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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to explore the management of accountability and identity in an online
commercial weight loss group. The commercial weight loss context is socially significant
because it is a space which foregrounds women's efforts to control their bodies and behaviour
in order to conform to culturally prescribed norms of 'femininity' through continued self-
surveillance and restriction of consumption. The analysis examines 2219 individual posts in
422 message threads over a 24 hour period on a message board on the Weight Watchers
website. The site explicitly promotes itself as a space in which members can obtain advice and
emotional support from fellow dieters in an encouraging and egalitarian environment, and is
therefore intended to be used as an aid to becoming a more successful 'weight watcher' (and
consequently a 'better woman'). Using a feminist hybrid discourse analytic method, and
drawing on Goffman's notion of 'face', the empirical chapters explore the interactional
management of progress reports by group members.

The commercial weight loss group provides a space in which the confession of transgression is
encouraged, and analysis of the message threads reveals that members of the message board
community are accountable to both societal gender norms and to their fellow weight
watchers. In these confessional exchanges group members realign themselves with social
norms of 'femininity', and renew their commitment to the body modification project. Group
members employ face-protective mitigation strategies in their delivery of confessions, and
responses to confessional posts orient to group norms of solidarity and support while
rehabilitating the transgressing members back into the eating regime. The analysis also
explores the use of humour in the construction of the confessional message which, despite its
potential to undermine the regime, appears to perform a face-management function, and is
used to display 'expertise' about the regime while fostering group solidarity. In message
threads where group members report 'inexplicable' failure to lose weight, the group work to
maintain commitment to the regime by explaining lack of success in ways which are protective
of the reputation of the regime as an effective means of losing weight, thus ensuring
continued dedication to the body modification project. The community offers solutions which
provide the member with new 'expertise’, helping her to become a 'better weight watcher'.
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Chapter 1
Cultural Norms of ‘Femininity': Gender, bodies and interaction

when u put it like that it does sound
trivial but we all need to do it to feel
better about ourselves

rowan_timms

1.1 Introduction

This thesis is an exploration of the interactional management of relationships and identity in
women's online talk about food and dieting. The analysis will consider how these online
exchanges relate to wider concerns about gender and power, conceptualised within a feminist
Foucauldian framework. The interactions take place on a message board on the website of
Weight Watchers, a well known commercial weight loss organisation. The message boards are
intended to be a space in which members can obtain information, advice and support from
fellow 'weight watchers', to help them to be successful in their weight loss endeavour. In
order to be able to interpret the exchanges on the Weight Watchers message board, it is
necessary to take into consideration the wider socio-cultural context in which these
interactions take place. The weight loss industry in this country is a multi-million pound
business, a figure which reflects the prevalence of dieting behaviour in the UK. In fact, weight
management practices are so widespread within society that such behaviour is seen to be
'natural' and 'normal’, nothing notable or out of the ordinary. However, as the thesis will
show, dieting to lose weight is not an ideologically neutral act. The activity of dieting, and the
women who engage in these practices, reflect and perpetuate cultural norms surrounding

'appropriate' feminine appearance and behaviour.

It is important to note from the outset that weight management is by no means an exclusively
female activity. Many of the concerns regarding societal judgements about weight are also
relevant to men, and men are becoming increasingly concerned with their physical appearance
and body image (see Grogan, 1999 for further discussion). However, dieting is certainly a
predominantly female activity, and as many as 95 percent of commercial weight loss group
members are estimated to be women (e.g. Lowe et al., 2008). There were no male members
in any of the groups | observed throughout the course of my research, and membership of the

Weight Watchers message boards is overwhelmingly female. As | will outline in more detail
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later in the chapter, body modification (and especially body reduction) holds a particular
cultural significance for women. Women are expected to conform to incredibly narrow,
culturally prescribed norms of 'authentic' femininity, and are far more likely than men to be
judged according to their physical appearance (e.g. McKinley, 1999). Feminist scholars (e.g.
Bartky, 1990; Hesse-Biber, 1996; Bordo, 2003) have discussed at length how the pursuit of
these often unattainable ideals ultimately leaves women weak and submissive, and how the
time devoted to body modification activities distracts them from other, more productive
endeavours. Therefore, my analysis will concentrate on the experiences of women dieters,

and will consider the cultural context from this perspective.

Germov and Williams suggest that an exploration of the cultural significance of dieting
'requires a renewed focus on the role women play in the processes that shape their lives'
(Germov and Williams, 1999: 118). This is consistent with my own approach to research,
which is concerned with women's lived experiences and subjectivities. The analysis aims to
use a range of critical resources to attempt to gain a greater understanding of the
microprocesses that contribute to gendered subjectivity and unequal power relations by
looking at women's day to day interactions. Chapter 3 will discuss the rationale behind the

research approach in more detail.

This chapter will offer an introduction to the macro context within which women's dieting
experiences are located, and will provide an overview of previous feminist work which has
dealt with the culturally constructed norms surrounding women's relationships to food, and
‘acceptable' feminine behaviour and appearance. The chapter will also consider the
significance of interaction as a site in which gendered norms are reinforced and perpetuated,
and will discuss the relationship between language, gender and identity. The chapter ends
with an outline of previous ethnographic studies of the commercial weight loss experience.
Perhaps surprisingly, given the prevalence of dieting behaviours among women, and the
popularity of commercial groups as a means of losing weight, there is relatively little research
in this area. | will therefore provide a review of this body of empirical work, and discuss the
ways in which the findings of these studies, and the methodologies employed, have informed

my own approach.

Chapter 2 will reflect in more detail on the practices of self-surveillance which are central to
the experience of weight watching. The moral framework inherent in talk surrounding weight

and food will be examined, and the thesis draws on the work of Michel Foucault to more fully

9



understand the disciplinary nature of the rituals of self-monitoring and confession of
transgression. The chapter will also explore the potential appeal of the commercial weight loss

regime, as it offers its members the bpportunity for self transformation.

The Methodology section (chapter 3) will describe the approaches to data collection and

analysis, and discuss the ethical considerations required when conducting research online.

Chapter 4 considers the local context of the Weight Watchers group. It provides an overview
of my ethnographic and 'netnographic’ (Kozinets, 1997; 2001) observations of both the
'offline' group meetings and 'online' message boards, and will discuss the nature of the
message boards as an ‘'online community'. The 'community of practice' (Eckert and
McConnell-Ginet, 1992; Wenger, 1998) is also a useful concept in order to begin to understand
the social practices taking part on the message boards, and their relationship to members'
identities as members of the community of 'weight watchers'. This chapter will also take into
account the commercial nature of the weight loss group, and will invoke the concept of the
'brand community’' in order to explore members' commitment to the Weight Watchers regime

and their loyalty to the organisation.

The analytical chapters go on to explore the way in which group members negotiate their
identities in relation to socio-cultural and community norms, invoking identities as 'good/bad
women' and 'good/bad weight watchers' through their exchanges on the message boards. In
chapter 5 the interactional management of confession of transgression is analysed in detail,
and the analysis suggests that confession plays a key role in the perpetuation of the norms of
'acceptable’ behaviour for women, as group members confess their desire for, or lack of
control around, 'bad' food. Confession also acts as a way for community members to display
and renew their commitment to the Weight Watchers regime, and the exchanges on the

message boards are managed in ways which rehabilitate the transgressing member.

Chapter 6 explores the use of humour in message board confessions. Analysis of these
message threads demonstrates that although joking about the Weight Watchers regime has
the potential to undermine the authority of the organisation, humour in this context may
actually serve to reinforce community norms and ideals, playing an important solidarity-

forming function.

10



The final empirical chapter (chapter 7) examines the management of reports of 'inexplicable'
failure of the regime in the message board exchanges. The analysis explores the way that the
community work to provide rationalisations for unsuccessful weight loss which are protective
of the Weight Watchers regime. All three chapters will examine how group members
construct their identities, perform relational work, and orient to gendered behavioural norms

in their message posts.

Finally, chapter 8 will provide a summary of the main findings of the empirical chapters, and
will discuss the significance of these findings in relation to the cultural context introduced in
the earlier literature review section. In this chapter | will also reflect on my own experiences

of the research process, and will propose possibilities for future work.
1.2 The prevalence of women's dieting and the social construction of 'normal’ weight

The act of 'watching one's weight' is one which is commonplace in today's culture, and this is
particularly true for women. A recent poll reveals that 37% of women describe themselves as
'dieting most of the time' (BBC News Website, 2004), and research shows that it is not only
those who are medically classed as 'overweight' who engage in these dieting practices. The
rituals of counting calories, of following eating plans, and the denial of particular foods are
familiar to women of all shapes and sizes, and dieting is a predominantly female activity. 64%
of women who have never been defined as 'overweight' have nevertheless been found to have
been on weight loss diets at some point in their lives, compared with only 23% of men in the
same circumstances (Biener and Heaton, 1995). The membership of organised slimming
groups like Slimming World and Weight Watchers is overwhelmingly female, and dieting
behaviour is so prevalent among women that it is considered normative. Rather than being a
short-term temporary measure to reach a 'healthy' weight, Germov and Williams argue that
for many women dieting is a lifelong commitment, noting that 'for many women it is now
'normal' to be on a diet; to be a professional dieter, to watch one's fat and kilojoule intake, to
plan each meal, to be in a perpetual state of disordered eating' (Germov and Williams, 1996a:
631). The Weight Watchers organisation and the eating regime it promotes will be outlined in

detail in chapter 4.

It is crucial to note from the outset that the notion of 'overweight' is itself a cultural
construction, and the equation of weight with health is not necessarily as straightforward as is

widely accepted. The definition of 'normal weight', and consequently what is considered to be
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'overweight' is one which is so culturally ingrained that its arbitrariness is obscured. Yet as
several authors note (e.g. Rothblum, 1990; McKinley, 1999; Heyes, 2007), the accepted
measure of 'healthy weight', Body Mass Index (or BMI), is fundamentally flawed. The measure
currently in use is based upon standardised height-weight charts, which were originally
created for insurance purposes in the USA in the early 1940s. The 'ideal' weights in these
tables were based on an insured population, who were not representative of the population as
a whole, and were likely to be below average weight for Americans at that time. The charts
also assume a direct relationship between weight and health which was not based on any real
statistical evidence. These measures have continued to be used, and weights within the
accepted range continue to be readily equated with health, despite these criticisms. This does
not necessarily mean that there are no health implications associated with being very
'overweight' (or 'underweight' for that matter), but Heyes (2007) explains that these can often
be linked to causative lifestyle factors such as lack of physical activity, or a diet high in fat or
sugar, rather than being simply an effect of body weight itself (see Gaesser, 2002 for a more
detailed critical discussion of the equation of weight with health). Labelling bodies as
'overweight' implicitly accepts the notion of an 'ideal' or 'normal' weight, and consequently
constructs anything outside these narrow boundaries as abnormal and problematic. When
considering the equation of weight with 'health', Foucault's work on neoliberalism is

particularly useful.

Neoliberalism encourages 'care of the self', with each individual being expected to take
responsibility for their own wellbeing. This 'responsibilisation' of the individual means that
each person is expected to take action to reduce the risks to their own health, for example by
eating healthily and taking exercise. This pursuit of health is an ongoing process, as 'definitions
of health are constructed around a concept of 'optimal' well-being and are no longer simply
understood as an absence of disease' (Davies, 1998: 149). Individuals who do not take the
necessary action to do this are seen as 'lacking self-control, ... therefore not fulfilling their
duties as fully autonomous, responsible citizens' (Petersen, 1997). This means that individual
citizens are obliged to discipline their own behaviour, in order to conform to socially
prescribed norms of conduct in relation to self care which are highly gendered, as the
discussion later in the chapter will show. Foucault's work, and its relevance to the commercial

weight loss regime will be returned to in the next chapter (chapter 2).
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1.3 Weight and morality

Weight also carries a moral ascription, and the classification of 'overweight' is an ideologically
loaded one. Bodies defined in this way are seen to be excessive, deviant and out of control.
This moral judgment extends beyond the physical body, as assumptions made about body
weight relate not only to the health of the individual in question, but also to their character
and their worth as a person. Orbach observes the importance placed on body size within
society, noting that, 'we live in a cultufe that continues to be obsessed with women's body size
and body shape - that sees fatness and thinness as ultimate statements about people's worth
rather than descriptions of the ratio of fat body tissue and lean body tissue' (Orbach, 1997:
14), and these societal stereotypes are so deeply rooted that there is evidence that even
young children interpret fat in this way (Hill and Lissau, 2002). Several studies have
investigated society's attitudes towards overweight people, revealing that they are seen in a
very negative light compared to those of 'normal' weight. Overweight individuals are not only
assumed to be unhealthy, their size also carries cultural ascriptions of laziness and lack of
discipline, among other negative traits (Bordo, 1993/2003). Such negative character
judgements show that the social costs of failing to measure up to normalised standards of
appearance can be high, and as section 1.5 will discuss further this is especially true for
women, as 'according to dominant culture, fat women are not only physically unhealthy, but
also mentally unhealthy, out of control, and sexually deviant' (McKinley, 1999: 107). These
social sanctions put pressure on women to engage in weight reduction activities in order to
'rein in' their unruly flesh, and the social stigma attached to fat ensures that all women are
aware of the negative consequences of failing to keep their bodies under control (McKinley,
1999). These moral values are not simply projected onto women by others, women themselves
take on board the negative connotations of excess weight. Malson found that similar themes
emerged when women spoke about their own bodies, and observes that 'discursive
constructions of 'the fat body' are consistently negativ‘e,,and this negativity is produced in a
variety of ways. The 'fat body' is construed as ugly, unattractive, disgusting and shameful. It
signifies gluttony and uncontrolled sexual availability. The 'fat self' is unhappy and lacking in

control and self-confidence' {(Malson, 1998: 105).

In contrast, the slender body is associated with moral superiority, 'autonomy, will, discipline,
conquest of desire, enhanced spirituality, purity, and transcendence of the female body'
(Bordo, 2003: 68). -In order to achieve and maintain these bodily standards, women are

required to constantly monitor their consumption, scrutinising both the type and amount of
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food that they ingest. As the later discussion will show, dieting is one way in which the female

body and its desires are kept under control. As Chernin notes:

A woman obsessed with the size of her appetite, wishing to control
her hungers and urges, may be expressing the fact that she has been
taught to regard her emotional life, her passions and 'appetites' as
dangerous, requiring control and monitoring.

(Chernin, 1981: 2)

These moral themes of control, discipline, and self denial permeate talk about weight and
dieting, and can be observed throughout my own data. The moral classification of food (and
those consuming it) will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter (chapter 2). Chapter 2
will also explore in more depth the cultural significance of the self-surveillance practices
demanded by weight loss regimes, which are central to the experience of dieting and the

regulation of appetites.
1.4 Controlling the female body

Although body modification and food regulation have occurred throughout history, the late
nineteenth century is arguably the time when dieting as we know it began to emerge as a
social practice. As Vertinsky notes, this time 'was a period crucial to the formation of gender

attitudes and practices we have inherited in the twentieth century' (Vertinsky, 1994: 150).

Although cultural meaning has long been ascribed to bodies of different shapes and sizes,
slenderness has not always been the most desirable bodily form. In times when food was less
widely available, thinness signified poverty, whereas a larger, fleshy body was a symbol of
status associated with health, wealth and beauty. The ideal body of the Victorian era for both
sexes was significantly larger than the ideal of today, and fat on the body was a sign of
economic status, providing physical evidence that an individual had no need to do manual
work. The ideal female body of the time reflected women's domesticity and maternity, their

fleshy bodies a sign of fertility and good health (Fraser, 1997: 23).

Yet even in these times where plumpness was desirable, women's relationships with their
bodies and food were by no means straightforward. As well as the fashion for flesh and
curves, the Victorian female body was defined by the corset, which was designed to emphasise

the breasts and hips, further highlighting women's reproductive role, and serving to make
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them weak and immobile. The 'ideal' silhouette eventually became more and more
pronounced, with waists growing smaller and smaller. As section 1.5 will discuss, the wearing
of corsets is just one of a number of ways in which women's bodies have been sculpted and
their freedoms have been restricted. And despite the general trend for larger bodies, women
were also expected to restrict their appetites, as 'it was considered unseemly for them to be
caught in the delicate act of eating' (Fraser, 1997: 24-25). In order to be considered 'ladylike’,
women were required to control their consumption in public, something which is consistent

with women's experiences today.

By the late 1800s, the shift from an agricultural economy to an industrial one had dramatically
changed the way in which people_accessed the food they ate. A move towards processed,
mass-produced food meant that food was more freely available than ever before, and as a
result excess weight was no longer a sign of prestige (Fraser, 1997: 18). At this time, a clear
trend towards thinness‘began to emerge, and Bordo cites this as the time when what we
understand as 'dieting' today really came into existence, as 'arguably for the first time in the
West, those who could afford to eat well begah systematically to deny themselves food in the

pursuit of an aesthetic ideal' (Bordo, 2003: 185).

Until this point the fashion for restrictive clothing was solely the preserve of the aristocracy,
but dieting soon became a preoccu'pation of the middle classes (Bordo, 2003: 185), as the
slender body had become a symbol of status. As chapter 2 will discuss in more detail, trends in .,
appearance norms are closely linked to social class, because the pursuit of a particular body;
shape requires considerable investment of time and money (Fallon, 1990, cited in Grogan,
1999). Since the beginning of the twentieth century, what has been considered to be a
desirable body shape has continued to fluctuate over time. From the very slim, ‘boyish' look of
1920s flappers, to the curvaceous Hollywood starlets of the 1940s, idealised images of
womanhood have varied greatly. However, the idea that women's bodies can be moulded to

fit the 'ideal' image of the time remains constant.

While our attitudes towards food and the body can be traced back over several centuries,
many feminist commentators identify the late 1950s and 1960s as the point at which our
current obsession with thinness really began. There are a number of possible reasons why this
occurred, and as Hesse-Biber notes, 'this time, the super-slim body ideal met and merged with
other social influences. These forces included a new feminist movement and changes in

women's roles, the increasing power of the media, and rampant consumerism' (Hesse-Biber,
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1996: 28). Schwartz also notes the link between economic factors and the trend for thinness,
observing that 'dieting strategies have followed the stages of capitalism so closely that one
could be the model for the other' (Schwartz, 1986: 327). This decade also saw the birth of the
commercial weight loss industry as we know it today - the first Weight Watchers meeting was

held in 1963 in the USA, and by 1967 the organisation had spread to the UK (Weston, 1999).

The feminine ideal continued to change, from the athletic, toned standards of the 1980s to the
much-publicised glamorisation of extremely thin models in the 'heroin chic' trend of the 1990s
(Grogan, 1999: 15-16). However, one thing remained constant - the idea that women's bodies
were inadequate as they were, and needed to be modified. Throughout this time, the
popularity of dieting as a means of controlling the body continued to grow. Dieting today is
not simply an activity, it is an industry, and it is a highly lucrative one, as section 1.6 will discuss
in more detail. A recent newspaper article estimates the revenue from Weight Watchers
meetings in the UK to be around £1 million each week, and this figure does not take into
account the huge amount of income the organisation makes from their branded foods,
magazines and other merchandise (BBC News Website, 2002). Hesse-Biber suggests that the
dieting industry actively promotes consumerism as a way to solve the problem of excess
weighf, noting that, 'many women believe that in order to lose weight the need to buy
something, whether it be a pill, a food plan or membership in a self-help group' (Hesse-Biber,

1996: 39).

Now, in the early twenty-first éentury, our cultural relationships with food and our bodies
seem to be even more complex. On one hand, a more sedentary lifestyle, and an increase in
the availability of cheap, high calorie processed foods has resulted in an increase in body size
which the World Health Organisation has defined as an 'obesity epidemic' in the Western
world (World Health Orga:‘nisation, 2006), and yet the dieting industry has still continued to
grow. And as Julier (2008) notes, the same food industry produces both the low calorie,
'healthy option' foods which are marketed as a solution to the social problem of obesity,
alongside the high fat convenience foods which are charged with causing (or at least

contributing to) the problem in the first place.

At the same time, the trend for thinness has become yet more pronounced. In the preface to
the tenth anniversary edition of her book 'Unbearable Weight', Susan Bordo outlines the
changes she has observed since its original publication in 1993. The last decade has seen a

dramatic increase in cosmetic surgery as a means of changing women's bodies, and the 'ideal’
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female body has reached worryingly slender proportions, with the media promoting images of
models and celebrities who are visibly extremely underweight (Bordo, 2003: xxv-xxvii) . The
'size zero' phenomenon, as it is now known, has been associated with increased body
dissatisfaction in women (Ahern, Bennett and Hetherington, 2008). The backlash against such
extreme thinness can already be observed in the media, where women are exposed to a
baffling array of messages - they are vilified for being too thin, yet fatness is equally
deplorable. Among all of these contradictions, the only consistent message is that women's
bodies can only be socially acceptable if they are kept under control, and the way to do this is

through the restriction of appetites.

The seemingly 'normal', everyday nature of the act of dieting obscures the fact that this
constant disciplining and restriction is not a natural way to consume food. Rather than simply
eating when hungry, dieting demands that all intake is constantly monitored, measured and
controlled. Certain types of food must be rationed, or are off limits entirely, and any excesses
must be compensated for, either through exercise or denial of food later in the day. This
continued self-surveillance encourages a preoccupation with food that has been likened to the
mental state of those suffering from clinical conditions such as anorexia or bulimia. However
Bordo claims that body dissatisfaction and issues surrounding food are common elements of
the experience of womanhood, noting that, 'most women in our culture, then, are 'disordered'
when it comes to issues of self-worth, self-entitlement, self-nourishment, and comfort with
their own bodies; eating disorders, far from being 'bizarre' and anomalous, are utterly
continuous with a dominant element of the experience of being female in this culture' (Bordo,
2003: 57). Many authors (e.g. Orbach, 1997; Malson, 2000; Bordo, 1993/2003 among others)
consider what is seen as 'normal’, everyday dieting to be on the same continuum of disordered
eating as these conditions. As Bordo notes, 'Feminist analysts see no firm boundary on some
side of which a state of psychological comfort and stability may be seen to exist. They see,

rather, only varying degrees of disorder' (Bordo, 2003: 61).

However, an important distinction is the way in which dieting is perceived within sdciety.
While conditions such as anorexia and bulimia are pathologised, and those 'suffering' from
such 'disorders' are seen to be in need of treatment, weight loss through dieting is considered
to be 'normal',-unproblematic behaviour. In fact, in the context of dieting successful weight
loss is considered to be an achievement, and is rewarded. The focus of the current literature
in the area suggests that the act of controlling weight by restricting food is considered to be

such a natural, 'everyday' behaviour that it has not been viewed as worthy of extensive study,
ryday
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and has perhaps been neglected in favour of clinical conditions like anorexia and bulimia.
Ogden suggests that rather than simply concentrating on these conditions, 'perhaps what
people should be more interested in are the normal average things which affect more normal
average people. The drama associated with eating disorders detracts from the effects of
dieting which may not be so dramatic or threatening but which have an impact on more
people's lives. The effects of dieting may not be as exciting or traumatic but they are still
important and deserve to be understood' (Ogden, 1992: 38). While Ogden's description of
eating disorders as 'exiting' conditions which affect women who are not 'normal' is
problematic, her point that the social 'acceptability' of dieting should not preclude its critical
study is a valid one. Just because the activities of calorie control and denial are commonplace,
this does not mean that they shou.ld not be explored and questioned. With this in mind, this
study aims to learn more about the experiences of women engaged in 'everyday' dieting

behaviour, through their participation in a commercial weight loss regime.

Although this work concentrates exclusively on women in a non-clinical setting, the behaviours
of both clinical and non-clinical groups emerge from the same socio-cultural context. As
Malson notes, the classification of anorexia and bulimia as an individual pathology is not a
helpful way to understand the conditions, as the body management practices engaged in by
individuals suffering from these conditions are 'located precisely within the parameters of
'normality'; produced by the same complexl matrix of discursive and material practices which
produce and regulate ‘normal’ 'femininé' subjectivities in contemporary Western'(ized)
cultures' (Malson, 2000: 367). The analysis will attempt to identify how some of these
regulatory practices are played out within the interactions between women, and the
commercial weight loss group is a setting in which such regulation is particularly foregrounded.
The concept of 'normal' 'feminine' behaviour that Malson mentions is useful in understanding

why dieting is a traditionally ‘feminine' pursuit.
1.5 The significance of gender norms and the 'thin ideal'

While the moral judgements ascribed to fat and thin bodies discussed in section 1.3 may help
to explain why it may be desirable for an individual to lose weight, this does not account for
the fact that those engaged in dieting are predominantly female. While negative judgements
are made about overweight individuals of both genders, the bodily standards expected of men
and women are quite different. The previous section outlined some of the historical changes

in the cultural standards against which women's bodies are judged, and Grogan notes that 'the
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social pressure on men is different and less extreme than that on women' (Grogan, 1999: 19).
An analysis of these differences may help to explain the gendered nature of the activity of

dieting.

There is a vast body of feminist scholarship which has attempted to explore the complex and
conflicted relationship that exists between women, fheir bodies, and food. The following
sections will address women's bodies, and will outline the differences between the physical
standards expected of men and women, while considering how these gendered norms are
productive of a cultural imbalance of power. Chapter 2 will explore how the pursuit of an
'ideal' type of femininity involves the denial of desires and the restriction of consumption, and

will describe how dieting activities intersect with discourses of morality and self control.

The body acts an important cultural symbol, and 'fat and thin bodies are saturated with a
multiplicity of gendered meanings and moral connotations' (Malson, 2008: 27). The body is
particularly significant for women, as they 'are looked at and objectified more than men'
(Rothblum, 1994: 71), and, 'from the day they are identified as female, girls learn that others
evaluate them in terms of their appearance, whereas boys are evaluated on other bases such
as strength, coordination, and alertness' (McKinley, 1999: 99). Women are constantly subject
to the 'male gaze' (Blood, 2005: 37-40), and are judged according to how closely they fit in with
normative ideals of attractiveness. Orbach (1997) argues that this makes self-presentation a
key activity for women, as they must constantly work towards making themselves more
appealing to others, to conform to bodily norms which require them to be slender and petite.
Women's worth is judged according to their appearance, and they 'gain social capital in a social
'marketplace’ that offers admiration and 'self-validation on the basis of their physical
appearance rather than their actual achievements' (Guendouzi, 2004: 1651). In other words,

while men's worth is judged by their actions, women are judged according to how they look.

These bodily norms are instrumental in the regulation of femininity — women are not only
more likely to be defined in terms of their physical appearance, but they are also far more
likely than men to be judged negatively if they should fail to meet the required standard. The
gendered norms governing appearance and behaviour determine what is considered to be
‘acceptable' for women in terms of how they act and appear, and girls learn from an early age

that they can be judged harshly for failing to conform to these norms (McKinley, 1999).
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The standards set for male and female bodies are also very different. Tyler and Abbott
observe that for women 'doing gender' 'involves the presentation and performance of female
bodies as feminine in ways that conform to patriarchally determined aesthetic codes on
femininity' (Tyler and Abbott, 1998: 435, my emphasis). Not only are men less likely to be
judged according to their appearance, they are also subjected to fewer physical restrictions.
While men are expected to be big, strong and aggressive, women are supposed to be small,
fragile and quiet. Men are permitted to walk taking long strides, and sit with their arms and
legs spread widely, while women must walk daintily and sit demurely (Bartky, 1990). The
cultural and economic significance of these gendered differences will be discussed later in the

chapter.

These physical restrictions can also be observed in gendered attitudes permitted towards food.
Men are expected to have large appetites, and to indulge those appetites, while women are
supposed to show restraint and control around food, and resist their desires. The interplay
between the practices of self surveillance and self control, the moral characteristics ascribed to
indulgent foods and those who eat them, and the strong parallels between food and sexuality
will be discussed in chapter 2, but these are concepts which are far more relevant to women's
experiences of food than men's. These double standards permeate our cultural understanding
of gender, as Brownmiller notes, 'In the popular imagination masculinity always includes the
concepts of powerful and large, while slight and weak are feminine descriptions. A man-size

portion puts more food on the plate and the Man-Size Kleenex packs more tissues in the box'

—

(Brownmiller, 1984: 28). So men are expected to enjoy food and to indulge their appetites, -

and carrying a few extra pounds makes a man appear more 'manly'. Yet women are required
to practice moderation around food, and the same few pounds mark her out as deviant for
failing to conform to the norms of femininity. Women's fat is seen as problematic because
'while fat creates the celebrated dimorphic curves of womanhood, it is also the agent of
massiveness and bulk, properties more readily associated with masculine solidity and power'
(Brownmiller, 1984: 32-33). Gender norms dictate that women's flesh must therefore be
reduced, to achieve a more 'feminine’, delicately sized body. And it is not only body size that
women are expected to transform, there are multiple ways in which women can work to
'improve' their bodies. As well as being thin, women must also 'improve' themselves by
removing any excess hair, deodorising, wearing makeup and perfume and dressing in suitable
clothing (Orbach, 1997). This seemingly endless array of physical characteristics which women

are expected to attend to ensures that the 'body project' is an ongoing and constant one.
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The pressure to conform to these often unrealistic appearance norms encourages women to
engage in various forms of body modification activities including dieting and exercise, and in
more extreme cases can result in eating disorders or lead them to seek cosmetic surgery (a
form of body modification which is becoming increasingly normalised). However, as previously
mentioned it is not only those who are overweight who engage in body modification practices
- dieters can be any size or shape, but 'what motivates dieters to diet is their perceived size'
(Ogden, 1992: 15, emphasis added). There is a significant body of research which explores the
experiences and identity management of overweight and clinically obese women (e.g. Degher
and Hughes, 1999; Cordell and Rambo Ronai, 1999), but although research involving severely
overweight women offers an interesting insight into the experiences of someone who does not
conform to the 'thin ideal', it does not explain fully the phenomenon of dieting. Many of the
women who diet fall outside this category, and Biener and Heaton's (1995) findings that almost
two thirds of 'normal’ weight women diet regardless of their size highlights the pressure that
women feel they are under to become, or to continue to be, slim. All of this perpetuates the
idea that female bodies are somehow deficient. As Ussher notes, 'as women squeeze,
constrict and pad their bodies to comply with some artificial ideal, they are internalizing the
message that the natural body is unsightly, not attractive, and needs to be changed' (Ussher,

1989: 38).
1.6 Gender norms and power

Much of the feminist literature discusses the pursuit of the 'thin ideal' as a continuation of
other forms of body modification traditionally expected of women. For example, Rothblum
(1994) outlines the parallels between modern day dieting and the practices of foot-binding,
the wearing of corsets, and female circumcision, noting that 'under the guise of fashion — and
fashion that was supposedly dictated by other women — women's behaviour and appearance
have been radically restricted' (Rothblum, 1994: 59). She observes that these practices served
a dual purpose — they accentuated the differences between women and men (thus making
them more erotic), and served to limit women's freedom and behaviour. So while some of
these practices may appear to us to be barbaric, they actually have much in common with the
day to day dieting behaviours engaged in by women today. Women are still expected to
conform to a socially-defined model of attractiveness, and the physical expectations placed on
them with regard to what is considered to be 'feminine’ treat the female body as a project to

be worked upon and 'improved' in order to become more desirable or acceptable within
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patriarchal society. While at one time the corset was used to control the body (and indeed the

woman wearing it), now we 'are left with only our flesh to contro!' (Ogden, 1992: 5).

The apparent 'normality’ of dieting behaviour also hides the fact that dieting itself is a socially
constructed phenomenon, in the same way as the bodily norms that women are working to
achieve. Feminist authors have discussed at length the role played by these norms, asserting
that they are constructions of a patriarchal society which encourage submissiveness in women,
and producing 'docile bodies', ensuring that they remain weak and powerless. It is argued that
the enforcement of these norms serves as a form of social control, and much feminist
literature has been devoted to discussion of the relationship of gender norms to the
distribution of power within society (e.g. Wolf, 1990; Rothblum, 1994; McKinley, 1999; Bordo,
1993/2003 among others). Ensuring that women remain subordinate to men has economic
implications, and these authors argue that there is a direct link between women's position in
society and the form that these appearance norms take. As Faludi (1991) observes, while the
feminist movement has empowered many women to become more successful in their careers,
and become more economically and politically powerful, this coincided with an increase in the
stringency of the physical norms they'were expected to conform to. This view is supported by
Germov and Williams who claim that, 'gendered bodies and the production of the thin ideal
can be perceived as an attempt to neutralize these gains' (Germov and Williams, 1999: 120).
Feminine body norms can therefore be understood as a means of maintaining patriarchal
power, as the 'steadily shrinking space permitted the female body seemed expressive of
discomfort with greater female power and presence' (Bordo, 2003: xxi).  Similarly, Wolf
suggests that, 'Western economies are absolutely dependent now on the continued
underpayment of women. An ideology that makes women feel 'worth less' was urgently
needed to counteract the way feminism had become to make us feel worth more' (Wolf, 1990:
18). By ensuring that women devote much of their time and energy to the pursuit of an often
unachievable ideal, these norms, and the activities involved in policing the norms, maintain the
patriarchal gendered power relations present within society. As Rothblum observes, 'women's
appearance norms are not created by women, and they are not healthy for women. Rather,
the norms profit men, define the erotic, pump money into the economy, and restrict women's
power' (Rothblum, 1994: 72). Rothblum further discusses the power implications of these
body norms, noting that the appearance norms that women are expected to conform to are
indicative of submissiveness. While dominance and power are represented by increased size,

women are required to reduce their weight and take up less space.
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The physical demands placed on women to be small and delicate ensure that they remain
weak, fragile and submissive. They also perpetuate the focus on women's physicality as a
means of determining their worth, as 'working to achieve and maintain ideal weight keeps
women focused on their bodies and reinforces the construction of women as primarily bodies'
(McKinley, 1999: 107). Dieting therefore plays an active role in regulating and reproducing
gender power relations. Women's everyday body modification activities ensure that they
remain physically unthreatening, and valuable time and energy is concentrated on physical self
improvement. The production of 'docile bodies' through disciplinary technologies will be
discussed in more detail in chapter 2, and the continuous surveillance that dieting women

subject themselves (and each other} to will be explored further.

Section 1.4 introduced the commercial nature of the weight loss industry, and the economic
significance of what Chernin (1981) refers to as the 'tyranny of slenderness' is considerable.
The commercial weight loss industry is worth several million pounds in the UK, and a recent
newspaper article estimates the health and beauty industry more generally to be worth
approximately £7.4 billion in Britain, and a staggering £100 billion worldwide (Observer
Woman Magazine, 7 Oct 2007). Weight Watchers and other similar organisations not only
offer a weight loss programme but an entire lifestyle. Dieters can buy a Weight Watchers
magazine, branded weighing scales, point calculators and recipe books. The organisation also
produces an extensive range of Weight Watchers brand foods, designed to fit in with the
eating regime, including snacks, ready meals, and even wine. The dieting and fitness industries
portray the body as a 'project', something which can be worked upon and improved, and this

discourse of self care and self improvement will be discussed in more detail in chapter 2.

However, the task of 'self improvement' is a process with no end. If an individual is successful
in reaching her target weight then this does not mark the end of her weight loss journey, she
must continue monitoring her intake to ensure that she maintains her ideal weight. Physical
perfection is a goal which is constantly out of reach, and it is no longer enough simply ‘to be
slim, bodies must now be toned and 'perfectly formed' (Guendouzi, 2004). The physical ideal
that women work towards is so stringent that there is likely always to be some part of the

body which could be 'improved upon', or 'fashioned' in some way.
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1.7 Culture and gender norms '

The role of the media in the perpetuation of the thin ideal is one which has received a great
deal of attention. It is ho real surprise to learn that dieting is so prevalent, as we are
surrounded by messages which encourage this behaviour. From magazine articles advising us
on how to 'lose a stone to get into your bikini', websites scrutinising the bodies of 'flabby’
celebrities, or adverts for new low fat cereal bars, the message is clear - it is both desirable,
and important, to lose weight. If we are overweight then any excess must be lost. If we are
already slim then it is imperative that we stay that way, and the way in which to do this is by
dieting. Groesz, Levine and Murnen suggest that although women receive their concept of
beauty from many sources, 'the loudest and most aggressive purveyors of images and
narratives of ideal slender beauty are the mass media’, who 'construct a dream world of hopes
and high standards that incorporates the glorification of slenderness and weight loss' (Groesz,
Levine and Murnen, 2002: 2). Their investigation into the effects of exposure to media images
of thin models upon body image led them to conclude that women who are exposed to
slender media images experienced a significant decrease in body satisfaction as a result. Their
findings 'support the sociocultural perspective that mass media such as fashion magazines and
television promote, if not establish, a standard of slender beauty that leads many females to
feel badly about their weight and shape' (ibid: 12). However, women are not simply passively

absorbing the images that they see in magazines, on television and in advertising. There is

evidence that women demonstrate a level of awareness with regard to the physical standards -

set for them, expressing both cynicism about the 'ideal bodies' portrayed in the media, and a
desire to see more realistic portrayals of women in magazines and on television (Grogan,
1999). This awareness of the portrayal of narrow and unrealistic parameters of feminine
attractiveness has recently been appropriated for advertising purposes by Dove's 'Cam’paign
for Real Beauty' (www.campaignforrealbeauty.co.uk), which aimed to use a wider range of
'real' (but still conventionally attractive) models to advertise their products. Although Grogan
found that women were well aware of the impossible standards set by magazine
representations of the female body, her research revealed that women are still subject to the
feelings of inadequacy and body dissatisfaction that result from attempting to measure up to
these ideals. Ussher (1997) also observed a similar awareness among both young and older
women of the often unrealistic and unattainable goals of physical perfection that they are

expected to strive for.
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While the notion of disciplinary practices working to maintain normalised standards of
appearance in women goes some way to explain why women participate in dieting behaviour,
it seems that this may not be the whole story. As both Ussher and Grogan have shown,
women do not simply passively absorb these patriarchal norms of femininity then slavishly
work to conform to them, they actively engage with the notion of femininity, and are able to
think critically about the body'modiﬁcation activities they undertake. The image of women as
'cultural dupes' who are passive victims of the normalising images in the media is far too
simplistic, as dieting behaviour takes place in a complex socio-cultural context, in which
women are constantly negotiating their identities in relation to their day to day experiences.
Underpinning these experiences are the cultural norms of femininity that | have already
discussed, but there is also room for these norms to be critically evaluated, and perhaps even

resisted.

Ussher (1997) notes the contradictions of women's experiences of 'doing femininity'. Body
modification has a complex relationship to power and oppression, as many women are both
aware of, and critical of these gendered norms. Yet despite their awareness of the norms,
they still engage in body modification activities which make them complicit in .their
construction and perpetuation. Furthermore, she argues that many women get pleasure from
'doing femininity', from reading glossy magazines, to enhancing their appearance through
clothes and makeup, and asserts that, 'women who act out these regimes of beauty are not
simply indoctrinated or brainwashed, but position themselves as expert performers of this
complicated masquerade’ (Ussher, 1997: 55). The 'art' of femininity is therefore a
performance through which women display their skills and their knowledge, and is a process

which has the potential to be enjoyed, giving a sense of empowerment.

However, although gender norms are not always experienced as oppressive, they are not
always empowering either, and | would agree with Ussher's observation that, 'being (and
becoming) 'woman' is not an unequivocaily positive process. There is much about femininity
that is difficult, contradictory and impossible to achieve' (ibid: 55). The physical
transformation expected of women who are overweight is potentially far more problematic
than, for example, the application of makeup, or a new hairstyle. Such empowerment can only
be experienced, and gender norms can only be enjoyed, if these standards (or something
resembling them) are actually achievable. If a woman has tried and failed throughout her life

to lose weight, in an attempt to align herself more c'losely with culturally accepted norms of
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slenderness, then she may find little to enjoy in the process. In this case the potential for

empowerment may be restricted.

So far my discussion of gender norms has been concerned mainly with the cultural
construction of standards for women's physical appearance and behaviour, and the practical
ramifications for women's experiences of their bodies. This thesis is an analysis of how these
gendered norms emerge in and are perpetuated through interaction, and the remainder of this
chapter will be devoted to a discussion of the relationship between language, gender and

identity.
1.8 Language, gender and identity

The empirical chapters of this thesis analyse the day to day interactions between users of the
Weight Watchers message boards focussing on the way in which members manage accounts
of their weight watching behaviour within the exchanges. While the everyday talk of a group
of women may not at first éppear to be 'worthy' of such levels of scrutiny, in this section | will ,
explore the significance of these seemingly 'mundane’ interactions as a site in which gendered
identities are displayed and negotiated, reflecting and perpetuating the societal norms of
femininity discussed earlier in the chapter. Maybin suggests that, 'talk is a central part of our
lives; through it we carry out activities, negotiate relationships, try to construct understandings
about the world around us and develop our own sense of identity' (Maybin, 1996: 27).;
Language and interaction are therefore central to our sense of self and our understanding of
those around us, and the importance of studying everyday interaction will be discussed in the

methodology chapter (chapter 3).

Cameron (1998a) proposes that gender should be thought of as an 'act of identity', in which
'one talks like a woman as one way of becoming a woman'. She notes that linguistic research
has so far neglected the social and gendered dimensions of interaction, while work in other
disciplines has not sufficiently addressed the role of language. It is therefore.important to
explore the construction of a gendered identity not only at the level of the interaction, but also
to take into account the wider social context in which the interactions take place. In the
context of a commercial weight loss group, micro-analysis of the interactions must also take
into account the cultural norms relating to femininity and societal attitudes towards weight
already discussed in this chapter, as well as the specific context of the weight loss organisation,

which will be outlined in more detail in chapter 4.
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1.9 The social construction of identity

The thesis takes a social constructionist approach, which assumes that identity and social
categories such as gender are not natural, pre-determined or fixed, but instead are
constructed in language and other symbolic practices, and are fluid and constantly negotiable.
Burr (2003) describes the role of language in the construction of identity by conceptualising
identity as a 'fabric' which is 'woven together' from the different cultural discourses which are
available to us. She explains that we orient to these discourses (which include class, gender,
age, sexuality, education and occupation) in our interactions with others. However, we are
only able to construct ouf identities from the discursive positions which are available to us,
and she notes that, 'for each thread of our identity there is a limited number of discourses on

offer out of which we might fashion ourselves' (Burr, 2003: 107).

Similarly, West and Zimmerman (1991) consider gender to be a socially constructed
phenomenon. They describe it as an ‘activity, so individuals 'do gender', presenting
themselves in their social interactions as masculine or feminine through the display of
characteristics associated with each gender role. Individuals therefore act in a way which is
considered to be 'normal' for someone of their sex, and they describe gender as 'the activity of
managing situated conduct in light of normative conceptions of attitudes and activities
appropriate for one's sex category' (West and Zimmerman, 1991: 14). Interactions with others
therefore become the place in which individuals construct and negotiate their identities, so
language plays an important role in the construction of the image that we project, and the
identity that we choose to convey can vary according to the situation we find ourselves in. Our

identity is therefore not a fixed state, but emerges and is renewed in interaction.

Butler (1990) also questions the notion that gender (as opposed to the biological classification
of sex) is a category which should be treated as given. She describes gender as a performance,
rather than a set of traits that reside within individuals themselves. She claims that gender
'ought not to be construed as a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts
follow; rather, gender is an identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior

space through a stylized repetition of acts' (Butler, 1990: 140, original emphasis).

The idea of repetition of gendered behaviour is significant. West and Zimmerman argue that

the constant repetition of such gender characteristics leads to them appearing 'natural’, and
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gives the impression that gender roles and their resulting social implications are simply the
result of these predetermined characteristics. In their own words, doing gender involves
'creating differences between girls and boys and women and men, differences that are not
natural, essential, or biological. Once the differences have been constructed, they are used to
reinforce the 'essentialness' of gender' (ibid: 24). This then has implications for power
relations within society, and they suggest that, 'if, in doing gender, men are also doing
dominance and women are doing deference, the resultant social order, which supposedly
reflects 'natural differences' is a powerful reinforcer and legitimator of hierarchical

arrangements' (ibid: 32).

Significantly, if gender is not a pre-determined, fixed category, then this means that it is
potentially open to negotiation. Individuals may choose to resist a particular identity by
choosing to take up or reject a particular subject position. However, despite this potential for
flexibility West and Zimmerman note the consequences of failing to conform to our 'assigned'
gender role, as 'if we fail to do gender appropriately, we as individuals - not the institutional
arrangements - may be called to account (for our character, motives, and predispositions)'
(ibid: 33). An individual who fails to (or chooses not to) display the 'correct' behaviour runs the
risk of being labelled deviant, so it is therefore important that the display of identity in

interactions with others is managed carefully.
1.10 Gender and interaction

In her 1996 work, Cameron calls for 'new ways of conceptualizing the relation between women
and men', which do not assume gender to be a natural, pre-existing attribute (Cameron, 1996:
42). More recent work on language use and gehder takes the social constructionist
perspective discussed above, working from the assumption that gender is something which is
not given, but is constructed through interaction. Such an approach 'is sometimes called the
dynamic approach because there is an emphasis on dynamic aspects of interaction' (Coates,
2004: 6). Research of this type not only takes into account the form of the language used, but
also the function it performs - 'what language users are accomplishing through the use of a

particular communicative strategy or speech style' (Cameron, 1996: 43).

Much of the. work investigating language and gender concentrates upon the differences
between the ways men and women communicate in mixed sex groups, and is concerned with

the power dynamic within such encounters, but more recently a significant body of research
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has attempted to identify the norms of interaction in single-sex groups (e.g. Johnson and Aries,
1998; Coates, 1996). Coates notes that earlier studies of all-female interaction tended to
define the language used by women as 'tentative' or 'powerless', but the emphasis in more
recent work has been upon the cooperative nature of women's interactions. She suggests that
despite this more positive way of defining the form that all-female interactions take, it is
important still to ensure that such research is based upon the study of real life interactions,

and does not simply reinforce stereotypical views of what 'women's language' is like.

There is evidence to suggest that in single-sex friendship groups men and women talk in
general about very different topics. Johnson and Aries observe that, 'close female friends
converse more frequently than close male friends about personal and family problems,
intimate relationships, doubts and fears, daily activities, and hobbies and shared activities;
male friends, on the other hand, discuss sports more frequently than female friends'. They
conclude that, 'the major contrast, then, between m»ale friendships and female friendships
appears to grow from different orientations toward close relationships. Male friendships
involve more communication about matters peripheral to the self; they engage more in
sociability than in intimacy. Female friendships encompass personal identities, intimacy, and;
the immediacy of daily life' (Johnson and Aries, 1998: 217). Coates observed similar gendered
differences, but discusses these variations in conversational topics in terms of the distinction
between the public and private spheres, suggesting that men are socialised into public
discourse, where the goal of interaction is the exchange of information. In contrast, women
are socialised into private discourse, in which the goal is not simply information exchange, but
'the establishment and maintenance of social relationships, the reaffirming and strengthening
of friendship’ (Coates, 1996: 229). This is significant for my own data, as the Weight Watchers
message boards are presented as a space where members can get support and
encouragement from fellow dieters, so the analysis will be concerned with the solidarity and

relational work between the women on the boards.

Although Holmes' (1998) review of language and gender research suggests it is possible to
make some generalisations about the way in which men and women use language, Cameron
recommends that it is 'unhelpful for linguists to continue to use models of gendered speech
which imply that masculinity and femininity are monolithic constructs, automatically giviﬁg rise
to predictable (and utterly different) patterns of verbal interaction' (Cameron, 1998b: 282).
Perhaps a more useful way to consider language variation is to use the concept of the

community of practice (C of P) (Wenger, 1998; Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 1998), which
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considers language as emerging from the practices of the community in which it is taking
place. The C of P focuses on the context of interaction as based in the community, and 'shows
that language should not be studied separately from other social practices, and gender cannot
be isolated from the influence of other social variables' (Weatherall, 2002: 64). The C of P, and

its relevance from a theoretical and analytical perspective will be discussed in chapter 4.
1.11 Interaction, face work and dieting talk

As the discussion of friendships and communities in the previous section shows, language and
interaction serve not only as a means of constructing individual gendered identities, but also as
a way in which we negotiate our relationships with others. Maybin observes that, 'talk is used
to pursue social relationships; through it intimacy and status are negotiated, and people
position themselves, and are positioned, in various ways' (Maybin, 1996: 27). The importance
of talk in all-female relationships has already been noted, and there is evidence to suggest that
dieting and body size are common topics in all-female interactions. Guendouzi (2004) studied
the everyday, naturally-occurring conversations of groups of women of a range of ages, and
observed that instances in which they account for body size and consumption are so common
that they have become 'phatic routines', exchanges which serve a primarily social function,
and are deeply embedded in the everyday interactions between women. Diet talk has also
been shown to be common in mother-daughter interactions, and Tannen (2006) describes
dieting as one of the 'Big Three' topics (along with hair-and clothing) about which mothers
most frequently offer their daughters advice and criticism. A number of studies (e.g. Nichter,
2000; Ogle and Damhorst, 2003) have explored the nature of 'dieting talk' between mothers
and daughters, but have not looked directly at the interactions themselves, choosing instead
to conduct focus groups and interviews in order to find out how girls and their mothers

articulate their experiences of attempting to control their bodies.

It seems that talk in general, and specifically talk about dieting and bodies may play an
important role in women's construction of their identities, and in their management of their
relationships with one another. When considering social relationships the work of Goffman
(1967), which is concerned with the 'social order' is particularly useful. Goffman describes
self-presentation in terms of 'face’, which he defines as the 'positive social value a person
effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular
contact' (Goffman, 1967: 5). The term face does not refer to an individual's physical face, it 'is

something that is not lodged in or on his body, but rather something that is diffusely located in
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the encounter and becomes manifest only when these events are read and interpreted for the

appraisals expressed in them' (ibid: 7).

He argues fhat individuals regulate themselves within interactions, sustaining the moral order,
and performing face work,.which attends to the face of the participants in an interaction.
Spiers (1998) explains that face work shapes the form that conversational interactions take,
suggesting that, 'without face work, talk would probably be extremely direct, specific, fast, and

impersonal. But conversation is not like that' (Spiers, 1998: 29).

One way therefore to explore the notion of face, is to look at the effect that face management
strategies have on interaction, and study the indirect conversational moves used by speakers
to protect face. Although Goffman described the types of interactional situations which may
threaten face, he did not conduct any detailed analysis of interactional exchanges to explore

the way that face work manifests in conversation.

Brown and Levinson's (1987) model of politeness takes Goffman's concept of face, and

develops a method of systematically analysing face maintenance strategies in conversation.

They define two different types of face — 'negative face', which is the desire to be free,
autonomous and unimpeded by others, and 'positive face', which is the desire to be liked,
respected and admired by others. Politeness theory asserts that under most circumstances
speakers will work to maintain face, both for themselves and others, in order to achieve ,
interactional goals without causing conflict or offence. Brown and Levinson identify a number ,
of speech acts which they describe as intrinsically face threatening to the face of either the
speaker or the hearer in a conversation, such as giving advice, expressing criticism, or
admitting guilt. They argue that these face threatening acts (FTAs) require interactants to
employ mitigating strategies in order to minimise the threat to face. They define these as
'negative politeness' (strategies to limit encroachment on the freedom of the hearer), 'positive
politeness' (strategies to enhance positive face), and 'off-record politeness' (which involves
flouting one of Grice's (1975) conversational maxims and assuming the hearer will understand
the inferred meaning). As a result Brown and Levinson claim there are very limited
circumstances in which communication can occur directly without posing a face threat to those
involved, and in many conversational situations speakers will employ these mitigating

strategies to attend to the face of the individuals involved in the interaction.
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However, although Brown and Levinson's work has been hugely influential, their theorising of
politeness has been criticised on a number of counts. One of the main problems is the
difficulty in defining politeness, and Watts (2003) suggests a distinction between what he calls
first and second order politeness. First order politeness (or 'politeness1’) refers to the
everyday, common understanding of what politeness is, while second order ('politeness2')
refers to politeness in the analytical, technical, face management sense. Locher and Watts
(2005) propose that Brown and Levinson's work is actually not a theory of politeness at all, but
instead is a theory of face work. They suggest that it may be more useful to shift the focus
from politeness to relational work, as 'politeness is only a relatively small part of relational
work and must be seen in relation to other types of interpersonal meaning' (Locher and Watts,
2005: 10). They also question Brown and Levinson's claim that any kind of behaviour is
inherently 'polite' or 'impolite’, claiming that, 'individuals evaluate certain utterances as
polite ... against the structures of expectation evoked within the frame of the interaction' (ibid:
29). Spencer-Oatey supports this focus on context, suggesting that, 'linguistic politeness needs
to be studied within the situated social psychological context in which it occurs' (Spencer-
Oatey, 2002: 530). The importance of context is particularly clear when considering
interactions which take place in non-Western cultures, as Brown and Levinson's model has
been shown to be culturally-biased towards an Anglo-American definition of what constitutes
politeness (see Bargiela-Chiappini, 2003 among others for a more detailed discussion of

cultural bias).

Another criticism of Brown and Levinson's version of politeness is that it focuses on face as an
individual concern. Although they describe the 'mutual vulnerability' of face, explaining that,
'it is in general in every participant's best interests to maintain each others' faces' (Brown and
Levinson, 1987: 61), it is defined in their work as though it were something 'possessed’ by the
individual, which can be threatened, damaged or lost. Their discussion of face work also
makes it- sound like a calculated, strategic move, whereas Goffman's original definition
stressed that, ‘ordinarily, maintenance of face is a condition of interaction, not its objective'

(Goffman, 1967: 12).

The need to focus on face as a group accomplishment has been raised by several authors, and
Mills proposes 'a more community-based discourse-level model' of politeness (Mills, 2003: 1).
The idea that face is an achievement which is ‘co-constituted in and constitutive of interaction'

(Haugh, 2009: 5) is central to my own approach, and will be returned to in the method.ology
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chapter (chapter 3), and the subsequent discussion of the Weight Watchers community

(chapter 4).

As a potential solution, Bargiela-Chiappini (2003) suggests a return to Goffman's original
definition of face and face work, which focuses on the maintenance of the interactional order,
an approach which emphasises the collaborative nature of face. The joint construction of face

is reflected in Goffman's own description of the concept:

one's own face and the face of others are constructs of the same
order; it is the rules of the group and the definition of the situation
which determine how much feeling one is to have for face and how
this feeling is to be distributed among the faces involved

(Goffman, 1967: 6 emphasis added)

However, Bargiela-Chiappini claims that the 'theoretical and cultural baggage' attached to the
term 'face' poses problems when trying to establish the relationship between interaction and
social order, and so instead prefers the term 'polite behaviour' as an alternative to 'face work'

since for her, it captures something about the moral order (Bargiela-Chiappini, 2003: 1465).

Despite these criticisms, Brown and Levinson's work still provides a useful frame of reference
for the exploration of identity and relationship management in interaction. Although the
notion of an intrinsically face threatening act is open to debate, the idea that certain types of
conversational move have the potential to threaten face provides an interesting starting point
for analysis. By identifying potential FTAs and examining how these FTAs are mitigated
(whether this mitigation is described as politeness, or polite behaviour, or relational work, or
face work) over the course‘of the interaction, it is possible to learn more about the detail of
the way conversations are managed, and coﬁsequently examine the construction of identity,

maintenance of relationships, and the preservation of the 'moral order'.

There is existing empirical evidence to suggest that the pressure put upon women to conform
to the thin ideal may result in potentially face threatening situations in which they are required

to use politeness strategies. Guendouzi observes that,

Given the societal pressures on women to conform to an acceptable
physical ideal, talking about body-size and the need to diet can be
seen as a discursive site that is likely to produce FTAs and speakers,
therefore, may find it necessary to use conversational moves that
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attend to their own positive face and rely on listener support.
(Guendouzi, 2004: 1638).

So although topics surrounding food, weight and consumption are frequently raised in
women's talk, they still have the potential to be damaging to face and require careful

interactional management to minimise this face threat.

The topics of face and face work will be returned to in the methodology chapter (chapter 3),
and again in chapter 4, where | will outline the social practices on the Weight Watchers
message boards which are of particular intérest to the analysis, and will discuss the relevance
of the concept of face in the online context. As the next chapter will explain, the thesis will
investigate the self-surveillance practices of the group members, particularly with regard to the
management of accountability and identity, and the formation of group solidarity. Goffman's
concepts of face and face work are therefore useful analytical tools when exploring how these

identities are managed interactionally.

Women's talk appears to be a key place in which gendered behavioural norms are reinforced
and reproduced, and the commercial weight loss group is a space where the practices of body
modification and self surveillance are particularly foregrounded. Therefore, the final section of
this chapter will provide a brief summary of existing studies which have attempted to explore

the commercial weight loss experience, and will locate my own research in this body of work.
1.12 Researching the commercial weight loss group

Much of the literature which investigates dieting and weight loss makes use of data from
interviews (e.g. Hesse-Biber, 1996; Tyler and Abbott, 1998; Chapman, 1999), focus groups (e.g.
Germov and Williams, 1996; 1999), or the analysis of cultural artefacts such as adverts,
magazines and weight loss materials (e.g. Bordo, 2003) in order to explore issues surrounding
weight management.: While all of these studies provide fascinating and illuminating insights
into the cultural context of the experience of dieting, and/or of women's own accounts of their
experiences, | intend to explore the phenomenon in one specific context where dieting
practices occur, the commercial weight loss organisation. Given the huge popularity of groups
like Weight Watchers and Slimming World, there have been surprisingly few ethnographic
studies of women's experiences of dieting in a commercial weight loss context, and none have

investigated the commercial regime in an online context. In this section | will provide a brief
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overview of ethnographic studies of weight loss in 'real life' commercial groups. However, this
review is not exhaustive, and other studies will be discussed later in the thesis at points where

they are relevant.

An early study of the supportive nature of commercial weight loss organisations was
conducted by Allon (1975). She used a combination of participant observation and open-
ended interviews over a period of four years in order to learn more about the experiences of
members of such groups, and concluded that, 'weight loss was not the main goal nor the main
behaviour which occurred in many diet groups' (Allon, 1975: 68). Allon observed that although
the 'intended and formal' purpose of the groups was to aid the weight loss of their members,
they also performed an 'unintended and informal' function, providing a space for social
interaction between members. While commercial weight loss groups today advertise such
peer support as one of the benefits of joining the organisation, it appears that at the time of
the study this was not the case. Her findings show that weight loss groups do not only provide
practical support, in terms of information and advice, they also provide emotional support and

a 'sympathetic ear'.

Allon's work raises some interesting points about the social nature of the commercial weight
loss organisation. The Weight Watchers regime is based on the notion that weight loss is more
effective when carried out as a group activity, rather than on an individual basis, and the ritual
of weekly weigh ins and meetings (as well as the very existence of an online Weight Watchers
message board) suggest that interaction with fellow dieters is a significant part of the weight
loss experience. However, although Allon attended the group as a member for some time, her
analysis concentrates mainly on the themes raised in the interviews that she conducted.
Therefore, although she is concerned with the collective nature of the weight loss experience,
she does not analyse members' interactions with one another, instead she analyses them
talking about these interactions. In my own analysis | intend to explore the way in which this
group support manifests within the exchanges themselves, which will hopefully provide a

unique insight into the social function of the commercial weight loss group.

Martin's (2002) work is notable, because it is a study of the commercial weight loss
environment conducted by a male researcher. As already discussed, the membership of these
groups is overwhelmingly female, and work which explores the experience and the significance
of dieting behaviour tends to come from a female perspective. Martin approaches the

commercial weight loss context from an organisational perspective, investigating how Weight
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Watchers (along with another two organisations, Overeaters Anonymous, and the National
Association to Advance Fat Acceptance) accomplish ‘frame alignment' with their members in
relation to participation, appearance, and food. Martin studied the organisational materials
made available to him, attended group meetings, and conducted interviews with group
members, and observes that the narratives of the Weight Watchers members are framed in
the vocabulary of the organisation. His findings show that in their narratives, 'members
rationally manage the body, food, emotions, and social relationships, avoiding further
stigmatization by conforming with cultural appearance norms' (Martin, 2002: 200). Martin's

work will be discussed further in chapter 4.

Stinson (2001) conducted a two year ethnographic study of the experience of commercial
weight loss group members, attending a group as both a member and a résearcher for this
time period. In her dual role, Stinson used participant observation methods to observe at first
hand the way in which meetings were conducted and the themes which emerged from the
interactions within the meetings. Although she does not name the organisation itself, her
descriptions of the group meetings and the eating plan the members followed are very similar
to those of the Weight Watchers organisation. By paying particular attention to the
interactions which occurred between the group members and the group leader, and the way
they articulated the experience of being a member of a weight loss organisation, -Stinson

explored the different ways in which women talk about their bodies and the process of dieting.

While observing the language used by the group members and leaders Stinson identified five
different 'concepts of weight loss', or repertoires that individuals draw upon to describe and
make sense of their weight loss experiences - self-help, weight loss as work, religion, addiction,
and feminism. These themes can be observed to varying degrees in my own data, and
Stinson's findings will be discussed in more detail in chapter 2, and throughout the empirical
chapters. She explains that these five concepts act as resources that the group members can
draw upon, and 'provide a common language that members can use to communicate to
themselves and to each other what it means to be a woman trying to lose weight' (Stinson,

2001: 50).

Although Stinson offers a detailed account of her own experiences of attending commercial
weight loss groups as a member, and offers a valuable insight into the phenomenon of dieting,
the author herself identifies potential limitations of the methodology she uses. Her role as an

active participant in the meetings meant that when observing it was not possible to record
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events in any detail. She relied heavily upon' her memory of what occurred during the
meeting, along with brief notes made while she was there. As a result, she discusses the
concepts that she identifies within the interactions in quite general terms, using brief quotes
and examples to illustrate her points. The nature of her data however, means that she is not

able to subject the interactions to more rigorous analysis.

Heyes (2006, 2007) attended Weight Watchers meetings for a period of ten months, and
through a combination of participant observation and analysis of organisational materials she
explored the experience of being a group member. The next chapter (chapter 2) will draw on
the work of Michel Foucault on disciplinary technologies to explore the phenomenon of self-
surveillance in more detail, and Heyes' work makes an explicit link between Foucault's work
and the experience of dieting. Her analysis is particularly concerned with the appeal of the
process of body modification, and the promise of transformation held by the commercial

weight loss regime, and will be discussed in more depth in chapter 2.

More recently, work by Mycroft (2004, 2008) has analysed the exchanges which take place at
the 'weigh in' stage of the commercial weight loss meeting, and this study is notable due to its
emphasis.on the detailed anélysis of naturally occurring 'talk-in-interaction'. While Heyes,
Allon, Stinson and Martin all conducted their analysis from a perspective as a participant
observer, Mycroft was not a member of the groups that she observed. By video recording the
interactions which took place during the weekly 'weigh in', she was able to subject the
exchanges to rigorous micro-level analysis (using a combination of conversation analysis,
discursive psychology and membership categorisation analysis) in order to explore the
organisation of weight management practices within interaction. The weekly weigh in plays an
important role in the weight loss experience, as it is an opportunity for group members to
monitor their progress and to establish whether their week's weight loss efforts have been
successful. The study pays particular attention to the delivery of the news of success or failure
by the group leader, and the way in which this news is responded to by the dieter. Like
Stinson, Mycroft observes that the concept of control is one which is portrayed as extremely
important to successful weight loss, and that group members often 'account for' any failure to

lose weight.

Mycroft's work provides a revealing insight into the moral discourse surrounding food, the
process of the weigh in, and the role played by the group leader in the processes of advice-

giving and the moral classification of consumption. However, as the exchanges analysed take
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place in one to one conversations between the group leader and individual group members,
they scrutinise the leader-dieter dynamic but do not reveal anything about the relationship
between the group members themselves. As the social nature of the commercial weight loss
group is cited by Allon (1975) as one of the_ main reasons to attend such groups, the interaction
between group members is a phenomenon worthy of study in its own right. In my own
analysis | therefore hope to find out whether this moral discourse emerges from interactions
which take place without the presence of a 'professional’ group leader, who represents the

commercial weight loss organisation.
1.13 Summary

This chapter has provided an introduction to the cultural context in which the Weight
Watchers message board interactions talk place, and has explored the significance of language
and interaction in the construction of a gendered identity. Dieting itself is a gendered activity -
women are more likely than men to be judged according to their appearance, and they are
expected to conform to increasingly stringent appearance norms. There is evidence to suggest
that women demonstrate an awareness of the unrealistic nature of these norms, which means
that there is the potential for them to resist them. However, the social costs of failing to
conform to 'acceptable’ standards of 'femininity' are high, and the prevalence of dieting among
women suggests that this resistance is not so easy. For many women the processes of self-
surveillance, restraint and recording consumption are familiar ones. Such disciplinary
behaviours are particularly significant in the context of the commercial weight loss
organisation, as the eating regime that members follow requires them to micro-manage their
consumption, scrutinising their food intake, and the chapter has described research to date
which has studied the commercial weight loss context. The act of confession, and its
management within the exchanges on the message boards will be a key theme in the later
analytical chapters, and this will be explored in chapter 2. The socio-cultural significance of
confession and its role in these disciplinary practices will also be considered in more detail,
along with a discussion of the discourses of morality and desire which permeate talk about
food and weight. Chapter 2 will also consider in more detail Foucault's work on technologies
of the self, which may help to explain more adequately the appeal that the commercial weight
loss group has for members, even in the face of poor results, or even several failed weight loss

attempts.
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Chapter 2
Surveillance, Confession and the Commercial Weight Loss
Group

just remember to count the points
and you'll be fine
CHUCKYEGG24

2.1 Introduction

The thesis so far has outlined the societal norms relating to women's behaviour and
appearance, and the role that dieting plays in the pursuit of the feminine ideal. While men
also have demands made upon them with regards to portraying 'authentic masculinity’ (e.g.
Cameron, 1998b; Benwell, 2003), the discussion in the previous chapter shows that
fundamental differences between what constitutes 'masculine' and ‘feminine' behaviour
ensure that ultimately women remain subordinate to men. Normative femininity requires
women to monitor and modify their appearance, restricting their consumption and limiting

their actions, and the vigilance this requires consumes valuable time and energy.

The following chapter will draw on the work of Michel Foucault, and subsequent feminist
appropriations of this work, to explain the significance of surveillance, and the link between
the micro-practices of confession and wider issues of power. The intersection between food,
morality and health will also be considered, and the discussion will explore how the discourse

of self-care is appropriated by the commercial weight loss industry.
2.2 Femininity and surveillance

'Dominant culture constructs the feminine body as an object to be watched' (McKinley, 1999:
99), and dieting is one of a number of ways in which women work on changing their
appearance in order to become more socially acceptable. However, it is one of the more time-
consuming 'feminine' activities, as becoming a dieter involves constant, often lifelong,
commitment. Dieting women must pay constant attention to the food they consume, they
must monitor their intake, making decisions about what they should and should not eat. In

the context of the commercial weight loss organisation, this attention to detail becomes even
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more intense, as food is not simply rationed by means of portion control, or eating 'good’
foods rather than 'bad'. Instead, as chapter 3 will explain in more detail, in the Weight
Watchers regime every food is allocated a numerical point value, and each member is
permitted to consume a set number of points per day. A Weight Watchers member is taught
to scrutinise every minute detail of her consumption, comparing the point value of similar
foods, measuring portion sizes, calculating whether a particular snack can be incorporated into
her eating plan, or whether an extra biscuit will cause her to exceed her point allowance.
Davies notes that weight control discourse is best understood as a form of social control,
which 'serves to regulate bodies — especially women's bodies — by a transformation of bodies
considered 'overweight', and therefore out of control, undisciplined, deviant, and dangerously

unhealthy' (Davies, 1998: 142).

The rigorous restriction and disciplinary practices to which dieters subject themselves result in
the production of what Michel Foucault refers to as 'docile bodies' — a docile body 'may be
subjected, used, transformed and improved' (Foucault, 1979: 134). Foucault's work on
modern forms of social control, in particular his discussion of disciplinary practices in Discipline
and Punish: The birth of the prison (1979) has been adopted by several feminist authors as a
framework in which to begin to understand the experience of womanhood (e.g. Bartky, 1990;
Bordo, 2003). In Foucault's work the body becomes a site in which power is wielded, and by
imposing punishment based upon discipline (as opposed to violence) upon the body, these
bodies become compliant and 'docile’. In the prison environment (as in many other
institutions), inmates are subject to severe restrictions upon the space they are allowed to
occupy, and the way in which they are able to use their time. Bartky notes that, 'the
production of 'docile bodies' requires that an uninterrupted coercion be directed to the very
processes of bodily activity, not just their result; this 'micro-physics of power' fragments and
partitions the body's time, its space, and its movements' (Bartky, 1990: 63). The parallels with
the experience of the dieter (and women more generally) are clear — not only are demands
made upon women with regard to their physical appearance, but also their attempts to
conform to the norms of femininity ensure that a significant amount of women's time is
occupied in pursuit of these physical ideals. While the inmate in the prison is required to keep
to a strict timetable of activities, the dieting woman must restrict her impulse to consume, and
must engage in a series of rituals of weighing, measuring and monitoring in order to ensure
that she remains on track. Dieting is therefore a disciplinary practice, and as this chapter will
discuss the regulatory practices that women are subject to, both by themselves and others,

work to maintain the moral order.
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As Bartky observes, 'control this rigid and precise cannot be maintained without a minute and
relentless surveillance' (Bartky, 1990: 64), and women's participation in their own surveillance
can be explained by Foucault's discussion of disciplining power, in which he introduces the
concept of the 'panopticon’ (Foucault, 1979: 195-228). The term 'panopticon’ refers to Jeremy
Bentham's circular prison design, in which inmates are constantly visible to those guarding
them. This layout forces inmates to assume that they are under surveillance at all times,
regardless of whether guards are actually watching them or not. This then results in 'self
policing' behaviour by inmates, without the need for constant supervision by guards. Foucault

explains the effectiveness of such an arrangement in controlling the behaviour of inmates:

Hence the major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmates a
state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the
automatic functioning of power. So to arrange things that the
surveillance is permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in
_ its action; that the perfection of power should tend to render its
" actual exercise unnecessary; that this architectural apparatus should
be a machine for creating and sustaining a power relation
independent of the person who exercises it; in short, that the
inmates should be caught up in a power situation of which they are
themselves the bearers. . ' ‘
(Foucault, 1979: 201).

In a series of foéus groups conducted with Australian women Germov and Williams (1999)
observed that participants reported surveillance behaviours, and use the panopticon
metaphor to explain this surveillance, referring more specifically to the 'body panopticon"
(Germov and Williams, 1999: 126-127). The focus group data revealed that as well as being
subject to the 'male gaze', women themselves also play a significant role in this constant
scrutiny of the body. Furthermore, a series of focus groups they conducted with Australian
women revealed that not only do women subject themselves to continuous self-surveillance,
but they also watch and monitor other women, subjecting one anbthér to judgement and
criticism. Such constant vigilance ensures that they, and others, conform to (or at least make
an effort to try to adhere to) societal body norms. The authors suggest that women's
monitoring behaviour is a phenomenon which is worthy of further study, as this surveillance of
self and others plays a central role in the reinforcement and perpetuation of societal gender
norms. ‘It seems therefore that the interactions between women may be one place where
these surveillance practices can be observed, and this thesis intends to explore the way these

practices manifest in the exchanges of an all-female group.
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Heyes (2006) notes that in the context of the commercial weight loss organisation even the
name 'Weight Watchers' is illustrative of the extent of the surveillance that members subject
themselves to. She believes that the voluntary nature of the organisation is particularly
significant: 'As willing participants in a disciplinary technology, dieters measure and scrutinize
themselves far more precisely and conscientiously than those who must be educated into
more reluctant self-monitoring behaviours. The organised diet program is thus a particularly

extreme version of panoptic culture' (Heyes, 2006: 134).

The way in which this power operates is subtle. Women are not necessarily told directly that
their bodies are too large or unruly, and they are not physically forced to diet or exercise. Each
individual is in control of her own actions, and is free to do as she chooses, but, 'even when
individuals think that they are most free, they are in fact in the grip of an insidious power
which operates not through direct forms of repression but through less visible strategies of
'normalization’ (McNay, 1994: 5). Through continuous exposure to messages about what is
considered to be 'feminine', women are made aware of how society expects them to behave.
Although no physical coercion is involved, failure to conform to the norms of femininity can
have serious consequences. As chapter 1 outlined, overweight bodies, and particularly
overweight female bodies are judged negatively, and individuals who feel that they do not fit
with societal ideas of what is 'acceptable' may suffer from low self esteem as a consequence.
Like the inmates in the panopticon, women subject themselves and their own behaviour to
constant monitoring in order to ensure that they, and their bodies, remain morally-acceptable.
Any deviations from these norms must be accounted for, and this relates to the discussion in
chapter 1 of Goffman's work on the maintenance of the 'moral order'. As the later analytical
chapters will show, in their interactions with others women display themselves as morally

accountable to prevailing norms.

The body itself then becomes a site on which the norms of acceptable behaviour and
appearance are displayed. Rather than applying external force to make women limit their
consumption, the power of these societal appearance norms lies in women's internalisation of
them, which results in them monitoring and imposing restrictions upon themselves. Their
bodies then reflect the societal expectations made of these individuals. As Butler noteS, 'the
strategy has been not to enforce a repreésion of their desires, but to compel their bodies to

signify the prohibitive law as their very essence, style and necessity ... In effect, the law is at
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once fully manifest and fully latent, for it never appears as external to the bodies it subjects

and subjectivates' (Butler, 1990: 135).

Despite the insight offered by Foucault into the role that power plays in the production of
'docile bodies', his work does not deal specifically with female bodies. Foucault's discussion of
the 'body' refers to both men and women, and the gender neutrality of his writing has been
criticised by some, as '... [Foucault's] discussions gloss over the gender configurations of
power. As feminists have shown, power has long been masculinist, and a primary target of
masculinist power has been the subjugation of women, most especially through their bodies.'
(Diamond and Quinby, 1988: xv). Foucault's work therefore fails to directly address the
gendered power relations inherent in society, and Bartky argues that, 'to overlook the forms of
subjection that engender the feminine body is to perpetuate the silence and powerlessness of
those upon whom these disciplines have been imposed' (Bartky, 1990: 65). Yet although
Foucault does not deal specifically with the experience of women, several of the concepts
introduced in his work have been taken up by feminist researchers, and have proved

invaluable in exploring the way in which power is enacted on women's bodies.

2.3 Femininity, discourse and subjectivity

Chapter 1 (section 1.8) discussed the idea that rather than being a fixed, ascribed category,
gender is socially constructed within interaction. Therefore, when discussing 'femininity' it
must be remembered that there is no such thing as one definitive feminine subjectivity, as
femininity is 'a negotiable category which takes its shape as a particular type of identity within
contrasting discourses' (Wetherell, 1995: 141). Women's gendered identities and sense of self
are constituted within these different discourses, which each have their 'own structure of
rights, obligations and possibilities for action, and each carrying identity and power
implications' (Burr, 2003: 117). Therefore, what constitutes 'femininity' can mean different
things, at different times, to different people, in different situations. The next section (section
2.4) will outline some of the other social categories (age, class and ethnicity) which can also

have an impact on, and intersect with, women's lived experiences.

Women's subjectivities can therefore be understood as a complex and dynamic interplay
between a number of different subject positions (Malson, 1998: 28). These subject positions
are constantly changing, and some are more temporary than others, so 'who we are is

constantly in flux, always dependent upon the changing flow of positions with negotiate within
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social interaction' (Burr, 2003: 120). These subject positions may also contradict one another,
and can be occupied or rejected to varying degrees by the same individual at different times.
These complexities of meaning, and the contradictory nature of subjectivity means that, 'the
processes of constructing and negotiating our own identities will therefore often be ridden
with conflict, as we struggle to claim or resist the images available to us through discourse'
(ibid: 110). This complexity must be taken into account when considering the analysis in
chapters 5, 6 and 7, as the categorisations under discussion, such as 'femininity', or
'overweight' are fluid concepts which can be ambiguous, inconsistent and difficult to pin down.
Therefore, the analysis will pay particular attention to what these women make relevant in

their own accounts and interactions, and the subject positions they take on in this context.

Weedon (1997) outlines the social significance of subjective experience with regard to
gendered power relations, and the possibilities for resisting these power mechanisms, as 'the
ways in which people make sense of their lives is a necessary starting point for understanding
how power relations structure society' (Weedon, 1997: 8). Widdicombe (1995) raises the
importance of studying everyday talk as a means of understanding this subjectivity and its
relationship to power and resistance. She favours an ethnomethodological approach, and
suggests that, 'in order to understand identity and subjectivity, we need first to identify the
relevant discourses and the positions they make available, and then examine the power
relations that are facilitated, the historical and structural conditions giving rise to particular
discourses and their ideological effects' (Widdicombe, 1995: 107). As chapter 3 will explain in
more detail, by grounding the analysis in naturally-occurring interaction, this thesis aims to
make the link between the discourses in women's 'mundane’ day to day exchanges and the
production of ideal and 'authentic' forms of feminine subjectivity, and the analysis will explore
the way in which the subject positions available to the users of the message boards are taken

up or resisted.

Although there are opportunities for negotiating identity, and an individual can choose to
resist a particular subject position, this does not mean that there will be no consequences for
doing so. There is an emotional dimension that goes along with these gendered practices, as
an individual's sense of self comes from the subject positions they take up, and as a result 'we
have an emotional commitment to and investment in our subject positions which goes beyond
mere rule following' (Burr, 2003: 124). Similarly, Hollway (2001) observes that individuals are
invested in occupying certain positions in discourses, and 'there will be some satisfaction or

pay-off or reward for that person' (Hollway, 2001: 278). This helps to explain why women may
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be motivated to 'do being feminine', as doing so can have positiVe benefits, while failure to
conform to 'authentic' forms of subjectivity may have emotional consequences, and can result
in social sanctions. The discussion in chapter 3 will describe how the ethnomethodological
approach employed is particularly useful in: a) understanding individuals' accountability to the
'moral order' (as introduced in chapter 1) that subjectivity produces, and b) locating the

analysis of the fluidity of subjectivity within talk-in-interaction.

2.4 Gender, age, class and ethnicity

As the previous section outlines, women's subjectivities are multiple, shifting and potentially
contradictory. Women's individual experiences of the normalising power of gender norms may
vary, yet Gimlin (2008) notes that women's lives are often theorised from a perspective which
assumes a homogenous version of 'womanhood’. Other social categories, such as ethnicity,
socio-economié status, sexual orientation and age are also key to an individual's identity as a
woman, and Weedon (1987) raises the problem of the idea of 'essential womanhood',
suggesting that, 'it could only surface in a pure form outside of the structures of patriarchy ...
the structures of patriarchy are not independent of other forms of power — racism, class and
heterosexism — which are not reducible to each other' (Weedon, 1997: 10). So as Skeggs
notes, 'being, becoming, practising, and doing femininity are very different things for women

of different classes, “races”, ages and nations' (Skeggs, 2001:297).

Ethnicity is one significant factor which intersects with gender. However, much of the feminist
work on the subject of body image addresses the issue from a white perspective, and has been
criticised for failing to take into account the experiences of non-white women (e.g. Buch'anan,
1993). There is evidence that different ethnic groups have different attitudes towards bodies
and weight, and studies have shown that American and British women of African-Caribbean
and Asian descent are less likely than white women to express body dissatisfaction (see

Grogan, 1999 for a full review).

In her study. of body talk among adolescent girls, Nichter (2000) observes that African-
American girls had a 'more fluid, flexible image of beauty', which incorporated style and
presentation, as opposed to the ‘more static ifnage of beauty as bodily perfection found in
white culture' (Nichter, 2000: 178). The literature suggests that as well as reflecting cultural
variations in what constitutes 'beauty', these differences in attitude and body esteem may be

partly due to the fact that these women's bodies already fail to conform to the archetypal
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young, slim and, importantly, white beauty ‘ideal'. This view is supported by Buchanan (1993),
who suggests that, 'weight preoccupation is not a central concern for many Black women, but
weight is one among many factors that preclude Black women from attaining “beauty”

according to the cultural archetype' (Buchanan, 1993: 37).

Like ethnicity, age is a factor which has important implications for women's gendered
identities. Older women too may find that their bodies do not conform to dominant standards
of youthful beauty, yet there is little eyidence that women become /ess satisfied with their
bodies as they get older (Grogan, 1999: 130). In fact, a study conducted by Gimlin (2008),
which explored women's changirig experience of weight management over the lifespan,
suggests that the opposite may in fact be true. In interviews with older members of a
commercial weight loss gfoup, she found that, 'notions about the physical changes of ageing
did not so much diminish older respondents' desire to lose weight as enable them to forgive
their departures from normative bodily control and their deviation from (what they saw as)
the more exacting appearance standards of youth' (Gimlin, 2008: 188). (Nevertheless, despite
these variations, as the women in this study had joined a group with the intention of
attempting to lose weight, and had expressed their desire to do so, they were certainly not
resisting these norms.) Similarly, Tunaley, Walsh and Nicolson (1999) found that although
older women still aspired to be slim, and described concerns about their failure to conform to
ideals of physical beauty, they also actively challenged these ideals, resisting the pressure to
lose weight. Although they still described themselves as 'overweight', they defined old age as
a time when they could 'be free to relax the rules' around food, and constructed weight gain as

part of the 'physical decline and deterioration’ of old age.

Interestingly, Grogan (1999: 132) suggests the possibility that age related variations in body
satisfaction and dieting behaviours may in fact be due in part to the cultural reference boints
of women of different ages. She points out that older women, who have been exposed to the

curvier 'ideals' of the 1950s, may have a different idea of what 'ideal femininity' looks like.

Another social category which shapes women's experiences and identities is socio-economic
status. Unlike age and ethnicity, this is not necessarily something which is immediately visible,
but as chapter 1 discussed, there has historically been a clear link between social class and
physical appearance. In times where food is widely available excess weight is no longer
considered to be a sign of prestige, and instead wealth is signified by slenderness in both

sexes, but particularly in women. Skeggs (1997) describes how since the end of the nineteenth

46



century femininity has been an inherently classed sign, a form of 'respectability’ which is
possessed by upper- and middle-class women, but which 'was never a given' for working-class
women. While middle- and upper-class women's bodies were delicate, frail and physically
weak, the jobs done by working-class women required them to be robust and strong, qualities
which are associated with masculinity. Although class distinctions are less easily identifiable
today than they were over a century ago (see Walkerdine, Lucey and Melody, 2001 for a
discussion of the modern relevance of the categories 'upper-class', 'middle-class' and 'working-
class'), the idea that femininity is mbre readily available to women of a higher socio-economic

status still appears to be valid.

LeBesco {2007) observes a link between women's body size and social class, and attributes this
in part to changes in the forms of employment and consumption which signify class identity. A
move away from manual labour to more sedentary jobs, and the ready availability of cheap
junk food, meant that wbrking—class bodies became defined by their corpulence, and she
describes fatness as 'a primary mode of working-class rhetoric today' (LeBesco, 2007: 250).
She also notes that media representations of the 'non-elite' working class frequently portray
them as overweight, lazy, and out of control, and cites the examples of Roseanne Barr and
Anna-Nicole Smith as women whose fleshy bodies acted as a constant reminder of' their
working-class ‘backgrounds, no matter how upwardly mobile they became. 'LeBesco argues
that the negative connotations and shame associated with being overweight, particularly for
women, along with the equation of weight with working-class identity, 'serve to discipline -

women perceived as out of control' (ibid: 251).

Skeggs (1997) agrees that these class distinctions still stand - working-class bodies are defined
as unruly and excessive, and working-class women may be less able, or less inclined, to
conform to stereotypical feminine physical ideals. She describes femininity as something
which working-class women 'try on', but that is 'designed for someone with a different bodily
shape' (both metaphorically and literally) something that they can 'do’' to acquire cultural
capital, without it being something that they are (Skeggs, 1997: 100-116). The activity of
‘crafting' the body to be more aes’ghe‘tically pleasing requires time, effort and money. Only
those who have the means to be able to devote resources towards the pursuit of thinness (in
the form of gym membership, the 'right' foods, or plastic surgery) will be.able to achieve the
cultural ideal (Fallon, 1990, cited in Grogan, 1999). A class divide also exists in the incidence of

clinical eating disorders such as anorexia and bulimia. Although they do cross class

47



boundaries, conditions relating to disordered eating are historically most commonly associated

with young, white, middle-class women (Wolf, 1990).

However, research suggests that class distinctions relating to body size may not be so clear cut.
Grogan suggests that, 'the democracy of vision produced by the popular media ... has
produced shared body shape ideals that span class divides' (Grogan, 1999: 138). Likewise, it
seems that concerns relating to body size may be becoming more prevalent among ethnic
minority women (see Hesse-Biber, 1996; Bordo, 2003; Roberts, Cash, Feingold and Johnson,
2006, among others), which suggests a gradual homogenisation of cultural norms around

appearance and weight.

Although feminine appearance norms affect all women, there may be variations in the extent
to which different groups of women feel compelled to attempt to comply with them.
However, despite the relevance of the factors discussed in understanding women's
subjectivities and experiences, demographic information about the users of the Weight
Watchers message boards was not available when conducting the analysis. The organisation
does not make their membership information freely available, so it is not possible to know the
ethnicity, age or social class of the members of the organisation, or of the women on the
boards. The members of the weekly 'real life' meetings | attended were all white, and
although this could simply have been a reflection of the areas in which they were held, women
of ethnic minority groups are likely to be underrepresented in the Weight Watchers
membership. The women were predominantly middle-aged, although their ages ranged from
late teens to late sixties, and the organisation prohibits membership under the age of ten.
Their socioeconomic class was less easy to determine, and as Mills (2003) notes, class 'is not an
easy variable to analyse, since even now it is difficult to assigh women to a class position easily'
(Mills, 2003: 182-183), but their payment of a £4.95 weekly membership fee implies a certain
level of disposable income. In the absence of definite information about the message board
users it is impossible to know these details, and these factors are not explicitly raised or made
relevant by the women in their interactions, but it is important to remember that this group
does not by any means represent all British women and their variety of experiences, and the

analysis should be considered in these terms.
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2.5 Gender norms and women's everyday behaviour

Section 2.2 discussed the significance of surveillance practices in the maintenance of gendered
power relations, and the chapter will now consider how these practices emerge in women's
day to day lives. McNay suggests that, 'if power generates a multiplicity of effects, then it is
only possible to discern these effects b]y analysing power from below, at its most precise points
of operation - a 'microphysics' of power. The human body is the most specific point at which
the microstrategies of power can be observed' (McNay, 1994: 91). By observing the micro
level behaviours of women, the way in which they control their actions in order to conform to

norms of femininity, it is possible to learn more about the way this normalising power works.

In order to learn more about wpmen's self-surveillance practices Spitzack (1990) conducted a
series of interviews with fifty women over a period of five years, in order to 'see how everyday
women encounter and live the discourses of weight loss and health' (Spitzack, 1990: 5).
Although Spitzack's work does not observe women's actual practices, she explores the way
that women articulate their experiences of self-surveillance, and her research makes some
valuable observations about the way these practices manifest in women's talk. The interviews
took an 'open-ended topical' format, covering three main topics — cultural standards for
female appearance, body alteration activities, and the influence of others on body perception.
Spitzack identified themes which emerged during the interviews, paying particular attention to
language choices, metaphors and imagery used by participants. The narrative structure which
participants used while describing their experiences was also analysed. The study also
included an analysis of literature produced by the weight loss industry, including. dieting

manuals, exercise guides, and advertising for diets and low-calorie foods.

Analysis of the dieting literature, and of women's contributions to the interviews, revealed
that, 'women define their bodies as excessive, deviant, untrustworthy, and in need of
surveillance and control' (ibid: 58). Spitzack observed that women internalised societal norms
of feminine behaviour, and monitored themselves constantly. She concludes that the process
of self-regulation is central to women's experiences of dieting, and notes that this regulation
takes place through 'confession of excess', where women confess their failure to conform to
internalised behavioural norms of restraint and bodily monitoring. When women behave in a
way that could be considered to be 'unfeminine', either by breaking a diet, or by otherwise
failing to keep their appetites in check, they admit to doing so, thereby signalling awareness

both of gendered norms and their own transgression of them. Thus, confession appears to be
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one way in which the panoptic nature of dieting manifests in interactions. By