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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the ways in which female bodies are central to the 

production and reproduction of gendered social inequality, and the formation of 
feminine identities in the fitness gym. Ethnographic methods were utilised to 
investigate the patterns and relations of power that underpinned the production and 
reproduction of feminine body ideals and feminine identities and habituses in a 
fitness gym in the South-East of England. The potential usefulness of harnessing 
feminist and figurational concepts for understanding gendered bodies in the context 
of sport and exercise is also explored. 

Some of the theoretical and methodological links between feminist and 
figurational perspectives are explored in this thesis. A feminist-figurational approach 
is presented as a useful way of understanding the complexities of female body 

image and feminine identification in the fitness gym. Central in this regard has been 

an examination of the unequal relationships between, and within, groups of people in 

exercise and fitness settings. The task of producing a relatively high degree of 

adequate knowledge about gendered bodies in the fitness gym has also involved 

consideration of several concepts related to Elias's (1978,1987) theory of 
involvement and detachment including: the personal pronoun model, the use of 
developmental thinking, the interplay between theory and evidence and the 

adequacy of evidence. Feminist and figurational ideas about gender, power and 
identities have been of use in making sense of the relationships between working- 
out, female bodies and femininities. Elias's conceptualisations of power, established- 
outsider relations and identification have been particularly helpful. 

Evidence from participant observations and interviewing revealed that several 
mechanisms serve to reinforce, challenge and negotiate a variety of images of the 

female body-beautiful in the fitness gym. These include: the insecurity and emotion 
that surround the acquisition and maintenance of an ideal physique, the 

monopolisation of corporeal power, the construction of group charisma and group 
disgrace, the formation of gossip networks, and the corporeal logic of the 'exercise 

body-beautiful complex'. The findings also reveal that female bodies are central to 

the formation of feminine identities and habituses. Feminine identities are founded 

on both different and shared characteristics of the female body-beautiful. Some 

female exercisers also share some characteristics with other women, specifically in 

the context of the fitness gym. Linked to a desire for a high status body Image, there 

is a tendency for white, western, middle-class, heterosexual, able-bodied women, 

who go to the gym, to share a preference for cosmetic fitness activities, and an 
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emotional tie to aspirations for a slender, muscularly toned physique. The exercise 
histories of the women in this study indicated that the inculcation of feminine conduct 
and bodily preference happens over time, and in relation to a range of corporeal 
experiences including: physical education, sport, exercise, dance, dieting and 

adolescence. 

KEY WORDS: Gender, Bodies, Power, Femininities, Figurational (Process) 

Sociology, Feminisms 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. Gender, Bodies and the Fitness Gym: The Research Questions. 

This research project concerns the social dynamics of a fitness gym in the 

South-East of England. Broadly speaking, the purpose was to consider the manner 

in which bodies are central to the production and reproduction of gendered social 

inequality in the gym environment. Of central concern was the way that corporeal 

power relations impact on the construction and reconstruction of feminine identities. 

The intention of the project was to make sense of what appears to be a 

contemporary fascination with fitness gyms, working-out and female body image. In 

doing so, one of the central aims was to explore the theoretical and methodological 

relationships between feminisms and the "figurational/process-sociological" approach 

derived from the work of Norbert Elias (Dunning, 1999, p. 241). Consideration, then, 

is given to the potential of a feminist-fig urational approach as a means of adding to 

existing knowledge about gendered bodies in the context of sport and exercise. 

Popular images of femininity are mediated through bodily representations of 

slim, tight muscles and the appearance of health, youth and vitality. Such images 

dominate (western) fashion magazines and health and fitness publications, and are 

commonly reinforced by personnel in the exercise, fitness, health, sport, and diet 

industries. This research is concerned with understanding how exercisers who work- 

out at a fitness gym perceive and react to such ideals. The more specific objective is 

to explain the apparently female preoccupation with exercise practices aimed at 

sculpting small, slender and tight physiques. 

2. Sporting Bodies and Social Relations 

Bodies are central to the exercise regimes that take place in fitness gyms. At 

the same time as constituting the corporeal core of such physical activity, bodies 

represent striking social symbols within the fitness gym culture. Emphasising that the 
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body is, at the same time, physical and social, it is recognised that the (western) 

tendency to view the body as uniquely biological was, until relatively recently, 

reflected in academic studies of sport and exercise (Cole, 2002; Loy et al., 1991; 

Maguire, 1993,2004). Theoretically, and practically, sporting bodies have been the 

preserve of sciences that seek to measure organic parameters such as maximum 

oxygen uptake, or the physical production of bodily forces, or levels of anxiety. 

A decade ago, there was also a recurring narrative of neglect of the body in 

the sociology of sport literature. But now, authors from a sociological perspective 

more generally, and in terms of the sociology of sport and exercise specifically, have 

recognised the social and cultural significance of the body. For more than ten years, 

there has been increasing awareness that sociological explanations of the body are 

important if we are to further an understanding of the relationships between mind 

and body, nature and culture, individual and society, and emotion and reason. What 

is principally at issue here is that bodies are not simply and exclusively a fact of 

nature. Rather, they are simultaneously biologically and socially significant. 

3. Images of the Body, the Fitness Industry and Consumer Culture 

As well as the more recent increase in academic interest in the body, there 

seems to be a popular obsession with body image, and physical health and fitness. I 

do not wish to imply that corporeal concerns about appearance and health are a 

unique feature of contemporary societies. Body cultures vary over time, and within 

and between societies (Maguire, 1999,2004; Cole, 2002; Williams & Bendelow, 

1998). Yet, one only has to make a cursory review of today's newspaper reports, 

magazine articles, television documentaries, radio talk shows, and Internet sites to 

realise the current importance of bodily appearance and physical function. 

The emphasis on body maintenance in contemporary (western) societies is 

reflected In the significance of the healthy body. Current anxieties surrounding the 

UK's biggest killers, coronary heart disease, obesity, and some forms of cancer, for 
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example, are part of a wider social, economic and political climate focused on 

educating and encouraging individuals away from bodily neglect. The recurring 

theme in government health strategies is that sport, exercise and physical activity are 

critical components of a healthy lifestyle and a healthy body. This message Is 

constantly reinforced through the media ("A bad diet, " 2004; Campbell, 2003a, 

2003b; Gilling, 1995). Dominant media rhetoric about corporeal appearance reflects 

a concern that 'fattie' images of excess symbolise early 216' century life. The 

recurring warning is that being fat is unattractive, unnatural, and unhealthy, and can 

lead to heart disease, forms of cancer, fertility and sexual problems, diabetes, and 

early death. Individuals are increasingly held responsible and accountable for the 

condition of their bodies. And, it is through lifestyle changes that we are encouraged 

to take control of our health and appearance. Reinforcing the message from various 

political agents, and the scientific community, book writers, newspaper columnists, 

and television and radio presenters tell us how to stay in shape (Campbell & Revell, 

2003; Coomber, 2004; Rowe, 1998). The message is clear. Eat less fat, drink less 

alcohol, consume more fruit and vegetables, and run, skip, cycle, jog and swim, and 

you are on your way to improved health and well-being. 

For some authors this self-preservationist, individualised approach to 

constructing the healthy body characterises the global consumer culture that has 

been developing more rapidly since the early part of the 20th century (Cole, 2002; 

Featherstone, 1991; Shilling, 1993; Turner, 1996; Maguire, 2004). Shilling (1993) 

and Featherstone (1991), for example, explain that images of health, youth, vitality, 

and beauty are those associated with developments in several institutions associated 

with the industrialised world. The growth of media and advertising companies, 

medical professions, sport and exercise sciences, the fitness and health industries, 

and diet technologies have been influential in constructing contemporary images of 

health and beauty. For Maguire (2004) one consequence of the global development 
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of sport, and sports science, has been the emergence and diffusion of a body culture 

defined by achievement sport. Medicalization, scientization and rationalization of 

human bodies are manifest in elite sports performances, as well as in the discourse 

surrounding fitness and health programmes (Maguire, 1999,2004). 

Healthy bodies are also closely associated with youth, beauty and sex 

appeal. There is a distinct value placed on the healthy body. Images of health and 

fitness are conflated with ideals of success, discipline, (sexual) pleasure, and 

longevity. For many, such ideals are the hallmarks of high status individuals. We are 

constantly reminded that the key to longevity, and a youthful exuberance, is to be 

slim, muscularly toned, and fit, with a healthy glow to our skin texture and colour. 

The closer one can be to such body ideals, the greater one's status and value. 

Managing the body for the twin purposes of health and appearance demonstrates 

that our corporeal desires are simultaneously biological and social. So, at the same 

time as being concerned with inner health, growing numbers of people are 

preoccupied with their external look (Featherstone, 1991; Lupton, 1996,1997; 

Shilling, 1993; Turner, 1996). 

For over three million people in Great Britain, the fitness gym is the place for 

'fighting flab', getting 'fit', staying 'in shape', and improving health (MINTEL, 2003). 

There has been an explosion of fitness gyms and health clubs since the 1980s. 

Buckingham and Finch (1998), for example, have noted that one in three adults 

would like to become a member of a fitness gym, one in ten working adults have 

taken up membership of a gym, and there are approximately 2,200 commercial 

fitness facilities in Great Britain. Indeed, there is profit to be made from the body- 

beautiful. The fitness club Industry is worth over £lbn a year (Marks, 1998). 

According to the market research group MINTEL (2003), one in five adults in the UK 

uses a health and fitness gym, but one in three adults are of the opinion that it Is 

important to exercise to keep the body'in shape' and healthy. Furthermore, one third 
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of all adults in the UK wish to belong to a health and fitness club. The conclusion of 

the MINTEL (2003) report on health and fitness clubs indicated that the health and 

fitness gym was increasingly significant, to people In the UK, as a place for 

improving the appearance and health of the body. Both women and men exercise in 

order to control their appearance and health. Yet, some of the exercise regimes 

offered at fitness gyms, tend to be separated along gender lines (Buckingham & 

Finch, 1998; Shilling, 1993). The culture of the fitness gym seems to reflect a 

common sense belief that, for women, the achievement of a slender, lean, 

muscularly toned, and tight body will bring with it a lifetime of health and happiness 

(Akbar, 2004). 

4. Sporting Bodies and Gender Relations 

Increasingly, academic literature has explored the relationships between 

bodies, gender, and sport and exercise practices. In terms of this research project, 

the rationale for studying gender, in the exercise and fitness context, is based on the 

widely examined idea that the body constitutes a site of struggle over gender power 

relations and gendered identities (Birrell, 1998,2002; Hall, 1996; Hargreaves, 1987; 

Hargreaves, 1994; Shilling, 1993; Cole, 1993,2002; Theberge, 1985,2002). A 

corpus of literature concerning gender and sporting bodies has emerged over the 

past two decades. Such scholarship is informed by a variety of theoretical 

perspectives (Andrews, 1993; Cole, 1993,1995,1998,2002; Connell, 1995; 

Dunning, 1986; Dunning & Sheard, 1979; Featherstone, 1991; Gruneau, 1993; 

Hargreaves, 1987; Hargreaves, 1992,1994; Laberge & Sankoff, 1988; Maguire, 

1993,1999; Markula, 1995,2000; Messner & Sabo, 1990; Shilling, 1991,1993; 

Theberge, 1991,2002). 

An increasingly dominant theme in sociological debates about understanding, 

challenging, and changing gender inequality in sport and exercise is linked to 

contestations over the meanings, uses and control of female and male bodies. 
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Historically, sport has been synonymous with men, maleness and masculinity 

(Dunning & Maguire, 1996; Hargreaves, 1994; Maguire, 1986,1999,2004; Messner 

& Sabo, 1990; Theberge, 1985,2002). Traditionally, sporting contests have provided 

a site for the production and reproduction of masculine physicality, behaviour and 

identities. In addition, it has been argued that the culture of sport has contributed to 

male empowerment and the de-integration of females (Dunning & Maguire, 1996; 

Dunning, 1999; Maguire, 2004; Messner & Sabo, 1990; Dunning, 1999). However, 

linked with the changing position of women in society, and debates about females 

and physical activity, girls and women have become increasingly involved in a variety 

of sports and exercise activities (Hargreaves, 1994). More recent literature 

concerning gender, bodies and sport has begun to explore sport and exercise as 

sites of cultural resistance to, and negotiation of, traditional ideals of masculinity and 

femininity (Birrell, 1988,2002; Hargreaves, 1994,2000; Theberge, 1995,2002; 

Dunning, 1999). 

Feminist theoretical perspectives, and the political impact of second-wave 

feminist thought, have made an important contribution to understanding the 

significance of bodies in the production and reproduction of gendered social 

inequality (Turner, 1996; Williams & Bendelow, 1998). Since the 1970s, feminist 

accounts of sport and gender have increasingly harnessed critical theoretical 

perspectives that have brought the complexities of gender/body/sport relations to the 

fore (Birrell, 1988,2002). Emphasising the struggle between dominant and 

subordinate groups, the critical feminist agenda concerns four broad themes: the 

construction of masculine ideology and the production of male power through sport; 

the reproduction of dominant female ideals through media practices; the body as a 

site for defining gender relations; and, resistant practices of women (and men) 

seeking to challenge established sporting structures and Ideals. 

6 



To some extent, researchers examining the themes outlined above recognise 

that gendered processes in sport and exercise are relational In nature. But, the work 

of figurational sociologists can bring the relational, and processual, characteristics of 

gender into sharper focus. Elias (1983,1986,2000) presents several insights into 

the problematic of gender inequality that can help in understanding the nature and 

consequences of various power ratios between, and within, groups of women and 

men. Increasingly, figurational sociologists have begun to examine the production 

and reproduction of masculine, and feminine, identities, habituses, and behaviours in 

sport and sports-related contexts (Dunning & Maguire, 1996; Dunning, 1999; 

Maguire & Mansfield, 1998; Mansfield & Maguire, 1999; Waddington et al., 1998). 

, The themes of the critical feminist agenda dovetail with a figurational analysis 

of gender and gender relations. Emphasising that relations between, and within, 

groups of women and men are affected by: the character and overall structure of 

particular societies; both "bio-psychological" and "socio-cultural" factors, and 

fundamental balances of power, the figurational agenda involves several themes that 

reflect critical feminist work on sport and gender (Dunning, 1999, p. 226). Elias's 

theories are of use in understanding: the production and inculcation of masculine 

and feminine behaviours, identities and habituses; the relative empowerment of 

females in sport; the significance / meaning of sport and exercise for females; 

changing ideological perspectives in sport, and the wider society, regarding what 

counts in terms of feminine identities, habituses and behaviours; and, resistance by 

men and women to increasing and widening female participation in sport and 

exercise. 

One way of furthering our knowledge about the dynamics of gender, the body 

and physical activity might be to consider women and men, femininities and 

masculinities in relational terms (Dunning 1999; Hall, 1996; Murphy et al., 2002). 

This may be achieved by thinking in conjunction with feminist concepts, and the 
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figurational/process-sociological paradigm developed by Elias. It is argued here, that, 

in the context of the fitness gym, such an approach presents a way of coming to 

terms with the complexities of gender/power/body relations, as well as advancing an 

understanding of the production and reproduction of feminine identities, habituses 

and behaviours. Let me spell out why this is the case. 

5. Fitness and Femininities: A Feminist Figurational Approach 

The work of figurational sociologists has been criticised by some authors for 

being gender blind, underpinned by masculinist assumptions, and, therefore, 

inadequate in terms of advancing our knowledge of gender relations (Hargreaves, 

1992,1994; Horne & Jary, 1987). Unresolved differences between the perspectives 

are also evident in the argument that some sports feminists fail to theorise 

adequately about gender relations because their ideological commitments cloud a 

more detached, knowledge-based account (Dunning, 1992). 

It is emphasised in this research that both feminist and figurational sociologists 

have made significant contributions to understanding gender in the context of sport 

and physical activity. Furthermore, using Elias's ideas, and particularly his theory of 

involvement and detachment, there is potential to resolve some of the differences 

between the perspectives. Feminists could harness their 'involvement' as a source 

of motivation and insider knowledge, while, at the same time, seeking to maximise a 

'detached' position so that relatively undistorted accounts of sport, exercise and 

gender relations are presented. Increasingly, figurational sociologists are recognising 

that Elias's work has not, as yet, been fully utilised in terms of understanding gender, 

and in particular in relation to advancing knowledge about females and femininities In 

the context of sport (Dunning & Maguire 1996; Dunning, 1999; Murphy et al., 2002). 

Following feminist approaches to reflexivity in the research process, figurational 

sociologists could continue to examine the impact of any masculinist and feminist 
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assumptions so that more adequate knowledge about sport and gender relations 

might be developed. 

There are some tensions between sports feminists and figurational sociologists. 

However, there is no clear-cut division between the perspectives. Rather, it is argued 

here that there is potential for theoretical and methodological synthesis that would 

advance our understanding of sporting bodies and gender relations. Such a view 

reflects the claim that one can be a feminist and a figurational sociologist at the 

same time. Feminists and figurational sociologists share a concern with examining 

the dynamic and relational nature of gendered processes in time and space (Birrell, 

1938,2002; Dunning, 1992,1999). To a large extent, they seem to ask the same 

questions about gender, sport and exercise. Broadly speaking, these questions 

concern the struggles between, and within, groups of women and men that 

characterise the production and reproduction of feminine and masculine behaviours 

and identities in sport and exercise contexts. 

It is the intention of this research to advance the argument for feminist 

figurational perspectives on gender, sport and society. In addition, there is scope for 

the findings of the research to contribute to existing literature on gender, exercise 

and the female body-beautiful. Guiding the research strategy was an underlying 

intention to examine the 'exercise body-beautiful complex'. 

6. Towards a Sociology of 'The Exercise Body-Beautiful Complex'. 

The 'exercise body-beautiful complex', represented in Figure 1, is a network 

of interdependent groups whose actions are mutually reinforcing of images of the 

female body-beautiful in exercise and fitness settings. Figure 1 sets out, in 

diagrammatic form, the major figurations involved in the production and reproduction 

of feminine identities and behaviours in the context of the health and fitness gym. It 

also sketches out the figurational dynamics involved in understanding the ways in 
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