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Accessible, lively and timely, this book makes bodies visible in youth sociol-
ogy. Coffey’s analysis of body work by young people draws effortlessly on the
insights of Deleuze, Guattari and Spinoza to disrupt accepted understandings
of youth. Using vivid examples, she shows how young people engaging in
body work both produce and resist gendered inequalities and health risks.
Coffey issues a challenge to ‘embody’ youth studies – and the broader field of
sociology. Reading this book is a must.

Johanna Wyn, Director,
Youth Research Centre, the University of Melbourne

Julia Coffey’s materialist approach places the body and its capacities at the
forefront of analysis in youth studies research. It documents the body work of
contemporary young people, ranging from cosmetic surgery and fitness clas-
ses to sexting, football and tattoos. A must-read book for youth work
students and professionals alike!

Nick J. Fox, Professor of Sociology, University of Sheffield

In this truly innovative and ground breaking contribution to the study of
embodied experience Coffey invites us to rethink the role of the body in the
study of youth. Drawing upon advancements in new materialist thought, a
framework for understanding the body as a set of dynamic, relational pro-
cesses and affective engagements is offered as a corrective to established
approaches which cast the young body as a site where risk and social pro-
blems are managed. Throughout the analysis this reorientation makes way for
more complex, contradictory and open ended explorations of the inter-
connections between bodies, gender, health and youth. This non-reductive
reading of body work practices sets the tone for new research agendas and
will surely inspire further theoretical and methodological advances in the
study of embodied experience across a wide a variety social contexts.

Shelley Budgeon, Senior Lecturer in Sociology, University of Birmingham
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Body Work

The rise of the health, beauty and fitness industries in recent years has led to
an increased focus on the body. Body image, gender and health are issues of
long-standing concern in sociology, but a specific theoretical and empirical
focus on the body has been largely missing from the field of youth studies.
This book explores young people’s understandings of their bodies in the
context of gender and health ideals, consumer culture, individualisation and
image.

Body Work examines the body in youth studies. It explores paradoxical
aspects of gendered body work practices, highlighting the contradiction in
men’s increased participation in these industries as consumers alongside the
re-emphasis of their gendered difference. It explores the key ways in which the
ideal body is currently achieved, via muscularising practices, slimming
regimes and cosmetic procedures. Coffey investigates the concept of ‘health’
and how it is inextricably linked both to the bodily performance of gender
ideals and an increased public emphasis on individual management and
responsibility in the pursuit of a ‘healthy’ body.

This book’s conceptual framework places it at the forefront of theoretical
work concerning bodies, affect and images, particularly in its development of
Deleuzian research. It will appeal to a wide range of scholars and students in
the fields of youth studies, education, sociology, gender studies, cultural
studies, affect and body studies.

Julia Coffey is a lecturer in the School of Humanities and Social Science at
the University of Newcastle, Australia.
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1 Introduction to youth sociology and
the body

Introduction

This book develops an embodied approach to youth sociology. Body image,
gender and health are issues of long-standing concern in sociology and youth
studies, however a focus on the body, both theoretically and empirically, has
been largely absent. This book draws upon data from a qualitative study
which explored young people’s understandings of bodies and body work
practices in the context of gender and health ideals, consumer culture, indi-
vidualisation and image. It maps the implications of the social context in
which the body is becoming an increasing area of attention and concern.
‘Body work’ is introduced to theorise the dynamic process by which bodies
and societies shape each other. This concept is developed from feminist
sociological approaches to the body drawn from Deleuze, Guattari and
Spinoza as an active, productive force which operates in relation to broader
socio-historical–cultural contexts. Body work is explored through a focus on
body work practices as a way of studying how the body is lived and produced
in relation to gender, image, health and appearance. It speaks to a
conceptualisation of the body as assembling through connections.

In this chapter, I will first map the approaches to the body that have been
developed in sociology to address the body, theoretically and empirically. I
will then locate the concept of ‘body work’ as I am developing it in relation to
other sociological discussions of body work and the relations between the
body and the social. I will then consider the way the body has largely
remained an absent presence in youth studies, arguing that the concept of
body work enables a theoretically grounded approach to the empirical study
of young people and the body.

The body and society

The body represents a key problematic in both popular and academic dis-
cussions. In contemporary Western societies such as Australia, the body tends
to be understood as an ‘object’ to be worked on, as a way of improving one’s
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appearance and self-image, and by extension, one’s life. The body in this sense
is understood in sociology as shaped by social norms related to gendered,
classed and raced ideals, and broader structures such as the labour market
and the demands of late capitalist consumer societies. The body is seen as
both the consuming entity and the product. The body is the mode by which
the individual and the social collide. For these reasons, the dynamics of the
body and its relations with society has been a core issue in academic discus-
sions in sociology, philosophy, cultural studies and gender studies. How to
understand the dynamics by which the body is shaped by and contributes to
the shaping of social context? If the body is understood as primarily influ-
enced by the social forces that surrounds it, this sets us up well to critique the
inequalities beyond a person’s control that shapes experiences, opportunities
and lives. If we are at the mercy of social forces beyond our control, how then
do we account for the instances of social change which occur unexpectedly, or
‘despite the odds’?

We all engage with the social world differently, which means the dynamics
of social influence affect us differently. Such questions have led to intense
debate in sociology and feminist philosophy surrounding the body’s role for
understanding the dynamics of inequality. Early gender theorists highlighted
that the body is the product of social inequalities, rather than the basis for it.
This political move was important because the female body was for so long
considered to be ‘naturally’ inferior to the male body, and this bodily differ-
ence was used to legitimate the exclusion of women from public life as the
‘household’ was rationalised as a woman’s ‘natural’ place. Similarly, eight-
eenth-century biological determinist perspectives which saw racial and class
differences as inherent and ‘natural’ in the body were used to hold the white,
upper-class European male’s body as the ‘human’ norm by which all others
were judged as lacking. This ‘standard’ was legitimated by the rise in modern
‘science’ through fields such as phrenology and social Darwinism, and formed
the basis of some of the most appalling atrocities in human history including
genocide and slavery. Raced, gendered and classed differences were enshrined
by these fields as the fields themselves were constituted, including those of
biology, genetics and psychology. Because human differences (inferiorities)
were seen as bodily, hierarchies of dominance were by implication ‘natural’
and inevitable. The involvement of fields of science, medicine and technology
in the naturalisation of inequality and discrimination is a continuing critique
made by sociologists and other fields of social science. At each stage, the body
has been the battleground of these debates.

The body and embodiment are now key areas of social inquiry. Where it
was once an ‘absent presence’ in sociology (Turner 1984; Shilling 2003), in
recent decades the body has become a central area of social theory and study
throughout the social sciences and humanities as well as in science and tech-
nology. The ‘absent presence’ thesis is that the body tended to be implicitly
‘present’ in all studies of social patterns and human behaviour, it was con-
spicuously ‘absent’ from specific attention, discussion or analysis. The body

2 Introduction to youth sociology and the body
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and human physicality is implicitly part of almost all sociological study (for
example, in relation to identity, governance, power, social action, etc.); how-
ever, as sociologists of the body argued, the body was seen as extraneous to
these processes, relegated as a lesser concern. The relegation of the body is
rooted in dominant Western philosophy, particularly the work of Descartes,
and the core dualism of mind/body. Feminist philosophers in particular have
been highly critical of the impact of the mind/body dualism and its role in
sustaining philosophical inequalities between men and women, as maleness
(and masculinity) is associated with the mind, reason, logic and order; while
femaleness (and femininity) is associated with the body and the passions,
irrationality and disorder (Grosz 1994). Finding ways to theorise bodies
beyond dualisms has been a central tenet of much post-structural feminist
work, and has also contributed to recent sociological approaches to the body
empirically. This concern has led to different approaches being sought to
think through some of the most important sociological problems, including
the relations between people and social structures and processes associated
with how individuals negotiate ‘structure’ and ‘agency’. Here, Deleuzian
understandings of bodies as processes (not entities) which are constantly
shifting and being redefined based on their relations with other bodies and
forces in the world, have been proposed as offering a way of conceptualising
bodies beyond the most problematic dualisms in both feminist and sociological
theory (Grosz 1994; Budgeon 2003; Coleman 2009).

The body is shaped in relation to social, historical and structural contexts
which surround it and in which people live. However, just as these contexts
are dynamic and ever-changing, so too is the body. The body is more than an
object upon which culture and society is written. The body is a social and
biological organism, and its complexities and potentialities are still not well
understood. We need a theoretical approach to the body that does justice to
the complexities of living and the social world. We need a framework which
approaches both the body and the social as dynamic, contextual and
complex.

This book mobilises an approach to bodies informed by Deleuzian, femin-
ist and sociological insights to open alternative, more complex understandings
of bodies, youth, gender and health. The book demonstrates the potential for
innovative conceptual tools for the study of youth. The main objective of the
book is to demonstrate an embodied approach to youth, developed from
innovations in feminist sociological thought based on the concepts of
Deleuze, Guattari and Spinoza. The book aims to build on a rapidly growing
area of sociological empirical research which develops these concepts for
sociological inquiry. This is the first overt attempt to develop and mobilise
these concepts in the sociology of youth. As such, the book aims to push the
boundaries of sociological research on the body and body work practices,
setting the agenda for a different way of thinking about bodies and the
relationship between bodies and society in youth studies.

Introduction to youth sociology and the body 3
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Body work

I develop the term ‘body work’ to theorise the dynamic process by which
bodies and societies shape each other. This concept is developed from feminist
sociological approaches to the body drawn from Deleuze, Guattari and Spi-
noza as an active, productive force which operates in relation to broader
socio-historical–cultural contexts. The term body work entails a consideration
of the body beyond the individual only, including the range of relations
between bodies and the social world and the complex engagements which
mediate ‘what a body can do’. The term is used to denote a particular theo-
retical approach to the body as in process. Body work highlights a focus on
process and practice in relations between the body and the social. In the study
I discuss throughout this book, body work was studied through a focus on
body work practices as a way of studying how the body is lived and produced
in relation to gender, image, health and appearance. In the study, body work
practices included any activities aimed at modifying or maintaining the
body’s appearance, including dieting and exercise (commonly understood as
‘health’ practices), particularly related to the presentation of self. Body work
practices were explored in the context of gender and health ideals, consumer
culture, individualisation and image, I argue that a focus on body work as
productive, affective engagements can enable more complex understandings of
bodies, youth, gender and health.

In contemporary sociology, body shape and physical control are under-
stood as increasingly central to people’s sense of identity. The concept of body
work addresses this area of study. Conceptually, it also aims to contribute to
non-dualist sociological understandings of the body. Elsewhere in sociology,
the term ‘body work’ has been defined in general terms as the practices or
‘work’ one performs on one’s own body (Gimlin 2007). Gimlin identifies the
different forms of body work as (1) the work performed on one’s own body;
(2) paid labour carried out on the bodies of others; (3) the management of
embodied emotional experience and display; and (4) the production or mod-
ification of bodies through work (2007: 353). ‘Body work’ can also refer to all
forms of bodily labour such as in caring and welfare industries and domestic
labour (Shilling 2011: 336). Recent work by Mears has also developed the
term ‘aesthetic labour’, distinct from body work, to describe ‘the practice of
screening, managing, and controlling workers on the basis of their physical
appearance’ (Mears 2014: 1330). In contrast, I use the term ‘body work
practices’ to describe work performed on one’s own body that connects to
aesthetic modifications or maintenance of the body. These practices are
important because they entail an understanding of the body as an active force
which is produced by these practices and broader relations with other matter,
forces, discourses and affects, all of which comprise ‘what a body can do’.

Other approaches which have focused on the dynamics of bodily display
and identity have been conceptualised in sociological approaches (Giddens
1991; Shilling 2003) as part of the ‘body project’ associated with the modern,

4 Introduction to youth sociology and the body

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

2:
39

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Western individual’s ‘project’ of self-identity. Giddens (1991) and Shilling
(2003) have proposed that work on the body is aligned with a range of other
work on the ‘self ’ which, along the lines of psychological models of develop-
ment, enables an individual’s self-identity to be ‘accomplished’ (Shilling
2003). The focus on body work practices is in some ways similar to Giddens’s
(1991) ‘body projects’ and Crossley’s (2005) ‘reflexive body techniques’, since
all three terms describe the ways that individuals, in the current neo-liberal
context, monitor, maintain and modify their bodies and ‘selves’. This focus on
body work practices, however, differs significantly in terms of the ontology
underpinning the conceptualisation of bodies and the social. This is discussed
further in Chapter 2. Unlike the term body ‘project’, which suggests that the
body and identity can be at some point completed, ‘body work’ emphasises
that the relations between bodies and the social are processural and ongoing.

The body in youth studies

The body has been identified as a central area of theoretical attention in
sociology since the 1990s, but a comprehensive theoretical and empirical
approach to the body in youth studies has been missing.

While a significant range of work in youth studies has explored young lives
in relation to gender, class, race and ethnicity, sexualities and popular culture,
the body has tended to be studied indirectly through these broader themes
rather than being the focus of study per se (Frost 2001). For example, in stu-
dies of how young people negotiate transitions from school to work, or are
implicated in class or gender relations, the bodies of young people are
obviously inherently involved, yet they remain invisible. The embodied
dynamics of young people’s experiences tend not to be foregrounded, with
most accounts focusing on the cognitive in descriptions of young people’s
lives; in their thoughts, descriptions and perspectives on a range of issues. The
non-rational or sensate aspects of experience or individuality are often latent,
or are not the key focus of analysis.

One of the most pervasive approaches that youth studies scholars must
battle with is the contemporary discourses of adolescent brain development.
Kelly (2015) argues the developmental model of young people primarily
understood in relation to their not yet fully formed brains is reductive and
creates a very limited understanding of young people’s lives, essentially con-
flating all of the complexity of experience and consciousness to just ‘one
organ in the body’. This has the significant implication of effectively ‘strip-
ping young people of their bodies, gender, histories and contexts’ (Kelly 2015:
618). A focus on the dynamics of embodiment can be understood as one pri-
mary way of developing a critique of reductive understandings of youth, and a
way of pursuing understandings which embrace complexity and ambivalence
as a strategy of resistance to the homogenising influences of neo-liberalism.

A focus on embodiment entails a specific intention to place the body – and
embodied experience – at the forefront of analysis. This approach also aims to

Introduction to youth sociology and the body 5
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highlight the active relations between bodies and the world. This focus on the
body’s potential and lived experience can assist in moving beyond previous
approaches in which the body is invisible or rendered inferior to the mind in a
binary logic. More than this, beginning to ‘think through the body’ can open
up a way of exploring the ways the body is implicated in the complexities and
tensions in young people’s lives. However, theoretical approaches to ‘the body’
have a complex history in terms of philosophy. The body brings significant
‘baggage’ that needs to be addressed and acknowledged if we are to under-
stand its current significance in sociological theory and research. I develop
this in depth in Chapter 2, and in the chapters that follow.

Youth, ‘risk’ and the body

The young body is the implicit focus of discussion in areas of health, illness
and risk. The focus on young people’s bodies is problematic conceptually,
however, as a specific focus on corporeality is obsured beyond the body being
seen as an ‘object’ to be managed. Young people’s bodies tend to be seen as
the sites of ‘problems’, such as those related to health, for example the ‘risks’
related to growing figures of childhood and youth obesity (Lupton 2013a),
binge drinking (Nairn et al. 2006; Katainen and Rolando 2014), sexuality
(Paechter 2011; Renold et al. 2015) and sexting (Albury and Crawford 2012;
Rice and Watson 2016), and body image and eating disorders (for a discussion,
see Coffey and Watson 2015; Coffey et al. 2016).

The ‘youth at risk’ discourse frames public discussions of youth in a range
of interconnected ways, primarily around concerns that young people are not
‘transitioning’ successfully through traditional pathways from education to
employment (Wyn and Woodman 2006). This concern for youth who are
marginalised by traditional education and employment trajectories then turns
to other related issues associated with unemployment and ‘idleness’, including
poor mental health outcomes, substance use, crime and delinquency, and
teenage pregnancy (Kelly 2001; Harris 2004; te Riele 2006). Developmental
markers and health status work to separate ‘normal’ youth from those
deemed as needing intervention. Typically, the successful completion of nor-
mative developmental objectives in health and risk are a key focus in youth
health policy. As many youth studies scholars have pointed out, however, this
approach fails to appreciate the complex interactions of factors related to
class, gender, race, ethnicity and ability (White and Wyn 2008). The emphasis
placed on health and meeting normative goals also reveals anxiety about
particular dangers young bodies pose to society in the present and in future
adulthood. In countries such as Australia, the UK and USA this has centred
around so-called lifestyle (and by implication preventable) health issues such
obesity, mental illness, eating disorders, and alcohol (particularly binge
drinking) and other drug use. As Kelly (2001: 24) has argued, the ‘youth at-
risk’ discourse, drawn primarily from developmental psychological

6 Introduction to youth sociology and the body
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approaches, potentially encompasses all youthful behaviours and dispositions
and thus places all young people as ‘at risk’.

This also occurs in a broader context of the individualisation and respon-
sibilisation of risks that Beck (1992) describes as characteristic of the ‘risk
society’. Beck theorises that broad economic and social shifts that have
occurred in late modern societies such as Europe, the USA and Australia
have led to a situation where individuals are compelled to be responsible for
creating their own trajectories and biographies. This context is vastly different
from previous generations and the relatively stable patterns of work and
family which characterised industrial societies (Beck 1992). As numerous
youth studies scholars have argued, following Beck’s work, the individual
management of structural risks is a central feature of contemporary society.
There is a pernicious underside to the ‘risk society’, in that risks are under-
stood as able to be managed by the individual, regardless of structural or
institutional inequalities. Although the ‘relations of inequality’ including class
and gender have remained more or less the same, structural risks related to
these inequalities are recast as individual risks. Those who fail to manage
these risks thus bear the full weight of responsibility, regardless of the structural
inequities which are beyond the realm of ‘choice’. Many of the key risks
which young people are understood as being particularly susceptible to relate
to concerns of sexualisation, and the bodily management and responsibility of
such risks (see Chapter 3).

The dominant understandings of young people’s bodies tend to be drawn
from developmental psychological perspectives which position young people
primarily in terms of their susceptibility to risk. As Kelly (2001) has argued,
this view is used to justify a range of attempts to regulate young people’s
behaviour, or more accurately, to compel young people to regulate their own
behaviour and bodies. The ‘at risk’ approach to youth has been widely criti-
cised in the youth studies literature as a ‘deficit approach’ (Kelly 2001; Wyn
and Woodman 2006) which further marginalises those young people who are
more vulnerable as a result of structural inequalities (te Riele 2006), as well as
being a simplistic, reductive and normalising framework which is ill-equipped
to offer a comprehensive understanding of the complexity and ambiguity
which characterises young people’s contemporary lives (Kelly 2015).

Body image

The body and body ‘image’ of young people is seen as a major social problem
affecting young people’s well-being (Grogan and Wainwright 1996; Grogan
2008). Images of bodies are everywhere in consumer culture. Online and
printed news media run stories about celebrities’ bodies almost every day,
highlighting their transformations, lamenting their imperfections, and detail-
ing everyday people’s ‘battles’ with their bodies. Crucially, body image is an
issue associated in particular with the experience of youth. Body image con-
tinues to be an issue of primary concern for young people, and it has been
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ranked in the top three issues of most concern for young Australians aged 15–
24 for the past five years consecutively (Mission Australia 2014). The term
‘body image’ however tends to focus primarily on the psychological and
individual aspects rather than social, historical or cultural contexts which
frame experience. For this reason particularly, a term such as ‘body work’ is
needed to capture the social processes which shape the body’s relations with
the world.

Literature relating to body image in particular is drawn from psychological
perspectives in which the primary focus is to bolster individual resilience to
harmful images (Coleman 2008). As Davis (1995) has argued, understandings
of body image and body dysmorphic disorder which present people as having
‘faulty image-reading practices’ or ‘disordered eating’ patterns tend to patho-
logise sufferers without adequately addressing the sociocultural context in
which these images are produced and consumed. More certainly needs to be
achieved to adequately understand body image concerns beyond a focus on
the individual’s brain and thought patterns. The physical body has largely
been obscured by explanations which have privileged the cerebral, in both
empirical and conceptual approaches to youth.

A focus on the body and embodiment is needed to broaden our under-
standings of some of the most important issues for young people. It is parti-
cularly important to expand the discussion of body image concerns beyond
psychological frameworks of understanding, given the emphatially social
nature of body image and the widespread concern young people themselves
have for this and other body-related issues including sexuality.

Health, gender and consumer culture

A focus on the body is crucial in youth studies, not least because the body is
more prominent than ever in contemporary life. Themes of gender, health and
consumer culture are key to understanding the current popular and sociological
concern surrounding the body.

The contemporary rise of health, beauty and fitness industries is aligned
with an increase in attention to the body, body work and ‘body image’. The
health, beauty and fitness industries are highly profitable in Australia, and
continue to grow and change rapidly (Australian Centre for Retail Studies
2005; Australian Bureau of Statistics 2009). In 2004, health and beauty
retailing in Australia amounted to $8,821 million, up 13 per cent on 2003
(Australian Centre for Retail Studies 2005: 3). The health and fitness industry
has seen a significant increase in demand for personal training and gym
memberships, and the increase in fitness club openings and sales of fitness
programmes (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2009). Between 2001 and 2005
the number of fitness centres in Australia rose by 24 per cent, and the oper-
ating profit of fitness centres in this same period rose by 89 per cent (Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics 2009). More recently, the health and fitness
industry has continued to grow 4.8 per cent between 2009 and 2014, with
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revenue increasing 1.4 per cent each year. In 2013, revenue grew by 1.4 per
cent to $1.31 billion. The growth of these industries has occurred against the
broader social and cultural context in wealthy, advanced, liberal, post-industrial
countries such as Australia. This context includes the development of new
technologies such as health tracking (Lupton 2013b), social media platforms
and the new forms of image-sharing they afford (Tiidenberg and Gómez Cruz
2015) and the broader call by neo-liberal governments and public health
initiatives for citizens to take responsibility for their own health (Ouellette and
Hay 2008).

Crawford uses the term ‘healthism’, defined as the primary preoccupation
with personal health as the achievement and definition of well-being, to
describe the ways that solutions to health ‘rest within the individual’s deter-
mination’ (Crawford 1980: 368). Health and working on the body are pro-
moted as consumer choices; ‘choices’ essential to general well-being and
success and the ‘quest to fulfil themselves’ (Rose 1996: 162). In this domain of
consumption, ‘individuals will want to be healthy, experts will instruct them
on how to be so, and entrepreneurs will exploit and enhance this market for
health. Health will be ensured through a combination of the market, expertise
and a regulated economy’ (Rose 1996: 162).

Health is also interlaced through the bodily performance of gender ideals.
As well as being strongly gendered, health ideals are central in the increasing
public emphasis on individual management and responsibility of the body
towards an image of ‘health’. In the context of increased individualisation of
health and emphasis on individual responsibility for managing health ‘risks’,
health is increasingly understood as an image or as visible through the body’s
appearance. The practices aimed at crafting the ‘healthy’ body and self-
responsible citizen are also strongly delineated by gender (Moore 2010).
Though men are now argued to be suffering the ‘dubious equality’ as con-
sumers of health, fitness and cosmetic products (Featherstone 1982), the
idealised physical dimensions of the body are gendered in ways which link
with traditional gendered hierarchies and inequalities (Moore 2010). The
idealised ‘healthy’ woman’s body in this context remains slender (Bordo
2003), while the idealised man’s body is toned and muscular (Crossley 2006).
The gendered physicalities of these ‘ideal’ bodies are telling, and relate to a
range of underlying assumptions around men’s ‘natural’ physical strength and
prowess, and women’s ‘natural daintiness’, as one participant in this research
put it. The rise in men’s concern for the body can be understood as linked to
their increasing participation in consumption practices around the body
(Featherstone 2010), yet the sorts of practices both women and men undertake in
this context are as strongly geared towards emphasising gender differences as
ever. Moore (2010) argues that traditional ideas about gender also underpin
the particular attitude to the body found in contemporary health promotion.
The body consciousness and self-awareness demanded in new paradigms of
health are attributes that have historically been associated with femininity
(Moore 2010: 112). The increase in health, beauty and fitness industries is
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aligned with an increase in attention to the body, and ‘body image’ for both
women and men. This book discusses a range of problematic implications
associated with the connotation of health as an idealised (gendered) image.

The examples of body work, health and gender described in the book detail
the complexities, contradictions and ambivalences in the ways the body is
experienced by participants. The book explores the paradoxical aspects of
gendered body image and body work practices, highlighting the contra-
dictions in men’s increased participation in these industries as consumers and
the re-emphasising of gendered difference. The book explores the key ways in
which this is currently undertaken through work on the body via muscularis-
ing practices which are increasingly engaged in by young men, and slimming
and cosmetic procedures such as breast implants engaged in by young women
in the study. Participants’ descriptions of bodies and experiences necessitated
finding an approach to the body which was able to do justice to the com-
plexities they described. I found binaries of structure and agency, or regula-
tion and liberation, for example, wholly inadequate for understanding the
dynamics and negotiations of their bodies in relation to social forces. Their
accounts spoke to more than the dominant discourses of health or gender;
other dimensions like the way the body feels was described as crucial in
motivating action (affect) and difference. Further, the individuality of their
responses made it difficult to generalise about what the ‘impacts’ or effects of
particular body work practices were, such that it was insufficient to describe
practices like jogging or cosmetic surgery as being one-dimensionally oppres-
sive or positive. For example, for participants like Victoria, jogging was
described as exhilarating and giving her a ‘rush’; whereas for Gillian it was
related as the ‘only way’ she can allow herself to ‘not feel bad’ about herself
(see Chapters 5 and 6). Similarly, though Kate and Isabelle had both had
breast implant surgery, this practice had a different set of implications for
their lives. For Kate, it enabled her to live more ‘fully’ and to ‘just enjoy life
without stressing all the time’, whereas Isabelle described planning on having
‘everything done’ in the future but wondered ‘when will it stop?’. Drawing on
feminist developments of Deleuzian, Guattarian and Spinozan concepts and
perspectives of the body affords attention to these complexities and nuances
of social life. Such a perspective approaches the body as produced through its
relations with social forces such as health and gender in unpredictable and
dynamic ways. The concept of affect, for example, draws attention to the
embodied sensations which mediate action. This can help to explain why dif-
ferent people have different responses to the same practice, such as cosmetic
surgery: it has an impact on their possibilities for living differently because the
affects related to the practice differ.

Similarly, drawing on this feminist, Deleuzo-Guattarian perspective I aim
to show how body work practices can be understood not simply as the effects
of gender or health discourses (Markula 2006). Instead, gender and health
can be understood as assemblages which produce bodies through the dynamic
processes of their engagement. Such a perspective is needed to do justice to
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the complex and non-binary nature in how gender is embodied and lived,
while also paying careful attention to the dynamics of power and territor-
ialisations which also comprise and produce the assemblages. Participants
described their experiences of their bodies related to gender and health in
complex, paradoxical and ambiguous ways. Kate and Jason both explained
that they ‘get caught up in’ wanting to physically resemble the dominant
images of gender; Paul, Steph and Gillian explained the complex embodied
sensations associated with exercise, health and happiness, with Steph for
example saying she would ‘get fit so that [she] could be happy’; and Ben and
Isabelle portrayed how body work practices can become crucial to their sense
of self. Examples showed that the intensity of affects related to practices can
limit the range of possibilities available for how the body can be experienced,
and these cannot necessarily be known in advance.

Gender and health assemblages produce bodies. The body’s capacities for
living and action are produced through their engagements, which means they
assemble differently for different people, and in different contexts. The exam-
ples throughout this book show the need to attend to the complexities and
specificities of micro context.

As this book will explore, the body is a key area of feminist and socio-
logical study due in part to the centrality of the body in consumer culture as
well as for the study of identities and inequalities. Exploring how people live
their bodies and explain their practices of body work is crucial for under-
standing the processes and connections between societal forces and bodies.
This has important implications for sociology that will be considered
throughout the book.

There are three implications in particular of this specific approach to the
body. The first relates to a focus on the body and its potential to enable
nuanced, more complex analysis of the dynamics between bodies and the
social which can unsettle some of the most dominant and limiting under-
standings of youth (e.g. risk discourses). Second, this perspective assists in the
denaturalisation of bodily inequalities, showing the ways in which hierarchies
emerge through processes rather than being based in any natural ‘essence’.
Third, this approach speaks to a range of theoretical and empirical implications
associated with the use of post-human, new materialist feminist theoretical
approaches to the body which are developing in feminist sociology and cul-
tural studies. I return to each of these key points in the final chapter of the
book.

Chapter outlines

Chapter 2, ‘Theorising the body’, introduces key conceptual debates in
sociology relating to the interplay between the body and society. I situate the
body in recent debates surrounding ‘structure and agency’ in youth studies,
and suggest this debate is indicative of broader issues related to the lack of an
expressed focus on the body in this field. I introduce Bourdieu and Foucault’s

Introduction to youth sociology and the body 11

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

2:
39

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



perspectives on the body, and trace key feminist theoretical debates and
innovations stemming from critiques of the mind/body binary and the poli-
tical move to separate sex (natural) from gender (socially constructed). I
argue that these innovations in feminist sociology are productive for under-
standing the body and for re-theorising structure and agency in sociology and
youth studies. Stemming from this, I then introduce a Deleuzo-Guattarian
understanding of the body and the key concepts that are used throughout the
book: assemblage, affect and becoming. I explore the implications of this
approach to the body for theorising gender and health, two major themes
which emerged from the study of young people’s body work practices.

Chapter 3, ‘Researching the body’ charts the diverse array of social con-
texts in which the body has been theorised and studied across the fields of
youth, gender and feminist studies and sociology. I consider the ways the
body has been present or absent in the dominant strands of research in youth
studies in ‘transitions’ and ‘cultures’ perspectives. A focus on the body can
add much-needed nuance and richness in studying the diverse and complex
dynamics between young people’s lives and the production of sociality. It can
also be useful in disrupting and critiquing dominant knowledge ‘about’ youth,
for example, in concerns around ‘risky’ practices which often implicitly centre
on the body. I draw on studies of ‘sexting’ to show how a focus on the body
assists in highlighting the limitations of media risk discourses for understanding
young people’s engagements with the practice. I then discuss the studies cen-
tral to the research on body work relating in particular to gender, sexuality
and health, as well as the analytical implications associated with some studies of
‘agency’ in relation to beauty practices. The primary study of youth and body
work is introduced, alongside a discussion of the methodological issues
associated with embodying youth studies research.

Chapter 4, ‘Assembling gender: body work, identities and the body’
explores the current emphasis on the body’s (gendered) appearance and the
context in which body image is an increasing issue of concern for young
people. Data from young people’s discussions of body work, gender and
identity sheds light on the ways body work practices are central in how
gender is performed, produced and negotiated materially in the broader con-
text of prevailing neo-liberal discourses of individualistic health and well-
being. While contemporary young femininity is performed in ‘spectacular’
ways (McRobbie 2009), the increasing visibility of particularly muscular
young men’s bodies can be seen as sharing elements of spectacularity based
on bodily differences which also serve to emphasise gender differences as
‘natural’. A Deleuzo-Guattarian understanding of the body, developed further
by feminist philosophers and sociologists and, more recently, new materialist
perspectives are used to assist analysis of the complex and contradictory ways
gender assemblages are produced through the body in body work practices.
This analysis contributes to a focus on how the body’s possibilities assemble
in relation to both individual, micro factors as well as broader factors
including social context.
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Chapter 5, ‘Health, affect and embodiment’ explores the context in which
young people are encouraged to be responsible for their own health and well-
being through body work. Drawing on interview data on young people’s body
work practices, this chapter unpacks the complex ways ‘health’ is con-
ceptualised and embodied in relation to social life. Health was described in
interviews as a set of practices, activities or performances that involve the
body and have social dimensions. Health is commonly understood to entail a
state of being that can be attained through a series of practices such as diet
and exercise. However, the experience of ‘health’ is not the straightforward
result of undertaking ‘healthy’ practices, and these practices require negotia-
tion. One participant described the potential for health to become ‘dangerous’
such as through under-eating or over-exercising. The chapter draws on concepts
of assemblage, affect and becoming to explore the complex and contradictory
ways health is produced, understood and lived by young people.

Chapter 6, ‘Buff culture, cosmetic surgery and bodily limits’ extends the
discussions of health and gender in the previous chapters to explore the ways
that two key assemblages, health and gender, through body work practices,
produce the body’s possibilities in relation to more ‘intensive engagements’
with body work practices such as intensive weights training and cosmetic
surgical procedures. These examples further complicate the simplistic dis-
courses of health, gender and image (such as in the ‘look good, feel good’
adage). Concepts of affect, becoming and territorialisation are used as tools
useful for analysing the ways that bodies, body work practices, affects and
relations work together to produce the body’s possibilities for action. Rather
than reducing the body to its functions, Deleuze and Guattari make the
question of what a body can do constitutive, refiguring the body as ‘the sum
of its capacities’ (Buchanan 1997: 75). The more a body is opened to differ-
ence and multiple possibilities for affect, the more force it has; the more it can
do. The implications of this theoretical perspective on the body are con-
solidated and extended in this chapter through the focus on ‘bodily limits’.
This analysis aims to show that the ways the body is assembled in relation to
these practices is profoundly complex. Understanding the body as being con-
tinually produced through shifting affects, relations and engagements can
enable the profoundly complex and often unpredictable dynamics of the body’s
relationships with the social to be more fully explored.

The final chapter, ‘Embodying youth studies’, returns to the key implications
relating to the particular conceptual approach to theorising and researching
the body discussed throughout the book. Feminist–Deleuzo-Guattarian
understandings of bodies highlight processes and relations as crucial, and
argue that studying these dimensions shows the contingent and often unpre-
dictable ways in which bodies and other assemblages are produced. I consider
the two main implications in particular that result from this specific approach
to the body, and what these can contribute to youth studies or sociological
accounts of the body more broadly. These include embracing complexity to
disrupt reductive understandings of youth; and the denaturalisation of bodily
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inequalities. Following this, I return to the key concepts used throughout the
book and what they bring to our understandings of gender and health in
relation to the body. I then discuss some of the current developments in fem-
inist approaches aiming to ‘embody’ theory and methods including new
materialist and post-human perspectives drawn from Barad and Braidotti,
and the potential for feminist politics and critique. Efforts to embody youth
studies will come with a range of challenges and potential. However, the key
focal points in the field such as critiquing inequalities and the interplay
between young lives and social context can only be enriched by a focus on the
body and embodiment.
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2 Theorising the body

The body and society

Theories of the body matter in sociology because they concern the dynamics
of stasis and change between people and the world we live in. Theories of the
body are about the interplay between the micro and the macro; individuals
and structures; bodies and societies. If we want to understand the reasons and
mechanisms by which both inequalities and social changes occur, our ques-
tions will centre on the dynamics between large-scale social processes and the
individual, micro actions carried out by people and other actors. For this, we
need a theory of society, and a theory of action for the people who comprise a
society. Sociology has historically been very good at theorising the ways that
social structures shape people’s lives; analysing the hierarchies and inequal-
ities which sustain social systems of power. Theories of gender, race and class
have been pivotal in exposing the decidedly constructed nature of systems of
dominance which are held in place only by the prevailing norms and ideals of
a particular society, which means that they can be changed for the better.
Sociology has also shown that the dominant systems in societies are inher-
ently changeable, and vary significantly not only over time but across different
geographical and cultural lines. Sociology has been less adept in exploring the
mechanisms of this change. We know change occurs in the world and social
formations around us; we can see it, measure it, feel it. But explaining how it
occurs is a much more nebulous process, and one that the traditional, positi-
vist and structuralist approaches which founded sociology are arguably ill-
equipped to address. As I argue in this book, theories of the body which
approach it as in an active, dynamic relationship with the social and as
productive can give us an expanded understanding of both individual and
social formations. To begin with, I briefly introduce the ways in which classi-
cal sociology has approached the body, and its links with philosophical
understandings of the body.

A range of traditions in classical sociology have focused on the relationship
between the body and society over the past century. Norbert Elias’s (1939)
analysis of the ways the body has been involved in civilising processes, which
changed greatly over time, provided one of the first examinations of the body
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in society. Erving Goffman’s (1969) theorisations of the body, social interac-
tion and presentation of self have also contributed significantly to sociology.
Through the work of Elias, Goffman and feminist theorists, the body (right-
fully) became important to studies in sociology as it was seen to be not merely
a natural, self-evident ‘thing’ in the world, but as intrinsically implicated in
processes of acting upon (and being acted upon by) societal and structural
forces. However, even in studies or theories which focused on the body in
classical sociology, it tended to appear as an absent presence, rather than as
central as an area of sustained investigation (Shilling 2012). Sociology’s con-
cern for the structure and function of societies and the role of human action
necessitated addressing the role of human embodiment. For example, Marx
(1997) understood the bodies of workers as a crucial component in capitalist
regimes of production; Durkheim (1976) understood the body as fundamental
to the functioning of collectives and groups through rituals such as scarring
and tattooing. Shilling argues that despite many accounts of the body being
underdeveloped, they can still be useful for understanding contemporary
issues relating to the body, though the treatment of the body in such work
needs to be carefully interrogated. Though the work of Marx and Durkheim
and other classical sociology cannot be accused of being ‘disembodied’, it
does tend to suffer from ‘the dual approach that sociology traditionally
adopted to the body’ (Shilling 2012: 13). This ‘dual approach’ is the tendency
to focus on explaining how society acts on the body and gives it meaning,
rather than the specific, embodied characteristics of bodies which create social
meanings in-of-themselves (Shilling 2012: 14). Further, functionalist approa-
ches such as Durkheim’s tend to view the human body as largely constrained
and produced by social structures, or as Blackman (2008) puts it, ‘pawns
within ideological processes’ rather than capable of change. To clarify: few
sociologists would argue that bodies are simply the passive receptors of social
meaning, but what is at issue is that the focus has tended to be on the char-
acter of societies to mould bodies, rather than the other way around. This
example points to a central theme in sociological theory: the interplay
between social structures and human agency.

A key aspect of sociological understandings of the body is that it is a social
rather than purely natural entity. Feminist sociological theoretical develop-
ments in the 1980s highlighted the need to explore and understand human
physicality beyond explanations provided by the natural sciences. To this end,
Haraway (1991: 10) argues ‘Neither our personal bodies nor our social bodies
may be seen as natural, in the sense of existing outside the self-creating pro-
cess called human labour’. The tensions associated with structure and agency
arise from the understanding that human bodies are social. The human body
and social relations are often used as evidence for either side that humans are
structured or determined, or agentic and capable of change. This leads to
debates about the extent to which bodies are at the mercy of social structures
which implicate them in the reproduction of inequalities, or whether change
and creativity is implicit in bodies or social relations. Theorisations of the
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body’s relationship with society often hinge on the dynamics of structure and
agency.

Structure, agency and the body in youth studies

The key debates about structure and agency relate to the extent to which and
dynamics by which bodies, humans or agents create or are created by the
social. Within youth studies, discussions about agency have become essential
to some of the most significant conceptual debates currently driving the field.
Agency is fundamental to one of the most substantial macro-theoretical
debates in contemporary youth sociology: the relationship between indivi-
dualisation (Beck 1992) and contemporary youth inequalities. Beck’s (1992)
individualisation thesis describes the ways in which significant social changes
and the fragmentation of collective class cultures have led to conditions in
which young people must fashion individualised and reflexive identities. As
Coffey and Farrugia (2014) discuss, debates in youth studies have centred on
the extent to which this theoretical perspective acknowledges the continuing
role of social structures in shaping young people’s lives and trajectories.
Woodman (2009) argues that Beck is portrayed as a theorist of agency by
some (notably Brannen and Nilsen 2005; Lehmann 2004), while Bourdieu
(1990) is drawn upon to re-emphasise the role of social structures (a situation
that Woodman (2009), Threadgold (2010) and Farrugia (2013) have argued is
based on a misreading of both Beck and Bourdieu). In empirical work in this
field, an emphasis on social structure is used to demonstrate instances of
social reproduction, or examples in which young people are constrained by
social conditions not of their making or choosing; while an emphasis on
individual agency is mobilised to present examples of creative resistance or
social change. Agency and structure are also drawn upon in discussions
relating to social media use, sexting and selfies, and participation in feminism
online in an effort to understand the contradictory conditions of postfemin-
ism and neoliberalism in which young femininities are formed. As Harris and
Dobson (2015) have shown, agency often seems to be associated with activity
and action against passivity or victimhood; a subject position which young
women are increasingly reluctant to claim against the broader cultural
narratives of choice and empowerment.

There is often confusion about just what agency is exactly: is it an indivi-
dual property residing in all bodies that can be stifled by structures, or
somehow ‘unlocked’ or let loose? Is agency a necessary dimension of sub-
jectivity or ‘the human condition’? In relation to these debates, Coffey and
Farrugia (2014) have argued that there are significant conceptual problems
associated with discussions of structure and agency in youth studies and that
agency needs to be more rigorously theorised. The ways in which Bourdieu,
Foucault and feminist approaches conceptualise the body’s relationship with
society is discussed below. The implications of these theorists’ understandings
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of the body are then discussed in relation to recent agency/structure debates
as an area of contention in contemporary youth studies.

Bourdieu’s theory of the body

Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field and capital aim to show that the way
social life is structured profoundly affects individuals and their potential for
change; and that the body is inextricably part of these processes. The ‘habitus’
can be understood as ‘embodied, socialised subjectivity’, expressing the process
of how individuals ‘become themselves and the ways in which those indivi-
duals engage in practices’ (Webb et al. 2002: 11). Fields are ‘structured con-
texts which shape and produce these practices and processes’ of the habitus
(McLeod 2005: 14) and Bourdieu describes that the habitus and field’s inter-
actions are akin to ‘learning to rules of the game’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant
1992). Capital refers to economic valuables in the social order, as well as
cultural capital, symbolic capital and physical capital; all of which are
involved in power relationships and social dominance or inequality. ‘Symbolic
violence’, Bourdieu asserts, ‘accomplishes itself through an act of cognition
and of misrecognition that lies beyond – or beneath – the controls of con-
sciousness and will’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 171–2). Symbolic vio-
lence occurs when a discourse is so established in society that it is
unquestioned and taken for granted. Bourdieu (2001: 55) has argued that the
biological body, ascribed with masculinity or femininity ‘induces a somatisa-
tion of the relation of domination’, and that the domination of women was
the most profound example of symbolic violence.

In relation to gender in particular, however, Bourdieu’s theories of the body
and the process by which gender norms are reproduced have been strongly
critiqued. Beverley Skeggs argues that as it stands, Bourdieu’s model offers a
limited understanding of changes or dynamics within sex and gender. She
argues that his theory of the gendered habitus offers ‘no potential to move
beyond traditional gender divisions … because it is locked within that which
produces it [the gendered habitus]’ (Skeggs 2004: 27). Skeggs (2004: 30) fur-
ther argues that Bourdieu’s concepts need to be developed to enable the fra-
mework of the embodied habitus to account for the ‘ambiguities and
contradictions’ in the way people engage with the social, because in most of
his work, ‘the focus is on order and structure’ rather than ambivalence (see
also Adkins 2004). While, as Woodman and Threadgold (2015) argue, Bour-
dieu’s theories should not be dismissed as ‘deterministic’, further conceptual
work is needed to explore the dimensions of experience and action beyond the
‘well organised habitus’ (Skeggs 2004). Woodman and Threadgold (2015)
suggest that notions of the ‘split’ habitus and hysteresis may be productive for
further developing the less consistent aspects of habitus. Further development
of these concepts is needed to account for the ambivalent and contradictory
aspects of identity such as those Skeggs identifies.
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Foucault’s theory of the body

Michel Foucault’s concepts of the body have been widely used and critiqued.
Foucault (1979, 1980, 1982) understands the body as a site of discourse and
power, and as an object of discipline and control. Foucault’s conceptualisa-
tions regarding the body and its relation to structural powers (which operate
as discourses) provide a way of understanding the ways that the body is con-
trolled and disciplined for the purposes of social order. Foucault’s extensive
work on the relationship between knowledge and power helps to explain the
way power operates to ‘subjugate individuals’ (1982: 212). Foucault (1980: 52)
argues, ‘it is not possible for power to be exercised without knowledge, it is
impossible for knowledge not to engender power’. The materiality of power
operates on the very bodies of individuals for the purpose of creating the kind
of body the current (consumer, neoliberal) society needs (1980: 55–8).

Foucault’s concept of biopower, or power over life, theorises the process by
which the minutiae of the body’s activities in everyday life link with large-
scale organisations of power (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983). He positions
claims of a ‘right to life, to one’s body, to health, to the satisfactions of one’s
needs’ work within the model of biopower and ‘control by stimulation: “Get
undressed – but be slim, good-looking, tanned!”’ (Foucault 1980: 57). Rose
(2007: 54) argues the perspective of biopower can be used to examine the
ways that authorities have attempted to govern bodily conduct and popula-
tions. Foucault’s focus on the body coincided with feminist inquiry into the
politics of personal life (Sawicki 1991: 95). Feminist writers such as Susan
Bordo (2003) and Sandra Bartky (1990) extended and critiqued Foucault’s
concepts of disciplinary power and the body to discuss the ways women’s
bodies particularly are more greatly affected by these disciplinary processes
through required beauty and health regimes. From this perspective, while
Foucault does focus on the micro-aspects of bodily activities, his focus is more
on the workings of power on the body than the potential of bodies to alter or
respond to power (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1983: 85). Elizabeth Grosz’s critique
of Foucault’s perspective on the body is more forthright: ‘Foucault takes the
body as a resistant yet fundamentally passive inertia whose internal features
and forces are of little interest to the functioning of power’ (Grosz 1994: 146).
In Foucault’s theorisations, then, we are largely left with a body ‘largely
deprived of causal powers’ (Lash 1984: 5), susceptible to normalising and
reactive forces (Lash 1984: 7).

Feminist approaches to the body

The body is central to feminist theory in a range of disciplines including
sociology, cultural studies and philosophy for a number of reasons. Histori-
cally, women have been understood both in philosophy and the natural sci-
ences as ‘biologically’ and mentally inferior to men, stemming from their
physicality as women. Clearly, the body is centrally implicated in the feminist
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critique of gendered inequalities because of the ways in which such inequal-
ities have been said to be naturalised by the body. If women are ‘naturally’
inferior, so the logic goes, then so too are gendered inequalities and nothing
can be done to change this argument of naturalised inequality. Decades of
feminist theory and activism have challenged this. Feminist theorists have set
about ‘wresting notions of corporeality away from the constraints which have
polarized and opposed it to mind, the mental or the conceptual, not to men-
tion away from the confines of a biology that is considered universal, innate,
fundamentally nonhistorical’ (Grosz 1994: 187). Contemporary feminist phi-
losophy and theory, through frameworks of embodiment and a focus on
materiality, has set about deconstructing or unhooking the body from natur-
alistic, dualistic and binaristic frameworks (Budgeon 2003), as well as from
psychoanalytic theories which define the female body primarily as a ‘lack’
(Butler 1993). As this section discusses, the challenges of theorising the body
as matter (and as sexed and gendered) are indicative of broader challenges of
theorising the negotiations of structure and agency, and of the relationship
between bodies and society. Beginning with a discussion on feminist perspec-
tives on the body, sex and gender, this section discusses Judith Butler’s the-
ories of bodies and subjectification and consequent theories of agency, and
other feminist work which has extended and rethought some of Butler’s
concepts and ontology.

The relationship between the body and gender has been widely debated by
feminist sociologists (R. Connell 1987; R. W. Connell 1995, 2009; Davis 1995;
Oakley 1972; Witz 2000) and feminist philosophers (Butler 1993; Gatens
1988; Grosz 1994; Young 2005). Much feminist theory on the body has been
concerned with showing the ways that women’s and men’s bodily differences
have served as excuses for structural inequality (Young 2005: 4). Social con-
structivist feminists have sought to dispel bodily differences as a basis of
inequality, arguing that it is the discourses of gender that create inequality,
not the bodies of men and women themselves (Budgeon 2003). As such, the
term ‘gender’, as distinct from ‘sex’, was intended to challenge the idea that
‘biology is destiny’ (Young 2005: 13). These critiques led to sex being under-
stood as separate from gender. There are some further conceptual issues with
this, however. Witz (2000) argues that the sex/gender distinction has led either
to the body being absent in accounts of gender, or of the body being ‘valor-
ised’ above gender and social processes. In other words, the binary of natural/
social still lies as a key tension at the centre of body theory. Witz (2000: 10)
argues it is important to make the body central in feminist sociology, however we
must do so without ‘overwhelming the sociality of gender by over-discursivising
bodies or (re)embedding the totality of the meaning of bodies’. Witz proposes
then that a feminist sociology that is able to incorporate attention to the lived
experience of the body as well as the social dimensions of gender could be
achieved through paying attention to the operations and underlying politics
of embodiment, corporeality and sociality. It is important to pay attention to
the materiality and historicity of the body as sexed, gendered, raced and
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embodied, but also to recognise the salience of social structures such as
gender for conceptualising inequalities. Feminist theorists, along with post-
colonial theorists (Mohanty, 1997) have been leaders in recognising the sig-
nificance of the body for understanding intersecting social inequalities. Further
feminist work (Grosz 1994) has also been crucial in conceptualising the body, sex
and gender in problematising the mind/body dualism.

Feminist approaches in particular highlight that it is crucial to look for
ways to negotiate and move beyond the core dualism that frames the body:
the mind/body dualism. This stems from the philosopher Descartes, who
theorised that the mind was completely separate to (and superior to) the body,
and crucial to ‘being’: ‘I think therefore I am’. This dualism is particularly
problematic for feminism because the mind (and logic, reason, order) has
traditionally been associated with the masculine, while the body has been
devalued as its feminine opposite (symbolising disorder and excess) (Butler
1990; Grosz 1994; Bray and Colebrook 1998; Braidotti 2011). The founding
system of binaries has haunted the body, and much feminist work has
exposed the epistemological and ontological problems that accompany dualist
understandings of the body (Grosz 1994; Budgeon 2003; Coleman 2009). This
feminist post-structural work has enabled an understanding that the ‘rational
subject’ is an illusion, constituted through the mind/body dualism in parti-
cular (Davies and Gannon 2005: 320). Most importantly, feminism has drawn
attention to the ways that dualistic thought aids in the construction and
maintenance of gender divisions and inequality, since Cartesian dualisms are
implicitly hierarchical. Grosz, among many others (Butler 1993; Bordo 2003;
Braidotti 2011), has critiqued the sorts of dualistic thought that extends from
Cartesian philosophy, arguing that the social devaluation of the body has
gone hand in hand with the oppression of women (Grosz 1994: 10). As Budgeon
has argued

It is this founding system of binaries which has served to negate the
feminine and locate women outside the realm of the subject. As a con-
sequence, the feminine, (and the female body) has historically been con-
stituted as that which must be defined, directed and controlled through
the application of disembodied, objective, masculine knowledge.

(2003: 39)

The issues sketched above show that the epistemologies, or underlying theo-
retical perspectives of knowledge, are crucial in basing our understandings of
the interplay between bodies and social inequalities. We need to give careful
thought to the epistemologies of the body and the social which underpin the
conceptual approaches we use to avoid theoretical pitfalls such as dualist or
disembodied understandings of the body, as this has significant implications
for how to understand the social.

Deconstructing binaries such as mind/body, which underpin so many other
constructed oppositions (such as subject/object, materiality/representation) is
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a crucial ongoing task for feminist empirical and theoretical studies of the
body. Following from the critique of dualist thought introduced in Chapter 1
in relation to the philosophical heritage of the mind/body binary for socio-
logical theory, the following discussion of the materiality/representation
binary is unpacked to demonstrate how a non-dualist approach to the female
body for example can be enacted.

Materiality and representation

The ways that the female body is represented has also been a focus of feminist
critique. According to Bray and Colebrook argue, in much feminist theory,
‘the female body is considered as that which has been belied, distorted, and
imagined by a male representational logic’ (1998: 35). What they mean is that
feminist theory has called attention to the ways that female bodies are typi-
cally understood through masculinist or patriarchal frameworks or standards.
While this position is useful for critiquing the knowledge and power systems
that organise thoughts and norms, they argue that there is a problem in the
philosophical argument that ‘representation intervenes to objectify, alienate,
and dehumanize the body’. Bray and Colebrook argue such a view of repre-
sentation unintentionally recreates a dualism in which the body is passive or
overcoded, similar to Durkheim’s view of the body as ‘culturally inscribed’,
by an ‘an all-pervasive, repressive, and dichotomous phallic logic’ (Bray and
Colebrook 1998: 37). Where gender is understood as a ‘cultural construction’,
this approach often fails to think of the body as anything other than an effect
of non-corporeal factors (Bray and Colebrook 1998: 41).

A further issue with gender and ‘representation’ is the near invisibility of
critical attention to the representations of male bodies (Gill et al. 2005; Bell
and McNaughton 2007). Where men’s bodies and experiences are not ana-
lysed in their cultural and historical contexts, men are left as ‘universal sub-
jects’ and patriarchy or gender inequality is made to seem static, rather than
under constant renegotiation (Bell and McNaughton 2007).

Bray and Colebrook insist that conceptualisations in which the body is
theorised as merely an effect of representation, or an effect of image con-
sumption (in the case of popular psychological understandings of female body
image, for example) are inadequate, yet these often underlie theorisations of
the body. This is not to say that the body is not strongly influenced by media
images; for many, media images and other cultural norms relating to gender
are powerful mediators of embodiment. However, what Bray and Colebrook
are arguing is that the epistemology underlying the materiality/representation
binary is telling only part of the story. They, along with other feminist
sociologists and philosophers, have drawn on the work of Deleuze and Guat-
tari in an effort to develop conceptual frameworks able to understand the
complexity and ambiguity inherent in relations between bodies and the social.

A key way that debates about the relationship between bodies and the
social world in sociology are played out is through arguments around the
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roles of structure and agency. As I have discussed in the above examples, the
ambiguity relating to the conceptual work done by the term ‘agency’ in youth
studies as discussed above is emblematic of similar issues associated with the
concept in other fields of sociology, particularly related to gender and feminist
sociology.

(Re)theorising structure and agency

Conceptualisations of agency are interwoven with other key terms and con-
cepts including subjectivity, power and the body. Butler, along with Foucault,
has argued that agency cannot be understood as separate from the process by
which the subject is formed. In other words, if we want to understand what
agency is, we must first understand how people come to be part of their
societies and have identities. Butler argues that people and particular iden-
tities are created through discourses, and that ‘the constituted character of the
subject is the very precondition of its agency’ (Butler 1995: 46). The character
of the subject is formed through a process which is not always predictable. A
person’s identity is not fully constrained or known in advance based on social
structures. This perspective is in significant contrast with functionalist per-
spectives such as Durkheim’s above who approaches bodies and subjects as
primarily socially and culturally inscribed, meaning passively determined.

As in Butler’s understanding of agency, Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus
(Bourdieu 1977) describes the way in which identities and actions are shaped
by social structures. However, post-structuralist and postmodern approaches
understand identities and bodies as formed in ongoing processes rather than
being determined or known from the outset. Though Bourdieu is generally
understood as a theorist of social reproduction and social structure (Shilling
2012), his account of the body through the concept of habitus gives a useful
framework for understanding embodiment particularly in relation to social
inequalities such as social class. McNay (1999, 2000) has argued that the
concept of habitus can be understood as a kind of embodied potentiality, or
‘structured improvisation’ of practice as Bourdieu termed it. If social repro-
duction occurs, according to Bourdieu, it is because bodies tend to be orien-
ted towards certain dispositions. Importantly, this perspective is not
deterministic. Although the potential for agency or change is included as a
possibility in the concept of habitus, Bourdieu arguably focuses more on the
processes by which social patterns are reproduced than on processes of
unpredictability or change in the formation of habitus.

Theories of agency described by Rose (1996) and Coleman (2009) are
drawn from the philosophies of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. This per-
spective affords more attention to change and unpredictability in the rela-
tionship between bodies and the social world than the theorists above. Rose
argues that ‘agency is no doubt a “force”, but it is a force that arises not from
any essential properties of “the subject” but out of the ways in which humans
have been-assembled-together’ (1996: 188). This understanding of agency has
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much in common with Barad’s (2007) theory of agential realism, in which
agency is re-theorised as the ‘intra-active’ process of assembling human and
non-human bodies through relations and forces. This perspective on agency
informs an array of feminist ‘new materialist’ theory and scholarship.

The task of thinking through the relationship between embodied sub-
jectivities and the diverse forms of power that structure the contemporary
social world lead Rose (1996) and Coleman (2009) to draw on the Deleuzian
metaphor of ‘the fold’ to theorise agency and subjectification. This sees pro-
cesses of connections between bodies and the world as occurring through
points of overlap, or ‘folding’ of each into the other:

subjectification is always a matter of folding. The human is neither an
actor essentially prepossessed of agency, nor a passive product or puppet
of cultural forces; agency is produced in the course of practices under a
whole variety of more or less onerous, explicit, punitive or seductive,
disciplinary or passional constraints and relations of force. Our own
‘agency’ then is resultant of the ontology we have folded into ourselves in
the course of our history and our practices.

(Rose 1996: 189)

According to Rose, force is that which is folded (1996: 189). Folding produces
the effects of subjectification – but the relations of folding (and of sub-
jectification) are processual rather than passive or deterministic. Through this
process, bodies ‘become through relations which are neither random nor
inevitable but which assemble through the intensity of experience. These
experiences can neither be located in structures nor agents but rather are
folded through bodies in particular ways’ (Coleman 2009: 212).

The concepts of Deleuze and Guattari have been increasingly drawn upon
in feminist sociology and sociology more broadly in an effort to move beyond
some of the key conceptual impasses which have concerned theories of struc-
ture and agency, and the body and society. Below, I introduce the key theo-
retical perspectives of the body introduced by Deleuze and Guattari and the
concepts which have been developed and mobilised by feminist philosophers,
sociologists and social theorists for social analysis.

Introduction to Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of the body

As the above sections have detailed, a range of scholarly work in education
and social sciences has theorised the relationship and interplay between the
body and the social in an effort to understand the significance of the body in
everyday life. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) contribute a particular perspective
of the body which is useful for sociological analysis. In the work of Deleuze,
Guattari and Spinoza, the body is understood as an active productive force
which operates in relation to broader socio-historical–cultural contexts. A
body is not a physical entity only, but is rather a ‘relationship of forces’ which
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connects to other forces, including social relations such as those central to this
book: gender, consumer culture and health discourses. The body from this
perspective is not only the fleshy, physical body, but refers to what Rose
describes as ‘regimes of corporeality’. Rose argues that ‘rather than speak[ing]
of “the body”, we need to analyse just how a particular body-regime has been
produced’ (Rose 1996: 184). He insists that ‘a body’ in Deleuze’s work is more
than the physical, fleshy body and that “the body” is far less unified, far less
“material” than we think’ (Rose 1996: 184). Instead, it is the linkages, con-
nections, affects and engagements which create a body. This is about seeing a
body as not limited by its fleshy boundaries of the skin, and looking for the
ways that a body links up with the inside and outside:

Consider what diverse machinations a body is capable of: the bravery of a
warrior in battle, the tenderness or violence of a lover, the endurance of
the political prisoner under torture, the transformations effected by the
practices of yoga, the experience of voodoo death, the capacities of tran-
ces to render organs capable of withstanding burning or recovering from
wounds. These are not properties of ‘the body’ but machinations of the
‘thought body’ whose elements, organs, forces, energies, passions, dreads
are assembled through connections with words, dreams, techniques,
chants, habits, judgments, weapons, tools, groups.

(Rose 1996: 185)

Braidotti provides another way of expressing this distinction between a
Deleuzian approach to ‘a body’ and ‘the body’:

The ‘body’ is to be understood as neither a biological nor a sociological
category, but rather as a point of overlap between the physical, the
material, the symbolic, and the material social conditions

(Braidotti 1994: 161, cited in Rose 1996: 201)

Similarly, Budgeon’s description of the body as ‘an event’ also sought to move
away from a perspective which limits analysis to the physical, fleshy body only
to instead highlight an understanding of bodies as ‘multiplicities that are
never just found but made and remade’ (Budgeon 2003: 50). What Deleuze’s
approach to the body amounts to is a perspective which prioritises the con-
nections rather than stability or ‘being’ of the body. Deleuze conceptualises
the body in terms of what a body can do; the capacities, capabilities, and
transformations that may be possible (Grosz 1994; Budgeon 2003; Coleman
2009). This approach entails a significant shift in how the body is approached
from the outset, since, as we have seen above, approaches in social theory
such as Bourdieu tend to begin from the premise that social structures affect
physical bodies (though not in deterministic ways). In relation to the discus-
sion of structure and agency above, a Deleuzian approach to bodies involves
shifting focus from the distinctions of structure and agency to the relations
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between bodies which constitute those bodies. This consideration of bodies
and the social extends beyond questions of either agency or constraint, to
explore the ways in which both change and stasis are mutually implicated in a
body’s relationship with the social world. This perspective shifts to instead
focus on what bodies can do or what bodies are capable of, and provides a
profoundly different set of possibilities for conceptual and empirical work.

Key concepts: assemblage, affect and becoming

Although social and cultural forces are undoubtedly central to practices of
body work and embodiment, Deleuzian analysis starts from a very different
premise in which the affects and capacities of bodies are foregrounded in
exploring the practices, meanings and experiences of the body. The key
concepts introduced in this section are assemblage, affect and becoming.

In much of Deleuze and Guattari’s work, the body, as a set of forces that
connects with other forces, is termed an ‘assemblage’. Deleuze and Guattari
write that assemblages emerge from the contestation between the relations
and affects and the body’s own creative desire and sense-making capacities
(1984: 9 ff). As Fox describes, ‘assemblages emerge from the process of inter-
action between a body’s myriad relations and affects’ (Fox 2011: 364). The
elements which go towards creating the assemblage can ‘be material, psychic,
social or abstract/philosophical’ (Fox 2011: 364). Deleuze and Guattari (1987)
refer to assemblages through the metaphor of ‘machine’ to describe how
assemblages are produced through relations between a body and other enti-
ties. The assemblage can be understood as comprising the range of relations
that people engage in and connect with including norms, discourses, ideals
and practices which are dynamic and change over time. In other words, the
assemblage can be understood as the outcome of the embodied process of
encounter. This ‘outcome’ however is dynamic rather than a ‘set state of
being’ and will also ‘vary from person to person’ (Fox 2011: 364). Assemblages
are ‘always processual: they are about doing, not being’.

Potts describes assemblages as developing ‘a kind of chaotic network of
habitual and non-habitual connections, always in flux, always reassembling in
different ways’ (Potts 2004: 9). In other words, assemblages may resemble
what we understand to be relatively stable norms of ways of being (gendered
practices, for example); however, the concept of assemblage highlights the
ways things form in contestation, and in relation to myriad other aspects.
Human bodies (which too can be understood as assemblages rather than
strictly whole, unified entities) engage with other assemblages, and in this
process, the conditions for further engagement and possibility are generated.

Seeing the body as an assemblage conceptualises the body as a relationship
in connection with numerous other forces. From this perspective the body is
not a prior, unitary entity, but ‘merely a particular relationship capable of
being affected in particular ways’ (Rose 1996: 184). Affect is a cornerstone of
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Deleuze and Guattari’s Spinozan-influenced conceptualisation of the body,
and how it ‘works’ (or what it does) with/in society. The concept of affect is
critical for understanding what Deleuze and Guattari mean when asking
‘what can a body do?’ If the assemblage can be understood as the outcome of
a body’s relations and engagements, affect can be understood as the intensity
which guides those engagements towards particular outcomes and directions.

‘Affect’ is a burgeoning area in the field of body-studies in sociology. This
concept understands bodies as entangled processes that are ‘defined by their
capacities to affect and be affected’ (Blackman and Venn 2010: 9). Fox and
Ward define affect ‘not in the sense of an emotional reaction, but simply as
something which affects something else’ (2008: 1008), following Deleuze and
Guattari’s definition (see Deleuze and Guattari 1987: xvi, 257). The concept
of affect as it is used in A Thousand Plateaus is based on Spinoza’s concept
affectus. It is defined simply as ‘an ability to affect and be affected’ (Massumi
1987: xvi):

[Affect] is a prepersonal intensity corresponding to the passage from one
experiential state of the body to another and implying an augmentation
or diminution in that body’s capacity to act. Spinoza’s affection is each
such state considered as an encounter between the affected body and a
second, affecting, body.

From a practical perspective, affect can refer to the psychological, emotional
and physical connections a body has: with other people (lovers, friends, col-
leagues, fellow commuters); abstract ideas (literature, film, music); activities
(such as through body work practices of jogging, weights training, aerobics or
walking) and social assemblages (including gender, race, class and dominant
discourses of health) (Fox and Ward 2008). There are numerous other examples
that could be used to describe how affect works as a process. Hickey-Moody
and Malins (2007) describe affect as a process involving an ‘unconscious set
of assumptions that motivate an embodied response to a woman in a hijab, or
a person with a disability’, for example. In the context of the research
informing this book, affects relating to the body’s gendered appearance
motivate numerous participants’ embodied responses. Isabelle, for example,
described feeling ‘yuck’ if she goes to a shopping centre when she doesn’t
have her hair and make-up done: ‘I don’t make eye contact with people … I
feel like people are staring at me and I get panicky, like I can’t breathe and I
have to go home’. As discussed in Chapter 4, these embodied responses can
be intensive, and guide further action; in Isabelle’s case, the necessity of
wearing make-up and attending to very strict regimes of feminine bodily
presentation in order to feel ‘nice’ and to look ‘normal’.

Affective relations are not confined to human interactions. Crucially, the
process of relations and affects is ‘dynamic, ongoing and dialogical’ because
bodies are never fixed or given (Fox and Ward 2008: 1009). Deleuze’s position
is that we are produced by affects, rather than in possession of affects. The
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affect a person experiences is what connects individual practice and feeling to
social meanings, since it is a body’s ‘capacity for affecting and being affected
that defines a body’ (Deleuze 1992: 625). Affect, then, is crucial in bodily
encounters, and links closely to another of Deleuze’s key concepts: becoming.
If assemblage can be understood as the outcome of a body’s engagements,
becoming is the process by which the engagement occurs.

‘Becoming’ can be understood as the processes of connection in a body’s
affective relations with other bodies, entities, structures, discourses, spaces,
images, etc. The concept ‘becoming’ is closely associated with assemblage
(Phillips 2006). Deleuze’s (1992) framework of becoming refers to the process
of connections and relations that forms (and re-forms) the assemblage. Rather
than asking ‘what are bodies’, or questioning the being of bodies, Deleuze
(1992) asks ‘what can a body do?’. Or, what does the process of engagements
that occurs in the (ongoing) formation of an assemblage make possible or
impossible? This process of engagement, and (indeterminate) orientation
towards action, can be understood as becoming. If assemblage is what is
formed through engagement, becoming is the orientation which drives the
‘assembling’. To study becoming is to study the micro-processes of change that
occur through affect and relations. Bodies are thus understood in the context
of the connections and relations that are formed and their potential for
becoming.

What Coleman terms ‘the becoming of bodies’ refers to the conviction that
‘bodies must be conceived of as processes continually moving, rather than as
discrete, autonomous elements’ (2009: 1). Deleuze’s ontology of becoming
dissolves the gap between subject and object, materiality and representation,
and questions of cause and effect relating to the body in the social world,
because Deleuze conceives of bodies not as discrete, independent entities but,
rather, as constituted through their relations with other bodies and things. As
Coleman (2009: 49) argues, ‘a Deleuzian account would understand bodies
not as a bounded subject that is separate from images (for example) but
rather would see the connections between humans and images as constituting
a body’. The term ‘becoming’, then, can be used as a way of understanding
the ways that bodies are experienced, affected, affecting and ultimately lived.

The concepts introduced here all relate to the underpinning perspective of a
body as composed by engagements, relations and forces. Put simply, affect
can be understood as the intensity which guides engagement; becoming is the
process of engagement that is mobilised through affect; and assemblage is the
ultimate (though potentially fleeting) outcome of the engagement.

The concepts introduced in this section have introduced the ways that a
Deleuzo-Guattarian approach theorises bodies and their relations with the
social. The entirety of their philosophy cannot be engaged with here, but it is
intended that these concepts will enable a Deleuzo-Guattarian approach to
the body to be developed throughout the book.

Deleuze and Guattari (1994) argue that the aim of philosophy is to create
and enable concepts which allow something new to be thought or felt.
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Hickey-Moody and Malins (2007: 2) explain that for Deleuze and Guattari,
the question of a theory or concept is not whether or not it is ‘true’, but
whether it works, and whether it ‘opens up the range of possibilities in a given
situation’. I argue that these concepts and theories of Deleuze and Guattari
along with others such as Barad and Bray and Colebrook work in relation to
the body in youth studies namely because they enable a retheorisation of the
body and the social beyond dualistic frameworks as an ongoing process. They
understand bodies as formed but not determined by the relations or forces
connected or engaged with.

This potential for generation and change is a central tenet of the ontology
of Deleuzian theory, which has particular implications for how human and
other bodies are conceptualised. Rather than understanding the human body
as a biological, stable or natural entity, Deleuze conceptualises it as ‘a phy-
siological and social institution, a relationship, an intense capacity that is
sensed … it is a site where forces engage with each other’ (Goodchild 1997: 43).

From this perspective, the current social, cultural and economic contexts
form the ‘unstable assemblages in which humans are caught up’, and affect
what the body can and cannot do (Rose 1996: 184). The body as a ‘relation-
ship of forces’ connects to other forces, including social relations such as
gender, consumer culture and health discourses. These engagements are pro-
ductive because they shape what happens next – action, change, stasis – or
what a body can do.

These concepts have been developed and ‘applied’ in burgeoning areas of
research in sociology and education in particular. The implications of these
concepts for the key themes of the book, health and gender, are considered
below.

‘Doing’ gender: molar assemblages and becoming

Gender can be understood as an assemblage (or ‘machine’ in the following
examples) which is central to the current organisation of societies. Deleuze
and Guattari refer to social structures and institutions such as the state,
gender, class and other dominating and normalising forces (including dis-
course) that operate on binary logic as ‘binary machines’. Deleuze and Parnet
have argued that the binary machine ‘overcodes society, [is] that which orga-
nises dominant utterances and the established order of a society, the domi-
nant languages and knowledge, conformist actions and feelings, the segments
which prevail over the others’ (2002: 129). Dominant and established orders
are termed ‘molar’. The ‘molar’ is ‘something that is well-defined, massive
and governing – such as large structures or identity categories’ (Jackson 2010:
581). The relations of affect that mediate becomings are termed ‘molecular’.
Becoming ‘is movement through a unique event that produces experimenta-
tion and change’ (Jackson 2010: 581), and such change is conceptualised as
‘molecular’. Social identities such as man/woman, rational/irrational, mascu-
line/feminine, mind/body, adult/child are products of the binary machine, and
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categories which Deleuze and Guattari (1987) seek to extricate from binarism
through their theorisation of becoming. A Deleuzian framework is interested
in looking at the ways powerful social systems of thought such as gender are
already always being undermined and reorganised.

Deleuze and Guattari suggest that the production of difference and change
is imminent within molar segments (and binary machines), power and
assemblages are inherently unstable, and have a ‘molecular underside’ that is
always at work concurrently. This comes back to their theory of assemblage, as
developing in unpredictable and interdeterminate ways due to the ‘shifting
fields of connection’ (Currier 2003: 336). Accordingly assemblages including
binary machines (for example, gender) and power are inherently unstable and
susceptible to change. Although ‘our lives are made in these segments’ of
power and normalising discourse, ‘something always escapes’ (Deleuze and
Guattari 1987: 195). Deleuze and Guattari specify, ‘from the point of view of
micropolitics, a society is defined by its lines of flight, which are molecular.
There is always something that flows or flees, that escapes the binary organi-
zations’ (1987: 216). The point is not that everything is flexible and unpre-
dictable all the time; rather, that the potential for change is imminent and
happens in micro ways. As Colebrook argues, ‘the only constant in time, the
only same, is the power of not remaining the same’ (Colebrook 2002: 60).

The perspective of gender as an assemblage attends to the discursive, per-
formative and regulative aspects of normative gender categories, and also to
the affective, embodied, sensate and unpredictable dimensions as it is lived.
Rose draws on Butler’s (1990) concept of gender as a performative ‘doing’ to
argue that gender is a verb in more ways than in ‘linguistic utterance,
citations, conventions’; that ‘gendering … is a matter of meticulous and con-
tinually repeated prescription of the deportment, appearance, speech,
thought, passion, will, intellect in which persons are assembled by being
connected up not only with vocabularies but also with regimes of comport-
ment’ (Rose 1996: 186). Rose insists that these aspects are crucial to under-
standing the ‘technics’ by which the body-regime is assembled. In this sense,
comprising these multiple and unstable binary elements, gender can be
understood as an assemblage which intersects with produces, and is produced
by bodies.

This framework positions gender as a current, but not eternal point of dif-
ferentiation between bodies which affect the ways bodies are lived. Our
regime of corporeality (Rose 1996) results from the assemblages we are
caught up in, which currently differentiates the body by sex and race, defines
what it can and cannot do. The body is a practical relationship and is capable
of being affected in numerous other ways, which are not known in advance.
Gender is important to understandings of the body because gender is involved
in the assemblage that the body enters into relations with. Gender is one of
the main elements of the social assemblage that bodies (as ‘relationships’)
connect with. The affective relations that result from these connections med-
iate the body’s capacities, or limits, towards action. In this way, gender is
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crucial to the body’s affective relations and capacities. In Coleman’s words,
gender ‘constitutes bodies … Gender is one of the ways in which the affective
capacities of bodies become organised and produced’ (2009: 142).

The concept of assemblage can also be used to describe the ways gender
relations operate, through a ‘functional collection of connections’ (see Currier
2003), including discourses, norms, ideals, institutions, bodies, affects and
practices. An assemblage is ‘always collective, [and] brings into play within us
and outside us populations, multiplicities, territories, becomings, affects,
events’ (Deleuze and Parnet 2002: 51). Assemblages are functional because
they create the conditions for orientation towards action; this is what is meant
by describing assemblages as ‘active’. Understanding gender as an assemblage
sees it as a functional, active arrangement of connections which operates as
only a temporary articulation rather than an essential identity category. This
is not to say that gender as an assemblage is benign and neutral; gender is
certainly cut-across by power and operates in many instances as a binary
machine insofar as it is a dominant organising principle of current social and
bodily arrangements. What the perspective of gender as an assemblage con-
tributes conceptually, however, is that the current dominance of current
arrangements has no essential or originary basis.

Following Fox, assemblages can be understood as ‘elaborated from dis-
parate elements that can be material, psychic, social and abstract/philosophical’
(Fox 2011: 364). Fox gives an example of this through delineating elements of
an ‘eating assemblage, [composed of] (in no particular order), at least:
Mouth – food – energy – appetite’ (Fox 2011: 364).

What might a relational gender assemblage look like/be composed of?
At least (in no order):

the (sexed) body – bodily presentation – body work – discourses –
norms – ideals – images – performance – expectations – sexuality

Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts have been drawn on by a number of fem-
inist authors to assist theorisations of bodies and gender. One key reason this
perspective is seen to hold promise relates to Deleuze and Guattari’s insis-
tence on there being no essential or biological basis for current dominant
relations of power and resulting inequalities. Instead, they draw focus to
recognising positive potential and affirmation of difference. For these reasons,
this approach can add important dimensions to analysis of the embodiments
and negotiations of gender in everyday life in order to better understand these
ambivalent, less coherent experiences of the embodied self (Coleman 2009).

Feminist critiques of Deleuzian perspectives on gender

It is important to recognise the tensions between Deleuze and Guattari’s work
and aspects of feminist theory that centre on the body. Deleuze is regarded by
some as having dubious feminist credentials (Braidotti, 2011). Whilst some
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have welcomed the potential for feminism in Deleuze’s work to move beyond
the dichotomy of man/woman, masculine/feminine (Markula 2006; Coleman
2009), shifting focus away from the sexed and gendered body is seen by others
as problematic as it is seen to ‘take the specificity of women away from
women’ (Driscoll 2002: 21). Many of these concerns have centred in parti-
cular on the concept of ‘becoming woman’ (see Grosz 1994: 162–3). One of
the main reasons for this is that Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘becoming woman’
does not refer to a woman as ‘defined by her form, endowed with organs and
functions, and assigned as a subject’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 275).
Denying the materiality and specificity of a woman’s body is seen as proble-
matic as it is taken to have the impact of neutralising and depoliticising
women’s particular struggles against gendered inequality (Jardine 1984; Iri-
garay 1985; Grosz 1994). From Deleuze and Guattari’s perspective, gender,
along with structures and institutions such as the state, class, race and other
dominant categories, is a normalising force that operates on binary logic as a
binary machine. They do not focus explicitly on the characteristics of binary
machines, but are more concerned with ‘what escapes’ these machines
(Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 216). Braidotti argues that Deleuze should not
be read as advocating the destruction of gender, and that it is important
instead to pay attention to the ‘processes of undoing, recomposing and shift-
ing the grounds for the constitution of sexed and gendered subjectivities’
(Braidotti 2011: 279). Armstrong argues that we need to understand Deleuze
and Guattari (1987) as privileging those forms of resistance to subjectification
which are creative of new possibilities of life (Armstrong 2002: 49). Deleuze
and Guattari’s (1987: 5) insistence on non-binarised forms of thought compels
them to look beyond ‘woman’ as a subject or essentialist identity category, to
think through new possibilities, not entirely separate from gender, and not
bound by its dualism either.

These tensions are indicative of broader struggles in feminist and gender
theory to conceptualise gender in relation to the body, and in relation to the
potential for broader social change. This tension between wanting to highlight
the material conditions of gender inequality yet avoiding essentialist frame-
works in which women’s bodies are the continuing basis for inequality can be
likened to the tensions between frameworks of structure and agency in theo-
rising the potential for change and the strength of the status quo in sociology.
Indeed, it is this appeal to the body as potential, rather than reverting to a
view of the body locked in dualism which is the key appeal for many feminists
drawing on Deleuze and Guattari’s theories and concepts (see Grosz 1994;
Colebrook 2000). Deleuze and Guattari’s insistence on non-binarised forms
of thought drives the concept of becoming-woman which means thinking
beyond the boundaries of the body-as-flesh and subjectivity, to think through
new possibilities, not entirely separate from gender, but not bound by its
dualism. For those concerned with the philosophical problems of dualistic
thought and what it means for the way we conceive of bodies and lived
experience, Deleuze and Guattari’s approach holds promise and possibility.
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Drawing on Deleuze to theorise gender differs significantly from a Bour-
dieusian framework, described earlier in the chapter in Skeggs’s criticisms.
Skeggs argues that Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus is ‘cannot encompass all
the practices between gender and sexuality, the contradictions, plays, experi-
mentations, swappings, ambiguities and passings both within gender and
between gender and sexuality’ (2004: 27). In this sense, Bourdieu and Deleuze
can be seen as at opposite ends of the scale in terms of theorising stasis and
change in relation to the body. Bourdieu’s habitus gives a clear account of the
stability of subjectivity and social relations, which is useful in highlighting the
ways in which inequalities repeat over time and can be very hard to shift.
While Bourdieu’s concept of habitus does include elements of ‘improvisation’,
this aspect of his theory was less developed than the aspects geared towards
accounting for the stability of the habitus. Deleuze, on the other hand, is
oriented towards the inherent instability he sees at the core of even the most
seemingly monolithic binary organisations, such as gender. The point is that
both perspectives are relevant and useful, depending on what particular ends
the concepts are put to use. In wanting to more carefully theorise the body, it
is my perspective that a more developed understanding of the potentiality of
the body can lead to expanded understandings of the theoretical tensions
(such as between structure and agency) that have polarised and stifled socio-
logical debate. Rather than the focus being on privileging or relegating one
theorist or another, placing focus on the work each theorist makes possible
(and impossible) can lead to more fruitful discussions and can assist us in
advancing our conceptual tools.

Examples in later chapters of the book will show the ways gender is per-
formed and produced in relation to gender as a complex relational assemblage.
Gendered embodiments are not simply the reproductions of dualist gender
formations; rather, gender is engaged, negotiated and produced continually
through affects and relations (micro-politics). This approach to gender as
continually produced through affects, relations and doings enables the ambi-
guities and complexities of gender to be explored, including the bodily and
sensate dimensions beyond the discursive. The point is not to show that
gender is endlessly fluid or loose, but rather that it is actively produced in ways
that can be both restrictive and creative, often simultaneously. It is important
to pay attention to these complexities and nuances to develop fuller under-
standings of how gender, health and other key social arrangements assemble.

Health in postmodernity: what can a body do?

A Deleuzo-Guattarian approach to the body seeks to understand health ‘as a
function of encounters between bodies, between forces and between practices’
(Duff 2014: 186), moving beyond ‘human nature’ as the prime ontological
category of analysis to also explore the ways in which matter, affect, biology,
technology, politics and other forces are crucial in ‘assembling’ what we
understand as human and natural (Rose 2007). As introduced above, to
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describe the body as an assemblage places attention on a body’s engagements
and connections, including discourses, affects, ideals, norms, practices, insti-
tutions and other bodies and objects.

The current social, cultural and economic contexts form the ‘unstable
assemblages in which humans are caught up’, and affect what the body can and
cannot do (Rose 1996: 184). Dominant discourses of health, for example, and
its links with consumer culture and broader individualised responsibility
comprise aspects of the health assemblage, and are thus key forces affecting
the body. Fox (2011) describes the ill-health assemblage as comprising ‘the
myriad physical, psychological and social relations and affects that surround a
body during an episode of ill-health’ (2011: 367). At its simplest, the assem-
blage could include: ‘Organ – virus – immune system – symptoms’ (Fox 2011:
367); extending out to include the spaces of the doctor’s surgery, hospital,
substances of medications, and so on. Fox’s point in describing an ill-health
assemblage thus is to show that ‘ill-health is shaped by these relations’ (2011:
367). This perspective can assist in analysing the ways in which broader
ideologies of health and individualism, as part of the health assemblage, cur-
rently affect a body’s range of potentials. Analysing the specific practices and
events that form understandings of health and bodies enables an analysis of
what bodies can do, how they connect, affect and are affected in the context
of the unstable assemblages that form them.

This approach to the theme of health can contribute to opening more
complex understandings of the dynamics by which health is embodied.
Deleuzian concepts, such as understanding health as an assemblage attends to
the discursive aspects of health, and also aims to move beyond a focus on
‘health discourses’ only to also consider the intensities and sensations which
accompany the physical and embodied dimensions of ‘health’. In so doing,
the analysis aims to add further impetus to approaches aimed at disrupting
simplistic associations between ‘health’ and normative ‘image’ or appearance
(Featherstone 2010).

In Chapter 5 for example, health is shown to be experienced and con-
ceptualised in highly complex ways by participants in the study. Health was
described in relation to ‘doses’ or in relation to ‘boundaries’ rather than being
a state of being that can be simply achieved. Clare, for example, described
‘health’ as having the potential to ‘become dangerous’, and shows the
complexity of health not as ‘innate’ or natural but generated through the
body’s encounters. It is important to interrogate the ways health assemblages
such as those described here are cut across by a range of different normalising
forces, such as gender, class, race and ethnicity and ability.

This analysis complicates any straightforwardly causal link between the
experience of ‘health’ as the result of undertaking ‘healthy’ practices. Unset-
tling this link can assist in challenging the pervasiveness of ‘look good, feel
good’ logic of consumer culture which currently dominates popular approa-
ches to health and the body in advanced liberal societies such as Australia. It
is clear from participants’ examples that ‘health’ is not simply produced from
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activities broadly considered to lead to the experience of health, such as
through eating ‘healthy’ food or exercising for fitness, as discursive analyses
would show. Rather, a focus on the extra-discursive aspects of ‘health’ – as
embodied processes of engagement and negotiation rather than concrete
‘states’ that can be unproblematically obtained through supposed healthy
practices – enables a broader understanding of the nexus between health,
bodies and the social.

New materialist and ‘vitalist’ perspectives, influenced by Deleuze, Guattari
and other ‘post-human’ scholars have contributed to efforts to rethink the
‘healthy’ body beyond binaristic frameworks.

New material perspectives are aimed at giving particular attention to
matter as a way of moving beyond the dualist approaches which underpin
numerous philosophical perspectives. Many of its core aspects are drawn
from, Deleuzian and Spinozist concepts (van der Tuin and Dolphijn 2010)
such as those described in the section above. The new materialist perspective
has the following central components, as laid out by Fox and Alldred (2014: 5):

This approach is predicated upon three propositions: that we should look
not at what entities are, but at their material effects – what they do; that
all matter has an ‘agential’ capacity to affect, rather than being merely
the inert clay moulded by human agency, consciousness and imagination;
and that this focus on the materiality of effects (rather than things) allows
thoughts, desires, ideas and abstractions to be considered alongside the
‘hard’ matter of bodies.

Dismantling the distinction between nature and culture in understanding
human life is a central tenet of new materialist perspectives, which aims to
show ‘how cultured humans are always already in nature, and how nature is
necessarily cultured’ (van der Tuin and Dolphijn 2010: 154). The ‘natural
body’ has a privileged relation with health (Keane 2009). Duff (2014) and Fox
(2012), among others, have aimed to develop understandings of health and
the body from new materialist perspectives beyond the nature/culture binary
to focus on the ways matter is assembled.

This perspective sees health and illness as emergent properties which come
about as the outcomes of relations between bodies and other objects, settings,
etc. Health and illness come about through particular conditions of engage-
ment, rather than emerging from organs or bodies themselves. This perspec-
tive sees health and illness as assemblages in which ‘organs are but one
element, and neither biology nor the social is privileged over the other’ (Fox
2011: 361).

Conclusion: embodying theory

Theories of the body are concerned with the interplay between the micro and
the macro; individuals and structures; bodies and societies. The dynamics by
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which social change occurs and entrenched inequalities recur are often pro-
duced through the same processes. Both need to be studied in relation to
large-scale social processes as well as the individual, micro-actions carried out
by people and other actors. Concepts need to be able to engage with the ways
things both change and stay the same in dynamic relations. Historically, the
debates in sociology centring on the dynamics between individuals and social
structures, as well as how the processes of social changes and recurring
inequalities occur, have centred around structure and agency. Within youth
studies, discussions about agency have become essential to some of the most
significant conceptual debates currently driving the field. The question of how
to theorise the body sits against the dynamics of micro–macro, social change–
continuing inequality, structure–agency. How can the body be understood
both in context of the social world which produces it, and as an unpredictable,
vital force in itself?

To engage with this question, this chapter has explored perspectives of the
body and society developed by Bourdieu, Foucault and recent feminist
approaches. Theories of agency described by Rose (1996), Barad (2007) and
Coleman (2009) were connected with Deleuze and Guattari’s theories of the
body, and afford more attention to change and unpredictability in the rela-
tionship between bodies and the social world. The potential for generation
and change is a central tenet of the ontology of Deleuzian theory, which has
particular implications for how human and other bodies are conceptualised.
This perspective was developed in reference to gender and health in parti-
cular, as these are key themes of the book. The promise of a feminist Deleu-
zian perspective of the body lies in the attention it affords to the complexities
and nuances of social life to enable fuller understandings of how gender,
health and other key social arrangements assemble.
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3 Researching the body

The body in youth studies research

Broadly speaking, the body has not been a key focus of study or research in
youth studies to date. The body has been something of an absent presence in
the key strands which currently dominate youth research; that is, youth tran-
sitions and youth cultures perspectives. These perspectives and the ways in
which studies of the body are emerging within them are explored first in this
chapter, before discussing some key studies which have been undertaken in
‘youth studies’. Studies of body work relating to gender and health are dis-
cussed, followed by a consideration of some of the key methodological tensions
associated with the body in empirical research.

Youth transitions research

‘Transitions’ has been a dominant theme in youth sociology. This perspective
encapsulates a number of empirical interests in youth research, in particular
young people’s (increasingly prolonged) transitions to adulthood in relation to
changing contexts of education and employment (Côté 2002; Bynner 2005;
Côté and Bynner 2008; Sanders and Munford 2008; Sanders and Munford
2013). Numerous youth studies scholars however have been critical of an
approach to youth that is primarily interested in their capacity to transition
out of youth for a number of reasons. The dominance of the transitions model
has been argued to devalue the importance of youth in its own right by
idealising adulthood; assume a simplistic linear model of development; and
depend on economistic models of youth which view young people primarily
in terms of their ability to contribute capital and labour through employment
(Wyn and Woodman 2006; ; Woodman and Wyn 2015). Wyn and Woodman
argue ‘current approaches inevitably identify education, work and family
patterns of young people’s lives as evidence of their faulty, failed transitions,
measured against the standard of the previous generation’ (2006: 495).
Woodman and Wyn (2015) suggest a ‘generations’ approach can offer a more
nuanced conceptualisation of youth which places biography, social context
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and the state at the centre of analysis. They argue that these factors are cru-
cial for understanding the processes of social change and inequalities, and in
the processes by which young people form identities. France and Roberts
(2014) have critiqued Wyn and Woodman’s generations approach and have
pointed out a range of work in youth studies which attends to the political
and structural contexts of youth transitions beyond economistic frameworks.
One of the central issues in ‘transitions’ debates relates to tensions between
exploring macro social systems (such as ‘transition’ patterns of large cohorts)
and the micro-dimensions in which these patterns play out in young people’s
lives. The embodied dimensions of such micro-social practices have not yet
been developed in the focus on youth transitions. As both Woodman and
Wyn (2015) and France and Roberts (2014) argue, it is crucial to attend to
both the macro- and micro-processes which shape the lives and experiences of
young people. The body, as I argue in this book, is one particular dimension
of focus that could add much to understandings of the interrelationships
between the macro- and micro-processes of social practices.

Youth cultures research

The body’s importance for understanding cultural practices has not always
been recognised in cultural studies (Featherstone 2010). While the physical
body had previously been absent in the bulk of studies of youth cultures and
subcultures it is growing as a key area of focus. Earlier studies of youth
tended to take the body as self-evident in cultural or subcultural practices,
without subjecting it to theoretical or conceptual analysis. However, recent
work in youth cultural studies has begun to emphasise the importance of
embodiment for understanding additional dimensions of youth cultures. Ben-
nett and Robards’s edited collection Mediated Youth Cultures (2014) includes
a section on ‘bodies spaces and places’, which explores the significance of
bodily representations on the internet, for example, in relation to space and
place.

Driver’s ethnographic study is one particularly significant example of an
embodied approach to youth (sub)cultures research. He studied the embo-
died, affective and sensory aspects of young men’s participation in hardcore
music and draws upon the theoretical frames of Bourdieu and Deleuze to
argue that identity and subcultures are emergent; that is, both come into
being continually through the embodied practices of participants (Driver
2011: 987–8). Similarly, Sharp and Nilan explore the importance of embodied
dimensions of art and music and how these are relevant for young women
‘becoming queer punx’ in the masculinist space of the hard core scene in
Australia (2014). Driver and Bennett have also recently begun to theorise the
ways in which music scenes can be further understood as embodied spaces
(Driver and Bennett 2014). Hodkinson (2012) cautions that we should ‘ensure
that enthusiasm to study the affective and the sensual does not result in the
reduction of subculture to the specifics of spectacular emotional or bodily
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experience’. He argues that while it is important to look at the immediate and
embodied sensations of the dance floor, for example, there is more to under-
stand about these practices than sheer experience itself. This is undoubtedly
so. However, given that there has certainly been an overemphasis on cerebral
aspects of subcultures such as consciousness at the expense of the body
(Driver 2011), it is important to retain a focus on these additional embodied
dimensions in youth cultures and subcultures research.

Youth, gender and the body

Gender has been thoroughly examined in empirical studies of young women,
and more recently, young men, across a range of disciplines including cultural
studies, education, gender studies and feminist studies. Young femininities
have received significant empirical and theoretical attention, notably through
the work of Harris (2004), Aapola et al. (2005), Driscoll (2002) and McRob-
bie (2001, 2004, 2007, 2015), Gill and Scharff (2011), Hauge (2009) S. Jack-
son (2015) Ringrose (2013) Renold and Ringrose (2008). Likewise, young
masculinities is a focal point of study through the work of Willis (1977)
Connell (1995); Frosh et al. (2002), Mac an Ghaill (1994) and Kenway et al.
(2006), among others. Nayak and Kehily’s (2006, 2008a) ethnographic study
of young people’s displays of gender embodiment in Britain examined the
ways that gender is regulated, performed and embodied in school-based cul-
tures. While the body and embodiment have not always been the explicit
focus in studies of gender and youth in the past, the body is a growing focus
in youth research (Coffey and Watson 2015; Coffey et al. 2016). The body is
becoming a particular focus in youth research on gender and sexualities,
which is discussed in detail in the next section.

Numerous other studies have also explored the ways gender intersects with
other dimensions of identity, inequality and embodiment in the lives of young
people in relation to class (Skeggs 1997; Walkerdine et al. 2001), poverty
(Frost 2003), race, ethnicity, and the invisibility of whiteness (Bird 2008;
Nayak 2003; Unterhalter et al. 2004), dis/ability (Addlakha 2008; Gibson et
al. 2013; Priestly 1998); sexuality (Bay-Cheng 2003; Allen 2008; Ringrose
2011a; and Mphaphuli 2015), consumption (Brown 2008; Frost 2003; Hol-
lands 2002) and place (D. Farrugia et al. 2015; Nayak 2003, 2006). Nayak’s
(2003) study of race and ethnicity in the UK, for example, picks apart the
complexities and ‘multiple interconnections’ between race, gender, sexuality
and social class. Ethnicity, along with gender and class, plays an important
role in youth cultures. Nayak (2003) argues that ‘zones of bodily consump-
tion’ including sport, music, hairstyles and fashion are examples of young
peoples’ experimentation with ‘a new corporeal canvas’. The prime mode in
which the body is most explicitly the target of focus in youth research, how-
ever, relates to concerns over ‘bodily risks’; in particular, those related to
sexualisation and ‘sexting’.
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Sexualisation and ‘sexting’

Sexualisation is a crucial and growing area of research concerning the body in
youth studies. Feminist studies in Australia, New Zealand and the United
Kingdom have critiqued consumer society’s demand for young women to
embody hypersexualised modes of femininity (Harris 2004; Gill 2007;
McRobbie 2007; Renold and Ringrose 2008; Dobson 2013; S. Jackson 2015;
Retallack et al. 2016). Images of girls’ bodies proliferate in Western visual
media, regulating ‘what it is to be a sexual subject’ and providing a ‘technol-
ogy of sexiness’ (Gill 2008: 53). Paradoxically, there is a paucity of informa-
tion regarding positive sexual embodiment (Coffey et al. 2016). The key
message is that girls are ‘being sexualised by sexualised media’ (S. Jackson
2014) and must therefore be better informed through such campaigns in order
to avoid the narratives of shame and regret that are depicted as the result of
sending an explicit image.

The increasing sexualisation of culture and bodies has been theorised in
relation to post-feminist discourse in which feminism is obsolete as gender
equality has been achieved (Retallack et al. 2016; Ringrose et al. 2013). In
post-feminist understandings, young women’s ‘self-objectification’ is repre-
sented as a mode of empowerment rather than oppression, and as a way of
gaining pleasure and value (Ringrose et al. 2013). This ‘postfeminist media
culture’ of sexiness through bodily display increasingly extends to young
men’s bodies too (Gill et al. 2005; Manago 2013; Siibak 2010), particularly
through new digital technologies and social networking (Harvey et al. 2013).
However, the ‘normalisation’ of sexiness through visual display, enabled by
digital media technologies has led to a generalised moral outrage, exemplified
through moral panic surrounding ‘sexting’.1

This concern has spread to legal and law enforcement agencies, as well as
education and health policy agencies who have been enlisted to address what
has been termed the ‘teen sexting epidemic’ (Ringrose et al. 2013). The sex-
ualisation of children and young girls (or tweens) and the harmful effects of
‘sexting’ and accessing sexual content on the internet are overwhelmingly
discussed in relation to notions of ‘risk’ and harm. Education campaigns
focus on equipping young women in particular with the knowledge and skills
to navigate the ill-effects of sexting (which are variously described as linked
with damaging self-esteem and even leading to depression or suicide). One
high-profile public campaign warning young people of the dangers of sexting
in Australia was ‘Megan’s Story’. The clip shows a young women taking a
photo of her breasts under her school uniform and sending it to a boy in her
class, who instantaneously sends the photo to others in the class, including
her male teacher. Albury and Crawford (2012) discuss this example in the
context of the disparities between the legal penalties and official responses to
sexting, and the responses to sexting by young people themselves. They argue
that the ‘current legal and policy responses to sexting have failed to account
for the range of meanings that young people themselves might apply to the
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practice’ (Albury and Crawford 2012: 464). The UK-based short film
Exposed runs on a similar narrative as ‘Megan’s Story’, and depicts a ‘girl
putting herself at risk by sending explicit photos to her boyfriend’ (Ringrose
et al. 2013). As well as failing to locate the practice of sexting in relation to
the actual experiences and strategies of negotiation used by young people
themselves around the consumption and engagement with such images,
Ringrose et al. argue that the film presents an entirely uncritical view of the
gendered dynamics of blame and shame which underpin the sharing of
images without consent:

[‘Exposed’] does not scrutinise the cultural sexism that normalises the
coercive, unauthorised showing and distribution of images of girls’ body
parts. The implicit message in this and other anti-sexting narratives is
that inherent responsibility for sexting gone wrong therefore lies with the
body in the image rather than, for instance, the agents of distribution.

(2013: 307)

This analysis contributes an important analysis of the specific meanings of
bodies and body parts mediated through digital image-sharing beyond
discourses of risk only, to explore the complex, affective and embodied pro-
cesses which contribute to the currency of images linked to gender relations.
This disrupts the media risk discourse of sexting as a problem of ‘under-aged
girls lacking vigilance in their uses of social media, by sending images of their
bodies to boys, and boys as predatory and over-sexed’, refocusing attention
on the socially mediated meanings of gender and the body (Ringrose and
Harvey 2015).

A range of research has aimed to critique and unsettle the media risk dis-
course in a number of ways: by exploring the perspectives and understandings
young people themselves have of sexting and ‘sexualised media’ (Albury and
Crawford 2012; S. Jackson 2014); through exploring the ways masculinities
are constructed and embodied through digital media technologies and the
sharing and hoarding of sexual images as capital (Harvey et al. 2013);
through exploring the ways young women perform contradictory femininities
in relation to (hetero)sexuality (Renold and Ringrose 2011); and through
placing a specific focus on image content and the meanings associated with
particular body parts (Ringrose and Harvey 2015). In relation to sexting
narratives in particular, Ringrose and Harvey question the ways in which
girls’ and boys’ bodies and body parts are constructed differently and carry
different social meanings. They ask, ‘How are images of girls’ breasts sur-
veilled and owned by others? Why can images of girls’ bodies be used to
sexually shame them? How do images of “six packs”, “pecks” and “bits”
work differently than “boobs”?’ (2015: 205) Ringrose and Harvey argue that
‘affective intensities’ associated with images of girls’ bodies and moral dis-
courses of reward and shame serve to materialise gender differences which
regulate girls’ sexuality. These studies which focus on image content along
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with the discourses and representations prevalent in the mainstream under-
standings of ‘sexting’ provide important insights into young people’s negotia-
tions of digital social media and images, as well as a strong critique of the
implicit sexism and regulation of young women’s bodies and sexualities in
particular. These critical perspectives of the media risk discourse in relation to
sexting enable a more detailed, critical perspective on new technologies of
social media and the implications of bodily display in the lives and worlds of
young people. As Renold and Ringrose argue, in academic and mainstream
analysis, we need to go beyond the tendencies to fix girls as ‘objectified,
innocent victims’ in sexualisation/sexting theses, or as agentic, savvy navigators
of a ‘toxic’ sexual culture, to instead explore how these themes obscure the
‘messy realities of lived sexual subjectivities and how girls may be positioned
in these ways simultaneously’ (2011: 392).

Studies of body work practices

While there is a significant range of work in youth studies that has explored
young women’s and men’s lives in relation to gender, class categories, race and
ethnicity, sexualities and popular culture, the body and appearance are gen-
erally studied indirectly in relation to these broader themes (Frost 2001). The
majority of scholarship on ‘body work’ and body modification does not focus
on youth specifically. Frost’s (2001, 2003, 2005) work is some of the first
scholarship in the specific field of youth studies which places a sustained focus
on the body and body appearance practices in relation to social processes and
the production of identity (see also: Wright et al. 2006; Karupiah 2012). Frost
argues that context in which the body and appearance has come to matter
more for both young women and men is related to the mass changes related
to consumption and identification under late capitalism, particularly in the
West (Frost 2003: 54). In these conditions, ‘the body for both boys and girls is
a basis of judgment and differentiation’ (p. 60). Damage can be inflicted on
boys and girls in relation to their appearance – bodies – along gender lines,
but also related to disability, class and race. Young people’s ‘bodies – how
they adjust and adorn them – may leave them subject to humiliation and
isolation, as well as identification and inclusion’ (Frost 2003: 67). As a result,
Frost argues that ‘the most important structural inequality in relation to
consumer-based image production’ relates to poverty and socio-economic
inequality as these factors exclude young people from participating in
consumption practices.

The body and body work practices have been studied more extensively in
broader sociological studies in relation to gender and health. Studies of the
body, gender and body work by Crossley (2004, 2005, 2007), Davis (1995,
2003) and Spitzak (1990) have undertaken empirical research of men and
women’s embodied experiences in relation to body projects of modification/
maintenance. Studies involving the embodied experiences of participants
often do not foreground gender as related to the participants’ embodied
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experiences; or focus solely on masculinity (Monaghan 1999, 2001b; Gill et
al. 2000, 2005; Watson 2000; ); or femininity (Spitzack 1990; Spitzack 1994;
Davis 1995; Markula 1995). Studies that deal with the embodied experiences
of gender of both men and women are relatively scarce (although exceptions
are Nettleton and Watson 1998; J. Hargreaves and Vertinsky 2007). Further-
more, although these studies deal extensively with the bodies of men or
women separately (and very occasionally both), few studies focus on body
work and men and women together (see Coffey 2013a, 2013b, 2014). These
studies usually focus on one related aspect of body work, such as fitness or
work at the gym (Markula 1995; Crossley 2005) or broader concepts of health
(Watson 2000).

Numerous studies have explored particular practices of body work, such as
bodybuilding, cosmetic surgery, ‘beauty work’ and health practices, and the
discourses of health and gender that are involved in these practices. Studies
which focus explicitly on more than one practice of body work include those
by Gill et al. (2000, 2005), Gimlin (2002) and Crossley (2006). Gill et al.
(2005) for example explored young, healthy (predominantly British) male
adults’ experiences of embodiment in undertaking body projects, mainly on
the broad topic of body modification. Other studies of body work practices
draw upon Foucault’s ‘disciplined body’ to discuss gender and inequality
(Bartky 1990; Spitzack 1990; Spitzack 1994; Markula 1995); Bourdieu’s con-
cepts of physical capital and habitus related to gender relations in snow-
boarding (H. A. Thorpe 2009; H. Thorpe 2011); and analyse the cultural
contexts and discourses surrounding health practices (Crawford 2006; Lupton
2012, 2013; Leahy 2014; Mears 2014).

Studies of exercise and ‘health’ in consumer culture

Numerous studies have used textual analysis of ‘health’ and ‘fitness’ dis-
courses surrounding body work or ‘body projects’ through analysing the
content of magazines. Dworkin and Wachs (2009) provide a detailed discus-
sion of discourses of health and fitness, and their implications for gender, class
and race. Through content and textual analysis of men’s and women’s health
magazines in America over a period of ten years, Dworkin and Wachs analyse
‘how a discourse of health is used to validate relational gender and engage-
ment in consumer culture, and how healthism legitimates neoliberalism and
consumerism’ (2009: 24). Lloyd (1996) also uses content analysis of women’s
health and fitness magazines in America but focuses specifically on aerobics to
critique the way aerobics intersects with dominant norms of femininity,
namely beauty and the ‘tyranny of slenderness’. Similarly, Duncan (1994)
undertakes a Foucaultian analysis of American fitness magazine Shape to
explore the ‘self-conscious body monitoring in women’ encouraged by this
text (1994: 49). These studies do not research the perspectives of those who
consume health and fitness magazines, but their findings and discussions are
relevant to analyses of the social contexts of body work.
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Many studies of ‘fitness’ practices locate body practices in the current neo-
liberal consumer context. Numerous studies focus on women’s embodied
experiences of body work practices including aerobics (Markula 1995; Lloyd
1996), Pilates (Markula 2006, 2011), jogging (Allen-Collinson 2011), swim-
ming (McMahon 2011) and yoga (Lea 2009: 269) for example. An edited
collection by Kennedy and Markula (2011) entitled Women and Exercise: The
Body, Health and Consumerism draws together studies on diverse practices of
body work undertaken by women, such as striptease aerobics (McIntyre
2011), martial arts (Aikido) (Lokman 2011); as well as the experiences of
stigmatisation of large women’s experiences of exercise at the gym (Groven et
al. 2011; Mansfield 2011; Rich et al. 2011), health promotion for older
women of diverse ethnic backgrounds (Wray 2011) and the nexus between
gender, ageing and exercise (Pike 2011). Hargreaves’s (2007) study of the ways
the bodies of Muslim women in sport are experienced and mediated through
different ideological interpretations of Islam in a Western, modern context is
another important study of the negotiation of femininities through the body
and health and exercise practices.

Studies of men’s ‘fitness’ have a narrower focus on practices associated with
muscularity and hegemonic masculinity through weights training at the gym
(Crossley 2005, 2006; Olivardia et al. 2004) and on boxing (Wacquant 1995,
2005) and bodybuilding (Bridges 2009; Lee et al. 2009; Monaghan 1999,
2001a, 2002; Atkinson and Monaghan 2014). Bridges’s (2009) study of male
bodybuilders in Britain examined the ways that masculinity and gender capi-
tal is connected with the sport of bodybuilding. He also uses qualitative
methods including participant observation, interviews with 23 men, and a
grounded theory approach to the data. Monaghan’s (1999, 2001) work on the
embodied experiences of British (predominantly male) bodybuilders also uses
in-depth interviews to explore the connections between bodybuilding, con-
sumer culture imperatives, health and fitness discourses and bodily regimes.
Monaghan (2001) has argued that very little is known about people’s experience
of health, particularly ‘vibrant health’ and physicality.

There have been far fewer studies focusing on the body in men’s experiences
of gender than women’s. Gill et al. (2000, 2005) focus on British men’s
embodied identities through their practices of body modification, including
working out at a gym, body piercing and tattooing through individual life-
history interviews and small focus groups. They examined the ways that
hegemonic and normative masculinity was regulated and negotiated by men
through working on the ‘look’ of their bodies, and the prevalence of dis-
courses of individualism and masculinity in the ways the men discussed their
embodied identities and experiences of their bodies (Gill et al. 2005: 60).
Connell’s Masculinities used life-history interviews to explore the experiences
of a group of Australian men in the context of broad social and economic
changes, and how patterns of gender are being renegotiated or reinscribed.

As the above sections show, the body has been studied in relation to a
diverse array of social contexts and themes across youth, gender and feminist
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studies and sociology more broadly. While the body has not previously
comprised a key area of focus in youth studies, the body has been a focal
point in numerous sociological studies relating in particular to gender, sexu-
ality and health. The way the body is theorised in these studies is similarly
diverse, and is drawn from social constructionist, structuralist, phenomen-
ological and post-structural traditions. The next section returns to the theme
of ‘agency’ introduced in the previous chapter to consider the way in which
theories of the body’s relationship with the social are mobilised in empirical
studies relating to young bodies.

Studies of body work and agency

‘Agency’ is a concept that is widely used in empirical studies in fields of
sociology, and youth, gender and feminist studies; particularly in those studies
concerning the body. Agency is often used in sociological analysis as a taken-
for-granted element of an individual’s being, where an agent, possessing an
intrinsic ‘agency’, is understood as imbued with the power to act in ways
other than dominant ‘structures’ impel (Coffey and Farrugia 2014). However,
as discussed in the previous section, agency, where it is theorised as an
‘essential property of the subject’ can lead to ontological problems in analysis
of the relationship between the body and the social.

A recent example of debate surrounding the theorisation of ‘agency’ in
feminist and youth sociology can be seen in the exchanges between Duits and
van Zoonen and Gill relating to the article ‘Headscarves and Porno-Chic:
Disciplining Girls’ Bodies in the European Multicultural Society’ (Duits and
van Zoonen 2006). In this article, Duits and van Zoonen argue that whether
wearing a headscarf or ‘porno-chic’ clothing (such as ‘visible G-strings’), girls’
bodies are submitted to the meta-narratives of the dominant discourse, which
define their everyday practices as inappropriate regardless of how the girls
wearing a headscarf or ‘porno-chic’ clothing define it. Duits and van Zoonen
argue that in the process of debates about both headscarves and porno-chic,
‘girls are denied their agency and autonomy’ (2006: 104). Duits and van
Zoonen’s (2006) central argument is that feminist analysis should be aimed at
‘giving girls a voice’ to enable them to exercise their ‘agency’ relating to their
clothing choices.

Gill’s (2007) response raises numerous theoretical difficulties implicit in
Duits and van Zoonen’s treatment of the terms ‘agency’, ‘autonomy’ and
‘choice’ from a feminist perspective. Gill asks ‘how well such terms serve
contemporary feminism’ in regard to their analytical purchase for the com-
plex lived experience of girls’ and young women’s lives in a postfeminist, neo-
liberal society (Gill 2007: 72). Gill argues that a focus on the autonomous
choices made by girls remains complicit with, rather than critical of, post-
feminist and neo-liberal discourses: ‘Duits and van Zoonen’s young women
are constructed as unconstrained and freely choosing’ (Gill 2007: 74). In this
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way, Duits and van Zoonen conflate agency with autonomous choice, rather
than interrogating the ‘powerful interests at work in promoting particular
products and practices’ associated with the fashion, cosmetic and health
industries (Gill 2007: 75).

The issues raised by Gill here are emblematic of the theoretical tension
between structure and agency in a broad range of sociological and feminist
empirical work. This tension holds that people (subjects) are neither ‘cultural
dopes’ nor ‘free agents’ (Davis 1995), but that ‘we are all enmeshed in matri-
ces of power’ (Gill 2007: 77). The difficultly here is explaining the processes
through which both agency and structure are brought to bear on the indivi-
dual, since such explanations usually remain caught up in dualistic under-
standings of bodies and society, framing them in terms of liberation/
repression or subjectification/objectification (see Budgeon 2003). For example,
Kennedy and Markula (2011) problematise the constructivist feminist argu-
ment that listening to the voices of women is a form of resistance to oppres-
sive social forces. They argue that this perspective assumes a binary between
those forces and women’s bodies whose practices, voices and experiences are
‘endorsed as more authentic representations of femininity than media repre-
sentations’ (Kennedy and Markula 2011: 11). As discussed in the previous
chapter, the view that representation intervenes and organises the body is
problematic because this presupposes a prior ‘authentic’ body which is then
passively overcoded (Bray and Colebrook 1998).

Kwan and Trautner’s (2009) study of women’s ‘beauty work’ further illus-
trates the ways that agency can be mobilised in analysis and lead to dualistic
understandings of the relationship between the body and the social. Kwan
and Trautner discuss numerous and wide-ranging empirical studies of
women’s practices of ‘beauty work’, including those related to their hair,
make-up, body hair, body size and shape, clothing and nails. Kwan and
Trautner (2009) argue that women are held accountable for these appearance
norms, which are aligned with cultural representations of beauty in con-
temporary Western societies which are largely homogeneous and emphasise a
feminine ideal of slenderness and firmness. These are valid critiques of the
cultural representations of femininity. However, it rests on a model of ‘passive
inscription’ of social norms on women’s bodies. They argue that these domi-
nant norms of femininity are ‘transmitted by the mass media and other visual
images’, and rather simply inscribe power and social relations on women’s
bodies ‘as a text’ (Bartky 1990; Kwan and Trautner 2009). This leads Kwan
and Trautner to argue that women who participate in beauty practices and
body modification ‘can be thought of as “cultural dopes”, passively adopting
hegemonic beauty norms, who would require “consciousness-raising” to
inform them as to how their practices are complicit in larger systems of
domination’ (2009: 63). Alternatively, they argue, it is possible to understand
women as ‘active agents’ who participate in these practices to ‘reap certain
rewards and avoid stigma’, as in through Davis’s (1995) study of women who
undergo cosmetic surgery to alleviate suffering (Kwan and Trautner 2009: 63).
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Either way, Kwan and Trautner argue that beauty work practices reinforce
hegemonic ideals which sustain and reproduce the social order (2009: 63).

As a result, their analysis is based on an ontological understanding of the
female body as fundamentally overdetermined by patriarchy as the ‘victim’
of representation and beauty practices, since even in women’s capacity as
‘agents’ they remain bound in repressive and constraining representations of
femininity. Budgeon argues that the mind/body binary underlies critiques of
the ways women’s bodies are ‘represented’, because such understandings
reinforce that ‘women’s bodies can only ever be outside of representation, and
within current representational practices women’s bodies can only be negated’
(2003: 41). We need a more nuanced approach to understanding the rela-
tionship between women’s bodies and the social, because ‘bodies are never
just objects but part of a process of negotiating and renegotiating self-identity’
(Budgeon 2003: 45).

Coleman too argues that there has been significant recent feminist empiri-
cal work on the relations between young women’s bodies and images in the
media, but much of this is underpinned implicitly by an oppositional model
of body/image, subject/object (2008, 2009). For example, feminist studies of
body dissatisfaction of young women in relation to media images (Grogan
and Wainwright 1996) often maps women’s bodies and media images through
subject/object relations and tensions in representation and structure/agency.
Kwan and Trautner’s (2009) article exemplifies the issues associated with such
an approach.

Rather than seeing the body as primarily an ‘object’ upon which culture
writes meanings, Budgeon (2003) and Coleman (2009), following insights
from Deleuze and Guattari’s theorisation of bodies, propose that it is the
connection and processes between bodies and the world that affect how
bodies are experienced, and how they may be lived. This involves a shift from
a concern for ‘being’ to ‘becoming’, and for the different connections that are
always in process between bodies and the world.

Deleuze and Guattari and studies of the body

Empirical work which uses Deleuzian theory explicitly in methodology and
analysis is relatively new in sociological studies of the body, though it is
beginning to proliferate. In the section below, I explore some of the studies of
identity, gender, the body and body work which have utilised Deleuzian
theory in the methodology and analysis. The collection edited by Coleman
and Ringrose (2013), and key studies by Budgeon (2003), Hickey-Moody
(2007), Fox and Ward (2008), Fox and Alldred (2016) Coleman (2009),
Jackson (2010), and Renold and Ringrose (2008, 2011; Ringrose 2011b, 2013)
in particular have developed feminist sociological approaches to under-
standing young bodies drawn from Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts. The
studies described below relate specifically to the core themes of this book, in
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Deleuzian feminist approaches to understanding youth, gender and health
through the body.

Budgeon (2003) explored the ways young women produce identities
through the body. Budgeon interviewed 33 young women across five sites in a
city in northern England to explore the complex relations between embodi-
ment and identity through their bodies and broader everyday lives. She argues
for a way of thinking about bodies and identity which moves beyond a con-
cern for what the body means towards a concern for what the body can do
and how it becomes through a multiplicity of connections with other bodies
(Budgeon 2003: 51). Budgeon shows that bodies can be understood as more
than the effects of representational practices, conceptualising embodied selves
as processes or ‘events’ of becoming.

Markula (2006, 2011) uses Deleuzian concepts of the body without organs
and assemblage as a way to deterritorialise the practice of Pilates from
dominant health and fitness discourses which define the image of the fit fem-
inine body. Using an ethnographic research design, Markula (2011) becomes
a qualified Pilates instructor and teaches a Pilates class once a week for 12
months. Markula investigates, from a Deleuzian perspective, what she can do
as a researcher to ‘problematize the fitness industry’ and at the same time,
unsettle individualised notions of identity construction of the participants in
her class (Markula 2011: 66). Taking extensive notes from her participant
observation of the classes, Markula attempts to analyse the ‘folds’ typically
involved in fitness practices such as Pilates, and to find ways to unhook the
practices of Pilates from the normative ‘purpose’ of the practices (such as
‘toning’ and controlling the ‘feminine’ body), to ‘continually problematize
building a self, a body and a practice’ (Markula 2011: 74).

Coleman’s (2008, 2009) research focuses on girls’ bodies and their relations
with images using a Deleuzian framework of ‘becoming’, in the place of more
widespread feminist analyses of girls in which their bodies and subjectivities
fall victim to the ‘effects’ of media images. Through interviews and focus
groups with 13 13-year-old and 14-year-old girls from two schools in London
and Oxfordshire, England, Coleman explores the ways the girls connect with
various images through discussing photographs and creating their own mon-
tages of images that are important to them. Rather than studying the effects
of images on the girls, Coleman is concerned with ‘the ways in which the girls’
bodies can be understood as becoming through their relations with images’
(Coleman 2008: 170, original emphasis).

In Jackson’s (2010) feminist ethnographic study of subject formation of
senior adolescent girls in rural, southern USA, she presents a Deleuzian
analysis focusing on the ‘becoming and difference’ of Jesse, a cheerleader.
Jackson explains that she is motivated to ‘work with the girl as an event, to
notice how Jesse unfolds herself through micro-particular movements with her
others’, rather than focusing on the ‘surface’ to see the uniformity or
categorisation of Jesse as a cheerleader (2010: 580). Drawing on Deleuzian
theorisations of becoming, including terminology of molar and molecular and
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‘the event’ of movement or expression through which becoming occurs,
Jackson explores micro-processual ways that Jesse simultaneously occupies
the molar territory of cheerleading (‘a dominant form that attempted to sta-
bilize her identity’) while at the same time ‘molecular processes of her
becoming deterritorialized this space’ (2010: 582).

Studies by Ringrose (2013), Renold and Ringrose (2008, 2011) and Ivinson
and Renold (2013; Renold and Ivinson 2014) have also been particularly
influential in drawing Deleuzian understandings of subjectivity and the body
to disrupt post-feminist descriptions of gender in the midst of moral panics
around girls’ premature sexualisation. A range of work in the field of educa-
tion has similarly drawn on and developed Deleuzian concepts in empirical
research with young people (Mazzei and McCoy 2011; Youdell 2010; Youdell
and Armstrong 2011; Lenz Taguchi and Palmer 2014).

Deleuzian theoretical perspectives have also been developed in the field of
health sociology by Potts (2004), Duff (2010, 2014a) and Fox (2002a, 2002b,
2011, 2012) in particular. Potts’s (2004) study explores men’s and women’s
experiences of sexuality through Viagra as a treatment for erectile difficulties.
This study contrasts the biomedical ‘healthy’ body, which aims for predict-
ability and stability, with the Deleuzian ‘healthy’ body, which aims to multi-
ply its capacity for affect. Fox and Ward (2008) outline a theoretical basis for
the study of identities based on a Deleuzian framework of embodied sub-
jectivity (2008: 1008). They highlight subjectivity as originating in the ‘dialo-
gical confluence between social context and the affirming, creative and
embodied experimentation/engagement of the living body’ (Fox and Ward
2008: 1008). Elsewhere, Fox (2002a, 2002b, 2011, 2012) has discussed Deleu-
ze’s theoretical framework and how it may be applied to understandings of
health, illness and health care in the context of thinking through the rela-
tionship between bodies and society. Deleuzian theoretical perspectives are
also increasingly being drawn upon in sexualities research (Potts 2004; Alldred
and Fox 2015; Fox and Alldred 2016) as well as in research in young people’s
drug use (Duff 2014b; A. Farrugia 2014).

What all of these studies have in common is their approach to the body and
the social. The prime theoretical focus which informs these studies under-
stands the body’s relationship with society in a particular way. It begins from
the premise that the body is a process (rather than primarily a subject/object)
that is made and remade through its ‘multiplicity of continuous connections
with other bodies’ (Budgeon 2003). It is the connection and processes between
bodies and the world that affect how bodies are experienced, and how they
may be lived. My understanding of body work is also informed by this
approach. The practices of body work are an outcome of the body’s broader
connections and relations with other bodies and the world. This involves a
shift from a concern for ‘being’ to ‘becoming’, and for the different connec-
tions that are always in process between bodies and the world. The research
project described below takes up these understandings to examine the processes
and practices of body work.

54 Researching the body

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

2:
39

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



The research project

This research draws on Deleuzo-Guattarian concepts to inform a methodol-
ogy of bodies and practices of body work in relation to gender and health
primarily. I define body work practices as a series of affective relations
between the body and its environment; and as an embodied process. Body
work practices require a conscious investment in the appearance and function
of the body; yet the body itself in its affective capacities also motivates the
processes of body work. The practices undertaken as ‘body work’ can include
any practices which involve the intent to alter the body’s appearance, as well
as altering the subjective experience of the body (such as practices aimed at
‘feeling healthier’).

This study examines the affective relations involved in body work, includ-
ing the ways that health and gender assemblages are produced and affect
participants’ bodies. The central research questions are drawn from the onto-
logical and epistemological frameworks I have outlined based on Deleuzian
approaches to the body:

� How are knowledges, understandings and experiences of bodies produced
through body work practices?

� How do social relations (such as gender and health) intersect with body
work practices, and what does this mean for understanding bodies from a
Deleuzian perspective?

� How do social relations and body work practices affect the body’s
possibilities?

These questions were explored drawing on data from face-to-face, in-depth
semi-structured interviews with 22 men and women aged 18–33 in Melbourne,
Australia. The participants were recruited through the social networking site
Facebook, using personal contacts to distribute advertisements electronically
to their Facebook ‘friends’ who were not contacts or acquaintances of my
own. Recruiting through social media and electronic advertisements was time
and cost-effective, as it allowed me to distribute a large number of advertise-
ments and reach a diverse group of potential participants very quickly.
Another advantage of this recruitment method is that it is relatively unob-
trusive, since participants did not have to take any direct action or engage-
ment with the advertisement unless they were interested in accessing more
information or wanted to participate in the research.

The recruitment flier described the study as exploring ‘what the body
means to young people currently in society’. It stated ‘In contemporary
society, the body is often worked on, maintained or changed in many ways. I
want to hear from you about these issues, and how this may relate to your
own experiences of your body.’ Participants self-selected to participate, and
contacted me through Facebook messenger or email to ask for more
information or to volunteer.
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The flier did not seek participants who undertook particular kinds of body
work, such as gym work or dieting, and participants were not asked to specify
what forms of body work (if any) they undertook prior to the interview. This
allowed participants to speak about any ‘body work’ practice relevant to
them, ranging from the more ‘intensive’ such as cosmetic surgery, through to
the more ‘everyday’ such as hairstyle or going for walks.

All undertook some kind of ‘body work’, but the practices, frequency and
meanings differed. Some did ‘very little’ exercise, for example, but described
their hair or make-up practices as very important to their presentation of self;
others had a very regulated approach to eating and exercise (see Coffey
2013b). All participants connected body work practices related to exercise
and eating with health. Body work practices undertaken by the participants in
this study ranged from ‘healthy’ eating and other dietary features; physical
exercise (including participation in fitness classes such as Pilates, yoga, ‘Box-
ercise’ and ‘Zumba’), jogging, swimming and cycling; styling and colouring of
hair and applying make-up; removal of body hair; tanning; tattooing and
piercing; and cosmetic surgery including Botox, liposuction and breast enlar-
gement. Many of these practices were undertaken by both men and women,
with the exception of wearing make-up, tanning and cosmetic surgery, which
were exclusive to the women in this study.

Participants were predominantly white2 and self-identified as middle class,3

and around half were tertiary educated. Two women described themselves as
having Asian heritage (Japanese/Chinese/Vietnamese), and all participants
were born in Australia. One male participant identified as homosexual.
Images of white, middle-class bodies embody the ideal healthy citizen
(Dworkin and Wachs 2009), and this may help to explain their broad endor-
sement of body work practices aimed at achieving ‘health’. Participants’ ages
ranged fairly evenly from 18–33 years old, with the majority in their twenties.
Two men and two women were students at universities with part-time jobs,
and others had roles in various professions. The women (who were not full-
time students) were currently working in hospitality, retail, the health and
beauty industries (as a make-up artist, dental assistant and beauty therapist),
marketing, or as a nanny or administrative assistant. It is notable that many
of these roles are traditionally ‘feminised’ forms of work in the ‘care’, beauty
and service sectors. The men who were not full-time students were in less
traditional gendered occupations than the women; two were musicians also
working in other professions such as sound engineering or graphic design,
and two other men worked solely as a graphic designer and as a sound editor
for film and television. The occupations of the other five men in the study
were an accountant, a barber, a nurse and a firefighter and professional
footballer.

Interviews took place between March and October 2010 in cafes, parks and
other public spaces in around Melbourne, and lasted up to two hours. A loose
topic guide4 was used to explore participants’ experiences of body work and
broader understandings of health and gender. Interviews were audio-recorded
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and transcribed verbatim. Emergent coding was used, in which key themes and
issues were identified as they emerged from the words of the participants, and
linked to issues around their understandings and experiences of body work,
gender and so on. Following Fox and Ward (2008), I used the method of
interviewing to enter into a discussion to ‘gather the relations and affect,
those things that affect an individual’ (2008: 1013). Where participants in this
study make statements like ‘I feel better about myself when I have been exer-
cising’, I have interpreted that such a statement can be explored or under-
stood using the concept of affect. I analysed the data thematically and
inductively, following analysis techniques described by Minichiello et al.
(2008) and Willis (2006). The approach to data responds to recent calls to
find ways to engage Deleuze methodologically as well as conceptually
(Mazzei and McCoy, 2011). This approach shares a parallel concern with
post-structural feminist approaches to data analysis which emphasise the
multiplicity and variations within and across human identities, rather than a
focus on the individual participant’s interview data as being compatible with
the representation of a coherent ‘self ’ (St Pierre 1997; Mazzei and McCoy
2011).

This study does not aim to be representative, though I attempted to explore
a range of perspectives and experiences through recruiting through networks
of personal contacts. Although the participants were predominantly white,
heterosexual and middle class, there was a high level of variety in partici-
pants’ body work practices, as well as in their understandings and descrip-
tions of experiences related to bodies. I use the data to illustrate theoretical
arguments, approaching the body not as an object or entity but as an event of
becoming, in which the affects and relations in encounters are crucial to the
formulation of change or action.

The relations and affects of the bodies are the primary concern in this
study, and health, consumer culture and gender were particularly important
to participants’ understandings and experiences of bodies. Affect and becom-
ing can be studied in the context of any connections a body has; with other
people, abstract ideas, activities and social constructs (Fox and Ward 2008).
Further work in the future could focus specifically on the affects and relations
of body work practices and understandings of bodies from a range of cultural
and ethnic contexts; or could focus on homosexuality in relation to body
work and understandings and experiences of bodies.

The societal context in which bodies are located and in which body work
practices take place are also central for understanding the participants’
descriptions of their bodies and body work. Gender and consumer culture
which include health ideals, individualism and ‘image’ are key features of the
current social, economic and historical context in which body work takes
place and meanings of bodies are negotiated. The primary methods used in
youth studies research are explored further below, before a discussion as to
how approaches towards studying the body and embodiment may be better
mobilised methodologically.
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Methods in youth research

As described in the studies above, qualitative methods, primarily in-depth
interviewing and ethnography, are the most widely used methods in youth
studies. Participatory research is a key strand in youth studies (Kenway et al.
2006; Campbell et al. 2009; Bagnoli and Clark 2010; Cahill and Coffey 2013).
Participatory approaches commonly use methods such as interviewing and
focus groups with the aim to ‘produce alternative knowledge and more effec-
tive ways of understanding complex situations and relationships’ (Bagnoli and
Clark 2010: 103). In-depth interviewing is a well-established method aligned
with feminist approaches, premised on the importance of meaning-making
and subjectivity in social research (Rubin and Rubin 2005; Travers 2010).
Focus groups and in-depth interviews used in youth research aim to generate
rich, narrative-based accounts of young people’s experiences and the meanings
they draw from these (see Nayak and Kehily 2008b; Ringrose 2013).

Ethnography is another key method used in youth research (Thompson et
al. 2013). Nayak’s extensive study of the embodied negotiations of working-
class identities uses the method of multi-site ethnography (Nayak 2003, 2006;
Nayak and Kehily 2014). This method comprised a range of other approa-
ches, including participant interaction, observations and encounters in set-
tings such as when young people were with friends or family, in local shops,
hanging out on the street, attending urban music events or using public
transport. Nayak describes that living in the area in which the ethnography
was undertaken enabled a ‘lived familiarity and appreciation of the rhythms
and routines of everyday neighbourhood life’ (Nayak and Kehily 2014: 1332).
Kehily also used the method of school-based ethnography to explore issues of
sexuality in relation to young people; first in a study of young men (Kehily
2001) and more recently exploring the transition to motherhood among a
diverse sample of 62 first-time mothers in the UK (Nayak and Kehily 2014).
Ethnography is also a key approach in youth culture and subcultural studies
as a way of doing ‘insider research’, as Hodkinson (2005) discusses. Ethno-
graphic methods are also being extended to study digital communication and
young people’s use of the internet and social media. Harvey et al. (2013) for
example used a combined methodology of qualitative interviews and focus
group discussions and ethnographic observation of young people’s online
interactions to explore young people’s use of digital media technologies. They
use this data to analyse the ways that masculinities and femininities impacted
on the gendered forms of value related to the images that circulated through
mobile online technologies.

Traditional methods of interviewing are increasingly being supplemented
by visual methods such as photovoice and photo elicitation as a way of pro-
ducing more detailed data on young people’s experiences and the meanings
they make (Power et al. 2014). These methods can be used to go beyond
‘words alone’ and provide more complex and nuanced understandings than
may be available in interviews. In Power et al.’s study for example, they argue
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that the element of photovoice highlighted aspects of young people’s sense of
space and community that were either ‘largely absent or were obfuscated in
focus groups and interviews with a researcher-driven agenda’ (2014: 1114). In
another example, Jackson’s study used methods of focus groups and visual
methods including drawings, making scrapbooks and cameras to investigate
‘how girls make sense of “sexualised” popular culture and how they use it
and/or refuse it in their everyday lives’ (S. Jackson 2014: 5). The project also
asked girls to record media video diaries to enable the participants to narrate and
show examples of the media they used every day, as well as enabling them to
produce and direct the material they wanted to share. These methods also
seek to counteract the ‘top-down’ relations of power between researchers
(adults) and participants (young people) in youth research (see Allen 2008).
Allen argues visual methods including photo diaries and photo elicitation
enable young people to set the parameters of research and are thereby ‘less
exploitative’ (Allen 2008).

In the primary study of body work described in this book, interviews were
used as a way of exploring the participants’ descriptions of experiences of
their bodies, while not claiming that interviewing offers privileged authentic
insights to the ‘true selves’ of participants (Sandelowski 2002). Rather, as in
other qualitative approaches, interviews were used in this study as a method
to explore the ways in which participants described their experiences, and
especially their practices and negotiations of their bodies through body work.
In the next section I will further unpack some methodological tensions
associated with attempts to ‘embody’ youth sociological research.

Embodying research

In feminist work aimed at ‘bringing the body back in’, ‘reflexivity’ has been a
key ethical priority, through which the researcher reflects on and discusses the
ways their own thoughts and feelings may have influenced the collection of
the data and its analysis. Only rarely is the researcher’s own physicality
directly discussed (Throsby and Gimlin 2010). My own bodily appearance
and practices matter in the research process, yet they can be awkward to write
about in the traditional academic conventions of scholarly writing (Throsby and
Gimlin 2010: 109). From a feminist Deleuzian perspective, rather than producing
research that only interprets, rhizomatic research sees that both participant and
researcher are in processes of becoming, of affecting and being affected (Mer-
ceica and Merceica 2010). It is important to visibilise my own embodiment in the
research to disrupt the privileged position of disembodied researcher (Ryan-
Flood and Gill 2010).

My physicality, in my age, body size and shape, and general appearance,
are important in the intersubjective and affective dimensions of encounters
with participants in this study. They also have important ethico-political
dimensions. At the time of the study I was aged in my late twenties. I am
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white and middle class. I have blonde hair; I am relatively tall and my body
shape is slim. My body marks me as benefiting from a range of privileges in
racial, classed and physical shape dimensions including ‘thin privilege’ (Bacon
2009). Because of the themes of the research, I was uncomfortable about the
potential of my body to reinforce dominant ideals of slim femininity (Bordo
2003). I was concerned that my own body shape would lead participants to
assume that I endorse slimming forms of body work to achieve the ‘feminine
ideal’. Participants may also have assumed that I would be critical of them if
they did not undertake much ‘body work’, such as when Steph said although
she hardly has any spare time, ‘that’s a pretty shit excuse’ not to do exercise. I
made a concerted effort to open a space to ‘problematise’ the slender feminine
body, and many participants elaborated on their perspectives of a range of
female body shapes being ‘beautiful’ to them beyond the ‘slender ideal’. My
age and ethnicity was very similar to most participants, and was likely also
important in the interview encounter in providing a basis of ‘common
ground’, through which participants may have assumed I would implicitly
understand their perspective as a (relatevely) ‘young person’ like them. My
body may also have made me seem like an ‘insider’ to those women (and
men) in this study who undertook the most intensive forms of body work. As
Throsby and Gimlin (2010) argue however, being an ‘outsider’ to research
related to body practices can mean that participants give rich explanations of
their practices to someone who is ‘unknowing’. There were times such as in
Beth’s description of anorexia, and Kate’s and Isabelle’s cosmetic surgery
practices, as well as Ben’s weight lifting and Adam’s AFL training that I was
(likely) encountered as a sympathetic ‘outsider’, and they gave me generous,
rich descriptions of their experiences.

A focus on ‘the body’ is aligned with conceptual approaches which aim to
redress the body’s marginalisation in theoretical and empirical work at the
expense of ‘rationality’ and a focus on the human mind. Paying attention to
the body opens up a range of possibilities for empirical work, through
exploring the dimensions of experience that are often invisible or not fore-
grounded in research that relate to the body, such as affect, embodied sensa-
tions. It is about opening analysis beyond people’s ideas about things, to
exploring sensate, physical dimensions of living which are involved in producing
action and change. Foregrounding embodiment and the material body can be
difficult to achieve (Ryan-Flood and Gill 2010), particularly when combining
a non-representational theoretical framework of embodiment with empirical
research (Vannini 2015). Developing approaches in which the body and visc-
eral experience is central, rather than marginal, poses both challenges and
new opportunities in research with and about young people in the sociology
of youth. The methodological implications related to the challenges and
opportunities of embodied approaches for the sociology of youth are taken up
again in the final chapter of the book.
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Conclusion

This chapter has detailed the current existing research focusing on the body,
and has called for an increased focus on the body in youth studies theory and
research. A focus on embodiment and the body is about opening analysis
beyond the cognitive dimensions of experience to also exploring the sensate,
physical dimensions of living which are involved in producing action and
change. The body has generally not featured as a key focus of study in the
dominant strands of ‘transitions’ and ‘cultures’ perspectives in youth studies.
In the case of youth transitions research, a focus on the body could contribute
to richer, more nuanced understandings of the interrelationships between the
macro- and micro-processes of social practices such as those relating to edu-
cation and work patterns. There has similarly been over-emphasis on cerebral
aspects of subcultures at the expense of the body and embodiment in youth
cultures research. Increased attention to the body could enhance under-
standings of the dynamics between embodied experience and broader patterns
of practice. A focus on the body can add much-needed nuance and richness in
studying the diverse and complex dynamics between young people’s lives and
the social. It can also be useful in disrupting and critiquing dominant
knowledge ‘about’ youth, for example, in concerns around ‘risky’ practices
which often implicitly centre on the body. As I argued using the case example
of ‘sexting’, a focus on the body assists in showing the limitations of media risk
discourses for understanding young people’s engagements with the practice.

The study of young people’s body work practices aims show the potential
and promise of the call to ‘embody’ youth sociological research. Studying
body work is a way of placing the body as central empirically through specific
practices and activities related to gender and health, whilst also aligning with
the broader understanding of the body formed as an active process. New ways
of engaging this active process of embodiment through new methods, or
through carefully exploring the ontological underpinnings of more traditional
methods, will continue to be developed as the body becomes more prominent
theoretically and empirically.

Notes
1 www.rollingstone.com/culture/news/sexting-shame-and-suicide-20130917; http://toda

y.ninemsn.com.au/article.aspx?id=8265778; http://kidshealth.org/parent/firstaid_sa
fe/home/2011_sexting.html.

2 In terms of race and ethnicity, the sample largely identified as ‘white’, ‘Anglo
Saxon’ or ‘Caucasian’. As Dworkin and Wachs (2009) have argued, white bodies
dominate bodily ideals. Although I had distributed advertisements to a range of
personal contacts who themselves would not identify as ‘Anglo/white Australians’,
and to many friends whom I knew to have friends from a range of ethnic back-
grounds, overwhelmingly, it was the ‘white’ Australians who self-selected to participate
in this study.

3 A question on the demographic information sheet completed by participants at the
conclusion of the interview asked what ‘class’ they would identify with. With the
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exception of six participants, all asked me to clarify the question; for example,
Jason asked, ‘Um, class? What should I put here?’ I would respond that the ques-
tion was ‘sort of referring to middle, working class or upper class’ and tell partici-
pants not to worry about leaving the question blank. Three did leave it blank;
others wrote ‘middle’. Just under half (10) had attained university degrees, six had
completed TAFE or other practical tertiary training, five listed VCE as their highest
level of education, and one reported year 10 as being their highest level of educa-
tion. (TAFE = technical college certificate and VCE = Victorian Certificate of
Education, which means graduating from high school; high school in Victoria,
Australia runs from grades 7–12.) Of those who did not ask what it meant, three
wrote ‘middle-upper’ (those participants held bachelor’s degrees and had attended
prestigious private schools), one wrote ‘White/middle’ (also had a bachelor’s
degree); two wrote ‘lower middle’ (one had a bachelor’s degree, the other had
completed VCE); and one wrote ‘all’, probably due to the wording of the question,
and his interpretation of the word ‘identify’. Issues surrounding class were not
directly discussed in the interviews, however most were able to engage with the sorts of
‘health’ and ‘fitness’ lifestyles that are currently privileged. The bodily ideals pre-
valent in ‘healthism’ and consumer culture underscore white, middle-class bodies
(Dworkin and Wachs 2009); and many of the participants in this study could be
considered part of this privileged, dominant classed and raced group. As McLeod
and Yates specify in their study on young people in Australia, ‘to use “class” as a
focus and interpretative marker is to address issues of social distinction, hierarchy,
power in individual identities and in the patterns of social relationships between
individuals’ (2005: 161). Class categories and terms are difficult to pinpoint in
contemporary Australia, though class distinctions undoubtedly exist and are lived
out by everyone (McLeod and Yates 2005). Even in England, a much analysed
‘classed society’, class is not a category young people themselves think with,
according to a study by Phoenix and Tizard (1996).

4 Interviews followed a loosely structured topic guide: Life context: work and/or
study, living arrangements, general life discussion. ‘Ideal’ bodies: what sorts of
bodies (men’s and women’s) are presented as ‘ideal’? What are their features? What
do you think of these bodies? What sorts of work would be involved in the
appearances of these bodies? Body work: do you do anything to work on your
body? Discuss in detail. What does it mean to you? What are your motivations for
doing this? How does your body feel when you do these things? Would you do
more/less? Demographic answer sheet completed at the end of the interview.
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4 Assembling gender: body work,
identities and the body

Introduction

In contemporary sociology, practices geared to shaping the body and physical
control (such as through diet, fitness regimes and presentation of the body
through consumption) are understood as increasingly central to people’s sense
of self-identity. The body and ‘body image’ is a central concern for young
people, and a key focus of government policy in Australia. The National
Advisory Group on Body Image was set up by the Australian government in
2009 to find strategies of addressing the problems associated with body image.
In February 2012, the first international summit on body image was held by
the UN. The increase in health, beauty and fitness industries is aligned with
an increase in attention to the body, and ‘body image’ for both women and
men. ‘Body image’ issues are presented in the popular media and psychology
as predominantly individual pathologies, but also linked to the negative
‘effects’ of images (Coleman 2009). The dynamics of embodiment and body
work practices are highly complex, and require a different way of thinking
about bodies and the relationship between bodies and society. I develop the
term ‘body work’ to theorise the dynamic process by which bodies and
societies shape each other.

The presentation of bodies is strongly delineated by gender norms. Though
men are now argued to be moving towards the ‘dubious equality’ as con-
sumers of health, fitness and cosmetic products (Featherstone 1982), partici-
pants’ descriptions of men and women’s ‘ideal’ bodies broadly linked with
dominant conceptualisations of masculinity and femininity as exclusive,
dichotomous categories, in line with conventional gender relations (Frost
2003). Body work practices are thus ‘gendered’ and are shaped by a broader
context of unequal gender structures, patterns and norms. Binary gender
arrangements can be understood as key elements which ‘territorialise’ the
body. The idealised woman’s body in this context is slender, while the idea-
lised man’s body is toned and muscular (Bordo 1999, 2003; Dworkin and
Wachs 2009). Participants’ descriptions of men and women’s ‘ideal’ bodies
broadly reflected these gendered characteristics. The gendered physicalities of
these ‘ideal’ bodies connect to a range of underlying assumptions around
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men’s ‘natural’ physical strength and prowess, and women’s ‘natural dainti-
ness’, as one participant in this study described. The rise in men’s concern for
the body can be understood as linked to their increasing participation in
consumption practices around the body such as gym culture (Crossley 2006).
The body work practices both women and men undertake in this context are
strongly geared towards emphasising, or producing, gendered differences
through the body (territorialisations). Numerous examples can be understood
as producing molar gendered identities through participants’ body work
practices. Importantly, while these arrangements are taken as important in
understanding the current significance of body work, they are not approached
as neatly explaining body work. Instead, a focus on gender as a process
through which bodies are assembled, rather than a force inscribed on a pas-
sive body, enables the nuances and ambiguities in the examples to be drawn
forth to also show the contingent and non-essential ways in which gender is
engaged in producing the body and body work. The Deleuzo-Guattarian
theoretical framing of the body and the concept of assemblage introduced in
Chapter 2 are discussed first to ground the empirical examples of gender and
body work which follow.

Theorising gender as an assemblage

A Deleuzo-Guattarian approach understands the body as produced through
encounters, relations, forces and practices. This approach moves beyond
‘human nature’ as the prime ontological category of analysis to also explore
the ways in which matter, affect, biology, technology, politics and other forces
are crucial in ‘assembling’ what we understand as human and natural (Rose
2007). It places attention on the numerous things or forces the body engages
with, including discourses, affects, ideals, norms, practices, institutions and
other bodies and objects.

An assemblage is ‘always collective, [and] brings into play within us and
outside us populations, multiplicities, territories, becomings, affects, events’
(Deleuze and Parnet 2002: 51). An assemblage ‘designates something which
happens between two terms which are not subjects, but agents, elements’
(Deleuze and Parnet 2002: 51). Another definition of assemblage is a func-
tional collection of connections (see Currier 2003). Assemblages are func-
tional because they create the conditions for orientation towards action. It is
for this reason that assemblages are often described as ‘active’. Assemblages
can therefore be understood as functional, active collections of connections.
The key ontological basis for this concept is that assemblages are not ‘trans-
cendent structures’ which can be traced to an imaginary essence; i.e. do not
map back onto social orders, including male/female, mind/body. They are not
fixed to an ‘immutable order’, and are instead ‘continually in flux’ (Currier
2003: 321).

The concept of assemblage can also be used to describe the ways gender
relations operate to territorialise bodies. Territorialisation assists in explaining
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the process by which forces of the social such as gender, class, ability and
ethnicity for example regulate and produce bodies through social categories
and hierarchies (Fox 2002: 353). Territorialisation can be understood as a key
dimension of a body’s process of assembling, denoting an active process and
body rather than passive inscription of the body by social norms, such as
representations of ‘ideal bodies’. Bodies assemble through a ‘functional col-
lection of connections’ (see Currier 2003), including discourses, norms, ideals,
institutions, bodies, affects and practices. Understanding gender as an assem-
blage sees it as a functional, active arrangement of connections which oper-
ates as only a temporary articulation or territorialisation rather than an
essential identity category. This is not to say that gender as an assemblage is
benign and neutral; gender is certainly cut across by dominant power rela-
tions, or what Deleuze and Guattari would term ‘binary machines’. Current
arrangements of gender can be understood as produced by the binary
machine because a binary model of biological sex still frames dominant social
understandings and gender arrangements. The perspective of gender as an
assemblage, however, assists in disrupting this binary position, and insists that
the current dominance of current arrangements has no essential or originary
basis.

Following Fox, assemblages can be understood as ‘elaborated from dis-
parate elements that can be material, psychic, social and abstract/philosophical’
(2011: 364). Fox gives an example of this through delineating elements of an
‘eating assemblage, [comprising] (in no particular order), at least: Mouth –
food – energy – appetite’ (2011: 364).

Following this example, a relational gender assemblage might comprise at
least (and in no order):

The (biological, sexed) body – bodily presentation – body work –
discourses – norms – ideals – images – performance – expectations –
sexuality

These concepts have been drawn on by a number of feminist authors to
assist theorisations of bodies and gender. One key reason this perspective is
attractive and seen to hold promise relates to Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987)
insistence on there being no essential or biological basis for current dominant
relations of power and resulting inequalities; instead, they focus to recognis-
ing positive potential and affirmation of difference. For these reasons, this
approach can add important dimensions to analysis of the embodiments and
productions of gender in everyday life.

Examples will show the ways gender is performed and produced in relation
to gender as a complex relational assemblage. From this perspective, gendered
embodiments are not simply the reproductions of dualist gender formations;
rather, gender is engaged, negotiated and produced continually through
affects and relations. This approach to gender as continually produced
through affects, relations and doings enables the ambiguities and complexities
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of gender to be explored, including the bodily and sensate dimensions of
sociality beyond the discursive.

Gender and body work

Gender was a central theme in participants’ discussions of their bodies and
body work practices. Understandings of the body which focus on embodied
sensations are crucial to analysing participants’ explanations of their experi-
ences of body work in this context. Some participants explain that their
experiences of body work and the embodied sensations involved relate
directly to their experience of self or identity. Exercise and discourses of
gender and health also link into the participants’ understandings and experi-
ences of their bodies and selves. These factors together go towards comprising
the gender assemblages of participants.

The practices of body work undertaken by participants in this study varied
greatly, but in many instances were patterned by familiar gender arrange-
ments. Exercise was an aspect of body work for almost all participants and
included playing team sports (such as netball, baseball and soccer); jogging;
swimming; cycling; yoga and doing fitness classes at the gym (such as ‘box-
ercise’ or ‘Zumba’). Only men spoke of going to the gym to lift or train with
weights, however, and almost all (nine out of 11) of the men practiced this
form of body work. Men as well as women spoke about being careful about
their diet, such as through avoiding fatty foods and eating ‘healthier’ fruit and
vegetables or avoiding carbohydrates to control their weight. Being ‘over-
weight’ or ‘fat’ was viewed by most participants as unacceptable for men or
women in broader society; although being specifically ‘skinny’ or slender was
understood as being more important to women’s ‘body image’ than men’s.
Three women in this study spoke about eating disorders; two (Beth and Isa-
belle) had suffered from an eating disorder, and Clare had a close friend who
had. Others though noted that the vast majority of those who suffer from
eating disorders are women. Cosmetic surgery was also discussed as being
primarily undertaken by women, though Isabelle said she had noticed an
increase in male patients at the cosmetic surgery day clinic at which she is
employed. Isabelle and Kate had undergone cosmetic surgical procedures.
Other forms of body work included wearing make-up, which all of the women
(and no men) wore. Isabelle, Anna, Gillian, Victoria and Beth said they wore
make up most days, and described wearing it as generally important to feeling
‘good’ or ‘comfortable’. Sara, Angela, Kate, Kim, Clare and Steph said they
liked to wear make-up sometimes, but also felt comfortable not wearing it,
such as when going to the gym or to the shops. Most women, and no men,
also discussed ‘tanning’ (from the sun, solarium or fake tanning creams) as a
form of body work they undertake sometimes. Hair styling was discussed by
most women, and two men, Simon and Paul. The practices that were most
clearly defined and associated with traditionally gendered bodily norms were
lifting weights, which was done only by men; and wearing make-up,
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undergoing cosmetic surgery or suffering eating disorders related only to
women in this study.

I will now explore the ways in which ‘ideal’ physical characteristics were
described as gendered by the participants and link with broader cultural and
social discourses of gender before going on to discuss some of the paradoxes
and complications involved with these seemingly rigid gendered forms of
body work.

Negotiating ‘ideal’ (gendered) bodies

Participants’ descriptions of men and women’s ‘ideal’ bodies broadly linked
with dominant conceptualisations of masculinity and femininity as exclusive,
dichotomous categories, in line with conventional gender relations (Frost
2003). Their descriptions can be read as territorialisations which produce and
regulate bodies through social categories and hierarchies (Fox 2002: 353).
Women, for example were broadly described as being more ‘self-conscious’
about their appearance than men, with their body work practices centred
mainly on ‘slimming’ activities such as dieting or exercise (Gimlin 2002;
Dworkin and Wachs 2009). By contrast, appearance was construed as some-
thing men generally did not care about. This is ironic, given that ideal men’s
bodies were described as looking muscular, which requires body work prac-
tices of lifting weights and necessitates a great deal of attention to the body’s
aesthetics (Atkinson and Monaghan 2014). These generalisations can be
understood as linking into broad cultural conceptions of femininity as body
based, and masculinity as associated with strength, power and intelligence
(Witz 2000). Although many participants did not endorse these ‘ideal’ figures,
or do the sorts of body work required to ‘achieve’ these bodies, all identified
them as the mainstream ideal. While these narrow understandings of men’s
and women’s bodies were used by participants to make sense of others’
bodies, their experiences and understandings of their own bodies and body
work practices were much more complex. The concept of affect assists in
drawing out these complexities and ambiguities, as will be discussed later in
the chapter.

The following examples show how physical characteristics are gendered
and frame participants’ discussions of ‘ideal’ men’s and women’s bodies.1 The
comments below illustrate how some participants described the characteristics
of ‘ideal’ women’s bodies:

Just like a slim toned figure, tanned, and long legs, and that sort of thing.
(Sara, 24, dental nurse)

I think girls … they don’t want the curves. They want the shiny skinny
sexy legs that they see on TV. They want that slender look, the skinny
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arms and not muscly but really skinny and thin, they want to look like
models who look like that.

(Adam, 23, footballer and university student)

Tall, good body, skinny, definitely not fat. Good looking, I always picture
like, long hair and all that sort of stuff. Good body means toned, not too
skinny, average size and fit, that sort of thing.

(Clare, 18, high school student)

I like, sort of, a thin, well not, thin, but sort of er … not under-thin but
not large sort of a person. I think some degree of toning but not someone
who’s muscly, or anything like that.

(Tom, 24, firefighter)

Slenderness and muscle tone is described as ideal. Women’s ideal bodies
were ‘definitely not fat’, but not ‘under-thin’ or ‘too skinny’ though, either.
Being ‘toned’ is described as important, but being ‘muscly’ transgresses
dichotomised norms of femininity because of the connotations between
muscularity and masculinity (Grogan et al. 2004; Bridges 2009).

Men’s ‘ideal’ bodies were described as ‘rugged’, ‘athletic’, ‘tall’ and ‘strong’.
The following are some descriptions of ‘ideal’ men’s bodies:

Someone who’s quite built, a chiselled jaw … I keep going back to what I
think is attractive! Probably someone who’s relatively tall, built, not like
overly muscular, but probably in between, not scrawny, toned I guess?

(Kim, 24, administrative assistant)

Quite athletic, broad chest, um … yeah. I’d just probably say strong and
athletic-type image.

(Sam, 26, nurse)

Tall. Sporty. Muscly. [giggles]
(Clare, 18, high school student)

They’ve got sort of the 6 pack [defined abdominal muscles] and the ‘V’
going [muscular torso] and the sculpted sort of body with the muscles
and that.

(Adam, 24, footballer/student)

Um, definitely toned! Not too big though in the arms, not too like buffed
out and puffy, sometimes that looks a bit too fake, but definitely, toned
stomach and toned arms, and … tall, not too tall but probably 6 foot.

(Victoria, 23, marketing officer)
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Being ‘built’ or having a ‘sculpted’ muscular body; along with looking
‘strong’ but ‘not too big’ (but also ‘not scrawny’) were all emphasised as
characteristics of ‘ideal’ male bodies. Others also said ideal men’s bodies
should be ‘definitely not fat’ or overweight, and this is a similarity between
men’s and women’s idealised bodies: fat is reviled (Lupton 2013). The sorts of
descriptions however between men’s and women’s ideal bodies above rely on
gendered oppositions, and link more broadly to hierarchal categorisations of
gender (Connell 2009). This is illustrated in Sam’s example. When discussing
‘ideal’ bodies for men and women, he says:

I guess men are looking for that more athletic, muscly type of figure. Sort
of harking back to the classic ‘man’ sort of thing, you know strong, make
you feel safe, that sort of thing. You don’t want a guy who’s all prissy-
looking. You kind of want a man to be a man. And on the flip side, I
guess you want women to be petite, and dainty, and I don’t know. You
don’t really want the butch, hard-looking woman that could beat the crap
out of you!

(Sam, 26, nurse)

Sam describes dichotomous gender ideals as ‘natural’, supported by bodily or
biological differences between men and women. To exemplify his perception
as how men and women’s bodies should look and how they should behave, he
uses examples of the ‘prissy’ guy and the ‘butch, hard-looking woman’ as
repellent, transgressive figures, in order to emphasise revered ‘classic’ and
‘natural’ versions of a man. Examples such as these have typically served to
naturalise men’s and women’s bodily differences as the basis for gendered
inequality (Grosz 1994). Traditional, patriarchal and heterosexist versions of
femininity are also strongly asserted, when Sam argues ‘you want women to
be petite and dainty’, and that it is his instinct to be ‘protective’ of women.
These sorts of comments demonstrate the binary logic and molar gender
categories which can territorialise the body. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) refer
to social structures and institutions such as the state, gender, class and other
dominating and normalising forces (including discourse) that operate on
binary logic as ‘binary machines’. The normalising gender and heterosexist
discourses which operate in Sam’s example are one key aspect by which the
gender assemblage is produced. This assemblage is functional; the discourses
within it assist in producing the conditions of possibility for further interac-
tions and engagements. Though few participants described gender and bodies
in normalised or restrictive ways as Sam, these examples of the ways ‘ideal’
bodily norms link with dominant, binarised gendered characteristics are
important in contextualising some of the current discourses of gender which
frame young people’s body work practices. Their descriptions of bodily norms
and idealised appearances give important detail on the discursive framings of
gender norms as they connect with the production of particular bodies.
Gender discourses, however, are only one dimension of a gender assemblage;
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the way gender operates also includes affective and material dimensions.
Seeing gender as a functional assemblage involves exploring the ways all of
these elements together produce the body’s possibilities in relation to gendered
embodiment. The discursive and affective dimensions of gender assemblages
are explored in the next sections on ‘luminous’ gendered bodies.

Femininity, visibility and consumer culture

This section further explores the current emphasis on the body’s appearance
and how some women in this study described their practices of body work in
the context of ‘luminous’ femininities (McRobbie 2009), linking gender with
other social assemblages and contemporary social contexts, including consumer
culture and sexuality.

The different sorts of body work undertaken by men and women was
broadly described in the study as relating to different social expectations or
‘pressures’ around men’s and women’s bodies. Men and women emphasised
that women are judged more for their appearance than men, linking in with
gender and heterosexual discourses in which women’s beauty is central in
attracting a male partner. As Kate explains:

I get caught up in ‘this is how I’m supposed to look, this is what I’m
supposed to be’. And it’s really crappy. It gives you that low self-esteem.
And very rarely do you see men, like it’s very rare for a man to have an
eating disorder … obviously the pressure for women to look really skinny,
they cave under that pressure and they go ‘oh I need to go and have
plastic surgery, I need to stop eating, I need to go and do all these things’.
Men, not so much. You don’t really see a man who’s had a nose job. It’s
not as much of a thing. But for women it is. And women I think are
scared. Like ‘my husband’s gonna leave me if I don’t look younger, or if
I’m not this’. It becomes less about who they are and their personality
than about how they look.

(Kate, 24, administrative assistant/nanny)

Kate is critical of the gendered expectations surrounding men’s and women’s
bodies, and the responsibility women bear in relation to the appearance of
their bodies and the impact this has for heterosexual relationships. Kate
describes that women perceive the need to ‘look really skinny’, have plastic
surgery or a ‘nose job’, or ‘stop eating’ or ‘look younger’ because women are
‘scared’ they will lose their partners if their ‘attractiveness’ diminishes. Kate is
critical too of the underlying assumption that a woman’s appearance is indi-
cative of ‘who she is’ or her personality; and argues that societally, men’s
bodies do function as symbolic for their entire being in the way women’s
bodies do.

As McRobbie (2009: 118) has argued, ‘female body anxieties are intricately
tied up with the high value which society places on spectacularly coded styles
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of feminine beauty and sexuality’. The ways that bodies are lived by both
women and men may involve such ‘anxieties’ (as will be discussed), and many
of the women, including Kate, highlight the ways they feel constrained
through societal pressure to live up to such ‘spectacular’ feminine forms of
beauty. Other participants say they feel ‘pressure’ to monitor their appearance
because of the broader societal expectation that women are viewed as ‘on
display’ (Davis 1995):

I think the media places a lot of pressure on women to look a certain
way, to be a certain way … and guys don’t really get [experience] that.

(Kim, 24, administrative assistant)

Similarly, Paul criticises consumer culture and the fashion and beauty indus-
tries for contributing to women feeling ‘under pressure’ to live up to idealised
forms of femininity, creating a situation in which there is ‘more in the world
for women to worry about’:

For women, of course there’s just so much more of an industry towards
women and appearance. I mean there’s make up, there’s diet, there’s
clothes and whatever. From wherever that came from or whatever that’s
based on, there’s definitely … more … um … more in the world for
women to worry about.

(Paul, 32, sound editor)

Gillian also discusses the theme of women being under more ‘pressure’ link-
ing with popular and consumer culture including the media, advertising,
beauty and fashion industries, but also extends her comments to the wider
experiences and actions of men and women:

Women definitely have it harder. Yep. Oh, just the pressure. Well maybe
it’s the pressure they put on themselves? Coupled with pressure from
society, pressure from men. And of course, I think in the media, I think
women’s beauty and physical attributes are much more, there’s much
more importance placed on that than there is on men’s appearance. So,
yeah, I think definitely women have a harder time.

(Gillian, 31, make-up artist)

Gillian’s view that there is more importance placed on a woman’s appearance
than a man’s appearance is a key aspect of many of the other comments
regarding gender and bodies made by participants in this study, by both men
and women. This view links with feminist critiques of the appearances
‘required’ of women’s bodies (Bartky 1990; Wolf 1991; Bordo 2003), which
implicate the media, consumer culture and patriarchy as contributing to the
gender structures which promote idealised and highly stylised images of
women and femininity. Gillian also individualises her experience, blaming
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herself for ‘putting pressure on myself and putting ideas in my head’, despite
having just criticised men’s and the media’s roles in this context. There are
many factors at work in Gillian’s example which link broadly to the ways
gender relations, images and the media are negotiated (Coleman 2009;
Featherstone 2010), particularly in an individualised neo-liberal context in
which people are encouraged to problematise and monitor their own
predicaments rather than looking to broader societal patterns of inequity
(McRobbie 2009).

Feminine luminosities and shopping centres

The dynamics of being ‘visible’ or ‘noticed’ related to femininities’ modes of
bodily presentation are particularly apparent in discussions of shopping cen-
tres. The material space of the shopping centre is crucial in producing the
affects associated with luminous feminine bodies who ‘stand out’ and look
‘special’ through specific modes of bodily presentation.

Sara describes the ways that some women are more visible or noticeable
than others in a social space such as a shopping centre:

SARA: If there’s a girl that’s got a lot of make-up on, walking around shop-
ping, and with a lot of make-up on and really dressed up, you can tell
they look after themselves? I think you can tell on some people [what sort
of person they are]. I think you look at them twice because they’re so …
done up so well, but it doesn’t mean I want to look like that.

JULIA: Yeah. What about other things … does it go the other way, if people
look the opposite of that?

SARA: Yeah, you don’t really look at them. You don’t acknowledge them at
all really. Cos there’s nothing to, there’s nothing special to see, they’re just
casually dressed and hair tied back or whatever. I think it’s just the people
who do themselves up really nicely they sort of stand out.

(Sara, 26, dental assistant)

Sara describes a particularly visible form of femininity in which ‘a girl with
a lot of make-up on, really dressed up … stands out’. This example also links
in with theories which argue that social space is organised around opportu-
nities for display and surveillance. In these social spaces, some are more visi-
ble than others. The display of consumer goods such as in shopping centres,
department stores and supermarkets, encourages voyeuristic consumption in
which ‘the individual is increasingly on display as he/she moves through the
field of commodities on display’ (Featherstone 1982: 19). Practices of body
work, such as wearing make-up and other techniques associated with what
Sara calls ‘doing yourself up nicely’, are part of ‘an expanding market for the
sale of commodities’ in consumer culture (Featherstone 1982: 19).

A new materialist perspective of affect enables a focus on the specificities
and micro-relations of context – in this case, the ‘fashion–beauty complex’
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(Bartky 1990) associated with femininities in the post-feminist consumer
space of the shopping centre (Jackson et al. 2012). Another participant, Isa-
belle, describes feeling ‘yuck’ and avoiding people’s gaze if she goes to a
shopping centre after work when she is not wearing make-up:

I find if I go to a shopping centre after work and I have no make-up on
and my hair’s yuck, I don’t really make eye contact with people, because
I feel yuck? … I get anxious, like if I’m in the shopping centre and I look
yuck, even though I don’t look bad but I feel like I do, I feel like people
are staring at me and then I get panicky, and like I can’t breathe and I
have to go home.

(Isabelle, 24, beauty therapist)

McRobbie argues that it is increasingly difficult to be visible and ‘to function
as a female subject without subjecting oneself to those technologies of self
that are constitutive of the spectacularly feminine’ (2009: 60). Sara’s example
links with McRobbie’s argument, when she contrasts a ‘girl’ who wears a lot
of make-up and who is ‘dressed up’ and as being worthy of looking at ‘twice’,
with the woman who does not display femininity in this highly cultivated way,
who is dressed casually with her ‘hair tied back’, ‘nothing special to see’ who
‘you don’t acknowledge at all really’. McRobbie argues, ‘the global fashion
beauty complex charges itself with the business of ensuring that appropriate
gender relations are guaranteed’ (2009: 61). The dynamics of visibility are a
core to feminine luminosities in consumer culture spaces exemplified by the
shopping mall, and the affective dimensions of this image is particularly intensive
(Featherstone 2010). Gendered practices of consumption, such as through
being ‘really dressed up’ in fashionable clothes and wearing a lot of make-up
are required to be ‘noticed’. Isabelle and Sara’s examples show that this process
is not only discursive, but is also profoundly affective and registered through
embodied sensations including feeling ‘yuck’ and out of place if the body is
not presented in a way that is perceived as expected in that particular space.

The implications of not performing femininity as ‘expected’ is taken further
in another example from Isabelle below, in which she describes the impor-
tance of being seen ‘as feminine’ (and, by implication, heterosexual) through
bodily presentation:

If a woman’s a tradie [Aus. slang for ‘tradesman’ or blue-collar worker]
and she looks a bit butch, you don’t see her as feminine, so … people
don’t really, women don’t really want that … Some people say it’d be
easier to be a man, but I don’t wanna be a man. I like getting all dressed
up, looking nice, looking pretty. It’s a lot of work but I like it.

(Isabelle, 24, beauty therapist; emphasis added)

Isabelle perceives that spectacular femininity enables one to be recognised as
feminine, and to be ‘visible’ in binary heterosexual gender relations. As
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Ringrose and Walkerdine have argued, the requirements of post-feminism and
heterosexuality work alongside neo-liberalism, as the goals of heterosexual
desirability are key aspects of femininity in contemporary make-over culture
(2008). Isabelle explains that women have to ‘do more (body) work’ than men
because it’s expected that ‘women always try and look good’, and that she
enjoys doing this. This must be strictly enacted, however, since failure to per-
form this is to risk looking a ‘bit butch’, which ‘people, women don’t really
want’. This is an intensification of the gender binary: gender relations are
territorialised and closed down. Falling outside of clear categorisations of
gender and femininity carries the consequences of being labelled as ‘butch’,
and embodying a figure that ‘no one really wants’, that may result in (het-
erosexual) invisibility (‘you don’t see her as feminine’). This process is mapped
on to the body through bodily performances of gender such as body work
practices, and is also registered affectively in the body through feeling
‘panicky’ if this mode of presentation is not performed. The ‘cost’ of being
stigmatised in these ways is evident in Isabelle’s ‘butch tradie’ and Sam’s
repudiation of the ‘butch, hard-looking’ woman, and links with the ways that
heterosexuality is produced through gender binaries (Renold and Ringrose
2008; Ringrose 2011). Isabelle and Sam’s disapproval of ‘butch’ female figures
also clearly point to implied heterosexuality sustained through gender bin-
aries, wherein heterosexuality is presumed and immutable and all other pos-
sibilities for sexuality are closed off (Butler 1993). These binaries
underpinning Isabelle and Sam’s examples are crucial to the maintenance of
heterosexuality as seemingly ‘natural’ and self-evident.

Gender, consumer culture and the ‘visible’ male body

In the media and popular culture, ‘men’s bodies are on display as never
before’ (Gill et al. 2005: 38). In the current social and cultural context, men
too are ‘increasingly drawn into the consumer culture body image game and
are becoming more critical and vulnerable about their bodies’ (Featherstone
2010: 202). Although the (young) female body and ‘spectacular femininity’
continues to be particularly visible in the context of consumer culture through
an emphasis on slenderness, the young athletic and muscular male body can
be seen as embodying a ‘spectacular’ form of masculinity (Coffey 2015) which
is increasingly visible in popular culture and the media (Gill et al. 2005;
Featherstone 2010).

Appearance and bodily presentation was important to all male participants
in the study. All but two men described wanting to be ‘bigger’ or to maintain
a physique that is ‘big and strong’:

I want to be muscular, I want to be seen as like, strong, in everything.
(Finn, 32, Graphic designer)
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I want to look the best I can, to have that classic male, slim, muscly build.
(Sam, 25, nurse)

Shilling (2003) argues that the male ‘muscular mesomorph’ ideal can be
linked to three social trends: the decrease in stigmatisation of gay men’s
bodies through the practice of bodybuilding in the 1980s and 1990s; a ‘mus-
cular backlash’ as a response to greater numbers of women entering the
public sphere across recent decades; and the corresponding issue of replacing
a male ‘breadwinner’ identity with activities of consumerism geared towards
cultivating the body’s appearance.

Though most men wanted to be ‘bigger’, a number of them distanced
themselves from the ‘excessive’ muscles of bodybuilders, and emphasised
‘tone’ rather than ‘bulky muscles’ as their aim.

You don’t wanna go too over the top. It’s funny you should say this, like
yesterday my mate and I were looking up muscle men on YouTube.
That’s over the top.

(Tom, 24, firefighter)

Not the bodybuilder muscle-bound type, but that muscular frame but
really athletic at the same time.

(Ben, 32, sales rep)

I guess muscles and stuff, although not too big.
(Stephen, 18, student)

These dynamics of muscularity but ‘not too big’ align with participants’
discussions of ‘excessive muscularity’ and steroid use as ‘gross’ in another
study of male body image and identities (Ravn and Coffey 2015). Instead
muscles and going to the gym in moderation were described as being ideal for
men and as cohering with a general image of ‘health’. As Daniel says,
‘There’s probably guys going to the gym too, but a lot of them would just be
for health maybe’.

Along with the invitation to care about the body’s appearance and to con-
sume products to aid in the body’s aesthetic improvement, a growing empha-
sis on individual responsibility for health is also central in understanding the
rise in a concern for the body’s appearance for men, and in general (Crawford
1980; Gill et al. 2005). Bell and McNaughton (2007: 112) however argue that
men’s current concern with their bodies is not particularly new, and that men
have not been immune to aesthetic pressures for some time, particularly sur-
rounding ‘fatness’. It is in this context of increasing attention and ‘visibility’
of the (young, athletic, muscular) male body that body work is experienced by
some of the men in this project, such as Adam.

Adam is 23 years old and plays Australian Rules football professionally.
Adam is also a part-time student at university and works as a voice actor in
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radio advertisements. In describing the sort of work involved in attaining a
‘football body’, he says it took him about three years to ‘go from being a
skinny guy’ to having the ‘sculpted body’ of a professional footballer. Adam
discusses how his body shape as an athlete enables him to be visible or
‘noticed by girls’:

I guess before I started playing football, as an 18 or 19 year old, I wanted
that body that would get the girls I guess! I’d go to the gym 5–6 days a
week to work on that. That was it for me, for me it was just a lot of gym
work. The more I did that the better results I would see, so that was my
motivation – I want a body that gets me noticed. And that did start to get
me noticed, by girls especially. That was my main objective I think at the
time.

Specific male body shapes are becoming more ‘visible’: athletes such as AFL
(Australian Football League) footballers and soccer players’ physiques were
widely described by participants in this study as being most attractive and
‘ideal’ for men. Although Adam’s aim is to have a body that will afford him
heterosexual capital to get him ‘noticed’ by women, the athletic and muscular
male figure is also noticed as ‘attractive’ in homosexual relations, as Simon
(who identified as gay) described a body like Adam’s as attractive and ideal to
him. Many participants, including Simon, explained that muscles are ‘ideal’
for men’s bodies because muscles are seen to denote ‘health’, vibrancy and the
capacity for action. In this context, as a football player, Adam understands
that his physique draws the attention of women (and men) because he fits the
masculine ‘ideal’.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, as Solomon-Godeau has pointed out, ‘con-
temporary representations of masculinity, either in elite or cultural mass
forms, reveal significant correspondences to older visual paradigms of ideal
masculinity’ (1997: 21–2). This means that traditional gender relations are
often aimed at closely physically resembling an ideal (and opposing) physical
representation of gender. The relations surrounding the increasing visibilities
of men’s bodies (which are almost always muscular) are important for
understanding the ways that young men’s bodies may be experienced and
lived, particularly given that masculinity and men’s bodies have often not
been included in analyses of gendered experiences. Analysing the dynamics of
these bodily practices is also important given the amount of work, effort and
rigour it takes to ‘sculpt’ a muscular body into a desired size and shape.
Adam says, ‘naturally [men’s] bodies will sculpt eventually when you do lots
of push ups or bench presses because of hormones and all that stuff’. Though
muscles are described as ‘natural’ to men (and not women, as was explicitly
stated), attaining a muscular physique requires highly regulated practices and
regimes involving a space and equipment to facilitate weights training, a
controlled diet, regular periods of free time to train, money, and often other
people (such as a professional trainer or knowledgeable friends to assist or
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advise). It is important to disrupt the naturalisation of gendered physiques
such as muscularity with masculinity to unpack the specific and deliberate
ways in which gender is produced socially, and produced through the body.
As Bell and McNaughton argue, we should ensure we locate men’s as well as
women’s experiences in gender relations, given the tendency for men (and
particularly white, middle class men) to ‘enjoy both the privilege and the
curse of invisibility’ (2007: 112). Adam’s desire to be visible or ‘noticed’ for
his masculinity may be a particularly new element of masculinity, linked with
dominant, hierarchized forms of masculinity through sports such as AFL
(Drummond 2011).

Although some aspects of visibility and the status of the male body may be
changing (Dworkin and Wachs 2009), such as in Adam’s desire to have a
body that will ‘get him noticed’, the politics of meaning around men’s and
women’s bodies in this context are different. As Paul explains, visibility is not
part of the traditional discourse on masculinity, though it may be part of a
man’s embodied experience:

I don’t know, but … I certainly don’t think about my appearance any-
where near as much as women I know. I don’t have to. I can if I want, but
it sort of starts to stress me out after a very small amount of time.

(Paul, 32, sound editor)

Paul can choose to think about and work on his appearance, but is not
obliged or expected to because this is not an expectation in normative mas-
culinity. Paul’s comment that when he does think about it, it ‘stresses [him]
out’ quite quickly indicates that a concern for his appearance nevertheless
affects him (and other men, such as Adam). There are palpable gendered
inequalities however underpinning these examples of visibility due to the dif-
ferent social meanings and values attached to masculinity and femininity, and
the costs associated with (in)visibility in different contexts.

The footballer–body–assemblage

Most of the examples relating to body work and bodies described so far can
be understood as hooking into ‘molar’ descriptions of gender. The ‘molar’ is
‘something that is well-defined, massive and governing – such as large struc-
tures or identity categories’ (Jackson 2010: 581). The identity categories of
masculinity and femininity are mobilised through Adam’s pursuit of a ‘foot-
baller’s body’ that would ‘get him noticed’ by girls and garner respect from
his team-mates, opposition team-mates and ‘in the street’. This molar mas-
culine gender identity goes towards ‘constituting’ Adam’s body as an assem-
blage. In Adam’s example, gender is a ‘performative doing’ through
comportment and bodily techniques of a footballer, which includes the regime
and routine of going to the gym five to six times a week and following a strict
diet. Being part of a football club means that other bodies such as team-
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mates and training staff; the material spaces of the football field and gym;
and the ‘respect’ he feels his body garners on the street are also important for
understanding the dynamics by which his body is produced.

Assemblages are produced through the engagements of ‘disparate elements
that can be material, psychic, social or abstract/philosophical’ (Fox 2011:
364). Fox gives the example of the sexuality assemblage, which comprises at
least:

sex organ – arousal – object of desire

The gender assemblage, then, could be understood as comprising at least:

sexed body – norms – body practices – identity

In Adam’s case, we can expand his gender assemblage to include at least
(and in no particular order):

football (masculine ideals of strength, speed, control, ability) – hetero-
sexual desire – body work (the gym – weights – diet) – muscles – sexed
body – motivation

Approaching gender as an assemblage attends to the discursive, performa-
tive and regulative aspects of normative gender categories, and also to the
affective, embodied, sensate and unpredictable dimensions as it is lived. These
‘gendering’ dimensions of Adam’s identity may be assembled differently at
other points in time in the future. Countless other aspects equally contribute
to assembling Adam’s ‘body-regime’, including speech, thought, will, passion
(Rose 1996: 186) and other formations including race (his particular posi-
tioning as a white Anglo-Australian); place (he lives, works and trains in a
wealthy urban suburb in Melbourne); class (he has received a private school
education and attends one of the top universities in Australia) and sexuality (he
is heterosexual). These dimensions assist in placing Adam’s body-regime, and the
particular dominant or molar dynamics of his gender assemblage, in context
as Adam is positioned in the dominant group in each of these categories.

Affects and capacities

The range of possibilities for bodies beyond the molar or binary machines
depends on whether affects are multiplied or intensified. Exploring the range
of possibilities available to bodies involves assessing whether affects can be
multiplied or opened up, or whether affects are closed down and intensified
(Fox 2002). For example, Isabelle’s and Sam’s insistence that women must
dress and behave in a ‘feminine’ way in order to be recognised as women (and
humans) intensifies and reasserts the binary machine of gender, limiting other
possibilities for living through gender. Their examples demonstrate what a
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sharp regulation and policing of gender looks like and indicates how repres-
sive and limiting molar gender assemblages can be. However, because assem-
blages are the outcome of a body’s diverse and dynamic relations, the
assemblage (including the gender assemblage) is also dynamic. It is because of
this dynamism that Deleuze and Guattari (1987: 216) can make statements
about the ways in which something ‘always escapes’ from binary
organisations.

Jackson (2010) argues that statements which shift binary logic betray the
inherent instability of molar structures such as gender, and can be termed
‘becoming’. Any statement, comment or action that destabilises and under-
mines binary logic, no matter how small, is directed towards experimentation,
difference and change, rather than what is already known. Such movement
away from the molar and binary machines can be understood as becoming. In
this way, the participants’ critiques of gender norms related to appearance
and heterosexuality can be seen as oriented towards experimentation and
change; to the potential of becoming otherwise. However, as seen in Isabelle
and Sam’s examples, the binary machine also closes down possibilities for
becoming otherwise. Where the molar, binary machine of gender is endorsed
and reiterated it is intensified, and possibilities for living gender differently are
closed down.

It is important to pay attention to the configurations of consumer culture
and spectacular forms of femininity and masculinity because they are impli-
cated in the mediating forces (territorialisations) which work to produce the
body. The examples above suggest some of the ways gender is assembled
through body work practices and a multitude of other aspects: including
(hetero)sexuality, media images, others’ bodies, materials and spaces. The
ways that participants explain their body work and negotiate broader gender
structures are explored further in the remainder of this chapter, with a parti-
cular emphasis on the micro-processes that ‘escape’ the molar gender
assemblage.

In-between gender: ambiguities, contradictions, ruptures

A focus on the micro-processes of instability and change that are inherent in
molar structures such as gender recognises that bodies are not contained and
completely reducible to molar understandings of gender and the subject
(Armstrong 2002). Bodies assemble through a ‘functional collection of con-
nections’ (see Currier 2003), including territorialising discourses, norms,
ideals, institutions, as well as less predictable engagements with bodies, affects
and practices. Exploring the instances when the broader structures of gender
frame body work practices are critiqued, or at least not endorsed by partici-
pants in this study is a way of engaging with the molecular, the ‘tiny things
that destabilise the perception of a whole’ (Jackson 2010: 582). The following
examples illustrate instances of critique, ambiguity or contradiction in
participants’ descriptions of gender, body work and the body.
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‘I can’t be bothered’

Many women were critical of the physical expectations related to gender and
normative femininity. Kate, for example discusses the sorts of requirements of
femininity in the ‘fashion-beauty-complex’ (McRobbie 2009) that she often
‘can’t be bothered with’:

Women are expected to have their nails done, have their eyebrows waxed,
have their hair dyed, have a tan, have this, have white teeth, have, you
know what I mean? I get so tired [of it]. Half the time I just go ‘uh uh, I
can’t be bothered waxing my eyebrows, I can’t be bothered’, you know.
It’s pretty, sort of … I dunno, you wish that you could that there were
more sort of natural-looking women out there.

(Kate, 24, nanny/administrative assistant)

Similar to Kate, Angela questions why girls would bother wearing a lot of
make-up:

I know a few other girls from school and they have so much make-up on
and I think ‘why go to all that trouble?’ It’s like a mask covering their
face, but then some girls just don’t care [about wearing make-up], like
genuinely don’t care [laughing] and I like that.

(Angela, 18, graphic arts student)

In another criticism of feminised ‘beauty work’, Kim says she sometimes feels
like shaving off all of the hair on her head to escape from the pressures
surrounding femininity and beauty:

Sometimes like, I wish I could shave all my hair off, because that has a lot
to do with being a woman, women have the long hair, and guys have
short hair. There’s just so much emphasis placed on women and their
hair … In an ideal world, I wouldn’t have to make an effort. I’d still look
good, but wouldn’t have to make an effort. I’d love that! Yeah. I guess
since leaving high school I’ve sort of understood that you only look a
certain way, but that’s not who you really are … looks are nothing without
brains.

(Kim, 24, administrative assistant)

Kim explains that her occasional impulse to shave off all of her hair is asso-
ciated with a desire to escape from the ‘effort’ and maintenance involved in
feminine body work. Although she says she wishes she did not have to make
the efforts required by the cultural norms of feminine beauty and body work,
she says she still wants to ‘look good’, but also emphasises non-physical
attributes such as intelligence as really important to ‘who you are’.
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Although none of these examples from Kate, Angela or Kim wholly reject
or deconstruct feminine beauty practices and the broader gender relations
which underpin them, they do complicate and critique, in small ways, the
sorts of body work practices they undertake and relate them to broader
expectations of femininity. Through their forms of body work, Kate, Angela
and Kim engage with but also critique broader gender discourses. Their
bodies and discursive practices associated with gender can be understood as
enfolded, and produced through, one another (Barad 2007). The negotiations
and intra-actions between bodies and gender structures produce both. Bodies,
because they connect in this way, are inherently productive, rather than pas-
sive. Bodies are produced through, but not determined by, their relations
(Coleman 2009: 214).

The ways that Kate, Angela and Kim connect with binary gender struc-
tures through their criticisms of some feminine requirements of beauty can be
understood as molecular, comprising a slight shift away from the acceptance
and practices of molar gender structures. According to Deleuze, such com-
ments entail the opening of new possibilities for action and productivity.
Kate, Angela and Kim’s comments do not enable them to literally ‘escape’
gendered subjectification, but rather point to the micro-events that have the
potential to destabilise dominant gender narratives, small as these ‘escapes’
may be. Through these examples I have aimed to show that critiques of the
dominant are important in Deleuzian analysis. This perspective of the body as
in processes of becoming does not endorse the apolitical perspective that
‘anything goes’; that all becomings are positive. The point is not to show that
gender is endlessly fluid or loose, but rather that it is actively produced in
ways that are both restrictive and creative, often simultaneously. A focus on
the micro-politics of different situations, examples and assemblages is a way
of both critiquing and exploring in fine detail how the current contexts come
to assemble, while also recognising that there is inherent capacity for change
in these arrangements.

‘The gym is a f***ed place’

A number of men in the study were critical of the ‘macho’ environment of the
gym and the hierarchy of masculinities in this space. Simon describes that he
avoids going to the gym altogether specifically because of the ‘macho’
environment:

I’m all skinny and little and stuff and I’d be a bit put off, feel a bit
inadequate, it would make me feel insecure … Everyone would have
better bodies and stuff and I think that would be intimidating … I’m
happy with my body, but if I was around people [like at the gym] then
maybe I’d feel a bit inadequate and a bit inferior to them.

(Simon, 18, university student)
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Similarly, Peter has only recently started going to the gym, and says he has
‘finally worked up the courage to go into a place like that’. The gym, for Peter
is also an intimidating environment because of the particularly ‘dominating’
form of masculinity associated with lifting weights and muscularity. Peter is
caught between the desire he has had for a long time ‘to get bigger’ and ‘to be
more muscular’ and the disdain he has for the ‘macho’ masculinity of his
trainer at the gym:

The gym is a fucked place. I don’t understand those people. I just sort of
feel that I’m doing my best to assimilate every time that I walk in there.
And I know that they know I’m not meant to be there. I have a trainer so
I see him once a week, I saw him today. I kind of, I like him but he’s a
real weirdo … he said to me what are my goals and I felt like, on the
spot, I didn’t know what to say. So I said ‘I want to get bigger’, for some
reason, that isn’t really what I want. And he’s taken that on board for
how he’s trying to get me fired up and I just find that really patronising.
So like when I walk in, he’ll be there scoffing a can of tuna going ‘Yeah,
great, there are 27 grams of protein in this!’ And he says to me, there will
be him in a big group of trainer people hanging out, and he’ll see me and
will call out ‘Hey Peter how are you? Ready to get massive?’ [in loud
booming voice] and I’m just like, ‘yeah dude! I’ll just go upstairs and get
massive with you, won’t I’ [sarcastic] and I just feel real patronised.

(Peter, 27, barber)

Peter distances himself from ‘those people’ at the gym, and disavows his
desire to ‘get bigger’, saying ‘that isn’t what I really want’, although elsewhere
in the interview he says he has always wanted to be more muscular. Peter says
he feels patronised by his trainer whose aim is to make him ‘massive’, and
also feels uncomfortable because of his body: ‘I know that they know I’m not
meant to be there’. Like Simon, Peter feels insecure about his physical size
compared to dominant and dominating physiques of the muscular men at the
gym, his trainer in particular.

I think you stick out if you’re like me, and you don’t have much, like the
skinny man at the gym. Like in the free weights area, I feel like I stick out
like a sore thumb. I wanted to, like, you know how women have like
Fernwood [a women’s-only gym franchise]? I thought it would be sweet if
there was a gym just for, like, skinny guys. Called Wormwood or
something!

For Peter and Stephen, being ‘the skinny man at the gym’ makes them feel
uncomfortable, unwelcome and out of place. Both describe wanting to
achieve physical distance from these spaces to avoid the ‘massive’ male bodies
who embody forms of masculinity they find ‘intimidating’ or ‘patronising’.
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Peter’s and Simon’s examples show the variations in men’s understandings
of their bodies related to discourses and affects associated with dominant
masculinity. In these examples, normative, muscular masculinity is compli-
cated and opened up. Rather than reinforcing hegemonic masculinity, such as
in previous comments made by Sam like ‘a man should be a man’, which
close down possibilities for masculinities other than the dominant ‘ideal’,
Simon and Peter denaturalise hegemonic masculinity by showing how care-
fully constructed and difficult to embody it can be. Their examples open up
difference in the molar category of masculinity; they can be understood as
molecular, ‘individual responses to becoming’ (Jackson 2010: 582). Merceica
and Merceica (2010) in their research on disability argue for example that
propositions made by participants such as ‘this school is not inclusive’, from a
Deleuzian perspective, need to be acknowledged as bringing about an altera-
tion in the intensities not only of the person but of the whole world, and ‘it is
this shift in intensities that Deleuze’s thought invites us to engage and
experiment with, and explore’ (Merceica and Merceica 2010: 86). The inten-
sities and openings towards difference have been explored in this chapter
through participants’ critiques and (micro) problematisations of gender
structures and related practices of body work.

Images, affect and ‘body pressures’

Though women are discussed by men and women in the study as being sub-
ject to more body ‘pressure’ relating to broader gender discourses, men also
described feeling ‘pressure’ to emulate physical gender ideals. The main dif-
ference between men and women in the study is that men did not connect
their experiences of body pressure as being common to other men’s experi-
ences. As the above examples show, narrow categories of masculinity and
femininity can be profoundly limiting and difficult to live up to, and require a
great deal of work to sustain (Butler 1993). Further, there is less space for
men to discuss their bodies and gender as being problematic in relation to
dominant discourses of masculinity, and, as such, men often have the ‘privi-
lege and curse’ of invisibility in relation to ‘body issues’ (Bell and
McNaughton 2007: 112).

In the following examples, both Kate and Jason used almost exactly the
same language to describe the process of looking at others’ ‘ideal’ gendered
body characteristics and wanting to look like them:

There are such a lot of expectations on women nowadays, in all the
magazines that come out or fashion television … I get caught up in ‘this
is how I’m supposed to look, this is what I’m supposed to be’.

(Kate, 25, administrative assistant/nanny)
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When we see those [football] players running around it puts, kind of, an
image in your mind, like ‘oh that’s what I need to look like, that’s how I
need to be’, and so you go to the gym.

(Jason, 22, accountant and amateur footballer)

Images of gendered ideal bodies – whether in the ‘real’ physical bodies of
football players or magazine images of ‘perfect women’ – affect Kate’s and
Jason’s bodies and body work practices.

Featherstone (2010) argues that the intensified focus on men in advertising
and consumer culture is altering the dynamics of masculinity to be more
focused on appearance and presentation. There are significant parallels in
Kate’s and Jason’s experiences of their bodies in relation to masculine and
feminine ‘ideals’. McCaughey (1999: 121) argues that ‘we are so used to
positioning women as passive dupes of sexist culture, and men as wilful
agents who gain meaning and material rewards from their activities, that we
have missed the parallels between the two body projects’. Though the images
are demarcated by gendered norms, placing focus on the process by which
they are ‘affected’ by images helps to tell a more complex story relating to
gendered body work practices and the gender assemblages they comprise.

Kate and Jason used almost exactly the same phrasing to describe how
others’ bodies affect them. This is a good example of what the concept of
affect entails and how it is useful for understanding body norms and body
image for both women and men. Featherstone insists that images are not merely
visual, and are felt as a sense of energy, force or intensity: they are affective
(2010: 199). Affects relate to embodied sensations which mediate what hap-
pens next: the capacity of a body for action. ‘Becoming’ can be understood as
the outcomes of those affective relations between bodies and things; or ‘what
a body can do’ (Deleuze 1992). Hence, gender ideals affect Kate’s and Jason’s
bodies and body work practices; they have particularly intensive affects in
their relations with the ‘gendered ideal’ bodies they see, which has implications
for how they feel and think about their bodies, and what they do in terms of
body work practices.

Conclusion: opening gender and the body

This chapter has discussed that body work practices are a central way that
gender is performed and negotiated materially. Through exploring the current
context in which the body’s appearance is a crucial issue of concern for young
people, I have aimed to show the potential of an approach which understands
the body as an active, productive force. This relational approach to under-
standing the body and the social is useful for understanding why the body is so
significant for contemporary youth. This perspective assists in understandings
of embodied, gendered identities and sees them as formed through the
dynamics between bodies, affects, discourses, norms, practices and socio-material
forces.
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This approach enables an understanding of the multiple and complex ways
bodies are negotiated through affective relations with forces such as gender
and within the context of numerous other assemblages. Bodies can be seen as
‘events’ of becoming, rather than subjects or objects, as in numerous other
feminist studies of the body (Budgeon 2003). Gender is a key mediating force
which works to form the event of the body, part of a series of negotiations
which comes to bear on the corporeality of the body. Because the focus is on
the connections bodies make and their reconfigurations that result, seeing the
body as an event is to acknowledge the multiple negotiations it undertakes
(Budgeon 2003). Body work practices are a key aspect of this process.

Gendered embodiments are not simply the reproductions of dualist gender
formations; rather, gender is engaged, negotiated and produced continually
through affects and relations. The study of these micro-relations and how they
link with the broader socio-historical context has been termed ‘micro-politics’
(Fox 2014). The point is not to show that gender is endlessly fluid or loose,
but rather that it is actively produced in ways that are both restrictive and
creative, often simultaneously. A focus on the micro-politics of different
situations, examples and assemblages is a way of both critiquing and explor-
ing in fine detail how the current contexts come to assemble, while also
recognising that there is inherent capacity for change in these arrangements.
As Houle describes, the micro-political ontology of Deleuze and Guattari has
capacity inherent within it: the insistence that things could be otherwise
(2011: 110). It is important to pay attention to these complexities and nuances
and the processes by which bodies and the social assemble to understand the
conditions of possibility for more open gender arrangements and social
change more broadly.

This perspective has been drawn on by numerous feminist scholars in an
effort to develop a critique of gendered embodiment which wants to move
beyond the dynamics of domination/subordination or dualistic analytic fra-
meworks (Budgeon 2015). It is important to look at the dynamics of gender
as actively engaged in and negotiated to understand the full range and con-
tradictions associated with gendered embodiments. To say that gender is
actively negotiated is not to say that it is straightforwardly ‘challenged’ or
‘resisted’ by participants towards some form of emancipation or empower-
ment. As these examples have shown, gender is actively produced through
encounters in a range of ways, including those can be read as more or less
positive or restrictive. We are all enmeshed in this dynamic process. Some
positions provide us with more room to move than others, such as those
which are more accommodating of a broader range of identities and per-
spectives than those presented in Isabelle’s or Sam’s examples, who insisted on
normative, restrictive and repressive models of femininity in opposition to
traditional, dominant masculinity. This perspective can also assist in casting
light on areas obscured by traditional models of gender; for example, relating
to the similarities in how the body is experienced and negotiated by both men
and women.
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While most men in the study assumed that body image and body pressure
is not as relevant as an issue for men as it is for women, the body’s appear-
ance was a clear concern for almost all of them. One of the only differences
between men and women in the study was that unlike women, men were not
broadly understood to have body concerns, though they did. Many other
researchers have unintentionally (and often understandably) not included men
in approaches to the body when critiquing the different gendered contexts
framing body presentation and broader dimensions of gender inequality.
Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts offer tools for placing at the centre of focus
‘the practices between gender … the contradictions, plays, experimentations,
swappings, ambiguities and passings’ within gender (Skeggs 2004: 27). This
approach to the body enables a consideration of the similarities in the processes
by which the body is shaped, including social binary territorialisations of
gender, while retaining a focus on context and unequal dimensions of gender
relations. As a result, this perspective has the potential to contribute to creating a
rich and detailed picture of the dynamics of young, gendered embodiments.

Note
1 Early in interviews, I asked participants to describe what they perceived to be the

‘mainstream’ ideal body for men and women seen in the media, for example. I
asked this question to get in to the ‘zone’ of asking about bodies and body work to
break the ice. This is because in the first few interviews participants often didn’t
know what I meant by ‘body work’. Asking about ideal bodies gave a point of
reference for the perceived ‘mainstream ideal’, and a way of linking in to the per-
ceived dominant framings of gender and health in relation to bodies and appear-
ances. This also enabled a ‘way in’ to asking about body work, as I asked
subsequently ‘what sorts of things do you think people have to do to look like that?’
I was also careful to introduce a space where I was not simply asking them to
‘endorse’ these images. Many asked the, ‘do I describe what I think is ideal or what
other people think?’ This opened a space to discuss the diversity rather than con-
formity of body image ideals beyond the narrow and limiting images usually
presented in the media.
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5 Health, affect and embodiment

Introduction

The body’s ‘health’ is a central focus in contemporary society. Body work
practices such as those undertaken with the aim of ‘fitness’, ‘slimming’ or
growing muscle also intersect with gender norms and bodily ideals. These
practices are key to understanding the dynamics of young people’s concern
for the body’s appearance and contemporary embodiments. The current
emphasis on the body’s appearance, or the aesthetic body, can be linked to a
range of social, cultural and economic factors including the expansion of
health, leisure, cosmetic, beauty and fitness industries since the 1980s (Lupton
1995; Shilling 2003). Sociological work has traced these shifts to cultural
changes in advanced capitalist societies which occurred during the second half
of the twentieth century in which conspicuous consumption became central in
the ethos accompanying hard work in the realm of production (Featherstone
1982; Shilling 2007). As a result of this shift, embodiment and the physical
body came to be treated as both a ‘project’ and a ‘form of physical capital’
(Bourdieu 1977; Shilling 2003, 2007; Mears 2014). The increasing focus on
‘health’ in all spheres of life is particularly important for understanding the
significance of the aesthetic body (Atkinson and Monaghan 2014). The media
is a crucial dimension of the growing industry of health through health and
fitness magazines (Dworkin and Wachs 2009), the popularity of reality tele-
vision shows promoting weight loss and fitness (Moore 2010) and social
media sites such as Instagram, Twitter, Tumblr and Facebook which are fast
becoming the prime means of marketing and advertising (Holmes 2014).
These sites are key mediators of bodily representations and gender norms
(Perloff 2014; Reade 2014; Tiidenberg and Gómez Cruz 2015).

Social media is a key instantiation of contemporary consumer culture.
Consumer culture is obsessed with the body, and that through consuming
products and pursuing health ‘strategies’, the positive benefits of bodily
transformative work form the dominant narrative related to the ‘image’ of
health (Featherstone 2010). ‘Transformations’ of the body achieved through
cosmetic surgery and the ‘look good, feel good’ logic of consumer culture ‘is
presented as within the reach of all’ (Featherstone 2010: 202). In this
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environment, ‘looking healthy’ is equated with looking ‘young’ and ‘sexy’
(Atkinson and Monaghan 2014). Numerous authors have theorised the link
between cultural developments with an emphasis on consumption and the
effect this has had on the way the body is approached as an ‘object’ to be
worked on and improved (Bartky 1990; Bordo 2003; Crossley 2006; Dworkin
and Wachs 2009). In this, the focus on ‘body work’ seeks to address these
dimensions in relation to the body’s significance in contemporary society.
Body work practices are key aspects of what can be termed ‘health assem-
blages’ (Duff 2014). In this chapter I argue that understanding health and
embodiment as assemblages (Duff 2014) produced through a range of
networks and relations can assist us to understand the complex and
contradictory ways health is engaged with and produced in young people’s
lives.

Health assemblages

A Deleuzo-Guattarian (Deleuze and Guattari 1987) perspective understands
the body as an ‘assemblage’ rather than a discrete entity (see Chaper 2). It is a
relational perspective which places focus on things the body engages with,
including discourses, affects, ideals, norms, practices, institutions and other
bodies and objects. Health assemblages are one such aspect which bodies
engage with, and which compose bodies. Health assemblages are ‘a function
of encounters between bodies, between forces and between practices’ (Duff
2014: 186). This approach can assist in unsettling simplistic links between
health and ‘healthy’ practices, and health and appearance, giving new insights
into the complexity and messiness of health embodiments. This focus can also
assist in developing further theoretically grounded understandings of the body
and the social.

According to Deleuze (1988), what we are capable of is directly related to
embodied sensation (affect), and it is the relations of affect that produce a
body’s capacities (Coleman 2009). The process informs what a body can do;
the range of possibilities that are available stemming from engagement with
the many dimensions of numerous assemblages, including health in these
examples. ‘Becoming’ can be understood as the outcomes of those affective
relations between bodies and things. Rather than asking ‘what are bodies’, or
questioning the being of bodies, Deleuze (1992) asks ‘what can a body do?’.
To study becoming is to study the micro-processes of change through the
body’s affective relations through engagements with other assemblages
(Hickey-Moody and Malins 2007).

In this chapter I focus on ‘health affects’ in particular. I draw on it both as
a conceptual model which frames the ontological approach of the research,
and as an analytic tool exploring the embodied sensations that participants
describe in relation to their bodies and body work practices. Where partici-
pants in this study make statements like ‘I feel better about myself when I
have been exercising’, I have interpreted that such a statement can be explored

Health, affect, embodiment 99

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

2:
39

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



or understood using the concept of affect following Fox and Wards’s (2008)
example. According to Deleuze, what we are capable of is directly related to
embodied sensation (affect), and it is the relations of affect that produce a
body’s capacities (Coleman 2009). To affect and be affected is, for Deleuze,
becoming. I use the concept of affect as a way of focusing on the connections
or encounters between bodies (and assemblages) and what these encounters
produce: what can a body do? Or, in relation to health which is the focus of
the examples in this chapter: what are the health affects which compose
health assemblages, and how do these affect what a body can do?

Numerous authors have noted that ‘in relation to the body and health, neo-
liberalism calls upon individuals to self-govern through endless examination
and self-care’ (Leve et al. 2012: 124). Health in this context is related to
moralised, individualised ideologies associated with neo-liberalism (Crawford
2006), as well as gender, as was introduced in Chapter 4. These relations
affect the body and what it can do. The range of possibilities that are open or
available are a result of the body’s affects and relations (Fox 2002).

All participants highlighted health as an important aspect of their body
work practices. Health was discussed in varying ways: as a set of ideas linked
to morals and individual responsibility (Kate says ‘I don’t feel as healthy as I
should’) and applied to others’ bodies (Adam respects ‘people who respect
their body and respect their health’); as a feeling (Gillian, Clare and Peter
discuss the embodied sensations linked to exercise such as increased heart rate
and endorphins); as related to identity and the experience of the self (‘I just
want to feel healthy so that I feel happy’, as Paul says; Sam, Jason and Finn
say they feel ‘better’ about themselves when they are ‘fit and strong’); and as
linked to image and appearance (Angela, Kim and Victoria say that exercise
helps them to maintain a ‘healthy shape’). These themes can be understood
through approaching health as an assemblage – comprising discourses,
images, affects and relation to the self – enabling an exploration of the ways
these elements interconnect and operate in contemporary embodiments.

First in this chapter, I explore how health is discussed, defined and experi-
enced by participants, and how health links with their understandings of
bodies and body work practices. Their definitions and descriptions of health –
what it is, what it feels like, and how it can be ‘achieved’ or worked towards –
are complex. Participants’ conceptualisations and experiences of health can
be understood in the context of discourses and moral rhetoric surrounding
health. Here, neo-liberal economic policies connect with consumer culture to
encourage individualised, moralised forms of bodily control, linked to health
and well-being (Crawford 2006). While being linked to dominant discourses
of health, however, participants’ experiences and understandings of health are
often ambiguous and paradoxical; they are certainly not straightforward.
Opening up the concept of health to focus on the intensities and affects
involved, the ‘always more’, widens our perspective (Merceica and Merceica
2010: 86). In this spirit, it is important that understandings of health explore
the affective or sensate dimensions of body work practices, such as exercise.
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The affects and relations involved here are integral for exploring what a body
can do; what are its capacities and its limits?

Health: ideals, discourses, affects and practice

Health can be understood both as a discourse, relating to individualised self-
responsibility and a ‘culturally sanctioned way of being’ in contemporary,
neo-liberal Western states such as Australia (Featherstone 1982, 2010; Craw-
ford 1987), as well as a set of practices undertaken in an effort to become
healthier. Health is also a profoundly affective and embodied process, and
may be better conceptualised in this way rather than a state of being that can
be attained (Coffey 2014). It also has paradoxical links with particular gen-
dered images of health in the landscape of consumer culture (Coffey forth-
coming). In participants’ discussions, however, ‘health’ as it was ‘felt’ was
much messier than simply mapping on to dominant ideals. The discursive
framings of health which inform health assemblages are described first, before
a discussion of the more complex and contradictory dimensions of health as
affective and sensate in participants’ discussions.

‘Health’ was described by participants as produced through undertaking
‘healthy’ behaviours, such as eating a diet low in fat and sugar, and under-
taking regular exercise. These practices are central in the ‘new paradigm of
health’ (Moore 2010), in which ‘health promotion has prematurely exhorted
the public to undertake a large number of different behaviors’ (Becker 1993: 1).
The terms health, shape, image, appearance were often conflated or used
interchangeably by participants in the interviews. ‘Looking good’ or attractive
was often synonymous with health. To look healthy, as many described, is to
‘look good’. Health is thus deeply linked to image and appearance, and rela-
ted to consumer culture in which work on the self through work on one’s
appearance is an imperative (Featherstone 2010).

The moral and individualistic dimensions of ‘health’ were apparent in
many instances in the interviews. Many spoke of how they felt ‘lazy’ or ‘slack’
if they have not been exercising. Health, or practices that were considered to
lead to ‘health’ such as exercise, were discussed as though they were a
common requirement, which, if not being met, warranted explanation and
justification. In this way, body work practices are linked to the pursuit of
‘health’. The ethos of individual autonomy, choice, personal responsibility
and control over one’s fate are core characteristics of attitudes towards the
body in advanced liberal societies (Rose 2000: 329), in which the idealised
status of ‘health’ is an individual, moral responsibility. For example, Steph
discusses how her work hours have increased, and she is no longer at college
where she used to play organised team sports:

JULIA: Before you were saying that you would want to exercise more if you
weren’t working so much?

STEPH: Yeah, it’s probably a pretty shit excuse to be honest! [laughs]
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JULIA: What do you mean?
STEPH: Oh, like everybody works and heaps of people find time to work out.

(Steph, 21, server)

Steph says that working long hours is a poor ‘excuse’ for not exercising,
illustrating the moralised dynamics of individual responsibility for health
(Crawford 1980; Lupton 1995). Kate also refers to health as an idealised state
and as an objective standard of ‘being’ that would allow the feeling of health
to be met or ‘achieved’:

I wouldn’t do it [exercise] to improve my body to get a six-pack or to get
toned. I’d do it more just to feel good … I think I focus more on looking
healthy, but as far as feeling it, I don’t think I feel it as much as I should.
I definitely should get out and do more exercise. I feel so much better
when I do.

The appearance of health is not enough; Kate explains that she wants to
focus more on feeling healthy: ‘I don’t think I feel it as much as I should’.
Here, health is assumed to be not only a practice or appearance, but is also
valued as an embodied sensation.

‘Health’ was also frequently described as in opposition to ‘fat’. In describ-
ing why athletic bodies are ideal for men and women, Simon reasons ‘it all
comes down to health’:

If you’re free to move and stuff, if you’re fit you can run and stuff and you
have stamina and all those kind of skills, and stuff. Um yeah, I guess that’s
healthy. And just not lazy I guess, I don’t know, I associate fat with laziness.

(Simon, 18, university student)

People who were ‘fat’ or ‘overweight’ were defined as ‘definitely not healthy’
by all participants, and as seriously contravening health as an idealised ‘state’.
Participants described those who are ‘fat’, ‘overweight’ or ‘obese’ as lazy,
lacking self-esteem and self-restraint, and deserving of the increased surveil-
lance and criticism they receive. As Dworkin and Wachs describe, ‘while the
fat body remains stigmatised as lazy, undisciplined, or as a poor member of
the social body, the fit body becomes a metaphor for success, morality and
good citizenship’ (Dworkin and Wachs 2009: 38). Even though Clare asserts
that ‘people should just be happy the way they are’, this sentiment does not
extend to those who are ‘incredibly overweight’, and the discursive constructions
of health and individualism help Clare to justify this:

I think that if you’re incredibly overweight and obese you need to do
something about it. There was a girl at my school as an example, she has
dropped out now, but she was huge and she was always saying ‘I’m so fat,
I need to lose weight, I need to do exercise’, and we said ‘we’ll support
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you, we’ll help you’ and then the next second she’d be buying cheese jaf-
fles, a Big M and a massive Freddo Frog for breakfast every morning at
school. And it’s kind of the point where, it’s ridiculous, you’re not being
healthy, you’re not doing anything to help yourself.

(Clare, 18, VCE student)

Clare is most critical of the girl’s individual failure of responsibility to ‘do
anything to help herself ’. Tom makes similar generalisations about his
housemate’s lack of self-discipline, and assumes that she would like to lose
weight, even though in a later section of the interview Tom says he has never
heard her express this.

My housemate, she’s overweight; she knows that she’s overweight, but
she’s lazy. Despite the effort, you know, or she wants to do something
about it but at the same time, does nothing. So, she’d be quite happy to
eat what she eats in the quantity that she does, but there’s no effort or
commitment to a plan. And no drive I suppose. Whereas, I think if you
look at confident people, most of them are probably pretty fit kind of
people, fairly driven sorts of people. And this is just generalisations as well,
I’m sure there are exceptions to the rule, but overweight people are generally,
I find, more shy. Or withheld. I think it would be true to say, to generalise
again, that a lot of people that are overweight have some self-esteem
issues.

(Tom, 25, firefighter)

The moral implications of health are most evident in statements such as
these, which attach a negative moral judgement of ‘lazy’, or positive judge-
ments of ‘healthy’ to specific body shapes. As many others have argued
(Lupton 1996, 2013; Grimshaw 1999; Gimlin 2002; Crossley 2006), being ‘fat’
is culturally stigmatised, and comes to symbolise a range of other negatively
inscribed aspects of self, such as laziness, poor ‘self-esteem’ and a ‘lack of
effort or commitment’; the opposite of successful and ‘driven’ and other
characteristics most valued in neo-liberal consumer culture. Those deemed
‘fat’ are also subjected to greater surveillance, such as when Clare lists the
different sorts of food eaten by the girl at her school, or when Tom emphasises
the quantity of food his housemate consumes.

Where looking or being ‘fat’ was considered ‘unhealthy’ and condemned by
participants as a result, individualised self-discipline through body work
regimes was exalted. Adam and Victoria both equated body work, through
physical exercise and maintenance of body weight with ‘respect’. Adam
explains that he respects people who:

Respect their bodies and respect their health and take it seriously. I think
everyone should be able to make time to be healthy.

(Adam, 23, footballer/university student)
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These examples illustrate some of the more regulatory discursive framings
associated with ‘healthism’ (Crawford 1980). The moral and symbolic order
underpinning Adam’s respect for others who ‘respect their own bodies’
through undertaking ‘healthy’ activities is gendered, classed and racialised
(Dworkin and Wachs 2009). This marginalises corporeal forms which are not
white, middle class or slim in particular. Adam’s view that health is something
that can be achieved by ‘everyone’ negates the significant costs of time and
money required in the pursuit of health. The expectation that ‘everyone
should make time to be healthy’ obscures the classed and structural aspects of
health and body work, such as socio-economic, living and working condi-
tions. ‘Health’ and forms of body work required to ‘achieve’ health are
available to the more privileged middle or upper classes with more available
disposable income and free time. Dworkin and Wachs argue that the primary
consumers of health and fitness products such as magazines are ‘white and
middle class’, and that the constitution of emphasised masculinity and femi-
ninity (Connell 1987) through body work practices of this dominant group
intersect with class and race privilege (Dworkin and Wachs 2009: 162–3).
These factors are important in understanding and contextualising partici-
pants’ descriptions of health and body work practices. As the examples in the
next section discuss, however, ‘health’ is not always the straightforward result
of undertaking ‘healthy’ practices, and these practices require negotiation so
as not to slip over and become ‘dangerous’ such as through under-eating or
over-exercising.

Shifting boundaries: health as ‘becoming dangerous’?

The actual practices associated with ‘health’ undertaken by participants were
highly varied, although eating a ‘healthy’ diet and physical exercise activities
were mentioned by all participants as being ‘healthy’, regardless of partici-
pants’ own practices. This process was also described in much more complex
ways.

Angela describes what she thinks is involved in achieving a ‘healthy body’:

I guess eat regularly, like six small meals, just even go for a walk like
three times a week. I don’t think it would take that much effort to keep
like a pretty healthy body. Just as long as you don’t over-indulge in
everything all the time. I don’t think it should be that hard to maintain a
healthy body weight.

(Angela, 18, visual art student)

Angela’s idea of health is less rigid than that of other participants, many of
whom emphasise the importance of intensive fitness regimes or strict control
over eating different sorts of foods and in specific quantities. Clare for exam-
ple is much more specific in her description of health and healthy practices
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than Angela, particularly in relation to food and what constitutes ‘healthy
eating’:

I do eat quite healthily … but I eat a LOT. I love my food and stuff like
that, so, you know, I’d have a couple of packets of chips and some pop-
corn, like air popped, and then for lunch I’d always have veggies, my
capsicum, cucumber and carrot and an apple, I had, like, a veggie patch
in my lunchbox! I’ll usually indulge on a Friday because I’ll have four
and a half hours of dancing coming up that night, where I know, what-
ever I eat now I’m going to work off, just as long as I keep it in small
doses and I exercise in healthy doses, not unhealthy doses.

(Clare, 18, high school student)

Clare lists the food in her lunch box in a way similar to a ‘confession’ (Rose
1996), ‘admitting’ to the ‘unhealthy’ foods such as packets of chips and pop-
corn as well as listing the many vegetables and fruits she eats. The particular
authority in how diet connects with health shows how ‘personal life’ is linked
with broader health discourses, which comprise a ‘particular form of power’
(Rose 1996: 96). In Clare’s example, exercise and eating particular foods are
the ‘healthy’ practices.

In describing eating and exercising practices being undertaken in ‘healthy’
doses, Clare shows that the boundaries of ‘health’ are fluid and must therefore
be carefully managed. Practices such as ‘healthy’ eating habits and exercise do
not straightforwardly guarantee the experience of health (as nebulous as it
this may be), and has limits or boundaries. The ‘dose’ of these practices is
crucial. Clare suggests that health is not contained in one set of practices, but
rather has the potential to exceed or extend beyond these practices, to become
something else. In another example, Clare discusses the ‘full on’ physical
exercise of her after school dancing class:

We do very intense warm-ups and everything to get everyone going. The
other night everyone was just sweating and disgusting! It’s very full on
and they make sure we stay healthy at the same time.

The intense physical exercises accomplished in Clare’s dancing class do not
constitute ‘health’ alone, although similarly intensive physical exercise is
widely considered a ‘healthy’ practice by other participants. Clare’s assertion
that health is ensured by her instructors ‘at the same time’ as the intense
exercise strongly implies that such exercise is in danger of exceeding its status
as a ‘healthy’ practice. Health, then, is not contained in ‘healthy’ practices.

Sara and Daniel, among others, referred to body work practices such as
going to the gym and exercising as being potentially ‘addictive’, saying
‘people can get obsessed with it’. Sara describes intensity and frequency
regarding exercise routines delineate between the activities being ‘healthy’ or
‘obsessive’.
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SARA: Men and women can both become, like almost obsessed with it
[working on their bodies], and do their routines every day and exercise
and eat well and all that sort of thing, sure.

JULIA: So … you’re saying that people can get obsessed with going to the
gym and things like that? Do you know people like that or …?

SARA: I know people like that, and I know people who, you know, how guys
can use steroids or drugs to make themselves look better, and I’ve heard
stories that once they start doing it, it becomes addictive and they have to
do it every day … Like, you can look good but you don’t have to, it
doesn’t have to be an obsession, you can work out twice a week and be
healthy. You don’t have to go every day.

JULIA: So you think that’s the better way to be?
SARA: Yeah definitely, do it, like, healthily.

(Sara, 26, dental nurse)

Sara describes there is ‘nothing wrong’ with wanting to ‘look good’; how-
ever, she understands the practices of those who exercise at the gym every day
or use steroids as ‘obsessive’ rather than ‘healthy’. Sara’s exhortation that
there’s nothing wrong with looking good and exercising can be linked to
ideological norms governing the individualised, self-reliant and responsible
neo-liberal subject which reward and encourage people to be healthy through
‘lifestyle choices’ (Atkinson and Monaghan 2014: 19). She is also, however,
critical of men in particular for ‘going too far’ and putting more effort into
the aesthetic appearance of muscles through intensive training and use of
steroids. There is tension here between the cultural idealisation of ‘fit-looking
bodies’ and the significant work required towards this aesthetic ideal which
may involve the use of synthetic hormonal drugs such as ‘steroids’. However,
as Atkinson and Monaghan (2014: 23) have discussed in relation to body-
builders and postmodern images of health and fitness, ‘the fit-looking (lean,
muscular) body functions as a social symbol of health’ and healthy existence.
As Sara suggests, in this context, there is often a gap between health ‘per se’
and intensive activities aimed at the symbolic representation of health.
Another participant, Ben, who had been lifting heavy weights almost daily for
almost 10 years to maintain a ‘big, muscly’ appearance says: ‘I could say it
was for the health benefits and everything, but … I can’t really say that’s the
main reason for it.’ Health is available as a discourse he ‘could’ draw upon to
justify or explain his body work. The appearance of muscularity is typically
linked with the image of ‘healthy’ masculinity, which can help to explain the
continuing appeal of bodybuilding and the increasing popularity of muscle-
building more generally (Atkinson and Monaghan 2014).

Clare, like Sara, also problematises and complicates ‘health’ and practices
that are generally understood by others as ‘healthy’ such as eating vegetables
and exercising. A key reason for this is that Clare’s former best friend suffered
from anorexia. Clare describes this as the central example of what can
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happen when seemingly ‘healthy’ practices of eating ‘healthily’ and exercising
can be taken too far and ‘become dangerous’:

One of my, um, she used to be my best friend, we’re not close any more –
she got anorexia this year through stress and just, very bad treatment –
like, she’s very fit and healthy but all she ever did was exercise. And she,
she ate, all I’d ever see her eat was lettuce. And she got to the point where
she was becoming too healthy and it was just becoming dangerous.

(Clare, 18, school student)

Clare describes that the practices of eating ‘healthy’ foods such as lettuce and
exercising in themselves are not essentially ‘good’ (healthy) and may become
problematic or even ‘dangerous’ if they are done ‘too much’. Here, ‘health’ as
practices can be just as dangerous as ‘unhealthy’ practices. ‘Unhealthy’ prac-
tices were particularly typified in Clare and others’ examples of people they
knew who were ‘very overweight’, who ‘eat a lot of junk food and don’t
exercise’. Echoing arguments made by Webb and Quennerstedt (2010: 791),
these bodies can be understood as ‘risky’. ‘Risky’ bodies are read as unheal-
thy, overweight, ‘not obedient and useful’, and transgressive in what Webb
and Quennerstedt (2010: 791) term a ‘neoliberal, performative culture of
health surveillance’.

The examples in the next section explore some further complexities asso-
ciated with health embodiments and exercise. Through the concept of affect I
explore participants’ descriptions of experiences of how body work practices
such as exercise feel, and what this means for how their bodies are lived.

Exercise, health and the self: ‘inhabiting my flesh’

Exercise was described as a particularly important aspect of body work for
most participants. Almost all (20 out of 22) of the participants made specific
reference to physical activities as having an impact on how their body feels,
which I analyse as the embodied sensations, or affects, related to their exer-
cise. Many echoed very similar descriptions of how exercise contributes to
feeling ‘good’, or ‘better’. In most cases, I did not ask participants about
specific practices of exercise, but let participants define exercise related to
their own experiences and understandings.

Most participants broadly agreed that their ‘exercise’ practices linked to the
way their body feels. For example, Anna discusses how she used to play in
team sports at college but no longer does because her circumstances have
changed: she has finished her undergraduate university degree and is working
full-time hours as a waitress to save money to travel overseas. She says:

I normally feel, like, a lot better if I have been exercising, but just, like,
little things if I do them now I’m like, ‘phew! That was a bit of a struggle!
That’s a bit embarrassing!’ But, um, yeah, I generally do like it when I

Health, affect, embodiment 107

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

2:
39

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



am exercising a little bit more. Although a lot of the times I can’t really
be bothered but I know, you do, you do feel a little bit better if you know
that you’re doing something, but I have been very slack the last couple of
months.

(Anna, 21, server)

Comments such as Anna’s were common throughout the interviews, and
many participants agreed that doing exercise equated with ‘feeling good’ or
‘feeling better’ in some way. As Anna explains, ‘I think you just generally feel
better for it [exercise] because you don’t feel like you’re lazing around and
being a bit of a couch potato’. Exercise here has a moral dimension in ways
similar to those described in the previous section, and enables her to feel
moral satisfaction related to physical activity; though there are numerous
times she ‘can’t really be bothered’. ‘Knowing you’re doing something’, related to
exercise specifically is also an important aspect of body work.

Similarly, Victoria explains that she really enjoys her routine of going to the
gym three or so times a week. She says, ‘I like going. I feel good.’ In
explaining this further, Victoria says her main motivations for going to the
gym regularly are:

VICTORIA: To keep fit. Probably to maintain a good shape really. Yeah. And
be yeah, healthy, and maintain a healthy shape.

JULIA: So it’s sort of about how you outwardly look?
VICTORIA: Um … yeah mainly how I look. Yeah. And how I feel inside.

(Victoria, 23, marketing officer)

Appearance is a key motivator for Victoria’s body work, and physical
exercise affects how Victoria feels on the ‘inside’ as well. Examples from other
participants suggest that this ‘inside’ feeling is linked with their outward
appearance. In Victoria’s example, she explains that she enjoys physical exer-
cise because it enables her to ‘maintain a healthy shape’ and that achieving
this, or at least ‘doing something’ about it, is what feels good on the ‘inside’.
As Victoria explains it, the process of exercise for appearance ‘feels good’, yet
although this may seem straightforward and simple, this is complicated in
numerous other participants’ descriptions of their experiences.

As in examples from Anna, Steph and Victoria, the embodied sensations of
‘exercise’ practices of body work were related to ‘feeling better’ about them-
selves, or in how they look. Paul also explains what it is that makes him ‘feel
good’ after doing yoga:

PAUL: After a yoga class I walk out feeling more limber, and yeah, you know,
just healthier, generally happier, because blood and oxygen has gone to
all parts of my body, my muscles are all warmed up, I’m walking
straighter, I have less sore joints and whatever it is … I sleep better. It’s a
general psychological and physical improvement, all over.
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JULIA: Ok. So it’s like feeling better on the inside … and the outside as well?
PAUL: Er, yeah, there’s a degree of that? Knowing that I’m taking care of

myself, and I dunno. I guess that might partly have something, [some]
insight into why healthy people look better. Definitely there’s – I feel
better about the way I look when I’m not putting on weight, when I’m
losing weight, my body’s a bit better and … yeah. Also I’ve got really bad
posture so when I’m healthy I stand straighter and present better and feel
more confident I guess.

(Paul, 31, sound and film editor)

Paul explains the connections and associations between the kinaesthetic
elements related to his body resulting from yoga, such as feeling ‘limber’ with
‘warm muscles’, and his sense of feeling ‘generally happier and healthier’.
Paul’s body ‘feels better’ after yoga because the embodied sensations asso-
ciated with blood oxygenating his organs and warming his muscles make him
feel ‘healthier’ and thus ‘happier’. The bodily sensations he associates with
‘health’ make him feel ‘happy’, and he also relates the feeling of health with
appearance: ‘healthy people look better’. Looking ‘better’ involves not put-
ting on weight, or losing weight, and he feels better when he is achieving
this – through doing things like yoga. Feeling ‘better’ is very much related to
how the body looks in Paul’s example, but also extends beyond this to the
bodily sensations associated with the specific practices of stretching and
breathing involved in yoga.

In a similar way, Kate explains what health ‘feels’ like. As has been dis-
cussed, for Kate, exercising and ‘health’ is not only related to her appearance,
and is more about how she ‘feels’:

KATE: I don’t think I feel it [health] as much as I should. I definitely should
get out and do more exercise. I feel so much better when I do.

JULIA: Do you mean you feel more confident or have more energy, or
something?

KATE: Both. A bit of both. Like, if I run around The Tan [the Botanical
gardens in Melbourne] and come home and have a shower I’m like ‘ooh I
feel really good’. You’ve stretched out your legs and got some fresh air
and got your heart rate up and everything like that. And when I eat
healthy too, I guess when you’re feeling inside ‘I feel really healthy today’
I think it shows on the outside, do you know what I mean? You’ve got
more of a glow about you, same as if you’ve got a lot of rest, I make sure
I get about eight hours’ sleep.

(Kate, 24, administrative assistant/nanny)

When Kate describes what ‘feels really good’ about exercise, the feeling she
describes after running is kinaesthetic, embodied. Like Paul, she mentions her
organs (heart rate), legs (which have been ‘stretched out’) and oxygen (fresh
air) in explaining what ‘health’ feels like. It also includes aspects such as
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posture and rest The numerous kinaesthetic, physical and mental connections
involved in this ‘feeling’ mean that the way health is experienced is complex
and multiple. Using a Deleuzian understanding of bodies, Fox (2002: 360)
argues that the affects associated with health are ‘dynamic and continually
multiplying’ depending on the connections and relations between bodies and
the world. This perspective enables a way of understanding the contradictions
and complexities of participants’ descriptions and experiences of ‘health’.

Health is not only confined to its embodied sensations on the ‘inside’, but
as something that can also be visibly present. ‘Looking healthy’ is not
enough, as Kate describes; she does not ‘feel’ it as much as she ‘should’.
Further, ‘healthy’ practices (such as dietary controls, jogging, yoga) which
purportedly lead to the sensations of ‘health’ (such as increased heart rate,
warm muscles, inhaling ‘fresh air’) ‘show on the outside’. The practices of
health are explained by Kate as leading to the feeling of health, which in turn
lead to the appearance of health: ‘you’ve got more of a glow about you’.
While the practices, feelings and appearances of health are very closely con-
nected, they do not always function in the straightforward way that Kate
explains. For many participants, health and appearance are more compli-
cated. For many others, the affective experiences of the body involve the
connections between the ‘appearance’ and image, and are associated with the
experience of the ‘self ’ and identity.

Some participants explained that their experiences of body work and the
embodied sensations involved relate directly to their experience of self or
identity. Rose (1989: 214) has argued that the body has become central to
‘transformation of the alienation, repression and fragmentation of the self in
modern times’. In more recent work, Rose conceptualises the relations and
connections between ‘the capacities of the human subject and the practices in
which he or she participates’ (2000: 325) as a series of continuing modulation;
part of the rhizomatic flows characteristic of liberal control societies (Deleuze
1995). In this way, practices of the body and self, such as forms of body work
related to health, can be understood in the context of the particular set of
circumstances in which individuals are ‘obliged to be prudent and responsible
for their own destinies’; to take control of their ‘selves’ (Rose 2000: 324).

Work on the self through body work practices was described by many par-
ticipants as related to ‘feeling comfortable’ with their body and ‘self ’. To a
large extent, the practices of exercise, and ‘health’ were explained as the
means towards this:

I want to maintain a good shape, a good body, just to feel comfortable in
my self.

(Clare, 18, school student)

Similarly, Kim explains ‘I feel more comfortable in my skin’ when she has lost
weight as a result of jogging and doing yoga. Paul also terms exercise as
contributing to the way he ‘inhabits [his] flesh’:

110 Health, affect, embodiment

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

2:
39

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



PAUL: I’ve always gone to the gym a little bit. Mostly just to, you know, stay
active and feel better … about … I mean partly physically, but … partly
the way I look, but also partly the way I feel about inhabiting my flesh.
These days I’m doing less weights and I’ll swim a couple of times a week
and I’ve started running with my girlfriend, just started a programme
with that, and riding my bike. I think just staying … maintaining the
exercise these days is as much about keeping my mindset positive as it is
about … I mean I don’t like it when I’m not exercising when I’m over-
weight … I do have a tendency for my weight to blow out … quite
easily … um, and I don’t, really don’t like the way I look, my clothes look
when I’m like that; the way I feel, etc. And I prefer it when I’m doing
something about it. But I’m not after, I’m not, I don’t have an image of
myself in mind, I’m not going for rock-hard abs or, you know.

JULIA: It’s just more of an overall sort of, um, self-care or something?
PAUL: Yeah. I just wanna feel healthy, in some sort of, within some sort of

level of a solid, good fitness so that I feel happy and … yeah.
(Paul, 32, sound editor)

Paul does not like the way he feels when he has put on weight. This feeling
relates not only to his appearance, but the way he inhabits his ‘flesh’. Involved
in this process are numerous elements: physical, mental, affective, kinaesthetic
sensations all contribute to his experience of the ‘flesh’, and what it is like to
‘inhabit’ his body. As Paul explains, his ‘self ’ is constructed and experienced
in the context of all of these factors, and is an ongoing process. Paul’s rela-
tions to his ‘self ’ through forms of body work take place in a context in which
individuals are encouraged to take a critical investment and approach to the
‘self ’ in its entirety, through work on the body and attention to thoughts and
‘state of mind’ (Rose 1996). The particular relations Paul is involved with
when describing what it feels like to ‘inhabit his flesh’ occur in a context in
which self-analysis is encouraged. This in turn is related to numerous social
influences including psychology and confessional ‘self-help’ trends. As Dwor-
kin and Wachs (2009: 13) note, ‘the practices of seeing, telling, listening,
marking, defining, judging and changing behaviours is well integrated into the
fabric’ of Western, neo-liberal consumer societies such as the USA and Aus-
tralia. Further, as in some of the other previous examples, Paul equates feel-
ing healthy with feeling happy. According to Paul (as well as Kate and
others), ‘happiness’ can be achieved through body work practices in a linear,
straightforward way: as Paul says, ‘I just want to feel healthy, so that I feel
happy’.

Exercise, health and ‘happiness’

The entanglement of ideas about health, happiness and appearance as they
relate to the way the body is experienced is shown in numerous other
examples:
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You don’t have to be thin to look good, but I don’t feel very healthy at
the moment. When I am exercising regularly, even if my weight hasn’t
shifted at all, I just feel that little bit better about myself. I’m not an
overly showy person, I don’t think if I was skinnier, I’d get my legs out
more, it’s just … I don’t know. You’d just have a little bit more confidence
about yourself. It’s not … I wouldn’t get fit so that I could show off my
body, I’d get fit so that I could be happy. I don’t know, just if anyone did
see it I wouldn’t be worried about it. I don’t know, I’m not a big fan of, I
don’t even think I’ve been to the beach these holidays, I get really nervous
when I have to get down to a bikini and stuff. Um … yeah, just, it’d be
just one less thing to worry about I guess. If you’re just a little bit skinnier
or a little bit whatever it’s just one less thing to worry about. I don’t know.

(Steph, 21, waitress)

Exercising regularly with the goal of being ‘a little bit skinnier’ as Steph
explains would mean she has ‘one less thing to worry about’ and enable her to
‘feel that little bit better’ about herself. Again, exercise, appearance (in look-
ing ‘skinnier’) and the experience of the body relates to the self and connect
to gendered patterns of embodiment related to slenderness, as the previous
chapter discussed. Further, the connection between body work and ‘happi-
ness’ is demonstrated: ‘I wouldn’t get fit so that I could show off my body, I’d
get fit so that I could be happy’. There are affects and connections involved in
Steph’s idea of ‘happiness’ centring around the body as it is felt, and as it is
seen by others, such as at the beach – which is a space of particularly inten-
sive bodily display in Australian ‘beach cultures’ (Booth 2012). It is interest-
ing that Steph makes a specific point that she would not display her body
more if she lost weight (through wearing revealing clothing) or ‘show it off’.
For Steph, her priority is that ‘if anyone did see’ her body, she would not have
to ‘worry about it’. Although the body’s public visibility in the context of
consumer culture has been explained by some theorists as paramount
(Featherstone 2010), in Steph’s example, visibility is not the most important
aspect of her body work. More complexly, Steph imagines that exercise has
the potential to form a new and improved experience of the self in which
would be ‘happier’, through being ‘skinnier’.

Anna echoes Steph’s words, and explains that exercise is the solution to
feeling ‘self-conscious’ about her body, and a way of having ‘one less thing to
worry about’:

I think, you know, you have a tighter, toner, slightly slenderer body you
can feel more confident, because sometimes you can feel a bit, self-conscious,
like ‘oh’, the old cliché, ‘does my butt look big in this’, or ‘is my stomach,
does my stomach look huge in this’ … I guess if you’re in tip-top shape
then I guess it’s just one less thing that you have to worry about.

(Anna, 21, waitress)
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Steph and Anna describe that monitoring of the body (‘does my stomach
look huge in this’) and feeling ‘self-conscious’ only happens when they are not
exercising. They both envisage ‘very fit people’ as ‘happy’ who do not suffer
from insecurity about their bodies, and who do not need to monitor or ‘worry
about’ their bodies any more. However, as other participants who exercise
more intensely explain, their exercise practices do not cause them to worry
less about their bodies, and may even form an ongoing series of relations
between body work and the self that may limit possibilities for living the body
in other ways.

As the previous section suggested, this link between healthy practices and
the experience of health and its psychologised associations with happiness are
not assured. The following section expands on this using a case study example
of one participant, Gillian, drawing together analysis of the body’s affects
related to health assemblages as shaping ‘what it can do’.

What can a body do? Body work as ‘liberation’ and constraint

Gillian, 31, works as a make-up artist and server at a busy café in Melbourne.
Gillian’s physical body work practices involve running, doing yoga and care-
fully controlling her diet. She runs 10 km two or three times a week, does one
yoga class a week, and her job as a server at a restaurant is also ‘very active’.
She explains that these practices enable her to ‘feel better’ about her ‘self ’.
Gillian explains that not eating at the end of a long shift at work ‘makes a
massive difference’ to not gaining weight, despite often being ‘exceptionally
hungry’:

I’ll often do a six-, seven-, eight-hour shift with no breaks and it’s very
active, high-stress work, and I’ll get to eat beforehand a little bit and
often there’ll be food left over at the end of the night that I can eat. So,
um … when I’m trying to eat healthier I don’t eat the food at the end of
the night, because I find that makes a massive difference to me. When I
eat that food I put on weight, when I don’t I actually take off weight … I
don’t – in theory I don’t believe in denying myself, but … it’s just, I dunno.

(Gillian, 31, make-up artist)

Although ‘in theory’ Gillian does not believe in ‘denying’ herself food (even if
she is ‘exceptionally hungry’), maintaining her desired weight is the most
important factor: ‘it makes a massive difference to me’.

In ways paradoxically similar to those which Anna and Steph imagine,
Gillian explains that exercise, through jogging and yoga provide a way of
‘liberating’ her self and body from ‘feeling bad’ – feeling physically unattractive,
and inadequate:

I’ve gotta make the best out of what I’ve got, and so I think when I’m
doing yoga or jogging, it’s my way of liberating myself, instead of feeling
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sad about myself because … I feel attractive if I’m in a fit state, or if I’m
taking good care of my body, healthy, um … in shape, I feel like, then I
don’t think ‘oh why can’t I be like this, why can’t I be like that?’ I guess
that’s my way of liberating myself from that constant battle in my head,
where you feel bad about yourself. Because as long as I’m fit and at a
healthy weight, a decent weight … I don’t feel that.

Although these practices make Gillian feel ‘better’ and more accepting of her
body, her feeling ‘better’ is contingent on these practices. She must uphold her
‘fitness’ (or must avoid eating at the end of a shift) in order to be ‘liberated’
from feeling ‘bad’. Gillian’s body work, which requires so much effort,
thought and time, operates as a great constraint, yet she describes these practices
as enabling her to feel ‘liberated’. Her example also speaks to the ‘schizoid’
conditions of post-feminism in which repressive gender norms are recoded
through a language of empowerment (Renold and Ringrose 2011).Through
this paradox, Gillian’s body work practices are clearly central to her positive
experience of self. Being in a ‘fit state’ enables her to negate this feeling of
inadequacy and ‘unattractiveness’, to ‘make the most’ of her body as it is, she
explains, rather than resorting to cosmetic surgical procedures, as she says.
The relations and affects between Gillian’s body, body work practice and the
world define what she can do, and the possibilities that are available to
her. While these practices make her ‘feel better’, the affects related to these
body work practices are limited. Where body work practices such as these are
framed as her only way of freeing herself from ‘feeling bad’, other possibilities
for experiencing and living her body are not immediately available. The con-
cept of affect works such that ‘what bodies can feel is an element of what they
can do’ (Fox 2015). Gillian, like many other participants, is affected by the ‘call
upon the individual to enter into the process of their own self-governance
through processes of endless self-examination, self-care, and self-improvement’
(Peterson 1996: 49). ‘Healthy’ body work practices are a key means by which
the burden of care of the self is embodied and is guided by health affects.
Paul, Steph and Anna imagine that doing body work to be ‘fitter’ will make
them ‘happier’. Gillian, however, shows that this process is fraught. The
embodied experiences related to the discourses, ideals and sensations of
‘health’ can be understood as a complex process involving the affects and
relations between bodies and other assemblages as having an impact on how
they feel and what they can do. The significant work involved in Gillian’s
maintenance of a narrowly defined ‘ideal’ appearance (linked strongly to
femininity and health) that enables her to ‘feel good’ about her body at the
same time perpetuates her body work and closes down possibilities for living
her body in other less regulated ways.

Physically hegemonic gender ideals clearly frame body work and bodies,
and contribute to the affects which influence the body’s possibilities (Coffey
2013). Because, for example, gendered ideals of women’s and men’s bodies are
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narrow, their possibilities for their bodies and body work are restricted
(Coffey 2012).

Health affects and health as becoming

The concept of affect, understood practically as ‘something which affects
something else’ and as ‘the experience of intensities’ (Featherstone 2010: 195)
can be used as a way to think through Gillian’s comments here. In this con-
text, Gillian’s body work practices, including a strict regulation of what she
eats after work, doing yoga and jogging affect her body and what she can (or
cannot) do. While these practices make her ‘feel better’, the affects related to
these body work practices are limited. Where body work practices such as
these are framed as her only way of freeing herself from ‘feeling bad’, other
possibilities for experiencing and living her body are removed. Affects can be
understood as producing ‘styles of life’, or ways of living. Hickey-Moody and
Malins (2007: 3) explain that:

Styles of life and modes of evaluation that are shaped by resentment,
judgment and negation tend to reduce and close off bodily possibilities
and potentials for change. By contrast, those which affirm life and its
positive capacity for difference, enhance our range of powers and
potentials.

Gillian’s body work practices are described as integral to her being able to
feel good in her body and self, and Gillian explains that feeling good about
herself without these practices is unimaginable. The affects associated with
Gillian’s body work mean that her ‘style of life’ is shaped by negation, and
reduces her potential to live her body in other ways. That Gillian may feel
comfortable or content with her body and in herself without undertaking
those practices of body work is a potentiality that is not currently available to
Gillian. In this way, the embodied sensations surrounding body work which
affect her body constrain her and limit the range of possibilities available for
living her body. Fox (2002, Fox and Ward 2008) uses Deleuze and Guattari’s
concept of the body without organs to further describe this process and can
help to explain how affect may be useful in approaching Gillian’s experience
of her body and body work practices. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) under-
stand humans and other bodies as actively connecting and engaging with the
world through ongoing ‘experimentation’, and the body without organs is the
concept which describes the locus of these encounters. Social and cultural
assemblages (such as gender, in Chapter 4, and health ideologies in this
chapter) affect the body. The affects and relations of a body include the psy-
chological, emotional and physical attachments produced in encounters
between the body without organs and other assemblages. This process condi-
tions what the body can do. Assemblages, through relations and affects,
‘define a person’s capacities and his/her limits’ (Fox and Ward 2008: 1009).

Health, affect, embodiment 115

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

2:
39

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Becoming involves the ‘opening up to difference, to the many rather than
the few’ (Fox 2002: 359); the opening of possibility. This occurs through the
‘multiplication of affects, not the intensification of a single affect or relation’
(Fox 2002: 359). A body without organs which is involved in this intensifica-
tion, rather than a multiplication of affects suffers a ‘territorialisation that
cannot easily be escaped’ (Fox 2002: 359). Where Gillian’s ways of ‘liberating’
herself from ‘feeling bad’ require the ongoing practices of body work, we can
begin to see how Gillian’s body (as a body without organs) is involved in
particular affective relations with health and gender assemblages (of the slim,
feminine body), which close down other possibilities for living her body. This
does not mean, however, that Gillian’s body is incapable of ‘becoming-other’;
through multiplying the affects and relations between her body, body work
and connecting assemblages, Gillian may find numerous other ways living
beyond the imperative of body work practices.

The relations and affects surrounding body work practices and health and
gender discourses are multiple and complex. Seeing these practices and
examples through the lens of affect allows an analysis which foregrounds the
embodied, sensual aspects of the body while linking body work practices to
broader socio-cultural contexts. The concept of affect also provides a way of
understanding the ways these contexts condition but do not determine possi-
bilities for living. The affective experience of the body, involving the connec-
tions between the ‘appearance’ and feelings of ‘health’, impacts how bodies
and selves ‘feel’ and what they can do.

What this perspective offers is an understanding of body work practices as
not intrinsically good or bad; rather it depends on whether life is restricted or
maximised through the relations between the body and its myriad encounters.
Because ‘what a body can do’ is continually being negotiated through rela-
tions with new things, affects continually have the potential to be ‘redrawn’
(Fox 2002). The potential to ‘become otherwise’ as relations and affects
modulate is always possible. Even when becoming-other is inhibited by the
intensification, rather than the multiplication of affects, this inhibition is never
foreclosed from the outset but may develop through the particular processes
of new and unforseen relations and affects.

The concept of affect can contribute to developing sociological study of the
body. To pursue methods which encourage an increase in the possibilities
available for living has political implications related to inclusivity and equal-
ity (Fox 2002). Advocating positive ‘styles of life’, ‘those which affirm life and
its positive capacity for difference’ (Hickey-Moody and Malins, 2007), may
enhance not only our own range of powers and potentials, but may also affect
others in our relations with them, for example, through affirming difference
between bodies (Coffey 2012). For Gillian, for example, an opening to differ-
ence could mean expanding her focus from the aesthetic to the emotional or
kinaesthetic dimensions through forms of body work which are not geared
towards the body’s appearance, such as some forms of yoga, tai chi or medi-
tation. Opening to difference could also be facilitated by a focus on the body’s
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non-deliberate changes, such as ageing, or pregnancy or menopause; changes
which are not effected by deliberate or intentional ‘body work’. The strength
with which health discourses and body work practices are currently pro-
moted, and associated affective intensifies related to the health imperative
however, could make this a difficult task.

Previous sociological work has explored the aesthetic, cultural and bodily
dimensions of judgement related to health practices (Lupton 1995, 1999).
Lupton, for example, specifies that non-conformance to health imperatives
may be both consciously and unconsciously chosen, with alternative practices
of the self being generated at the non-discursive level (1995: 135). While such
approaches to not draw specifically on the concept of affect, the need to go
beyond rationalist understandings of subjectivity and reflexivity to understand
bodily aspects of action has been well established (Lupton 1999). Approaches
to ‘the body’ which draw on Deleuzian ontologies or concepts to analyse
empirical data are relatively recent within sociology (see for example, Fox and
Ward 2008). This analysis contributes to emerging efforts to draw on Deleu-
zian methodologies and concepts such as affect. The challenge of pairing
Deleuzian epistemology and ontology with post-structural methodologies is
being engaged with in the work of St Pierre (1997), Lather (2007), Hultman
and Taguchi (2010), Mazzei and McCoy (2010) and others in qualitative
education and sociological research. Further work will advance these con-
cepts and questions in sociological and feminist work so that new ways of
responding to contemporary challenges of exploring the body and embodied
experience can be found, particularly as the body continues to increase as a
target for economic forces through the marketing of health.

Conclusion

This chapter has described the complex ways ‘health’ is conceptualised and
embodied in relation to social life. Health was described in interviews as a set
of practices, activities or performances that involve the body and that has
social dimensions. The health assemblage comprises regulatory discourses of
health, such as those relating to moralised individual responsibility for having
a healthy-looking body and discriminatory attitudes towards people who are
not able to live up to this classed, raced ‘slim’ bodily form. It also comprises
images of healthy bodies and happy people which proliferate in consumer
culture, and the juggernaut industries which sell these images and discourses
through products and services. Health is also profoundly embodied, and
affective, which means that the ways that health assembles in relation to these
other dimensions for each person may be different. The examples in this
chapter have aimed to show both the strength of those discourses of health,
but also to go beyond these in analysis to also include analysis of the more
complex and paradoxical elements in young people’s health embodiments.
These examples showed that experience of ‘health’ is not the straightforward
result of undertaking ‘healthy’ practices, and these practices require further
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management. They also illustrate that though the ideal of health as an image
and a way of obtaining happiness was a key dimension informing participants’
body work, these links in actuality were shown to be profoundly tenuous or
problematic, as Gillian’s example illustrated. The chapter mobilised concepts of
affect and becoming to explore the complex and contradictory ways health is
understood and lived. This perspective shows that the ways in which health and
gender assemble in the context of body work practices condition the body’s
possibilities. As I have shown in this chapter, the possibilities for living that
are available can be understood as organised through the processes engage-
ment between bodies and other assemblages. I used the concept of affect as a
way of focusing on a body’s encounters and what these encounters produce to
explore the health affects which compose health assemblages, and how these
affect what a body can do.
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6 ‘Buff culture’, cosmetic surgery and
bodily limits

Introduction

This chapter further explores the ways that two key assemblages, health and
gender, through body work practices, produce a body’s possibilities. I extend
the previous chapter’s focus on health and exercise to include other body
work practices that are described by participants as related to ‘obsession’ or
‘addiction’; practices such as intensive weights training and cosmetic surgical
procedures. I continue to draw upon Deleuzian concepts such as affect in
analysis to explore the ways bodily possibilities are assembled in relation to
practices, discourses, experiences and embodied sensations.

One of my central aims here is to explore how affect is implicated in the
ways body work practices are lived, and connect with broader social assem-
blages and discourses. Such a focus involves examining the processes and
relations between bodies and assemblages. As I have shown in previous
chapters, discourses of gender and health, along with an emphasis on indivi-
dual responsibility and other neo-liberal ideas are strongly implicated in par-
ticipants’ understandings and explanations of their experiences related to their
bodies. Traditional gender arrangements and the contemporary emphasis on
individual body practices aligned with ‘health’ were engaged with by partici-
pants to frame their experiences of their bodies. Bodies are understood as the
unstable outcomes of the assemblages within which they are caught up (Rose
1996: 184). Following this, I understand gender and health as assemblages
that shape and create the ‘conditions of possibility for identity, establishing
the psychic substrate that both defines a person’s capacities and his/her limits’
(Fox and Ward 2008: 1009).

Body work and the limits of ‘health’

As I explored in the previous chapter, the ways participants define and
describe their experiences of ‘health’ show that health as a concept is pro-
foundly contingent and complex. For some, specific practices of body work
become essential to the (positive) experience of the self, wherein the body
cannot be experienced positively without these practices. In Gillian’s example
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in the previous chapter, her practices of body work were organised around her
body looking healthy and being a ‘healthy shape’ and weight, enabling her to
‘feel attractive’. For Gillian, ceasing body work (due to injury or life changes)
may have profound repercussions for the way her body is experienced and
lived. Other participants describe the ways they undertake some forms of
body work as being like an ‘obsession’ or ‘addiction’.

Others discussed the potential for body work practices to become an
‘obsession’ or ‘addiction’, as Sara and Daniel described in the previous
chapter. Sara described how the intensity and frequency regarding exercise
routines delineate between the activities being ‘healthy’ or ‘obsessive’.

Others, such as Daniel, Clare and Anna link health and appearance,
arguing that ‘people should just be healthy’, yet since ‘health’ is highly con-
tingent and complex, such statements are ambiguous. The multiple under-
standings and definitions of health mean that ‘health’ is not confined to any
set of practices, nor simply a state of ‘being’ to be worked towards or
attained. While most participants pinpoint particular ‘limits’ of what is or is
not considered a ‘healthy’ practice or activity, as we have seen, the boundaries
of health are shifting and understood differently by different participants in
the contexts of the relations between theirs and others’ bodies. Many used
others’ bodies to define these limits, such as overweight acquaintances (a girl
Clare knew at school, or Tom’s housemate), steroid users (men Sara knows
through her partner, or men Ben sees at the gym), women who do not eat
enough (Clare’s friend at school who suffered from anorexia, or Paul’s criti-
cism of idealised women’s bodies in the media) or people who over-exercise
(in Adam’s description of the women he sees running endlessly on the tread-
mill at the gym). ‘Caring too much’ about appearance or body work may also
be defined as unhealthy.

Tom explains how exercise for him is similar to an ‘addiction’, because the
consequences of not ‘keeping it up’ regularly translate into ‘feeling shit’:

TOM: I don’t know exactly what it is about it, and I suppose you could talk
about hormones that get excreted with exercise, but it is addictive. You
get addicted to exercise. People do. If I’m really thinking about, if I’ll say
‘I’ll do some exercise today’, that’s because I’ll feel really shit if I didn’t.
Not feel shit, as in, I’ll be happily sitting on the couch and doing nothing,
but just mentally, I’d be disappointed with myself. So that’s where the
motivation starts to come from.

JULIA: Did you feel that today?
TOM: Yeah! That’s why I need to go and do some [exercise] later [today] I

think! I’ll do something. You do, you get a bit addicted to it. And I’ve
gone through phases where you get really into it and you get through that
barrier, and your body starts to crave to do something.

Although the word ‘addiction’ typically has negative connotations and
would not commonly be associated with health, Tom (and others) describe
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how they feel addicted to exercising, a practice which is defined as ‘healthy’.
As a result Tom’s ‘bad feeling’ about not doing exercise is complex. He says
he will be ‘happily’ relaxing on the couch, but ‘mentally’ his compulsion to
exercise motivates him to avoid feeling ‘disappointed’ with himself. The
affects associated with exercise compel Tom to continue the particular prac-
tices of body work. Here, we can understand that Tom is engaged in a parti-
cular set of affective relations with his body work practices and sense of self.
If he does not exercise for one day he will ‘feel really disappointed’ with
himself. Through the concept of affect, I will further explore similar embodied
sensations of other participants’ practices of body work relating to ‘addic-
tion’, including some of the most complex and confounding forms such as
cosmetic surgery and eating disorders.

‘Buff culture’: muscularity, body work and addiction

As discussed in Chapter 4, many young men are increasingly picking up the
invitation to care about the body’s appearance and to consume products to
aid in the body’s aesthetic improvement. This situation is framed by the
growing emphasis on individual responsibility for health which is understood
in sociology as a central feature driving the rise in concern for the body’s
appearance in general (Crawford 1980; Gill et al. 2005). The configurations of
consumer culture and spectacular forms of femininity and masculinity are
important because they are implicated in the mediating forces which work to
form the body as an event (Budgeon 2003). It is in this context of increasing
attention and ‘visibility’ of the (young, athletic, muscular) male body that
body work is experienced by some of the men in this project. The specific
aesthetic ideal of muscles related to masculinity in what has been termed in
popular media ‘buff culture’ are discussed first in the example of ‘Zyzz’, a 22-
year-old Australian bodybuilder and internet celebrity famous for his lean,
‘cut’, muscular physique and party lifestyle who died in 2011.

Zyzz was the leader of what he called ‘The Aesthetic Crew’. He had a
body that had been sculpted in the gym; his online self-promotion com-
pared him with Zeus, king of the Greek gods; although it was his perso-
nal story that struck a chord with young followers. At the time of his
death, Zyzz was 22 years old and a far cry from the skinny teenager of a
few years earlier, unable to attract girls and stand up for himself. His
rapid transformation was the stuff of fantasy for thousands of skinny
teenagers, and it made him a pin-up boy.1

Zyzz was the exemplar of ‘buff culture’ masculinity. He epitomised a
youthful, hedonistic lifestyle which revolved around the gym, attending ‘every
rave and festival’ and ‘pulling chicks’. Bodily display and an extremely lean,
muscular aesthetic was a crucial aspect of Zyzz’s popularity; he attended most
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music events shirtless and also worked as a stripper. Heterosexual dynamics
of attractiveness were also key, as a legion of young men idolised him for the
ability to attract women afforded by his body. Though he always insisted his
‘aesthetic’ was the result of hard work in the gym and a strict diet, speculation of
steroid use surrounded his death in a Thai bathhouse, which the coroner
found was the result of an undiagnosed heart condition.

Muscles are ‘the distinctive symbol of masculinity’, and offer a way of
affirming or ensuring recognition of possessing a normative masculine iden-
tity (Wacquant 1995: 171). Wiegers describes how the current idealisation of
muscles is drawn from ‘muscular Christian ideology’, which originated in the
nineteenth-century ‘strong-man era’ in which bodybuilding began (1998: 149).
Bodybuilding was less fashionable in the 1950s and 1960s, and Wiegers (1998)
suggests that this is due to the general sense of optimism in the American
medical system at this time related to medical advances such as the control of
disease through vaccinations. Although it was still considered ‘common sense’
to be responsible for protecting one’s health during this time, the current
intensity of concern with health and longevity is vastly different (Wiegers
1998). Bodybuilding and the idealisation of muscularity related to masculine
ideals of strength, physical capacity and reappeared in the 1970s when the
health and fitness industry was emerging. The masculine aesthetic ideal
gained huge popularity in the 1990s as ‘the media was focusing on the phe-
nomenon of muscle more than ever before’ (Wiegers 1998: 150). The focus on
muscularity as aesthetic ideal in contemporary Western societies has intensi-
fied as a result of parallel shifts in consumer culture which offers an increas-
ing range of regimes and technologies to ‘invest’ in creating a ‘beautiful body’
(Featherstone 2010). The moral logic implied in consumer culture dovetails
with health and gender ideals such that the drive towards beautification (for
men as well as women) is more an imperative than merely an available option.

Indeed the consumer culture publicity presents [body work] as an
imperative, a duty, and casts those who become fat, or let their appear-
ance go, or look old before their time, as not only slothful but as having a
flawed self. On the other hand, it is assumed that people with an
enhanced appearance will be able to enjoy a body and face which are
more congruent with their ‘true’ selves. Body work will also transform the
self, upgrading it to a newer level replete with positive possibilities, in
line with the new body.

(Featherstone 2010: 195–6)

Muscles feature as a key bodily ideal for participants in this study. All male
participants named muscles are ‘ideal’ features for men’s bodies, mostly rela-
ted to sexual attractiveness (heterosexual and homosexual) and because mus-
cles were seen to denote ‘health’ for men. The following quotes from male
participants relate to the ‘pressure’ to be ‘big’ or muscular, as some men in
the study described.
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Ben, a former professional baseball player, describes how he ‘can’t get out
of the habit’ of doing the training he did when he was a professional; that he
‘can’t bring’ himself to not go to the gym for more than two days:

It’s funny, I can’t really get out of the habit of still doing a lot of training.
I don’t get to do as much specific baseball stuff. But I can’t bring myself
to go for more than two days without going to the gym. I’ve sort of built
up a reputation for being, like a big strong guy, and even if I get on the
scales and weigh myself and I’ll still be the same weight, I feel like if I
don’t go for a few days I feel not as strong, not as confident. I have to
keep going and doing it. [I feel] a lot of pressure on that. I’m 32 and I
wonder how long I can keep that up for.

(Ben, 32, sales representative)

Ben’s lifting weights is something he ‘has to keep going and doing’; he ‘has to
keep it up’. This description is very similar to Tom’s previous description of
‘addiction’ related to exercise and to the dictionary definition of addiction, as
the ‘state [of] being enslaved to something … that is habit forming … to such
an extent that its cessation causes severe trauma’.2 Ben’s body work practices
contribute directly to his identity and sense of self, and how others see him
(‘as a big strong guy’). He worries he may not be able to continue in this
identity for much longer. Body work, for Ben, has significant repercussions
that extend beyond discourses of health and masculinity, though both of these
discourses are implicated in the meanings of his body work. Body work
practices to do with exercise and lifting weights go towards shaping both the
physical body and (hegemonically masculine) sense of self. As a result, body
work practices are powerful in how the body is experienced and felt. This also
means that if the practices of body work are not ‘kept up’ for whatever
reason – through circumstances associated with injury, age, or other life
changes such as increased work or family commitments – the embodied con-
sequences and impact on sense of self may be profound.

In a similar way, Adam discusses the tension involved in deciding to not
continue training during the off-season of football. Although he ‘really
enjoyed’ being free from his demanding training regime, discontinuing his
body work had unforseen consequences for his sense of self and identity:

Actually last year between seasons and before training started I was like,
‘Oh, I’m really enjoying not training’, and I let myself go for awhile, and
letting myself go was actually putting on about 4 kilos and it wasn’t
anything to do with muscle weight, it was just me enjoying life and not
having to do that vigorous routine, of all those sessions, and actually it
made me feel pretty crap. People were still saying to me ‘oh you look fit’
but I felt actually very unfit and felt like I was putting on weight and
none of it’s muscle and I’m not actually keeping myself fit, and so after
about a month and a half of not doing much at all – I enjoyed it, not
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doing much – but I also felt pretty terrible at the same time, I could feel
myself slipping, down into the, ‘Oh I’m unfit, I don’t feel good about
myself, I’m losing that body image that I worked so hard for’, and even
after a month and a half, nothing too much had happened, but I felt like
I was losing control … of who I was, almost.

(Adam, 23, footballer and university student)

Despite others telling him he looks ‘fit’, and as well as ‘really enjoying’ not
training, the visceral experience of his body changed dramatically. Adam
describes how soon after he stopped training he began to feel very unfit, and
felt anxious about gaining weight that is not muscle weight. For Adam, feel-
ing unfit very quickly equated to feeling ‘pretty terrible’. Adam’s sense of self
is so entwined with his body being fit and muscular that stopping training for
only a few weeks made him feel as though his identity and positive sense of
himself was slipping, and that he was losing who he was. Adam’s and Ben’s
relations with body work practices are intensely affective. A focus on their
affective experiences enables the visceral, embodied complexities of their
bodies to be foregrounded. These examples, from the perspective of affect
enable us to see the infinitely more complex ways bodies (body without
organs) are defined by their relations and affects, opening up or closing down
possibilities for the embodied self (Fox 2002: 351).

Other men in the study also experience their bodies and body work having
a significant impact for how the self and body are lived. Jason explains the
way he goes about his football training as an ‘addiction’ that compels him to
‘keep it up’, and that there are numerous affective consequences involved if he
cannot train. Recent injuries (including extensive leg injuries from a severe
boating accident, and a shoulder reconstruction due to a subsequent mishap)
have meant he has spent lengthy periods of time in rehabilitation, unable to
train with weights or to run. The consequences of this extend beyond the pain
of the injuries themselves, and have an impact on how he feels about his body
and his sense of self on a deeper level. It is only in weeks directly prior to the
interview that Jason has been able to resume training. He describes his exercise
regime as relating to how he feels about and within his body:

I probably do some sort of exercise, five or six times a week. Sometimes
even twice a day. It’s a bit over the top, I know, I dunno. But … you get
an addiction I think? Um, and as soon as you start to fall behind, or you
start to stop going you start to look at yourself differently like you go
‘Oh, what’s going on here’ [examining body, stomach], like a little bit
[laughs]. So, yeah. You get a bit addicted to it. I don’t know if that’s a
good thing, but … oh well … there are addictions in life I s’pose … it’s
probably one of the better ones to have! [laughs] … Yeah, you kind of
look at yourself a little bit different, like, you go, ‘oh hang on, I’ve stop-
ped, I haven’t done this for a little while’ and you start maybe noticing a
little bit, but it’s not actually changing, you’re just, you trick, you’re
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playing tricks on your mind to say ‘yep, it’s changed’. You look in the
mirror and go ‘Oh, look at that’, but really nothing has [changed]. You
can’t change from [missing] two sessions, or two weeks even. Um, that’s
probably the addiction part of it [laughs]. And I dunno, you feel like …
you just feel a little bit different.

(Jason, 22, accounts officer)

The relations between Jason’s body and the practices of body work (football
training, weights and cardio-vascular sessions) involve ‘addiction’ because, as
he describes, ‘as soon as you stop going and doing it, you start to look at
yourself differently’. Although Jason jokes that compared to other ‘addic-
tions’ his training is ‘probably one of the better ones to have’, the affects
associated with his body if he has to stop training are significant and inten-
sive. Through his affective relations between his body and training, Jason
perceives his body as being ‘a little bit different’, despite that nothing in his
appearance has ‘really changed’. Jason, like Adam, perceives himself differ-
ently, and sees his body in a way that is not realistic: ‘you look in the mirror
and go “Oh look at that” [gesturing to his biceps, implying they are smaller in
size] but really nothing has changed’. Adam too said he saw himself differ-
ently in the mirror and feels differently about himself, and like Jason had the
similar experience of his image ‘playing tricks’ on him.

Featherstone (2010: 197) argues that in consumer culture, which is obsessed
with bodies, ‘images do complex work’, and extend beyond the ‘look good,
feel good’ advertising tagline which invites individuals to care for their
appearances and corresponding experience of self. Featherstone insists that
images are not merely visual, and are felt as a sense of energy, force or
intensity: they are affective (2010: 199). The affective body (such as Jason’s or
Adam’s) in contrast to body image, ‘is a body without a clearly defined
image’. This means that the affective body is more processual, and ‘can
convey and receive a range of affective responses, intensities which are palp-
able, but difficult to decipher and articulate in language’ (Featherstone 2010:
201).

Jason’s description of his image in the mirror ‘playing tricks’ on him points
to the complex connections between his mirror image and his affective,
embodied sensations. From a Deleuzian perspective, the affective body is
understood as ‘open and incomplete’, and as a result can be ‘open to mis-
reading’ (Featherstone 2010: 200). A Deleuzian approach does not attempt to
foreclose or define the body as subjected to the ‘purposive rational instru-
mental’ perspective, as driven by the mind (Featherstone 2010: 200). This way
of understanding bodies enables a broader analysis than popularised psycho-
logical accounts of negative body image caused by images in the media, for
example. From a traditional psychological analysis, Jason and Adam’s
descriptions of appearing different in the mirror would be typically associated
with body dysmorphic disorder (BDD). This is a medicalised and patholo-
gised condition related to a ‘dysfunction of the brain’ and classified as a
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somatoform disorder in the DSMIV (Didie et al. 2010). Some participants in
fact make reference to body dysmorphic disorder in relation to theirs and
others’ bodies, which suggests the dominance and popularity of psychologised
explanations of the body and body image. For example, using strikingly
similar language to Adam and Jason, Isabelle describes the mismatch between
her image in the mirror and ‘reality’ as body dysmorphic disorder:

I can notice [when I have lost weight], with my clothes and stuff. But I
think I can … it’s like a bit of body dysmorphia, I might think I look the
same but then I weigh myself and look at myself again in the mirror I’m
like, ‘Oh no, I look really big’, if I’m heavier. It’s like your mind is playing
tricks on you a little bit.

Both Isabelle and Jason refer to their mind ‘playing tricks’ on them with their
image in the mirror, and their perception of their bodies is contingent on
numerous factors concerning how the body looks and feels in relation to body
work. Analyses which locate body concerns as psychological ‘disorders’ divert
attention from the emphatically social dimensions of bodily concern. These
examples show that the body and body image are much more than individual
concerns, and instead link with a range of social, historical, interpersonal and
cultural factors related to images, ideals, friends, places, activities and the
feelings (affects) associated with all of these things. In this context the body
can be reconceptualised as a continual ‘becoming’ rather than static and
foreclosed.

As has been examined in the previous chapters, the specificities of body
work practices and the correlations with experience are quite diverse and dif-
ficult to predict in advance. For example, where Steph and Anna anticipate
that ‘very fit people would have one less thing to worry about’, numerous
examples show this may be far from the case. Appearance and body image do
not always follow the ‘look good, feel good’ logic; and many varying relations
between the body and self (through body work practices) ensue. We need
tools to understand these ambivalent, less coherent experiences of the embo-
died self (Coleman 2009). Using affect as a concept engages with an ontology
and epistemology capable of understanding the body in continuous movement
and negotiation and involved in a complex set of relations, ‘rather than a
thing with a fixed or determined image’ (Featherstone 2010: 208), as in
pathologised accounts of BDD.

These examples show the ways in which practices associated with health,
exercise and going to the gym have the potential to ‘slip over’ into relations
which profoundly affect the experience of the self. Cosmetic surgery and
relations with food are other body work practices which involve affects similar
to those discussed in the examples above, and involve particularly intensive
affects which are meaningful for the ways the body is lived – its capacities and
becomings. I explore these themes in the remainder of this chapter.

128 ‘Buff culture’, cosmetic surgery, bodily limits

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

2:
39

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Cosmetic surgery, affect and the (feminine) body

Cosmetic surgery, along with other interventions such as weight-loss and
exercise regimes that were framed by participants in the context of ‘health’
are marketed in consumer culture with an ‘over-simplistic’ logic that such
practices have transformative potential that ‘will result in a more positive and
acceptable body image’ (Featherstone 2010: 213). The way the body is lived in
relation to these practices, however, can have many other more ambiguous
and problematic outcomes, such as those I explored above in the context of
exercise and lifting weights becoming ‘addictive’ and shaping a static body
and image that is extraordinarily difficult to ‘live up to’.

Data on cosmetic surgery in Australia is scarce and partial, based on the
self-reporting of only some surgeons. Market research company IBISworld
reports that Australians spent more than $850 million on cosmetic procedures
in 2012. According to this source, 92 per cent of patients are women, and
breast ‘enhancement’ is one of the most common procedures.3 Although men
as well as women are invited to enjoy the ‘dubious equality’ (Featherstone
1982: 22) as consumers in the marketplace concerned with the appearance of
their bodies, body work practices such as cosmetic surgery clearly continue to
be strongly feminised.

Feminism has contributed significantly to the critique of cosmetic surgery
and the broader ‘cult’ of the body in its societal, cultural, historical and gen-
dered context, particularly through linking these practices with gendered
inequalities (Davis 1995; Goering 2003; Tait 2007; Leve et al. 2012). The
connections between feminised practices of health and beauty for women (the
‘fashion–beauty complex’) and broader gendered inequality have been widely
critiqued (Bordo 2003; Bartky 1995). Banet-Weiser and Portwood-Stacer, in
their discussion of reality television programmes argue that the way cosmetic
surgery is presented in these programmes ‘naturalises a faith in the positive
effects of cosmetic surgery, (and) also confirms a contemporary post-feminist
ideology about individual transformation and the pleasure that eventually
comes from constructing the perfect feminine body’ (2006: 262). Davis argues
against feminist accounts which see women as ‘passively complicit’ in repro-
ducing a normalised femininity, or as ‘cultural dupes’. Cosmetic surgery is a
thorny issue for feminism, relating to how the practice can be critiqued as
part of dominant gender relations which privilege men and heterosexual
dynamics of desirability without ‘blaming the women who take part’ (Davis
1995: 71). In the examples below, I show how feminist developments of
Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts can be useful for understanding the nuances
of these practices while retaining a critical sociological lens.
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Kate’s cosmetic surgery: ‘now I can just really live my life’

Kate was 24, and lived south of Melbourne with her boyfriend. She had a
diploma in Arts, and worked part-time as a nanny and administrative assis-
tant. Three years ago, Kate had cosmetic surgery to enlarge her breasts.

When I was 21 I decided I felt like all I wanted was boobs. And I told my
parents, who are really like, hippies, I’m getting a boob job. And they
were like, mum was like, ‘oh no darling we just love you the way you are’,
and I was like ‘mum, seriously, I haven’t grown boobs, I’m 21 years of
age, it’s not going to happen for me!’

She said that although it was difficult to ‘go against’ the advice of her
family and friends who told her not to have surgery the decision was integral
to her overall happiness and sense of comfort in her body:

All my girlfriends were like, ‘Don’t do it’. So you’re making a decision
and you’re going against everyone else. And it’s a massive, it’s a massive
thing. But over time, you can’t put a price on being happy with your
body. I’ve never once looked back and regretted my decision. And over
time, I’ve had so many moments where I just feel … like I don’t have this
feeling in my stomach where I’m worried about wearing bathers … Not
stressing about summer, and enjoying your life, and just really living it.

Kate described breast implants as a solution to alleviating her suffering;
enabling her to live more fully. She described how she used to be teased and
‘humiliated’ at high school and would feel anxiety and stress related to any
activities which involved a swimming pool or the beach. This may have par-
ticular significance in Australia where beach culture is a normative part of
youth for those living on the coastline (Evers 2006). She said before the
surgery she could never wear the clothes she wanted to wear, and felt self-
conscious with boyfriends. She contrasted the ‘feeling’ she had following the
surgery with the feeling she had prior to it ‘in her stomach’ of anxiety, worry
and ‘stress’ that ‘eats away at you’. After her surgery Kate felt able to ‘just
really live her life’. I asked Kate if there was anything else she would get
‘done’; she replied ‘Nup. I’m me forever now’:

I wouldn’t get Botox or anything as I get older. I just want to grow old
gracefully. For me [breast implants] was just about being able to try on a
dress. And my friends say ‘If you’d had small boobs Kate you wouldn’t
have done it’. If I’d had any boobs I wouldn’t have done it! Just any
boobs, an A [cup], I would’ve been happy with that! I don’t think, for
me – I don’t think there would be anything else I’d change. If I was to
change anything on my face I’d look in the mirror and go ‘Oh I don’t
look like me anymore!’ It’d be weird!
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She said she would not change anything else about her appearance as this
would cause incongruence with her sense of self: ‘I wouldn’t look like me
anymore!’ Kate’s explanation of her ‘need’ for breast implants is similar to
many in Davis’s study who did not want to have surgery to ‘enhance’ them-
selves, but to ‘be like everybody else’ (1995: 16). Now that she no longer
‘looks different’, Kate felt that her ‘self ’ is complete, and thus cosmetic surgery
practices become irrelevant.

As in Leve et al.’s (2012) study, in Kate’s example, ideologies of neo-liberalism
shape her decisions about cosmetic surgery as a lifestyle choice:

I think if it makes you feel more confident … It’s one of those things, I
would never judge someone for a decision they make on their body. Um,
I’m all for plastic surgery or make-up or anything, if it makes you feel
better, and you’re on the earth for such a short time, you know?

This example also reflects the normalisation of beauty practices such as cos-
metic surgery as ‘work on the self ’ that has the potential to lead to better self-
esteem and a healthier ‘body image’ (Banet-Weiser and Portwood-Stacer
2006; Featherstone 2010). Crucially, cosmetic surgery is also a particularly
drastic intervention that relates to female bodies in particular, and is critiqued
by numerous feminist scholars as the ultimate capitulation of women to
patriarchal interests (see Tait 2007 for an overview). Others have suggested
that in a post-feminist context, the body is emphasised as a key site of indi-
vidual empowerment through transformational body practices and this func-
tions as ‘a justification for a renewed objectification of female bodies’ (Banet-
Weiser and Portwood-Stacer 2006: 257). This perspective of cosmetic surgery
is particularly individualised. A consequence of this is that the brunt of body
(image) failure is borne by the individual alone if cosmetic interventions do
not achieve the desired or expected result (McRobbie 2009). Like Kate, Isabelle
had breast enlargement surgery to negate ‘feeling bad’ about an aspect of her
body; to ‘feel more comfortable’ in her appearance. For Isabelle though, no
amount of body work was ‘ever enough’.

Isabelle’s cosmetic surgery: ‘when will it stop?’

Isabelle was 24 years old and lived with her mother and sister in a bay-side
suburb in outer Melbourne. She was employed as a beauty therapist at a
cosmetic surgery day clinic. Administering a diverse range of body modifica-
tion, improvement and ‘maintenance’ practices were part of her daily working
life. Like Kate, Isabelle has had breast implants. She said she was ‘obsessed’
with changing aspects of her body she felt ‘self-conscious’ about, such as her
upper arms, hips and thighs, and her face as it ‘ages’. Isabelle’s affects, body
work and related sense of self follow a different course than Kate’s. When
describing what women would have to do to get the ‘ideal’ woman’s body (in
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the context of her work as a beauty therapist at a cosmetic surgery centre),
she said ‘it’s too hard!’

I think it’s, it’s too hard to be honest! Like, you’d never get there. You
want an ideal body but even if you’re at your goal weight, you still don’t,
it’s still not enough.

Isabelle had breast implants to make her breasts ‘look normal’ as, she
explained, one breast was two cup sizes larger than the other. Other aspects of
Isabelle’s body work such as wearing make-up or dieting to lose weight, were
also undertaken with the same goal – to ‘feel more comfortable’ with her
appearance. The technologies of cosmetic surgery so far have not achieved
this for Isabelle. Although Isabelle said she was ‘a lot happier’ after having
surgery, she also explained that afterwards she began thinking of other pro-
cedures she could have: ‘The more I keep doing … like I had my boobs done
and I was like “Right, what else can I do, what can I do next?”’.

She had had Botox injections (‘because the nurses need someone to practice
on’) and was planning to have Liposuction on her arms and thighs:

I do wanna have Lipo at work, because we get it for free. One of the
nurses had it and she looks good. [voice softer] But you think, ‘When will
it stop?’. I don’t know.

Isabelle sensed that there was something inexorable about her relationship
with cosmetic surgery. I asked Isabelle if there was a limit to the amount or
kind of surgery she would undertake in the future, and she responded ‘I’ll do
everything’. She said her boyfriend wished she would ‘grow old gracefully like
his mum’, but said that her mother had had a number of cosmetic procedures
and that it was ‘kind of expected in my family’.

Isabelle’s experiences of body work have more in common with others in
the study – men and women – who said they were ‘addicted’ to exercise or
going to the gym (Coffey 2014) than Kate who had undergone one of the
same cosmetic surgery procedures (breast implants). The different trajectories
of Kate’s and Isabelle’s cosmetic surgery can be usefully explored through the
concept of affect. Using the concept of affect in analysis means exploring its
dynamics: is affect being multiplied and opened up, or is it intensified and
closed down (Fox 2002)? Rather than providing a way to attain a better ‘body
image’, Isabelle’s relations with cosmetic surgery produced affects which
intensified, meaning that she could only imagine one possibility for her body
as it aged: ‘I’ll have everything done’. Isabelle’s breast surgery intensified her
affects, ‘what can I do next? When will it stop?’, whereas Kate’s surgery
enabled a multiplication of affects, ‘there are so many moments now where I
just feel … now I can enjoy my life, just really live it’. Kate and Isabelle have
different affective experiences of cosmetic surgery, which means that they have
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different conceptions of what their bodies can do, and a different range of
possibilities for living.

Affects related to femininity, appearance, image and consumer culture
logics of transformation and self-improvement constitute Isabelle’s and Kate’s
bodies as assemblages, and open and close certain pathways as being poten-
tial options. According to Deleuze (1988), what we are capable of is directly
related to embodied sensation (affect), and it is the relations of affect that
produce a body’s capacities (Coleman 2009). The intensification of affect can
prevent new relations from being formed; while the multiplication of affects
opens new possibilities that were not previously thought of or available
(Buchanan 1997; Hickey-Moody and Malins 2007). Where affects between a
person and a practice of body work (such as cosmetic surgery in Isabelle’s
case) are intensified, it can be difficult to ‘escape’ or alter this. ‘Escaping’
requires new affects between Isabelle and her body (and cosmetic surgery) to
be formed; however, it is not easy to ‘multiply’ affect when it has been closed
down (Fox 2002).

‘Feminine socialisation’ (Marsden 2004) and the social ideas that surround
women’s bodies and their tendency towards cosmetic surgery are significant
for influencing the range of body possibilities that are felt to be available for
those women who embody the ideas of femininity and bodily perfection.
Because cultural scripts associated with feminine appearance are the learned
‘ways of being’ for Kate and Isabelle from which their cultural evaluations
were made, they had particular, diverse relations with practices of cosmetic
surgery. These ways of being are already embodied, so new ‘ideas need to be
embodied’ (Marsden 2004: 317), their bodily material realities need to be
contested. As Marsden argues, ‘it is the body as such that must imagine, not
an agent that aspires to control the materiality of which it is itself a part’
(2004: 317).

The concept of affect enables a perspective in which Isabelle’s cosmetic
surgery is more than the effect of poor body image or pathologised body
dysmorphic disorder, caused by narrow standards of female beauty as por-
trayed in the media. Affects influence the experience of body work and the
self in complex – and non-deterministic – ways. A focus on the affective
relations between Kate’s body and the surgery enable the complex, highly
contingent and ambiguous experiences of body work to be explored beyond
the binary of ‘cultural dope’ or ‘subject possessing agency’. The affects related
to Kate’s cosmetic surgery extend new ways of living her body, even if she is
repeating or emulating ideal physical femininity.

Becoming involves the ‘opening up to difference, to the many rather than
the few’ (Fox 2002: 359); the opening of possibility. Kate’s body work prac-
tices and broader relations with femininity were more open to difference and
multiplicity than Isabelle’s. One reason for this is perhaps due to Kate’s gen-
eral critique of body work practices; she criticised the culture of femininity
and reflected on her position within it. Feminist critique, I argue, can facil-
itate this ‘opening to difference’ through a focus on highlighting micro-politics
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through critique. Where feminism provides a critical lens on dominant ideals
of femininity, and can facilitate less restrictive ideals of women’s bodies, it
might create the potential for new ideas to be engaged with and a broader
range of affects to embody. Feminist critiques of cosmetic surgery highlight
the broad social forces which reduce women to their bodies and appearance
within the social context of a cultural obsession with the body and perfection.
It is important to continue to critique the social norms, discourses and idea-
lisations that surround female bodies in particular to denaturalise the body
and illuminate the non-essential aspects of current ideals and their associated
inequalities.

This perspective of bodies is radically different from analyses which would
focus on the capacities of individuals for agency in their practices of body
work, or analyses of the degrees to which bodies are structured, limited or
repressed by the cultural environment in which their body work practices are
located (as in Kwan and Trautner 2009). I have argued elsewhere, explanation
and sociological analysis should not ‘appeal to agency’ as a force that creates
unexpected patterns, but must go further to identify the way that identities
and practices are negotiated in process with the structures which conventional
accounts position as ‘boundaries’ (Coffey and Farrugia 2014: 12).

The intensities and affects involved in exercise and cosmetic surgery practices
may be similar in terms of how they feel. Practices of exercise, where they are
undertaken primarily to alter the shape of one’s body or ‘image’ are similar to
cosmetic surgical interventions of the body in so far as both are understood
as having the potential to change the way a body is lived. As these examples
show, however, the range of outcomes are possible which can be unpredictable
and difficult to know in advance.

The intensity of the affects associated with the practices of body work
connect the experiences of Isabelle, Ben, Jason and Adam particularly, who
explain their experiences of body work in the most intensive and complex
ways. Their examples complicate the simplistic discourses of health, gender
and how images are supposed to ‘feel’ (such as in the ‘look good, feel good’
adage) most comprehensively. This perspective also enables an understanding
of body work practices as not intrinsically good or bad; rather, it depends on
the affective relations surrounding these practices and whether life is restricted
or maximised through the affects associated with those practices.

As Fox (2002: 358) argues, ‘the intensification of affect can lead to a
becoming which reterritorialises and inhibits further lines of flight … a body
without organs which has become (rather than being in the process of
becoming) has suffered a reterritorialisation that cannot easily be escaped’. As
I argued in the previous chapter in the context of Gillian’s slimming body
work practices, the affects related to Gillian’s body work practices were lim-
ited, and limited the range of possibilities for living her body as a result.
Where body work practices are positioned as the only way of freeing herself
from ‘feeling bad’, other possibilities for Gillian living her body (in terms of
other ways it may feel or be experienced) are not immediately available.

134 ‘Buff culture’, cosmetic surgery, bodily limits

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

2:
39

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Becoming is understood as the multiplication and proliferation of affects and
involves ‘opening up to the many rather than the few’ (Fox 2002: 359). In the
examples of body work practices from Isabelle and others (Ben, Adam and
Jason), however, their affective relations between their bodies and body work
practices are intensified, rather than multiplied. Isabelle can only imagine one
possibility for her body as it ages: ‘I’ll have everything done’. Where Kate’s
cosmetic surgery enabled a multiplication of affects, ‘there are so many
moments now where I just feel … now I can enjoy my life, just really live it’,
Isabelle’s breast surgery intensified her affects, ‘what can I do next? When will
it stop?’ Cosmetic surgery, like other body work practices, may also reterri-
torialise the body and a person’s ‘styles of life’ it in a way that cannot easily
be escaped.

Isabelle’s relations with molar femininity and her body work practices can
be understood as more ‘rigid folds’ (Hickey-Moody and Malins 2007: 12). As
Isabelle’s affects surrounding her body and cosmetic surgery continue to
intensify, the limits as to what Isabelle’s body can do are continually and
emphatically shaped by molar femininity, as well as through her family and
occupation as a beauty therapist. Although ‘there is always the possibility for
deterritorialisation’ or escape (Fox 2002), territories shaped by molar gender
categories establish limits that can be particularly difficult to negotiate. How-
ever, the body is not simply determined, and from Deleuze’s perspective, ‘life
is not just the progression of ordered sequences from some already given set of
possibilities’ (Colebrook 2002: 57). Because the self is ‘processual, continually
unfolding and becoming other’, the body’s boundaries and possibilities ‘can
be redrawn, especially if one has a little help’ (Fox 2002: 360).

As I have discussed in other chapters, ‘ethological’ (rather than etiological)
understandings of the body refer to a concern for the affects and relations
implicated between bodies and other assemblages, rather than positioning
bodies in deterministic or reductive ‘cause and effect’ models. This means, for
example, understanding Isabelle’s cosmetic surgery as more than the effect of
poor body image or pathologised body dysmorphic disorder, caused by
narrow standards of female beauty as portrayed in the media. Affects, or ‘the
experience of intensities’ (Featherstone 2010: 195) are a key aspect of bodies
and body work practices, and influence the experience of body work and the
self in complex ways.

The positivity, capacity and affirmation of bodies through Deleuze’s con-
cept of becoming is implicit because of the openness and indeterminacy of
becomings. When affects and relations ‘do not ensure an open future’, when
becoming is foreclosed through the ‘stopping’ of the process of affects and
relations, the body without organs can be fatal (Buchanan 1997; Deleuze
1997). Anorexia and other eating disorders have been described by theorists
drawing on Deleuze to understand these practices, and have been termed
‘deadly practices of the self ’ (Buchanan 1997). One way of more thoroughly
analysing the ways that bodies, body work, affects and relations work toge-
ther and form various ‘becomings’ is to examine these processes in the
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context of anorexia, through Beth’s experience of suffering from anorexia
some years earlier. Buchanan explains anorexia as a process in which eating is
disconnected from hunger, and the relation between food and the body is
refigured (1997: 78). Through examining this potentially deadly re-figuration,
I intend to show the theoretical depth in the way affect works and can be used
to understand other, less harrowing body work practices.

Beth, the anorexic body and recovering

Beth was 19 years old at the time of being interviewed. Beth alluded to
having previously suffered from ‘body issues’ around the middle of the inter-
view, and when I asked her what this meant, she described suffering from
anorexia six years ago, and discussed her recovery and experiences.4

Beth described anorexia as a ‘disease’, saying ‘it’s such a strange disease; it
goes against everything that people are supposed to do. Like, our primal
instinct is to eat always, to stay alive. But um, you know, when somebody
chooses to starve …’ Here, the differing relation with food involved in anor-
exia is explained as ‘going against our primal instinct … to stay alive’. From
a Spinozist perspective, hunger is not a ‘drive’ or an instinct but a relation
between food and the body (Buchanan 1997). For the anorexic, food takes on
a different relation. Spinoza and Deleuze have criticised psychoanalytic per-
spectives which define hunger as a ‘drive’, specifying that the theory of hunger
as a drive neglects the relations in which hunger is situated. An anorexic’s
relation with food does not prompt the action of eating. Rather than experi-
encing the hunger-affect which induces eating, another affect is at work,
prompting an alternative relation with food (Buchanan 1997). In Beth’s case,
shame and guilt are the affects concerning food, which produce the relations
between food and her body which compel her to avoid food. For Beth, negative,
painful affects are associated with food.

In the following example, Beth describes the process of becoming anorexic
in relation to her attitudes and actions towards food and eating:

BETH: It’s just like, the minute I started to feel self-conscious, like it just took
over. It started with going on a diet, and then it just got out of control.

JULIA: Like, once you started one thing, it just snowballed?
BETH: Yeah. Pretty much. Like, I had a really healthy diet, but it was still a

conscious diet. And I just started to be really unsatisfied with myself, and
then, food started tasting like, just like guilt. Like, having a bowl of food
would just be like eating guilt. And it was horrible. Like, it caused me
pain, like, emotionally, to eat. And … like … I just didn’t want that, that
feeling, the shame and everything. And then I stopped eating, and I got
really skinny. And, I seemed to think that if I ate anything, I’d put all of
the weight back on. So I didn’t eat at all. I didn’t eat at all for 6 weeks.
Um, and then I got hospitalised shortly after that.
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Beth is clear in her description of food producing a particular affect far
removed from the hunger as a ‘drive’. Beth’s relations with food are not
restricted to ‘hunger’; rather, Beth’s affects related to food are guilt and
shame. For Beth, eating is not associated with nourishment, but with ‘physical
pain’. To avoid the affects of shame, guilt and pain, the relations between the
body and food have to be altered: eating is problematic, but this can be
resolved through ceasing to eat. The affects related to food (guilt, shame,
pain) thus required an alteration to the relation between the body and food.

Buchanan argues that because anorexics cannot change what food does to
them, they must change themselves, which demands that new ways of being
be found, ‘which effectively means a new way of becoming’ (1997: 79).
Because Beth could not change what food does to her (affects of guilt, shame,
physical emotional pain) food was required to be confronted differently; and
demanded an attempt towards a new way of being (or becoming). If affect is
the capacity of the body to form specific relations (Buchanan 1997: 80), the
affects described by Beth pertaining to food and eating can be understood to
produce the relations between her body and food which required her to avoid
food and eating.

Buchanan argues that ‘the problem for the anorexic, and this is the danger
of all self-motivated becoming, is that far from accelerating becoming, what
he or she actually does is deform it’ (1997: 87). Buchanan summarises
Deleuze and Guattari’s ethics of the body, and delineates the ‘healthy’ body
from the unhealthy body: ‘those relations which ensure an open future, which
is to say, those which promote the formation of new compounds, are con-
sidered healthy; while those relations which lead to the decomposition of old
compounds and are not accompanied by the elaboration of new ones are
considered unhealthy’ (Buchanan 1997: 82). In other words, Beth’s affects of
shame and guilt produced particular relations between her body and food that
prevented her from being able to eat without feeling physical pain. This rela-
tion prevented the formulation of new affects surrounding her body and food.
If the body is understood as a multiplicity of forces defined by the affects it is
are capable of, then Beth’s relations with food signal a reduction in her body’s
force. The anorexic, like the masochist or the alcoholic, reduces his or her
capacity of affection through their activities, and in doing so, reduces the
force of the body (Deleuze and Guattari 1987; Buchanan 1997: 88). When
new connections are not able to be made or to enter into new compositions,
these relations become deadly (Buchanan 1997: 88).

Where I described Gillian’s body work in the previous chapter as being
involved in the intensification of affects relating to slimming practices, Fox
suggests that anorexia may be an extension of the affects of the slimming
body ‘gone critical’ (Fox 2002: 358). The affects involved in Beth’s suffering of
anorexia are even more restricted and intensified than Gillian’s and Isabelle’s
in their affective relations with other body work. The most important aspect
guiding these examples is not the practices of body work themselves, but the
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relations of affect involved. These define the body and its possibilities; what it
can and cannot do.

When Beth was hospitalised she was fed through a nasal tube, and she
describes her recovery as predominantly focused on gaining weight, rather
than psychological support. Beth’s recovery can be likened to a ‘line of flight’,
an intensive deterritorialisation or escape (Fox 2002) which refigured the
relations of affect between her body and anorexia, when she says ‘one day I
just decided …’:

BETH: It’s like I made myself, and then I was born again. Like, one day I just
decided, I’m going to be the person I’ve always wanted to be. And I had
to … like almost kill the old me and just start over again. And it’s like,
there’s no place for those memories in my new life. So, I try not to think
about it, but if I didn’t try to consciously avoid those memories, maybe I
would think about it.

JULIA: So how is it then, talking about it now? Is that … does it feel like a
tension between the old and the new?

BETH: It sort of feels like I’m talking about somebody else. Like, a memory
that happened in a past life sort of. Like, I’m so removed from it. It’s just
like talking about a dream I had. Well, it’s like a nightmare, that happened
while I was sleeping. Yeah.

Beth explains that she had to ‘kill’ the self that she had ‘made’; the anor-
exic self. Buchanan argues that because anorexics cannot change what food
does to them, they must change themselves; but Beth did not just change
herself in this process, rather, she ‘made herself ’ entirely. Changing herself and
her relation with food amounted to remaking herself; such were the intensities
of the affective relations between her body and food.

Buchanan (1997) also argues that this perspective makes it possible to
thoroughly reconceptualise problematic explanations of anorexia such as
psychologistic ‘body image’ accounts, to instead see the thoroughly active
elements of anorexia, and to see the ways these elements operate more fully.
As in Dyke’s analysis, anorexia can be approached as ‘a pre-individual,
moving and unfixed event’ (2013: 145). Theories of affect, relations and
becoming may be even more relevant in the contemporary neo-liberal context
wherein the individual is required to seek new ways of becoming, to be ‘self-
made’ and self-responsible. These concepts may provide particularly strong
analytic tools in this context. Beth describes deciding to ‘become the person
I’d always wanted to be’, which required ‘killing off’ her old, anorexic self,
and to a certain extent, repressing the memories of that self and dissociating
from that way of being. Beth’s examples highlight the force and violence that
can be implicit in becomings, and exemplify how central effective relations
they may be to understanding the way a body, and a life, may be lived.
Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) theories do not only assist in building a more
detailed understanding of anorexia and other ‘deadly practices of the self ’
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such as drug addiction, alcoholism and masochism. Their work on anorexia
also serves to show the ways that these concepts may be comprehended and
used as tools in analysing how ‘what a body can do’ is negotiated through the
ongoing relations and affects of bodies. Other recent work has argued for the
need for the body to be made central in eating disorder theories (Rinaldi et al.
2016) and in theorising the non-linear processes of ‘recovery’ (Duff 2016).

Conclusion

This chapter further explores the ways that two key assemblages, health and
gender, through body work practices, produce the body’s possibilities. The
previous chapter’s focus on health and exercise was extended to explore more
intensive or ‘extreme’ practices such as intensive weights training and cos-
metic surgical procedures. I have aimed to show that drawing on Deleuzian
concepts such as affect can assist in analysing the ways bodily possibilities are
assembled in relation to practices, discourses, experiences and embodied sen-
sations. The affective dimensions of body work are crucial for understanding
how the body is lived, and what possibilities for living are available based on
the relations and affects between bodies and other forces. The varying inten-
sities of affect, resulting from different relational processes, mean forms of
body work culminate in different becomings for different assemblages (bodies).

Where many participants in this research viewed body work practices as
having the potential to contribute to life being lived in more positive ways and
making them ‘happier’ (such as exercise and fitness practices for Anna, Steph,
Gillian and Paul, and Kate’s experience of breast enlargement surgery), body
work practices, for many others, involved the body and self being bound in a
set of relations associated with body work practices in ways that were termed
‘obsessive’ or related to ‘addiction’. Kate and Isabelle’s very different relations
with cosmetic surgery illustrated these complexities, as did the descriptions of
Ben, Adam and Jason of exercise and lifting weights. Working with Deleuze’s
concepts of becomings and intensities of affect can help to explain and further
understand the complexity of their experiences.

Rather than reducing the body to its functions, Deleuze and Guattari make
the question of what a body can do constitutive, refiguring the body as ‘the
sum of its capacities’ (Buchanan 1997: 75). The more a body is opened to
difference and multiple possibilities for affect, the more force it has; the more
it can do. This point is particularly relevant to analyses of forms of body
work such as cosmetic surgery, since many critiques of these practices have
previously centred on the pathologies of the individuals (usually women) who
undergo cosmetic surgery, or is theorised in terms of its function in binaristic
relations of oppression and liberation (Davis 1995). Instead, what a body can
do is understood as constituted through the affective events which go on to
form the body as an ‘event’. The affective relations involved in anorexia affect
what the body can do; just as the affective relations involved in exercise
practices or cosmetic surgery affect what the body can do. The ‘constitutive
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relationality’ through which bodies affect and are affected by their relations
mean that because bodies are produced through relations, they cannot be
known prior to their relationality: the outcomes of their affective relations
cannot be known in advance (Deleuze 1992).

This perspective assists in showing the limits of concepts of ‘body image’
and simple cause-and-effect narratives explaining the interplay of bodies and
the social. Unhealthy body image and body dysmorphic disorder are said to
underpin many women’s decisions to undergo cosmetic surgery (Gorbis 2004).
Poor body image is also linked with body dysmorphic disorder which can lead
to eating disorders. The aetiology of these ‘pathologies’ are widely said to be
media images, or more accurately, the narrow standards of female beauty
represented in these images. In much popular feminist work, both mainstream
and academic, media representations of thin femininity are understood to be
the primary cause of eating disorders and cosmetic surgery. As this analysis
shows, however, the ways the body is assembled in relation to these practices
is profoundly complex and requires a more complex analysis. Rather than an
‘entity’ which is primarily conceptualised as the ‘effect’ of culture or social
forces, the body can be more productively understood as a process that is
continually being formed and re-formed through its relations and connections
to other bodies and forces. Understanding the body as being continually
produced through shifting affects, relations and engagements can enable the
profoundly complex and often unpredictable dynamics of the body’s relationships
with the social to be more fully explored.

Notes
1 www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/backgroundbriefing/boys-and-the-buff-culture/

3582746#transcript
2 ‘Addiction’. (n.d.). Dictionary.com Unabridged. Retrieved 21 February 2012, from

Dictionary.com website: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/addiction
3 www.ibisworld.com.au/industry/plastic-surgeons.html.
4 When Beth mentioned anorexia and began discussing it, I asked her if she was sure

she felt ok to talk about it. She assured me she was ‘fine’, and for the next 20
minutes or so I barely said a word while she described her experiences. At the time,
and for days afterwards, I felt humbled and appalled by what Beth had gone
through. After she had finished I asked if I could help her in any way, through
arranging someone for her to talk to such as a counsellor, and she shook her head,
smiled and said, ‘No, it’s ok. I’m fine now’. I felt as though Beth thought I was
fussing over her, and I while I wanted to ensure as far as possible that I was ful-
filling my ethical duty of care to Beth, I also did not want to annoy or pester her. I
emailed Beth a few weeks after the interview to see if she had asked a friend she
had mentioned who might be interested in being interviewed, and was able to use
this opportunity to make sure she was feeling ok about her interview; she said she was.
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7 Conclusion: embodying youth studies

Introduction

This book has aimed to develop an embodied approach to youth sociology. A
focus on embodiment entails a specific intention to place the body – and
embodied experience – at the forefront of analysis. This approach also aims to
highlight the active relations which produce bodies and the world. This focus
on a body’s potential and lived experience can assist in moving beyond pre-
vious approaches in which the body is invisible or rendered inferior to the
mind in a binary logic. More than this, beginning to ‘think through the body’
can open up a way of exploring the ways the body is implicated in the com-
plexities and tensions in young people’s lives. I have argued that a focus on
the dynamics of embodiment can assist in developing a new dimension of
analysis, adding to existing critiques of reductive understandings of youth as
well as expanded understandings of the dynamics of health and gender.
Foregrounding embodiment can also be seen as a way of pursuing under-
standings which embrace complexity and ambivalence as a strategy of resis-
tance to the homogenising influences of neo-liberalism, for example (Kelly
2015).

The concept of body work captures the current context of bodily concern
while highlighting dynamic processes by which bodies and societies shape
each other. This concept is developed from feminist sociological approaches
to the body drawn from Deleuze, Guattari and Spinoza as an active, pro-
ductive force which operates in relation to broader socio-historical–cultural
contexts. Throughout this book, body work was explored through a focus on
body work practices as a way of studying how the body is lived and produced
in relation to gender, image, health and appearance. It speaks to an active
conceptualisation of the body as assembling through connections.

The body as process of connections

Feminist–Deleuzo-Guattarian understandings of bodies highlight processes
and relations as crucial, and argue that studying these dimensions shows the
contingent and often unpredictable ways in which bodies and other
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assemblages are produced. This perspective is also used in an effort to move
beyond dualist understandings of the body’s formation. It entails a shift from
understanding the body as a bounded entity, effect of culture or a cultural
object, to instead see the body and mind as parallel, inseparable from each
other and focusing on the capacities of bodies (Deleuze 1988: 18). The affects
and capacities of bodies cannot be known in advance, and thus we cannot
presume to know the outcomes or intra-actions that may occur (such as the
results of particular forms of body work practices, for example). The potential
for generation and change is a central tenet of the ontology of Deleuzian
theory, which has particular implications for how human and other bodies are
conceptualised. The promise of a feminist Deleuzian perspective of the body
lies in the attention it affords to the complexities and nuances of social life to
enable fuller understandings of how gender, health and other key social
arrangements assemble.

First in this chapter, I consider two central implications that result from
this specific approach to the body, and what these can contribute to youth
studies and sociological accounts of the body more broadly. These include
embracing complexity to disrupt reductive understandings of youth, health
and gender and the denaturalisation of bodily inequalities. Following this, I
return to the key concepts used throughout the book and what they bring to
our understandings of gender and health in relation to the body. I then dis-
cuss some of the current developments in feminist approaches aiming to
‘embody’ theory and methods including new materialist and post-human
perspectives drawn from Barad and Braidotti, and the potential for feminist
politics and critique. The chapter concludes with a reflection on what these
concepts and perspectives can contribute to embodying youth studies.

Embracing complexity

A focus on the body can contribute to creating a rich and detailed picture of
young embodiments in studying the diverse and complex dynamics between
young people’s lives and the social. It can also be useful in disrupting and
critiquing dominant knowledge ‘about’ youth, for example, in concerns
around ‘risky’ practices which often implicitly centre on the body. Adding the
body to the story complicates media risk discourses which dominate discus-
sions of sexting (as shown in Ringrose and Harvey 2015). A focus on the
body highlights the affective and embodied processes which underpin the
currency of images and the ‘cultural sexism that normalises the coercive,
unauthorised showing and distribution of images of girls’ body parts’
(Ringrose et al. 2013: 307).

A focus on the body can contribute to producing more nuanced under-
standings of the interrelationships between the macro and micro processes of
social practices such as those relating to education and work patterns for
contemporary youth across a range of different contexts and locales. There
has similarly been over-emphasis on cerebral aspects of subcultures at the
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expense of the body in youth cultures research (Driver 2011), and increased
attention to the body could enhance understandings of the dynamics between
embodied experience and broader patterns of youth cultural practices.

As both Woodman and Wyn (2015) and France and Roberts (2014) argue,
it is crucial give due attention to both the macro and micro processes which
shape the lives and experiences of young people. The body is one specific
dimension of focus that could add much to understandings of the inter-
relationships between the macro and micro processes of social practices.

A focus on the body in youth studies can assist in a range of other critical
ways; for example, in unsettling the dominance of the focus on the ‘adolescent
developing brain’ – or ‘brain in a jar’ as Kelly describes it (2015). It also is
useful in disrupting accounts of young people’s bodies as primarily sites of
risks or problems to be individually managed by young people themselves
(Coffey and Watson 2015). It contributes a way of locating young people
themselves (as bodies) in social context, and provides a way of understanding
the dynamics of social life and the active ways in which bodies are both
shaped and involved in shaping the social.

Denaturalising inequalities

A Deleuzo-Guattarian approach understands a body as produced through
encounters, relations, forces and practices. This approach moves beyond
‘human nature’ as the prime ontological category of analysis to also explore
the ways in which matter, affect, biology, technology, politics and other forces
are crucial in ‘assembling’ what we understand as human and natural (Rose
2007).

The body is centrally implicated in the feminist critique of gendered
inequalities because of the ways in which such inequalities have been said to
be naturalised by the body. If women are ‘naturally’ inferior, so the logic goes,
then so too are gendered (and raced, and classed) inequalities and nothing
can or should be done to change this. Decades of feminist theory and acti-
vism have challenged this argument, and have set about ‘wresting notions of
corporeality away from the constraints which have polarized and opposed it
to mind, the mental or the conceptual, not to mention away from the confines
of a biology that is considered universal, innate, fundamentally nonhistorical’
(Grosz 1994: 187). Contemporary feminist philosophy and theory, through
frameworks of embodiment and a focus on materiality, worked to unhook the
body from naturalistic, dualistic and binaristic frameworks (Budgeon 2003).

Disconnecting the body from binaries which have aided in the perpetuation
of inequalities has implications for a range of issues intersecting with gender,
including sexualities, race, class and disabilities, all of which implicate the
body. This perspective of the body contributes to showing yet another way in
which the inequalities which were once understood as located in the body are
not; there is no ‘essence’ or natural foundation which forms the basis for
inequalities and hierarchies between human bodies. This point can be used as
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further ammunition for dismantling understandings of inequalities as ‘nat-
ural’, demonstrating the ways in which inequalities emerge through social
processes and hierarchies rather than based on any foundational ‘essence’.
This perspective will also be useful for those wanting to move beyond the
political and ontological issues associated with constructionist arguments
relating to the body and inequality. This enables a specific focus on the
dynamics of minoritarian bodies, such as in the growing research showing the
fluidity and non-bodily-binary nature of sexualities in relation to queer and
transgender bodies. This clearly has numerous political implications, which
are considered further in relation to micro-politics later in this chapter.

What does this approach to the body do?

Gender and health were explored as key themes central to young people’s
practices and experiences of bodies and body work. Gender and health were
theorised as complex relational assemblages which produced the body,
illustrated through examples of young people’s body work practices.

Gender

Gender can be understood as a complex relational assemblage produced
through affects, relations and ‘doings’. It has been explored in examples in
this book as a tension negotiated between forces of territorialisation and the
openness inherent in the production of bodies. The body is produced by nor-
mative territorialisations of gender such as through the ‘ideal’ physical bodies
participants describe, but not only by binary territorialisations. A multitude of
other affects, relations, objects, ideas and experiences also produce the body.
From this perspective, gendered embodiments are not simply the reproduc-
tions of dualist gender formations; rather, gender is engaged, negotiated and
produced continually through affects and relations. This enables the ambi-
guities and complexities of gender to be explored, as well as binary categories
and hierarchies. These forces together contribute a fuller picture of the
dynamics by which gender assembles.

In Chapter 4, numerous examples which could be read as constitutive of
(re)producing molar gendered identities were discussed, for example, through
participants’ discussions of ‘ideal’ male and female bodies, and the dynamics
of ‘spectacular’ gendered bodies which garner ‘respect’, visibility and desir-
ability on the street (in Adam’s example) or the shopping mall (in Sara’s and
Isabelle’s examples). This analysis aimed to show the micro-relations and
affects which occur between bodies, spaces, norms, discourses and matter
which produce these specific gendered assemblages (or territorialisations). In
paying attention to the ways in which bodies ‘assemble’ through gender I
have argued this highlights the non-essential and contingent nature of these
engagements, while also enabling analysis of the potential force of these
engagements which can be difficult to change. The study of these micro-relations
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and how they link with the broader socio-historical context has been termed
‘micro-politics’ (Fox 2014). The point is not to show that gender is endlessly
fluid or loose, but rather that it is actively produced in ways that can be read
as more or less restrictive or creative. Movements between deterritorialisation
and reterritorialisation are commonplace, ‘part of the daily fabric of exis-
tence’ because they are produced through a person’s dynamic relations with
their environment (Fox 2002: 354).

This focus assists therefore in making sense of those participants’ experi-
ences and descriptions which fell outside what is usually called ‘dominant
discourses’ of gender and bodily appearance, such as in Kate’s and Kim’s
criticisms of the expectations of feminine beauty work (‘I can’t be bothered!)
and Peter’s and Stephen’s unsettling of the masculine body ideal in the gym.
A focus on the micro-politics of different situations, examples and assem-
blages is a way of both critiquing and exploring in fine detail how the current
contexts come to assemble, while also recognising that there is inherent
capacity for change in these arrangements. As Houle describes, the micro-
political ontology of Deleuze and Guattari has capacity inherent within it: the
insistence that things could be otherwise (Houle 2011: 110). It is important to
pay attention to these complexities and nuances and the processes by which
bodies and the social assemble to understand the conditions of possibility for
gender and social change more broadly. It is important to disrupt the natur-
alisation of gendered physiques such as muscularity, for example, to unpack
the specific and deliberate ways in which gender is produced socially, and
produced through the body.

This analysis has implications too for sociological attention to the ‘nar-
rowing of a bodily norm’ that is occurring for young women (McRobbie
2015), and young men. It can also help us to broaden our understandings of
practices which aim to produce gendered appearances, such as in the
increased focus on muscle-building and steroid use for young men (Keane
2005; Ravn and Coffey 2015). It is important to continue to critique the social
conditions which play a large part in comprising the gendered assemblage,
particularly as these conditions may be narrowing further in the context of
increasing gendered body pressure in an image-focused culture.

Health

‘Health’ was assembled by participants through body work practices against
the backdrop of the contemporary consumer and popular focus on the body’s
appearance. The increased focus on the body’s functioning and appearance is
associated with the significant rise of health, beauty and fitness industries in
the past two decades and public health discourses which emphasise individual
responsibility and management of the body in the context of a declining
welfare state in Australia and the UK (Lupton 1995; Leahy 2014). As well as
being strongly gendered (Moore 2010), health ideals were discussed as central
in the increasing public emphasis on individual management and
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responsibility of the body towards an image of ‘health’ (‘everyone should
make the time to be healthy’, as Adam says). Health was worked towards by
participants in the study through work on the body via muscularising and
exercise practices, and eating and diet practices. Concepts of affect and
assemblage were drawn on to explore the complex and contradictory ways
health is understood and lived. Health was described throughout examples as
an imperative that links with appearance (look good, feel good and vice
versa). However, it was also described as something people can become
‘addicted’ to and as having the potential to ‘become dangerous’ through
practices which are undertaken too intensively or in the wrong ‘dose’, as in
Clare’s description of a school friend who suffered anorexia as ‘becoming too
healthy’.

Ideas about health, happiness and appearance were entangled and compli-
cated by a perspective of ‘affect’, as the way the body ‘feels’ in relation to
health was shown to be profoundly contingent and complex. Steph, Anna and
others imagined that undertaking a larger range of ‘healthy practices’ such as
toning exercises and a careful diet would enable them to feel ‘happier and
more confident’ in their bodies. However, participants like Gillian and Jason
who undertook regulative exercise and diet practices in this way described
being ‘locked in’ to their routines as crucial to maintaining an acceptable
sense of self. Rather than being enabling or ‘liberating’, through these exam-
ples the body’s affects were shown to be restricted or closed down through
having to ‘keep up’ this work. This was shown to have particularly difficult
implications for sense of self if body work was interrupted by injury or illness.
A focus on affect and assemblage understands ‘health’ as arranged through
the contingent processes of engagement between bodies and other assem-
blages. A key focus here was on ‘health affects’ as composing ‘what a body
can do’. This perspective of health as a complex relational assemblage
informing the body’s capacities was also used in Chapter 6 to analyse the
more intensive or ‘extreme’ practices of body work such as intensive weights
training, cosmetic surgical procedures and recovering from anorexia. Cos-
metic surgery and relations with food are other body work practices which
involve affects similar to those discussed in relation to exercise and lifting
weights, in that they entail particularly intensive affects which are meaningful
for the ways the body is lived.

This perspective of health as an assemblage assists understandings of
‘everyday health’ practices as well as more ‘extreme practices’ beyond the
dominant framings of risk and pathology. Isabelle’s and Kate’s cosmetic sur-
gery examples are shown to be more than the simple territorialising effects of
dominant feminine beauty standards. Their cosmetic surgery is not simply
caused by poor body image or pathology such as body dysmorphic disorder.
The model of bodies drawn upon in these examples also enables a more
complex reading than cause-and-effect explanations. It focuses instead on the
ways affects influence practices and intensities of body work form the self in
non-deterministic – ways, such as Kate and Isabelle having different
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‘outcomes’ related to breast implant surgery that will take them in different
directions. Similarly, in Beth’s example, recovering from anorexia was
explored through affects and relations. ‘Recovering’ was shown to be possible
through changing the affects related to food from ‘shame and guilt’ which
had stopped her from eating. The examples in this final chapter intended to
show that Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concepts of the body can assist in
building a more detailed understanding ‘extreme’ practices of body work such
as of anorexia and other ‘deadly practices of the self ’ such as drug addiction,
alcoholism and masochism. In earlier chapters, it also intended to show that
these concepts can also be comprehended and used as tools in analysing more
‘everyday’ practices related to ‘health’, including diet and exercise, showing
how ‘what a body can do’ is negotiated through the ongoing relations and affects
of bodies. This perspective can be useful for broadening understandings of
practices typically analysed in the context of ‘risk’ and pathology such as
eating disorders, body image and body dysmorphic disorder and steroid use.

Embodying research methodologies

There are a range of methodological tensions and issues which need to be
further developed alongside efforts to ‘bring the body in’ to research.
Numerous feminist scholars working from a post-structuralist or post-human
approach have critiqued the ‘rational, conscious, stable, unified, knowing
individual’ subject of humanism (St Pierre and Pillow 2000; Ryan-Flood and
Gill 2010: 6; Braidotti 2013) that often continues to underpin research meth-
odologies. Situated knowledge, or the ‘view from a body’ as Haraway (1988)
calls it, emphasises the necessarily embodied and contextual production of all
knowledge and experience, in which there are no ‘innocent’ or omniscient
perspectives from which to theorise or do research. This may mean rethinking
not only methods such as interviewing, but as St Pierre has suggested, the
very foundations of research. St Pierre (2011: 618) argues that qualitative
research methods have stemmed from rationalist, humanist foundations and
the ‘principle of individuation’, in which the human subject is ‘separate from
everything else and usually master of the universe’, and from which binary
assumptions of subject/object, knower/known flow. St Pierre argues that this
ontological and epistemological perspective has underpinned positivist as well
as qualitative research methods, as concepts in social science are based on
that ‘I’ – individuation: the researcher, participant, data, identity, reflexivity,
experience, analysis (2011: 619).

If we no longer believe in a disentangled humanist self, individual, person,
we have to rethink qualitative methods (interviewing and observation)
grounded in that human being as well as humanist representation.

(St Pierre 2011: 620)
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Deleuzian and other postmodern concepts aim to de-individualise, ‘to dis-
rupt individuations we believe are real’ (St Pierre 2011: 618). Concepts such
as ‘events’ (in the place of ‘individuals’ or ‘subjects’), or becoming relate to
instability and the entangled, processual qualities of all things; and rather
than is. As St Pierre says, ‘the implications of entanglement are staggering’, as
it involves no longer thinking of oneself as ‘I’ but as entangled with everyone,
everything else. This focus on processes of entanglement and de-individuali-
sation has been taken up by feminist researchers working from Deleuzo-
Guattarian, post-human and new materialist frameworks drawn from Karen
Barad.

Entanglement, intra-action and diffraction: developments in
feminist research

The question of how to better em-body theory and research has been central
in recent developments in feminist materialist perspectives (Coleman 2013).
Hierarchical, dualistic frameworks are a lasting legacy of feminist theorising
of embodiment which new materialist perspectives seek to challenge through
a focus on matter as productive (van der Tuin and Dolphijn 2010). New
materialist perspectives highlight the importance of more-than-discursive
aspects of experience which produce embodiments through processes of
entanglement, engagement and negotiation. Feminist researchers in sociology,
education and cultural studies in particular have been advancing postmodern
and post-human approaches to qualitative research methodologies working
with Deleuze, Guattari, Barad and others (MacLure 2011; Coleman and
Ringrose 2013a; Taylor and Ivinson 2013; Fox and Alldred 2015).

Barad’s theories of agential realism and the body aims to account for the
ways that matter, and not only discourse, ‘comes to matter’ (Barad 2007: 191–2).
Barad argues that ‘bodies are material–discursive phenomena that materialize
in intra-action with (and, by definition, are indissociable from) the particular
apparatuses of bodily production through which they come to matter (in both
senses of the word)’ (2007: 209). Barad conceives of matter as a doing rather
than a thing (2007: 210). Barad’s concepts of intra-action and diffraction are
key in her framework for understanding ‘the entanglement of matter and
meaning’. Ringrose and Renold (2014), among many others, have drawn on
Barad’s concepts of diffraction and intra-action to foreground the entangle-
ments which comprise research assemblages. To undertake a ‘diffractive
reading’ entails a ‘respectful, detailed, ethical engagement’ with ‘data’ and all
aspects of the research assemblage (see Hickey-Moody 2015: 808). It is a way
of foregrounding the researcher in the research assemblage, and acknowl-
edging the researcher’s role in terms of ‘an ethico-political commitment where
the production of knowledge is about making a difference in the world and
understanding the what, where, when, how, and for whom differences matter
(Barad, 2007)’ (Ringrose and Renold 2014: 1–2).
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Methods of ‘rhizomatic’ research (see St. Pierre 1997, 2002; Hultman and
Lenz Taguchi 2010; Mazzei 2011; Merceica and Merceica 2010; Ringrose
2011) have similarly been taken up by numerous researchers following a
Deleuzo-Guattarian approach. Rhizomatic methodologies aim to foreground
the intensities, relations and affects between bodies, including bodies in the
research encounter (such as between researcher and interviewee). The focus of
such research is on becomings, changes and possibilities for newness; seeing
the body as a group of forces and intensities that are continually changing
and modulating. In a similar vein, methods of ‘schizoanalysis’ are a further
development which aims to map different formations of assemblages (Renold
and Ringrose 2008, 2011; Ringrose 2013) and ‘experiment with revolutionary
scope’ to produce change (Ringrose 2015: 397).

These epistemological, ontological and methodological innovations present
new and exciting ways of exploring the body in empirical research. They also
speak to broader efforts to ‘enable the happening of the social world – its
ongoingness, relationality, contingency and sensuousness – to be investigated’
(Lury and Wakeford 2012: 2). Such developments have highlighted the need
for methodologies to both pay attention to the processes of change, stability
and inequalities in the social world, but also the ways in which social science
methods also play into the ‘creation of the world’ (Coleman and Ringrose
2013b: 1). The implications of new materialist and Deleuzo-Guattarian
methodologies for qualitative research have been explored, for example, in
relation to analysis of interview data (see for example Fox and Ward 2008;
Renold and Ringrose 2008, 2011; Jackson 2010; Mazzei and McCoy 2010;
Mazzei 2011; Hickey-Moody 2013; Mazzei 2014; Renold and Ivinson 2014)
and visual data including creative, digital or online methods (Hultman and
Lenz Taguchi 2010; Lorimer 2013; Pettinger and Lyon 2012; Renold and
Mellor 2013; Ringrose and Harvey 2015).

Embodied, visual, arts-based and digital methodologies will continue to be
developed in response to recent efforts to pursue non-representational meth-
odologies (Vannini 2015). This is not necessarily in the space of getting
‘beyond representation’ in the sense of ‘solving’ or transcending the issues
with representing data (as discussed in relation to St Pierre’s work above).
Rather, the success in these methods lies not in the degree to which they
objectively ‘represent’ or reproduce a scenario, but rather for what the
engagement (or research entanglement) produces. As Vannini argues, there is
no one right way of ‘doing’ non-representational methodologies; rather, it is a
sensibility or an orientation to data-drawn recent insights, critiques and
developments in qualitative feminist methodologies such as those by St Pierre
(1997, 2002, 2011), St Pierre and Pillow (2000) and Lather (2001, 2007), and
numerous others. This orientation has informed how I have approached the
research assemblage described in the book. These approaches will contribute
to expanding the frameworks and possibilities for those designing the meth-
ods used to generate embodied methodologies and research encounters (see
Coffey et al. 2016).
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Feminist micro-politics

Alongside the epistemological and ontological issues considered above, the
status of the material body and its interaction with other entities such as cul-
ture are being rethought (Coleman 2014; Budgeon 2015). Those working
from a feminist ethico-political position and motivated by the approaches of
new materialist, post-humanist and/or Deleuzo-Guattarian perspectives are
engaging with the implications for decentring the humanist subject in
research, politics and critique.

Some are unsure of the political potential available to be mobilised by
feminist new materialist approaches because of the ways subjectivity is
theorised (related to the decentring of the human in analysis). Schnabel
(2104), for example, argues that when compared with feminist post-colonial
science studies and queer ecologies, new feminist materialisms do not retain
enough focus on patriarchy or other social inequalities and systems of hier-
archy. As Hinton (2014: 101) argues, however, positioning and standpoint is
an important focus in feminist new materialist approaches as ‘a political ges-
ture and an ethical imperative’, though this approach decentres, delegitimises
claims to universal, disembodied knowledge. Following Haraway (1988), this
feminist new materialist approach aims to be accountable, located, situated in
embodiment (Hinton 2014). Hinton draws on what Lorenz-Meyer terms
‘socially responsible epistemic agency’ as informing a responsible, ethical
feminist politics of location (Hinton 2014: 101). Hinton advocates a perspec-
tive of feminist practice as produced through intra-actions between position-
ings and entanglements of ideas, scale (local, global) and time (past, present
or future iterations of feminism) to allow for openness and newness in fem-
inist work (Hinton 2014: 112). Grosz has similarly argued that the key pro-
blems for feminism do not involve increasing women’s ‘freedom’, but rather
‘how to expand the variety of activities, including the activities of knowledge-
production, so that women and men may be able to act differently and open
up activities to new interests, perspectives and frameworks hitherto not
adequately explored or invented’ (2010: 154).

As Coleman suggests, feminism might be better understood as something
that is done ‘immanently’ as an ‘ethics of worlding’ rather than something
that is progressing towards some specific predefined future:

An understanding of inventive feminist theory would place emphasis on the
performativity of our ways of observing, describing and intervening in the
worlds we are part of. As Barad puts it, ‘our intra-actions contribute to
the differential mattering of the world … We are responsible for the cuts
that we help enact not because we do the choosing (neither do we escape
responsibility because “we” are “chosen” by them), but because we are
an agential part of the material becoming of the universe’ (2007: 178).
The politics of inventive feminist theory here is thus understood as ‘an
ethics of worlding’ (2007: 392) and my suggestion is that such an
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inventive practice might be a way of continuing to ensure the animation
of feminism’s transformative nature.

(2014: 42–3)

Micro-politics is another mode of paying attention to ‘the vitality of matter’
(Edwards and Fenwick 2014). Deleuze and Guattari’s ontology is referred to
as ‘micro-political’ because of the ‘vitality’ and capacity inherent in their
theorisation of matter, bodies and the world which comes with the ‘insistence
that things could be otherwise’ (Houle 2011: 110). Micro-politics is ‘a concept
out of which a non-oppositional and non-negative force of politicality – a
lived, enacted affirmative belief in another, better, yet unknown outcome –
can happen’ (Houle 2011: 114). A focus on micro-politics in research
encounters, for example, can mean giving attention to the ways the micro-
politics of a particular assemblage are linked to a broader socio-political
context or politics. Fox gives the example of ‘the obesity assemblage’, in
which he analyses how the micro-politics of this context ‘are also the politics
of a much broader field of relations linking bodies and desires to flows of
money, things and ideas occurring way beyond their immediate situations.’
There are two potential implications or directions that a focus on micro-politics
can take. One is in the mapping of the social, outlining micro-relations of
encounters and assemblages in our research, and making visible the aspects
that would usually go unnoticed or be written out of the research process.
This micro-analysis has micro-political implications, through enabling the
possibilities of becoming otherwise to be detected. Renold and Ivinson argue
that for them, ‘recovering and recognising queer affects … is a pressing
ethico-political priority’ (2014: 371). The second implication relates to
research or activities which aim to actively change the micro-politics or micro-
relations of a given context. Fox (2014) for example suggests ways for altering
the micro-politics of the obesity-assemblage, related to critical challenge:

To change the micropolitics of the obesity-assemblage requires a critical
challenge to the marketisation and industrialisation of food production,
processing and consumption, challenges that Alkon (2013: 2) argues can
be underpinned by the principles of localism, justice and equality within
the food sovereignty movement (Wittman, 2011).

In this example, the role of critique is highlighted as crucial in efforts to
change the relations (and by extension, the micro-politics) of an assemblage.
From a Baradian (2007) perspective, an alternative term for critique is ‘dif-
fractive analysis’. The concept of transversality also links with a focus on
bringing about change in feminist intra-activist research through producing
the variations and openness in relations which can produce new possibilities
for feminist political engagement produce different assemblages through
research practice (Coffey and Ringrose forthcoming). A focus on micro-politics,
whether in highlighting the ‘becoming-otherwise’ that is already occurring, or
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in actively working to produce micro-political change to assemblages via cri-
tique or transversal practices, is another way that developments in feminist
post-human perspectives can engage with opening new possibilities and
potential for feminist politics in research.

Conclusion: embodying youth studies

Youth sociology has at many points embraced feminist theoretical and meth-
odological developments. The key points throughout this book can be per-
haps seen an extension of the feminist tradition of ‘demanding that the
unseen and unacknowledged be made visible and heard’ (Ryan-Flood and
Gill 2010: 1) in the context of youth studies. Because of ‘the body’s’ complex
history in terms of philosophy, it brings significant ‘baggage’ that needs to be
addressed and acknowledged if we are to understand its current significance
in sociological theory and research. Critiques of humanism are particularly
relevant to the study of the body and how the body has been conceptualised
historically – as other to theory and as the natural or essential object upon
which society and culture inscribes meanings. The sociology of youth can
contribute to efforts to ‘bring the body to theory’ (Bordo 1997: 3), as well as
continuing the post-structural feminist undertaking of troubling the subject of
humanism (St Pierre and Pillow 2000: 6). Further sociological work is
required to build methodologies and methods beyond humanism. Colebrook
argues that we must see Deleuze’s work as ‘an active response to a host of
problems in diverse areas, not just within philosophy’ (2002: 7). In my work, I
have used Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts in providing a response to a range
of theoretical problems in sociological and feminist empirical work, including
the negotiation of dualisms, in which the body is centrally bound. It is
because of the dualisms which have for so long surrounded and constrained
research on the body that it is necessary to turn to other ways of con-
ceptualising the body, such as through the philosophies of Deleuze, Guattari
and Spinoza, and I have aimed to show the utility and promise of these concepts
for empirical feminist youth research.

The challenges to humanist thought thrown down by post-humanist and
new materialist perspectives raise a number of questions for the field which
will need to be further considered. For example, what are the implications
associated with understanding matter as ‘vital’ and productive for our ana-
lyses of youth and the conditions of experience for young people? What might
the perspectives of Deleuze and Guattari, Barad and others produce in the
way of previously unthought questions, practices and knowledge in the
sociology of youth? A focus on micro-politics, through mapping the social or
actively engaging with attempts to produce change through critique might
provide a platform from which to begin for those unfamiliar with these
approaches or sceptical of their utility. Beginning from a perspective of micro-
politics holds that it will be crucial to continue to mobilise the critical per-
spectives of gender, class, race, place, sexuality and ability that have been so
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useful in illuminating the conditions of inequality shaping young people’s
lives. Doing this alongside post-human or new materialist perspectives and
the non-oppositional, embodied, fine-grained analytic tools they bring will
enable new potential for an embodied youth studies.
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