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Feminism and Body Image: A Qualitative Investigation
Body dissatisfaction, defined as negatively evaluating and feelings of shame over one’s body weight, shape, or muscularity (Cash, 1994), is now widespread experience among women (e.g., McCabe, Ricciardelli, Waqa, Goundar, & Fotu, 2009; Mellor et al., 2009; Swami, Frederick et al., in press). Research dating back to the 1980s has argued that body dissatisfaction is a ‘normative’ experience for women (Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 1985) and one recent study of over 3,000 women across 10 countries reported that 90% of participants wanted to change at least one aspect of their physical appearance, with body weight being the most common (Etcoff, Orbach, Scott, & D’Agostino, 2004).  

This is cause for concern because of the reported associations between body dissatisfaction and negative effects on women’s psychological, physical, and social well-being (e.g., Keery, van den Berg, & Thompson, 2004; Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, & Tantleff-Dunn, 1999; Webster & Tiggemann, 2003) and as the knowledge that a majority of women are dissatisfied with their bodies became widespread, academic interest in body image likewise proliferated (Grogan, 2008).  In an effort to understand levels of body dissatisfaction, researchers have investigated the influence of factors such as ethnicity (e.g., Anderson, Eyler, Galuska, Brown, & Brownson, 2002; Swami, Airs, Chouhan, Padilla Leon, & Towell, in press), sexuality (Asher & Asher, 1999), levels of media exposure (Calogero, Boroughs, & Thomson, 2007; Swami, Frederick et al., in press), and beliefs about gender roles and sexism (e.g., Forbes, Collinsworth, Jobe, Braun, & Wise, 2007; Swami, Coles, Salem, Wilson, Wyrozumska, & Furnham, 2009).  Holistic models have also been constructed: Thompson et al.’s (1999) Tripartite Influence Model hypothesises three primary sources (peers, parents, and the media) of body image and eating disorders via two primary mechanisms, namely appearance-comparison and internalisation of the thin ideal. 

Meanwhile feminists were exploring the nature and effects of female beauty ideals. Dworkin (1974) argued that the embodiment practices required to conform to conventional beauty standards, aside from being time-wasting, expensive, and painful, control the uses to which women can put their bodies and restrict their physical freedom. Bordo (1989) similarly made powerful arguments, regarding the prevalence of eating disorders as a condemnation of a culture that disdains and suppresses female hunger specifically along with female need and strength more generally. More recently, scholars such as Wolf (1990) and Jeffreys (2005) have argued that, as women have succeeded in winning greater gender equality through legislation, greater importance has been placed on women’s appearance in order to sap their energy and self-confidence and maintain women’s oppression.    
Based on this body of work, some psychologists have attempted to understand women’s relationships with their bodies in the context of the distribution of economic and power in society and to incorporate an awareness of the repressive purpose served by the pervasiveness of society’s interest in women’s bodies into their research (e.g., Forbes et al., 2007; Frederickson & Roberts, 1997; Swami et al., 2009). Objectification theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997), for example, takes for granted that women exist in a culture in which their bodies are looked at, evaluated, and objectified, and attempts to understand the psychological consequences of that objectification. More recently, Forbes et al. (2007) have advocated the use of a “beauty ideals are oppressive” hypothesis, which seeks to focus the attention of researchers on the negative consequences of beauty ideals and practices. 
Feminism as a Protective Factor

Feminism appears in the body image literature not only as theory which illuminates the social context of body dissatisfaction among women, but also as a factor that may help curtail body dissatisfaction (see Murnen & Smolak, 2009; Smolak & Murnen, 2007). Several hypotheses exist in the psychological literature as to why feminist beliefs or feminist identification should protect women from body dissatisfaction. Some authors consider the social implications of being a feminist as central, proposing that feminists, due to the subcultural nature of feminism, are shielded from mainstream pressure regarding their weight and appearance (e.g., Dionne, Davis, Fox, & Gurevich, 1995; Kelson, Kearney-Cooke, & Lansky, 1990; Ojerholm & Rothblum, 1999; Sabik & Tylka, 2006). This work suggests that feminist subcultures seek ways to avoid exposure to unhealthy or unrealistic depictions of women and instead create alternative norms (see Smolak & Murnen, 2007; for similar discussions in relation to ethnicity, see Allan, Mayo, & Michel, 1993; Rubin, Fitts, & Becker, 2003). It is also possible that support from peers with a political awareness of gender and body image issues may counteract tendencies towards self-silencing, a practice which forces women to cope with negative feelings alone and that has been connected to body dissatisfaction (Piran & Cormier, 2005).  

A different argument is made by those who believe feminists have lower body dissatisfaction due to their different attitudes toward gender (e.g., Myers & Crowther, 2007; Rubin, Nemeroff, & Russo, 2003). As feminism rejects the importance of appearance and thinness, it is argued that feminists are less invested in attaining beauty standards and experience less drive to be thin (Tiggemann & Stevens, 1998). It has been found that women with more stereotypical views of gender and a desire for traditionally gendered relationships with others are more invested in their appearance than women with less traditional views (Cash, Ancis, & Strachan 1997; Mahalik et al., 2005) and that variations in sexist beliefs are associated with levels of endorsement of various beauty ideals and practices (Forbes et al., 2007; Swami et al., 2009).

It is also argued that a feminist worldview can function as a filter through which cultural messages about body image are challenged rather than passively accepted (Myers & Crowther, 2007; Peterson, Tantleff-Dunn, & Bedwell, 2006; Sabik & Tylka, 2006). Myers and Crowther (2007, p. 10) describe feminism as “a different lens through which to interpret information”.  In increasingly sophisticated formulations, theorists have argued that feminism is a distal influence on body image, moderated by levels of self-objectification and body surveillance (e.g., Hurt et al., 2007). It is thought that by understanding the political context of messages about weight and appearance, feminists avoid personalising oppressive information. The process of self-objectification, where a general objectification of the female body leads to self-objectification through an internalization of an observer’s perspective as the primary view of the physical self which leads to excessive body monitoring and a concern with how the body looks, rather than how it feels, is blocked (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). By avoiding self-objectification, feminists are protected from these processes (Thompson et al., 1999; Rubin et al., 2004).

Limitations of the Extant Literature

Despite the proliferation of hypotheses, it remains relatively unclear whether any real relationship exists between feminism and body image. Some studies have suggested a significant association (e.g., Tiggemann & Stevens, 1999; Ojerholm & Rothblum, 1999; Rubin et al., 2004; Swami, Salem, Furnham, & Tovée, 2008), but others have reported no significant association between feminist attitudes and body dissatisfaction (e.g., Cash et al., 1997; Fingeret & Gleaves, 2004) or feminist identification and body dissatisfaction (Davis et at., 1995; Tiggemann & Stevens, 1999). Indeed, in their meta-analysis of 26 studies, Murnen and Smolak (2009) found only a small, though statistically significant, effect size (r = .123), which left them ambivalent as to whether feminists were buffered against negative body image.

This confusion in the literature may have arisen as a result of several limitations. Firstly, the extant literature has overwhelmingly consisted of quantitative studies that have failed to fully consider the complex relationship between women’s political beliefs and their relationships with their bodies. To move forward in understanding this relationship and truly probe the mechanisms involved, researchers must generate new theory through detailed analysis of close encounters with the everyday world (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). One qualitative study (Rubin et al., 2004) made an important start in explaining the equivocal results found in the quantitative literature. These authors found that, despite having an awareness of the ways in which a feminist perspective could protect women from body dissatisfaction, their feminist participants felt they were still susceptible to messages about the importance of thinness.  
Secondly, confusion exists over how to operationalise ‘feminism’. Some studies are interested in feminist identification, often in the form of agreement with the statement “I am a feminist” (e.g., Swami et al., 2008; Swami & Tovée, 2006), whereas others measure attitudes and beliefs about gender. The former classification is thought to result in larger effect sizes (e.g., Hurt et al., 2007) because, based on Downing and Roush’s (1985) model for the development of feminist identity, it is a stronger, more exclusive, classification. However, this is not always the case: Dionne et al. (1995), for example, reported significant associations between specific feminist beliefs and body satisfaction, but not overall feminist identification. In addition, Peterson et al., (2006) found that exposure to a feminist perspective and alternative interpretations of cultural messages increased body satisfaction among students.  

Feminism clearly means different things to different people and can be both a set of attitudes and an identity (Twenge & Zucker, 1999). However, the understanding of feminism employed in a study must be consistent with its hypothesis about the effect that this feminism has. When investigating the effect of a feminist critique on body image, whether as a direct or distal influence, beliefs and understandings should be the relevant variable, and not social identification. Because a belief in collective action, rather than differences in recognition of discrimination, may determine feminist identification (Williams & Wittig, 1997), this variable is more appropriate to the investigation of theories relying on the significance of activism or subculture.

Thirdly, the extant literature has been dominated by samples of North American college students. Effect sizes are known to be larger when samples include purposive samples of feminist women (Murnen & Smolak, 2009). A purposive sample sets out to engage with a specific population for a particular reason.  By contrast, studies using convenience samples of college students may have included a limited number of feminists. In addition, variables such as self-objectification have been shown not to be stable across the life span. Effect sizes have been shown to be smaller among younger participants such as college students (Tiggemann & Stevens, 1999). It may be that women take time to develop a feminist identity that can protect them from body image pressures (Murnen & Smolak, 2009) and, as such, studies would benefit from including women of different ages in their samples. 

The Present Study
The present study aims to overcome the above problems by sampling women involved in active feminist groups across a wide age range. The study takes an in-depth, qualitative look at the relationships feminists have with their bodies. Specifically, this study explores to what extent involvement in the feminist movement insulates women from pressure to conform to mainstream pressures regarding their body, whether holding a feminist critique reduces the importance feminists give to being seen as attractive and thin, and whether this critique allow feminists to repel pressures towards self-objectification and body dissatisfaction.

Method

Design


A qualitative design was chosen for this study for several reasons. Firstly, we hoped our research would generate novel ideas regarding the relationship between feminism and body image and our qualitative design allowed us to adopt a flexible approach that would avoid imposing any pre-existing frames of reference too heavy-handedly (e.g., Hammerly & Aitkinson, 2007).  Secondly, body image is complex and involves underlying and latent issues and processes.  We thus deigned our study with the aim of collecting rich and full data, well grounded in the real life experiences of participants (e.g., Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).  We aimed to exploit the “deep attentiveness and empathetic understanding” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 6) that good qualitative research relies on to “see through the eyes of” participants and to “penetrate the frames of meaning” from which participants operate (Bryman, 1988, p. 61).


Interviews were conducted in small groups, rather than individually, to allow a larger number of women to participate in the research and to allow interaction between participants. Interactions prompt feelings and experiences to be vocalised in the flow of conversation. Moreover, hearing the experience of others can lead participants to reflect on, and explore, their own perspectives more deeply (Barbour, 2007; Willig, 2001). Active interactions between participants can lead to rich, negotiated, and contextually-based data (Fontana & Fray, 2000), which participants have been inspired to assert and validate in the process of discussion (Madriz, 2003). It has been suggested that group interviews are not appropriate for investigating sensitive topics, as the presence of others might inhibit disclosure (Willig, 2001), but they have been widely and successfully used in research into health, mental health, and sexual behaviour (Barbour, 2007) and, as participants outnumber the interviewer and echo real life conversational situations, they have been found to be less intimidating for participants than one-to-one interviews (Madriz, 2003).


A qualitative method is additionally appropriate as it has been heavily influenced by ontological and epistemological feminist critiques that have fought to have women recognised as both constructors and agents of knowledge (Madriz, 2003). Feminist research has used the openness of qualitative methods to amplify the perspectives of marginalised and silenced groups (Reinharz, 1992), and the necessary reflexivity of qualitative methods to challenge asymmetrical power relations between interviewer and interviewee (Banister et al., 1994; Maher, 1999) and to develop techniques of collaboration (Oakley, 1981).

Participants 

Participants were recruited purposefully from active feminist groups with a range ideologies and practices. Seven groups active in London were contacted and agreed to participate (for further information on these groups, see Appendix A).  

A total of 45 women were interviewed. The mean age of participants was 31.5 years (SD = 9.7). Of the total, 43 women described themselves as being of European Caucasian ancestry, while two self-reported as being of ‘other’ ancestry. Most participants (41 out of 45) self-reported as being atheists or having no religious affiliation, while three self-reported as being Christians, and one as being Jewish. The sample was generally highly educated: 19 of the women (42%) had an undergraduate degree and 14 (38%) had a postgraduate qualification. Although this sample is unrepresentative of the British population, we have no reason to think it unrepresentative of those active in feminist politics in London.   
 

Procedure


 Nine one-hour long group interviews were conducted. Groups were organised in two ways.  In five cases, the first author was able to attend a meeting of a feminist group. This method ensured that there were a large number of women present and that participants were familiar both with the setting and others present. In the other cases, the first author conducted the interviews in a room at a university campus, the date and time of which had been circulated on group email lists and by word-of-mouth. These groups tended to be smaller, but consisted of participants who were focused and particularly interested in the issues under consideration. No differences in findings were identified between the two types of recruitment method. All participants were informed that the information they provided would be confidential and anonymous, and that they could withdraw from the study at any time. Participants provided informed consent, were paid £10 as remuneration for their participation, and were verbally debriefed after the interview. 


An interview schedule was used to loosely structure the interviews (see Appendix B). The structure help the interviewer to collect data consistently relevant to the chosen topic, but was applied flexibly so as to give participants control over the themes that emerged. Participants were encouraged to talk freely on the subjects raised and control to some extent the direction of conversation. Notations were made to the schedule as successive interviews took place and the schedule developed over the interview process as some sections were elaborated and others minimised.   


The collection of data using semi-structured interviews relies heavily on the competence of the researcher in inspiring and directing discussion by understanding and reacting to the input of the group. The validity of the data collected relies on the ability of the researcher to remain aware of her role within the research process and not to force the direction of discussion. The researcher was aware of this and took time to reflect and discuss with the second author on the progress of the interviews at each stage in their progression. 
Data Analysis


Interview recordings were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim by the first author who, through this process, became familiar with the data. The data was then put through an initial process of coding. Proponents of grounded theory have argued that only substantive concepts, developed out of the research process, should be used in data analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). We used sensitising concepts based on the ideas present in the extant literature regarding the relationship between feminism and body image, as well as notes taken during the interview and transcription process as initial codes. These concepts had directed us in the construction of an interview schedule and it was thus appropriate to directly confront our use of these starting ideas when analysing the data (Willig, 2001). This approach has been developed by a later version of grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and is equally well used in practice (Bryman, 1988), because it allows justice to be done both to the research question and to the preoccupations of the interviewees (Banister et al., 1994). Indeed, as Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) note, it is the iteration between theory informally embedded in the researchers ideas and hunches and the data in front of them that is central to this stage in the research process.  


The transcripts were read by the second author and the authors consulted as to the direction the coding was taking in order to check the biases of the first author (Patton, 1990). The transcripts were read several times and it became clear where commonalities and differences existed between participants. Themes were gradually defined and elaborated (Glaser & Straus, 1967; Pidgeon & Henwood, 1996). By including frequent quotations from participants in reporting our results, we hope to transmit accurately the contributions of the participants to the discussions that took place (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Rennie, 1999).

Results

The following results section will report how our feminist participants understood the relationship between their feminism and their feelings towards their bodies, paying attention to how feminism does or does not protect feminists from negative body image. We will consider the role of feminism as a subculture, the role of feminism as a critique of beauty standards, the role of feminism as a barrier to self-objectification, and the role of feminism in combating different sources of body image pressure.

Feminism as Subculture


Participants spoke frequently of avoiding mainstream depictions of women they expected to have a negative effect on self-image. As one woman put it, “If I read a magazine, I’m sure I would be influenced by it. But I don’t buy magazines, so I protect myself that way.”  Participants also felt that their feminist friends and groups provided them with valuable support networks. They spoke of feeling confident in their political attitudes knowing their thoughts were shared by others. Some also reported enjoying feminist spaces as a refuge from mainstream society and the negative effects it had on their psychological wellbeing. “It’s good if you can have space where you can talk freely and spaces where you are not judged, safe from all these other influences,” another participant said. To a limited extent, feminists do buffer themselves against pressures exerted on their body image by mainstream society.


More generally though, participants were not immersed in sub-cultural allegiances. Many reported that feminism helped them understand why they experienced pressures to look a certain way, but that this did not lead them to change their practices.  Moreover, whether feminism should ideally work to sustain alternative beauty norms and body practices was a common point of disagreement. Women disagreed over the significance of not conforming to mainstream standards:

A: I think a lot of young women are having the confidence to say, “I am a feminist. I shave my armpits. I understand why I do that: the social and cultural pressure. It would probably be quite good if I didn’t feel that way but I do and I made that choice.”
B:  I don’t know whether that is just a bit of a cop-out, “I can conform as much as I like and still be a feminist because I say so.”

Some women felt that having a critique of oppressive beauty practices was an achievement in itself, even if outwardly norms were upheld. Others argued that in order to be meaningful, critiques had to be enacted and turned into a challenge to mainstream standards:

You said about the importance of not believing that if you do these things you will really be a successful person. But the reality is you probably will be more successful. […] It’s about fighting that and saying that’s not OK. How do we say it’s not OK while conforming?

Despite the voices which emphasised the importance to the feminist cause of not conforming, participants were mostly critical of alternative aesthetic codes that they spoke of as constraining and hierarchical:

Living in a feminist household, which is very hairy, I have this alternative problem because I am not very hairy, there is this hierarchy, where the more hairy you are, the more liberated you are. […] In lesbian clubs, its not about being thin and make-uppy but you have to look really cool and gay.


It was argued that imposing body practices and strategies of dress on other women was divisive and hypocritical and failed to acknowledge the strength of the pressure experienced by women to use their bodies in certain ways. One participant gave an example:
I met a women’s officer at a university where the netball team were doing a topless calendar and she was organising against it. But in a really judgmental way: “Why are you degrading yourselves, why are you buying into this?” But she had also bought into that stuff, of course she had.

The worry that the promotion of alternative body practices is divisive implies that our participants did not consider alternative practices to confer a positive self-image on an individual level. The option not to conform to conventional body practices was seen, not as a gateway to an improved self-image but as a protest within a movement towards social change. Some women even expressed frustration at the suggestion that feminism conferred positive body image on women. “To me it’s a funny question,” commented one.  “To say that, as feminists, we should have gone beyond that is actually stupid”, said another.  In yet another group, one participant explained that improvements could only come about through social change and not through improving people’s individual self-image:

It cannot happen on an individual level. I think it’s really important to see change on a social and collective level. That does not do this neoliberal thing of placing the responsibility only on the individual, “Sort yourself out….go beyond this”. We have to acknowledge that this is not enough.  

Feminism as Critique


Participants unanimously agreed that women come under pressure to look a certain way and described the components that make up a conventionally attractive woman as thin, young, toned but not too strong, tall but not too tall, white yet tanned, hairless on their bodies but with long head hair, straight, white teeth, clear skin, and big breasts. These descriptions were usually accompanied by critical commentaries such as “less powerful and less sexual, things that men are challenged by”, “basically like children, with fragile bodies”, and “quite smiley, quite demure, not too strident”. Participants regularly commented that, whatever the particular standard is, it always affirms that what you look like is central, that “the primary thing is appearance and that’s what makes you a good person or a bad person or a popular person”

When asked about the sources of these pressures, the central emerging themes were capitalism and patriarchy. Many women blamed the beauty industry for manufacturing and exploiting insecurities and negative body image in women. Some spoke of the creation of weight and beauty ideals that are never achievable and so involve never-ending cycles of consumption.  Others spoke of the construction of new problems with the female body to justify the consumption of new products.  

Beauty regimes were also criticised for taking up women’s time and energy and thus contributing to gender inequalities. “Women are diverted into this stuff” one woman said “It keeps them in their place. We worry about weight and things instead of about changing the world.”
Many participants took the power of body shame very seriously as a mechanism that prevents women form being active and assertive people, on one occasion describing it as ‘imprisoning’.
Participants talked about the power of their critiques to reassure them that appearance is not the most important thing. “I can see there are all these pressures to make me feel bad,” said one participant, but “I can rationalise it and say, actually there are all these other things that are much more important that I should be spending my time on”. 
Yet although some participants reported that feminist critiques helped them not to worry about their appearance, overwhelmingly, women talked about not being able to escape worries about their appearance and weight. They explained that despite the abstract knowledge that conforming to conventional standards of beauty was unimportant, they still experienced body dissatisfaction. As one participant said “Weight is a really big thing for me. Although on one level I’m like, fuck you, I’m not going to do what you tell me I should, it’s still really ingrained and really hard to get out of.”
It appears that being able to critique society’s obsession with women’s bodies is not, in itself, sufficient to protect women from body dissatisfaction. One participant put it neatly when she said, “There is a huge difference between what I rationally know and what I feel”. Many participants spoke of a disconnect between their political analysis and their personal body dissatisfaction:

I feel there is a disjuncture between my intellectual and political beliefs. Sometimes I stand in front of the mirror and say, “Don’t worry about it, it’s a waste of your time and it’s stupid, that is exactly what women are supposed to believe.” But I can’t quite rid myself of it. Being a feminist doesn’t mean I can step out of society and be like “Whatever. This nonsense doesn’t concern me”. I am sure being feminist helps in terms of being more aware and telling yourself its not that big a deal. But I still have body image issues, yes of course.  

It was revealed that, for these women, body dissatisfaction was often private and unspoken and contrary to what they would commonly voice in public:

A: I sit round with my friends watching TV and we all say “God, doesn’t she look awful”.  Among older women the official norm is definitely being rejected.

B: Do you think it’s being rejected by older women? I wonder whether there is this thing that, in a group, rejecting norms and being like, “Look at her. She’s had Botox. They’re so skinny”. I certainly feel that way. I like to contest these ideas of femininity, but on an individual level and on an emotional or psychological level, I find it much harder to distance myself from it. It’s nice to be in a group and say, “Botox is so bad,” but how am I going to feel once I’m 40? Maybe I’m going to sneakily have it.

Many women felt a sense of failure when they experienced body dissatisfaction and experienced guilt over their concern with their appearance. One participant commented, “I think I feel guilty about trying to conform because I see it as a weakness, letting myself be persuaded by things that don’t really matter.” Another explained, “If you are a feminist and you feel bad about your body, you can feel doubly guilty because you feel bad about feeling bad about your body.” One woman suggested that this ‘double guilt’ was something women experience in general:

Even eating disorders are presented in the press as something you should feel guilty about. A woman can have a body that, in one respect the media is saying is perfect, but the woman is still criticised by articles asking if she has an eating disorder. So there is no escaping the guilt about your body.

This ‘double guilt’ is acute in feminists who are aware of issues surrounding body practices and body image and dismiss beauty standards as oppressive. This awareness causes them to experience a sense of failure, insecurity, and confusion in relation to their bodies.

Feminism and Self-Objectification

Women spoke of making a conscious effort to prevent particular cultural messages from becoming embedded in their way of thinking. They seemed aware that, without this effort, negative thoughts about their bodies would become automatic. Many spoke of work they had done to prevent the internalisation of harmful cultural messages about their bodies. One woman described the tools she used to do this:

A critical awareness, like having a set of questions you go through in your own head. You can say about a comment or a feeling, let’s take a step back and really think about what’s going on under the surface; a particular sensitivity, particular alarm bells, mental weapons in a way.

Other women spoke of the power of feminism to turn feelings of hurt or frustration into action, reflecting them back on their sources, rather than allowing them to turn inwards. As one woman put it: “It can harness feelings of helplessness or anger. You can think, “I actually am angry about it and that’s OK”, and you can try to use it.” It was often argued that, when anguish that should be directed outward was turned inwards, problems such as eating disorders could arise. One woman proposed: “It’s about not being able to express yourself and you turn your anger in on yourself and punish yourself.” 
In one case, a woman spoke at length about how changing her behaviour and beauty practises succeeded in freeing her from worries about her appearance:

I have been in public and felt ashamed of my appearance. I felt like I was surrounded by people who were better looking than me. A lot of it comes down to how much time people spend on it, doing their hair and makeup; most of the time, they’re looking at negative things. They’re looking at the parts they don’t like and forgetting the bits they do. I didn’t realise I was doing that until the day I stopped wearing makeup. Then I stared catching glimpses of myself in the mirror and thinking, actually I look all right. You stop spending half an hour every day concentrating on the negative aspects of your image. 

By abandoning the practice of regularly viewing her body as an object, this participant ceased to view it so critically. Yet participants did not often feel that they won against, as one woman put it, “the objective factors around to discipline us”. When women spoke of their struggles, they often did so with an awareness that they did self-objectify on one level, but with another part of themselves were trying to evict this mode of thought. One woman spoke of “a voice always potentially emerging”, which bought disappointment and disgust for her body. Another spoke of experiencing ‘waves’ of worry and shame:

It is a non-stop battle. I felt I have spent many years doing intellectual work on it, so I have to some extent created a buffer against really vicious ideas about my body that I feel my younger sisters, for example, experience in a much more intense way because they are not engaged in feminist politics. But it is this constant back and forth, keeping the waves at bay.

Many participants monitored their feelings towards their bodies and worked to create healthy relationships with their bodies. In this way, they were combating self-objectification. Yet many of these women, while engaging in this work, spoke of feeling divided and anxious, indicating that conscious efforts to disrupt the process of self-objectification may take their own psychological toll.

Feminism and Sources of Body Dissatisfaction


When asked where pressure to look a certain way comes from, the immediate answer participants gave was ‘from the media’. Media messages were described as “overwhelming”, “relentless”, and “repeating over and over the same images of female beauty”. Participants described how the same presentational techniques are used on news broadcasts and in advertising. Participants commented particularly how women fulfilled decorative roles and were frequently shown competing for the male gaze, while men did not. One woman complained that in the music industry “men can just stand there and sing and have women wearing not much around them, but women singers themselves need to be the one hardly wearing anything and dancing in a sexual way”.
Yet, after considering the issue, many women suggested that the attitudes of people close to them had the most powerful effects. They felt that cultural messages in general circulation could be more easily critiqued and shrugged off than personal criticisms:

There are messages that are framed in the imperative sense like “go and do this”. Also just there is the saturation of very homogenous images. But, at least for me, times when I am monitored and observed, that’s when I feel most insecure about my body. The media is very influential, but, at least as a feminist, as someone who studies these things you know what it’s doing and it’s not about you in a certain way. But when it’s your family, your friends, it is about you. It is aimed at you.

Some women talked about their experiences at work where they observed the self-monitoring of other women and felt monitored themselves. Others discussed the effect their family had had. Mothers, in particular, were reported as a powerful influence even when they might be quite unaware of the effect they are having:

Mums don’t have to say anything. They could be on a diet, they can give the impression they are anxious about how they look. My sister has a child and she looks through magasines and says, “I'll never be as pretty as her” and my niece at the age of seven has started saying, “I’ll never be pretty”.  She is mimicking her mum but the danger is that that becomes a real thought to her.

Even older women reported that they could still be thrown off balance by criticisms of their appearance made by their mothers:

I still feel a lot of pressure actually, from my mother. She’s completely hung up about her own appearance. This is something major that feminism should try to tackle, us not passing stuff down to our daughters. I don’t understand, if she herself has been unhappy about it all her life, why she would then try to make her daughters unhappy about it. […] And I still feel like I want to please her. 

Some felt that their partners had affected them and managed to cut through there feminist armor. One woman spoke of how becoming a feminist had helped her feel satisfied with her body until her boyfriend had become critical:

I found feminism empowering and exciting and I could still see all the flaws but I didn’t care about them any more. They were put in the background. But then I had a partner, who just suddenly, after never being worried about these things, decided now he was very keen on certain body shapes or absences of body hair. So suddenly it was like I am still a feminist and I still read these books and believe all these things, I still identified with that, but emotionally it wasn’t protecting me anymore.

Social relationships were also described as having been an important positive factor in participants’ lives. “Make the right friends”, one participant recommended, “When I was sixteen, all my friends wanted to talk about how fat we were and now none of my friends want to talk about how fat I am… ever!” Many women also spoke of their experience of other cultures as being educational and liberating. One woman had spent time in both Sierra Leone and Peru, where she found very different standards of beauty. “It was such a liberating thing.” she said.
While the power of the media to dominate women’s feelings should by no means be ignored, the power of social contexts and social relationships in cutting through feminist intellectual barriers to body dissatisfaction and determining women’s self-image is fundamental.

Discussion
The results of the present study suggest that an understanding that the origins of contemporary Western beauty standards lie in capitalist and patriarchal oppression is not sufficient to protect women from body dissatisfaction. The intellectual work performed by the feminist participants in this study, to combat body dissatisfaction, was constantly undermined by strong feelings of inadequacy and worry at an emotional level. Many participants spoke of a gap between their political analysis and their own private and unspoken body dissatisfaction.  
Participants told us of their efforts to recognise and reject negative thought patterns about their body and believed that without this effort, negative modes of viewing their bodies would become part of their regular thinking. Being aware of ideas such as objectification, some observed objectifying processes operating in their own minds and tried to fight them. But despite the energy these women put into this task, they continued to be racked with worry about their relationships with their bodies. Many reported feelings of failure and guilt for not overcoming body dissatisfaction and the associated self-monitoring practices.  

The internalisation of objectification results generally in an ‘estrangement’ between women and their bodies: women are at once permitted to be only their bodies and at the same time exist perpetually at a distance from their physical selves, “fixed in a permanent posture of disapproval” (Bartky, 1990, p. 40). Feminists who are on some level aware of these processes appear to experience another level of distancing: they become disappointed and frustrated at their own failure to overcome this state of estrangement and come to monitor, with disapproval, their emotional states and their relationships with their bodies. Self-monitoring and self-criticism are present in deep and complex ways among feminist women. 
Our finding that feminists struggle, but do not necessarily succeed, in fighting tendencies toward harmful self-monitoring and self-objectification is strikingly similar to that reported by Rubin et al. (2004). These authors found North American feminist college students to be using cognitive strategies rooted in feminist thought to “recognise and reframe” complicit thoughts, but also suggested that these strategies were “limited and insufficient to counter years of pervasive aesthetic conditioning that formed their notions of beauty” (Rubin et al., 2004, p. 35).  

In contrast to the work of Rubin et al. (2004), however, we did not find that the media was the most powerful source of pressure experienced by our participants. Rubin et al. (2004) write of the conflict in woman’s minds as being between “rational resistance” and “aesthetics”. Objectification theory has often focused on the relationship between individuals and the objectification of bodies in the media (e.g., Calogero, Davis, & Thompson, 2005; Thompson et al. 1999). Women in our research, however, spoke of the power of social contexts and relationships to disrupt the intellectual and embodiment work they were doing on amorphous media and cultural pressure. Pressure from the media was described as something constant and incessant, while relationships were described as things that intervened in their equilibrium with such pressures. In this, our findings echo the work of Myers and Crowther (2007), who suggest that feminist beliefs are much less able to defend women against social influences than media influences. We recommend, then, the application of objectification theory to understandings of body image in its wider sense, incorporating both media and wider social influences (e.g., Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Piran & Cormier, 2005).
It is a shame, therefore, that while participants were critical of mainstream body practices, their relationships with their bodies were defined in relation to those standards and practises, rather than by alternative subcultural affiliations. Having access to feminist social circles was reported as strengthening participants’ commitment to feminism and providing them with a level of social and emotional support regarding their self-image. Interventions involving the renunciation of practises such as applying makeup had had very positive results for women who were attempting to change their embodiment practises. Yet, alternative beauty standards and body practices did not emerge as central to the feminism of our participants. Instead, they insisted that activism was needed to force the media and popular culture to reassess the manner in which it depicts women and their bodies. Empirically then, subcultural affiliation is not a route through which feminists are protected from body image disorder and we may only hypothesise about the advantages of a strong sub-cultural feminist movement with the power to develop and defend alternative norms, practises and relationships in a way which could enhance women’s’ feelings of control and confidence.
Limitations
An important limitation of our sampling method concerns the lack of a non-feminist control group. Our results can only describe the experiences of our feminist participants and cannot say how different these experiences are from those of women more widely. Future research could extend these findings by comparing the body image of groups of feminist women with that of groups of women organised along different or opposing political lines or not engaged in any political action.  

Neither did this research look to explore the different experiences those involved in very different kind of feminist politics (e.g. queer, radical, or liberal) have with their bodies. This would be an interesting avenue for future research, as it would be able to gauge the relative success of different strategies of subcultural, activist, and intellectual resistance to body dissatisfaction.

Further work could also examine body image among feminists from different ethnic backgrounds. We know there are differences in body image across ethnic background and so these findings cannot be directly extrapolated to non-white groups of feminists.
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 Appendix A

Background on participating feminist groups
	Group
	Description

	The Fawcett Society
	A lobbying and campaigning organisation for equality between women and men in the UK on pay, pensions, and poverty.


	Feminist Fight Back Network
	A non-hierarchical activist network uniting a range of anti-capitalist feminist groups. Works to promote an awareness of gender and feminist issues within the anti-capitalist movement.  


	London Feminist Free-thinkers
	A secular feminist discussion group. 



	London Anarcho-Feminist Collective
	A women and trans only collective aiming to fight patriarchy and capitalism, redefine gender roles and develop a culture of support among anarchist feminists.


	London School of Economics Gender Institute
	A research institute established to explore contemporary changes in gender relations, including feminist theory and practice.


	Object
	A group which aims to challenge the sexual objectification of women in the media and popular culture particularly through campaigns against magasines, advertising and lap dancing clubs.


	The Women’s Resource Centre
	Supports women’s organisations by providing training, information and resources.  Also lobbies decision makers on behalf of the women’s not-for-profit sector. 



Appendix B

Initial Interview Schedule

1
Introductions 

Introduce project and confirm the confidentiality and anonymity of information gathered.  Give locations of toilets and fire exits. Answer any questions.  Fill in consent forms.  Ask each participant to introduce themselves using their first name. 
2
Body Image and Feminist Theory

Are women in society pressures to look a certain way?  How are they pressured to look? Through what mediums are they pressured? What practises do women use to achieve these ideals (cosmetics, dieting)? What tools does feminism give us with which to resist these pressures? As feminists do we have an alternative vision of what an attractive woman is like?
3
Our Own Experiences

“It is said that body dissatisfaction is a normal part of the female experience. Some studies have found that although feminists recognised they should not judge themselves on the basis of their appearance, they still felt pressure to do so.  Have we outright rejected these pressures or do they still influence us?” Do we often feel we are not attractive enough? What practises do we engage in that influence the way we look?  Do we monitor our weight, etc? Do we find ourselves observing and judging other women against these conventional norms? As we have aged, has our relationship with our body changed?

4
Feminism and Change

Has being involved in feminist activism changed the way we think about or treat our bodies?  How? How do we envisage that women could be liberated from these pressures around their bodies and appearance?

5
Feedback

Thank and pay participants.  Collect the email addresses of those who would like to see a draft paper.

