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To educate is a practice of freedom … is a way of teaching anyone can 

learn”  

bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress  

1. Introduction  

One of the most enduring tales in Eurocentric mythology is the myth of 

Narcissus. The beautiful young male creature falls in love with his own 

reflection in the pool and spends his days staring at it, heedless to the world 

around him [1]. According to literary interpretations, the myth of Narcissus is 

primarily a story about vanity, body-obsession and solipsism [2]. At this point, 

a reader may wish to stop and ask themselves what does a myth have to do 

with osteopathy?  

It takes one look on the professions’ social media to see overwhelming 

images of half-naked bodies and manual techniques accompanied by the turn-

the-volume-up commentary and, often erroneous and untrue advice 

regarding posture and body image. Questions such as: ‘What makes 

osteopathy unique? How is osteopathy superior to other healthcare 

professions?’ repeatedly pervade osteopathic discourse from small 

discussions on Facebook to large international conferences. Furthermore, 

from the ideas that musculoskeletal alignment symbolises health and 

homeostasis and everything that sits outside of this is somehow unhealthy and 

ugly; to banal and fatuous aphorisms, masquerading profundity, such as 

“osteopathy is what the osteopath does” sadly, much of osteopathic culture 

is reminiscent of the Narcissus admiring his own reflection in the water.  

In this paper, we pose this type of discourse which ascribes value based on 

aesthetic features, obfuscates what is truly important in osteopathy and 

society; making it unclear who do we serve and protect, other than ourselves?  

It is worth noting that three primary attractions dominate the myth of 

Narcissus, which are 1) attraction to the physical body 2) attraction to 

sameness, and 3) preference of isolation. We argue that these are not unlike 

the state of affairs that have been percolating the osteopathic profession since 

its beginnings. We recognise that many of these issues are not unique to 

osteopathy and are present in physiotherapy and medical education, 

however, here we chose to focus on our own profession and experiences 

within osteopathy [3,4]. In this paper, we intend to look at the osteopathic 

relationship with aesthetics and corporeality and their impact on the 

educational environment and the people within it.  

2. Laying the heuristic ground  

We use this myth as a heuristic device, to investigate this topic in a novel 

and personal way, distinct from the constraints of accepted and traditional 

theory [5], often used in works of this nature [6–9]. This is somewhat 

autoethnographic in approach [10], however using theory rather than 

methods [11]. Metaphor, mythology and stories are frequently used within 

education and clinical practice to exemplify and transmit knowledge and ideas 

in an accessible form, sometimes lost in dense academic works [12,13], 

particularly in works such as this whose intended audience is manual therapy 

clinicians who may not have familiarity with the depth of social theory, which 

is often jargonistic and at times challenging to interpret [14,15].  

By using a myth and story, traditionally less used genres in academia, we 

also want to challenge hierarchical forms of academic dissemination and 

pedagogical practices that reify domination of one way of knowing over 

another. We have taken the opportunity to highlight and discuss the ways in 

which osteopathy is enacted and held and situate this work with the multitude 

of wider perspectives regarding osteopathic identity, its ramifications and 

future directions. This paper may compliment, contradict or challenge some 

of these views.  

This paper is written for a special issue of the International Journal of 

Osteopathic Medicine in celebration of Prof Stephen Tyreman who was a voice 

of humanness, epistemic fluency and critical renaissance within the profession 

for many decades [16]. Inspired by the work of Prof Tyreman, it is our hope 

that the future of osteopathy is a future that encompasses a plurality of 

stories, bodies and epistemologies. Whilst the latter inextricably overlap, in 

this paper we examine the story of the body in closer detail.  

3. Perspective  

This commentary is informed by a conflict-based perspective and 

intersectional feminist lens. We invite readers to view these themes from a 

conflict-based perspective [17,18], facilitating the difficult process of 

reflection, self-examination and possibly emancipatory change rather than 

engage in mere academic rhetoric, blame or judgement. The conflict we are 

endorsing is one that has the power to strengthen relationships and 

community dynamics, by the means of critical reflection of our shared 

osteopathic tradition, and acceptance of our differences as human beings. In 

other words, our conflict-based perspective is an invitation to accountability, 

not volatility.  

As an antidote to the type of individualism, exceptionalism, and 

homogeneity we are describing here, we choose to deploy an intersectional 

feminist lens, rooted in the work of Audre Lorde who once upon a time 

identified as a black, lesbian, mother, warrior, and poet [19]. Intersectional 

feminism’s basic presumption is that how we move through this world is 

informed by our race, class, gender, and other social constructs and structures 

which have power to oppress people, in multidimensional ways. These forms 

of oppression are structural, cumulative and, at times, lethal [20].  

We recognise the work and contribution of well recognised and widely 

cited sociologist Michel Foucault, especially when it comes to the topics of 

power [21] and knowledge [21]; illness [7–9] and sexuality [6, 22]. However, 

in order to move away from the dependence on Eurocentric thinkers and 

dominant white male gaze, we choose to position our paper in the social 

theory imbued with marginalised and oppressed voices of black lesbian 

feminist Audre Lorde. Therefore, Lorde’s intersectional feminist theory is the 

central theory in this paper or in Ahmed’s terms, the central “feminist brick”: 

the theoretical and methodological support on which we come to base our 

work. Each feminist citation is therefore a ‘’feminist straw’’ building a 

philosophical edifice conceptualising our work [23].  

Lorde was a prolific theorist, writer and poet. She carried intersectionality 

in her bones and understood that white feminism centres oppressions of 

white, heterosexual, western, middle-class women as the only form of 

oppressions, whilst ignoring how the system discriminates against Black and 

Latino women. At the feminist conference in 1979, Lorde condemned the 

conference’s organisers and speakers for excluding race, age, class and 

sexuality diversity from its topic. “The masters tools will never dismantle the 
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master’s house” and “personal is political” are some of the famous words 

uttered at the conference and subsequent book which paved the way for the 

intersectional feminism that we know today. Many have been inspired by 

Lorde’s work, namely Cherríe Moraga, Gloria Anzaldúa, and Kimberle 

Crenshaw who later ´ coined the term “intersectionality” in order to enable 

structural analysis of discrimination faced by black women [24,25]. In one of 

the interviews [26], Crenshaw defined intersectionality as following:  

“Intersectionality is a lens through which you can see where power comes 

and collides, where it interlocks and intersects. It’s not simply that there’s 

a race problem here, a gender problem here, and a class or LBGTQ problem 

there. Many times that framework erases what happens to people who are 

subject to all of these things. (…) The other issue is that intersectionality can 

get used as a blanket term to mean, “Well, it’s complicated.” Sometimes, 

“It’s complicated” is an excuse not to do anything. At AAPF and the Center 

for Intersectionality and Social Policy Studies, we want to move beyond that 

idea.”  

Lorde’s words forever linger and we draw our central thesis from her 

seminal work about Master’s Tools [19], which is that osteopathic education, 

with its focus on the self, undressing practices and acquiring knowledge 

through the means of half-naked bodies ignores structural and intersectional 

inequities that influence people’s bodies and health [27,28].  

Furthermore, we believe that education that insists on dressing down and 

using half-naked bodies as prime means of knowing is inherently anti-feminist 

and exclusionary, as it is oblivious to how different bodies move, take space 

and experience the world. It equally ignores changes in culture, societal 

diversity and technological advances which make this way of knowing a choice 

and not a necessity. We challenge the existing status quo as the only episteme 

with which osteopathic knowledge can be acquired.  

The patriarchal system we are discussing consists of power1 relations in 

which the interests of women, sexual and gender minorities, ethnic 

minorities/marginalised ethnic groups, black and brown, poor and disabled 

people are subordinated. These power relations take on many forms, from 

additional labour such as epistemic [29], physical and societal such as 

additional childcare responsibilities, to internalised norms and perpetuation 

of expectations of femininity/masculinity by which we live, therefore, the 

patriarchy as a concept is not solely enacted by men [30]. Inherent within 

conflict theory is the intersecting conflicts between social position, power and 

identities, individuals may participate in and perpetuate these systems 

unknowingly, at times oblivious to their existence [18]. These issues have been 

brought to societies’ consciousness in recent times via social movements such 

as #metoo and #Blacklives matter, reignited by the impact of recent events in 

the world such as the killings of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd.  

Whilst foregrounding intersectional feminist framework, our discussion is 

positioned within the wider literature of critical frameworks, such as: Critical 

Disability Studies [31], Critical Race theory [32], Dis/Crit [33] and Queer 

Phenomenology [34]. We acknowledge the limitations of this social 

commentary and the pragmatic limitations of acknowledging all of the vast 

foregoing literature as well as the neoliberal constraints within osteopathic 

training which may limit the utility and implementation of these ideas. 

Certainly, further consideration and primary research co-constructing 

knowledge with learners and potential learners is needed.  

4. Personal as political: positionality  

We write this piece from the emic perspective as osteopaths who have 

experience within multiple different osteopathic educational institutions. As 

an authorship team, ‘we’ encompass varied perspectives and identities. I, the 

first author, a European white female in my thirties, acknowledge that the 

 
1 Power is discussed at length as a sociological construct, there are varying definitions 

and interpretations. See Dahl (1957), Bourdieu, (1989), Foucault, (1979). Possibly the 

most well-known historian of Power is Foucault, although he did not define power, so that 

the concept would not be constrained.  

system privileges those who look like me, affording me access to quality 

education and job opportunities. And yet, based on the same and other 

identity attributes - as a woman and immigrant - I have found myself to be 

oppressed by the same system. In my education, I encountered many sexist 

and fetishist comments based on the colour of my hair, accent, and body 

shape which often made me feel reluctant to participate in manual technique 

modelling. I feel it is necessary to say that these comments did not come from 

men only, and I want to invite us to consider how complicit we all are in 

framing an institutional culture where such comments are deemed normal 

and not aberrant?  

I, second author, white male in my thirties underwent training as a 

younger, and fitter man. I therefore, had a very different experience, yet also 

encountered comments, judgements and assumptions based on my 

appearance and working class background. I now identify as Dis/Abled or 

Chronically ill. These experiences have changed for me as my outward 

appearance and professional position has altered,2 over the past decade or so. 

I acknowledge the privileges and forms of capital available to me, which are 

not available to all in our society [35].  

As ‘we’ come together to write as a team, and as you the reader 

encounters this piece, we invite you to consider from which standpoints we 

write. What privileges do we enact? What unseen spots do we have? We invite 

you to question these multiple perspectives as a reader, and simultaneously, 

question your own.  

Inspired by our personal experiences, ongoing observations, and the 

staggering statistics [36], at the core of our commentary are three questions:   

1. How is it for people whose body identities fall outside of the accepted and 

desired expectations of Global North society to be part of such an 

educational system?   

2. Who does the osteopathic educational system privilege?   

3. Who does the osteopathic educational system silence?  

5. The rule of inclusion is supreme  

Looking at the history of osteopathy, it is unsurprising that the profession 

centres ‘’the body’’ as a central means of knowing and practising osteopathy. 

William Garner Sutherland used ‘’his own cranium to perform many serious 

experiments’’, a work which later became conceptualised as cranial 

osteopathy [37]. Founder of osteopathy, Andrew Taylor Still, was known to 

exhume bodies from Native American graves for dissection so he could better 

learn anatomy and bony structure [38]. Whilst a wide range of literature has 

challenged epistemological foundations of these practices and principles 

[39,40], in this paper we want to approach the matter from a different vantage 

point, asking ourselves the following questions: under which gaze these 

epistemological foundations were constructed? Whose bodies, and in which 

state, were privileged as legitimate and normative, ending up conflating the 

history of theoretical ideas?  

We posit that being undressed, often termed “dressing down” at 

educational institutions, is part of the same tradition that says that the body 

is a machine and ascribes a hierarchical value to how a body  

 
should be. What is at the heart of this tradition is the inherent belief that the 

body is inexpressive, un-lived, un-related to its environment, and homogenous 

in that it aligns with the corporeal standards of being white, athletic/thin, 

unblemished, and young. There is a wealth of literature and theory regarding 

these subjects within medicine and physiotherapy, but little contemporary 

discussion within osteopathy [41,42].  

2 This could be viewed as Habitus in the Bordieuan sense to demonstrate the ways in 

which the authors social and cultural capital is embodied, perceived and enacted: For a 

detailed discussion of Habitus see Bourdieu (2004).  
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Educational scene that imposes ‘‘dressing down’’ practices is insensitive to 

cultural backgrounds, traumas that people may carry, and multiple identities 

that can exist within a person. It reflects the wider cultural malaise that 

oppresses/suppresses diversity and equal representation, perpetuating a 

culture that is obsessed with perfect postures and idealised bodies. 

Furthermore, “dressing down” becomes a breeding ground for institutional 

sexism and racism [42]. Black bodies, brown bodies, fat bodies, disabled 

bodies, poor bodies, trans bodies, queer bodies, bodies that hold trauma, old 

bodies are continually being silenced and denied the acceptance that their 

body is a unit, and their structure has a valued function.  

6. Osteopathic (dis)unity  

Osteopathy is white dominant profession which appeals to white 

dominant population, which reflects and perpetuates this infatuation with 

sameness. Disabled people and people of marginalised ethnic backgrounds 

are starkly underrepresented in the osteopathic profession, both as patients 

and clinicians [43,44]. Just like the Narcissus enamoured with his reflection, 

we as a profession are reflective of ourselves and not the wider population we 

purport to serve. This is also illustrated by the fact that some osteopaths 

refuse to accept national guidelines and prefer to exist separately to 

mainstream healthcare seeing themselves as unique, superior and special 

[45,46]. This culture, combined with the hegemony in training and registration 

is self-fulfilling and reinforces this view of superiority within this homogeneous 

osteopathic pool. The danger of this ouroboric self-containment and 

epistemological ignorance [47,48] is that it defeats the need for adaptation 

and growth that time demands, leaving the profession forever gazing into the 

pool and like Echo3 cursed to only repeat the words which have gone before.  

7. Societal structures govern societal function  

The social contract within osteopathic training involves an expectation to 

“dress down”, exposing the body to judgement, assessment and the medical 

gaze of peers, teachers and ourselves. It is clear, in the wider literature, this 

produces imbalances of power and position [49,50], is open to abuse and 

creates barriers to participation [41,42]. We suggest these ways of doing 

things are based on convenience, and a pedagogically unsound notion that 

skill can be only acquired through experiencing a technique as a passive 

recipient. This is demonstrably specious after the most superficial scrutiny, 

other practical skills are not acquired in this way, consider the acquisition of 

surgical skills or physical examination of pathology. It further neglects 

patients’ unique life experience and individual bodies, which our personal 

experience cannot replicate.  

Next, we consider the pressure to grant others access to our bodies, to 

further their knowledge and experience, although this is part of the 

expectations of osteopathy, it has limited benefit to the learner other than 

ensuring reciprocal access; which is a problematic construct as it is by nature 

coercive and removes choice in who can and cannot access the body. Voicing 

discomfort may be detrimental to their own access to learning. This perceived 

lack of autonomy may subject women to an unwanted, male gaze or 

medicalised gaze [51], negating personal  

 
feelings to appease the patriarchal structures, the societal expectation of 

women to be polite and acquiesce is clear [52].  

We wish to consider the very need for learners to “dress down” publicly to 

acquire osteopathic knowledge, when this is not in fact a routine part of 

practice and is discouraged in a real clinical encounter [53], it would seem the 

transgression of sexual and professional boundaries is an area of marked 

 
3 Within Ovid’s Narcissus and Echo, Echo is a nymph cursed by Juno to only be able to 

repeat the words of others, which is from where the term echo originates.  

concern within the profession [54], and may be linked to cultures and norms 

within the profession and training. 8. Future directions and a call to action  

We propose alternative and more considerate ways of practising which 

would potentially lead to the same acquisition of clinical skills. These can be 

simple alternatives such as electronic learning tools, use of anatomical 

models, alternative attire, screens and small group learning or same gender 

pairings, where required. These alternatives are not precluded by cost or 

inferiority of delivery, they are also not arduous to implement and would 

drastically enhance inclusivity in training, potentially improving diversity and 

meeting equality guidance. An issue within the literature, and personally 

encountered is the dominant culture involving inappropriate behaviours and 

comments such as in-house patient ridiculing, women stereotyping and name 

calling [42]. This is prevalent in wider society and is often a symptom of 

institutional discriminatory practices [55–57]. This behaviour at times stems 

from educators, who role model these norms to learners as part of the 

community of practice and hidden curriculum. Objectionable mnemonics and 

archaic, offensive technique names are shared in hushed tones as if they are 

an illicit joke [58]. Learning and using these forbidden phrases allows entry to 

and acceptance by “the old boys club”. These remnants of toxic masculinity 

are often tacitly accepted parts of practice learning, beyond osteopathy [59]. 

We propose a top-down reimagining and re-evaluation of the needs for these 

practices and deliberate mindful consideration of the impacts of them. We 

suggest further radical change, that the profession may not yet be ready for; 

alternatives to body-based ways of learning and call for narrative humility [60].  

Institutions hold power to drive change and incite transformative 

practices. This would include simple but hard work of holding people who 

cause harm accountable and speaking up by those who have power of 

teaching, administrating and making decisions; practising inclusivity and 

representation during hiring, award processes and promotion [61, 62]. 

Introducing humanities, sociology and critical frameworks such as structural 

competency [28], narrative medicine [63], critical theories, intersectionality 

[25] and feminist theory [28,64] in curriculum, inviting philosophers, activists 

and patient advocates to speak at institutions, would be the next step in the 

right direction. Stagnant paradigms of research and research practices by 

being unaware or ignoring of colour, gender and other marginalised identities 

are negating the role of human difference, and self-sustaining ‘’gold 

standards’’ of neutral ideology and homogeneous or hegemonic identity 

[48,65]. Critical frameworks, underpinned by wider scope of pedagogy from 

engaged pedagogy [66] to “pedagogy of the oppressed” [67], would 

potentially challenge and dismantle practices that negate difference. 

Furthermore, frameworks we are advocating for and the intersectional 

feminist lens we are employing in our paper, would help us to challenge those 

deeply held assumptions we embody: ‘we’ as students, educators, clinicians, 

advocates, researchers, peer reviewers. It is our hope that our commentary is 

a beginning of a wider body of work committed to continual practice of 

unlearning of deeply seated oppressive forces and moving towards body 

liberation, equity and social justice.  

Without this radical step and deliberate action on the part of researchers, 

educators and clinicians, osteopathic education and the profession faces the 

risk of reifying and perpetuating oppressive structures. This is no small piece 

of work and cannot be performative, perfunctory and tokenistic [68–70].  

9. Conclusion  

We live in a world where systemic discrimination, social injustice, and 

structural violence are our daily companions. In such a world, as a profession, 

we must do better! Education that depoliticises students and focuses solely 

on turning them into technicians of the body, simply is not good enough 

anymore. As a profession, we must create space for people to feel safe and 

invited to bring their whole selves to the table. It is only in a compassionate 

and inclusive space that we can grow as a profession. We believe that a big 
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part of this work requires us to stop looking at the pool; leave the realm of 

aesthetic and purely epistemological values that percolate our discourse and 

enter a landscape of health equity and social justice that seems to be long 

forgotten in our professional geography. In this profoundly conflicted 

pandemic society, we recognise social justice work as a truly essential one. 

Whilst this essential work will be hard for many of us, we must know that 

discomfort is not our enemy. This paper is a call for personal and collective 

discernment, aiming at building an educational community that is rooted in 

dignity, representation and accountability. We recognise that as a profession, 

we must commit to a new beginning - looking beyond the pool. CRediT 
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