assumption that individuals will co-operate
with the mechanisms of power that disseminate scientilic information in regards to the
core. mainenance and presentation of the body and bodily parts {(Rabinow, 1984), In this
scenario, there would be a normalising judgement which imposes a body-homogeneity
{p. 196). Therelore, cullural, racial and other bodily differences become deconstructed
pnd {fused, as the imposed hemocentric ideal becomes a reality. In this example, bodies
are seen in tenns of their ability o function within socially prescribed ideals. Tt follows
that nommality is socially observed with reference to the budy's ability 1o reflect and
perlirrm 1o these ideals. The wom abnormality is then attached to those bodies which fail
to produce and fitnction within idealised normalising parameters. Therelore, hamecensie,
idealised body-imapges become the benchmadk for comparing normality with abnonmnalily.
The doile body exists as praxis ol the State’s ability w perpetuate a noanative image by
rendering the body to instilutional discipline (Foucauls, 1980), [n this stuly, the impagt ol
the homocentric ideal is diseussed with reference 1o men's bodyweight, their sense ol sell’

und expressed identities,
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Currently, social institutions employ technologies of power to maintain control, stability
and security. Their power fows through and manifesis itseil'in the way the individual
comes 1o internalise their messages. The message influences the way people look upon,
hear and speak o others. The State has 10 rely on the individual 10 observe, speak and
hear on its behalf, This requires the individual to be indoctrinated into, and be reflective

of, socially condoned ideals, In Foucault's words:

The 181h century ensured the cireulation of effects of power through progressively finer
channels, gaining aceess to individuals themselves, to their bodies, their gestures and all
their daily actions. By such means power, even when [aced with ruling 2 multiplicity of
men, could be as eflicacious as il it wiere being exercised over a single one (1980; 151-

152).

Foucaull stated than the gaze or *hierarchical observation® relied on “eyes that must see
without being scen’ (Rabinow, 1984, p. 186). Rabinow goces further and suggests thay
Foucault saw that the ideal for the State was 10 be reliant on *each gaze ... [foming] a
part of the overall functioning of power’ (p. 189). That is, that each persen would look
upon the uther as if the State were looking upon them. The visual image is of a serics of
cyes pazing in judgement, and in the process instilling fear which is manifest in the belicl
that authoritics waich everyone continuously, No one can escape Stale and institutional
surveillance. This form al hicrarchical observation relies on the State's ability to
indoctrinate each member 1o rellect its ideological position, Each member of society then
acts 0s il'the State is continuatly observing them, and in conjunction acts on behatlof the
State. The resuli is that each member becomes part of the machinery ol power, The
walcher becomes the watehed, The individual becomes the social, The distinetion
between the private and the public collapses. The ideal is that individuals eventually
become their own overseers in all interactive and non-interaclive scitings (Foucault,
1980, pp. 155-162). The individual becomes sell-regulating, The extent to which men in
this study were influenced by the overseers’ gaze to lose weight and embody a thinner
identity is discussed with relerence to the pewer ofthe social other to <direct getion, This

study alse seveals the resistance 1oetics employed by individuals o eseape ohservation,
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Summary

To a significant degree, people judpe others based on their physical appearance and body
size (Bourdieu, 1977, 1978, 1984; Goftman, 1963a; Hamachek, 1971: Lasch 1979:
Shilling & Meller, 1996: Sanore, 1998; Thone, 1997). The judpements a person makes ol
another fonm a framework, which, in turn, is based on pre-conceived ideas oFwhat their
appearance and body image symbolically convey. When interacting, people use
frameworks ransposed onto the other {GolTman, 1963; Lenney, 1999; Lenney &
Sercombe 2002; Sartore, 1998). Duning any interaction, regardless ol contact, the other’s
personality, likes and dislikes arc created to lorm an encompassing picture, I is
inconceivable lor us not 10 judge others by their appearances; and in so doing, (o attach a
scl ol behaviours and eharaeteristics tw them, Bocly image is seen as 4 projection onto
others ol our sell and social worth (Chemin, 1983; Featherstone & Turner, 1995; Lenngy,
1999).

In the case ol body-image, one’s life can be consumed wilh projecting a likeable public
aml privale image, or o least projecting an image that does nat draw stipmatised altention
towards f. This means subjects need w be vigilant about their embodied performances
and their symbolic expression ol'self through identities 1o social observers, However,
where there is a need to protect onesclf from ham, there is a need w hide any visible
signs oldifference that may result in stipmatisation vr conflict (Gollman, 1961, 1963a,
1967: Oliver, 1998, Lenney & Sercombe. 2002), In some cases, 1his cannot be done. For
example, skin colour, in most cases, cannot be hidden, nor can the loss olmobility, ora
limb unless a prosthetic is used). In people’s daily interactions, the body is used as an
object 1o express themselves and 1o communicate to athers their sell concept and
aceeplange ol social nonns gaveming hehaviour (Sartose, 1998). People use outward
appearance. and o multitude of accessorics to convey to the external warld who they are,
who they wan to be, who they are pretending to be, or 1o which group they belong
tBoupdieu, 1984, 1991: Giddens, 1991). The same applics to people observing others;

they are using the same symbols W loeate the person under seruting,
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The concept ol self fonns the foundation for interactionist analysis. The most publicised
explanation for this construct is that of Cooley (1964, 1983). Cooley's sellis a self
constructed through imagination, The subject observes the reflected responses af others
directed toward them and constracts meaning by imagining what the look means, In (his
context, the theory of symbolic interactionism deals with the symbolic meaning ottached
to individual and group difference. Both Cooley {1964) and Mead (1934) arc proponents
ol this theorstical tradition. At its core, symbolic interactionism seeks to explain how
people lorm sellconstructs and social identities, The theory of self and social
construction refers to the meaning subjects place on their daily interactions and
experienees as they veeur. This is ofien within a socially gendered context where role
theary is concemed {Brown, 1979; Connell, 1979, 1995, Van Kricken, et al, 2000), This
study incorporales the core of these theoretical perspeetives 1o understand the symbolic
construction ol ilentity associnted with male weight-loss and its implications for

inlerpersonal selationships.

Itis evident that there are sacial codes governing any social behaviour, These are
dependent on the physical environment, class or social affiliations, and the level of
acquaintance between individuals, Becker (1963) writes that *social rules deline
situations and the kinds of behaviour appropriate 1o them' (p.1). Actions within an
environment ean be right, wrong or misinterpreted, Thase who misinterpret the actions of
others can label the other as being diflerent or as Becker suggests *outsiders’ (p.1). The
sight action, when produced by an individual, can render then: invisible o observers. In
cuntrast, the wrong aetion can make the individual visible, and open to criticism. This
works dilferently given the envirenment and context. For example, in competitive sports
the skill level of an action can render the individual overtly visible compared to the skill
levels ol other players. The key point for this siudy is wheiher weight gain or loss
allected the visibility of purticipants in their social worlds, and how they interpreted the

mirrored responses (o their ditferent bodyweights.
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| Chépter 4

“Try this on for size:

A literature review of fatness, thinness,
masculine-selves and socio-cultural identities.
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Introduction

The extent to which men are their bodies is explored in this literature review, In terms of
badyweight, fainess, and thinness, men have been, generally, marginalized in academic
literature. Therelore, this review incoporates an historical account of the body which
maps the way the masculine body has been socially read in terms of self and social
identity. The decision 1o include other selected topics hinged on their importance to
inform me aboul ways of researching the male hady in the conext of body image and
bodyweight. Hence there are seetions on fatness and thinness, bodyweight, identity
construction, health and responsibility, The question ol whose responsibility badyweight
should be is outlined using an ideological framework that distinguishes between positive

and negative freedoms [Germov, 2002a; Heywood, 1992),

This review also leatures the impact of capitalism on identity, and matters pertaining 10
masculine identity in relation to sport and sex, and the connection between identity
construction and social behaviour. In brcl, this literature review reflects the claim of
social interactionists theories that one's self, as projected through multiple identities, is
read subjectively, and informed symbolically. Lastly, there is a section on how difference
is vonstucied through body form, The review suggests tha sensing dillerence is a
process of survival that pertains to knowing where one is likely to be socially included or
excliled, The literature on which this chapter draws indicates the eelectic nature of

reseanel on male bodies,

The body is the means lor all human expression, [ is also the site lor inclusion and °
cxclusion, dependent on ils ubservable fosm, [T lile §s about social relationships (Sullivan
cited in Muss, 1996), and people acquire a sense of who they are through the reflected
responses of others {Cooley, 1964; Mead, 1934), there is a need to understamd the
meaning given to certain bady forms, and how these meanings are interpreted by

individuals, For the interactionist, this happens at the interpersonal level.

Howewver, at the structural level, bodies infomm (those observing), who subjects are, andl
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impaortantly, where the subject belongs. Body form can indicate nationality, class, and
culturat afliliation (Bourdicu, 1984). In the context of this study, [ am researching how
fat and thin bodies are included or excluded in the social world. At a structural level,
every sacicly imposes certain body forms as being acceptable or abhormrent, and to an
extent asserts control over peaple through the regulation of their bodies (Foucoult, 1980;
Goffinan, 1969).

The body as a site for regulation is ene of'the premises underpinning this

literature review. The ether premise refers to the individual interpretations given (o budy
form in 1erms of a masculine identity. It is assumed thit in an image-conseiouws society,
masculine identities are ticd 10 body images thal transcend weaditional conceptions where
masculine bodies were foremost muscular and working public bodics (Buchbinder, 1994;
Jetferson, 1998: Stwurken & Canwright, 2001; West, 2000),

i

Historical overview of the body and self

The lragmentation ol the social world enables discussion of many identitivs and, in this
cantext, many bodies. To provide an account on the historical developmenis and accounts
ol the body would mean to repont on the range ol'social determinants afleeling it. Social
determinunts such as race, age, gender, clinicily, disability and class bave and do
influence how individuals experience themselves thraugh their bodies when
contextualised to different secial groups (Becker, 1963: Bulbeck, 1993), This section
pruvides o brief, historical view of social constructions of the bady and the impaet ol

these an one's sense of selll

The bady is a carrier ol social signs (Ferguson, 199%a). s construction is both Duid and
reflective al the historical and eulteral context within which it finds itselll Fergeson in
Me and my shadows {1997a, 1997b) describes the historic monistic and dualistic joumcy
of the hody and soul in Western culture. During the medicval period, the body came to

signily the hicearchical arder of1he social warld, Symbolically it presented the



hicrarchical siruciure of the unjverse, The head represented higher intelligence and
controlled the lower pontions of the body. This metaphar also rellected the social
hicrarchy at the ime (19973, pp. 22-23). One's sense of self was rellceted in the social
whole, At this time, it was an open-bodied self (Lupton, 1998). This meant that
dependent on one’s position in a feudal saciely cenain bodies were open to all, whilst
others were closed 10 some. Under these conditions, the 1erm self relemre:d more to an
organic group affiliation than i1 did 1o any notion of individuality. Individuality was at

this time a loreign concepl (Heywood, 1992, 1998; Sercambe, 19963,

From the Renaissance. the body took on 2 mechanistic metaphor. It could be sclf-
reguluting and was abserved ag an vbjeet in space and time. The concept of individuality
and subjectivity began to be explored in relation to the bady. It was a body that could
choose to conlonn w social standards and thus reflect the cconomic tradition of
capitalism (Ferguson, 1997h, pp. 1-6). As the sccularisation of the modem, Westem
world loak place, rationality and scientific observation came to speak of the body, as
consisting of mind and sell, rather than a body and soul (Featherstone, 1991; Shelfer,
1971; Zemach, 1992),

Under these conditions, the open-bodied sell’ gave way to a closed-bodied self, The
closed-bodied selt refers to the individual being educated abow their physical siate of
cmbodiment. The State, or thase in authority, stan to impase regulations for embodied R
social behaviour (Lupton, 1998; Shilling, 1993). At this time, the body is closed 1o most

unless there is an vvert power relationship. Certain people, in this case, the aristocracy,
monarchics, or thase with wealth, still had aceess to bodies ol'those of less social

standing. In addition 1o the social complexities emerging, there were also social

distinctions made between male and female bodies.

Historically, the female body has been accorded greater attachment with the natural order
ol the world, Women had the power over life, Their primary fanction, it was thought,
should be that oFieproduetion and care {Bordo, 1993; Orbach, 1982). The opposite was

the case for men. Men were attributed with greater intetligence and strength, This meant
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1heir bodies were public, working bodics. Their mle should be that o provider. overseer
and proteetor {Jeflerson, 1998; Wesl, 2000). Hence, the svcial world became divided
along gender bines, A [emale's sense af sell was defined by her nunuring and sexual roles
in the private sphere, and a male's sense of self was defined by his aggressive and

dominant ples in the public domain (Bulheck. 1993: Seidler, 1998),

Dirawing these concepts wogether, women were assigned to the developing private sphere,
" and theit sense of selves were located in their budies. A man's sense oF sellwas dominang
in. and relective of, the emerging public sphere, As such, it was predominantly located in
the mined {Bordo, 1993; Seidler, 1998), Masculing selves have been consirugted through
their embodiment of public lves, ‘Men [were] more agtive in public arenas [and] their
public image ... [formed] a arge part of their private image [or selfoneep)” (Ochberg,
19%7, p. 1900, In other words, male identities were tied t their occupations and their

bodics retlected this relmionship.

The boundaries beeame set and traditiona] gender roles were established. This diflers
hased vn geographic location, levels ol echaology, and whether nation-States sl had
frontier Hnes. There were times and events which meant things changed a listle, in
partivular during times of famine and war, but un the whole, women defined themselves
in relation e taeir bushands, and the care ol others, whilst men defined themselves in

relation w the work they did, and the ncome they received (Ochach, 1982).

Undermining such functionalist constructions vlsociety wis Marx and Engels” work on
cliss (1967} Social enquiry moved Tram an vvertly functionalised view olsociety ta
embrace 8 critique including issues ot diversity and equity. The term “class® was used o
deseribe the social stratilicaion that oceurmed thimogh income dilferentistion. sceess w
ceonmic resources ant the means of production {Berger, 1973 Bulbeck, 19930, A
person s sense of self was now contingent upon relteeting one's gender and elass position
in addition to navonal altiliation. At this time, Ge body came o reinliree tis

stratification and could symbulise social position. Plumpness indieated wealth, *Bulging
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stomachs .., were symbols of bourgeols success and an outward manifesiation of ..,

accumulatel wealth® (Blurdn. F993, . 191).

In the micdle pan olbe iventieth cenwery, along with class analysis, foninism
challenged the Agidity of e modemising social world e Beauvoir, 1949). Biolagical
vssentialism may have provided ways to coneeptualise the rofes alTiliated with masculine
and feminine bodies, bul these were challenged in terms of legilimating the oppression of
women (Heyes. 20003 Traditional gender mles were questioned and redrawn, adding
strength 1o the debate for dismantling the private/public divide, and allowing women
permanent iceess W the market place (Crowley, 1992). Y et o this time, industrialisation
ol the Westwas changing the relationship between people and the production of goods,
and between peaple and consumahles {Bocock, 1992), Social inguiny investigated pender
speeilic cicumstances in ath the public and private domains. In response, headway was
made in paining cquality vr women in the workplace, but the shjcctifivation of the

female Doy, in both spheres, was another matter {Wolf, 1991),

Eqguality for women meant oppartunities lar employment, However, cqualily between
women (or employment in certain arcas was anather matter, There were historical
cantinuities which meant that heing employed based on judgments and perceptions of
altractiveness was something some women had w endure. The value antached to atiractive
angd sexy bedies meant soime women were intellecally devalued. As yet, men were nut
subject 1o this type ol discrintination, Fut men could find loerative emplayment {Bonlo,
1993), Fatwonen endured bodyweight discrimination, and were goided by the capitalis
market-place towands bodywurk to enhance their eployment chances (Bulbeck, 1993;
Waolt, 1991). Bodywaork, in this context, refiers to improving the body with consumaldes,

and using services which protit frem fitness, and beautitving the body,

Women are now more likely to be ceonomically independent ¢ £ men (Bondo, 1999), Men
are ne knger validaed by their ability to provide cconomic stability, or protection for
beir Bunilics. At this peint in time, the pratector role has beenroe less significant, The

amed forees, police and secority guards perfisrm the protestor rales that were



raditionally the role of the hushand, and local men, These services now employ both men
andd women, As such, men can no longer look w iraditional oceupational or sucial roles 1o

confinn their masculine identity. or sense ol sell' {Langer, 19963,

The cumulative eltects ol'the historical developments in gender relations have
culminated in a prowing concemn with masculinity, and what it means to be a man in the
Woestern workl As Pow (2000) indicates, using Faludi's work, women no longer need
men for emational ar linaneial support. Masculinity has oficn been delined though the
male's ability 1o provide and proweer {Bulheck, 1993). I these are no longer pertinent o
the construction of masculinily in the contemporary Weslern world, where do men fit in?
How do they internalise and express their maseutinily” What ollows are several ways Tor
interpreting the lived experiences of men in relation w bodywork, bodyweight and

maselinity. This review suggests there has been a broadening of the maseuline identity,

Maseuline idenitics avaitable today have come to rest as much on how a man looks, as
on his ability 1 provide for and protect his panner and Bmily (Monaghan, 1999;
Shilling, 1993). The signilicance oltbe body cannot be underestimated in modemn
consisugtions of ntasculinity, or 3 masculine sense of self, and it is these that the present

study seeks o explore in the specific context of thinness and fatness,

The body und social hehaviour

The budy reflects both culural determination, and changing attitudes (Epstein &

Straub, 1991). Shilling {1993 ). points v the changes in Western culiure which saw the
budy beeome subjeet to prohibitions, meradity, and good hehaviour. Spontaneity, acting
ot emutional impulses, came W be seett as intinsically linked to the naral world of
animal drives. Regulation of the body was necessary if eivilised bolies, and
*individualised subjeetivities™, were o be produced (eited in Lupton, 2000, p, 213,
Shilling, 1993). There was o need to separate the human from the snimal, and the
conscioiy frean the instinetlive. O Least, there was 1 need w distinguish hetween those

humans capathle of changing their assumed. instinetive, animalistic drives, and thase who
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were not. For example, Mennell uses Clins's work 10 suggest gluttony and ether dietary
technigues werg observed Through coneepts of social decorum and not health {Lupton,
2000, p, 214}, Individuals had o leam o control their desires and emotional impulses by
being aware of them, C onsciousness was seen ta be the answer, Canirolling the body in
this way meant 1he individual expressed s desive to canlorm o social standands aimed at

impraving the social world {Shilling, 1993),

Those of wealih sought to set themselves apart. materially, lrom the poor, This was
uchieved through creating physical divisions in ousing, and thrsugh the ownership of
malerial gouds and manipulating resources {Bourdieu, 1991; Foucault, 1980 Al a
persanal level, norms of appropriste behaviour for the body canie to be based upon one's
geneler and social position. This included what to wear, haw the body cught 1 perform
and behave. and, in terms o nudity, how much of the body should be displayed. The
language being used here indicates ownership althe body and bodies, and condimis
Foucoult's analysis ol hodies subject ta a process of sucial contrn {Foucauit, 1980).
Shilling's deseription ol Elias's work explains the develepment of a distinet soeial
aristocratic class. Inclusion and exclusion transcended, but included, material wealth,
Codes ol behaviour separated the haves Trom the have-nows. The visible, physical bady
beeame the site fer social control and class distinction {Bousdicu, 1984), Refusal 1o abide
by the new cades ofbehaviour resulied in punishment or exclusion frem, in this casce, the
reyal court (Shilling. 1993, p, 153). Emhodinient was slowly emerging as an issue for

sucial conimol which would require subjective acceprance and implementation,

Shilling canends body functivns have been subjeeted o the progressive rationale that
civilised bodies are budies that behave aceording ke a setolmoral values (1993, p. 1633,
The tem “civilised bodies™ was first coined by Elias to refer to tie way the body was
transformed from vne which acled spontancously, ta ane which acted within o se1 ot
regulations. Bodily functions needed 1o be hidden, The body needed 10 be presented ina
pleasing manner, This Rarm ol regulation, as a consequence of progression, has seen the
visual physical hody now subjected o regulatory control. The legacy of these regulations

hus seen the development olsell connol, and seif denial, in wems of comrolling the sell
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(e physical expression. There is now a reliance on the eye and ear 1o aceess desirable
hadies. Before moral regulations came to be enlorced, objects of desire were readily
touched without consent {Shilling, 1993, p. 165). Today there are prohibitions in place
thal prevent social nudity. Wonien and men have to comply 1o these laws or risk possible
prosecution. There also secms (o be a sovial convention implying that certain bady
images, or bodies of cenain sizes, should pat be exposed on the premise that they are
eonsidered morally uply (Erdman, 1994), One ofthe most pervasive concepts

underpinning the anmctive appeal ol bodies is that of bodyweipht (latness and thinness).

Although Elias concentrates un body pestures and behaviour, the symbolic signilicance
of inclusion and exclusion cannot be dismissed, A person’s suceess or hilure, in the
context of seceplance. rests on presenting the right action, at the nght time, 1o the right
person or group af people, Becker deals with this consimer and conlirms that to display
inappropriate behaviour in certain siations can lead w labels of deviancy being placed
on the individual or group of individuals displaying the same behaviour (Becker, 1963),
For this study, the significance of Elias’s work rests in the construction ol aceeptable
bodies based on aceeptable behaviour and form. Acceptable bodies, in this case, are
defined by bodyweight, Currently, the message from the media is that to be

thin is acceplable and 1o be Fat is not {Catlaghan, 2008; Sale, 2000).

Health implications

Introduction

Contemporary Australian analysus aboul an obesity cpidemic and nunerous healih
campaigns to reduce weight, indicate that discourse about weight is gencrally couched in
health terms {Sale, 2000), The originality o this thesis is that itextends the frame off
reterence 1o the implications ol body weight in sell’construction, amd when socially
interacting, Nonetheless, issues ol healil were noted by primary and secondary
participants. IUis therelore important w explore the health implications o weight gain

and loss log respomdents in this siudy.
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For some, being a1 or thin is a health issue {(O'Connor, 1999; Sale, 2000; Watis, 2001).
This seetion owtlines the ension in the literature conceming health and the body. It
reflects the ideotogical tension between the individual and sociely (Heywood, 2603, pp.
25-36, 107-111), which, in wm, rellects the debate about whose respoensibility it is for
maintaining a healthy body or healthy bodies (Egger, Spark & Lawson, 1990; Hetzel &
MeMichael, 1987; Callaghan, 2000). In the Jinal analysis discourses an health and the
individual, reler 10 the centrality of choices in relation to sense of self and ideal body
_lorm, yet the two are ofien in contlict, as subjective selves are constrweled through
socialising pructices, and socialising practices ean direet behaviour at a subliminal level
{Lupton, 1995: Foucault, 1980), In this context, ideal bady form is ne more than a
sucially-constructed. illusionary concepl inserihed with pervasive social value amd power

tor direet subjective behaviour and projection ol sell.

Healthy bodics

For men, the idea! body form has always been associated with strength, muscles and form
(Buchbinder, 1994; Jefferson, 1998; Sparkes, 1999), This association s under revision as
authors like Bordo {1999} deconsiruct the emphasis on strength and suggest the ideal
male fonn is now lean, wned and sexually desirable similar 1o the social consiretion of
the ideat female form {Bordo, 1943, 19994}, This type of body image requires more
weight contrel and less muscutar definition. As s consequence there is an emphasis on
controlling bodyweight and tess importance attached 1 body building techniques.
Controlling hodyweight olien means restricting or imiting food intake, Taken 1o the
extreme, resideting food w the budy can cause significant weight loss and the effect on
the body can be alanming. This practice as heen observed as heing oppressive to women

and wamen are known o Jose weight in unfrealthy and damaging ways (Bordo, 1993).

There is o small amount of published evidence to suggest that men alse diet in unhealthy
ways (Drummoned, 2002; East, 1998; Mntison, 1998; Paxton, 1998; Safe, 2000; Innanen,

19993 and tha men mainly view dicting as a feminine praciice (Brownmiller cited in
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Grogan, 1999, p. 63; Drummend, 2002), However, other authors refer o men's dicting
practices as within normal behavioural limits when contrasted with women (Chaudbary
cited in Grogan, 1999, p. 68). Men have been largely invisible in discussions of dieting
processes, This study secks o add 1o the limited information available on men's dieting

praciices and the perecived impact of these practices on their overall health.

The issue ol'wha has the responsibility for “healih' and the way *health” is consirueied
diflers acconding 1o medem and post-modern eritigues (See Bunton, Nettleion &
Burmrows, 1995 Lupton, 1995). The literature in this section rellects the medical and
public health message that health needs to be deall with at both the individual hehavioural
Jevel and the social structural level. Mast researchers in this area would locate themselves
at either end ol the spectrum, For example, Lupton (1995 cxplores the public health
rhetoric and the dualistic tension between Siate interference and individual
empowerment. A delinition of public health [rom a social perspeclive explains that public
health is *a form el medicine, social medicing which directs its professional attemion
tewards the health of populations, aggregated bodies, instead of individual bodies® (p. 2).
In this definition. the individual is lost o the social. At the structaral level, the chanpes
that need to oceur lie in the pravision o health services to these in need and the
implementation at'policy that establishes the liability of public hiealth organisations w
provide a service to those who arc forced to live unhealthy lives based on a range of
soctul determinants (See Bunton, Netttewon & Burraws, 1995 Eyger, Spark & Lawson,
1990: Hetzel & MeMichael, 1987). For example, the working class are said to have
poorer diets heeavse of their lower incemes and poorer healih arising from the
incgualities that prevent them trom having aceess w healthy aliernatives (Germav,

2002a).

Al the other end ol'the spectraim, the individual is seen as the primary focis ol health
promation. This necessitates developing strategies 1o assist peaple w change theic
behaviour to reflect what is considered healthy. This may mean changing their diets, or
exercise regimes, and §s alien presented as a lifestyle decision (Crawlord, 2000, The

onus s on the individual 10 1ake responsihility for their health, and ifwrong decisions are
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taken n the quest for improved health then individuals have no one 1 blame but
themselves, The arpument centres on freedom of choice, and on the individual to live
their lives free from soeial interference. The criticism ofhis position is that il is prone 10
victim hlaming and the discourse ‘atiracts atlention away (rom the structural, political
and cconomic causes of il health such as unsale warking conditions and environmental
health hazards® {Luplon, 1993, p. 3). The tension between the individual and the social in
public healih discourse is juxtaposed 1o the current, political ideological climate where
(he same tension exists between negative and positive lreedoms, and the private and

public spheres of social ife (Germov, 2002h; Heywood, 2003).

In the context of bodyweight, heahihy populations are those free Fom obesity, From both
a hio-medical and public health perspective. people who are overweight are at risk of
hypertension, diabetes and coronary artery discase {Ogden. 1992). In shor, people diz
frum (he consequences of being over-weight. People can deal with these life-threatening
concems by losing weight usually in the form of controlled, or most commonly
uncontrolled digts (Cousens, 1992; Laura & Dutton, 1994; National Health & Medical

Research Council, 1997).

However, dicting in itseil can become a health risk and over-shadaw the health risks it is
belivved to be addressing, This not only relers to the negative health eflects on the body
through cxeessive food restriction, but also (o the obsession with the practice
{Drummond, 2002; Lupton, 2000; Faxton, 1998}, Therelore, the central issue af congern
lies in the processes that people use to lose weight. In general, it is agreed that people
need 1o eal less processed Toad. and eat more [bods containing less fat, and exercise more
{Cousens, 1992; Epger & Spark. 1990}, By caling healthy foods, and finding time for
thirty minutes ol exereise, people can reduce the health risks associated with being over-
weight. This process requires individuals w change their behaviour and lifestyle.
However, in this model, social responsibility lor the availability of tatty foods is not
addressed, nor i the expense attached (o exercising, nor the contral over negative socii)

leoks und comments directed at the visual state of the fut body,
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s being over-weight an individual problem or a social problem? For society. those
members who are over-weight rus the sk olexperiencing the assoviated health risks. It
then fllows that peaple who are ovenweight may require additional care. These prople
and the care they require become a burden on the 1wx purse. The burden includes the
provision of health services for dealing with the health risks v obesity, and lost revenue
frum the market place due te il health {Hetzel & MeMichael, 1987). What appears at
lirst an individual problem has a very social dimension. The conventional way (o reduce
health risks assoeiated with being overweipght, and to reduce health expenditure, is for
individuals to reduce bodyweight to a medically. or soeially agreed. normative measure
whitch will change depending on the eriteria used. Nomuative bodyweight under these

conditions has implications for both the individual and the social.

There is. ol course, 1 canteadiction. Whilst there is a need w provide health services for
people who are overweight and ensure the market place recoups losses in revenue, there
is an abundance ol people wanting w change their body shape. Reducing weight is big
business. [n America the hody shaping industry was estimated at 10 billion dollars
annually in the catly mineties (Glassner, 1995). In shon, people are encouraged to reach
a normative weight standard o reduce public spending on health, and the market place

profits from lat unhealthy hodies.

In generad, a person’s health sk is determined using the ratio hetweun their hadyweight
and height {Odgen, 1992: Packer, 1989), The concem is that the criteria for gauging 2
person’s hadyweight is imposed by professionals whe use s standordised body formt or
weight for different aged groups in the population. In general, they are standards that
most eannot achieve, Failure to meel these standards brings she individual or group under

the surveillance af the general practitioner (Nettleton & Buntan, 1993).

The power af the medical gaze (0 constitute subjects in this manner is one of the
dimensions Foucault deseribed in his term *Rio-power® (Lupton, 1995, p, 6), The medical
profussional giving expert adviee disempowers patients as they are placed un the sick list,

ur constructed as diseasedzabnarmal, This view does not deal with the strectural issues ol



providing healthy food alwmatives lor low-income families, and for schoolchildren, or
fimiting the availability ol weight-preducing foods like sugar and cedain fats, Individuals

are again the target and are blamed for their weight problems.

Imposing standardised bodyweights is in the interest ol producing healthier bodies, and
deereasing the mortality rate of these ot sk, There are several ways ol doing this. Firstly,
the medical profession can, as it has, sel o measurement lor what il belicves isa
nomalive bodyweight against a person's height. This method relies on prolessional
cvaluation and research, Sccondly, the electronic media can cansiruct an ideal look based
on the cultural acceptance of what body image is attractive and desirable. This methud
relies on culral aceeplance of the image, and requires social suppert (Callaghan, 2000;
Paxton, 1998; Menaghan & O'Connor, 1999; Odgen, 1992; Wars, 2001). In both these

instanees the kleal healthy weight, or loek, is not achievable [or many people.

Feminists have stiacked the sexy images ofwomen displayed in the media and the
imposed weight measurements of professionals. Although these images suggest that
woman should look good, sexy and attractive lor men, in erms ofhealth, these writers
have highlighted the negaive and dangerous allects these images have when inlluencing
the diets of women to reach the clusive idenl body (Bordo, 1993; Chemin, 1983). The
exlent (o which being overweight affects a persen’s health is constantly under review
{Chemin, 1983: Borde, 1993; Odgen, 1992). Chernin (1983) repons that the Harvard
Medical School belivves that *being thin is a cosmetic rather than a health goal” {p. 31).
Valetine {1994}, drawing on the work of Bordo, (1989), Edgley & Briseu (1990),
Freedman, (1986}, Glassner, (1988), Turner (1984), and Wolf {1991}, concludes that
women who aceept this ideal are irapped. The issue is that the ideal changes and women
are cougll in o game where they have no control and are constantly batiling their own
boly form (rying to change what is ollen unchangeable uniess they resort (o surgery
{Glassner, 1995), In the context of this study it is not readily apparent, from the lilerature,
whetlier nien suller the same fate: that is, battling 1o reduce bodyweight 10 reach an

idealised attractive body fonn, or mass.
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What is agreed is that a diet based on reduction and starvation is potemiially more
dangerous and unhealthy than being overweight (Sartore, 1998), The National Healih and
Medical Research Council {NHMRC) in 1997 reported that the causes of excess body [t
are based on inherited charactenistics, lifesiyle, diet, setivity andd psychological factors {p.
3). This i in conjunction with the quantity of food intake, cullural expression ol bedy
size, cultural background and Tamily dynamics {p. 65). The NHMRC concludes that *no
singlc or stmple cause hias been isolated® for excessive weight problems faced by

individuals (p, 63).

Being thin has health risks, The skeletal look has heen criticised as being unhealthy.
Modcls are prone (o this type ol eriticism uader the surveillanee of some fashion editors
who want 1o promate 3 more healthly, realistic look. {whilst other fashion cditors may
prefer the look and therelore promote it), and by leminist researchers and the news
media, Ferninist researchers in the areas of divting, consumerism, and body-image, have
indicated that woemen are prone o onorexia and bulimia when dieting 10 reach an ideal

weight (Bordo, 1¥93; Chemin, 1983; O[;dcn. 1992: Orbach, 1982; Thone, 1997).

The practice ol dicting, for some, leads to an unhealthy control of the body, and denial off
certain food items, As weight is shed the body looks and feels healthicr, but the point at
which the body looks and feels unhealihy is arbitrary for the individual, What the
individual eharacterises as looking good, may have been achieved, and maintained
through dangerous food restriction and starvation. Underpinning the concept of dieting (o
losc weight is the notion vl reward through cantrol, Selfcontrol becomes the pinnacle of
achievement. This concept has been carvied over from the protestant work ethic, and the
imperative to control vne’s sell from indulging in sins ol the Nlesh (Lupton, 1995),
Delayed gratification underping most Westent concepts of growth. One has to plan, save
anl go without if one wishes to suceeed. The selfunder these conditions is ullimately
held aceountable for its state of health {Craw ford, 2000). In a secular and post-
Enlightenment environment *health promotion relies upon the model ofthe rational,
unilicd self, consciously making decisions about vae’s conduet in everyday life in the

quest for self-improvenient and social success amd integration ..." (Lupton, 1995, pp. 8-
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9). The emphasis, 1hus (ar. bas been on the individual to Tose weight through rational
choices which can be made in accordance with State-endorsed inlormation (Craw ford,

2000), The key to this debate is the coneept of choice.

‘The issue of control and contmlling bodyweight reflects the ideological 1ension in *whose
problem is it™? Currently Jiberalism dominates the ideological platlrm in the West. A
core tenet in Hheralism is choice. Yot there is a dilemma in liberalism that periains to the
issues ol choice, contw], and freedom from control. The ability a person has o choose 2
lifestyle or path without interlerence [rom the State lies al the heant ol the contradictions
in classical and modem state liberalism (Heywood, 1992, 1998}, Lupten, like most
authors in this field, does not make the correct distinetion between the classical and
muodlern state divide in liberalism, and insicad conluses elassical liberalism with

~ conservatism as 4 moderate fonn of Faseism (1995, pp. 2-5).

The ideological divide in liheralism relers to the concepls of negative and positive
Treedom (Heywood, 1996, 1998, 2003). Negative freedom is Ireedom from interlerence,
Positive frecdom is freedom to intervene where necessary and where individuals are
ohserved 10 make decisions not in their interest or the inlerests of others. Positive
freedom. by definition, implies that a power relationship exists [or the good ol people,
and their protection, As Heywouod wriles *Classical liberals and the new rght subseribe to
cuoisticad individualism, which places emphasis on self-interestedness and selE-reliance.
Madern liberals, in contrast, have mdvanced a developmestal form of individualism that
prorilizes human llourishing over the quest for interest satisiaction® (2003, p. 30). In the
context of foad, diet and weight control, the question lrom the mudem side is. “To what
extial should the State intervene to restrict choeices when it comes 1o food available in the
market place'? 1£i1 is known th a high [t high sugar dietl produces levels ol obesity
then should the State intervene o restrict the sale of such foods as it does, for example,
with aleohol and tobieco? Or should the St make available adequate health care for the
poor decisions it believes some individuals will make? This rellects the modem liberal
premise that individuals do not always know what is best lor them, and ollen actin

imational, rather than rational ways. In briel, people require protection from themselves
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in cerain instances (Heywaod, 1992, 1998: Sercombe, 1996), The other way 10 tackle the
prublem is to disseminate health information and make it a requirement thal foed
preducers make available the nutritional content of their produce. This notian is
predicated on the belief that people will make the comeet decision and rcfrain from
purchasing [stiening thods. Therefore, the State has a responsibility 1o a degree. The
*degree’ beeomes the slumbling block as they argue aboul the 'degree’ of the
intervention., and the cost involved to implement it This would include caleulations on
both cost 1 provide the intervention and the cost 1o the State from lost tax revenue on

some [ood items,

In contrasL, the classica! liberal has a dilferent view on chetce, mtionality and
intervention, They construe any lom ot intervention in the priv.nt:: and public lives of
citizens as an insult to their ahility 1o make rationat chaices, and an intrusion on their
freedom 1o pursue their subjective concept al happiness, Their beliel'is in oepative
freedom, freedom from all interference, unless dictated by law and extreme hardship
(Heywood, 19%2, 1998, 2003; Sercombe, 1996}, Therefore, the individual should be able
ta choose what they wish to cat without interference from the State, or others, regardless
of the hiealth risks involved. 1£the chuice 1o cal unhealthy fonds results in hean fiilure, or
life threatening illnesses, then the individual has chosen this through their lile cheices.
This puts the responsibility on the individual t take care of him or herselland W expeet
no assistance from the State for provision ol health care services, except in the feom of
charity. The core ofthe debate between the two sides of liberalism is aboul the ability of
the individual 1o make the rational choice, anil the level of intervention required to

promole healthy eating chotees 1o reduce filness and premature Jeath.

What am 1 responsible tor? How much responsibility should the individual and State
share Lo achieve a better, healthier sacicty, sl whose concepl ofa better and healthier
socicly shaukd be adopled? (Glassner, 1995). To date, the way to resolve this issue s (o
deliver harm-minimisation information to the public and leave the restup to them, When
a discase or behaviour is known 1o he lite-breatening, harmiul w sell'and others, then

infosnatian needs 1o be disseminated 10 the public. The public needs to know how to

a6



reduce the health risks associated with, in this case, cating unhealthy and fmtening foods
leading to obesily. This incorporates gathering information from seientific and
sociologica! inguiry and Jormulating discussion on the resclts. The information is then
disscminated through various forms of media to reach a maximised audience (See Buntan
et al, 1995; Egger, Spark & Lawson, 1990; Hetzel & McMichael, 1987; O'Dowd &
Jewell, 1998),

Cuanlextualised to eating habits, the information disseminated reflects the benelits that can
be gained from eating what ore considered to be healthy foods {taken (hat information
changes to reflect new information and changing culural beliefs), and the negatives
associaled wilh eating unhealihy foads. Harm minimisation is a tool used by modem
State likerals to side-step the classical *hands off" approach {Heywood, 2003). However,
the divide between negative ond positive freedoms goes unmesolved, and the subject is lefi
to ponder the comrect path Lo Jollow, As Lupton suggests, rather than focus on resolving
this tension it is better 10 map out the dynamic interplay between power, the symbolic,
the individual (the self), and the social {1995, pp. 4-5). In this interplay it is clear that
*healthiness has replaced Godliness as a yardstick of accomplishment and proper living’
{Lupton, 1995, p. 4). Rightly or wrongly, the continuation of this is that thinness hos
become the anly symbolic *visible tesiimony to ... good healih’ (Robin, 1992, p. 18}
Being over-weight {s abserved as risky business and 1t symbolises ill-health and poor
lifestyle choices that are not consistenl with the good health information available

{Lupton, 2000). This works at both the socizd and individual level,

What seems lo be missing fom the literature on weight control, subjectivity and public
licalth, is the impact o f emotional issucs on the individual, and how emotional tension
affiets a person's health, and their ability 1o make rational choices nnder emuotional
stresses and emotional environmental conditions (Schilder, 1950). Issues such as low
sell-esleem, negative sell-concepts, stress, depression and anxicty over one’s body imape
have received considerable anention from a wide range of authors (Cousens, 1992,
Drummond, 2001, 2002: Panison, 1998; Paxton, [998). In these states, the individual
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may make unheaithy choices and either resirict their food intake or over-indulge in foods

te compensate for their emational turmoil,

The current ideclogical climate suggests that emotions need to be controlled, contained
and channeled througl raticnality. The body seems caught between two forces, one
suggesting sclf-control and the other suggesting sclf-expression. The contradiction is also
observed between presenting a likeable public image which symbolically conveys
control, and letting it all hang ou-t as one pavately indulges in the consumer delights now
available (Borde, 1993). This siudy secks to build  bridge between the two sides, and, in
doing so, establishes that badyweight has severe implications for men in relation to their
clﬁl;édied well-being, This rescarch is not contesting that there are health reasons why
some people should lose weight. Rather, it argues that the question of health, in relation
1o weight, fails to address the epidemic concern with being thin and the need 1o eradicate
fat. What is missing from the literature is an explanation of men’s self and social concept
in relation to their body image and weight gain and loss. This research seeks (o
understand what symbelic meanings are given to the masculine constructions ofthinness

and fatness,

Thinness and fatness

In meny traditional cultures, n person’s bodyweight symbolised the abundance or scarcity
of food resources. According te Brown and Konner (Cited in Spring, Pingitoe, Bruckner
& Penava, 1994) thinness in subsistence economies is viewed as *an indication of
starvation and iliness’, and fatness, for some, is revered as it means sarvival and
resilience {p. 55}, The Western preoccupation with body fat goes beyond health and
survival, as Lupton notes {2000), A person’s bodyweight in the West symbolically
indicates not only their statc of control, but also their self worth and secial value {Bordo,
1893; Chemin, 1983}, Hence, in the West, fainess and thinness cvoke different emotions
{Hills & Wahlqviét, 19%4; Lupton, 2000, 1998}, and are both associnted with desirable

and undesirable traits.
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Currenily, the symbolism of fatness has been equated with a loss of self-control

and the vncivilised subject. *...tight control over body size is understood to be both a
mark of a civilised person and a route to physical attractiveness, apparent loss of centrel
over eating, leading to overweipht, and obesity is viewed as a material embodiment of
one’s laziness and inability to control one’s desires’ (Lupton, 2000, p. 214). There
appears te be a devaluation of [atness, whilst the positive symbolic associations attached
to thinness reflect a more aggressive, competitive and individualistic outlock. ‘Being thin
* is [symbolically] associated with success, altractives, sexuality and self-control® (Ogden,
1992, p. vi). In today's environment, one's ability 1o survive is based on ability and
adaptability (Ogden, 1992),

B\.:i‘gger is no longer better, Good things come in small packages, and space conservation
is at a premium. Fat people take up more space than thin people. Machinery and business
practices are built and organized around the central theme of efficiency. Industries, if
they arc to survive, need 10 be sireamlined and eflicient. These concepts are reflected in
perceptions of human, biological machines; bodies are “to be as eflicient, s effective, as
econarnical and as beautiful as the sleek new machines, [in] the rationalised workforce’
{Sartore, 1998, p. 72).

The economical, sleek, cfficient look reflects people who like themselves. They take up
less space and appear (based on their body size) 10 be in control {Qdgen, 1992; Sarore,
1998). This cutlook implics that people should identify with the changes undertaken in
industrial re-development. However, this identification ean have dire consequences for
people’s health as they try 1o mimic the sleckness and efficiency of manufactured
machines, Yet i1 appeats employment oppartunities are more favorable if candidates
appear to be more self-contained, and visibly in conirol of their bodies (Turner, 19913,
The [reedom to shop arcund for belier working conditions is enhanced by being
physically appealing [attractive] (Tumer, 1991, p. 164). Thinness has come lo reflect

willpower and this indicaler.'%:cnﬁdencc to succeed {Odpen, 1992).
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The terms ‘stream lining’, and ‘cutting away the fat’, describe the industrial practice of
shedding people and making the workforce more flexible. The practice is not only about
shedding people, who are expendable, but looking at the business structure and
simplifying its practices in an attempt fo cut down on wasteful practices and to improve
profit margins. These same symbolic associations are made to people who are
overweight. A person who is overweight is seco as being indulgent and a burden on
social resources that could be distributed, or utilised by & number ofother people, rather
than one person (McBride, 1989). Conscrvation and restraint are the keys 1o prospective

success and a stable sustainable environment.

Prolessionals, working with both fat and thin people, use positive symbolic
representations to chatlenge the prejudives leveled at fatness (Brown, 1988; Chrisler,
1989; Stroebe & Strocbe, 1995; Tenzer, 1989; Thone, 1997; Goodman, 1989). Pcople
who fall into the fa1 category are persnaded lo embody the positive qualilies, such as,
sirength, security, and stability, and to ignore the negative: lazy, wasteful, and
undisciplined (McBride, 1989). It is interesting to note that reflective practices on bedy
image tend o ignore the pressure thin people endure, and the victimisation (hey receive
from olhers who arc overweight, However, for people who are thin, the negative qualitics
associnted with fainess scem to dominate its cultural representation (Bordo, 1993), The
fight to value fatness, and promote its positive qualities arc hampered by media
representations which continually focus on its negative associations. The message
suggests that being overweight is socially unacceplable, and sexually undesirable and
ultimately leads to unhappiness. Peaple who are fat miss out on the fun thin people have
(Laura & Dutton, 1994). Thin people profit more when reaching a normativs body image
than fst people do from their over-sized body. Thinness is constructed as the answer to all
social and interpersonal woes, This can include health problems, but, specifically, thin
means atlractive, and being attractive means social and interpersonal success. This is the

same for both women and men (Laura & Dutton, 1994).

Thinness has become the dominant view of nermality (Bardo, 1993; Ogden, 1992;

Thone, 1997}, Thinness brings rewards. The extent to which a reward-based weight
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reduction process affects individuals is of concern to social researchers explaining the
social construction of weight loss {Bordo, 1993; Chernin, 1983; Drummond, 2002; Wolf,
1991}, In this research, such questions may lead to an encompassing picture of the
reasons and gxpectalions participants consiructed, prior to, during, and after weight loss.
If thinness is a priority for men then there needs to be concern about the ways in which
this is expressed through the consumption of gooeds to reflect a selfand social construct
based on fitting the size and shapes available on the market, Thinness may be rewarded
through the range of consumer items available to thin men and (he message attached to

them.

Consumerism, image and distinction

So far, the lilcrature review has focused on discussion of the body in the context of
health, looks, and history, all of which provide a background for discussion ofindividual
and sociul constructions of different bodies. Constructing differcnee is a process of
survival. Identity construction, by definition, requires differcnce in order to exist, As de-
Beauvoir (1949} explained, a person or group cannot sct them (hemselves apart without
automatically setting up the ‘other’ in opposition. Ferming identities is about knowing
oneselfin comparisen 10 others, The comparisons made are sometimes limiting,
confusing and hostile. Exactly how men construct their place in the world in relation 10

their body image is the focus of this study.

In the West, most people meet their needs through consumerism rather than production
(Langer, 1996, p. 57). The body, in particular, has become a site rich with consumer
potential (p. 64). With the growth of capitalism, and commodity markels, consumables
ire now tied to individual and group distinction (Bourdieu, 1984). The work of Bourdieu
suggests that “status and class groups differentiate themselves from one another’ (hrough
cRnsumptiun {Bocock, 1992, p. 146). Bourdicu plays with the concepts of *distinction’
and *taste’ using them as analytical taols 16 explain diflerence between proups, However,

this analysis is unable to deal with individual taste, and Bourdieu found that within his
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deflined stalus and class groups tostes varied (Bocock, 1992, p. 147). The wark of

Baudrillard offers a compelling theoretical framework on consumption.

Consumption for Baudrillard is no longer seen as an action induced by

advertising upon a passive audience, which belongs to a specific social class or
life-stage, but an active process involving the symbolic construction ofa sense

afboth cellective and individual identity (Bocc');:k, 1902, p, 149), Baudrillard®s work
emphasises the trend in describing consumers as .sccking identities, rather than being
passive vecipients of the lalest trend. Thorapson's (1997} critique of the ‘mass-ness' of
mess media leads to the similar conclusion that the individual is active in pursting an
identity. Not wishing lo overstate or polarise the claims of theorists, at this point, it is
possible 1o characterise people as being either active or passive in developing idemities
based on media representations, or a subjective, desired look. Individual taste, as
Bourdieu has theorised, acts as a bulfer between the conceplualisations of class, siatus
and identity in the medern world (1684), However, identities are constructed within
shared social understandings (Smith, 1990). Henee, the desire for o nommative body,
which may indicate subjective social mobility, based on looking the part. Being accepied

in any environment means conforming to standards socially set (Jung, 1956).

[n a consumer cullure, the body is the visual lestimony of group afliliation. This makes
people conscious not only of their extemal appearance, but also of the external
appearances oFothers, Judgments are made based on what is seen, What is seen is
cateporised and leads to the construction of stereotypes {Featherstone, 1991; Gollman,
1863a), Scruliny and judgment occurs through daily meetings, photographs of the past,
video recondings and other visual media thar display how the body used to be, These act
as signifiers of how the body is being used today. The body is objectificd as something
that can be changed. In some cases, change is insisted upon (Featherstone, 1951
Giddens, 1991; Oliver, 1996).

To be objectified is to be placed in a passive role, 10 be a subject is to be active in sell~

construction, and de-coiisiruction, albeit at times through a mediator {Rabinow, 1984),
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Foucault describes *subjectification as the way in which a human being tums himself or
herselfinto a subjeel’ (Foucault cited in Rabinow, 1984). People actively construct them-
selves in terms of what is acceptable and what is tolerated, Positions of superiority, and
inferiorily, are imposed using self-concepts, and the canceptions ofthe other (de
Beauvoir, 1949; Rabinow, 1984: Said, 1978),

Individuals move, and are placed, into these positions based upon cultural beliefs, values
and attitudes about what is, and what is not, acceptable. The objectification of the body
allows those who have a need to regulate, prohibit and cbligate the body to conditions
that Foucault saw as producing ‘docile bodics’ (Rabinow, 1984, pp. 180-182). In en
altempt to normalise conditions, the Siate or other social governing body first needs to
nonmalise the subject (Rabinbow, 1984, pp. 20-21). In this instance, the person is
subjected to bio-power, Bio-power, a term coined by Foucault, describes the desire to
regulate the body. The body is not approached dircetly in its biclogical formn, but as an
object 10 be manipulated and conteolled. Knowledge of the body is used o enflorce
practices that regulate it over time (Shilling, 1993). This is achieved by training the body,
standardising its actions over time, and controlling the space it accupics (Shilling, 1993;
Crossley, 1996). The process produces mechanistic functioning bodies, with mechanistic

[unctioning minds (Laing, 1967).

How censcious are people of the surveillance to which they are expased? How conscicus
are preople ol'the way they have been conditioned in their sell-construct by the knowledge
and power of thesc in social institutions that regulate what they do to their bodies and the
meaning placed on body form and behaviour? Are people, in fact, na more than
automated bodies governed by autemated minds? Al the micro level, in their daily
interactions, people are expaosed to constant scruliny, and an imposcd nermative standard
which embodies health (Berger, 1973 Sarup, 1989), In this context, subjects are objects
that act as mirrors, yet they are mirrors that have been exposed to the values of the culiure
they inhabit {Cumming, 1968; Lasch, 1979). Therelore, body form is being culturally

manufactured 1o visually represent healthy bodies and correspondingly healthy identitics.
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However, the traditional hook on which men hang their identities has been removed and
discarded (Monaghan, 1999; Shilling, 1993). Masculine identity is now located in a
consumer-driven image that reflects desirability {Barthel, 1992; Brown, 2000; Morl,
1988), The visual message is that thiomess is rewarded morc than fatness. If the Western
preoccupation with appearance is anything 1o go by, then people constantly necd to “look
good", Individuals become their own publicity machines and their bodics are the primary I
platforms for display (Lasch, 1979). A consumer culture, by definition, allows for the
construction of multiple identities. There is an argument to suggest that in a consumer
culture most people are image conscious, and use consymer items to convey their social
graup allegiance (Sturken & Cartwright, 2001), Consumer items have transcended human
need {Bocock, 1992).

[t appears that consumer {tems are now signiliers indicating to others whether a person is
friend or Ioe. This may be an over-siatement, 10 suggest alienation or aliegiance based on
symbolic difference ¢alls inlo question why some groups are comprised of mixed
identities. The content of elienation and allegiance may extend more to values and beliefs
than just lo costume. However, identifying with media-produced imayes can produce a
feeling of acceplance and social worth, vr conversely leelings of isolation and low self
worth (Baudrillard, 1992; Grogan, 1999; Sturken & Cartwright, 2001), There is
considerable proliferation of media material ereating the illusion that thinness aligns with
success and high levels of self esteem, and Fatness aligns with unhappiness and low levels
of self-gsteem (Bordo, 1999; Callaghan, 2000; Grogan, 1999; Safe, 2000; Waits, 2001),
Today, the information is as pertinent to men as it is 10 women, The exlent 1o which

media-fed identities alfected participants forms part of the analysis in this thesis,
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Masculine identities, body-image, sport and sex

The socialisation of boys inlo men, in a sporting context, starls at school (Connell, 1983;
Drummond, 2001}, In the sporting domain masculinily equals muscularity {Gagnon,
1974; Glassner, 1992; Wacquant, 1995}, Male power is literally observed as boys team-
up, and compete in ihie combative, contact, team sports on offer, In Australia, school boys
are encoulraged 1o play leam sponis like Australian rules football, hockey, rugby league
und union, and English soceer, or to take up other manly, solitary, sporting pursuits, such
as Australian Iron man events, or body building. These sports are primarily the sporis in
which men ate observed and researched (Connell, 1983, 1990; Drummond, 2001;
Messner, 1994). Combalive, contact spors teach boys to take up space with their badies,
and to shape their bodies to be used as weapons against their opponents, and ironically
against themselves (Connell, 1983; Druramond, 2001; Messner, 1992, 1994). The
occupation of space, bulging muscles, endurance, stamina, aggression and violence are
all symbolic associations projected onto sporting men (Connell, 1983, 1990; Glassner,
1992), Ta some extent, o be an ideal man is 10 incomporate these qualitics, The *no pain

no gain* aphorism sums this up.

The athletic body is central to studying men in sports. The shaping ofthe male sporting
body requires self-contral, self-discipline, sclf-denial and social control, Selfcontrol
refers to the way sporismen leam o focus intemally on their bodies’ ability, Skill and
ability are the manifestations of self-control {Connell, 1983). Self-discipline refers to the
way spotismen train. Training for most requires dedication and daily routines that must
be adhered te without question (Connell, 1990), Sportsmen have to deny themselves
certain foods, and cerain pleasures and cmotions il they are to remain in shape, in control

and focused on winning (Connell, 1990; Messner, 1994},
These practices occur under the auspices of a coach, or coaching staff, Sportsmen are

serutiniscd by their coaches and are severely punished or dressed down should they stray

[rom the daily training routine or diet. Sportsmen have often commented an this aspect of
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control (Jefferson, 1998), but have also alluded to wider controlling mechanisms such as
the reaction from fans and the media shoutd they fail to perform to expected levels, and
the need to secure scholarships and sexual intimacy by shaping their working class bodies

into athletic performing bodies (Sabo, 1994).

The sporting athletic body has become a desirable body shape for most men, it is
characterised by the mesomorph body type (Sparkes, 1999; Tinning, 1990), There are
several reasons for this. Firstly, the athletic body symbelically conveys traditional
masculine characteristics. Fower, strength and demitance have become undeniably
masculine characteristics projected onte male bodies (Connell, 1990, 1995}, The
mesomorph bady type embodies this projeetion. Tinning concludes that the mesomorph
as a muscular body type exudes all of these cheracteristies, along with several others,
such as, ‘assertivencss, physical courage ...and indifferences to pain® (Whiting et al,
cited in Tinning, 1990, p. 24}, Tinning goes on lo suggest that the shape of the male

mesemorph is slim, muscular and essentially fat free (pp, 25-27).

Authors agree that the overly male muscular look is being replaced with a slimmer, faster
yet still toned model (Cohen, 1997; Drummond, 2001; Glassner, 1992; Thompson, 1997).
The significance of spon as one of the last male domains of identity construction is
examined in (his study, as is the significance of the mesomorph ideal to direct male body

shaping through physical activity and weight loss practices (Drummond, 2001},

Sccondly, the athietic body has become aesthetically desirable and pleasing 1o watch in
action (Cashmore, 1998; Hargreaves, 1987). It has come to symbolise male sexunl power,
and male eroticism (Barthel, 1992; Hargreaves, 1987; Parker, 1996). The muscular body
is both a power and pleasure symbet. This body type is observed to be more attractive,
and sexually more aggressive than other body types (Tinning, 1990), 1t is the strength this
body type conveys which scems 10 suggest its sexunl prowess. However, male sexual
performance has little to de with body strengih. On the contrary, men's sexuality has
often been symbolised by the genitals, especially the penis (Dyer, 1985). Yet there still

exists a sexual symbolic connection between well defined muscles and sexual
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performance. It may be that a weil defined bady symbolises the sexually desirable

qualities of endurance, stamina and virility, forming a body = muscle = sex triplex,

Athletic male bodies can therefore be symbelic of performing sexual machines, As such,
thers are sexual expectations pmjected onto them which will frame the male as sexually
capable. Masculinity, in this context, is bound up in one’s abilily to perform to these
expectations. Failure to do so means failing at being a man. However, as Connell (1990),
and Messner {1992), suggest, sexual performance does not equate 1o sexual intimaey. In
the scenario where men’s bodies are sexually objectified the petson is forgotten as the

“body assumes primary position.

Masculine bodies that are tmed for sexval performance arc thought to petpetuate other
symbolic characteristics. In particular, this means that men leam to be sexually active ‘in
tettns of power and conquest’ (Seidler, 1989}, How men learn to be on the sporting field
is then transferred into the bedroom and onto their interpersonal relationships, The female
body becomes semething to be conquered, controlled, and subordinated to men (Connell,
1990; Wolf, 1991} In their intimate relationships, there iz a need for men to suppress
their inlimate emotional experiences. The well-defined masculine body is socially
constructed to symbolise conlrol over one’s emotions (Drummeond, 2001; Scilder, 1989).
In this context, some men adopt a muscular body shape as a means projecling self-control
over their feminine or softer emotions. These are emotions that would otherwise bring
them undone and undermine their claim to be men {Messner, 1992; Rubin, 1992; Seidler,
1989; Sparkes, 1999). The symbolic associalions attached to acsthetically pleasing bodies
is of concern and forms part of the discussion chapter of this ihesis, The cxtent to which
men conform to the idealised desirable body shape as a means to sell themselves sexually
is discussed in terms of weight gain and loss. It is assumed that *it’s hard to have much

sticcess on the singles scene when you are out of shape' (Glasseer, 1992, p, 292).
Men are socially expected to participate in sports and sex as an intiation rite (Connell,

1983). Those whoa fail to panticipate in these rites to the best ol their abilities ofien come

away feeling inadequate and have low selfesteem issues later on in life (Glassner, 1992).
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At the other end of the speetrum, those men who identify firlly with their sporting and
sexual identities can become obsessive about their bodies (Drummond, 2001). As
Drutnmond contends, within a health framework, boys who fail at sports are less likely to
take up physical activity as a means to better health, and those who become obsessed
with their sporting bodies may use dieting practices that arc in themselves unhealthy
(2001, p. 62). The extent to which men in this study identified with eithcr of these

scenarios is discussed.

However, the problem exists that in sports, certain playing positions require certain body
shapes. All team sports incorporate a range of body types and shapes, In rughy union the
forward pack is heavier and more cumbersome than the back-line, In Australian rulcs
football the ruckmen are larger than most other players, and are therefore generally
slower. Men in the defensive line are nomally bulkier than those playing in the mid-ficld
ar forward line as these positions require more speed and apility, And this can all change
as strategies for winning and beating other teams arc developed perhaps calling for a
different body shape and type which embodies different skills and abilities. It is thercfore
pertinent to suggest that male sporting bodies are sacially manufactured to perform to
socially sonctioned performance roles that change over time, Sporing capitalism, that

is profit driven sports, has come to dominate the way sporting identitics and bodics are
manufactured (Conaell, 1990; Drummond, 2001; Sabo, 1994). The sporting male body is
today as much the product ol the capitalist, and consumer, cconomy as it is the

requirement 1o perform a certain role within a team, or solo sport.

The argument can also be extended to the aesthetically pleasing male body which today is
shaped by advertisements implying virility, and more impontantly, desirability (Bordo,
1999; Hargreaves, 1987), The symbolic message aligns the toned body with sexual
gratification. Attention is te be paid to how the man looks rather than who the man is. In
stark contrast 1o this, Rubin {1992) suggesls that women want men to be emotionally
sensitive. There seems to be a social message that implies men cannot be emotionally
sensitive if they have well defined musculature, Or perhaps as the object of sexual desire

there is no need for them {o be emotionally sensitive, or connected to their sexual
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partners, Men’s inability to be emotionally connected is normally constructed as some
hang-over from the enlightenment rather than anything to do with any ‘essential’ male
qualily. The scientific method established the dualistic divide between rational men and
emotional women (Heyes, 2000; Seidler, 1985, Seidler evokes the machine metaphor to
suggest that men have learmt *to treat the body as 2 machine ... [thereby] establishing a
division between male sexuality and emoticnality’ (1989, p. 44), Advertisers seem to
perpetuate this distinction and associate the physical male body with desirable sexual
atiraction {Bordo, 1999; Hargreaves, 1987; Parker, 1996).

It would appear that men are either sexual, sporting dynamos and emoticnally inept, or
emotionally sensitive and at risk of being observed as falling outside of hegemonic
masculine practices (Connell, 1983, 1990). This study cannot address the questions of
how men should look for their partners, or whether men should, or should not be,
socialised into combative sports, However, this study is in a position 1o discuss what men
believe they should look like, and whether the way their body looks is implicit in their

ability to be emotionally connected to their sexual and sporting selves.

Constructing Difference

Difference permieates the social world. Social stratification ocevrs along a range of social
and biological dimensions. Today, gender, disability, class, race, elhnicity, 2nd age are
means to include or exclude individuals from group affiliation (Balbeck, 1993; Oliver,
1996). These upper level constructions are symbolic of the way human beings see
themselves as distinet fiom each other both individually and within their numerous social ;.
groups, however they arc defined, whether they be national, cultural, sporting, or social :
identities. This section discusses the social consiruction of socinl hierarchies using a

range of determinants to imply one’s difference to the other. The discussion suggests that
aesthetic appeal has become a powerful determinant when socially locating individuals
(Bordo, 1993; Woll, 1991},
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The visual scnse is the most discriminating, Gofliman (1963) takes up this point in
Siigma. People are taught to use visual differences as a means for interpersonal survival
and as a means of placing people into a subjective social hicrarchy, Firstly, there is body
form, and image. The observed other is compared to the abserver. Based on the
subjective parameters used, the observed may be included or excluded from the
observer's social group, For example, a person with a visible disability or deformity may
be observed to be diflerent 1o those who are nol visibly disabled or deformed. Thus,
based on a visual testimony, the disabled person can be excluded, or viewed as overly
dependent on non-isabled persons (Lenney & Sercombe, 2002; Motris, 1991), Disability
as & determinant for group exclusion is extended 10 other social determinants like class,
race, ethnicity, gender and age. In general, people are discriminated against using a range
afobservable determinants that hold subjective and social meaning (Becker, 1963;
Bourdieun, 1984; Goflman, 1963a, 1974).

‘Therefore, what occurs in a social interaction is that the individual will utilise imagined
subjective, social and idcolopical symbolic frameworks as a means to direct their
inclusion or exclusion of others (Geflman, 1974; Lenney & Sercombe, 2002; Sercombe,
1996; Taylor & Bodgan, 1989; Tyler, 1974). The primary frameworks used 1o segregate
oliers from interpersonal, group and social inclusion refer mostly to gender, class, race,
cthnicity and social status or value. Human beings rank each other based on social
constructions implying inferiority and superiority, thereby establishing order, stability

and control.

De Beauvoir's (1949) work on othering explains how these social divisions oceur. The
theory of *othering’ refers to the construction of opposites and unknowns so that the
group that constructs the ‘other’ has a reference to who they are, and who they are not.
This construction of diffcrence is used as a negative tool to maintain o status quo that
permits and perpetuates segregation, exclusion, isolation and oppression (de Beauvoir,
1949; Gatens, 1996; Oliver, 1996). Howaever, in a positive light, difference construcied in
this way informs policy development and service delivery (See Pease & Camilleri, 2001;

Jones & May, 1992). de Beauvoir's *othering’ theory transcends feminism to inform our
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understanding ofthe construction of dominant proups who strugple for pawer, social
control and order. ‘Othering’ traverses the extremes between the individual and the
group, Thus, females are constructed as opposite to men, by men, and their qualities are
those that men do not have. ‘1t is that no group ever sets itself up as the one without at
once sctting up ihe other over against itsel? (de Beauvoir, 1949, p. 17). In the context of
thiz study, botlyweight may be used to imply social positioning where thin men ‘other’

fot men, and vice versa.

Said's (1978), notion of 'othering’ builds on De Beauvoir’s observations to create the
concept of stercotyping. For Said, the process of *othering’ refers to dominant groups
creating stereotypes as a refgrence point for the unknown, Cultural and social
determinants are used as upper-level constructions to imply difference along stereotypical
lines. For example, the working class stereotypically have poorer dists than the middle or
upper classes (Germav, 2002a). Stercotypes act to conselidate data, The problem is that,
in the process, individuality is lost as people are placed inte groups based on a range of
variables. Individual identity is replaced with group identity and interactions occur using
stercotypical frameworks projected onto people that bear no reseinblance to who the
person is, or belicves themselves to be, unless they identify with the steveotype being
uscd. Stercotypes act to maintain social hierarchies based an imeginary constructs
{Sullivan cited in Munss, 1994, p. 97).

Stercotyping is a theory based on myth, According to Sullivan, stereotypes refer to:
‘inadequate and often inapprapriale mental piciures of groups of people that arc not based
on observation, experience, analysis or validation. Stercotypes include prejudiced
attitudes: they foster intolerance, fear, hatred, aversion and revulsion towatds aa alleged
class ofpeople. [Stercolyping people tends te] ignore individual diffcrences’ (Cited in
Muuss, 1996, p. 97).

Negalive stereotypes, when altached to people, olien refer to, and embellish, their

deficiencies, Accordingly, highlighting a person’s cultural and social deficiencies gives

rise to prejudicial attitudes that become pan oforal and written histories. Cumulative past
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histories become the foundations for secial division and exclusion (Bulbeck, 1953;
Jenkins, 1992). The issue is thal idenlities arc tied to and developed from cumulative
histoties. The individua! is nltimately observed lo be tied to these restrictive social
identities, Cwmulative past histories framing individuals are projected with the aim of
socially locating them in reference to the observer, These projections remain stalic unless
challenged. Transferring this line of discussion to body image suggests that being fat or
thin Ieslab]ishes an intra-personal hislory that, when changed, may affect the way a person
is socially constructed, The problem arises where projections of difference fail te address
and include subjective identity formalions often expressed through verbal language, and

the visually symbolic,

Symbolically, all human beings use a form of language to communicate {Peterson, 1989).
Language in idenlity conslruction s received a great deal of attention in the postmodem
world. In this the work of Foucault (Cited in Rabinow 1984}, Bourdieu, {1992)and
Weeden (1997) are central. Social formation is a process of finding the right sort of
language to describe your social and subjective self 1o others. Therefore, the subject is
active in their social and self formations. In this manner, subjects are able to counter
negative projections framing their identitics, with verbal testimonics of who they are and
who they are aligned with, This may not necessarily deter the observer from projecting

negative or positive identities.

Language can socially define a person without their awareness that this is happening
{Foucault, 1980; Lenncy & Sercombe, 2002). In this way, the subject becomes passive in
the process of social construction where the projections of stercotypes are concerned
{Jenkins, 1992; Rabinow, 1984). Foucault (1980} and Bourdieu {1591) play with the
ways in which individuals have a sense ofthemselves, yet are at the same time
constrained by either those in power over them, which is Foucault's posilion, or through
their social class position. Either way it seems the power to ascribe identities is central to
the social construction of reality. Ascription of identities is normslly achieved through
professional obscrvation, as described by Foucault (Foncault, 1980; Rabinow, 1984), and

social class, as discussed by Bourdieu {Bourdicy, 1991; Jenkins, 1992), or observable
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phenomena distinguishing the person’s group affiliation and stigmatised difference
{Goffman, 1963a). A person can be framed by the choices they make to deseribe their
self, but their social identity is also framed by how others obsetve and construct their
identity based on the interpersonal relalionship between them, and in comparison with the

observer's own identity and sclf construction.

Essentially, this study uses such an analysis to discuss the power of identily ascription as
experienced by men with differing amounts of bodyweight. Social identily manifests
itself'in division, and divisien perpetuates difference, In brief, when people t ke on an
identity, they automatically *other’ people who do not share a similar identity. In this
study, the distinctions and divisions are based on diflerence in looks, bodyweight, clothes
and status, or any other determinant used to establish difference between groups of
people in a social context where bodyweight aflects their social construetion. Social
distinction is informed through both ebservable and non-observable phenomena. The
selfconcepl that is formed through the processes of distintion reinforces ftself by
interpreting messages o substantiate internal beliefs about self-identity. People look and
listen for commonalities, ar differences in an attempt to discem their allegiance or

alienation to one another.

It is the comparative natre of language that allows difference to be constructed.
Language offers a means of projesting and accepling social identitics. Listening to the
other in any interaction provides sbundant clues te their group allegiance, The
informetion gleaned (fom listening moy indicate likes and dislikes, or may frame the
person in a particular way. It is in language that the power of the symbolic is truly evident
{Mead, 1934}, A person’s social concept is substantiaied through their use of metaphor,
According to Lacan *it is language that constitutes us as a subject’ (Cited in Sarup, 1989,
P- 7). Yet, one cen never be certain of the meaning attached to the language the other uses
when defining their social self Language as a form of descriptive communication lacks
total consensus (Sarup, 1989). The words ‘fat* and ‘thin' have many connotations
dependent on the context used, and the preference implied. ! may say that my fatheris

fat, and thus instantly imply a sct of characleristics that are socially associated with
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fatness and the stercatypes that are associated with fat men. My father’s social ideutity
hus been framed without any input from him. Therefore, ‘the subject is nothing mare than
the combination of signifiers’ {Miller, 1991, p. 33). The memning attached to subjective
metaphors nieeds to be clarified and understood in socially shared language when
constructing social idenlitics. The context shaping the construction of subjective
metaphors needs to be up-front and visible. Othenwise, the meaning is open for

misinterpretation.

People deal with diflerence through consiructing belief systeras based upon cultural,
social and lived experiences (Lenncy & Screombe, 2001 ; Goffiman, 1963a). To maintain
this fragmentation ofthe social world, people differentiate themselves from others using
symbols pertinent to them, and that exclude others (Becker, 1963}, A relationship then
develops that is determined by the symbols each group uses. The dominant group
establishes a norm based on the symbolic, The norm is upheld as a benchmark for group
assimilation, However, some people resist assimilation, and some simply do not have the
ability to assimilate. These people are scgregated from the dominant group. They are
viewed as different and separate from the norm, Their difference is oflen not embraced,
but stigmatised {Brown & Smith, 1989; Goffinan, 1963a; Qliver, 1992). However,
changes do occur and the paramelers of normalisation change as attitudes and behaviour

change.

In and cut-groups are formed through stigmalisatioﬁ, stercotyping, ond internaliscd fear
(Becker, 1963; Gofiman, 1963a; Pedersen & Walker, 2000}, Relationships that develop
arc determined by the symbolic, Bourdicu's work on social closure describes how status
and class groups use their capital to differentiate themselves (rom those with less, or no,
capital. This implies distinction and the need to meintain distinction between groups
{Bourdieu, 1984; Goflinan, 1969). In Bourdieu's work, the distinction is maintained
using food, clothes and material items. Charactetistics such as speech and deportment are
also used to distinguish between status and class groups (Bourdieu, 1984). In the context
ofthis research, fat and thin men may be conscious of visible and invisible distinctions to

their group allocation as they lose weight. It is a large leap from here to suggest that thin
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people seek 1o exclude fal people based on their size. However, there may be more to be
gained from being thin then being faf, The exient to which this is the case forms part of

the subject matter o fthis siudy.

Socially, and individually, body form can be judged using a sliding scale based on
aesthetic appeal. At one end there is attractive, and at the other unattractive, People slide
- between these two positions based on a range of vardahles, of which bodyweight is one,
The placement is both subjective and abjective. I can place myself on the scale, and can
be placed on the scele. However, due fo the ambipuily of these terms each person is
capakie of being at ench end at the same time. The same person can be scen as both
altractive and unattractive based on contextual parameters and the subjectivefobjective
divide. Unatiractiveness and attractiveness, are socially constructed tenns laden with
symbolic meaning. In this construciion a host of other behaviours and characteristics are
imposed on individuals as they fall into these categories. Onlookers inlerptet and
construct frameworks fiom the impressions they receive, about who the individual is,
based on the size, shape, colour, contours and mobility of the ather's body (Goffinan,
1974; Oliver, 1996; Pisk, 1975). Body form is the first obscrvable disiinction of one’s
difference, In addition, body form becomes inscribed with social meaning with the

intention to make people distinct and in need of control (Bourdieu, 1984).

Surveillance of difference gives rise to the need 1o establish processes of control,
especially where differsnce is constructed for the purpose ol'segregation. Protective
measures are required for those constructed as different to the norm (Bourdiew, 1991;
Foucault, 1980), as in the case of equal opportunity, and anti-discrimination legisiation.
Similarly, those who are represented as different may need (o be controlled by those in
power, as in ihe case of apartheid legislation in South Africa. This form of legitimate,
institutional contro), describes the power relations that result in one group ‘imposing its
rule upon [another group] or persecuting it’ (de Beauvoir, 1949, p, 17). Gatens {(1996)
emphasises this by describing the construction of difference as the process of marking
bedics and investing them with visible differences. There is anced for people to be

recognised as being dilferent (p. 71).
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Visual markings of dilference make surveillance easier, De Beauvoir takes the position
that 'there is no biological basis for the separation of humanity’ (cited Gatens, 1998, p.
93}, However, it is naive to assurme that stability comes from unity, Order adses out of
division (Jenkins, 1992). To be human is not enough a3 o category of distinction. It has
becn observed that people need to see themselves as different and distinct from and 1o
others (Bourdieu, 1991). Hercin lies a paradox: people sirive to be diflerent, and yet want
to be equal. How do these issues of power and control apply to men experiencing weight
gain or logs? The social significance of contwol and surveillance, if they cxist, are issues

to be explored in this study.

In an increasingly frapmented social world it seems plavsible to suggest that people avoid
difference and tend to remain within a social circle with those who are known, or those
who give them what they want, or need (Sullivan ciled in Muss, 1996; Tyler, 1974,
Williams & Gardener, 1989), This statement reflects Sullivan’s asserion that a peson’s
life is spenl finding and sustaining comfortable interpersonal relationships (Cited in
Muuss, 1956, p, 84), This pasition is influenced by the work of Mead (1934), who
theorises that the individual can only become self-realised in their interactions with other

individuals,

However, the process of becoming self-realised, or self-conscious as Mead

(1934) asserts, requires the ahility to act towards onesell, as one would act towards other
selves. It seems Mead is discussing the term empathy. To have empathy is to consider the
plight of another as if' it were your plight. Mead writes in an idealized fashion, His
version of secial life is one in which peeple are mindfil of what they say 1o others, and
refrain from saying something that would emotionally injure them, Both Mead and
Sullivan speak of having a communal understanding of social life. In this sense people
come to share beliefs and act upon them. Communication of these heliefs, and acceptance
ofthem, is part ol belonging Lo a social community. Therefore, being part of a social
cemmunity requires leaming sanctioned common beliels (Berger & Luckman, 1973). It
follows that common beliefs act as a means to recognise sameness. The central issue of

this siudy is the degree to which bodyweight acts as a detcrminant of inclusion or
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cxelusion from any social group, The pervasive belief that fatness is unhealthy and
thinness is healthy may act as n means to divide the good from the bad, or the inferior

from the superior.

Summuary of literature review

An histaric account of the body in Western culture emphasises its fragmentation, and
redefinition. The body has been dissected, examined, and documented. The fragmentation
of the body mirrors the fragmentation of the social world. This visual framework allows
for marked differentiation. People can sat themselves apart based on (he cut of theireloth,
the styles they employ, and dispesition of the body. The body can be used as the visual
construction of identity (Bourdieu, 1984; Giddens, 1991). How people construct
themselves is in direct relation to what they want 1o project, However, this projection
may be a mask hiding a self-concept that is in appesition to the constructed cultural
standard {Bourdicu, | 984; Featherstone, 1987; Giddens, 1991; Rogers, 1956). The
subject under surveillance is objectified. The dilemuma facing people today is to fit in, yet
ta be distinet.

The literature review suggests there arc several ways to interpret the lived experiences of
men losing weight, Firstly, thinness can indicate a desire to associate with a status group
that enjoys unconstrained hedonistic pleasure. Men who lose weight will look goed and
be more atiractive to potential sexual partners (Laura & Dutten, 1994; Glassner, 1992).
Secondly, and in contrast, men who contrel their bodyweight to loak healthy have a
better chance of being employed in a higher income bracket, The male body, afier weight
loss, will function more efliciently, and this will benefit socicty {Featherstone, 1931},
These cxperiences all kave a common theme: resisting fattening food. When fat one has
to control the types of foods caten, before reaping the economic and sexual rewards, This
means prohibiting certain foods and substances, and developing the motivation to be thin
(Hills & Wahlgvist, 1994; Laura & Dutton, 1994; Lupton, 1995). There has to be restraint

before cxperiencing the pleasures associated with thinness. The extent to which these
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interpretations reflect the lived experiences of men losing weight lies at the heart of this

thesis.

Traditionally, cultural norms to do with physical power and dominance have informed
the construction of masculine identities (Bordo, 1993; Carrigan, Connell & Lee, 1987;
Connell, 1983, 1990; Jefierson, [998). In peneral, normative behaviours in Westem
soeieties imply that men should dominate, yet protect women (Buchbinder, 1994). The
term hegemonic masculinity, describes a limited set of parameters for the social
construction of a male identity {Carrigan, Connell & Lee, 1987; Connell, 1983, 1905},
Social change has included the ascendancy of Gay rights, and recognition of man’s
nurturing role within the family, which have challenged the nomative construct of
masculinily, Social research (Buchbinder, 1994; Carrigan, Connell & Lee, 1987; Heam &
Morgan, 1990) has explored this change and now speaks of mascudfinities, aterm which
embodies the diversity of men (Ochberg, 1987). This thesis contributes to the body of
research by exploring, rettospectively, the construction of maleness, The issue is not
about rethinking masculiniiy per se. Rather, it investigates the construction of normality,
and how the cultural standard ol'a male’s body is perceived and received by participants.
At the core of this research, is the assumption that the body, to some degree, is used 1o

vroject asocially constructed, masculing, self-imape (Hearn & Morgan, 1990).

The body serves to project desired social images, which are leamed through the
socialisation process (Thompson & Heinberg, 1999), Messages from the visual media,
adverising, class pogition, ang status are influential in ¢stablishing the connection
between body and image (Bocock, 1992; Bourdieu, 1984; Murphy, 1994; Sturken &
Cartwright, 20C1). Distinction, desirability and attracliveness are oflen linked (o body
disposition, and are reflected visuaily (Featherstone, 1991; Bourdieu, 1984), Popular
culturg influences the way people think about their bodies. The 1990's, for example, were
characterised by fads in diets, low caloric foods, light ahematives and the stuggle to find
fat-free substitutes for junk food. This created a fat-conscious pencration of eaters, There
werg constant retninders that over half the Westem population was averweight (Hetzel &

McMichael, 1987; Tenzer, 1989). The outcome was that thinness came to be highly
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valued, and fatness was characterised as dangerous to one’s health and social pesition,
Little has changed (Callaghan, 2000; Safe, 2000).

In conelusion, this literature review has covered concepts emotional to an understanding
of male self-constructs, social identities and bodyweight. The term social identity implies
that it is somelthing that can be physically constructed, or imposed. This means social
identity is something an individual can create, whilst at the same time it can be created by
the social other, [n contrast, selfconstructions cannot be objectively created. Self
construetions, by definition, are subjective constructions, albeit that they are socially

informed.

The healthy-locking body has become a normative symbolic measurement for wellness in
Westemn culture (Bordo, 1993), However, the heslthy looking body is the result of social
consiructions preduced by dominant social institutions. The symbolic display of a healthy
looking body has the effect of producing desire in the observed: desire for the image that
is itself desirable by others, Therefore, embodying the healthy desirable body provides
the subject protection from negative locks and comments, Rightly, or wrongly, the
healthy desirable look is today perpetuated as the social norm through technologies of
power, and technologies of health (Foucault, 1980; Lupton, 1995). How this relates to fat
Freddy end sexy Steve is the subject of the next chapter,
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Chapter 5 -

Fat Freddy and Sexy Steve

Ideal types and their reflections on
fatness and thinness.

Lo
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Introduction

I
v

I have collated two result chaplers. The first of th_c§e chapters reflects the design of this
study which focused first on the fat expericnces uf hanicipanls and then on their
experiences of being thinner, During the interview process it became evident that there
were common experiences pertinent 1o paimary participants with and without
bodyweight, as defined here to mean body far, This was also true for the secondary
participants, as they observed the other's weight gain and loss. The “jolly fat man” was
emerging as a dominant negative theme experienced by participants, and there was
evidence to support themes of indulgence and restraint as participants moved between
extremes af thinness snd fatness, Food was being framed in similar ways and was

appearing 1o be reflective of relative self-constructs.

As [ listened to the interviews, two figures began to take form. Thesc figures resembled
upper-level constructions, stereolypical in their formation but nethertheless reflective of
panticipants’ lived experiences. Narrative methodologies would refer to these
constructions as *composite characterisations’ (Zeller, 1995, p. 84). The two emerging
figures can also be conceptualised as Weberian ideal types {Larson, 1973). The use of
ideal types is contentious, given that they can be constructed to.exclude more than they
include (Larson, 1973; Trowler & Riley, 1984, p. 17).

Therefore, in the context af this rescarch, the ideal type can be used 1o exaggerate either a
negative or positive identity, dependent on the researcher’s bias. In this way, phenomena
under discussion can become accentuated and distorted. This is one of the criticisms
made of ideal types. Yet ideal types are useful as baselines when comparisons between
data need 1o be made, or when palicy needs to be developed to deal with particular or
specific social issues. Ideal types con make visible both the desirable and undesirable
nttributes of human beings (Larson, 1973, pp. 14-16). The uniqueness of this study is that
twao ideal types are presented as a means to map several embodied changes participants
underwent as they gained and lost bedyweight. The structure of this chapter is, therefore,

based on the two ideal types that emerged fom the interviews,
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Weber's view, as Larson recounts (1973), is to present an ideal type that is the imagined
exireme. The ideal type does not exist, per se, but would exist under ideal circumstances:
it is 2 method ofmagnifying phenomena in order to make their shape and composition
more readily apparent' (p. 14). However, the method, whilst useful, has drawn criticism
on two [ronis. The first of these criticisms refems to the way the ideal type becomes the
basis for stereotyping and stigmatizing individuals, based on the inctusion, and exclusion,
of any number of attributes (Larson. 1973). The sccond reflects a more post-modern
criticism in that the individual's voice becomes lost, and individuals arc disempowered in
the process (Zeller, 1995, p. 84). This research has taken several steps to address these

issues,

Firstly, the issue of losing the individual's voice is addressed by presenting two results
chapters. The seven’s story is presented in chapter 6. The criticism of stercotyping may
be countered by asserting that social life is embedded with stereatypes (Aronson, 1976)
which is the very stufl'of which these results are made, Aronson makes the following
claim: *Stereotyping is not necessarily an intentional act of abusiveness, however: it is
frequently merely o way of simplifying our view of the world, and we all do it to some
extent’ {p. 175). In brief, stereotyping is an integral part of living, and as Aronson
sugpests, simplifies, & complex, symbolic social world. The issue is not whether
stereotyping can be stopped or should be stopped, but to what extent stereotyping
interferes with, or direets intcrpersonal interactions, or in the case of this study, the extent
1o which stereotypes are the dasis for prejudice and symbaolic stigma. For sociology, the
focus should therefore be on highlighting the conneclions between individuals and their
different individualised social worlds. As Larson explains, ‘To many sociologists, it
became increasingly evident that the study ol interaction between individual and society
should be the ceniral concem of the discipline’ (1973, p. 91). In the context of this study,
1 am presenting (wo ideal types that are at the same time juxtaposed with the uniqueness

of the persona! stories that are the foundations for their existence.

“The ideal types are (symbolically) reflective of the polarised, vivid and contrasting

exiremes expericnced by participants, Individual participants traveled between these two
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ideals and then fell somewhere between them, cccasionally visiting either, only to find
themselves needing to turn around and head in the other direction. In most cases,
participants indicated that travefing between extremes (emphasis added}, was pettinent ta

their experience of weight gain and loss,

I have named the ideal types fat Freddy, and sexy Steve. Freddy reflects the participants
with weight, and Steve reflects 1he participants when thinner. For me, the name, “fat
Freddy' conjures up visual images that assist the presentation of the data. A period of life
spent in isolation and indulgence to fill his empty social void (to get a sense of this,
notice by changing the tone-inflection on the word *fat’, and Freddy takes an numerous
identities from soft, humourous and affectionate to luzy, slothful and unhealthy}. In
contrast, sexy Steve, as Freddy's ideal, reflects an energetic and enterprising person, who
saunters through doors looking divine and ready for sex (As with Freddy, try changing
the tone infliction on sexy, and Steve. This identity is desirable, and desired). Sexy Steve
reflects the change participants underwent as they moved from of a life of isolation and
avoidance, to a life where (hey could strut their stuff and be a cut above the rest, peaple in

cantrol of their weight, yet conforming to controlling mechanisms.

Each ideal type embodies aspects of each primary participant, but no one primary
participant fully embodies either ideal type. In addition, naming the ideal types
differently symbolically reflects the differences between the identities participants
assumed as their bodyweight changed. The itaiics in this scction indicate some of the
words used by primary and secondary panticipants. [ have refrained from identifying
individual participants as the words or statemenis chosen refiect their shared experiences

of weight loss and goin. The narative is presented in the first person,

Fat Freddy.

[ was good at my job. 1 tended to work in jobs that were not overly physical. The
acknowledpement of being fat was traumatic. 1 hated my body, and when [ got depressed,

1 ate. My weipht gain was due  emotianal reactions to my environment and physically
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neglecting myself. The weight crept on slowly. I stopped exercising, I became lazy and
ate food that was easily accessible, E was attracied to, and consumed large quantities of,
fast and fatry foods. “The thing scaring me was the more {at, the more I wanted to eat
and I just wanted to get bigger and bigger, and not wanl to get bigger, but just had 1o eat

alf the time "

The type of foods | ate were unhezlihy. My breakfast menu consisted of bread, cersals
and Jots of greasy foods high in fat. Before lunch, there was always the mid-moming
snack. Again, 1 tended to go for the fatty and the filling. T drank a Jot of dairy products,
For lunch, it was nothing to eat a loal of bread and a whole chicken, Other food ilems
consisted of stcak burger and chips, with a coke. Very rarcly would Ihave something
healthy. I sometimes had a salad rel! just to make it look as if § was trying to control my
eating habits and to lose weight. After lunch and before dinner there was the afternoon

snack consisting of more fatty food, soft drink, and dairy products.

Dinner was an event not 1o be missed, I tended to over-do it and eat large meals at this
time of day. t had a two, if not three, course meal. There was always a mountain of food.
1 was well catered for. The menu consisted of pizza, steak, salads, lasagna, sausages and
lots of patatocs and the obligatory meat and three veggics. Then there was always dessert.
1 could eat all day. I was not engaged in any physical activities, I avoided situations that

called for me to be physically active or sociable.

1 did not see my weight gain. However, [ acknowledged that iy body was changing
shape. I became adept at net looking at myselfby avoiding mirrars and visual reflections
afmysell. My clothes shrank, as my waist expanded, but this did not prompt me 1o 1ake
any action, *J reafised on my panits I was popping buitons ™. ignored the signs that
indicated I was getting Mtter, I renlised that when I was stressed I tumed 1o food and food
became a comfort for me. Thad no contral over my eating, and saw eating what I liked as
a way to let go and cui loose. I indulged due to a lack of self-control. Tknew [ was eating
all the wrong foods and o ften al the wrong time of day. I went into hiding and created a

cocoon for myself, This meant that the food 1 was cating was not being bumed-off.
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[ was referred to as a garbage disposal. [ was prone to being teased for my size when
exposed to outdeor places like the swimming pool or beach. ] anly felt safe when alone,
with other fat peaple, or with friends who accepted me without referring to my weight. [
was the recipient of verhal reflections from others that had a damaging affect on me
emotionally, mentally, and physically. I would often be consiructed ns clumsy and
nonphysical. “f cowkin 't bend down to do my shoe laces up. I was always getting
depressed because of the way [was treated ™, [ was judged by my size. I was viewed as
weak and lazy, and it was often remarked that [ had no selfrespect, The contradiction
being, that | was supposed to be happy and out-going all the time. I was socially framed
as the joker, Taking on this role, I would always ridicule myselfin front of others, In
social circles, 1 felt pressured to maintain the jolly fat man fagade. [ came to hate my
body. It was hidesus, [ was aware of denying the existence of my weight. Being large

was symbelic ofbeing macho, Being larpe was the natural thing for men.

The bigger you were, the better it was. Being fat also menitt 1 could drink more beer.
Being fat affected my health. I led a sedentary 1ife style. ! would get annoyed at having (o
do physical activitics. Climbing stairs, playing sport, walking during 1he summer heat,
and riding my pushbike all caused me some degree of difficully. 1 would get out of breath
very quickly. I eould sustain a level ol activity for short periods of time depending on the
activity. 1 tended to gravitate towatds indoor events like the cinema and dining out,

Muostly, 1 isolated myself and read, or watched television.

My physical environment shrank. The seats at the cinema, in the car, and in the plane,
and in general were too small for me. T avoided those garden seats made of plastic
because they would collapse under my weight. I made sure I saw movics in those
cinemas where the arms would came up making the seat a doubte one, Car seats often
bent under my weight. “f felt discriminated against”, My social ecnvironments also
shrank. [ avoided those enviromments where I had to take off my clothes, T had oo
coafidence cxpulsing my body to others. 1 would refuse to undress if there was anyone
around | felt attracted to, | would also refuse to undress in front of anyoie who 1 felt

would ridicule my body. 1 tried to get away with using a T-shirt to go swimming in. 1 did
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not want others to sec my body, I had to keep my body fat hidden as best I conld. I
remained covered-up where possible. It was a lot easier to have that size under clothes. [
aveided out-door sporis. [ avoided the beach, “7 giiess ut a sub-conscions fevel I tended
to stay away from those activities that brought my weight inte my fuce ", 1did nol want to

be reminded I was fat.

“Heneve I was fat because Ihad fat elothes”. People would look at me whilst shopping.
My clothes shopping decreascd, nothing ever fitted. I would wear clothes that fitted until
they fell apart. T had 1o find fat clothes as my other clothes got smaller, Seans were the
worst thing. My bum would not fit imo them. Thad to buy the largest sizes | could find,
and hope that they fitted me, The way people looked at me in shops made me feel awhul,
[ was often served last and locked at by the s1afl. I felt I was discriminated against in
sheps beeause ofmy size, “f realised that anybody feels they can comment if you ‘re
overveight, even if vou do not knew them ™, 1did not dance. Thad ne eoorilination, [
naticed ] became more overtly body conscious with strangers than with friends. I did not
want to put any effort into mecting people. My weight gave me an excuse not 1o do

things. ! did not want 1o attract attention to myself,

Being over-weight afTected my sexual activities and the sexval coneept of my self. Fat
men cannat be sexual. Being fat meant having less sex, Potential sexual partners were
simply not inlerested. I could tell by the way they looked at me that I was unattractive, I
found there is an emphasis on having the right body image when out elubbing. As a big
mat, [ became sexvally invisible, I noticed that [ could chat 1o women and men in
nightclubs withoul any intervention from their pariners. “ was as if' f was sexually safe ™,
| was jealous of other mate bodies, I wanted the trim look with the six-pack. ] was
surtounded by peaple dieting, Waiching others diet made me fiel inadequate. [ had no
desite, will, or discipline to diet. People often suggested ways 10 lose weight. However,
when [ compared myself to other lat people, [ was always thinner than them.  tended to
hanyg out with fat people sa that diets werc not discussed, In fact, weight would not be o

lopic for discussion because they had their own weight issues.
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My weight gain was not a problem for me; it was everyone else’s reacticn to the weight
that was the problem. [ did not notice my weight gain until it was reflected back to me by
[riends and family, or until I accepted it as my reality, People who had not seen me for
awhile commented on how fat ! had become. [ came to realise that, soctally, I had let
myself go. ! woke up to my size. I folt lowered, [ became very selfconscious. People said
things without really listening to what they were saying. Il was assumed that T over-ate
and alc unhealthy foads, yet was happy. When you are fat, you have to acl in an
particular way. The verbal attacks on me were hurtful. Having a diflerent body was akin

to winning latto: it wouwld be a great idea if it cver happened”.

Fat symbolism

The symbolic representations of [ainess taken from Freddy's story are as follows, Fat
men arc: self indulgent; selfish; socially devalued; over-eaters; greedy; invisible;
unwelcome; visibly unhealthy; jolly; happy; unhappy; sexually unaltractive; inadequate;
different to thin men; overly self-conscious; under pressure to fit a thin ideal; out of
control; safe; trust wonhy; non-threatening; fun; lonely; inactive; slezzy; lacking in
confidence; visual targets for bullying; non-competitive; passive; slow; lazy; fearful;
withdrawn; unfit; weak; powerless; negalive aboul their self and social image;
traumatised; lacking in stamina and energy; 1aking pleasure from their size; in need of

attention; and are symbolised by their desire for thinner sexual bodies,

Sexy Steve

1 had a goal and that was 1o lose weight. [ approached weight loss using two strategies,

“ Firstly, I would stop cating. Sccondly, [ would start exercising. To stop eating meax .
cither reducing my meals, or replacing the unhealthy foed I was eating with healthy food.
There was ne snacking in-between meals. There were no desserts, and delinitely no
chocolate or alcohol, 1 cut out all fast foods, 1 drank lots of water. I saw the wclilght

coming ofT and that was enough to keep me going.
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The second part to this story was the exetcise regime I put in place. "Walking became
part of my life. I would walk everywhere ", This would often transform into jogging or
running, However, walking was the basic form of excrcise I used to assist me in losing
weight. Other activities like dancing and swimming werz added 10 the physical activity
list as the weight came off. Alter 1 had lost some weight, Istarted to venture out to social
environments for exercise, This meant going to the gym. 1 would start with regular
weekly visits, but this increased to going every day or at Jeast three to five times a week,
“You fuve jiist got to exercise and eat healthy, and you will lose weight. It does not

happen quickly”. | did not experience any diserimination when thinner,

Food is very important when wanting ta lose weight. I tried many diels. 1 looked around
and found one that shited my lifestyle and me. [ would rarely eat take-away fbods, but
these were not totally abandoned, I would cat meat, but it needed to be very lean, [ aimed
to be vegetarian, with a depree of success. I needed to be in contral of what [ ate. Enting
less made me fzel different. 1 bepan to see food in a differcnt light. T would cat when [
felt under-nourished, There is a fot of pleasure gained through losing weight. I felt the
relationship beiween food and exercisc was operating at a conscious level. If T exercised,
[ co!d eat what 1 liked, because [ would bumn the fat off. However, I was aware that, if 1
continued to exercise my body at the current rate it would not 1ake long belore it was
depleted ofneeded nutrients. [ needed to mainiain these to prevent me from becoming ill.
My body required me ta lock after it, in terms of what I was eating, for good health.
Where cxcessive exereise regimes were in place, my energy reserves needed to be
replenished. As T got thinner, I found that I wanted to lose more weight. I became

obsessed with losing weight.

The most important exercise for me was walking. 1 would get up carly in the morning and
walk. There was always 2 routine to be followed, [ would increase the distance os (he
weeks went by, and as my fitness level improved. The gym was idealised as the place to
shape my body, 1 did not know what could be achieved, if anything, I wanted to improve
the look of my body witheut the added strain of pushing my body too far. However, there

were times when I pushed myself to exhaustion, [ had no real idea ol what [ wanted to
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achieve. I would know when [ got there. “My body is naw a work in progress ", 1 was
conscious that [ watched myselfin the mirror. | was more prone to look at my body
becnuse I liked what I saw. Other leisure activitics increased as I lost weight and had

extra energy. [ would love to dance if ] vient out clubbing. I could danes all night.

Swimming was big on my activity list, as was jumping into the spa. 1 went to pools and
the beach more often. I had ne probiems with being seen now [ had lost the weight. All
these activities were p,uﬁssible because 1could keep up with others. Prior to the weight
loss, [ would have had to take things slower, and what is the point ofthat? [ would not
have been able to keep up. It would have been a waste of time. 1 felt that “exercising was
not o chore. I had to do it becase I felt that I needed to, I'd do my laps even if I did not
wanf to", The irony in this is that [ didn’t see what was happening as [ became obsessed
with my body. ] saw physical activily as fun and manageable when planned and made
part ofa daily routine. 1 had more enerpy and I felt athletic, Putting the concepts togeiher,
cating healthy food and exercising, “Ifigure that so long as I can keep up my active
lifestyle, and keep lisiening to what my body keeps tefling me then { can basically cat

what { want ", However, there is no quick and easy way to lose weight.

There were subjective expectations attached to the weight loss process, [ expected to look
younger. I expecled that I would look more sexuvally allcactive. I expected to regain
conirel of myself and of my body. There were also cmotional, rational and physical
changes. Physically, my stomach shrank. [ had a relatively toned body based on
subjective paraneters, and 1 was comfortable with my body. This confidence allowed me
to do certain things. [ would strip off at every opporiunity. I had a betier body image and
1 was more comfortable with nudity. “f was more accepting of my body image because §
na tonger needed to ignore it I conld flauny it if I wanted to ", 1 noticed that the weight
loss was causing me to be vain. “ft was great to lock physically betier.  enjoyed looking
at myselfin the mirvor. { had a little excess skin hanging around my middle, but 1
preferved that than rolls of fot”, The reflection in the mirror was one way to map the

weight loss process; the other was to jump on Lhe scales at every opportunity.
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People said [ looked great with less weight. It pat to a point, for me, that I needed to hear
their comments. | was driven by their positive reinforcements. I needed to hear that the
weight was coming offt I wanted to loxe more weight so people wonld notice it. I found
myself going to places for the attention woneld get ™, This became a problem. | was
losing 100 much weight, according to those observing me. Those around me were getting
worried, I was apparently locking very sick. Some people thought I may have contracted
AIDS, er was i1l frem cancer; others thought [ had started using drugs again, It was
repeatedfy said thal my body weuld not be able to withstand this sort of weipht loss. My
immune system would fail and T would pet sick more casily. My ideal weight was not the
ideal weight others thought [ should be,

I knew that [ needed to put on weight, but the problem was that | enjoyed getting the
responses from cthers, People who had not seen me for a while were shocked and in
some cases did not know who [ was. [ faund this amusing, and | enjoyed their atiention.
They would ask me for tips on losing weight. [ became the dieting guru. [told them what
to eal and how 10 cook it. My body was shaping up. [ had to work hard to get it 1o this
point, and it was hard to explain this to those around me. “ft is @ shame becarse you do
things for yeirself, for sacial reasons, and your friends cannot see if”, 1 elt that some
people around me were getting jealous ol'my weighi-loss success. They even implied that
my behaviour was changing and that 1 was getting more agpressive. I found it significant
because I felt " fiad regained my social stats, ! felt empowered to be thinmer, I noticed {
wus more wyertive”, However, friends were cutting me off and telling me that [ was

casier to control when fatter.

1 felt that [ was not diseriminated against when thinner. [ was high on life. “ff was a new
me with a new life stylfe ", 1 no longer needed o isolate myself. Sorne ofthe expectations [
had of my hody were unrealistic, [ was sceing normality as “trim and fat fiee bodies.
yot reatly centred on whai § feoked tike". 1 had become more image conscious. 1 could
wear ¢lothes thal were litted and revealing. Shopping lor clothes was now more
enjoyable. | was able, for the first time, to experiment with different styles and fits. My

thin wardrobe is a ot bigger than was my fat wardrobe, My wardrobe consists of
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different sized clothes, and 1 am able to gauge my weight by clothes that fit me. Ispend a
lot more money on clothes these days. During the summer months, I would only wear
shorts, My belts needed to have extra holes punched into them. Some clothes I bought, or
those that were bought for me, were too big within weeks, The weight loss got to be that
fast, that clothes would fit for a few weeks or a month, and then be 100 big. [ would try

the smallest size | could. Iwas able to bortow clothes for the first lime.

1 found that ! tended to go up in weight es | got stressed. My belt and clothes became
markers for my emotional well-being and weight. I knew by the fit of my clothes,
whather I was putting on or losing weight, [ realised that there were also clothes that were
too small for me and when 1 could f1 inte these I realised that I had lost too much weight
and I needed to put weight back on. [ was thinner. | had a great looking body. 1 was more
sociable, I went out more and wore clothes that looked great on me, The sexier body
image gave me greater confidence. Others found me atiractive and this increased my sex
drive. "I was #o longer fat and sexnelly safe . 1 used to fantasise about having sex with

others, and T am sure they fantasised about having sex wilh me,

Being thin meant my physical environment expanded. Thod more space to move. [
became egotistical in regards to space. [ could fitinto spaces that [ could not have fitted
into prior 1o losing weight. I would purposely seek out tighter spaces to see if [ could fit
inlg them, or squeeze through them, 1 found that I did not have to hold myselfin. “f
found smaller spaces gave me a great opportunity to show offt It accentiiated the fact that
I was thinner . Al work, [ was often praised for losing weight, but scolded when seen to
eal something unhealthy, “My external self was reflective of my inner seff™. 1 felt normal

being thin,

Being over-weight shows a lot about a person, though you can read a lot inte it. They do
not have a desire, or passion, to make more of themselves. I do not have to think about
my weight now. I do avoid foods that arc high in lat. 1look at ether fat people and think
that they could do something about their weight if they wanted to. “f hared being fat and

if'f were made ful again I would feel ripped off". However, "1 am also sick of having to
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think about my weight all the time. The fatter you get, the harder it is. The body was the
desired object”, Masculinity for me is not defined through the body, but through my
relationships and the work I do. I need to be able to provide for myself and be successful
in what I do. Men who define themselves through their bodies are oflen too agpressive.
There are no negatives to being thin. I felt the process of weight loss was extremely hard,

and not semething [ would want to repeat, 7 will never be far again”.

Thin symbalism

The symbolic representations of thinness take from Steve’s story are as follows. Thin
men are! in conlrol, active; sexual predators; confident; healthy, unhealthy; insecure
about their body size (image); competilive; pood consumers; sociable; assertive;
motivated; happy; body aware; socially mobile; fashion conscious; desirable to others;
visible; attraciive; inclusive of fal people; winners; dancers; risk-takers; secure;
purposeful; serious about life; negative in their concept of self; valued on the sexual
market; driven by will power (self-control); preater in status than fat men; resilient;
fearful of rejection; betler at sex; needing attention; bouncing between extremes; and feel

good about themselves,

Freddy, Steve, and their multiple identities

As upper-fevel constructions, the value of presenting ideal types is that they represent a
holistic, albeit idealised, picture of participanis’ lived cxperiences. [n themselves they
represent two characterisations of the one individual, The difference between the two
extreme characterisations is the amount of badyweight the individual carries. It is evident
that bodyweight is a significant factor that affccted the lives of primary participants, The
ideal types, as prcsentod here, track a number of contradictory statements as participants
moved between positive and negative, subjective embodiment. The results indicate, the
polarised ideal types give way lo a range ol embodied identities. In this context, the data

revealed the existence ol *multiple identities’ which were sociolly constructed, anid
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subjectively accepted. However, there were points of coniradiction between identities that
were projected onto Freddy and Sieve, and the identities projected by Freddy and Steve,
In what follows, their multiple identitics are outlined with the purpose of, firstly,
highlighting their significant differences, and, secondly, tracking the changes as they
maved out of (heir predominantly private cnclosures to sacially expose themselves. In
this section [ allude to some of the resulls from secondary participants where they

confirm the existence of'certain identities. Their voices appear in italics.

Freddy’s Identities

The joker was a favourite social identily imposed on Freddy. He was expected to
perfom and to actively ridicule himselfin public, Freddy accepted this socially
imposed identity, and in most cases gave a commanding performance, This identity
is complemented by that of the inept sportsman (clumsy clown). Freddy avoided
sport where possible. The joker and inept sportsmen are, essentially, negative
identities, In contrast, the producer, describlis a positive identity. Freddy is
economically praductive, His future is plurlifnad sround providing for a family, These
three, joker, incpt sportsman, and producer, are public fdentities. Linked to the
producer is another identily, that of the thief. The thief identity steals food to support
his emotional needs, In this case, the items are all edible. This identily was renowned

for traversing the privaie/public divide. He fed whenever there was food available.

The following two identities present a self divided between social acceptance and
private exclusion, In response to his fatness, Freddy took on Lhe social recluse
identity (the slob), He avoided people, and they aveided him. He retreated into a
private world of few friends. Finally, there is the *failed’ or *failing’ lover. His body
image had the effect of confirming his sexual undesirability. Privately, he feels ugly
and unattractive. Freddy's six identitics are inter-linked to each other, and they affect
his subjective sense of self as he interacts with other social identities. However,
where there are points of converpence, there are also points of extreme difference.

The following, pen-portraits, highlight this last point.
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The joker. Freddy intemalised a social expectation that he should adopt the joker
identity when moving through private and public space. [t occurred to him to reject tE3
role in public, but be got the message that if he resisted he would be forced to play the
role regardless of his desire to free himselfof i1, The contradictions inherent in
acceptance and rejection of the jeker identity were isolation and depression, The identity
could casily be re-named the private, sad joker. However, his acceptance of the role

pleased the social other, The joker is symbolised, in this case, by the fat body.

The inept sportsman (clumsy clown). This identity ovetlaps with the joker. Freddy as a
child was told he was ¢lumsy and uncoordinated. This became a defining feature of his
life. As an adult, Freddy sc‘cs himself as clumsy and uncoordinated and resists
participating in anything physical. Regardless of whether ot not thinner men engage in
sports, the point is they are seen to have the ability to do so should they wish. Freddy is
not seen as having the same abilities, or choices available to him. The message is that fat
men arc not meant to be sporting men. The inept sporisman is characterised by an un-
coordinaled bedy. His body is slower and awkward-looking in action. The inept
sportsman is loaked at in a degrading way because of his size. He avoids cxposing his
body in public, and seeks oul safe environments where his fatness is not challenged, and
where he can expose his fat body with ridicule, The inept sporisman subjectively accepts

there is a dilference between what sponts are available 1o fat and thin men.

The failed or failing lover. Freddy, to most, was sexually unaitractive, except in those
cases where fie was in a long-term, intimate relationship. His sexual appeal, as indicated
by his sexval contact, was minimal. He was nat only thought to be sexually undesirable,
he thought himselFto be undesirable, The pleasure of sex lessened if his bodyweight was
visible, in particular. his stomach and bum. His panner was at times critical of his body
size and its observable unaitractiveness. This added to his withdrawal from sexual
intimacy. He came to sce himselfas sexually inadequate. This identity affects Freddy in
both the private and public spheres ofhis life, In both he feels sexually restricted. This

ohservation is from a lover. "It changed our sex life for a while. He lost interest i having
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sex because of his seif image. There was less sex happening. [ wonld get annoyed with

him, and have to take things in hand”.

The social recluse {The slob). The recluse becomes Freddy's definitive subjeciive
social identily based on ithe overwhelming judgment that fatness is not sociolly valucd.
Secondary participants overwhelmingly support this statement based on their
observations. “ds he got bigger he withdrew ito bis bedreom ™. Freddy did not want to
be secn socially and sought 1o find ways to avoid social functions. He did not want to be
socially ridiculed, or observed as a social cut-cast. “He wonkd have bad days, withdrawn,
didn 't want to imteract . He had enough of being told that he was socially unacceptable.

His social rewreat fuels the damaging cyele. He eats to fill the void.

Tha producer. Socially, Freddy's work ethic was observed by secondary panicipants to
be all-consuming. “He was happy in doing the same thing day in day out. He was ina
witt, but happy to be there, He was working hard". Based on the fived experiences olhis
other identilies, i is logical to supgest that he was left with liitle else but 10 pour himsell
into his work. The producer is a socially acceptable idemity that is not normally projected
at fat men because, symbolically, fatness can be associated with laziness and non-
productive behaviour, Freddy acknowledges his desire to provide for himself, and to
provide for a potential family {if ene did noi slrcady exist). The producer is subjectively
accepted by Freddy, thinking that ifhe were productive he might increase his social
value, His choice of work reflects the need 10 move away from those positions that called
for the thinner, valued, body image. He could be productive by sitting down at a desk, or
sitting behind a driving wheel, or in any work environment where his weight was not a

disadvantage to him. However, with produciion comes consumption,

The thief. The thielidentity consumes beyond his need, yet not in greed. The thief
itlentily takes opportunitics when they exist. This was mainly an identity observed in
Freddy as a youth atlempting 1o deal with his emolions in a potentially, socially hostile
world, The thiefhas a keen sense of smell and can {lush cut their target no matter what

others do te hide food from them, This account from a secondary participant best
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describes the identity in action. “[fvou hid it he could smell it ont, Fused to hide things in
my wardrobe, but he would find it, or he would steal other peaple's foad, like chocolate
epgs from a friend s house, or presents given io me like boxes of chocolates ...he wonld
Jind and devour them ™, The thiefidentity is not necessarily a negative identity, if
subjectively Freddy sees no problem with stealing to meet his emoticnal needs. Neither is
it a socially positive identity. People who steal and are caught run the risk of having their
trustworthiness questioned. Where frod was concerned, this was the case for Freddy the

fat, food thief, He felt no-one would trast him around fbod.

There was a dillerence between the way identities were subjectively created and socially
imposed. Of the six identitics mentioned here, the joker, inept spartsman and social
recluse were isolating identities that were socially imposcd. It appears Freddy had litile
choice but to create the illusion of accepling them. Freddy has to reconcile this for
himsell when placing himself into potentially hostile environments. The way he copes
with this is to project that he is happy with his weight, or at least un-bothered by it. There
is an element ol deception here, and there are repercussions. There is a price to pay for
this because there is little to be gained from creating the illusion of accepting socially-
imposed identities, whilst subjectively refuting them. The illusion creates interpersonal
problems that manifest in interpersonal conilict and self~destructive behaviour. In
addition, by creating the illusion of acceptance, Freddy prevents himself from discussing
his true feelings about his weight and other issues linked to this. Four of his social
identities are conlingent on the negative self construct “there is something wreng with
me', The fifth idemily, the producer, was more pesitive. Hawever, the work chosen by
Freddy reinforced his solitude. For Freddy, his symbolic experience of fatness was that

something was wrong with him, and he should remain hidden where possible.

The opposite is true as Freddy undergoes the ransformation and devclops the sacial
criteria for embodying Steve. Freddy's social identities become less noticeable as his
body changes shape, and new social identitics begin 10 develop. The seven are unable to
pick the definitive point where everything changed for them, However, as the weight

came off and their new-found, social freedom beeame a reality, they start to socially
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engage with people based on new sexual, and action-based, identitics, The sacial
response to their new body shape significs the embodiment of new identities. The five
identities drawn from Steve are the athlete, the stud, the narcissist, the self-aware man

and the dicting gury,

Steve’s identities

The athlate. Steve starls to be more athletic. He pursues activitics with a new fervour.
He is very physical and looks 10 express this at conventienal places. The gym, the pool,
the park, and the road (walking, running, and bush-bike riding), are places where he
works out. The athlete pumps iron, preens and tones his muscles. He eats in response to
the incrensed physical activity, He is faster and has more stamina when comnpared 1o the
identities Freddy embodies. The athlcte appears to be always on the move; even when
resling he is poised, in readiness, to run off'those fattening faods 2 secondary participant
made this comment on the athletic identity: “He was always o, T ever saw him. It was
g0, go, go. ail the time", The athlete is a positive social identity for Steve. The identity
brings him social recognition. However, for the athletic identity to cxist, Steve needs to
employ self-control and self-denial, There is a lot at stake, He no longer observes himsel{

to be clumsy. He is now a2 winner, on the winning, thinner team.

The stud, Steve is more sexually active than Freddy. The stud is a free agent wilk few
relationship tics. He secks to acceniuate his sexual appeal by clothing himself in the
latest, tightest-fitting clohes. However, this identity is confronting for jealous fricnds, As
the stud becomes more intemally focused on how he looks, he starts to move into an
eatreme thin position. He is harder to control in his social circles, The stud now controls
where he dircets his attention, He is no lonyger dependent on his immediate group for
altention he can seek it elsewhere, or cause emotional tummoil for his fiends by creating
the impressian he looking beyond them for attention und companionship, This social
identity is defined by the Jook arl shape ofthe body. 1 is subjectively appenling because
it has socially-pleasing tendencics, A secondary participant makes this observation of the

stud identity. “f think at niney kilo s he would be quite stunning. He has a broud
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physique and slim hips which, if e got tanned up, maybe he conld be ¢ male stripper. He
would certainly be pulling them in old, and young I am stre . Secondary participanis all
comment on the studs’ weight loss. “He fooked better with weight off™. To be thin is o

be attractive. The stud identity melds into that of1the nateissist.

The Narcissist, This identity reflects 2 man happy to look at himselfcontinually in the
mirror, or who is continually requiring positive social reinforcements, He appears to be
happier with his body image as the body now reflects something that is sexually
desirable. This identity also reflects the individual alone, [n terms ofcompetition, his
friends felt unable to compete with him. There is an association between the stud and the
narcissist. Both are socially projected to be sexual identitics. The social reaction (o both
ofthese identities is wariness. The narcissist is accused of attempiing to steal sexual
panners from those in his social circle, The narcissist is in danger of becoming o social
out-cast, This identity exists with a certain amount of fear, There is the fear of losing the
atiention of the social other, The narcissist statts 10 become self-destructive, Needing
social attention, he resumes his need 10 lose more weight, His sexual desirability to the
other beeomes of little concem. He believes he looks good. However, the sacial other is
reflecting he looks ill or in need of help. From here, he has the chaice 1o siop losing
weight, or to continue, IFhe continues to lose weight ....7 If he chooses 1o stop losing

weight he can move inte a new identity, the self-aware man.

The self-aware man. The brakes start 1o be applied, and the self-aware man starls to
observe himselFin all his activities. He makes moves to embody an ideal existence
between physical bedy, mind and emotions. The sell-aware man does not wanl 1o re-
cmbody Freddy's identities yet is aware that food and exercise have to be balanced ifa
certain bodyweight is to be maintained. Therefore, the self- aware man is more connected
to the wanis and needs oFhis body than the stud, athicte or narcissist. The self-aware man
watches where Steve is going and takes appropriate action te stem his decline into
identities that arc characicrised by fatness and extreme thinness. Here Steve moves away
[rom extreme dualities to experience the neutralising force the body has when

consumption is based on need rather than greed, or based on acceptance, or inclusion, and
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saciability, rather then on avoidance, exclusion and individuality. Self-awareness for
Steve was a rewarding cxperience prompted by his move into balanced Wcigh't. He was
not too fat, nertoo thin, The ability to maintain a balanced positioned is observed by
secondary participants. “He knows where the bulance is. I can remember him
commenting that e kaew when to exactly stap losing weight ™, “There Is a certain
awareness of himself as a person in a very positive way. It gives him more confidence. He
is more aware of himself, When ke doexn't have weight on lie is more aware and more
out-going ", There were observations about Steve's increased awareness of the integration
of body and mind. “He imderstands his body beiter novw. He went through a stage of
learning about minerals and vituming and how they affect your hody. He started to
understand that your body is not completely separate from you and that you actually have

to fook after it, otherwise things start to happen".

However, balance is hard to maintain, Steve is in danger of moving beyond this balanced
position and being consutned by external forces. This happens for most of the
perticipants. The self-aware man was observed to be a transitory position and a
subjectively private identity, yet hard to maintain in times of emotional elation and
depression. However, knowledge obout weight loss can override these identities at any
time. The guru identity reflects the public knowledge Steve now holds about food and

weight loss practices.

The Gury. Steve’s experiences lestify to the experience of the guru as empowering. The
guru is an informative identity, He is socinlly accepted and sought-after for his
knowledge. He is elated to be socially inciuded lor the work he has done on his body and
the control he exerts over his lifestyle, The guru is characledsed by his atlempts to assist
those less forlunate than himself. He gives counsel on issues ta do with the body, food, ,
and exercise. He formulates exercise routines and nccompanics his pupils on their walks,
He suggests cooking and general lifestyle alternatives to those who wil! listen. However,
hu does not seek to imposc his beliefs on those men he feels could improve their
bodyweight through the appropriate aclion. [n the context ofthis sudy, the gui'ﬁ is

onother action-oriented identity, The difference between (he self-aware man and the guru
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rests with the private/public divide. The gury needs people to exist. The self-aware man

does not.

Steve's identities are made rhanifest through a positive sel~construct reflective of a
thinner bedy. Howcever, there are tensions within and between (hese identities. The
ceniral fealure was that of aiention, and maintaining some form of social attention on his
body. Weight loss came 10 be an obsession. Some ol these identities were, therefore,
unhealthy for Steve. The pivotal point between these healthy and unhealthy identities
seems lo be based on subjective and objective amounts of bodyweight. As the body
changes shape, so does the way Freddy and Steve experience themselves and their social
environments. It would be misleoding (o suggest that the identities existed in a social

vacuum, ¢ach concealed within their respective environments,

Social lif: is characterised by multiple identitics eriss—crossing as the subject moves
between differcnt environments. They overlap and interconnect, The data speke off
colliding and blended experiences. I have saught to present these without asserting that
these identities existed for all participants. Even so, these identities are embedded within
cach of the seven's stories, The degree to which they manifest varies for cach participant.
In light of this, Freddy is caughl between social rellections that frame him as a joking,
fun-loving guy yei sexually unattractive, and social reflections that frame him as un-
healthy. This is of importance. [l suggests that Freddy should play the joker role of being
happy and content, yet at the same time aceept his un-healthy, and sexually undesirahle,

social status, as determined by the cxistence of excessive body fat.

On the etherhand, Steve is caught between performing 1o the social expectations placed
on his thinner body which 1ake him on a joumey wwards social exclusion, and, yet at the
same lime, wanting to be accepted. [tis infered that Steve needs to look gaod, but he
should not look 100 good. There is a social contradiction here that requires explanation. It
would seem the social message from Steve's immediate social sroup, conllicts with the
socinl message (fom health professionals promoting healthy bodies, and a social sexual

messoge that reinforces thinness is atractive, and faness is unatiractive, He is caught
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between embodying his ideal, and embedying an ideal promoted by othess. Hence
promoling the underlying theme 1o this thesis which is the existence of an idcologies!
tension between the individual and the social, In research 1erms, the themes arriving from
the ideal types will facilitate analysis and discussion. The themes emerging from this
section, such as ‘shifting selves’, *clothing’ and * food’ become more spparent in the

following section which recounts the individuals® story of weight gain and loss.
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Chapter 6
Chewing the fat

Mascuhne experlences of
bodyweight
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Introduction

The seven are different in height, embodied builds, and sexual preferences. However,
there were strong convergences of their experiences ofchanging bady weight.

Each participant in (his study has a unique story. The task for the social reszarcher is to
find a balance between subjective voices and analysis through thematic schema. The
results presented here move beyond the interview design where fatness and thinness are
discussed separately. Instead, each theme encapsulates polarised and opposing concepts,
as well as cernmonalities. The symbelic importance of clothes, for example, affected both

thin and fat respondents.

The thematic schema resembles a tree. The single trunk symbolises the completencss of
the social world, which bifurcates into self and social identity, The outward developing
branches mirror the dominant themes emerging Irom the data. Mirrored selves, and
imposed social identities are dominant themes. From cach thematic branch subsidiary
themes emerge as twigs. In this study, (atness and thinness are body determinants that
affect and confer self concepls. Self concepts and social identities were contingent upon

reflection from sentient and non-sentient objects.

Several of the main themes described in this section pertain to the way mirrors act 10
teinforce coneepts of self and social identity, The literal mirror is avoided or embraced,
dependent on the amount of weight panicipants arc carrying. Clothes, bathroom scales,
scats and space are reflective objects in the non-sentient category. Looks and comments
made by the social other, or others, [all inta the category of reflection from sentient
objects. The dominant themes discussed include issues of indulgence, restaint and
conirolling food intake. Further, the visually healthy body emerges es problematic. There
is conflict between symbolically healthy bodies ideniifies by weight, and thin bedies
reflecting social deviance, Lastly, sex and nudity are explored in terms ol their impact on

masculine identity and body image.
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In the thematic analysis, psendonyms have been employed to conceal identily. Since
there are seven primary and secondary participants, it seemed fitting to use the names
from the flm ‘The Magnificent Scven’. [ am using the actors first names for primary
participants {Yul, Charles, Horst, Steve, Rober, Brad and James), and their characters
first names for secondary participants (Chris, Lee, Vin, Chico, O°Reilly, Harry and Britt).
The ilalics in specch marks, indicate the words, ar voice, of both primary and

secondary participants when describing an experience or opinion, and when making

statemenis about their observations. With this said; “Lights, camera, action”.

Overview of the seven’s weight gain

The comparative nature of this study requires participants to disclose the obsgrvable
differences from their experiences ol weight-loss. The seven’s stories start from the point
of being subjectively over-weight. However, cvents leading 1o their weight goin did not
go unnoticed and their cumulative observations act 10 suppott the findings from
cxtensive feminist research claiming that weight gain for women can be linked to

emotional reactions when change oceurs within their social environments (Borde, 1993).

The seven have been split into two groups for the overview: those whao identified

with their fatness at a young ape, starting a1 about high school or earlicr, and those who
identified with their fatness as an adult, Yul, Steve and James ali had isstes with their
weight from childhood, At twelve, Yul considered himself fat, though his weight was not
significant until sevenieen. Steve has had an ongoing issue with his weight from primary
school and was racially bullied. He had moved with his family from England, yet had
darkish skin. His peers in Australia characterised him as indigenous and he was teased
accordingly. “f haed a lot of names from school, especially high schoal. 1 got into a ot

Sigghits. Fused 1o get called a fut black cune; lard arse, and chubber chub”,

James, like Yul, ideniifics his middle-teens as the time when his weight became very
noticeable, Both Yul, and James, during their lirst interview, identified themselves as
gay. James is a successful hairdresser and Yul works as a public servant. Chris and

O’Reilly, both secondary participants {respectively) make the following comments about
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members of this group. “He started o put weight on of prberty. It might have been
hecause he was gpay. Hiy weight T think was hormonal us neh as it was ebout eating bed
Jood ™. And “He was seven or eight and he started putting on weight. Al the kids were
catling him names. He vwas a fat nigger. He had o teacher who constuntly picked on him
and who put him down. He was affaid of going to schaol . Both secondary parlicipants
notice the weight going on and both suggest that emotional reactions to discrimination
were to blame, This differs to the nexi proup, where their weight creeps up larpely

unnoticed.

As adults, Brad, Robert, Horst, and Charles, put on weight over short to extended periods
of titme. In this groups, Charles identified himself as being gay and an outreach worker.
Brad’s and Robert's weight gain was quick and took a matier of months. They put on
twenty kilos or more overthis time. For Charles and Horst, their weight gain was slower
and over a matier of years. They put on between thirty, and sixty-five kilos. Of1his
group, Harry, a secondary participant, makes the following definitive statement about
their weight pain from boah a primary and secondary point ef view. *f didn 't see much of

a difference, He was preqy out-there anyway, I didn't notice that he was getiing bigger”.

The amount of weight gained is not important for the study. However, it is important 1o
cstablish the subjective parameters for the term ‘fal’ and ‘overweight’ for the seven,

Essentially, most of the seven saw their ideal weighi, as adults, to fall between seventy-
live and ninety kilas. Most ol the group actually climbed 1o over ene hundred kiles, and
Sleve, as the heaviest [or the overall group, reached one hundred and seventy-five kilos.

Steve, at the lime of weight gain was unemployed,

Nonnal weight range, 0s defined socially, for the seven falls belween scvenly-five and
ninety kilos. Thinness equates to alling within this ange. Fatness equates to going above
one hundred kilos, given that the proup have dillerent body types and sizes. The sevens'
weight gain can be atidbuled to a number of reasons, For Yul and James, theis sexual
preference affected the way in which they saw and treated their bodies. Steve experienced

arange af emelional upsets during his locmative years that were dealt with through
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eating. “Every time I got stressed, every time I got depressed, I wrned to_food ", He later
explains that in aduithood he stopped exercising, started eating lots of fast food and
stayed home to appease his parmer; " suppose she afways wanted me home all the time,
1 just got bigger, we drove everywhere . Robert's and Horst’s weight gain, was duc to .
leading happy, sedentary lifcstyles. Robert explains; “f greesy it was o case of just leading
a very comfortable lifesyle, 1 have always enjoved my food. [ have not been bigon
excreise. df just sfowly erept on ", Horst was a rugby player, but began to enjoy o happy
home-life with his partner afier a knee injury ended his competitive sporting career. “See
when you have a givlfiiend and you have a job, and you have all the boys aronnd you,
you don't really care, fdidn 't care. [ really didn't care i was 200 kifograms, I didn 't
cure how Hooked, It didn't bother me because [ hod cverything Fwanted, In my life it
didn 't matter what size fwas, ft was o different story when she loft. { staried feeling bad

abont myself”.

Charles switched drug dependencies, and put on weight through ke effects of alcohol
consumplion, He was aware that his relationship was heading lor stormy weather. He and
his partirer were living separate lives due to his drug use. Brad’s weight gain was the
result of a number of inlluences. He lefli a shared house to drive trucks in Darwin, and he
binged on the companies expense acceunt, Upon arriving at his new work place he was
informed that he had an open food tab. He indulged to compensate lor his dislocation. “ft
was fonely up there, [liked having a lot of fin and that got taken away. We were going
out and getting tanked and eating thee course meals every night. We were living like
&ings". In summary, Yul, fames, and Steve put on weight due to emational reactions to
their childhood environments, and issues of non-acceptance. This lollowed them into
adulthood. Robent and Horst lead happy, sedentary lifestyles. Their weight pain was slow
and unnoticed. They enjoyed relative safety whilst in intimate relationships. This is the
same for Steve, at least while the relationship lasted. Weight gain for the seven was in
response lo both positive and negative emotional reactions to their life situations.
Happiness, loneliness, discontent and rejection were the emotions identified by the seven

as the reasons why they put on weight,
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Protection of self

All of the seven experienced social environments as hostile when fat. In order to pratect
thcmsg]vcs they avoided people who treated them according to their weight, “f created ¢
mc‘am; for myself and people T was safe with”. This statement Fom James sums up the
expericnces of the seven. There was aneed to feel safe amongst people who would not
challenge them to look at their weight. Steve would hang out with fiends, or with people
who would not bring bis weight 10 his atiention. So did Yul, and Horsl, This is
undersiandable, considering the constant reminders that they were overweight, and
needed to take action to lose it, There was a need to exeri some form of contrl),
considering how others framed them as out-of-control. Brad's experiences best sum this
up. He retumned home after threc months away and remembers a relative saying, “You fat
shit! What have you been doing? You 've been in o good paddock haven’t you? " His boss,
six months later, explains that, prior to him departing, he was going 10 say something
about his developing double chins. Until this time, Brad had not really thought about his
weight gain, "1 dicht 't really nosice it, It made no difference ta people up there as they did
not know me before Farvived . Robert echoes Brad’s concem about how people might
comstruct him with weight, as he ponders atiending his high school for a reunion. “Jt way
a self~conseions iing. You think what other people might be thinking of you. In terms -
whether they expected that is how ke (meaning Robert) trmed out, or whether they think,

Gee! He has put on weight™, His thaughts persuaded him not to attend.

Social outings, or engagements, acted as means for the seven to be self~rellective, often
in negative terms. They would agonise over what others were thinking of them. They
received comments from close friends, relatives, and people they did not know, that they
were overweight, These prompts to action werc olten ignored. Rabert explains, "f wos
doing a denial trick: don’t think about it and it might go ey " The denial trick

cannet hide the visible changes occurring, Vin explains, “You started (o really notice it
It was not so much in his waist and showdders bt in Iis rr(m..\‘cr.\'. Especially from belind,

He almost fooked fike hie had women s Iips becouse they were really big. fwasn 't
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particularly worried. I mean f have known obese men and he wasn 't looking obese. He

was looking large ",

Socially, the seven were seen to change as their weight increased. Chico experienced this
from a partner's perspective. “He seemed to change with it, He would be less inclived to
go ont. We conldn't socinlise. We cowldn 't go to the beach. It all stopped happening. He
Just hays no inclination to go anywhere . Lee observes this from a mother's point of view.
"He nsed to spend o ot of time in his bedroom at that stege. He nsed to write poetry and
it was dreadfil. 1t wus veally sad. He was having huge problems and it was afl down on
puper .., It gave me an insight to what e was going through and that was when he was
really big, reafty big". The morose mood described here is reiterated by Chris, *He was
terrible, very morose, He was gitier, he went back inside himself and he wasn 't interested

in anything. Al he did was eat ™,

The rellective mimor was expanded to include other male bodies. The seven compared
themselves to thinner men and they saw themselves as ugly. They would get

jealous, and the other was always luckier than them 1o have a thinner body. James states,
“f would have tradvd auyihing ta be thin", Steve’s term for the fatter, male body

was “Jow miles ". 1 ask him 1o explain the teem. “Ch, I'd last longer because mine is o
low mifeage body, you krow ™, 1100k this to mean that he was less physical, and went al n
slower pace, meaning his body would out-last the thinner male, enerpy-consuming body.
The comparisons also went the other way when they were overweight. The seven would
fec! goed aboul themselves ifthey saw bigger men. Steve comments on this, 7 would

make mysell fook thinner by saying they 're bigger than me ™,

The lat-man comparisons were not as sale as they thought, though, Charles realised that
compared 1o other [at men, he was bigger, “1 then started to compare myself with friends
wiher are overweight and then | realised my body mass was bigger than theirs . There was
no eseape. They could not protect themselves from the negative reflections, Everywhere
they looked, they were informed of their weight, This was so pervasive that they often
sought refuge away from other people. Robert sums this up forthe seven, “ff vou remove

those situations thut canse you tv think about your weight, and so yor are abways in an
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accepting environment that yo are afways hagpy with, and yout ‘re not making any
comparisons or anpthing like that, it is very easy to fgnore what weight you ave . His
statemnent is support by a secondary panticipant, “Everyone he met made a conment.
You've put on weight, yon ‘ve got fat. Like really blatant, inyour-fuce stufl”, Selfe

imposed exclusion only allowed temporary relief from social condemnation.

In his relationship, Steve's weigli-gain was reflected back to him, uniike the others, His
partner is a size 8- 10 model and he became depressed when she started speaking 1o him
about his weight. The relationship took a dive as he reached one hundred and seventy
kilos. He confides, “Peaple wonld call you names and, sure, they are only words, but
they still hriet. The ex [his pariner ut the time] ived (o say 'f can't have sex anymore with
you. Fhate looking ar your fat stomach. { hate looking at your fat arse’. AN the time
things like that and they used 1o get me down ™, She left him because he had become too

fat. Robert’s and Horst's partners also leR, but not because of their inereasing weight,

Nevertheless a new reality bit, “7 was suddenly ont of ait that comfort and happiness
wihere I hadn’t been so blasé nbout it to begin with [his weight gain], when
circumstances changed it suddenly became u bigger issue. Fhad an awfid fot of weight to
be unhappy ahout ", The ending of the relationship, in all three cases, acted as 2 catalyst
for change, but before this occurred, all three experienced a veil being lifted, and they
saw, for the first time, the extent of their situation. Robert and Horst respectively) sum
up this sentiment; "I had come aif this way and I've let myself go. £'m not really in there
with the right tools for the job, I hit depression of being overweigh, You are not much in
u physical sense. People aren’t likely to come to you and initiate anything with you ™,
And “f was unhealthy and overweight, so as far us the girls went they weren 't going to
come my way ", Both had a realisation that they are overweight and needed to address this
ifthey were to compete with others in the sexiral market. Steve had slready experenced
this first-hand, in bricf, they thought they had little (o ne sexual value in comparison to

thinner men,

Both Horst and Charles discuss a vicious cycle. Charles noted, “f had these feelings of

insecurity. I'm not exercising becanse f an overweight, { am overweight because Fam
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drinking, [ am drinking becanse I can’t exercise ", Hotst continues. “t gets fo the

point where you don 't want to go out ever, and it plays on yowr mind and that

combined with the fact that you are ot facking thet good .. it all combiney into a vicipus
cyele”, For Horsl, his big size was zecepted at the rugby club because the club was full of
big men, However, his playing position had a standard look, which he did not maich.
This beecame a concern for him. His confidence in his ability to play was undermined. "/t
is afl abaut confidenice, if you don't have the confidence you sort-uf go back into your
sheti, You are not iruly who you are or who you shoubd be”. This is reiterated later, when
he discusses activities like swimming in the middle ol West Australian summer,

“I'd be the one with the shirt on. [ had no confidence in my hody ™.

Most ofthe seven refrained [rom physical activity, This included dancing and have fun at
nightclubs, Charles refers 10 this as refraining from doing thin people’s things, His
experience of weight gain allowed him 10 see there were differences between what people
thought fat men should be deing, and what they thought 1hin men should be deing. This
includes being physically sexual. “IFefl fut people ave fonely, miserable people, unless
they ure ont partying aned having a good tine. Yot know, aver the top compensating for
heing ever-weight and because they ‘re lonely poor miserable sods of course they're
going to look afier whatever because they 're not going lo be chaiting anvone up are
thep? Tfound that when [was thinner boyfiiends would gof, not confrontational, but short
with me bueause [wers higaing and kissing ail the givls ", For fal men, self protection
tliterally meant cxcluding oneself from environments that were believed ta be he
province of thin men. This was nommally influenced by observing the reflections 1o their

weight.

Reflective surfaces and concepts of self
[ a literal sense, the mirrar acted as a sipnilier to the seven of their weight loss and
improved looks, However, this seetion also addresses the *virual' mirror of the Jooks and

comments of the other, and it outlines haw these relleeted responses were interpreied by
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the seven. For them, the reflected responses signified their weight loss was drawing
positive ttention. However, this changed 10 negative attention when the reflections
indicated they had pone 100 far in cither direction (weight gain and weight Joss).

Bathroom scales also mirrored and confirmed their new look,

When Bat, the seven do nol weigh themselves, Yul is the only participant who is weighed
regularly, and this oceurs only when visiting his doctor. His file charts his weight gain
and loss over stressful periods in his life, "My fuziness came in as a way of coping with
Sear and stress which fed into a sedentary natre ... 1 only get weighed with my doctor.
So L don 't weighe warch, When { go to my doctors { can see my weight go down and then
buck up again. Especially, when Host the house at Mindarie. It went buck up aguin ... "
It is a differcnt story as they lose weipht, Brad, Charles, and James are now constanily
jumping onto the weighing scales. Charles uses other people's bathroom scales until he
bought his own, " You go to the bathroom to wash your hands and they kave a set of
sealos. I have a weigh and it would be probubly three to four peaple s houses so it was
consistent. Now I have my own scales ", O’Reilly hears shouts of joy as bathroom scales
indicate how much weight has been lost, “4s he gor on the scales [ condd hear him say

‘Whoupee ',

The mirrors cannot lie. They seflect instantaneous embodiment. The seven aveoided
looking at themselves when fal. This meant avoiding mirrors, or any other rellective
surface. However, this could not last. At some stage they had to look into the reflective
plass. What Charles saw was a thinner person, to some exient. He explains, “Yoit know
fow we all Foak in a mireor and we all see something different, particularty our owat self
imugo. { fornd it very hard to gunge exacily how big Iwas. My body mass was actially
less than what Fthought it was, ! thought it woudd be the opposite . He thought himselfto
be bigger than he wes literally rellected 1o be, James avoided looking at his body in the
mirrar. He concentrated his look on the thce, or clothes. “f wonfddn 't fook down. { just
wetidledn 't decept i was grassed ont, hideous, hated myselfl But you krow, the move
hatted pyself the [ ate.. 1 had got so good at not looking at pichires, or fooking in the
mirror, { was just so ashemed of myself, When fooking into the mirvor Iwonld murely see

my face, or the clothes § was wearing ™. He would not look at himself nude. Steve saw a
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monster in the mirror, "My eyes loaked like slits In my fuce,  cotddn 't see my chin [ ...

fooked like a monster”".

The literal mitror 1old a new story as the seven shed weight and started to tone up. Brad
saw a pom star, “ had my own bathroow with mn massive walls with miirrors, Yon
dicdn 't have much choice. You'd go for a piss and there you were, Honestly, I ways the
witimate pora star”. When Steve and Robert looked into the mirrar, they saw different
people. For Steve, “The shape of my fuce came buck again and I found Ihave ectnatly
ot a split i my chin {didn 't know was there . For Rober, "Yon start naticing the
thinness you re draining off the fuce, in the mirvor, | mean you can see afl your riby in
the mirror as well, [ did enjoy looking at myself mare in the mivror. i was another way of
mapping the progress. The scales tel! you, your clathes tell you, whereas the mirvor is
tefling you the sort af overall lovk, I witl took at myselfin the mirvor und Dwifl know,
Hey, that i where [ want to get to. I don't have a set plan ", Roberl was going lo use the
miror to inform him, helistically, when he had reached his desired look. He now treated

his body as a project to be werked upon.

The body, as a project, started to emerge for other participams, Visual images acted as
catalysis [or the seven to explore new body options. Steve used the images of body
builders, on the wall of the gym, as the molivation 10 acquire a certain look. "f'd see the
body builders on the wall and I'd say to myself that is whai I want to look like, 've got
the budy to do it. My body cun do it becanse [ oan puit on musele quickly. It takes me
ages to put on fut. | can get there so fong as 1stick to this diet G kay given me. FH get
there ™. James used an image in a magazing, or on the 1elevision, as models for what he
could look like. His body project includes surgical body modification. “7'd fove o have
my hips chiseled, I reckon my hips are like women s, {'ve an honr gluss and it is bloody
shocking, 1'd fove to have that done, or a couple of ribs when out, ke, you know how
Cher hud rits taken out 1o make look smaller. When [ lose more weight [ want o have
mare comestic surgery becanse 1 feel everything sticks out more, My ears stick out and
my wose is too big". In their imaginaion they could take the form of any reficctive

healthy body. Tac space between their reality and their ideal became smaller.
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The discussion of virtual Space cenires on the seven's experiences of being fat and
seating, "/ fornd experiences with ﬁrmi‘?ure that I had never experienced before, The sice
af seais in the car and aivling”. Steve also had problems with seating, “Those white
plastic chairs! Well, I wouldn 't fit .-'um' them, and the legs would pive way ™, The seats on
public leansport were also 1oo small. The way around this was to make sure they secured
a bench seat. iFnone was available, they would stand. Steve sat in the front seat of his
mate's car and it promptly bent; from then on, he waos asked to sit in the back. “Car
cheivs would bend on one side. I hent ore in my mates four wheel drive. He didn't
appreciate i He stitt won't fet me sitin the front seat and I'ne not that big anymore. !
stitl have to sit in the hack”. Robert explains that he could still it comfriably into
cinema seals where the arm rests fold away. "7 don 't think it really fit me wntif
afterwards. Jf I wasn 't sa heavy then [ wouldw 't have this particular problem. I wasn't
worried enpugh to do amyihing abont it. T was too comforiable in my relationsiip and
company of friends. Our activities were wstiatly going to the cinema aid | could stilf fit in
the cinenwa chairs plus the arms come up #ow teo ", They all sought comfort where

possible.

Negotiating space was preblematic for most of the seven. Stewe, due to his size, had
problems walking through doors. “Dearways! { had i go sideways; you 'd always
walk in sideways . Robert discusses other spatial issucs. "There was getting arownd i1
tight places. That wordd be anvoying. You would have to push your way through”, This

drew attention Lo his size,

However, spatial features also reflected their thinness. Space became a source of
gratification, as Rabert sums up, ! dor ¢ veally hother abount space that I have got, even
if there is not enough spave, becanse it aecentuates the fuet that you are thinner. I push
throagh spaces that T shoukdn't be able to get through. Yep! Being able to get in and
around things gives me o greater opportanity to show off . Dining oul was more
comioriahle, They do not have 1o worry about their stomachs louching the table, or

whether they will have 1o hold themselves in whilst cating,
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The mast pervasive af the miors were the reflecied looks and comments Fom the social
other, or others, These could be brutal, and cutting. Charles stans to explain his
cxperience of fainess, “Hiud never really experienced Being so big before, and alvo T
noticed radically people changed around me, ft fowered my credibilin. People treat you
differently. [ went front d thin person to experiencing life o5 vbese. When $was fut ! felt
physicufly, shur had changed statis . This was very unsetiling for Charles, and his

experence of weight was the most profound in refation to class mabifity,

He likens the experience 1o being *othered”. His trip interstale (o visit friends confirms
that, socially, he el himselfbeing down-graded, " The first thing semcone said to me, the
Sirse thing, shi¢ vou ‘re fut. The whole trip was fike that, was unable to be the persan |
wanted to be, I'm fat: foan't be that thin person anymore . His friends seemed pleased
that he was putiing on weight, It got him down, but hic ofien saw that they were
commenting on the fan, not thin Charles. He ofien felt under attack, "My weight wasn ta
problem. It was evervhody's reaction to the vieight which was the problem, and peoaple
were foving fo move me from where Fwas. Tfelt o constant attack upon me when Fway in
Svdney, It was verv difficult t deal with . His social and sexual value was undermined
by his growing waistline. The issue of social status also emerged when Charles interacied
with airline stalf, “And diere was no respeet either. { fedt Fwas doveagraded in their

minds becanse you are overweight ™.

Steve would also hear remarks lrom his [Hends concerning his growing waistline, He
explains they were usually said behind his back, when his friends thought he was nat
listening, Mot ol the seven felt discriminated against in some sensce. Chico offers the
following observations, “Me could appreciute how over-weight people feel becanse they
get such prejudice all the time. No one meant it in a really haesit way, People fike to give
fim o hard time beease he can handle it Su they didn 't consider it o harsh, you know.
He wouldn 't be affended if they came vt with something like vou 're getting fut”, The

point was thay he was aflfeeted by their comments. However, some ol those ¢lose to
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the seven refraingd from making comments on their weight gain, Harry explains. */
diddn "t want to talk to hin about it § don't see that it is any of my bisiness. Ifhe wants to

do anvthing abont it, it is hix decision”,

The seven all commented on the situntion where people would feel free to comment on
their weight. Even strangers would approach them and make sude, or derogatory,
remarks, Steve discusses his experiences of naming calling. "People would caff you
stames ond sure they are ondy wores but they siifl urt. People that  had never met when
Fywaiked past said he s fut and Lsaid thanks mate, it is Mr. Fat to vou, Fwould oy o
ke a joke ot af it then go hame and say perhaps Tam too fit, Then [ wold gf".-'.
deprossed. §woidd feet that the whole world is coming down on me. Fwonld then stay
induors”. The jolly fat man fagade is used to defleet the insult. The beach was another
example where remarks were common, albeit that the seven, when fat, would avoid such
places as much as possible. Steve was asked to move because he was blocking the sun,
and he was compared o a whale.. He became so sel-conscious that he would look for
beaches that were sparsely populated. “f was too affaid o ke my T-shirt off ut the
beach, fused 0 wear sharts and a T-shirt all the e, never took thom off. We had o go
to the beach. Fuever went to the poals,  used 1o gu tes Dwellingup. L vised to go there
because it was guiet. I would go to places where no one would see me. Somp places Id
go to F'd get “fey ring up Greenpeace and push fim back in", or you d hear comments,
"You want (o move mate you are bincking the sun, and mate when you sit around the

pral, vou reatly sit araund the pool’. Fused to really upset so I rever used fo go ™

Shops were other places where diseriminatory words and looks were common. Charles
and Steve relute that they sould be *looked at* when buying junk food. The serving
person would look at them in o funay manner. The manner could not be explored fusther.
Preople standing in queues would comment on their size and then refer o a Lt relative
who was going to die al'a hean attack, or they would comment about their size and their
greedy purchasing practices. Charles makes this comment, “FPeaple wordd say. Oh, that
Luy is geing to b all the chacolate bars, There it be url..'hing feft ", In public, people
would stare. Steve was conscious ol being looked at hecause he was out with a slim

girllviend, “You condd tell that they were looking at us and wondering, how the hell did
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he get to go owt with her? . The last comment from Charles sems up the issue in terms of
experiencing something that is olten simply invisible to observers, " People would
discriminate against yow und 've never over seen it never, Becunse you just don 't see
it", This changes when they cmbody a thin position.

The seven felt they did not experience any diserimination when thinner, However, some
felt discriminated apainst when they reached extreme Winness. Charles feels

being thinner means the ability to be more assertive and forceful, James agrees, and
confirms that thinner people do not experience any lorm ofweight discrimination.
Nevertheless, he does confess that people did cast diseriminating locks at him when
thinner, because his behgviour changed, He is more confident in himselfwhen thin,
“When von are fooking good and feeling good peaple atways try and bring you down, |
Jeel safer futter”, This experience is common to the seven when they reflecton
comments and looks made by others about their new looks. The comments and looks had
more to do with the way the other reacted to the seven's refingd body image, Issues of

jealously and envy prompted cutting remarks and in some cases severe action,

Respectively, James, Steve and Brad discuss their experiences. "You coudd see them
fooking at you and they were jealous that § was thin. Some may have thought { was
fooking a it ganst, bui theve were peaple not used to fooking ut e being that weight.
They were wve ta seeing me bigger and Fyvas my vight weight, I was so confident and so
happr”, O'Reilly and Lee are observing a more conlident person, In selation e clothes
they obscrve the following: “fle is geiting more comfortable about being seen fust with
shores on He fose alf the weight and became move self-confident in his body-image”. And
for Lew; “He way bappy with himseff, He would preen in throngh the door, He walked
with an air of confidence, He cotdd dress himself, everviliing matchied, He was alnays
fonking trendy. Abways meticulons in how he dressed ™. Their observations unite under the
themes of increased confidence and increased sociality, There is 2 marked change from
the person they knew with weipht, and the person they now know without weight. Chiris
reflects, “ie feels betier with the weight off, He way never an exercise freak. Fe never

did exercise becunse he never plaved sport. The duncing has helped. T was saving to hin
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a coniple of weeks ago the duncing must be helping him becatise that is greai exercise, It
iv good, and he agreed ™. “He was quite enthusiustic to get buck into the swing of
socfalising aud meeting people and being arotnd people again’. O Reilly adds. “He s
the confidence to go out there and put himselfl in visky sitmations, He has the confidence
o po and deal with the rest of the world He has a lot more friends now, He is more
canfident, more open. He walks more npright. He doesn’t sloneh, or fet bis head hang
dewn. He xtaneds up tall, He walks fasier, He is active. He is off .. I liked watching him,
anel fike watching lim mix and being with peaple, being with people his own age.

Watching him have a fanph and o joke ™,

The following remarks from O'Reilly reflect the change primary participants underwent
in tcrms el their image and increased sexual appeal, “His stomach started o go. His
showlders, his neck, you conld see bis pace going very thin and his faw fine became more
sharper. Even his face changed shape. His attitede on life chonged, He'd be watiting to
Lo ol to nighiclubs, You wanddn 't hear lim whinge that girls are not interested in far
men ", The reflectiong from sentient and non-senlient objects were subjectively
interpreted as posilive or negative based on how fat or thin participants were. These

readings influcnced their soctal identity,

Social identity and bodyweight

When ovenweight, the jolly fat man fagade dominated their social encounters. Yul
Explains. “Yeu are supposed to be happy ™. Brad agrecs, as do Charles, James and Steve.
For these five, happiness is equated with [atness, or at least ihat is what they were told.
Joking about onc's weight scems to be a social pastime, and these who are overweight
are meand to laugh along. Brad recalls. “The higger fetlas tend to get in first [with self
depreciating comments] ™, As James mentions. “f ahweevs had o good act”. James insists
that he was expected 1o play the happy Iat man and everyons thoupht he was a happy,
sociable person. He has something lo say about this construction: ™ conldn 't be myself™.
He uses the 1erm *inlroverted ™ to describe his personalitys *f s reafly widhdrawn®™,

Charles explains his take on the fagade, “Fat people ave loncly, miserable people, unless
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they are over-compensating for being overweight and having a good time *, Finally,
Steve runs through some of his favorite ways of joking about iis weight. His favourite
being, “Someone needs to ring Green peace and push me back in”, During the interview

he refers to this way of framing his weight five times.

The seven’s social identity changed when they lose weight. Their thinner bodies were
viewed as dangerous, Sieve and James encountered jealously over their thinner look,
Steve is accused of attempting to poach a mate’s girl fiend, *f think he hecame jealous
because had lost all this weight, He is too obsessive, which is o shame really”. For
James, his fricnds were not as accepting of his new look as he would have liked, “They
are happy with me when [ am bigger becanse I hink they have more comtrol of me,
because I ani ot so owrwardly bound und confident”. Charles, and Rober (respectively),
notice peopie are more accepting of their new look, They arc ne longer referred to as the
jolly fat men. ' £ had gane from one of the pack to getting positive reinforcement. I came
back ta an alpha male and that made a big difference you know. am more forcefil
mow”, My grandparents seemed happier with me losing the weight and there is an
interesting group of consing, who had afso pur o weight over several years, when they

senw e thinner they were shocked ",

The seven's socizl identity changed at work, and their pereeptions oFoccupation, role
performance and masculinity also changed, Rober felt he could think more clearly at
work with a thinner body. He felt less restricted, “f wonld have been happier about
mywelf and my presentation ™, He felt more confident, “Feefing good abous how you

Tovk and feel and that can only come across  anyoite vou come in confact with ™, James
is huppier at work when thinner. He likes the attention he gets. Horst has an ideal image
Tor his body and it is motivaied by wanting 1o work at o pym, “Basically, I want it o fook
good so that § can get a job in a gym. it will be o lot easier strolfing into o gym looking
the purt, Gy instrictors are there to keep people fit. You are not going to rock up into g
v andd get the fat bloke to get you fit, are you? . Charles reilerales the conncetion
between expectations placed on body image and occupation with reference to
cleetricians, " Yo can imagine that people aren 't going to fet you walk afl over their

ceffing, or wnder dheir floor when you are kilos - they don 't
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Brad feels that, unless you are a model, body image has little lo do with oceupation.
However, his new image does affect how he sees work. Work becomes the means 1e an
end. His weipht loss, and increased physical activity, prompt him to rethink his
occupation, “F was thinking of fumping on my bike and becoming a bike caurier in town,
I'd be riding around having fien alf day. It wondd be an ideal job: you 'd be getting
evervthing at once, work, girls, riding afl day, getting paid ™. Yul experiences
comradeship al work. “Especiafly in the office, from peaple who are losing weight,

There's o livele grovp that go ont walking af fineh time ",

Food, diet and control

[ssues of indulgence were signilicant to the fat seven, They all loved to eal end they all
ate a lot, They all ale during the day, continually, and in most cases, this included eating
foads high in fat, Charles is the exception, but he substituted aleohol for food. Brad
indulged in bath food and beer. These words sum up the sentiments of the seven as they
ale their way to faness, “The scory thing was that the more Fate, the more I wanted to
e, I fust wanted to ear all the time, 1 became attracted to the futty and filling . Brad’s
dict consisted albeer. He was working away from home in a climate thol was extremely
hot and humid. Beer goes with everything up there, “Whatever yait do you 'd have a
Breer”. I was nathing [or him te consume two carlons of beer (48 cans} with work mates

afler work, Buer was even on the menu for breakfast.

Apainst a backdrop ofindulgence, and working away from home, Brad autlines his food
consumption. Break fast consisted of bacon and egy sandwiches with o choc-milk. Smoke
{morning break) consisted of meat pics and Coca-Cuala. Lunch could be a whole chicken
and a loal’ ol bread shared between two. Altemoon smoka was again pies and coke.
Dinner was a three-course meal at a restaurant, With this food intake occuming on a daily
busis, Brad wonders where it went, “You ‘re not using it just siting on yanr b aff ey,

It wonldn 't be enauglh to just have one pie, you'd have move because yow might get
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hungry in five mintes ", Brad drove hauling trucks and would cover aboutl 700 kilometres

aday.

Charles is a vegetarian, He does not eat take-away food, His weight pain is due to using
aleohel ta replace his other drug use, He did not realise that the aleohol consumption
wauld dramatically allect his weight, " f gave up all other substances. | bounced onto
wlcohol and so consumed fois of aleohol, For the fivse six months T would vat and drink
anvthing I feft like. I wus fascinated how much body weight ¢ person could prton ina
short period of time. Especially, without really eating. Alcohof changes everyihing ", The
issuc of beinyg a vegelarian and fo brought some unique reactions [rom people around
him. Prior to his weight gain, he had o justify his vegetarionism and rationalise the
decision by explaining some of the health benelits. Now he was overweight, he was
unable 1o rationalise the food choice, in lemms of its health benelits, because, visually, he
was the epitome of poor health. Apparently, vegetarians cannot be fi, "People wonld sey

Fiave never met a fat vegetarian before ™, Meat is obviously scen to be [al-producing.

Robert likes his [bod. Breakfast was ceresl. Lunch was usually a salad roll, " He were of
feast atiempting to be healthy, not that it seemed to be doing anything ", Dinner was huge.
He woukl have large meals that were prepared by either his mother or pantiner. He would
cal out &t restaurants with fricnds and had a reputation for fimishing whatever was left
over, "/ did kave a reputation for being o garbage disposal unit as fur us cating up, !
conddn 't leave anything that was feft " There was always dessent and snacking between
meals. The snacks consisted ol hiscuits, potato chips, and let-over dessents. His caling is
regarded as a luck of sclf-control, “ff was winachag tha flee it gel that far. £t wonld have

heen porely from the joy of eating and not having any self-control to stop that ™.

Steve's dict confirms the indulgence theme, Breakiast for him consisted of two, hot
pancake meals, three bacon and epg mulfins, and a large shake. Lunch would be fast
faods again, Dinner saw him sit down to a plate of polatocs, steak or sausages, and lois of
bread. There were always cakes. Bread and cakes were alse snack items for the day, He

believes that caling all those fatty foods, full oFearbohydrates, in the evening, along with
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no exercise, contributed to his weight gain, “The body just stoves it as fit™. As a child,
JTames bad cereal for breakfast, with four picces of toast and a coflee. School recess
consisted of hot dogs, or ried chicken with sauce and a choe-milk. He always stayed
with the Bty and the filling. His homeward joumey took him past a fish und chip shop
where he would buy a bag of chips, or other fast-foods. Dinner was what his mether
cooked and she provided lamge, pood, home-cooked meals. These consisted of meat and
pasta dishes with satads. This was followed by dessert, and he would finish off with a
sandwich before reliring ta bed. At school, he leamt 1o cook fauy meals from a home
cconomics teacher. There was also the snacking, " Hhenever I had free time ffust ate.
wotild be eating boxes of chicken biscuits, loaves of breod, toasted cheese sandwiches. |
woitld eat evervihing out of the cupboard ™. There were also packets of CC’s and dip,
hoxes of chocolate, and Coco-Cela, His parents never knew what he ate and he spent the
foud money given to him on what he wanted. He told his mother that food at sehool was
expensive and so received $10 a day, and he had a credit card. When waiched, be would

cat canservatively, When unobserved, “f [he] wordd binge cat ™.

Lastly, there is Horst, a large drinker, but only on social occasions. He would have

a lew beers with his cvening meals when ealing out, Counter meals at pubs were high on
the list. Pizza and hamburgers were easily accessible and these would be caten afler
work, He consumed large quantities of fast-foed and saw this as a way of aveiding
coaking. Chids, O°Reilly and Lee (respectively) make direct connections between food,
the accessibility ol money, weight gain and lack of social control, "dy a chtild ke wasn 't
alfowed to cat rubbish, He would eat at school if F pave hin a linch order but if { gave
him fuch ke would bring it back howme. What he was buying at the ek shop was the
same Tas giving him. {t would be a salad rofl or somedhing tike that, [ don’'t think he
was into pies *. And O'Reilly, “f way giving him sensible food. I gave him money for
funely he eouldn 't just buy funch, He wondd iy coke. It would huve to be the buddy
botiles ..o hie would have the man's size, Fused to give thest money to go to school, bt
insiead of uying sewsible foud he ' by rubbish, When it comes to lunch T eannot control
hi une what he is cating, L ean controf it at home bt net at xehool, He had a paper

votnd. He had his ovwn money. e wonld spend it on bags of evisps, bogs of this and that,
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chocolate . And Lee, “It was easier to give him money for lim to buy his linch and what
he bought I don't knose. What he ate between breakfasi and dinner God only knows "™,
Lastly, O'Reilly introduces the element of siress to the equation, “He puis weight on
when he is under pressire and o great deal of strexs, If e is wider stress and has mowey
in fiis pocket you can guarantee it will be spent on cokes and chocolate and God knows

what".

Everyone knew what the seven should be cating if they wanled to lose weight, Some of
ihe secondary panicipanis started dropping hints. Others looked for diets whilst some
took morce decisive action. Lee explains, f read about this aflergy diet and spest an
absolute fortune on everything that didn't have wheat and all sorts of things in it",
O'Reilly had 10 hide the family’s food, “f wonld hide things in my wardrobe ... any
nicetios Fwondd hide and Tick away in my wardrobe ... but he would sptell i, He wonld
start off there wonld be a littfe bit missing ...then there would be g bit more missing ... in
the end it afl would have disappearcd ™. Some ol the seven were advised on dieting
techniques. This included: 'Herbal Life’ 10 control their weight by reducing their food
intake and t1aking supplemnents; the apple dict: and fasting whilst drinking only water for

two weeks. Some were offered slimming tablets,

With the exception of Yul, all lost weight through restrictive practices. 1t is a time Lo reap
the rewards ol restraint. Yul started to lose weight through stress, but as the weight came
off, he reflected on his Yifestyle. In particular, he looked at the food he was consuming.
Dieting was now constructed as the right thing to do, he atiempted to go vegetarian, "/
wanedd eat meat at home, ifit was presented o me 1 wonld eat it, That's not really curbing
yor will power and following through en your goaks. I found out hew much of an effort
it is ", For Brad, out went the ity and the filling, and in came the lean cuisine, Breakfast
was ceredl. Lunch was a salad roll, or salads in general. Dinner was rice, steamed
vegetables or other healthy aliematives. “F was frying o lose weight, Ididn 't want to
impede my efforts by eating shit during the day. { wanted to iy und cat well and keep
high-erieruy foods so I can keep going ", The issue lor Brad was that he felt the need 1o

keep his energy levels up, He tended 1o lean lowards carbohydrates as o source of energy.

i62



Waler replaced alechol, “I'd pretiy ntieeh controlied my food . He ate lean meat once a
week and, when food shapping, he would check the fat content of products, Charles staps
drinking and immediately the weight started 10 come off, "/ tost weight so quickly it
steant volls fiself, [ also tended to stop eating "', Steve, and Horst excluded aleohol from
their diet. Charles reduced his meal intake to one meal a day. He had a cooked breakfast.
James had a similar process using breakfast as his one mes! for the day. However, when
at his parent’s house, he ate with the family in the cvening, Charles would eat at dinner
time also, but only on social eccasions, Robert, like James, Steve and Horst, cut out all
snacks and reduced his meal size, “The diet has been very strict to the point Fwas ondy
having salud for lunch ™. Robent Jater added (fuit to be taken in-between meals as a filler,
and energy boosler. Steve started loosing weight by eating nothing but porridge for three
months. He also took slimming 1ablels 1o nssist the weight loss. He drank a lot of water,
and cut out all fast-loods: “Purridie filled me up and it kept me fiell for the whole day so
I never hod the urpe to eat, § fad lost 60-70 kifos on my awn, no fid diet, it was just

steerving myselfand exercise ",

Horst had alrcady done a nutrition course before deciding to lose weight. He knew what
to eat and when ta eat it. Break [ast consisted of bran, Lunch was a salad roll, and dinner
was whalever his mother cooked, “f o eat for pleasire, but it is o different type of
Pleasure. It is the getting-fit pleasure ', James worked himsell through numerous dicts
and his weight lucwated for a while, He finally settled for *fats and figures’. This is
strietly followed, and he weighed everything he consumed, “Living fike that tatight me
how to look at what I was cating a {infe more ohjeciively, It made me realive instead of
having something quick like o vausage rolf that has something fike 9 prams of fat in it, !
eontld have had three chicken and safad sandwiches, without butter for that one satsage
rollf ", He reached 78 kilos and stabilised. Charles also bought a diet book, one that made
sense to him and that did nol require him to constantly measure his lood, “f needed o
swsten that Feandd use that was easy, and as fimiy as it sounds, [ read this book it was
called the beer guide, the beer diet, or something like that, It refated evervthing you eat
d o meiieh it was i beers. I somebody offers we u Famta, that s three and a half

begrs ™. The book breame his bible. He also used other methods to ensure his body was
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recetving the required nutritional content, “F eat red with green so I get the iron intoke,
und alse the cafeion leaching from it High fiber food lewers your Jot iniake, and for the

hody that is extremely good and also flishes your body ont "

Tames started o starve his body of foad, He became bulitnic, “Then F became a bit more
vhsessive and | started throwing np that one meal a day. [ became bulimic . His parents
caught him in the act, “They canght me yakking-up and they staried to speak to me about
it. They didhn 't really reprimand me or anvihting tike that, bt they certainly mode sure [
dichn't disappear after dinner and go inte the bathroom or anything like that for extended

amoinlts af time "

In contrast, Steve indulped but with the specific purpose ol building muscle. He tumed 1o
food os the means to a better, bigger, and more toned body, His dict, planned by an
instructor, was high in carbohydrates and protein, and low in fa and sugars, “The diet
way to bulk up on your carbolydrates in the morning ", Breakfast consisied of 200ml raw
egus whites, a glass ofmilk, vanilla essence and a pinch of nutmeg, blended with a
banana. This was followed by three rice cakes, He ate potatocs; micro waved with soup
mix, and drank a protein shake for both morning and aRemoon breaks, Lunch was
usually skipped. as he nceded o eat at certain times ol the day, ' hd o Feep my meals
three hawrs apare. { was never ungry. way abways fall”. The protein shakes are used as
meal replacements, “f heaw aff the vitaming you necd - alf the amine acids you need, and
it has 30 grams of protein, no chalesterod, ne futs, § didn 't eat meat . Steve then
substituted 200 grams of tuna for the moming meul with rice cakes, He then added
protein bars 1o the dict and at some stage these were substituted for the protein deink, A
Diet Coco-Cola was included as well: “F'd suy to myself it was okay to have a dict coke,
straipiht coke hay foo much sugar™, 1 comment on (he sirictness of the dict, in terms of
what and when he could eat, He replics, “f wasn 't strict. Al it was, was ehanging certain
Sood groups around i the day. So stead of cating carbolyvdrates fike spuds, or bread at
nighi-time, I ate them hefore 2pm. The theory i to eat protein that creates muscle which

hrrns off fue”,



Their new diets brought 2 body awareness that was not present before. it had an element
of health atached (o it. The scven explain they were becoming more attuned to theic
bodies. It was as if mind and body arc becoming onc. Robert states, “f got a foi more in
tune with what my bedy wented, needed, and ny body started responding more ™. Brad’s
body fult the geodness coming out, when eating rice and sicamed vegelables, "Yon fust
Jelt so energived . The food he was eming before made him feel, “heavy and sleepy *, He
relied on his body 10 inform him when to eat, He skipped meals, The new lifestyle
became habiwal, rather than baving to think about it. However, this awateness is not
constructed as positive for James, Thinness had negative side-effeels. He was sick fora
few months, “f had got too thin and wasn't eating properfy amd my innnne system had
criumived”. His insomnia and other aitments, like skin rashes, are blamed on his thinness,
and extreme weight loss, On the other hand, he stoes; “My digestive system seems o
work better when [ do not eat. I go to the toilet sore regularly ™, He slid between two
cxtremes, yet was still unwell, “ft wey either really nnder-nourished and unwell, or
completely overweight und unwell”. Roben realised that the body has a new rouline, and
to pul the right amount of weight on is a hard balancing act, “Your can 't fust decide that
It wake up and say Lean't fose any more weight loday. The body's metabolism is paing
at such a rate it is expecting certain dings, { didn 't want o sfow down as the whole thing

would reverse itself™.

The cflort required to change eating habits was an issue [or the seven. Even

though miost of them succecded in changing their diet, certain foods do ereep back in. For
Brad, and Steve, alcohol crept back in. Tt is Steve's downlall: " Thae was ay downfidl, In
the end I siarted to drink o much ", For Brad, and Sleve, chocolate and sugar, whilst
cxcluded from the original dict, are in¢luded as energy boosters. Brad commenis, “More
of un cneryy boost. Like, if T see o chocolate and D'm low on energy i have it so long as
F'ot going to have some exercise after that to get rid of it 'm still pretty conscions of

that " For James, chocolale and potate chips slip back into his diet.

The seven construct themselves as dicting gurus to their (ends, or rather this is

the term they use when discussing the interest their weight lass provoked in Fiends and
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relatives. Robert felt his weight Joss has inspired some of his [iiends to lose weight,
Horst discussed his weight loss program with a workmate, who wants to change his
cating patterns. Charles is ready to talk 10 friends shout the benefits of being vegetarian
apain. Steve goes around delivering the dieting message 1o everyone he knows, “No
wonder yout look lite bleeding lurd, You are what you cat mate: lard is lavd ™. He
instructs people on how to loose weight, "Grill, do st fry your food, Your attitude o

Jood sieeds ta change ™,

Chris, Vin and O'Reilly {respectively) witness primary participants decreasing their meal
sizes and, in the process, walch them change their diets. They make reference to bouls of
starvation, restraint and buming off calodes, “He went through a stage where he found it
difffendt o vat faod ", Vin: “He wonld make sure that he did a Iot of exercise o
cannteract the food intake, He had been tosing weight through eating very small
quantitics of dimner, He swapped aff his snacks for veggies ™, O'Reilly: “He needs to be
ahle to comtrol hix food intake by what he has in his pantry for starters . Lasily, the
common scnse approaches to food were adopled, “"We are what we ear, It is not how
much we eat it is what we eac ™, And "It is imporiant that peeple eat properly and you

kuow gref ont and be getive ™,

Thinness will be my saviour

Thinness for the seven is viewed as the answer to their problems. For most, it would
mean that they would be more physical, and more sexually artractive, Yul felt that
thinness would bring him sexual youthlul looks, Brad, like Yul, saw thinness as the
answer lo getting some sex and il would allow bim to push himself further physically., For
Charles and Rebert, thinness meant reclaiming their eld lives back, *1'd tfrow ont these
clathes right avway, they 've gone, and the sew wardrobe is back, T would spemd the
money and fiv ihe spa and the esteriainment area and fwould be more active ', Roben
states, “The start fo geiting myself buck mgether. 1 ihink 1had atways had this impression

that if you 're thinker, fitter, yan can enjoy life and activities a fot more, T thoughe ! would
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he happier and feel good about myself again, ot least physicailly anywey ™, There is an
overwhelming sense that thinness wauld increasc the seven’s self-csteem and confidence
10 engaoge socially. Inhibitions would disappear and interactions wauld be casier, and
fuller, if the seven were thinner. The first step lo this new life was 1o stop eating and start
excrcising, They embarked on a process that ultimately changed the way they ithought

about their bodies, and self-constructs.

In repards to the process, there are twa things common to the seven, They reduced their
food intake, and became more physically active; some went 1o an extreme, Food and
excrcise were the two lifestyle concepts targeted by the seven as the means to lose
weight, However, the seven diftered in the way they constructed their diets and exercise.
For some, their stratepy was to cal healthy food and as they lost weight they lelt more
comfortable about their body images and allowed their bodies 1o be seen socially, For

others, the reduction in food was accompanied by planned, routine cxercise.

[n light of their responses, 1 asked the seven 1o consider n hypothetical question. The
question was, “How would you respond if ! made you fat again? ™ Their replies were
united. They shared the view that to be fat again would mean having to work through the
whiole process again. Each of them agreed that it is hard work ta lose weight. To be
made overweight again would he soul-destroying, “Bad! f would not be huppy. | wonkd
be spewing i had to start olf over again”. The seven never want to repeat the process,
"W are not going back there”. Steve's response was hard hining: To be fat again
would mean not being socially accepied, “When thin, I thought I was more socially
accepted. Lsuppose that i the bad thing about it really, 1 had to fose the fat io be

uecepted ™.

The hypothetical question is re-worded lor secondary participants. Their responses
reflect the issues ol being in, and out ol control, and the notion that happiness cquates to
thinness, Chice states: “Jf fre prois o any move weight he will be fut and then he will be
wnhappy . Lee says: T way extremely appy that he was losing weighe, el perhaps he
was getting his fife wnder control, Once you start tosing weight you feel so much better

ahout yourseff”. Hary assens: “If he got fat again P'd be worrvied, I'd say something was
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wrang . And O'Reilly says, “ff he piei the weight on again then Pwonlkd reatly start to
shink there was something wrong hecaiese the lifestyle he iy corvently tving he enjoys ™.
These statements rellect the social construction of fatness as symplomatic of the person
being ow af control. The following stalement emphasises the same concepl <an be
applied 1o those ol the group who went 1o the extreme thin position, Lee says, “He
becawie very thin. Bwas terrified becatse §uew he wasn't novmal, and Thnew he wasn't
happy, and § Enew his whole fife was ont af cantrol, He was very defensive. It was very

hraared o speek to lim abuer what was huppening ™.

The symbolic importance of a visually healthy body

The findings ofthis study indicate that the fat and thin body act as visual indicators of the
participant’s physical and emotional health, Brad and Charles both experivnced the
subjective delight of their respective parents to 1heir [atness, Brad had a history ol using
fligit drugs. During (iose times he used drugs, bis bodyweight would drop dramatically.
To his family, he looked sick. They were delighted to see him put weight on, "7 had o bit
afa history with drtgs befirchand so they were happy to see mie healthy, i you're fin,
sout re healthy . This was a confronting experience lor Brad, and he explains that the
weight gain aeally brought him closer to his extencled family. They were all big people
who considered illicit drug use as bad, His stomach became a talking point, and u point of
compariser., “iFhen I gat back it really browght us closer wgether. For same reason they
thought aas o for better, ' get nnye geat oot ke, check this on, Uncle B JOwas big. 1
hadd stroteh marks: 1owax @ good git 16 was something to be prowd of. It was well puid
for. ftwas o Bt of o warre! . In erms of headth, it s interesting to note that bis faher
explains there is o family history of high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and hean

discase.

Charles has alse experienced severe weight loss whilst using illicit drugs. Being gay. and
looking gaunt, was an indicator 10 his parents that he might have contracted 11V, Having
weight, was, in their minds, great for him; He looked healthy. and his weight meant that

he was safe from contracting the viras, Ay famify thaught it was healthy, good and
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crcanraged i1 People and my family thought it was great beeanse [ conldn't have AIDS”
His pay status was also questional when [, The popular preconception is that there are
no fal, gay men. Having weight was often understood as testimony that he had switched

sexunl preference, “Hecause §am gay, obese people then axsumed aus straight”.

Fhe issue of being fal and being healthy is remarked upon by both Chico and O'Reilly,
“His orm foves him to be fut, When he way dawn o sivey (60) kifos she thonghe he wes
IV positive. That be had got AIDS. A lot of people commented when T was dowa fo
sixty kilos that they tought he was sick. As he pitweight back on people, were saying it
faoks fike he is petting bouer and etting well apain . And O'Reilly remarks: “ffe has
now piit on fwefve kifos since s exoreme thinness, He conld do with a bit af exercive to
tane up the flabhy ey, He reckons he iy too fur T ihink he tonks good as e is now |
thvink fre fooks healthy ", Their comments fit with those from primary participants where
illness, deviant behaviour and sexual preference are associaled with differing levelsof

body weight.

Thinness can be reflective of social diseases. 10 is the participants” history of sexual and
drug preferences tat led others to conelule they must be sick when thin, People looked
at their thinness to confirm their worst fears, Brad™s family reacted 1o his weight loss
odversely: “First they thought Fwas sick, They theusthe §had meadario or AIDS ", Brad
convineed them that he was fine and well, He explained that he was trying (o lose weighl.
His father found ithard to understand why his son needed w mn five kilometers a day.
James was Lold by his colleagues i he was looking gaunt, His clients (James is a
hairdresser) had a group discussion aboul his new body. The comments ranged lrom,
“lovking goud 10 “looking i, His parents thought there was something weong, "Mim
abways thinks that when Hose weight that semething iy wrong, but it is actuafly the
apposite ". His words were echoed by seeondary participants looking lor rational
explanations ol the seven’s rapid weight loss, “We were very concerned that there were
vy fvolved, Dwould check his wrms and his feot 1o see if he was mainfining ™. Roben
wis 10ld not to lase any moere weight or he would disappear. People, whe had not seen
him for a while, were shocked by his new Jook, It appears that one way in which

ahservers constiuet extreme thinness is w assume that e persan is wrninally ill,
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The link between weight, leoking sick and thinness are issucs of which secondary
participants were aware. They voiced their concerns in relation to watching the seven get
even thinner. Lee says: “When ke gets oo thin be reafly fooks ilf afl the time, He gews
minre colds, 1o fooks sick and gets sick. He got to anarexic. Fingers down the threat. |
unt in contred. He didn't eat und when he did Fam sure he made himself sick. He would
disuppear and have the fingers down the theoat ™. O°Reilly states: “When he was super
thin, his face, there wax just wo flesit on it Just bone und ke fooked really gannt™, And
Vin: “Ar tinwes naw hie gets worried that he gets too thin ™, These observations and
comnients reflect the seven as they moved tewards, and embadied, an extreme thin
position. They were also sware that, in some cases, members of the group wanted 1o go
further, Chico cxplains. “He still wants (o keep losing weight. He's got this idea of
gutting dov to seventy kitos or someiing like ot He wants fo fook a cortain wap™
For some sceondary panicipants, their concern prompted them to consider taking action.
This from Lee. “fn his determination, i he went ton far and anorexic. [ wondd live to
stopy him ™, The link henvesn weight and sickness now gives way as secondary
participants discuss what was now driving the weight loss they were obscrving. Vin's
stateinent sutas this up: “For a while there he really wanted s hecome attractive, He

wanttedd to b wanted by other people ™,

Men, clothes, and sliding wardrobes

As £t men. the seven isolated themselves from sociely. Society here means groups of
people known or unknuwn o the seven. They did not want to be seen. However, socicty
cannot gasily be avoided, so the seven attempted 1 hide and cover their weight when
moving througl: public space. This meant findiog clathes that Gied. It is evident tha
clothes beeame quantitative instruments that reflected their inereasing and decreasing
sizes. Waist and chest measurements expardled and retracted. Charles explains, *f had my
fiut elothos, s wearing fol clothes becese Lan fat. $od started o project other

peaple 's expecfences against wyself”
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Faor fat men, ¢lothes shopping was a nightmare. It was a frustrating excreise for all of the
seven, Yul's withdrawal into isolation was assisted by the fact that nothing fitted. He
wore what clathes did fit, until they fell apan. Charles was reluctam 1o go into shops,
“They telf you that there Is nothing in here thae witl fis vou. It doesn "t hold much
attraction tu try oy clathes thae you ‘ve got to ask have you got it bigger ™. Steve necded
pants with a waist measurement of 127ems and a chest measurcnent of’ 142ems, He was
looking for anything in the XXXX-large sizes. He did attempt 1o hide his weight by
buying loose fiting tops, or deceive himselCand others, by buying smaller sized pants
and tops than he needed, He could then imply 10 others that he had lost weight, yet at the

same time wearing clothes that were oo small for him.

James was the only one ol the seven who, al times, loved shopping. He shopped at
expensive department stores and when he found something that fied him, he bought five
ofthem in dilferent colours, Al sixtesn {16 he was buying clothes with a waist
measurement of forty-two (42} inches. He compares this o other boys who had jwenty-
cight 1o thirty inch waistlines. Like Steve, he used deceiving practices 1o hide his weight,
“f tried to wear clothes where [ eondd tick them ivowith a belt in g way that hid my
weight. I wore o givdle ence and weapped myself in plastic, hefore The Pulf Monty ™

Steve also used cling-wrap to hide his weight under his clothes.

Hawever, whilst James enjoyed shopping, he did hate the fact that things did not fie, *f
I way ont with frivmds Fwouldn 't tev the clothes on becduse if they didn't fit § wonld get
all embarrassed abowt kaving to put them buck, weosdd toke them home and

if they didn 't fit P get depressed amd et anotior bag of chips ", The lirst indicators of
weightl-gain are clothes. The seven all noticed their clothes getting smaller, They were
unghle to {it into their lavourites, Butons Qew ofl, Brad blamed the dry cleaner, *f
realised o my pawis Pwas popping buttons, but { thought the bloady things were
shrinking. Honestlv, { thought because we were getting our clothes dvv-cleaned. | thoughi

they were shrinking owr clothes . Denderes would not fit into jeans.

The squeezing inte tight jeans and other pamis acted as catalysts [or possible action.

"Putting on a pair of H0inches XX-farge finally said somedhing w me ", James is
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echoed by Horst: “When you can 't fit inter your pants, yoti ve like, whot is going on fam
a bit of u fut bustard ", Nevertheless, no matter what their clothes said, the seven, while
everweight, continued (o indulge, Clothes got smaller, and bigger sizes were needed,
Their stories change during and alter weight loss. With thinner bodies, the seven had a
different approach to clothing, Clothes were now welcormed instrumenis that indicate
desirability. This is noticed by sccondary panticipants: “His elothes started to change, He
staried o wear good clothes and look better in his appearance . Belis, and waistlings,
act as signifiers af how much weight has been shed. Belts need new notehies punched into
them. Waistlines decreased and new clothes were purchased. Clothes shopping became a

pleasure, not a chore, for most.

The seven now had mixed wardrobes, as Yul explains, "f ve got three sets of jeans, L had
fo buy rew feans hecaise T had lost so much weighi the others were just fallting off

wre. L went up e the middie size, then the bigger size, and then back dovwn aguin ™.
Thinner, Brad loves Lo shop Tor cloties, However, there is a small problem, He drops so
much weight he now cannot fil into the smallest ol men’s sizes available, He has to

shop in the boys" scetion.

The seven asked others, and were asked by others, (o go shopping with them, These
stalements are from secondary participants. Chris explains: “He asked me to go shopping,
He said, Mum, will vou conve shopping with me and buy some elothes? e hates
shoppring, { theteght that was fovely ™. And Vin; “fe'd go shopping for functionality but
he wouldn 't go shopping for fim. [ ean remember we actirally topk him shopping once.
We toek hin ta “Five " because we said he had a great new body and it was time that e
got himsolf some funtustic clothes, We even put him in fatex ponts ™. These two statements
supgest thal, with thinner bodics, the seven still thought of shopping as a painful
experience. This vbservation is supponed by comments [rom Chris: “Eventually he hud
fo go shopping. It was so trawatio, § cant still remember the fook on his face when he
realised that e was going to have to go skopping ™, [n this last comment there {s an
clement of surprise, “You do sotice a diffevence when he has gone ont, He fouked greas,

He came in witl a new pair of pants and a new shivt and be really looked grear and he

Sonned them himsel(”,
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Thinner, the seven could no longer keep their trousers up. Their weight loss was so rapid
that in most cases it started to affect events for which clothing is an important {ssue. For
cxample, Brad had te go 1o bis sister's wedding. This meant hiring a suit: "f asked then
to foled right off until the lase minwe, §didn's know what size I woukd be™. Robert
identifics with the problem, His mother bought him a pair o fjeans two to four weeks
prierto Christmas day, He explains: “They were a govd fit then and when § it Chrivtrns
they were sturding o foel loose, We coudd have gone down another size, Fwas losing o
kilo o week ™, Their rapid weight loss and loose-litting trousers were observed by
secondary participants, O'Reilly explains: “Fo start with, his clothing got really big on
it ufter he had fost all the weight, Thew came the ever-whingeing and complaining as
the belt had fo ighten with an extra noweh. To the point where he lovked tike a litle boy
in huge moen's clothes . And Hareys “He stavted to tose heaps of weight, From one week

to the oifer, he just lose weight. Every week there was o change ™,

Both Brad and Robert enjoyed encusing themselves in tight-fitting lops, “f will offen save
my tighter shirt for the Friday night so it just adds to that presentabifity ™, His behaviour
drew attention lrom his secondary padicipant: " When he used to go out an a Friday
night he used to wear what e hued worn o work, Novadays, e atways brings o« change

af clothes. He must be move aware of how he tooks in elothes . Brad wanted to find the
tightest titing top he could without looking gay. Some of the sc.én were obsenved 1o be
wanling 1o wear lighter filting tops from the trendy shops. Harry states, “ife started to
wear thix sort of weird, thinner-fitiing, clubby tepe staff that yoie can by frone “Liguid’

ail ‘Live'". [Both clothing stores cater for a clubbing culwre).

Borowing clothes s exciting, With the new clothing experience (things actually fit).
came the availability of the other's wardrobe, Robert eyed-ofThis brother’s wardrobe, it
didn 't take me long to work ont that i he is borrawing my clothes then that means thot
his clothes ure fitting me, He has o fot more furger range than Lo, and Fmade a bit of
an excessive wse of s vange so hasically I got told-off”, Charles and James were able 1o
again share their pariner's clothies. Chico explains; “fe was getting buck into clothes that

e afready had and he foved it That was great ™.
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The new-found freedom had its limits and, in some eases, these limits were over-siepped.
Jamues loved the fact that his clothes were filling ofl him, “It started to become a bitof a
head trip ™. Chatles put on the wrong trouscrs: “f put the wrong jeans on and they fitted
anct then I put the belt on amd it was: "Shivers?' Before {couddn 't even put the beit on,
now the belt is on toich four”. Al some point, the weight loss went to an exireme, and at
this extreme, the lowest point, clothes acled as significts indicating a need to put some
weight back on. The symbelic nature ol this experience is summed up by Steve, who is
down to @ thirty-four (34) inch waist (§7cms}, and whe carries a pair ofhis old trousers as
a display of his old size, The ald trousers have a waist measurement ofone bundred and
twenty-seven {1 27) centimeters. He is keen to show them to me. Linterpret this
cnthusiasm as a mile-stone celebrating a historical connection with fal people, with

whom he no lanper shares the experience ol being lul.

The male body and constructions of masculinity

For Yul the male hody ought to be (rim. Yet being o man has nothing to do with weight
or by image. James agrees: Men should be able to express their emotions freely
withoul being demeancd. Brad feels men should nat be too muscular. They should be
tim and Gt laoking. Muscular men are sssumed to be aggressive and threatening to
women, Although he siates, “f think girls fook for big puys. But | ihink o lot of girls are
threatened by big guys too”. Steve feels the muscular look is okuy, but hard to achieve,
Distraciions need Lo be avoided il this look is what men are secking. Charles is with Yul
and Brad, and plumps for the athleie look, He feels other attractive men ofler him a
muans (o rellect upon his own body. He makes comparisons. Horst feels men should
perlorm the protector tole and he is aware that if he geis too thin he may slip owside the
parameters of such a role. T asked the seven 10 explain how they made sense ol other
men's bodyweight, There was a resounding answer, which is encapsulated in Robert's
words, Yo never know, you may be un inspivation io somcone, fmean, i Teando it
anyonie efve cant, Well, Dhelieve anyone efse can if fcan”, Brad reiterates Roberl’s

feelings on the subject, "f dic 't foel fike picking on them, that's for sure, but dt the sanwe
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time { elidn 't feel sorvy for them. So, tike, feelings of, like, {f you really wont to pet rid of

the weight I'm sure you can ™,

Charles has empathy for men who are over-weight. If asked, he would discuss his
cxperience of weight Joss with other men, but would be mindfil of his language, so that
he did not put them down, Secondary participants were united in their claims thal the
thinner seven were diflerent men. One particular comment sums up this position and
reflects some of the thoughis expressed by the seven in relation to observing other fat
men: “As long as they are conscions, no not conscious, as fong ax they dre looking after
themsebhes and they seem to hove respect for themselves. i you see them sort of, you
know, heing active and you knaw, geding ot and laving ffor amd looking after
themsefves uud niof just eating funk and sitting aroend doing fisck-ofl. If yon see they have

respect for themselves, L have respect for them ™.

Sport, leisure and the body.

The fat seven construct themselves, and are constructed, as non-physical. Chico explains:
I was aware aof his welehy gain, He wouldn 't have been doing anvthing ™. They are
observed lo be inept a1 sports, or ohserved to be lacking in the ability o perlorm in
certain team positions, This meant, Jor some, that they have more time to pursue
intellectual activities. This from Chris: “f came fron a sporting family. Afl my brothers
playved faothall and tennis and sports were very important to s, He had o coordination
fiee heeed nothing going for im. He was the academic one ™, Yul, James and Steve were all
teased ol schaol for being fat. This is supporied by the following account from Chris, “He
must frave gt on d bit af weight becanse § can remember they had sports and that yon
faaed to run and £ can remember thinking that's awfied becawse he had to ran ond he
couldn 't He fust conddn 't ran. He was given a pretty torrid rime at sehaof”". Most o[ 1he
seven have vivid accounts ol their reactions to being eased, and the effect it had on how
they viewed their bodies, The reactions had mere W do with how their bodies were seen

in actien, and the comparisons they made to other active bodies,
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Spons were hated. Yul recounts: At school I felt awkward when competing in sports. [
hated plaving foothall because one tean had to play with their shirts off [going skins). At
SJonrteen (14) 1 felt was developing breasts and thaught there was somedting hormonaily
wrang., §was fearfid of showing that pure of my body. T ook up golf. There was o way
areiind hoving o take yonr top off . The seven refrained from any activity that
necessitated revealing their bodics, They [cht clumsy and un-coordinated. Having to play
team sports whilst one 1eam played bare-chested could be avoided. However, swimming
was anather issue. Yul explains, “J didu 't like to undress around people, I am net hoppy
with the way Flonk, with the shape of my body . James not only avoided swimming
lessons, and camivals, he also avoided skiing and any activity that showed him 10 be fat,

“f was just ashamed of myself™,

The exceplion, for the seven, is Horst, who playcd rugby union regularly. However, there
were expeclitions placed on his body in relation 10 his playing position, His body

did not reflect the position he was playing. He was teased by his iwam-maies lor not
meeting the selection crterda, and then devalued as being a slower player than he was
formerly. Fat, hic played in the backs, but looked like a forward, He was meant to be tim
and fit: “F was 167 kilos and conld stitf run fast and Fwas prety hord o stop. Bat I could
onhie rmn g couple of times before being ent of breath ™. Playing in the backs reguires both

speed and stamina.

The fat seven blamed their bodies for the lack of physical stamina. As Vin noted: “fle
saied e felt lethargie and really showdd be doing something ahout it Fle started wsing o
gy bt it hecame wo diffients. e d eat what he conld, ke cliips, which were far ton

casity availahle . The physical strain ol carrying up 1o an exira 30-60 kilos meant that, in
mast cases, the seven aveided physical aeuvity, Charles explains, “The plysiced strain,
s careving a 30-40 kilos. oo wimdviefer: Not going o happen! Swimming fong
distances iy not going to kappen cither. Ruoning, off those things, had to he cut down ™,
Rabert avoided stairs where possible. Steve found it a strain to do up his shoclaces, He
Tvad 1o sit o the bed so he could reach them. He had bad pains in his chest and lower
back. He also had rellux problems, He could not run, and when playing ball with his son,

he would have to excuse himsell afier five minutes,
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Brad avoided anyihing physical, he sweated a lot, and felt uncoordinated on the dance
floor, so would not dance. Yul was 1ald he hod bowlegs, and was clumsy. He responded
by avoiding anything hat required coordination. The seven experienced the feeling of
being inadequate. 1T they didl not intemalise the [eeling, it was certainly pointed out to
them, Feelings of inadequacy determined their responses to offers ofhelp. Charles is
offercd o zym membership and refuscd to go. “Gud, o Lanre! und Hardy effort for me,
thanks. The last thing someone who is overweight wonts is someone who is drop-dead
gorgeots givitg them pointers ™, Tt was a different story as the seven lose weight, In
conjunclion with their change ol diet, the seven teok 1o the road and either walked, ran or
jopped their weipht off, Some included weights and the gym, some did not. However,
across the board, the seven became more physical, Yul, Charles, and Jumes do not
excreise like the others, but they ave more active, Yul and James walk more, “f'm more
active now some of the weight is of0 The weight loss [have experienced is because 1 just
go ol aned do more watking than Tused to but f o't have o very physical regime ™.
Jamus stops using the bus and lifts, and walks instead. A1 home, James does push-ups and

sit-ups.

In his imagination, Yul wonders what he could have looked like ifhe had done some
bodywork, “If f do the exercise and weights, ate beiter, whet physical shape would ;' end
up in? Foouldn 't do it us §don't have the energy reserves ™, Yul constructs his lack of
feod intake ag the reason for his low energy, which, in tum, is usced as a reason why he
cannot cemmit himselFto a physical exercise program. Charles, like Yul, becomes more
active but does not have a daily exercise routine, His fonn ol exercise is tied more to

leisure.

Brad, Rober, Horst and Steve have o daily exercise program. Brad stans by marking out
a 5 km circuit. He is up a1 4.30am running the cireuit, “7'd pit on my rismuing shaes

cied go for o pien, BOwas a wobble for the fivst couple of fimes . For the first few days
Brad could not complete the circuit: '/ cotdedn 't muke half of it ended up having

tir wadk back and thew § was toa sore Jor the next couple of days. Eventually [ aas able to

v the fidl 5 kilometres ™. Robert discusses his program: "f started very simply. I walked
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dawn to the local mval, walked avonond the ovold and then walked buck hame, I did that
Jor a week, In the seeond week, walked aroind twice every day. L kept upping the level on
a week-by-week basis. By the fourth week [was jogoing. Then Ipushed myself to five laps
at a fusier puee, The dog came o and foved {1, Robert was inviled to join a gym, He
poal-sels, Lo tone up, but docs not know where it will end, “Jr is more fike a continmm
aned improvement ™. Horst ran and walked daily to lose .wcighl‘ He also began kick-boxing
10 get fit. Acquiring the six-pack is important to him. However, there were winner and

loser days. He explnins: “f sortof tick my days off when I lay in bed at night, So { have
watked today, went to oraining, what did I eat? Firy to have five winner davs in
a week. [usually wke weckends aff. They are like my slack davs, but then atso 1 iry amd

cheat. 1'd go for e walk va Suaday that hus to be good ™,

Steve's cxercise program staned by walking cverywhere, “You ' be watking down

the roud and you 'd be sweating because i was the middle of swmmer, Imagine

walking, fust walking, ond watking. The dog was getting tired " Steve started bench-
pressing some weights, He joined a gym and siarted to push himself. The program was
mapped out for him by the instiructor, He worked his upper body, legs and lower body
separately, "Fd keep pushing myself harder, and harder, I'd see the body builders

au the wall und Pd say to myself that is what ant to look like, ve got the body

to do it". His weight program inercased and he started to do aerobics three times a week,
Steve was engulfed by the experience of body shaping. He reduced his food intake,
again, and increased his exercise program, “This was my theory, [ ean live o weight foss
Pty and just drink protein peseder and ke o couple af vitamin tablets o day ™. His
doctor agreel with the theery, but wamed he must keep up with the multi-vitamins and
pratein powder, and to be careful, as the body is being starved of carbohydrates. He

gained 10 kilos of muscle, in a month, He lost twenty-one percent {21%) body T,

He then tore a muscle, Rather than resi, and pay a physiotherapist, he used steroids o
repair the injury, and an anti-estrogen 1o re-sethis testosterone levels, He gained more

muscle and Tost more weight. He was pleased with the resulis, *f was geiting noticed,
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Peapie I didn't even know were saying things to me aberit my legs and g™, He
acknowledges the need to embody his self construct, He has learned that his self

consiruct is, it part, informed by the size and tone ofhis body.

The seven took-up jeisure setivities as a result of relocating themselves in their new
badies, The exception was Yul, wha still constructs himsell as clumsy. He would rather
watch television and read a book than wasie cnergy on leisure pursuits. The way he
rationalises this is to imply that the rewards are not quick coiough 10 warrant his energy
out-pul, In contrast, the others have a new body and want to be out in the public eye.
Dancing became a primacy source of exercise. Night clubs are high on the list. Brad

explains: “F'd get #ight intn it too, lots of fust duncing, the faster the better ™,

The weekend was a constant panly lor Steve, ™t was just muyhem. It was cracy. ] felt so
crergetic Igu‘n.f energised that it was what wanted to do. I conld gu i o chith and dance
ofl nigtht z'.-;|g. Just keep on dancing ™. Steve's dancing technigue improved, He could
jump. swing and do push-ups on the danee floor. James also daneed the night away at the
local club. Brad hung-out at the beach more, attempled new leisure activitics such as sky-
diving and trail bike riding. Robert has started running wiathlons for fun. Charles enjoys
gainy 1o the beach and is thinking ol joining a pym. “f am more inferested in going o a
gym after Fhave tost the weight™. Horst explains that he is more sociable thinner, “Yon
want fo gol ot aied do tiings hecaase yar want @ be yeen as opposcd o 1ot waitiing to
heen seen ™. In general, most ol the seven agree with this statement, To be thinner means
you want 1o be scen, James teels life is more exciling when thinner, "/ seent o have more

drive to do what want to de and be inspired to do siff™.

Thic change in atitude 1o spons and leisure is obscrved by Harry, “He does « fot

move riding, e is proty onergetic in the things he does. He does guite a bit af exercise,
runwing arewendd, kicking a focthatl, Dancing is pretiy vevobic. Monntin bike riding amd
squash ™. Similarly Vin noted: “He enjos fitness o fot move. Like e dues volintury staff
like the ciy to sueffim run. 1 ihink that is fartastic . Everything in moderation seems 10
te the key as Vin continies: "He novw plans ki day with leisure times ox welf us his work

fime ", ‘Their aetive involvement in sports and leisure was vbserved to huild their
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confidence os O'Reilly explains: “When body building he looked great. In fact, { was
pleased that e was doing it becunse he was actuaily doing something Jor himself und

you coild see the confidence building up in kim".

Presenting the nude body.

With the weight loss came = new problem: toose skin around the waist and stretch marks,
Raben explains: * F keap my shorts ticked nup over the loose skin on my stonach. { am o
vain ereature. You see, this iv what weight foss has done, it has made me vain ™. James
and Steve refine their new look. James has the solution, "/ try to sun hake and get some
evfonr o my skin to cover the stretel marks . This is confinned by O°Reilly: “"He wus
always oo embarrassed o wear a pair of bathers anvwhere, He wouldw't pu his buthers

on. It ix a bit avkward for bim sttt because fie has got iy streteh marks ™,

Now thinner, other body parts come under scruliny, as James explains, "My arse is ton
big, my thighs ave stitl big. 'd love w have my hips chiseled, or a couple of ribs taken
ant, My ears stivk out atd my nose is too big ", Horst experienced doubt aver his reduced
size and his ability to look the part when hie entered the gym for his fiest kickboxing
lessan, 1 was rationalized as a lack ol confidence in his body, and a lack of social
interaction through prolenped isolation. Charles is now comtortable with nulity and ells
me about how he looks at is body: i vent have u hetter chest, your helh does not
matter se nuel, The physical shape of your body changes with a nisre devefoped chest™,
Brad wanted the trim Jook and achieved it with little fa hanging ofT his hips, There secms
10 he 1 tussle now belween accepting the new look for what it is, and improving it

rellect 1 more desiszble and presentable body.

Scx and body-image.

Yo cariet be sexwal [when [a1]", explains Yul, whe still hates his [at body. His bedy

hecomes the external sign of his slothfulness and discontent. Scx was run-ol-the-mill for
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him. Fatness meant comiort and a means of preventing him [om being sexual, James
uses hiis extra weight 1o assist him in delaying the decision whether to approach other gay
men, “f think being fat helped me not to have o make that decision. If you wre far, you
ure ot appeating o anyone, whether male or female. Fwas able to stay newtral for
vears ™. On the other hand, Horst and Robert were sexually aclive and their partners did
net seem to mingd their weight gain, It was discussed Lo a centain degree, Horst explains,
“F i, Werw' Fam prtting on o bit of weiaht aven’t I'? And she wonld come ever and
ruh my hetly and sav that she didnt care, there was more to love ™, This is in stark
contrast to Steve, who was 1kl that his body was sexually ugly, and Brad, who gave up

trying to engage with women sexually because of conslant rejections.

The issue of desirability is central here, All the participants Teli less sexually desirable
when overweight. Bodyweight aflected the way the seven saw themselves in relation o
potential sexuval panners. Brad explains that he had no sex when fat. His ability to pick-
up ‘chicks’ was hampered by his weipht gain. The inability 10 dance seems 10 restrict part
othis counting ritual; " You'd try to go wnd dance and couldn 't dance becanse yau '
wehble, It was d foke, The mare they sort-af had a took they 'd get disinterested, Thix

made e feel shitiv, Afier @ while fjust wonddn 't bother".

He comtinues with another experience, “ff was a cold night. { had a long shivt on but § got
in there and it was very, very, kot [wanted to take my shirt off, bt D wonldn’'t take it off.
P fucking overweighs, a blubber guts, guts hanging ouc over the tap. There were all
those beawriful girly there. There were all these guvs with thoir shivts off, buffed and cut.
You fust didn 't see anyone with a bise blubbly gues with their shives off. So Leptiton ™.
The seven saw themselves as unatractive, Chico expetienced this lirst-hand: “fe lost
nterest in huving yex. Thot way about his self-image, We would Jtave sex, but it might

happen once every few weeks and i wonddn 't be like the fitll sex thing ™.

Fal people are sexualty safe because they are luss likely 1o pick-up, Charles felt he wag
able to Nin with girls and boys without inlerence Fom heir pantners. “A faf guy con kiss
unyhoddy and everyhody. It is jusi jovial fin, §way told you ‘re safe, you can kise my

girlfriend ™. The safe concepl is also referred 10 08 wrust, “F wondd be trasted with their
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bags, and drinks, but not a place of food ™

Thinner, the seven are now ebserving themselves 10 e more auractive, Their bodies are
seen to be subjectively, {and imaginsl objectively) desimble, However, 1 is not all
hright liglts and pretty boys or girls. Yul had an expectation that being thinner would
mean having sex with younger, fitter, attractive men. Sex has always been problematic
for him growing-up in the Catholic fith, However, he states that sex looks better thinner,
Yo diehn 't have the simach i the wav, though nne belly did wobble ™.

Brad finally got some sex. Charle’s libido ingreased, and be conlides that sex is

bener thinner. James is still situing on the lenee, 7 am sach o prude, Fhave beest fiving
with the same porson for theee vears and thev haven 't got anvwiere with me. Fam

uent promisenos. { don 't fike peaple inching me”. Robert's new-found vanity has not
improved his luck with the gitds. He leels it iss more w0 do with his personality than his

weight. However, he does feel more contident arvund women than he did before.

Charles feels that his sexual marketability has increased. "Yeu are thin raising vonr
arketabifite. ft chunged, fike s, a really comde way of putting i ot of o 100 L oondd
frepve given myself 3t fwhen far), Now D woild give avself g goed seore ™. He avoids
wiving a value, He Bnally gives himseIf between 75 and 80, when thinner, He concludes:

“Stngle, iverweipht men have no sexoaf imarketvalie 7, A thinner Sweve markas his
sexual sell extremely well. Olider and younger women proposition him: My seore rafe
fias gone throngh the roof. Fve had more sex i de lust theee months than s ne Bife, e
is wnrved, f Iave picked up so many, §scored amether one todeay ™. Steve's sueeesses sre
due 1o the conlidence he has in his bedy, and he feels thal women now see him as
attragtive. This might be restated as they now see his body as o desirable sexual

ehjecl. Vin makes a dircet connection between the body and Robert’s auractiveness.
Yot Bodv Iy paort ef wh ven ave. Sle had godon thin because be wanted s be

attractive. Hoe fownd that being thin way much better for hivg sexnally ™,



Summary of results.

In this research, conforming 1 an idealised, attractive budy image. resulted in performing
aceeptable body practices, There was a change ol lifesiyle from one ot indulgence 10 one
ol restraint, In this sludy, when dieting. mast men sensibly controlled their fvod inlake
and avoided faitening foods, replacing them with leesh fruit, vegesables, saluds, and low-
fut altematives. Alematively, they semi-starved themselves, though this was the

exception and not the mle. The more weight losl, the less food caten.

The results ofthis swly indicate that the seven's sell-constructs and social ideniities
constanly changed dependent on their physical appearance at any given time. The men in
this study experienced these shilts s isolating. Fav men withdraw from social encounters
hased on sell-imposed loathing, and social stigma. Thin men were seen as appealing,
They became desirable 1 themselves and others. However, in hoth fat and thin states ol
being there were social conflicts. The clash between these Torees, the individual and the
social, suggest discursive power relationships woven thmugh dasly interactions that

influenced buth selland identily constructions,

Body image. as defined by weight, acts as a visihle wsiimony (o health. Men in this study
wure cauphl hetween presenting subjective ideals, aml confamming to subjective
limitations in their embodiment. What they thought was bealihy, was not necessarily
aecepted as healthy by others. Favand thin peaple had something (o say about their
weight. Central 10 the theme of healih are the symbolic concepts ol indulgence, restraing
and desite, The results confinm that the fal man is seen symbolically as someone who Eas
no sellcontol, and who is unable o deny himsel ' Tattening faads. Fat men indulpe
heyond their functivning needs ind are physically lazy. Conversely, thinness continues
symibolise someone in control of themselves, and their indulgences. Thin men are seen to
cul aecording to their functionsl needs and are more likely 10 be physically active, The
problem with these constructions is thant they over-simplily budy jmage and behavivur
and do not speak ol the emotional, rational and physical experiences ofhumm

embodiment (Lupton, 1995),
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When gaining weight it was evident that the seven indulged, and whilst inidulging they
staried to divert teir rational minds away (rom their physical bodies, The seven
employed avoidinee technigues o sereen the rellections held w their faces by objects
that indieated they were putting on weight. The reverse was evident as they lost weight,
and impused stoct eaing and physical practices. Minored rellections indicating a
desirable look were welcomed. and (o some extent were soughi afier. The results indicale
that subjective embodiment as determined by ditfering levels ofbody weight influences
the extenl to which mien look at themselves, and the extent o which they want 1o be

looked at.

The aceeptable normative hody, Frihe seven, is toned and fat-lree. Social environments,
according to he seven, seemed more secepting ol the normative hody displaying lean
Inoks, and less . than they were albulging looks and rolls of [ Participants fell
inchuded in their sucial workls when thinner. They elt exeluded in theie social worlds
when fater. The extent w which participants were included and excluded from their
social worlds is based ypon the display of a normative bady image. Inclusion and
exelusion are dependent va the social conventions directing inleractions within iny given
social conlext where there are expectations placed on having the ‘right” body,
Bodwweight, (levels of Guness and thinness) as a determinant, can infioom the parameters
ol an interaction. Budy image, as 3 social determinant, can inform the level ol aceeplanee
a person pay experience over a rnge ol social environments, The ollowing discussion
tikes up these themues and explores them in their relation w theory and liwrnure on the

hody, sell, and identily,
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Chapter 7

Fat and thin men

Symbolic interactions between private masculine
selves and public masculine identities
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Introduction

In hrief, the evidence establishes that men react emotionally to weight gain and loss, and
are equally concermed about the level of their attrctiveness when fat and thin, yet some
men preferto be privately, rather than publicly, emotional abou their state of masculine
embodiment, Thene is a sofler side 10 men reflective of their emotional vulnerability. The
results of this study will be examined in the light of sacial interactionist theory {Cooley.
1064, 1983 Mead, 1934; Goflinan, 1963, 1967, 1969; Sullivan cited in Muuss, 1996} and
combined with theorists and authors writing in a range of disciplines on maseulinity and
maseuline embodiment, subjectivity, and power {Bordo, 1990, 1999; Drummend, 2002;
Murphy, 1994; Sparkes, 1999; Sparkes & Smith. 1999; Valetine, 1994 West, 2000},

The chapter is divided into twa sections, The first seerion, *subjectivity and social
ilemity’, discusses the results in light of Cooley's (1964) research into self development
and suppans his interpretation of a sell formed through refleetion, The section follows
through on (e sell' theme and suggests Mend's (1934} concept of the state self’ dous nul
allow for a shilting sell ied to its state o embodiment. The research suppons the concept
al the divided self (Bordo, 199(; Laing. 1967; Luplon, 1998), In this case, the self was
found o be divided hetween confoming 1o socialised siandards, and resisting these 1o

be aceepted an their own temis.

The secund section, *Framing social power. Conlormity and individual subjectivity® deals
with the fssue ol surveillance al the social and ot the individual level through
internalisation. In this sectinn, the concepts ol health and ill-health are discussed with
reference 1 normative body-weights and body-weights that signify sickness, and or
deviance, to the observer. Foucault's (1980) wark vn surveillanee and technologies of
power are applivd to the results w infer that ‘the gaze” and “the word* liold sucial and
subjective power to creale and impuse aegative identities. In this context, there are social
stigmas altacled w Faness and extreme thinness that are reinforeed during interpersonal
interactions, Essentially, this chapter posits the view than intemersonal interactions
consist of subjectivities reacting W heir symbolic socio-cultural environment based on

subjective interpretations ol social symbols, Fainess and exieme thinness were devalued
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physical siales that condemned the subject 10 an inferior social position. Conversely, the
lean, 1oned look was subjectively constructed and experienced from a superior social

position.

Cooley’s embodied self

This study supparts Cooley's (1964) *looking-glnss sell”. His central thesis was thot
people act, literally, as mirrors for each other. Sullivan, drawing upon Cooley's work,
supporis his claim: *one e find in others only that which is in the sel€® (1947, p. 22).
The seven's imagined concept of self was projected out into the imaginations of the
ather. In other words, subjects abserved their sense ol selT as subject 1o their reflecied
state of embodiment. The results esiablish that the seven, n privat and public contexts,
where no verhal conversation ook plage o substantiate the intent behind the :;ucic;ll
other”s look or gesture, inlempreted viher's look or gesture based on self-Teeling,

imagination, and experiences in specilic social contexts,

For example, Steve fell concemed about his relaionship with a size ten (10) model, His
sense ol seil was reflective of this when observing social others shserve himselfand his
partner: “Peaple fovked ot me ax §walked in and they were fooking at vou ay if to say he
ix regze and the ather givls would be looking at you thinking he is big, You can tefl what
they ave thinking., He i big, what is she doing with o gy like thae? You conld just read
their minds, fike vos Enew what they were saving ™ I0is elear that Stieve's sensc off
embodicd sell, which is negative at Uils point, inflyences the way lie rewds the other’s

body language and Tooks,

In comtrast, when he was (hinner, the sueial other's hehaviour {s read asing his now
sexually atiraetive and positive embodied sense ol sell, “F think he swas fealows because §
haet fost alf the wesphi §had foxe alf this weight and his girffeicnd way having a better
time with e than him. e never slept wgpether, mothing $ike that happened, Peaple get

Jearlons becaiise you fose adf this weight”. Steve's words siy more about his sense off
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embodied sellthan they do about looks of diserimination or reasons why his friend was

jualous.

Similarly, Petersen and Walker {2001 noted that youny, indigenous children, when
moving between private and public spheres, experience a feeling ot hostility from
onlovkers, It could he suggested that it §5 their sense of sell 1hat expects hostility from a
non-fndigenous population. This is not to blame fa1 men or indigenous youth for their
feulings, Rather it makes the thearetical poim that the way interactive settings are
interpretedd is contingent on sell'constructs that are refleciive of their socio-¢ulwral
environments and embodied sense of feeling, In briel, famen feel bad ahout themselves
because [atness is socially constructed as being unatiraetive and unhealthy. Thereby,
consistenly projecting a negative sell'int social interactions that may have consisied of
linle more than alook, gesiure, or comment, Conversely, thinner men feel good about
themselves in companisen to fat men in an aray ol social contexts because thinness is

predominantly framed by reflected positives,

Fat and thin men obiservet their sense of seitf in interactive environments based on their
pereeived level of attractiveness detemnined by their level ol bodyweight Participants
used their understanding ol the social meaning placed vn unattractive fatness and
attractive thinness 10 explain what the social other was observing (in their imagination),
This linding, while it supponts Cooley's loaking glass sell® {1964), presents hall'of the
pleture. I was also found thal participants interpreted non-sentiumt objects as detenmining
their sense of embadiment. Self construets were projected onto, and reflecied by, clothes,
spaces, Jood, batiroom scales, and fumilure. [n this swdy, non-sentienl objects were
infused with negative and positive emotions as they relleeted the subject’s subjective

state ulembodiment (as socially informed), e

Non-sentiginl mirrors

The seven observed themselves rellecim! in the interactions they had with non-sentient
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objects. This statement has resonance with Cooley’s work an self~consiructs, which he
understands 16 be infonned by reflected impressions from the other, Whilst this research
supports Coaley’s cancepl ol the *looking glass sell, it has extended the idea. The frst
part ol Cooley’s statemenlt *cach to each a looking ploss™ implics that all objects can be
reflective, There is no emphasis on interpretation here lor cither subject or object. The
second part of his statement *reflects the ather that doth pass’ refers to the way
individuals lock at each other. Euch lock is embedded with inlormation reflecting what
the vbserver observes, In an interaction | refleet your imagined sell, and you reflect mine.
[ look for conlirmation ol my imagined sellf in your embodied symbolic reactions to me.
However, when this is applied to inanimate objects Cooley's stalement makes little sensc.
In 1he context of this study, participants imterpreted rellections from inanimate abjecis

bused on their subjective sell~construets at that point in time,

The reflective surfaces, and symbolic inltrmation coming from things like food, clothes,
mivors, belts, bathroon scales, chairs, spaces and photographs were Inerpreted, and
sometimes denicd or avoided, based on negutive and positive sell-constructs determined
by the group’s subjective thoughis about their body images, Charles only has to look at
his available wandrobe 1 know his embodied stawe, “F knew £ was far breavse £ had fuat
clethes ™, Brad denies his weiphl gain in the face of symbalic images indicating
othenwise, " realived on my panis Fwas popping bittons, but [ thought, Ok hloody
dhings are sheinking!* Honesthe " thonght because we were gotting our clothes dry

cleaned | thonught those fistle Bastards they 've shrivking our clothes ™,

In hriel, the embadied sellinterprets its obscervations and other sensory reflections based
on the state olits physiological embodiment. This suggests @ modification of Cooley's
statement: the modified version might read *Each to cach a looking glass. Reflleets the
selfthat doth pass'. This modification is supported by the expericnces of primary
participants. They observed their subjective self=<construets, as detemined by their body
images, in the reflected impressions lrom non-sentient objects. The reflective qualities ol
these *non-sentient’ objects were underestimated by Couvley and vther interactioniss like
Sullivan (1947) in their signilicance to the rellective development and daily lormations of

sell-constructs.
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Capley (1964) did not focus on the power of non-senticnt objects 10 inform rellective
self-development. This extension ol his insights incorporates the symbolism of socio-
histrical and idevlogical contexis as they change. The associstions placed on visual
matenial ilems, and symbals to infbrm and ¢onvey a sense of self, was not central to his
thesis. Today, there is, undeniably, symbalic importance placed on non-seatient objects
1 intorm and convey self construction. As Bocock (1992} explains; *Men and women |,
desire Lo articulate and express their own sense of identity, their own sense of whe they
arg, through wha they wear, buy/consume, Such an anicnlation ol identity is done

throuph clothing, hair-styles, body decoration (perfume to carrings)..." (p. 142},

The reflective object is invested with subjective and social value in o materialistic,
individualistic society, The resuhis ol this stedy suppon the exiension of Cocley’s saying,
in the way the seven contextualised their visual, interactive. environmenis in relation 1o
their sense o selll 1t was fund that where only visual symbols existed, as a means to
expedenve selfrellection. the symbols where subjectively read, inlluenced by the

participant's sense of embuodicd self, at that point in lime,

In this study, the defining featune in the non-verbal, visual interaction was the dominant
social construction of Gatness wnd thinness projected onto the observable symbal. This
means socially stigmatised symbols {like [atness and extreme thinness) have the power 1o
direct the interaction and influence the interprelation. One™s embodied sense ot sellis the
product af subjectively endorsed social information. However, it was also found that the
cmbadied sense ol self shifted as subjects traversed the private and public divide. The
concepl al'shiliing selves is taken up in the killowing sections predontinantly using the
work of Mead {1934), and his concept of the impenetsable self unaffeeicd by

physivlegical change,
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Shifting selves

Positive and negative selves

The seven expericnced both positive and negative sclves, us determined by

their visible bodyweight and image. It was assumed and emphasised by Mead (1934),
Cooley (1964, 1983) and Sullivan {1947), that people would imostly seek la develop
positive selves, thereby promoting satisfaction in their inlerpersonal relationships and
reducing their social anxietics. The resulls olthis study do not suppont their assumptions.
Negative selves, and identitics were products al (atness, and these shified as participanis
reduced in body size, This clement in the identity dynamie refers to the power embedded
in *social influence’ to construel, prajeet, and enloree identities which affeet 2 man’s
sense of self. [ this siedy, participant’s sense of self changed in the ace olMmegative and

positive identity projections about their level ol embodied weight.

Mead's position was (hat a subject’s sense of sell was siatic once formed and would
remain intact in the face of adversity, Self constructs, lor Mead, were not necessarily
emhadlied constructs, He wriles, *We can distinguish very delinitely between the self and
the hody' (1934, p. 136), In short, self constructs for Mead would remain static and intact
as the body undergoes change. In this context, sell’ constructs can exist as disembodied
cansiruets, This stedy sugpests the opposite. Selfconstructs changed as bodyweights
changed. and with the changing social retlections direeted at their changing bodyweights.
However, it was observed that the seven attempied to disembaody their setl constructs
without success, They sought Lo protect their sense ol selves, and hold 1o subjective
lormations as their bodies underwent change, For fat men this was observed (o be an
impossible task because excessive body fat was predominantly framed in a negative or

degrading, humonus way.

Steve's experiences best sum this up, “... Fwondd try and make a joke ont of it and then 1
wetdd o bome and sap pevhaps Fam too for. Then §wordd go inta o depressed mode, |

world feel us i the whole workd was coming down on me, [wonld stay fodoors fora.
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whife, most of the time we staved indoors ™, Mead's concepl of the static, intact,
disembodicd self supgests that lat and thin men would be unaflected by their changing
bodyweights and by the negative or positive social projections framing their social
idenlities and inlormming their sel-construets. The experiences ol the seven do not bear
this out. Mead (1934} asserts, ‘Parts ol the body are quite distinguishable from the self
We can Iose parts of the body without any serious invasion al'the seif (p.i36). The
implication that the individual is free Irum social imerference where their embodicd sense
of self and, consequently, where their expression of social identities are concered is not
supportd by these resulis, Scll’ formations were found 1o be the products of men
responding 1a social reflections laden with symbolic social value, The sell'is always
embodied.

The problem with Mead's formation ol selt, as experienced by the seven, is that the
sacial ther does not attempt 10 understand the subjeet's weight gain or loss, and reacts to
the fat or thin man using subjective and socially informed consiruets of superiorily and
inferiority. Mead's (1934) assumpiion was that individuals would interact thiouph

consideration ofthe other's embodied position:

The conversation of gesieres s 1he beginning of communication — one stans o say
something, and that calls out o certain reply in himse!l which makes bim change what he
was going Lo say. One staits 1o say something, we will presume an unpleasant something,
but when he starts 1o say it he realises it i cruel. The effect oo himself of what he is
saying chocks himy there is here a conversation ol gestures belween the individual and

himsell (p.141),

From the above passage, Mead assumes cach individual will externatly consider the
other's feelings about their siate ol embodiment before saying something about i,
Subjects would not refer 1o someone as fat beeause Faness calls brih a negative response
hased on the negative symbolisms socially antached to it For Mead., this

waould prevent cruel interactions where the other is placed into an inlerior position,
Mead's position cannot be substantismted by e results which ramed selves swinging

belween negative ad positive positions dependent on suhjective Teelings shout their stale
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ol embodiment, as informed by symbolic rellections constinting fatness and thinness in
different ways. The ideal types substantiate this clam. Negative and positive sell-

constructs were evident as panticipanis iraveled betveen fainess and exireme thinness,

Fat and thin selves

Sellconstructs changed according ta the symbolic rellections the seven received.
However, at times, they acied to reinforce their subjective self-constructs, both negative
and positive, and in the process denied reflected infoymation to the canteary. In panicular,
fat men atlempted to resist change, or resist changing their self constructs to suit others
and the others” rellections about their state o embodiment. This result would normally be
taken e support the lindings of Mead {1934), and Sultivan (Cited in Muuss, 1996), where
the sell actively organises and filters out information challenging the panicipant’s
construction of sell. However, as established, [at selves werne unable o resist the pressure
to he thinner, In all seven cases ecach man Jost more than twenty kilograms in bodyweight
to livon imagined ideal which would be socially rewarded, in most cases sexually, It was
also faund, that bappy. fat men in intimate sexua! relationships wene able to resist the

sarcial pressure (o be thinner the longesi.

In this study. fat men were Tound to resist losing weight by denying their weight gain.
As Mead predicted, they did 1y to filter inlormation. Their fat selves attempted to
dismiss all incoming information refleeting their Jatness and intespreted the information
as someone lse’s error, They alsy avoided social intessetions that would reflect their
fatness, This was conlinued to the extent that, when comparing themselves to other fat
mun, they constructed themselves as thinner, unil their thinness could no longer be

substaminled, However, they reached o point where il all went belly- up.

Their interactive behaviour and experences suggest they eventually came 10 emhody
the negativity directed towards their it hudy-images, The result was that they respontled

ter social messapes and come  Bate, or intensely distike, their fan bodies. This result
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sugpests that Mead s (1934), and Sullivan's (Cited in Muuss, 1996) position requires
somie revision. They suggest selves fiher out information o the contrary of their sense of
sell; this study cstablishes the seven®s Fat selves expedenced themselves in public to he
socially stigmatised, These experiences impacied negatively on their sense of selt. [n this
study, {1 selves wene unable 1o filter out the social pressure telling them they need to be
thitner, The social pressure was o greal, The fat man's positive sense ol selfchanged
eventually in response to negative socia) reflections about their embodied weight. This
finding is further supporied in the analysis ol emotional masculine selves traversing the

public and private divide.

Ty

Emotional, private, and public selves

Emotional men are not anmnalies, This stdy establishes that men are emotionally
conneeted to their Tevel of bodyweight. Emotionally, they experienced both negative and
positive emotions sbout their staie ol embodiment. There were distinet emolienal shifis
as they moved hetween different social contexis, These results support Cooley's
argument, where selves reaet to social stimuli and interact based on sell-fecling (1964).
In addition. emmional, masculine selves reacted both negatively and positively 1o their
reflective socio-culural environments, This lutther supparts the concept of shifiing
sclves being presented in this discussion. Subjective, emotional embodiment is privately

and publicly inflyenced.

The seven's enmtional sense of sellchanged as they iraversed the private and public
divide. As Hochschild posits: 'Most ol us maintain a prior expectation of's conlinuous
self, but the characier olthe self we expeet to maintain is subject 10 profound social
infuence’ {Hoehschild, 1998, p. 6). [n this sludy, men experienced different emotions
contexlualised to their level oM bodyweight, ind gacio-culloral environment. It was found
that there were different modes of interactions and re-negotintions betwueen fat and thin
men. their social groups, and the unknown social vther in both privite and public spheres.

There is an iminsic link between embodiment and emolion,
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The negative, symbelic nature of fatness and extreme thinness were observed to cause
cmotional rmpil for men, bath privately, and publicly, The results supggest that men
experience a range of ¢motions about being fat and thin. Further, the resulls show that
levels of fatness and thinness were linked to male emetions {Lupan, 1998). I short,
emotiony affected the ways men treated their bodies, how male embodiment was
experienced, and how male bodics responded to other bodies, For example Brad's
experiences a1 a rave indicated an emotional response to his state ol embodin.ent in

comparison to other embodied selves.

In his case, he was ashamed of his body and al the same time angry with it because male
“buffed” [muscular and oiled] bodies get mare sex. “f went in there and it was kind of a
cool night so Lhad u fong shivtan but £ got in there amd it wax very, very hot. Dwenied to
take my shivt off hecanse it way hot, bt worddn 't beeause there was biubber guts, Big
hiubber with guss hanging out. I stayed in there und sweated, and sweated, 1 remember
that { juse wouldn 't take it aff. P'm over-ficking-weight ... AN those beautifid givls. P'm
having a hall bt not going to tuke my ficcking shivt off, Fremembor all those other dudes

with their shirts aff, and they were buffed and cut, and for them, sure, not a problem .,

Brad’s expericnce oFbeing (at is based on his negativity directed towards his body, on
nat fitting his imagined concept of sell for the social context he chooses (o be in. His
body shape does not fit the norm for the socio-cultural context, In a more familiar and
comforable selting his auitude changes, and his sense of self now is more positive. He
visils his fimily honie for an Austrafion BBQ. He travels 190 kilometers. He connects
with his extended lamily on matters oFbodyweight. Emotionally, e leels connected 1o
the group beeause he now resembles the norm, which is 1 he big, He is no longer

visuglly distinct from the family.

The interview reads;

Brad:*l got on 2 lot hetter with the whale extended faimily "

Lenney: “Can you explain why?"

Brad: T think because [ eame down and [ was very jolly, 1lad just come back home. | was
home a week and went down hecause they were all there, come logether 1o have a big

panty ind just wanted o hear stories. I'd tell them stories because 1°d heen away for so
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long, 1 had stories to tell and I don’t know, yeah, it really got me back-in with the
extended family to o point that 1 wasn't as close to them when [ left and when I got back

it really brought us closer tagether for some reason. Maybe, because they thought [ wasa
lot better [I had given up drugs]...] hadn’t seen thera for about six months ., most of my
uticles are prelly big and some of my aunties are pretty big too™

Lenney: “Did you feel that you could refale o them on a more one-lo-one level basis,

now you wate that size?”

Brad: “Definitely, definitely. Yeah, muck around. I'd get my gut out, like, check that one
out, uncle B, check it out. It was big. 1 had stretch marks it was a good gul. It was

something 1o be proud of. 1'd say well paid lor, you know™,

The beach was anolher sacio-cultural context that produced emotional rmeil for
members of the group, These results establish that socio-cultural contexts influence men
emotionally, The seven felt more comfortable and accepted in those environments where
their bodyweight was reflective ol the norm for the group. Emotional selves exist and are
contingent on reflective socio-culiural contexts that imply inclusion or exclusion from the

group.

Drawing the concepts together, men experienced shifting selves as they gained and lost

! weight in a social context framed by the existence of'an ideological private and public
sphere (the ability to split the individual from the social). The seven’s experience of their
bodyweights acted as symbolic markers far their embodied sense of emaotional self. This
study found, for those men who were subjectively overweight, the “thin, healthy, and
altractive’ message, was pervasive enough to cause feelings of stigma that culminated in
self-imposed isolation and social exclusion. 1t was also pervasive enough 10 promote self-
improvement in arder lo meet social standards. The resulting swing between fatness and
extreme thinness was found to present s number of socially and subjectively

manufactured identitics,
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Multiple, manufactured, identities

The embodied self projects itself into the social world using a range of symbols. The
interpretation of diflerent symbols has lead to the acknowledgment of‘mu]tipl'é ilentities
(Bocock, 1992; Sturken & Cartwright, 2001). Social identities are contextualised in the
relationships exisling between individuals, and environmental eonstraints, both imposing
a set of rules and convenlions on interpersonal interactions. As Sul livan writes, ‘every
human being has as many {identities] as he has interpersonal relations’ (Sullivan, 1964, p.
.. 221} In support of Sullivan's claim, this research found that as the self traveled between
two extreme posilions it projected a range of social identities contingent on its social
envirenment, and simullancously, it found that social identilies were projected onto it 1t
is clear from the results that symbolically, fotness is socially and subjectively constructed
using predominantly negative images and symbols. The exception is the socially
proj:'cted jolly fat man. In contrast, thinness is socially and subjectively constructed using
predominantly positive images and symbols. The exception i this case is the socially-
envied ‘stud’ and *narcissistic” identitics. Both identities promoted social exclusion,

rather than inclusion,

Using the concept of significant language, Mead (1934), and Sullivan (1964) suggest that
the power to inform identities is embedded in interpersonal relationships, Significant
language for Mead and Sullivan refers 1o the use of language by those whom the

subject holds in high regard, and for Sullivan, language which is heard to validate both
negative and positive self constructs. Placed in the context of'this rescarch, the seven fat
men heard predominantly negative comments about their bodies and consequently
reacted to these comments by forming negative and humorous social identities. However,
when thinner, they heard both positive and negative commenis about their bodics, and
there was some deliheration in their identity construction, in some environments, it was

good to be thinner, yet in others, it was not.

Figure one provides a visual img ression of what happens as multiple identities are

projecied whilst the self travels between positive and negalive positions (See figure onc.
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Multiple ‘I's”, p. 198) The visual impression shows that projected identities develop, and
each identity is projected from the existence of a continuous self that is neither static nor
balanced. It incorporates both ideal types and each individual's experience, The axis
symbolises a continual self which has positive and negative extremes. The coloured
cireles represent the number of identities that were identified in this study for each ideal
type (Flreddy and Steve). Their existence is contingent on the subjective level of
bodyweight,

The symbal “n” is the neutral position between the conflicting forces. The arrows indicate
a two-way process. Participants travelled between the balanced position and each of the
polarised pcsitioﬁ:s. When subjects moved towards the negative end of the embodied axis,
defined in this case by subjective notions of fatness (symbelised by the clown), Freddy's
identities became more isclating. It is the opposite as participants moved towards the
positive end of the axis and cmbodied Steve's identities (symbolised by the sportsman).
Each projected identity is reflective of the intrinsic link between o self-construct, a social

identity, and the environment at any point in fime.

Figure One. Multiple *I's’,

The prablem, as indicated by the seven, was finding an ideal position between these

competing and often conflicting identities. The ideal is to be socially accepted, no

matter what their body shape or weight. The seven seemed caught between allowing
themselves to be what they wanted to be, and acting how they wanted to act, compared to
being what others wanted them fo be, and act how others wanted them to act. Visually,

the imape of a seesaw comes to mind. If the seven had too much weight, they slid into
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negativity, isolation and public humiliation. Ifthey had too little weight, they slide into
narcissism. Socially, they felt they were rejected when fat or when extremely thin, and
yel generally accepted when reaching a certain nommative subjective weight, The resulis
alzo imply that the subject needed 1o find the right weight and body shape to maximise
their social acceptance, The issue for the seven was how to maintain the ideal position

when acceptance and rejection meant that they were the focus of attention.

Multiple bodies rellect muhiple identities. Ne one body shape can fit the bill. Yet there
was a pervasive view tha fit, toned, healthy bodies are the most accepted, and to embody
this type of body is to project an identity which enjoys the good life offered by the
industrialiscd Western world. A sense of selfis reflected by material itcms, and the
successful body project {Giddens, 1991). This establishes an inward direction and
subjects focus on the abilities and attractiveness ol the body. Men in this study reinvented
their social identities to suit their purposes and enviromments. Their social identitics were
creations they could wear, or discard. They used space, [ashion, body language and ather
consumable material items 1o indicale, symbolically, their chanped social position. This
finding supports Baudrillard's conclusion, that consumable identities in a material world
can be created 1o suit individual subjective needs, and are not [onned solely as reactions

to media and sacially-fed images.

Consumption for Baudrillard is no longer seen as an action induced by wivenising upon
a passive audience which belongs to a specilic social class or life-slage, but as an active
process invelving the symbolic construction of a sense of both colleetive and individual
identity ... The spherc of the symbolic has become primary in modern capitalism: the
‘image’ is more imponant than the satisfaction of material needs ... we are nol aleeady
constiluted as an altraclive women, or handsome man, Rather we try lo become the
beings we desire to be {Bocock, 1992 145-150).

However, the study also establishes a tension between subjective and sociatly-constructed
identities. Although the seven actively re-created themselves, they were also what other
people could create, form and project onto them, There was tension between what was

subjectively erented and projecled, and wiiat was socially aceepled, The scven’s abilily to

B
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negotiate the frameworks of their social identitics were mediated by symbalic
associations attached to their bady images. For example, the stud was a positive
subjective identily, yet a negative social identity within the individual's in-group. The
slob was a ncgative identity both subjectively and socially. Yet the jolly fat man identity,
whilst being a subjectively negative identity, was a positive social one, These
contradictions further suppert the claim that identity formations are not static. They vary
dependent on the pawer the social proup has to direct particular identity fonnations from
a range of socially available options, In this study, men were caught between forming and
projecting subjective identities in a social context in which they were either socially
accepted or rejected-simullancously accepting or rgjecting socizl identities being

projected onlo them.

The subject can either accepl or reject socially projected ideniilies based on the power
relationship between subjects and their ineractive social environments. In the case of
subjectively projected identitics, the social other can also accept or reject these, Both
subject and social other may also accept or reject identitics based on their social value,
and need or relevance at any point in time. For example, in this study, Steve's stud
identity was imagined 10 be appealing to polential sexual pariner; however, within his
group it meant competition, resulling in conllict. The stud was subjectively projected, yet
socially rejected in some instances. [n conltrast, Freddy's praducer identity was

subjectively projected and socially accepied, as was his inept sportsmian identity,

Each of the identitics incorporated preseribed roles and social expectations. In this study,
failure to meet expectations attached 1o the role had social ramifications, as did

rejection of the rale. Social aceeptance, referred to here as inclusion, required the itusion
of rele complinnce for acceprance. Where participants sought 1o impose their subjective
identities they were met in some cases with opposition if those identities conflicted with
those being socially aseribed, The opposite, sogial avoidance, referred 10 here as
exclusion, can be the consequence of nen-compliance or rejection ol socially imposed
identities and their affiliated roles. Porticipamis experigncad these when expected to
perform the jolly fat man facade, They were expected to accept the social rele, but in

mos| cases, subjectively, rejected it My interviews with James and Y\;jl hightipht this
i
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point.

Lenney: “Were you happy?”

Jarnes: “No, because 1 couldn’t be myself anyway but everyone thought [ was ... I always
had a good act™,

Lenney; “You say you had & good act. What were you projecting out? What were you
showing people™?

James: “Everyone always has said that 1 was a really happy, out-going, friendly, sociable
person, Qver-the-lop, you know. Now 1 can't be bathered and everyanc can get fucked.
Excuse my language™,

[Next inlerview]

Yul: “...] use the word fat because lo me it is a derogalory term®,

Lenney: *Why?",

Yul: “Full of negalive connolations®,

Lenney: “What arc the negative connotations that you see™?

Yul: “Makes you look ugly, affects people’s judgments on your personality™.

Lenney: “How?”

Yul: “You are supposed to be happy... at this stage I had a girl-friend, She was quile large
and she was always bubbly, bul knowing her | found that she, deep down, was a little girl

in a lot of pain, ut her facade was therg",

The observable disjuncture between identities that were subjectively and socially
accepted or rejecied lends support 1o theorisis like Sullivan (1964), who claim that
multiple identities exist and are reflective ol multiple interactive environments steeped in
relations of power. The results clearly indicate that individuals responded to their socio-
cultural environments, ldentity formations, in a social context, luctuated based on a
range of presentable body images and the projected meaning of these frem the social
ather. The social other's profound influence where masculine subjectivity is concemed is

discussed in the next section in the context of social power.
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'Chapte'r 8

Framing social power: Conformity
and masculine subjectivity
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Introduction

in the masculine, hegemonic ideal, diets, aod food would rem_ain feminine pmcti:ic-;.
However, as this research establishes, the hegemonic ideal is constantly being revised

as men move outside traditional masculine practices. [n this research, men diet and like
dressing themselves to look attractive, This finding questions the legitimacy of
understanding practices such as dicting and fashion 1o be uniquely feminine or masculine.
However, in the case of fashion, it was observed that straight men are a little
uncomfortable about dressing for a potential queer eye. Therefore, in the following
enalysis of posi-modem symbolic masculinity, and the embodied contexts of fatness and
thinness, particular reference will be made to those authors whose works underpin self
development and the construction of social identities, and their relevance when scnsory
organic beings interacl in a hierarchical gendered social context (Bordo, 1999a, 1999h:
Cooley, 1964; Drummond, 1998, 2001, 2002; Mead, 1934; Goffiman, 1963, 1967, 1969,
1974, Sullivan, 1947, 1950; Lupton, 1995, 1956, 1998). This research extends the works
ofauthors like Sparkes, (1996, 1999}, West (2000}, and Drummond (2002}, who critique
the insular focus on masculinity, sport and violence. In this section, masculinity is
discussed with reference to subjective and socially constructed masculine identities, and

the gendered symbolism attached 10 clothing and food.

Men and food

The enting practices of men have remained under-researched unless tied to physical
activity and the diets of sporting men (Connell, 1995; Drummond, 2002) or to men ‘who
are particularly sensitive to health issues’ (Grogan, 1999, p. 68). In this study, the term
diet represented a camplex and multi-faceted interaction between embodied senses of
self, food choices, and lived experiences {Lupton, 1996), This rescarch established that,
like wommen, men can eat fattening foods to fill emotional voids regardless ol their sexual
preference, or restrict their food intake to lose weight. This finding establishes that men
diet. Hegemonic masculinity is, to some extent, defined by its exclusion of practices that

undermine its construetion. Symbolically, male superiority is defined through physical
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strength (Gagnon, 1974), real men do not cry, and dieting is constructed as a feminine
pursuit. Authors who have commented an men, dieting and the feminisation of food
genernlly imply that men lose weight via physical activity rather than resiricting their
foad inteke (See Brownmiller cited in Grogan, 1999; Connell, 1995; Drummend, 2002),

For example, Drummond refers to this in the context of men constructing masculinities
through musculariry:

acts such as dieting are nol perceived as appropriate weight loss metheds for men,

The feminised stipma that is often linked to dieting may deter some men from food
resttiction or diel medification {Yales, [991). It appears men tend Lo acknowledge
exercise rather than food restriction and diel modification as o mare *‘masculine’ model of

weight control or loss {Druminond, 1999, Yales, 1991) (2002, p. 81).

This study offers a complementary view based on the experiences afmen losing weight
outside of a sporting context. Men, in this sudy, lost weight dieting, They switched to
non-fatiening foods, and in mosi cases, further restricted their food intake to lose bady
fat, However, this was a small purt of the story uncovered by this research, Not only do
some men starve themselves 10 lose weight, it was also Jound there is a symbolic
connection between a man’s subjective sease of embodiment, and his choice of foods.
The scven searched for, and ate, foods that reflected their physical and emotional
embodiment. As their sense of cmbodiment underwent change, so did their diets. This
meant the type of food, the time of day, and the amount of food they consumed changed
in accordance with their state of cmbodied subjectivity. For example, those of the seven
wlio came (o experience the physical side of their embodiment to an extreme, realised
that they had better start eating (o compensate for the type and amount of exercising they
were doing, This finding supgests that there is an intrinsic link between selfand diet, and
in some contexis, lbod is not necessarily distingt from the embodied self, as Lupton

contends in the context of risk taking:

At a more symbolic level of meaning, the risks associated with food consumption
involve challenges to our sense of self, ineluding our maintenance of self-autonomy and

seif-control and our membership of social proups, Becouse eating is an act that involves
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the incorporation of a substarice that begins as *other” into the *sell’, it is fraught with risk
(2000: 205),

Men actively searched for dieting techniques that suited their sense of self and ate foods
that reflected this, at that point in time. Self-construction, in this context, has nat been
widely acknowledged as something which directs the choice of diet unless it is tied up
with upper-level consiructions, and social identities, such as class, ethnicity and gender
{Connell, 1990; Germoy, 20023, 2002b; Grogan, 1999), For example, the beer diet,
discussed in the results, aligned with a selfconstruction reliant on drugs. The other dicts
mentionad also aligned with self constructions which framed the individuals as sensilive
o lhei;“ environments. These diets consisted of allergy-reducing foods for a sensitive
palate and body constilution, and a diet used to build a certain body type associated with
a muscular, sexual identity. In this context, who the seven believed themselves to be, and
who the seven believed they could become once they acknowledged they could lose

weight, influenced their choice of diet.

Overwhelmingly, the seven men made the connection between certain types of lood,
weight loss, sexual attraction and youthful looks. The resounding message was that il less
[aitening foods were caten male bodies would look more attractive. Yul makes ihe point
clear; "“fwanted o be younger, let's not prt a finer paint on it i 1 was thin I'd be wore
aitractive ", Non-Tatty foods were symbolically associatled with a distinctive, imagined
self, further adding 1o the <laim of this research that self and food can be reflective of
each other, This is supported by the emerping thinner, sexually attractive selves, where
food is observed to be refiective of their self-concept, yet tinged with a practical
component. It was found that foods considered to be fattening do have their place in the

thinner man's diet.

Food was also construcied as energy-giving after weight loss, and when participants were
more active. Here all foods, fattening and non-fattening, are reflective of sclves
exercising and needing extra boosts, and of bodies needing resources to keep up with
hectic lifestyles. Food takes on @ more pragmatic meaning when thin selves control its

usc through diet and exercise to produce the imagined effect. It is here that Lupton’s

L
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{1996} work on food as risk comes into play. It is clear that the thinner seven construct

fatty-foods as both energy giving, yet risky .

Thin men saw fat men in those foeds that were nssociated with high levels ofanimal fat,
and those foods high in sugar. When these [oods were eaten, they were eaten with the
view of buming-off the fat content. In this context, fatty foods were obscrved to be
pleasurable yet risky. There was 2 risk the seven would put on weight, and there was no
way participants were going back to embody Freddy’s identities. Faity foods belonged to
an abandoned sense of self, that was nevertheless lurking in their taste buds. This ﬁnding
has implications for social information promoting healihy diets as a means to increased
longevity and health; there is a nced to consider that men react emotionally as well as
rationally 1o their food choices. From these results it is clear the health messoge is
gelting through in regards o what are healthy, as opposed to unhealthy, focds. However,
men arc not associating the health information attached 10 eating non-fatty foods with
improving their lengevity, and reducing their morbidity. In this study, men symbolically
associated healthy dicts/foods with producing sexy, attractive and desirable bodies. The
contextual intent of the sacial health messape is being lost to a subjective, symbaolic,
sexual context informed by the concept and existence of a competilive sexual markel. In
this research there is a disjuncture between health messages sent and health message
received. This finding is substantiated by fat men, who, when in happy intimate

relationships, put on weight, over time.

Faod is therefore reflective and symbolic of certain body types, Men locking at foed
observed symbolically thinner and fatter bodies as reflecting the food's fal content.
Fattening foods were belicved to produce faiter bodies. In particular, meat, beer and sugar
were symbolically associated with fatness, whilst water, vegetables, salad, and fruit were
associated with thinness. These associations reflect the dominant conceplualisation of
healthy versus unhealthy food. The health component of the seven’s dicting cheices was
not evident to the extlent that it was their motivating force to lose weight. In this rescarch,
men lost weight to look more sttractive [or potential sexual pariners. Quiside ol a

sporting and physical aclivity context, food takes on a more symbolic reflective quality. It
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is perbaps time to talk about the symbolism of food in terms of the reflective self that
shifis emotionally, contingent on its socio-cultural environment, This means researching
the diets of«different kinds of men, in diflerent social contexts. This suggestion also

applies to fashion and the symbolisms attached to the clothes of fat and thin men.

Men and clothes

The symbolic expression of masculinity incorporates many facets. One of these pertains
to wearing the right kind ofclothing. The results indicate that symbolic socio-gendered
distinctions were made between what constitutes gay and straight clothing for men, Brad
states; “f tricd to fit into the smallest thing { could without looking fike a poof™. The word
‘smallest’ also implies a distinction is made between sizes. The feminisation of clothing
for men, the size, style and fit, colour, and hew much of the body is seen, all conflate to
give on overall impression of men and their affiliation to homosexual ot hetcrosexual
identities. This includes the physical act of shopping. This analysis of the public
presentation of self (GofTman, 1959) in terms of clothing now needs to incorporate
distinctions of bodyweight. In this study, there were stark differences between
attachments to clothing for fat and thin men. This study extends the symbolic sigaificance
ofclothing beyond the public presentation of self and the homo/hetero divide and

suggesis that bodyweight significantly influences male clothing 1aste.

The extent to which men shopped for clothes was mediated by their leve! of bodyweight,
and the availability of clothing for different sized bodies. Bordo (19992) suggests that
male bodies have become increasingly objectificd in terms of their physical and sexual
altractien, as a response to advertisements constructing male bodies as erotically
pleasing, sexual objects. This study suppons Bordo's claim. It was found that men were

inwardly directed, when thinner, (o be concemned about their embodied appearances,
The overwhelming statement from participants was that thinner bodies looked belter,

and were easier to dress than fatter bodies. This was in response 1o the larger range of

clothes available to thinner men. Howaver, there was also the distinction made between
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cxpasing the thinner body, and hiding the fotter one, In ihis analysis bodyweight
influenced clothing taste in two ways. Firstly, there was the search for comfort without
looking like a four-man tent, and secondly there was the extent 1o which clothes exposed

the body. Both have implications for fat and thin men.

The biggest problem faced by fat men was where to shop for clothes that fitted. This
problem is compounded by the fact that fat men did not like to shop. The results also
suggest that fatier men disliked the clothing range available to them, In particular, bigger
sizes were needed, and comfort around the botlom was essential as Steve explains. “Back
then it was move about size. I can't be this and you'd go to the dressing room and it
wouldn't fit. I then tried on the 1602em. 'fl try the 117cm then when they didn 't fit I went
the next size wp and thay were the fargest ot a I127cm. I got them on and they were nice
and comfortable and I had to get a shivt becanse she wanted io go 1o the casino. { got this

rayon shirt, it was 142cm, chest and showlder, itke, you kuow*,

From these results, it is clear the market place is mainly geared towards meeting the
demands of a thinner male consumer, and of fat male consumers wanting te be thin male
consumers. It is clear fat men need fashion choices. In this study, fat men fzlt ugly and
hid their weight as best they could under loese-Gitting clothes. Comfortable items, and
hiding body weight, when fat, dominated the seven’s clothing choices. This means that
faghion producers would need 1o provide increasing sizes beyend what is currently
available. Yet the problem still remains that no matter how much material is used, the fat
person will never look thinner. The problem seems not to be the availability of clothes,
but the availability of clothes that hide bodyweight. This leads into the other influence
affecting masculine taste in clothes, that of body exposure, Different environments called
for different levels of dress. The swimming pool is » legitimate environment to wear os
little as possible within sacially sanctioned limits. In this study, at men hid their weight

when atlending both privale and public swimming venues under T-shirts.
They felt uncomfortable about the level of their bodyweight and the symbolic
associstions social others were likely to atlach to it. In those environmenis where bodily

exposurc is sanctioned, clothes acted as buffers protecting the subject [rom negative
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symbolic associations attached to fatness. [n contrast, thinner men brought clothes that
would aecentuate their weight loss with the intent to Jook good for a potential sexual
mate, or with the intent to direct social atlention towards their slimmer bodies. In this
analysis, clothes act to direct sucial altention towards certain aspects of the bedy which
are believed 10 increase the subjects’ sexual desirability. Therefore, men shopped for
clothes which symbolised their intention to attract admiring gazes. Contextualised 1o
taste, thin men were atiracted to clothing that made their bodies visible, and which
accentuated the shape of their bodies. The symbolic implications of this is that excessive
body fat is subjectively and socially constructed as ugly. In contrast, fat-free bodics are

subjectively and socially constructed to be attractive,

The subjective and social constructions of bodics as attractive angd ugly draws into
question Mead's (1934) disembodied self where fatness and thinness would have no
subjective value. In Mead’s analysis subjects would be uninfluenced by social meanings
attached to certain body types to promote consumer desire, or sexual altractiveness.
However, taken that selves interact in a social environment that continually reinforces
certain messages aboul the negative symbolisms attached 1o excessive body weight, this
would be a hard path to follow. Cleatly, men in this study could not resist these messages
where access to the sexual macket was concerned, and where their visual health hinged

on presenting a normative body-shape.

Social messages can, of course, be changed and there is evidence that some cultures
constitute being fin as prestigious (Spring ct al, 1994}, However, the idcological shift
required to value fatness both subjectively and socially in Westem industrialised States,
requires a social sysiem that does not operate using social hierarchies implying ane body
type is belter than asother in terms ofits sexual appeal, or by perpetuating certain body
types as stigmatised because they (all cutside of normative parameters. These ideclogical
matters are discussed in the next and final section lor this chapter, in which masculinily,

health, fatness and thinness arc discussed within an inleractive, ideological frame.
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Symbolic power, social control and stigma

Primary Frameworks

Goffinan’s (1974) concept of primary framewarks refers to how subjects interpret socio-
cultural symbolic information. 'In sum, then, we tend to perceive events in terms of
primary frameworks, and the type of framework we employ provides a way of describing
the event te which it is applied’ (p. 24). For the men in this study, a primary framework is
liberal eapitalism (Heywood, 1998, pp. 24-65), in particular marketing strategies that

deline negative and positive body images for men.

Liberalism is defined by the existence of the individual, the split between classical
liberalism and modern state liberalism, and the differences belween negative and positive
freedoms (Heywood, 2003; Germov, 2002b). The ideology is also defined by a value
system associated with unregulated capitalism, an economic system in which goods are
sold at a profit and the capital is reinvested as a means of making more profit, and
povernmens that take a hands-o[f approach, allowing the market 1o regulate itself
(Heywood, 2003, pp. 62-64). In this climate individual identity can be expressed through
consumer goods, Today individuals are capable of purchasing multiple identities from the
market place. The market place becomes a place for competition, Competition for liberals
is a central concept. It brings, rewards and, most of all, competition for liberal's is

necessary [or progress (Heywood, 2003, pp. 25-68).

In the context of health and food cheices, the crux of the issue in an ideal liberal society
(that is where only classical and modem state liberals exist) is how to promote individual
responsibilily without being dictatorial. In other words, controlling individuals is o
strong for a liberal position. They would rather promote and imply conformity to a
greater good through infbrmation dissemination (horm minimisation) than force people to
act against their free will. The concept of individual choice is ultimately a liberal concept
(Heywaod, 2003, pp. 25-68). Therefore, based on the health information available,

people would choose to be thin and not to be fat, In the context of this research, the
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greater good would be promoting men to choose a healthy lifestyle over an unheslthy one

through attaching social meaning (negative and positive} to fat and thin symbolisms,

Attaching negative and positive meanings to social symbols is ene way to promaote
conformity or, rather, rational choices. This type of socialising telies on subjects
accepling the symbolic associations of, in this case, fatness and thinness, This form of
symbolic contro] also relies on the message being widely disseminated, usually through
social, and interpersonal interactions. Ogden (1592) notes this to be the case, describing

the link between symbolic control and self worth;

As women in this socicty our worth [value] is determined by aur physical [symbn]ll.é]

atlsibules, we are something to look al, we leam to evaluate ourselves in the way that

others evaluate us, We leam to derive a feeling of self-worth and sell-esteem from how

others assess our atractiveness. We sce ourselves as & reflection of how others scc us {p.

22). '
In this study, it was found that (he thin health message was rciniJ'(;;'ccd using the look, the
word, and by placing fat and thin subjects into a subjective, yet pervasive, social body-
image hicrarchy, Within a liberal, capitalist primary framework thin men, in this study,
felt their social value was improved due to social reflections embedded with positive
symbolisms, physical and material rewards. This finding questions the ability of Marxist
(und gencrally socialist) methods to bring sbout social equality, and the ultimale collapse
of social hierarchics (produced from economic stratification) when determinants other
than malerial wealth, and social status impact upon the ways people are socially
positioned in relation to one another during intemersonal interactions, Bodyweight was
observed to influence social positiening adding to the complexity of the phenormena
(Ogden, 1992, ppx~25).

Power and conformity
However, conformity to primary rameworks is variable. In what follows, I eritique

symbolic conformity and individual subjectivity using a predominantly interactionist
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analysis referring to symbaolic violencz, petfect bodics and the divided self (Laing, 1967;
Langer, 1996; Murphy, 1994; Valentine, 1954), and combine it with a number olauthers
wriling on masculine subjectivitics, social interactions and social control in an
ideologically, politically, liberal society {See Bordo, 1999a; Drummond, 2002; Erdinan,
1994; Foucault, 1980; Goftman, 1963, 1969; Mcad, 1934; Sparkes, 1999 Sullivan, 1952;
Valentine, 1994). Subjects in this siudy used a sexual-health-attractiveness schema to
assess the other, and place themselves relationally into a socially condoned, body-image
hierarchy. [t was found that wealih, health, and sex-appeal are definitive, socially
etnpowered symbolic coneepts, underpinning ell social interactions between fat and thin
men in their socio<cultural environmenis, In this section, the term *object” is taken to be

synonymous with *symbol’ both of which may be collapsed into the tenn *imapg’,

Fat and thin embadied symbolisms hold dilferent social values. Fat bodies are socially
construcled to be different to thin bodies. *What is bad about being fat is the social
interpretation of this body, not the fat itsell’ (Erdman, 1994, p. 162). In light of Erdman's
commenis, men in this study placed more value on thinner, attractive, male bodies than
they did on fat, male bodies. In this cantext, thin embodiment symbolises a range of
conforming practices that arc rewarded, ihe rewards being access to o wider range of
consumer goods (Bordo, 1993, 1999a), and being socially valued wilkin a social health
centext. Therefore the key issue under discussion is the power to ascribe *value’ to

embodied symbuls to enhance their subjective and social desirability,

In a masculine conlext, men desire toned, fat-lree bodics that are sexually appealing, and
8 joy 1o dress. This was a dominant finding, The desire for sexy bodies is usually
coneeplualised as the product of symbolic advertising placing sexy images, with certain
products, promising perfect and desirable bedics (Bordo, 1993, 1999a; Murphy, 1994
Valentine, 1994). The resulis support this position, Langer offers this:

Whole incidents such ns teenagers being mugged for their shoes feed a widespread sense
of a social world that is unpredictabic and out of control ... self-esicem and social status
are incxlriﬁbly linked o the capacily to fulfil desires generated by the market

(1996 : 57).
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In response to Langer’s comment, it was clear the seven experienced a profound shift
when thinner, and actively commoditised themselves to be desirable, However, the
results also establish that interpersonal interactions were as impottant es consumer-fed
images when perpetuating the symbolic valug ol the thin ideal. This calls into question
Valetine's claim that interpersonal interactions are of less importance than media-fed
images when shaping social constructions of embodiment (1994, pp. 1(8-119), In this
study, media-fed images played less importance (o the seven’s subjective sense of self
than interactive reflections which had immediate effects, in some cases, prompting
weight-loss and the embodiment of the thin ideal. In this context, the immediate social
group had the power to influcnce the paricipant's subjective construction as suéinlly
informed (Berger & Luckman, 1967; Mead, 1934; Sullivan cited in Muuss, 1998),

The social issue is whether men who fose weight are deing so 1o (it the desirable thin
ideal as pempetuated by the popular press or are losing weight for eiher reasons. The
social constructionist would presume that their choice to be thin aligns with conformist
messages promoting thin imagery as the desirable nonn, In this case, fat men are placed
in a reactive position to socio-cultural environments that tell them 1o be thin, In
conlrast, Baudrillard's {1992} and Thompson’s (1997) position is that male choice to be
thin is not a passive reaction to their socio-cultural environment, but instead their
subjective embodiment is something about which they have a choice. Men have the
choice to manufacture a thin ideal as they do to manufaeture & fat ideal, They also have
the choice to embody numerous ideals thal are not a reaction to popular images.
However, here was o link between embodying the desirable ideal, sexual competition

and being visibly healthy,

Competition, in a liberalised context, is socially healthy (Heywood, 1992, 1998, 2003;
Sercombe, 1996), However, the down-side to competitive systems is that they establish
differences between losers and winners, In this study there was competition between fat
and thin symbolisms to socially constituie subjectivities in winning and losing ways, The
thin ideal for men was found to be socially superior to the fat ideal. Fat and exiremely
thin men felt devalued socially, meaning they experienced social interactions from an

inferior position, In other words, they flt stereotypically, stigmatised during the
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jmteraction by observing the other's renctions to their level of body fat (Go {fiman, 1969).
Their choice to be fat or extremely thin was socially questicned and in most cases
challenged. Their choice to be thin was a response to competing for sexual intimacy afler

a separation,

Fat men who were left by their pariners needed to compete sexually for new partners and
did so by losing weight. In this case, there was a pervasive view that the sexual other
prefers thinner male bodies a5 sexval pariners. This was based on the seven’s subjective
preference, preferring thinner sexual partners themselves. The seven's prefemed sexual
ideal was the basis of their own embodied devaluation in the eyes ol the sexual other.
Brad's experiences at the rove best sum this up, where he compares his “blubby guts ™

with those of “buffed men ", and convinces himself he stands no chance of scoring.

The social message that thinness is more sexually attractive is subjectively endorsed. The
chicken and egg question remains: Which came first, the imagery of the thin ideal, or the
embodiment of it 7 Regardless of which came first, the subjective endorsement of it
allows advertisers to exploit the message based on individual, sexual, and intimate needs.
The self is divided between choosing attractive and unattractive embodicd-weight. The
choice means either embarking on a weight-loss process, improving one’s looks, or
remaining static ({#1 or thin) and dealing with any social stigmas altached to the image.
Therefare, this study suggests subjective choice always occurs within social contexts and
what is of value to the individual, in this case attractiveness, will act as the catalyst for
change. There is a great deal of social value (wealth) ticd to promoting the attractive
thinner ideal, As found it 1his research, thinner men buy more clothes thaa fatter men,

and are more likely 1o buy into exercise 1o maintain their embodied ideal.

The “thinness = attractiveness” concept is a simplistic but dominant schema. ILhad the
power to influence intcractions in either a positive or negative sense. In this study, fat
men were locked down upon and felt inferior to others. Thin men felt socially superier to
their fat counterparts. However, there was an additional symbol affecting the way
masculine subjeclivities were constituted beyond ‘thinness = attractiveness’, [ am

referring to the concept of health. In the trplex, (thinness=allractiveness=health) health
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becomes a maore definitive means 1o assess who the other is, what their sexual preferences
are, what their level of health is, and whether they are using drugs. This triplex was
employed as a means of [raming and stereotyping people in interpersonal interactions, in

both valuing and devaluing ways.

Interactions that occur using the negative aspects of stercotypes can lead to interactions
steeped in bedily prejudices (Sparkes, 1999; Spakes & Smith, 1999), Interactions of this
kind seek to establish an illusionary, subjective, social hierarchy. In this study, social
others interacted with men in a number of other stigmatising ways outside of the
attracliveness context. The social other predominantly used the negative aspects of the

fat and extremely-thin stereatypes lo locate men within a health hierarchy. Their health
value was the result of assessing the seven’s level of fat and connceting this to any known
sexual, dmg and health practices. Health was found to be a guiding principle for localing

individuals within 2 social hierarchy.

The existence of a soeial health hierarchy is the result of the impertance placed on
sustaining a healthy secio-cultural environment, This was Foucault’s position in terms of
his concept of docility (1980). Decility is defined as being the socialised acceptance of
the stalus gquo. The central issue is how to manufacture docility, In other words, how does
a sociely manufacture docility in men to be thin and not fat? This refers to the Sale’s
ability to make individuals responsible for their state of weighted embodiment, thus
requiring sclf-regulation. In this study, Foucault’s (1980) concern over the way subjects
come to internalise their embodiment was evident, but was nullified by fat men in
relationships. However, his central thesis is supported by this reseatch, in that self

regulation also entailed fat men hiding their weight as best they could.

Self-regulating praclices are best manufactured using fear (Laing, 1967). In this study
men feared being fat for a number ol reasons, but essentially they feared social taunis
about (heir state of embodiment. In a health context, there was a fear of being constituted
wrongly based on their level of bodyweight and known deviant behaviours. Thercfore,
social knowledge that continually highlights some practices as deviant, abnormal, or

unhealthy renders subjeets prone to social control and fear of being framed in
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stigmalising ways (Goffiman, 1963)'. Laing’s work best sums this up:

Allthese people who seek to cantrol the behavieur of large numbers of other pecple
work on the experiencss of those other people. Once people can be induced 1o experience
a situation in & similar way, they can be expected to behave in similar ways, nduce
people all 1o want the same thing, haté_ the same things, and feel the same threat, then
their behaviour is already caplive— )’{5‘;] have ncquired your consumets or your canmnon
fodder. Induce a commen perception of Negroes as subhuman, or the Whites as vicious

and cffete, and behavieur can be concerted accordingly (1967: 8G).

Using Laing's work in the context of badyweight, if people can be induced into
believing falness is vnhenlthy and unantractive, then interactions would occur implying
the {ot, unattractive, and cxtremely thin men are socially inferior to attractive, healthy and
normalive men. In this study, it was found that bodyweight intersccted with other
symbolic categories locaing the subject in an inferjor position, thereby supporting
Laing's contention, For example, if the subject under observation was known to be gay,
then the projection of HIV is imposed onto them if they lose top mueh weight, Another
example, was the known drug user-iftoo thin was presumed to be using again. The
results indicated that the amount of fai seen on the face and stamach, were determinants
used (o position men within a masculine and social hierarchy which symbolised their
state of wellness, illness, deviance, and their social positioning in the sexval market. In
response, subjects attempted to deny or reject the inferior, sick and diseased

constructions. However, in most cases, they were unable to do so.

Social and subjective acceptance of thin symbolism, as superior to fat symbolism, is
crenting a competitive, hostile social environment, It was observed that fatness has the
symbolic visual power to frame a person negatively, thus preventing them from being
framed wilh positive constructs, Their freedom to ‘be * fal within an economically
capitalist society was undermined by a message implying (his freedom has severe
individual, sexual, and social heallk costs. The choices, socially presented, are between

fatness which is stigmalising becanse socially it is considered to be ugly, wasteful,
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indulgent and sexually unatiractive, and thinness, which brings unbridled hedonistic

pleasures and social siats.

The problem, as identified by the seven, was that being fat was not a freedom they were
At liberty 1o choose. Their embodied sense of self needed 1o reflect the dominant social
values of'their socio-cultural environments, Further; there was social pressure

to conform to 2 normative image of healthier attractive men, This was mainly

achieved through the sense of sight. This finding reflects Foucault’s (1980) work on

promoting regulating practices through imaginary, inlemnalised, surveillance.

The power of the gaze

Foucault's work on the authoritive gaze of the medical professional and the power of
their ‘gaze’ to constitute the subject as sick or in need of segregation (Rabinow, 1984)
can be extended to this study on bodyweight and men. The authoritive gaze, within an
institutional senting, has the power to punish and segregate those who do not coanform to
their noymalising practices. The same power is extended to those gazing upon deviant
behaviour in a number of social environments, and in the process of ‘othering’, excluding
thetn from theit social proup {Becker, 1963). This study has extended the power ofthe
aulhorative gaze of professionals to individuals when constituting subjects as healthy,
unhealthy, and deviant, or within normalive embodied parameters. It was found

thin men are more likely to self-repula e their bodyweight when cxperiencing socio-

cultural reflcctions indicating they were too thin.

Bentham's Panopticon is the foundation for Foucault’s interest in surveillance and
subjeciivity {1980}. In particulac, his interest centres on the concept of conditioning the
subject 10 be their own watcher. This is posited as the State’s ultimate goal. Social control
is maintained through 1]1'i'lsubj cct's compliance (docility) to institutionalised authority.
The issue of achieving t];iﬁ rests in the education of subjects to act ot perform, in a certain
social way [or fear of being seen (or heard) not to, and to be educated to gaze (and speak}
in certain ways. In a health context, this meang Iooking at bodies and framing them as

healthy, unhealthy, or within socially endersed normative limits.
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These findings endorse the existence of Foucauit's ([ 980) eye of power through which
individuals experience social regulation with the aim to promote self-regulating
behaviour. Emotions such as shame, guilt, fear, superiority, and emational-confidence

were identified.

you have the system of surveillance, which on the contrary involves very little expense.
There i no need for arms, physical violence, material constraints. Just a gaze. An
inspeeting gaze, a gaze which each individual under its weight will end by interiorising to
the point that he is his own oversecr, each individual thus exercising this surveillance
aver, and against himself. A superb formula: power excrcised continuously and for what
tums out ko be 2 minimal cost ...It is indeed the casc that the gaze has had great
importance among the technigues of power developed in the modem era, but, as 1

have said, it is far from being the only or even principal system employed (p. 155).

In accordance with Foucault's {1980) work, this study establishes that participants
selfregulated their eating and exercising practices having lost the weight,

end in response lo symbolisms infering weight gain, or extreme weight-loss. In short,
having achieved a normative, thinner, more attractive body, men maintained this
embodiment in response to gazes and wards constiluting then as healthy, and
attractive (or if they went to the thin extreme they would be framed using ianguage to
infer they werc unhealthy, and unattractive). Foucault (1980), Laing (1967), and Bordo
{1999g, pp.172-173) are all concened with the way *fear’ is used to promote social
conirol through stipmatizing ceitain embodied subjectivities. In this research, participants
feared returning to a life of fatness, felt stigmatised when socially constituted using
negative social symbols, and feared losing the socio-sexuul attention that thinzer bodies
brought them. Therefore, self regulation of healthy embodiment and sexual
attractivencss, are enhanced when subjects fear being looked ot and constituted as fat,

unhealthy and unattractive,
In addition 1o the look, the word was also found to affect the seven's subjectively

embodied self. Mead's (1934} and Sullivan’s (cited in Muuss, 1996), pesition was that

the language was dominant in self construction, Whilst this study supports their claim, it
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has identificd that the visual is also important where subjective construction is concerned.
It was found that subjective construction is based upon, and constantly changing with, the
other’s looks combined with the other’s words, and the subject’s interpretation of their
reflective symbolic socio-cultural environment, In other words, subjectivity is
constructed through social-symbolic reflection. This process is illustrated as an

interactive model seen in figure two (p. 220).

The model has been developed from the results to symbolise the negotiation of identities
by fat and thin men. The model incorporates three positions: ‘a sense of'self”, ‘an
expressed identity’, and ‘the socialisation processes, or lived experience’. The selfis the
repesilory of a vast amount of social information, and is formed, primarily, in response to
reflected social information over the individual's life course (Berger & Luckman, 1967).
This information comprises a range of concepts and delerminants. Generally, they
include determinants such as gender, class and ethnicity. However, it is clear from these
results that embodied subjects were prone to changes in their sel-formations as their
badies gained and lost weight. In this study, continuous symbolic socialisation was found
te influcnce the subject’s embodied self-construct and socially expressed identity, The
dominant social symbolisms affecting a man's sense of self werc identified as food;
fashian, drugs, leisure, body imageftype and attractivencss, disease and sickness, health
and fitness, cultural beliefs and valucs, political ideologies, sexval preferences and

performance, reflective objects, space and geographic location,

[n the model, the atrowed lines indicate the dynamic flow between the thres key features:
social reflection, self formation and expression of social identities. Firstly, the modet
suggests the socialisation process influences the self development of a human being. This
aligns with the interactionist work on identity Jormation (Cooley, 1964; Mead, 1934).
Secondly, the mode] draws atlention to haw the individual can also be dircetly influenced
in their secialisation process by the *symbolic’ outside of their immediate socialisation
process. This refers to the subjeetive side of identity formation where the individual is
active in his own constitution as he interprets ihe meanings behind what he reflectively

experiences in his symbolic interactions with a range of abstract and concrete symbols
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(Baudrillard, 1992}, Lastly, the model incorporates the concept that how people look (the

gaze), and how peaple construct othets and themselves in their spoken language {the

comment} is reflective of their socialisation process and lived experiences (Bordo, 1990,
1999; Goffman, 1963; Bandler & Grinder, 1979).

Figure Two. A model for interactive subjectivity.

How you want others to
see you, define you,

I

The geze The wend

-

athletic, guru.

Expressed self. How you
express yoursell lo the social
other. Expressed through
identities: slob, stud,
producer, inept sportsman,

Social Identity. How
others actually see and
define you.

Social reflection,
How others want you
10 be.

i

A

Sense of Self. Who you
believe yourselfto be,
How you define yoursell

Lived Experiences,
Sexual preferences and
performance.

Cultural beliefs/values.

Drugs. Political ideology,

Food, Fashion items,
Space. Leisure,
Body-imageftype.
Health/fitness,
Disease/sickness,
Rellective objects.
Geographic Jocation
(where you live).

Clear examples from the research include Charles, when his sense of himsell was in

direct contrast to how social others observed him with weight, and James's experience of

being expected to play the joker role when fat, which he clearly disliked, but performed

anyway. Ultimately, the seven's experiences of conflict between subjectively formed and

socially prescribed identilies are embodied in the stark contrasts presented through the
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ideal types. Even though, subjectively, they thought they could do cenain things when
fat, in their social interactions they got the impression that fat men and thin men do
different things. The symbolic analysis of this would supgest a power relationship at play
between the individual and the social. In a sense, fat men felt they were punished for
attempling to behave like thin men; and attractive men were punished for attempting o

look to good. There is tension between subjective expression and social acceplance.

The model implies a dynamic loop in which fat and thin identitics are constructed and
unider constant change, but the dynamism cannol portray that the individual and the social
are the same thing. The self under social construction is also simultaneously the
embodiment of its socialisation process, reflecting itself'to other selves. I am a receiverof
social information and at the same time o transmitter of #t, Yet individuals are active
agents. It is clear that some participants identified more with some of the symbolic
symbels underpinning their continuous socialisation process than athers. What this model
shows is that gach individual is a composite of identifications that relate to social
phenomena. The issuc is to what extent does over or under identification with these
inlluence social behaviour and interpersonal interactions? The results sugpest both
primary and secondary participants experienced a strong link between identity formation,

identification with their expressed social identities, and the social reactions to these.

There was tension between the way primary participants wanted to be framed

and the way they experienced themselves interacting, wilh athers. Essentially, panticipants
had little contro] aver the way athers framed their social identitics, which, in wum,
affected their sense of sclf. In this study, the issuc of power and control was
deconstructed. The power to inferm, praject and resist masculine identities, and
embodied subjectivities was variable. Power was found to be intrinsically woven through

the symbalic, and experienced through the word and the paze.

Concluslon

This study shows that men are rationally and emotionally embodied selves (Heamn, 1993;

Lupton, 1998). As Lupton explains:
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The interest in the sociology of the body potentially includes a greater attention to the
sociclogy of emotions, including exploring the relatienship belween seeio-cullural
megning and represeatation, sacial interaction and bodily experience. Like the body
itself, emotional State's setve to bring together nature and culture in a seamless
intermingling in which it is difficult 1o argue where one ends and the other begins
{Lupton, 1998 ; 4),

The problem, as identified by the seven, was that their sense of emotional belonging was
conditionat on the size of their bodics. It was found that fat men have a sense of
ematienal belenging when in intimate private relationships, but they do not have the
same sensc when walking through public space. In public, their subjectivity reflected

their weight status. Fat men were the joker.

The study establishes that social knowledge about bodyweight influences both self and
social identity formations. It demonsirates that people leam to be within a social context,
yet who they leam 1o be ofien conflicts with whe others think they should be. The
prominent task for these men is to establish the self as continuous, and embodied.
Embodied subjectivity is synonymous with self (Lupton, 1998; Sparkes, 1996) withir a
primary Famework. This study has alse shown that the self incorporates both negative

and positive dimensions,

Self and identity formations are social phenomena used to distinguish differcnce, This
study has shown that bodyweight acts to mark difference, and that identities can be
influenced by bodyweight. The post-modem approach to absolutes and hegemonic
masculinity has been to suggest the existences of multiple masculinities, or the
availability of multiple male identities (West, 2000}, In brief, that there arc differences
between men in their beliels about what it is to be a man, These different b.liels can be
subjectively experienced and symbalically expressed. The post-modern claim is
supparted by this rescarch which establishes that fat and thin men experienced their
embodiment differently. In brief, it was found that fat and thin men expressed themselves
differently using a range of social symbols 10 canvey s multitude of subjective and

socially-known identities.
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Chapter 9

| Sﬁmmarising the Study
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A softer side to men

This qualitalive sludy ofseven prmary participants and seven secendery panicii:ams
adopted a symbolic interactionist framework to explore male bodyweight, defined as
differing levels ol body fat, Primary participants are men who have gained and lost
twenty (or more) kilograms of bodyweight. The secondary participants were intimate
peeple who observed the weight-gain and loss, The results were coded into symbolic

,themes relaling 10 men and masculinities, fatness, thinness, food, clothes, emotions,

“ealth and sexual attractivencss. The results were initiglly presented as two ideal types,
*Fat Freddy' and ‘Sexy Steve’, These ideal-types characterise the extremities of body-
weight for primary participants. In the second results chapter, fourteen individual stories
build an account of embodied weight gain and loss, Food, clothes and sexual

attractiveness were found to affect men in profound emotional ways.

The rationale for using an interactionist thearelical ffamework is based on the premise
that individuals reflect their secio-cultural symbolic environments, and that interaction ig
influenced by this (Berger & Luckman, 1967; Cooley, 1964; Goffman, | 974; Mead,
1934). In the analysis, the symbolisms identified in the resulis were teased apart and
discussed within the Tramework of previous studies and analyses of subjective, emotional
embodiment, and selFidentity construction in contextunlised socio-cultural environments
{Sce Bordo, 1990, 19994; Bourdicu, 1984; Cooley, 1964; Drummond, 1998, 2001, 2002;
Foucualt, 1980; Laing, 1967; Lupton, 1995, 1998, 2000; Goffman, 1963, 1967, 1969;
Mead, 1934: Sullivan, 1950). It was established that being thin holds more subjective and
social value than being fat, Based on size, fat men are not the same as thin men. It wos
evident that the seven'’s interpersonal relationships changed as did their relationships with

their selfidentities.

"Today, social constructions of falness and thinness are pervasive in identity construction
and in framing interpersonal interactions. To be fat or thin is o know one's place in the
sovinl world. There is no real need to be told that falness is negative and thinness

posilive: individuals accept this lo be the case without question. Fat men in this study,
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knew that they were socially inferior to thinner men and this was learned through the
*saze’ and through social interaction, Fat and thin bodies were found to be embedded
with symbolic power 1o constilute the subject in a number of stigmatising ways, these
include being gay; straight, healihy, unhealthy, HIV positive/negalive, and a drug
user/non-user. Such symbolism arises from a health conscious social context. In brief, it
was evident that body weight is socially constructed, and that the construetion differed
hased on lived experiences, the relationship betwuen observed and obsetver, and

conneclions made between meaning and observation.

This research showed that men experience a profound emotional shift as they moved
between subjective negative and positive sclf concepts based upon gaining and losing
different amounts of body fat. This shift affecied their social interactions in emotional
ways. Indeed, there were tensions between subjeciive identity projections, and social
projections of identity. Points of conflict existed between who the participant wanted to
be and who they were expected 1o be. Philosaphically, the thesis explores the tensions
between the divided self, the individual and social control of the body. [ used the
experiences of men who gained and lost weight, and the experiences of those witnessing
expanding and reducing masculine embodiments, 10 posit the idea that subjective
interpretation of the symbolic is influenced by one's state of subjective embodiment, To
complicate matters, the state of one’s subjective embodiment is influcnced by the
differing social volues associaled with, and projected onte, differing body types by social

observers, and other rellective symbols.

There was cvidence of a power dyhamic operating between valued and devalued body
irmages. The symbolism of body weight acted to mark subjeets in a number of socially
stigmatising ways. Valentine’s (1994} claim that interpersonal interactions are oflittle
significance compared to mass-produced imagery contrasts with the claim of this
research, which sugpests thal it is ot the level of inlerpersonal relationships that people .

mosi expericnee marginalisation,
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This study has built on previous work on masculinities by showing, in detail, how the
competitive world of men may be acted out through body image. The tension between the
selfand the socipl exists as both an internal and external tussle. Intemally, the selfis
altempling to find balance between its subjective state of embodiment, and social
reflections sugpesting a healthy, unhealihy, valued or devalued state of embodiment. The
discrepancy belween what constitutes fatness and thinness is played out in subjective
minds and in the verbal and non-verbal lunguage embedded in social interactions with

both sentient and non-sentient objects,

Most importantly this study has given voice to men's issues with body weight (fatness
and tlrinness) in relation to body image and their experiences of masculine identities. It is
unique, in that, it maps the experiences of men gaining and losing body [at, This area has
been largely fgnored in favour of attention 1o the female body and patriarchal practices.
The study reveals that the sofler side to men is often expressed in private, Their joutney
from fat to thin was an emotional and physical joumey in which they ccased 1o sce
themselves os “Biubber mus™ and “Mounsters " and pdopted new, scxually attractive self-
consiructs. Hence, the social value attached to thinness, or experienced subjectively by
participants, reinforced the need to be thin and not far. . Fat men were found to
experience stigmatisation when socially interacting. Bodyweight is a visual delerminant

for marginalisation.
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Motivational biography and researcher reflections

In qualitative research it is cuslomary to reveal the values-basc o f the researcher in order
to make transparent the process of analysis. Similarly, qualitative research nermally
includes a joumal in which the researcher's thoughts at the time of data collection and
conceptual analysis establish an audit 1rail so that future researchers in the same field can
explore the validity of the analyses. This appendix describes my background, metivations

and journey thraugh my PhD research and thesis writing,

1 first started to discuss the research projeet with my supervisor at the tlime, Dr Howard

Sercombe, February 2000, However, | feel that a brief accoum of the construction of my
own sense of identity would better serve as the starting point. My fife experiences aflect
upon my work {continually) in many profound ways, witheut which this rescarch would

not be what it is.

[ was bom in Greenwich, 19566, to working class parents. [ quickly esiablished myselfas
an accidenl-prone child. This manifested itselfin breaking through plass doors, falling off
see-saws, and breaking bones, [ was continuzlly active at this time. 1 would spend all my
time out ol the house, on my bike, racing other kids in the sirect. I was highly compatitive
bul never reached the finishing line first. { always saw myselfas the second-in-command.
The caricature, embedded in the character of *Litthe John' in Robin Hood best sums this
up and highlights one of my bigger personal issues, the fear of lcadership and taking the
helm (“What if T fail? Will they like what [have to say? Will they reject me? And
therefore will 1 be left alone?™). Lynne, (Principle supervisor), became fustrated with my
conslant ficed 10 put theories up front when writing the first draft of'the discussion
chapter, and rightly so. 1 have always felt that 1 needed permission ftom others before
conveying my ehservations. This has more to do with the fear of rejection than it does
anything else. I had to work hard to take ownership and to place my resulls up-front when
editing and writing (he second draft of the discussion chapler. [ cannot trace where 1have
leamt that what | observe has little 1o no importance, and where the fear of being rejected
for what 1 believe Io be the case originated, 1 obscrve lile as 2 strugple and a batile

ngainst the environment, [ trace this to my working-class back ground.
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All my parents had hard childhoods. Some had 10 give up their dreams; some were
shifted about as pawns in some bizarre game of hide-and-seck with parents who blew and
in and out of their lives. ] oflen had a sense of the injustices that parents put their children
through, and have come to realise that if' 1 had had their upbringing 1 would have failed
and flallen by the way-side. My siep-father (Davy) inherited an cmotional boy, who
would need to be stronger if he was to survive the cruel world he (Davy) had had 1o

cndure,

T have often wondered why [ have come to where [ am. 1 can link my desire to work in
the human services with all my care-giver's sense of sacial justice. My own carc-pivers
all havethad tender heants, some wear them on their sleeves and some hide them, but the
feeling was always the same when [ was allowed to see them for whe they were. My
admiration lor them has grown over the past four years, and T have come o see my part
in the disasters, that at times tore the family apart, and at others, had us laughing until we
could no longer breathe, 1 can remember stories of tecth being lost in swimming peals as
the wearer (604 drank a bit too much alcehol and vomited: or a holiday villa that was
sold on a promise and turned out to be vermin infested, and lacking in all amenities-and
personal antics that have destroyed rooms, carpets, furniture, and household appliances.

Family life, as 1 now remember it, was always fun once the conflicts were forpotien.

At some point, I started to put on weight. There are piciures of me, skinny as a rake, with
blonde hair, befors our move from my childhood home away from the village, and into
the town. [ did not do especiatly well at school. My school reports where consistent in the
remark “could do beiter il'he applied himself™, 1 haled summer sporis because of my
weight, and | always 1ried to skip the compulsory shawer due Lo my poor bady image.
However, these experiences were compensated by (he advantages gained in rugby. 1 can
remember running at full pelt and knocking an apponent clean offhis feet. Speed and
weight can be unsioppable forces, When combined, the two they can be devastating, 1
had good school and socia! relationships with the Physical Education team. They were
always friendly and rcady 1o assist. [ did not tell them about my body issues and instead

placed myselfin awkward positions where [ would fail al completing the activity.
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Climbing ropes were especially hideous, as was the indoor gym set-up for the obstacle
coursg, consisting ofbenches, climbing fames and ropes, and hoops. However, indoor
murder ball was okay due to my weight advantage. Physical education could be both fun
and humiliating, depending on the activity and my ability to perform the tasks to a certain
level of compelence, and therefore, be relatively invisible and normalive within my peer
group, At school I was a bully, and [ was bullied. 1 would oflen find myself wanting 1o
confrent those who tormenied me at school, and to sincercly opologise to those 1

physically and emotionally hurt.

At school, drama was my saviour. I loved improvisation and being creative. [