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correlation between body image satisfaction and self-concept
satisfaction. In his extensive survey of the literature, Fisher (1986)
gathered a great deal of evidence that adults' ratings of body and self
very often positively correlate with each other.

These results have been similar in more specific comparisons.
Offman and Bradley (1992) describe the correlation in children with
chronic illness or physical disabilities. Mendelson and White (1982)
report a strong correlation between body-esteem and self-esteem for
both obese and non-obese children. Lawrence and Thelen (1995)
describe the same correlation cross-culturally in both Caucasian and
African-American children. In adolescents, Mendelson, White, and
Mendelson (1996) demonstrated that positive evaluation of appearance
was associated not only with global self-worth, but with evaluations of
"competence in scholastic, social, and athletic domains" (p. 336).
Littrell, Damhorst, and Littrell (1990) mention that adolescent girls who
invested time in clothing experimentation correlated with those who
used clothing to enhance self-esteem, and Austin, Champion, and
Tzeng (1989) report a strong positive correlation between the self
concept of happiness, and a negative correlation with the self concept
of failure, with body image in adolescent boys.

In addition, the combination of low body-esteem and low self-
esteem is commonly considered to be the driving force behind
unhealthy dieting and exercise patterns that lead to eating disorders
(Bell, et al., 1986; Cash, et al., 1986; Cohn et al., 1987; Offman & Bradley,
1992). Bunnell et al. (1992) found that adolescents with bulimia nervosa

had the highest levels of body dissatisfaction of all.



Is the Problem Adolescence Itself?

Some researchers have theorized that low body-esteem is
directly attributable to pubertal changes during adolescence (Fisher,
1986; Tobin-Richards et al, 1983). Simmons, Blyth, and McKinney
(1983) remark that "these are years of rapid endocrinological and
external bodily changes"” that "could have been responsible for this
disturbance” (p. 229). This, however, does not seem to be the case.
Many researchers have tested this theory by studying children that
undergo puberty at markedly different ages:

Although Faust (1983) found distinct attitude and attributed
stereotype differences in early and late-maturing adolescents, these do
not seem to be linked to low body-esteem. Blyth, Simmons, and Zakin
(1985) produced similar results, determining that pubertal timing
correlated with body-esteem only when combined with other factors,
such as school environment. Finally, in Stormer and Thompson's
(1996) study of several factors contributing to body dissatisfaction,
maturational status did not contribute to body image disturbance.

In addition, although boys also experience significant physical
changes during puberty, the reduction in body-esteem is virtually
restricted to girls. Vaughan, Stabler, and Clance (1981) discovered that
boys placed higher value on their bodies than girls. Cash and Brown
(1989) found that, compared with males, females reported more anxiety
over gaining weight, more vigilance for weight gain, more dieting, and
heavier labels for their own weight. Wardle and Beales (1986) report
that girls were significantly more likely to be dissatisfied with their
weight, and to feel guilty about eating fattening foods, than boys. Tobin-

Richards et al. (1983) concluded that physical maturation in boys was



associated with a more positive body-image. In their extensive review
of the literature, Hill and Lynch (1983) confirm this trend, finding that
girls report much higher levels of self-consciousness during
adolescence than boys, as well as less stability in self-image, and lower
self-esteems.

Finally, the widescale reduction in body-esteem and obsession
with weight does not disappear along with puberty (Cash & Green,
1986; Cash & Hicks, 1990; Davis, 1992; Wooley & Wooley, 1986). In their
report of a 1985 body image survey for Psychology Today, Cash et
al.(1986) report that "only 18 percent of the men and 7 percent of the
women . . . indicated that they have little concern about their
appearance” (p. 30) In this same survey, 47 percent of women who fall
into normal weight categories, self-classified themselves as being
overweight. This clearly illustrates the continuation of a trend far
beyond the reaches of the physical experience of adolescence.

Other factors that are common to adolescence have been
suggested as possible sources for this trend. Researchers have found
some evidence that body-esteem is somehow linked to a change in
school environment. One determined that school environment was a
much better predictor of self-image than age (Simmons et al., 1983).
Blyth, et al. (1985) found that school environment highly influenced
the effects of pubertal timing on body image. However, the nature of
this link is unclear.

Quite likely, the cause of this epidemic is attributable to a
combination of several factors which appear in full-force during
adolescence. It is reasonable to surmise, however, that the problem is

not due to adolescence itself. The predominant number of researchers
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in body image have concluded that the dramatic drop in body-esteem
during adolescence must be cultural in nature. The agreement ends
here, however. There are vastly different opinions as to how the thin
ideal appeared and how it has achieved and maintained such power
over our young women. During an examination of these theories, it
may become evident that many of these cultural factors may indeed be

complexly interrelated and collectively causing this epidemic.

The Unattainable Ideal

The "ideal" image of a woman in Western society typically has a
tall, thin, long-legged figure. A group of white adolescent girls
described the ideal to Parker et al. (1995) as being "57" tall and between
100 and 110 pounds” (p. 106). Kilbourne (1994) points out that "only
the thinnest 5% of women in a normal weight distribution
approximate this ideal, which thus excludes 95% of American women"
(p. 396). Even the outdated Metropolitan Life table estimates that a 5'7"
woman should be between 128 and 143 pounds (Long, 1992).

Similarly, over the ten year period of 1979-1988, "69% of Playboy
centerfolds and 60% of Miss America contestants had weights 15% or
more below the expected weight for their age and height category”
(Wiseman, Gray, Mosimann, & Ahrens, 1992, p.87). This is appalling
when compared with the diagnostic criteria included in the DSM-1V
(American Psychiatric Association, 1994) for anorexia nervosa, which
requires the maintenance of a weight at this same 15% or more below
expected weight (p. 544).

Even the proportion of leg to total height is abnormal, as

reflected in the long-legged appearance of the ideal. The average leg




length of women in fashion advertisements studied by Faust (1983) was
between 66 and 70 percent of the women's total height, and a male's
ideal was 58 percent of their height. This is in direct contradiction to
societal norms which show that men have proportionately longer legs
than women.

The average model has 22 to 23 percent less fat than the average
woman, who has an average of 28.7 percent body fat. This is even
more distressing when it is pointed out that women whose body fat
falls to less than 22 percent commonly experience infertility and
hormone imbalance (Wolf, 1991).

By these descriptions, it is clear that for the majority of
adolescent girls, this ideal is virtually unobtainable. However, many
other ideals that are equally as unobtainable (such as perfect grades or
perfect boyfriends) do not produce severe epidemic trends as this body
ideal does. How, then, did this ideal appear? How does it affect girls so
deeply? Why does this trend seem to explode during adolescence, and

why is it so insidious?

The Appearance of the Ideal

The Ideal as Historically Inevitable

The presence of an unattainable ideal for the adult female body
is not a new phenomenon. Throughout history, and in nearly every
culture, women have gone to extreme lengths to achieve beauty ideals.
Chinese women bound their feet so as to push the toes permanently
under the arch (McFarland & Baker-Baumann, 1990). In various
African tribes, practices such as face tattooing (Beuf, 1990), body

scarring, teeth filing, genital mutilation (Fisher, 1986), stretching the
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lips with large disks, and stretching the neck vertebrae with metal rings
(McFarland & Baker-Baumann, 1990) abound. In Western society,
history has seen the 18-inch waist as an ideal during the 19th century.
This trend required a corset, which exerted an average of 21 pounds of
pressure on the internal organs. In addition, many Elizabethan
women ate vinegar, chalk, or arsenic to obtain a white complexion
(McFarland & Baker-Baumann, 1990).

Thus, many theorists view the young adolescent's attitudes and
dieting behaviors as simply a continuation of this historical trend to fit
an unnatural ideal. McFarland and Baker-Baumann (1990) point out
that although the beautification methods described above may sound
barbaric, "beautification strategies in the 1980's are just as masochistic
and physically debilitating as they were a hundred years ago" (p. 66).
They attribute this historical trend partly to the value placed upon
transcending nature within a hierarchical society. Beuf (1990) also
mentions that this trend is nothing new. What is "in" or "out" has
been fluctuating throughout time and in all cultures. As she states:
"All human societies care about looks. However there are [sic| a
virtually endless variety of concepts of beauty and ugliness on the
planet” (p. 30). Rothblum (1994) mentions that for centuries "women
have been expected to look and dress in ways that immobilize them"
(p. 58). She compares debilitating dieting and exercise routines with

corsets and foot binding.

The Development of the Ideal Through Social Change

In a seemingly contradictory, yet very complimentary theory,

many researchers attribute the current ideal in large part not to
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historical continuation, but to changes in history, especially those
produced by the feminist movement. Bennett and Gurin (1982)
summarize this idea well:

Not long after 1900, women's fashions rather suddenly began to

express a new ideology: that a woman's body could serve her

own purposes, independent of any man's requirement. Women
have claimed a right to move as actively as men, without
restraining garments, and to pursue their own sexual destiny,
freed from the inevitability of pregnancy. The central expression
of the new, liberated woman was her thin body . . . Almost
immediately, however, this symbol of liberation itself became
oppressive. As it was co-opted by fashion, the 'bean-lean’ body
became, arbitrarily, a mark of status, sexual competitiveness, and
self-mastery. By now, it is at least as oppressive to the majority
of women, who are not naturally skinny, as were the extremes of

Renaissance or Victorian high style. (p. 171)

The adoption of the thin ideal, according to Wolf (1991) had the effect
of reimposing "onto liberated women's faces and bodies all the
limitations, taboos, and punishments of the [old] repressive laws [and]
religious injunctions” (p. 16).

With the changes in women's rights to reproductive freedom
and educational and occupational equality, came the changes in
fashion from full-figured and heavily laden to thin and movement-
oriented. Unfortunately, this new ideal is as unnatural to women as
was highly restrictive clothing. As McFarland and Baker-Baumann
(1990) report, the female body typically has a much larger fat content

than that of men, due to its unique reproductive function. "However,
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fleshiness is viewed with disgust and equated with nurturing,
femininity, passivity- qualities that our American culture does not
value. On the other hand, thin, muscularly toned bodies are perceived
as symbols of strength, independence, control, power and success-
values that our culture deifies" (p. 67).

Bennett and Gurin (1982) agree, claiming that with a thin
physique, a woman can "project a statement about her character: 'T am
my own sexual boss; I am in control of myself; [ am not a motherly,
housewifely person' "(p. 208). Wooley (1994) adds a twist of his own to
this idea, claiming that the svelte ideal is due to feminism and a
reaction against pornography. He states that a large increase in images
of naked female bodies coincided with the feminist movement. This
gave the new working women, who wanted to be seen as an equal, a
need for a new, less sexualized, more androgynous ideal. This concept
gains impact when it is considered that pornography is so popular
worldwide that it generates around 7 billion dollars every year (Wolf,
1991, p. 79).

Many other theorists agree that the slim ideal is possibly a
reaction to, or defense against, the sexualized image of the female body.
In their studies of pubertal change, Tobin-Richards et al. (1983), point
out that "physical maturation for a girl may carry more explicit
sexualized meanings and may generate concomitant social responses”
(p. 132-133). In the midst of this change women live in a world where
"increasingly women have been sexualized and objectified . . . Soft- and
hard-core pornography are everywhere. Sexual and physical assaults
on girls are at an all-time high" (Pipher, 1994, p. 27-28).

Tolman and Debold (1984) describe the conflict that results as a




"Mephistophelian bargain": "by sacrificing knowledge of our bodily
appetites and passionate feelings, we will be kept safe from rape,
poverty, and loneliness” (p. 302). Wolf (1991) points out that this
bargain is not merely psychological, as the physical capabilities of sexual
desire and reproduction are reduced in women below 22 percent of the
average fat-to-lean ratio, which is a common ratio in fashion models.
In addition to the impact of feminism, the thin ideal was
encouraged when the health industry took up the campaign against fat
around the end of World War II. For reasons that are not entirely
clear,
the perception developed that Americans were too fat and
getting fatter; that they ate too much, ate the wrong foods, and
were sedentary and therefore flabby. Americans' self-perception
shifted to that of a diseased, unhealthy group, even though they
enjoyed the best health and greatest longevity ever known in

American society. (Seid, 1994, p. 6)

Thin Equals Healthy
The attitude that began around the end of World War I, and

persists today, is that overweight individuals are unhealthy and
predisposed to diabetes, hypertension, and high cholesterol. Rothblum
(1994) points out that these are the same health risks associated with
dieting, and that overweight people diet more than thin people. A
controversy has developed, therefore, surrounding research that claims
to show relationships between weight and health risks. Adding to this
controversy is the fact that overweight individuals tend to have lower

incomes and less access to health care than thin individuals, a fact
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which is not controlled for in the above-mentioned studies (Rothblum,
1994).

Knowledge of these discrepancies is causing more and more
theorists and researchers to identify discrimination and stigmatization
against overweight individuals, both in society at large and in the
medical establishment. In addition, as Millman (1980) points out,
"physical appearance rather than health is often the motivating factor
in why and how people diet, and . . . many suffer more from the social
stigma of being over weight than from the health hazards" (p. xiii)

Although this attitude that healthy equals thin originated from
the idea that fat was associated with certain health conditions, both our
society and the medical establishment seem to be losing perspective on
why they promote thinness. In a study on fitness promotion with
adolescent girls, Shaw and Kemeny (1989) found that girls involved
were most concerned about their body weight, and they associated
thinness with fitness. In other words, these girls considered the
outward signs of slimness to be more indicative of fitness than such

factors as blood pressure, blood sugar, and cholesterol levels.

Thinner Equals Happier

Another reason that girls may place more importance on a slim
figure rather than a healthy body is that slimness is often associated
with much more than physical fitness. Bennet and Gurin (1982) point
out that "the sheer absence of body fat is often interpreted as an asset,
but the underlying message is an important one. With her thin body a
woman can project a statement about her character” (p. 208).

McFarland and Baker-Baumann (1990) agree, claiming that our culture
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sees thinness as a symbol of "strength, independence, control, power
and success" (p. 67) Wooley and Wooley (1986) say that thinness is
"symbolic of strength, independence and achievement" (p. 71)
Conversely, obesity is often viewed as representing a person who is
"unfeminine, . . . antisocial, out of control, hostile, [and] aggressive"
(Millman, 1980, p. xi).

These statements are well supported by studies. Beuf (1990) says
that many weight loss programs advertise friends, romance and a "new
life" along with weight loss. Bell, et al. (1986) determined that both
anorexic and obese subjects judged a person with a thin figure to be
most popular and confident of all figure types.

Even children as young as 6 have been found to apply
stereotypes to body type. Staffieri (1967) reports that male children
applied the characteristics of: lazy, cheats, argues, gets teased, forgets,
lies, sloppy, teases, naughty, mean, ugly, dirty, and stupid to an
endomorphic (fat) body type. The same children applied the
descriptions of: strong, best friend, clean, lots of friends, happy, polite,
healthy, honest, brave, good looking, smart, and neat to the
mesomorphic (lean and muscular) body type.

A real-life example of this stereotype was found in a letter
addressed to the editor of Radiance, a magazine for large women: "Are
we all losers? . .. The reality of life is that fat people are not happy, and
they most likely were happiest when their bodies were fit and healthy"
(Pacheco, 1991, p. 7).




The "New Morality"

Millman (1980) points out that not only are these stereotypes

heavily imbedded in the images of obesity and thinness, but that "the

state of being fat is felt to express something basic about a person's

character and personality"; that to be overweight is "fundamentally

viewed as an intentional act" (p. xi). Rodin (1992) agrees when she says

that

the vast majority of American women have accepted at face
value the message we have been continually exposed to: that
beauty and physical perfection are merely a matter of personal
effort and that failure to attain those goals is the result of not
doing enough. (p. 59)

In fact, many theorists in this field have begun to call this high

value attributed to thinness a kind of "new morality":

The heavy emphasis on self-denial and asceticism that
characterized the Puritans has filtered into the mainstream of
twentieth-century American culture. . . The thin person, by his
or her very appearance, seems a walking testimony to a life
lived in moderation, void of self-indulgence. (Beuf, 1990, p 36-
37)

Glassner (1988) agrees that our society supports the idea that thin

equals virtue, saying that the thin physique embodies "time-honored

values of American culture such as self-control, personal achievement,

and prosperity"” (p. 13). He goes on to describe how this idea of thinness

as virtue finds its way into our language about eating: "If we eat

fattening food or skip our daily workout we tell our friends we've

'been bad." Certain chocolate desserts we refer to as 'wicked or 'sinful
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(p. 247). The religious overtones continue, as Kilbourne (1994) adds
that "dieting is the modern self-purification ritual, today's
mortification of the flesh” (p. 409). Wolf (1991) connects the new
morality with Original Sin, claiming that after the sexual revolution,
there was a physical relocation of female guilt: "The rosary has become
a calorie counter; women say, 'l have the stretch marks to show for my
sins™ (p. 98).

Ehrenreich (1992) says that this new morality has replaced the
morality that our society "discarded"” in the 1980's: "As virtue drained
out of our public lives, it reappeared in our cereal bowls" (p. 65)
Chianese (1992) goes so far as to claim that this new morality has
replaced social activism for many:

It is a striking fact that fitness devotees rarely join those social or

political movements attempting to remedy the environmental,

physical, and social dangers that the fitness seeker works so hard,
alone, to counter. . . Instead, there are elements inherent in
exercise that turn its devotees away from challenging the social

causes of poor health. (p. 69)

Rodin (1992) agrees when she mentions that "getting in shape has
become the new moral imperative-an alluring substitute for altruism
and good work, the desire to look good replacing the desire to do good"
(p. 58)

According to McFarland and Baker-Baumann (1990), the result
of this new morality is devastating on young women, who develop a
double-sided sense of bodyshame that

not only am I intrinsically defective because I cannot control my

inner desires and appetites but | am also extrinsically defective
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because my body does not meet standards of acceptability which

would and could hide my inner defectiveness. (p.73)

Why Adolescence?

Evidence thus far cited has pointed to the fear of fat/ love of
thinness as affecting all parts of society. Why then, does low body-
esteem appear in such mass numbers in young women during
adolescence? One very evident reason is that in adolescence, women
begin to leave the possibility of attaining the "ideal figure" farther and
farther behind.

The Role of Puberty

The nearly impossible standards outlined earlier are dizzying,
and are probably much more so to an adolescent female, who is going
through physical changes that push her in exactly the opposite
direction of these standards. Before puberty, "girls have 10-15 percent
more body fat than boys but, after puberty, girls have almost twice as
much fat as boys" (McFarland & Baker-Baumann, 1990, p. 93). In
addition, during puberty there is an "asynchrony in timing of growth
in leg and stem length that is reflected in the typical long-legged
appearance of adolescents who are at the beginning phase of the
pubertal growth period"” (Faust, 1983, p. 110). Therefore, the
"prepubertal girl with her svelte body and long legs maintains a
cultural ideal in physical shape" (Tobin-Richards et al., 1983, p. 145).
Yet, with every day that passes, the adolescent females' "bodily changes
move them away from the cultural ideal" (McFarland & Baker-

Baumann, 1990, p. 93).




Kilbourne (1994) sums up the resulting situation well:
Adolescents are especially vulnerable, given the ominous peer
pressure on young people. Also, normal physiological changes
during adolescence result in increased body fat for women. If
these normal changes are considered undesirable by the culture
(and by parents and peers), this can lead to chronic anxiety and

concern about weight control in young women. (p. 397)

The Role of Family

Not only do the physical changes of puberty move the adolescent
female away from the cultural ideal, they may also send messages to
parents and other adult figures that the adults may not be ready to
accept. In many families, especially those that are dysfunctional, the
development of secondary sex characteristics in girls can be anxiety
provoking. Mothers may become worried about the child being teased,
fathers may begin to withdraw from physically touching their
daughters, and all parents may "begin to become frightened about
bodily changes and equate them with sexual activity" (McFarland &
Baker-Baumann, 1990, p. 92). These fears may cause the parents to
reject, either openly or passively, their daughter's changing body.

Glassner (1988) describes how well-educated mothers of today's
adults may have felt frustrated and dissatisfied with their lives, and
thus become over involved and controlling towards their daughters,
especially in the area of appearance. One study (Kilbourne, 1994) found
that half of girls on diets were encouraged by their mothers to be so.

According to Glassner (1988), no matter what the relationship

between mother and daughter, how a woman "feels about how she
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looks depend to a great degree on how she has responded to her
mother and, in particular, to her mother's body and what that
symbolized” (p. 67). Therefore, if a daughter sees an unhappy woman
in a rounded figure, she is highly likely to reject roundness in her own
figure. As Wooley and Wooley (1986) put it, women "equate their
mothers' problems with their mothers' bodies. . . For a bulimic, to
have womanly curves is to be like her mother- powerless" (p. 71).
Outside of their homes, adolescent girls receive feedback
differently from their male counterparts, who are praised by their
teachers for intellectual achievements. Girls, however, receive more
feedback on personal traits such as neatness and good grooming.
According to McFarland and Baker-Baumann (1990), this is especially
damaging because a "girl's self image is more interpersonally related
than a boy's, [and| consequently, the adolescent girl becomes
particularly sensitive to and compliant with social demands and

appropriate sex role standards" (p. 94).

Maintenance of the Problem

The Role of Mass Media

If the thin ideal is so illogical and so damaging, why don't
adolescent girls (and adult women) simply reject it as such? According
to researchers, the answer involves (at least in part) the insidiousness
of the mode in which the ideal is communicated. The vast consensus
seems to be that the beauty ideal is primarily communicated through
mass media, and in particular through fashion and other women's
magazines. As Rodin (1992) says, "through movies, magazines and

TV, we see beautiful people as often as we see our own family
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members: the net effect is to make exceptional beauty appear real and
attainable" (p. 57).

A large number of studies support this view. Silverstein,
Perdue, Peterson, and Kelly (1986) conducted an extensive study on
several aspects of thinness and various forms of mass media. They
found that in the most popular television shows, 69.1% of the female
characters were rated as thin, as compared to 17.5% of the male
characters. Only 5 % of the female characters were rated as heavy as
compared to 25.5% of the males (p.523). Tiggemann and Pickering
(1996) found in their study that the amount of time spent watching
soaps or serials and movies predicted body dissatisfaction and that the
amount of time watching music videos predicted drive for thinness.
Feldman et al. (1988) report that these effects can even be seen in young
children, who they found to have more obsessive attitudes towards
thinness as a result of television viewing.

Silverstein et al. (1986) also found that, in 48 issues, women's
magazines included 63 ads for diet foods and 96 articles dealing with
body shape or size. Men's magazines included 1 ad for diet foods and 8
articles dealing with body shape and size (p. 525). Beuf (1990) points
out that such articles and advertisements do more than just take up a
lot of space: "advertisements for weight loss pills, devices, and
programs do not promise only weight loss but a 'new life'- friends,
romance, affection" (p. 38).

Even in those ads that don't promote such improbable results,
the thin ideal can overshadow the actual focus of the ad: In their study
on various types of advertising to promote fitness, Shaw and Kemeny

(1989) found that the message that slimness equals fitness lead to
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increased self-consciousness and fear of rejection, rather than an
increased desire for fitness. Kilbourne (1994) gives us the astounding
statistic that the average American sees over 1500 ads in some form
every day, and points out that "although the individual ads are often
insipid and trivial, they have a serious cumulative impact" (p. 395).
Pipher (1994) mentions that adolescent girls have little escape from
exposure to these messages: "Because of the media, . . . girls all live in
one big town- a sleazy, dangerous tinsel town with lots of liquor stores
and few protected spaces” (p. 27)

Wooley (1994) believes that another reason that women follow
the thin ideal that is presented in fashion magazines is that the more
"normal” body type is further contaminated by its use in pornography.
This association with female curves and pornography has becomes
stronger as these associations have entered the mainstream media:
"Beer and car ads, Sports Illustrated’s swimsuit issue, the intimate-
apparel retailer Victoria's Secret . . . and many others use images whose
power derives from pornography” (p. 39). Bennett and Gurin (1982)
agree with this assessment, saying that "contemporary women have
the unhappy opportunity to compare themselves with two distinct and
incompatible 'ideals' as portrayed in the two types of periodical
devoted to the female body: women's fashion and men'’s skin
magazines” (p. 169).

Ironically, women's magazines, according to Wolf (1991), offer
solutions to some of the problems that they help create. Because of the
fierce competition driven by the beauty ideal, women are starved for a
sense of belonging, solidarity, or connection. "The magazines offer the

electrifying feeling that women are too seldom granted, though men in
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their groups feel it continually, of being plugged in without hostility to
a million like-minded people of the same sex" (p.76) Thus, the most
probably powerful source of the problem, may also be the most possibly
powerful source for a solution.

However, a mass exodus from the thin ideal is unlikely amongst
women's magazines. Advertisers in these magazines often make
editorial content a condition of their support of the magazine. Since
magazines depend largely upon advertisements to survive, and
competition is fierce, magazine editors have little choice but to bow to
the demands of cosmetic, clothing, and diet companies in order to print
a "watered down" version of female solidarity and liberation (Wolf,

1991).

The Role of Deindividuation

Another reason that the thin ideal and the quest to achieve it is
not easily discarded, is that uniformity in physical appearance can
deplete a sense of self, therefore decreasing the chances that individuals
will actively reject the ideal. Fisher (1986) states that "it seems to be
generally true that body decoration and clothing are used to
deindividuate. This deindividuating strategy can have significant
psychological effect. It undoubtedly fosters conformity . . . [and
individuals experience] a limited sense of personal responsibility” (p.
137). Rodin (1992) agrees: "Our self-image has become far too plastic
too malleable. It depends too much on ... what we feel is expected of
us and how we feel we are lacking. . . We grow larger or smaller in our
mind'’s eye, in response to the image of woman modern society has

encouraged use to idealize" (p. 57).
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Such an effect on the sense of self is difficult to prove, but some
evidence is found in studies. For example, Littrell et al. (1990) found
that adolescents who experimented with clothing frequently, and
placed value on making a good impression, actually valued fashion
and expense over comfort in clothing. In the same study, adolescents
who said that they spent a lot of time and energy with clothing
experimentation also said that they used clothing to enhance self-
esteem. The subjects who worked to enhance self-esteem through

clothing also had a tendency towards conformity in appearance.

Cultural Studies

One thing is clear: The development of the physical ideal, and its
effects upon the adolescent psyche is complex. Because this ideal is
indisputably cultural, many researchers have attempted to trace the
specific factors that influence the body-esteem trend by making cultural
comparisons.

One of the most prevalent types of these studies involve
comparisons of African-American and White individuals. Parker et al.
(1995) found that African-American adolescent girls were more flexible
"in their concepts of beauty and spoke about 'making what you've got
work for you™ (p. 103). This included having a "personal style,"
practicing good grooming, and projecting self confidence. In fact, when
the African-American girls were asked to describe an ideal girl, their
initial responses were often personality traits, rather than physical
attributes. This is in sharp contrast to the attitudes presented by the
white girls, who demonstrated fairly strict guidelines for beauty, and

who felt that looks dictated personality, rather than vice versa.



Desmond, Price, Hallinan, and Smith (1989) reported similar
results in their study, finding that heavy African-American girls were
much more likely to be satisfied with their appearance than white girls.
They noted also that "Being thin seems a necessary prerequisite to
being beautiful for white females . . . The same social stigma that exists
for white females may not exist for black females" (p. 357).
Interestingly, there were no significant differences in the sources for
information regarding appropriate weight and weight control between
African-American and white adolescents (the mass media, family, and
athletic coaches were most often mentioned).

Other studies have confirmed this trend: African-American girls
have higher rates of body satisfaction (Story, French, Resnick & Blum,
1995), and more acceptance of diversity in female body size (Thompson,
1994). Even when African-American women felt dissatisfied with
weight or specific areas of their body, Thomas and James (1988) found
that they were unlikely to allow that attitude to negatively impact their
participation in activities such as sports or sex. These women also did
not feel that it was necessary to be slim in order to be attractive.

This trend of African-Americans having more positive body
images in regards to weight is not restricted to adolescent females.
Similar results have been reported for children (Lawrence & Thelen,
1995; Vaughan et al., 1981) and for boys (Desmond et al., 1989; Wardle &
Marsland, 1989).

Although not as prevalent as those comparing whites and
African-Americans, many other studies have been based upon
differences between other races. Story et al., (1995) learned that,

compared to white adolescent girls, American Indian girls were more
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likely to be satisfied with their bodies. In their comparative study
between British and Ugandan students, Furnham and Baguma (1994)
report that Ugandan subjects were more likely to describe heavier
female figures as attractive and healthy. Lee and Lee (1996) found body
dissatisfaction and eating disorder trends among Chinese adolescent
females to be similar to those of girls in Western cultures.

In studies of Latina girls, researchers have discovered that results
vary according to the degree of acculturation, or exposure to American
culture. Lopez, Blix, and Blix (1995) found that less acculturated
women were more likely to choose a larger silhouette as an ideal body
image. Thompson (1994) interviewed women from Puerto Rico and
the Dominican Republic for whom fat was simply not an issue. She
also interviewed a highly acculturated girl from Argentina who said:

The only people who see being fat as a positive thing in

Argentina are the very poor or the very rural people, who still

consider it a sign of wealth or health. But as soon as people

move to the bigger cities, and are exposed to the magazines and
the media, dieting and figures becomes incredibly important.

(p-362)

This trend, when compared with the results from African-

American girls above, provides evidence that exposure to the Western
ideal, although not solely responsible for negative body image, can be
highly influential in the development of low body-esteem.

Cultural studies on body image are not limited to differences of
race. Many aspects of culture have been compared, including religion
(Ahmad, Wallner, & Verduyn, 1994) and sexual orientation (French,

Story, Remafedi, Resnick, & Blum, 1996). Another popular basis for
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body image study is socio-economic class. Dieting and anorexia
(Wardle and Marsland, 1990), as well as the desire to be thin
(Dornbusch et al., 1984) have been found to be more prevalent amongst
the high classes. Story et al. (1995), however, found that body
satisfaction was higher in the upper classes, and pathological eating
behaviors, such as vomiting and bingeing, were more common among
lower classes.

Most of these cultural studies involved differences in race,
geographical area, or level of economic status. Such comparisons
produced definite, if not easily explainable results. Another type of
culture that differs from mainstream western society can be found in
the west itself. A little-known communal society known as the

Hutterites exists in the northwestern United States, and Canada.

The Hutterite Society
The Hutterite Anabaptist group was formed in Moravia in 1528,

although their namesake, Jacob Hutter, did not join the community
until 1533. The Hutterites are one of three surviving Anabaptist
groups today, including the Mennonites and the Amish. All three of
these groups stress communal living, adult baptism, passive resistance,
and simplicity. The Hutterites are the only group among these that
specifically abolished personal property. (Hostetler, 1965)

After enduring hundreds of years of religious and governmental
persecution throughout Europe, and losing thousands of its members
to martyrdom, the entire Hutterite group of 800 persons emigrated to
the United States in the 1870's. In 1981, the Hutterites consisted of

24,000 members living in 250 colonies in the northwestern United



States (Montana, North and South Dakota, Minnesota, and
Washington) and south central parts of Canada (Alberta, Manitoba, and
Saskatchewan) (Peter & Whitaker, 1981). The optimal population of a
colony is between 50 and 100 persons, with larger colonies splitting to
form new colonies. Flint (1975) says that this is because "larger
numbers are more difficult to discipline and that members begin to fall
away from the simple, non-materialistic ways of their religion" (p. 31).

Although a complete description of the intricacies of Hutterite
culture would be impossible within the boundaries of this paper, there
are some aspects of Hutterite life that should be discussed. Most of the
differences between this culture and mainstream American culture,
revolve around the tenets of tradition and uniformity, discouragement
of personal property, traditional divisions of labor, and communal
living.

Communal Living

Each Hutterite colony consists of houses separated into family
apartments, the kitchen/dining building, the school, and any other
work-related buildings that are necessary. Each family, depending
upon its size, occupies one or more apartments, which consist of
bedrooms, bathroom, and a sitting area. Many newer houses in more
liberal colonies have small kitchen areas with sinks, cupboards, and
even a microwave in which families prepare snacks. All regular meals
are eaten in the communal dining areas, with men, women, and
children at separate tables (Flint, 1975; Hostetler, 1965).

Traditional Occupations

Most colonies run a school on the colony grounds employing a

non-Hutterite certified teacher. Occasionally, children will be sent
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outside of the colony to a local school. Children attend kindergarten
through eighth grade at these schools, although some will continue
through high school at a local school or through home schooling. All
but the most liberal colonies discourage education past the eighth
grade. As Hostetler (1965) quoted one colonist: "You do not need to be
educated to be good. . . If we knew too much about the world, we might
fall in love with it" (p. 25). All children also attend "German school,”
which teaches German, scripture, and hymns before and after regular
school (Flint, 1975; Hostetler, 1965).

Adult labor follows along very traditional lines in the Hutterite
colonies. The colonies are agriculturally based, with land farmed
communally. Since the colonies attempt to be self sufficient, colonies
also frequently raise animals such as chickens, cattle, and sheep.
Women are assigned a specific task (such as cooking, cleaning, or
gardening) that rotates every week. Therefore, women in the colony
do not have specialized skills; nor are they given an opportunity to
choose work based upon aptitude or inclination (Flint, 1975).

Additionally, in Hutterite society, women are considered
subordinate to men and "are regarded as 'weaker' than men"
(Hostetler, 1965, p. 28). Women are also forbidden from leading
religious services, or from voting on business or leadership matters.
Unlike their male counterparts, women rarely leave the colony for any
reason. Outside trips are usually to other colonies for visiting, or for
specific tasks in town, such as doctor's visits (Hostetler, 1965). Flint
(1975) says that this is because the colony's elders fear that the "young
women would easily be exploited on the outside, so they are watched

more closely than the men" (p. 27).
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Like the women, Hutterite men also work a variety of jobs when
they are young. However, after the young man shows a particular
liking or skill for a certain job, he is assigned to work in that area
permanently. Men are given traditionally male jobs such as farming,
machinery, or woodworking. There is also a "boss,” or manager, in
each colony who serves as minister, business administrator, and

occasionally the German teacher (Flint, 1975; Hostetler, 1965).

Personal Property

In the strictest sense, Hutterite colonists are forbidden from
owning any personal property. In reality, the amount of personal
property tolerated depends upon the liberalness of the colony. Peter
and Whitaker (1981) found that "the process of acquisition of personal
property by individual Hutterites is to be found in some degree in
almost all colonies" (p.146-147). Each Hutterite is granted certain basic
personal items, such as clothing and certain furniture (Peter &
Whitaker, 1981). Spending money is sometimes distributed to
colonists, and cash is also often obtained by selling crafts, woodwork, or
baked goods (Flint, 1975).

Therefore, although, as Peter and Whitaker (1981) describe, "a
colony is a corporation whose property belongs to all the members"
(p-150), personal property becomes possible through the creative
maneuvering of goods that are available to an individual that are
intended for personal use. However, the process of increased
privatization within the Hutterite society, according to Peter and
Whitaker (1981), is "marked by imprecision and uncertainty. Flagrant
violation of the norms is accompanied by scandal, which leads to the

reassertion of the traditional practice” (p. 154). In essence, although
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private possessions are becoming more common among the Hutterites,
any possession or its acquisition is still very much subject to approval
by the colony.

Tradition and Uniformity

Clothing and hair styles are strictly controlled among the
Hutterites. Men are clean shaven before marriage and bearded
afterwards. They usually wear dark pants, boots, suspenders, brightly
colored button-down shirts, and black hats (the style of which depends
upon the colony). Women and girls wear long dresses, sometimes
with an apron. Fabric for these dresses is purchased in bulk by the
colony, and the colors and patterns must be approved by the colony
boss. Therefore, variation in dress is minimal (Flint, 1975; Hostetler,
1965). Flint (1975) states that the uniformity in dress "unites the
community and discourages vanity and an interest in worldly fashion
as it is seen in the consumer society outside the colony” (p. 8).

All females wear their hair in a particular manner: The hair is
parted from ear to ear and then the front half is parted from front to
back, the two sides being twisted tightly and tied behind the head with
the rest of the hair in a tight knot. The hair is then covered with a
black and white polka-dot kerchief (Hostetler, 1965). Interestingly, the
size of the polka dots is uniform within colonies, but varies greatly
between colonies.

Traditional pastimes are also encouraged, with the use of
magazines, television, and radio either forbidden or strictly controlled.
Once again, this depends upon how liberal the colony is. When these
forms of entertainment are allowed, they are usually approved only for

educational or religious purposes, and the magazines, shows, movies



and radio stations must be pre-approved (Flint, 1975; Hostetler, 1965).
As Hostetler (1965) was told by a colony preacher, "'If we allowed the
radio, our people would listen to the world and would soon be like it™

(p. 20).

Conclusion

Because the nature of culture and the intricacies of body image
are equally complex, the interplay between the two may never be fully
understood . However, the overwhelming preponderance of research
repeatedly makes a strong connection between them. Most likely, there
are several cultural factors which contribute to both the maintenance
and the dissemination of the thin ideal and its close relative, low body-
esteem. A combination of historical timing, society's struggle with
sexism, the supplanting of religious values by secular ones, and the
exploitation of our nation's youth in the pursuit of capitalism are an
explosive combination. The results most strongly affect those that have
the least control over any of these factors: our young girls.

Researchers have, and will continue, to study cultures with
major and minute differences to our own in an effort to pin down
those factors that have the greatest negative affect on our society's body
image. It is felt that a comparison of body-esteem scores between
Hutterite adolescent girls and mainstream adolescent girls of the same
geographical area could help to shed some additional light upon the
specific cultural aspects that contribute to this reduction of body-
esteem. Because the Hutterite society shares geographic and racial
backgrounds, an agriculturally-based economy, and predominantly

middle-class lifestyles with their neighbors, differences that are found




are quite likely to be more purely cultural, rather than biological or

demographic, in origin.
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CHAPTER 1l
Methodology

The subjects used in this study involved samples from two
different populations. Thirty-five subjects were drawn from 5 different
Hutterite colonies in the northern Montana/ southern
Alberta/Saskatchewan area. Thirty-one subjects were drawn from the
population of students in the Junior High and Senior High schools in a
small town in northern Montana.

All subjects were female and ranged in age from 12 to 17 years of
age. The mean age for the Hutterite sample was 14.7 years. The mean
age for the mainstream sample was 16.4 years. All subjects in the
Hutterite sample self-reported as being Caucasian. Thirty subjects in
the mainstream sample self-reported as being Caucasian and one self-
reported as being Asian.

All of these subjects live in a rural area where agriculture is the
predominant industry. People who live in this area live in either
small towns of a population of less than 2000 or on family farms. The

prevailing socio-economic status of the area is middle-class.

Materials

This study employed the use of the Body-Esteem Scale
(Mendelson & White, 1982). The Body-Esteem Scale is a 24-item self-
report instrument designed for people ages 7 and up. The items on the
scale are answered with a simple "yes" or "no" and fall into two
categories: Those that reflect how the subject values her own

appearance (e.g. "I like what I look like in pictures”), and those that




reflect how the subject believes others evaluate her appearance (e.g.
"Kids my own age like my looks").

The instrument is scored by simply counting the number of
high-esteem responses circled by the subject. The resulting score
(ranging from 0 to 24) reflects the rate of body-esteem, with higher
scores indicating higher levels of body-esteem.

There are equal numbers of "yes" and "no" responses indicating
high esteem in both the first and second half of the scale, and in the
odd and even items. Pearson product-moment correlation between
odd and even scores has been found to be significant (r = .85 [p<.002]),
indicating good internal reliability. Construct reliability was evidenced
by a significant Pearson product-moment correlation (r = .67 [p<.002])
between Body-Esteem score and the Self-body score of the Piers-Harris
Children's Self-concept Scale (Mendelson & White, 1982).

In addition to the Body-Esteem Scale, a set of 4 questions were
given to subjects (See Appendix C). These questions were administered

for demographic and illustrative purposes.

Procedures

An introductory letter and permission form were submitted to
the schools and colonies (See Appendices A and B). These were
distributed to the students by colony teachers and the school
superintendent. Five Colonies returned a total of 36 permission forms
and the mainstream school received a total of 32 returned permission
forms.

The test was administered in small groups using both written

and oral instructions. The students were asked not to put their names
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on the test, to answer every question, to ask the instructor if there was
any confusion, and to refrain from discussing the test until after all of
the subjects had completed it. In addition, the subjects were instructed
to answer the questions as they were feeling "right now" and that there
were N0 Wrong answers.

One Hutterite student and one mainstream student participating

in the study were not used due to failure to meet the age criteria.
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CHAPTER IV
Results

Four questions were asked of the participants in order to
examine the degree of their immersion in Western culture.

The first question requested that participants rate the number of
hours of television that they watched weekly. An examination of the
results, as shown below in Figure 1, gives a clear indication of the
differences between the two samples. Only 6% of the Hutterite subjects
watched more than 3 hours of television, compared to 70% of the

Mainstream sample.

Figure 1

Comparison of Television Hours Watched Per Week
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The second question requested that participants rate the number
of fashion or beauty magazines that they read per month. Figure 2
displays the results, showing that 69% of the Hutterite sample read no
fashion or beauty magazines at all, while 77% of the mainstream

sample reported reading at least one magazine a month.

Figure 2

Comparison of Number of Fashion or Beauty Magazines Read

Per Month
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The third question requested that participants rate the amount of
money that they spent on clothing monthly. The results (Figure 3,
below) show an obvious discrepancy between the two samples. Only
11% of the Hutterite sample reported spending more than $25 a month
on clothing, while 58% of the mainstream sample reported spending
between $25 and $75 per month. Another 3% of the mainstream

sample reported spending more than $75 per month.
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Figure 3

Comparison of Amount of Money Spent on Clothing Per Month
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Figure 4

Comparison of Amount of Money Spent on Cosmetic or

Grooming Products Per Month
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