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Abstract

This paper considers the ontological assumptions involved in a research project that looks at the effects of body image upon contraceptive behaviour. It places the research within the materio-discursive debate and looks at the epistemological considerations that arise from this. It problematises the role of the researcher as the inciter of the responses she receives and questions whether there is a route between naive positivism and post-structuralist nihilism for those who wish to pursue research in the area of the body. It concludes that research must be conducted with an attitude of epistemological modesty but can nevertheless yield results with utilitarian value.

Introduction

Body image is a term and a concept which has passed from psychology into common parlance. We all have a ‘body image’, that is an impression or idea of our own body, which we carry in our heads. We know, from popular media, that our body image can be healthy or unhealthy and that it has the ability to affect our emotions and behaviour. As a sociologist I want to explore the relationship, (if any), between body image and contraceptive behaviour. Leaving aside the question of whether any such relationship exists, (which is, after all, what the research is aiming to uncover), I am faced with a more fundamental problem. Does ‘body image’ exist? In what epistemological framework can I legitimately seek out and objectify the body image of another person?  Methodologically, how do I approach the task of illuminating, gathering and categorising those phenomena which are understood, by myself and my research participants, as ‘body image’ and which may theoretically affect contraceptive behaviour? To what extent do I create, as the investigator, the very phenomenon that I am trying to investigate?

This paper teases out some of the available answers to these questions. It outlines some of the ways in which body image is understood within various disciplines, and attempts to place these understandings within a framework of the materio-discursive 

debate surrounding the body. It focuses on the psychoanalytical paradigm in which body image is understood to derive from the earliest sensations and phantasies arising from the infant’s material body. It contrasts this with a Foucauldian influenced examination of the ways in which societal and cultural discourses of the body are produced and reproduced, not only in and through popular culture, but also within social and biological sciences. It positions the researcher uneasily as an inciter of the very discourses which she then uses to reify body image as an empirical psychological ‘fact’. It concludes that the kind of social science research, which I have described, and in which I am involved, cannot access or prove any kind of ontological foundation for the concept of body image. Instead it can illuminate repeated patterns of understanding, description, and cognition which may influence behaviour, and which may be descriptively subsumed under the label ‘body image’.

Body Image within the Empirical Sciences

Within the positivist, empirical human sciences concepts of body image can be conceptualised at two levels. At the most biological level is a neuronal body image. There must, argue psycho-neurologists, exist in the circuits comprising the nervous system and brain of any animal, a means by which the animal organises incoming sensations and produces coordinated, directed movements. This can be thought of as a primitive ‘body image’ which allows the animal to reflexively experience its own body and makes available a representation of that body to the brain or organising centre. Psychologists studying the reactions of very young infants have found that they will imitate the facial expressions of another, suggesting that the infant has an image of its own face, which is mirrored in the face of another (Meltzoff & Moore 1977, 1995 pp.53, 54). The mirroring involves not only coordinated movement, but implies the availability of an abstract image of the infant’s own face as it relates to that of another. This psycho-neuronal body image is conceived as existing at a level below that of conscious thought (although the sensations which it organises are experienced consciously), and is therefore present in humans and in animals. It is worth noting that even at this primitive level body image is a construct, utilised by scientists to explain what they observe. It cannot be dissected out. There is no homunculus-like structure in the brain in which it resides (Kinsbourne 1995 p.220). It can be damaged by strokes and other insults (ibid p.207), and possibly enhanced by athletic training, and so is empirically and phenomenologically real, but it is also virtual, in as much as it is dynamic as opposed to structural, and constructed, in as much as its existence as an object is the result of abstraction and inference.

Remaining within the empirical sciences, in the various disciplines of psychology there exist higher order mentalist notions of body image which are distinguished from psycho-neuronal concepts of body image in that they are not directly related to sensation and proprioception (O’Shaughnessy 1995 p.187). This concept of body image is more or less fully conscious and emotionally coloured. It is widely used in the investigation of eating disorders. Body image is considered to be multi-dimensional and influenced by social interaction and by cultural values, acquired from the past and present. It has both enduring trait qualities, and short-term fluctuations. Research on body image within this paradigm focuses on attitudes, beliefs, perceptions and emotions involving the body. These are assumed to be conscious or easily brought to consciousness by appropriate stimuli. Although most psychologists working with higher mentalist versions of body image do not contest the presence of the psycho-neuronal body image, the connections between it and the cognitive-emotional version are not clear.

Other Paradigms of Body Image

Psychoanalytical ideas of body image occupy the same level of ‘mentalism’ as psychological ideas but operate within a less positivist, objectivist framework. Within Freudian psychoanalytical theory body image is a constituent part of the ego (Freud 1923 p.26). Phantasies regarding the body, and especially but not exclusively its sexual organs, are believed to structure personality and influence behaviour and emotions. Conversely repressed conflicts and emotions, may find expression through bodily symptoms. The structuring effect of body image upon the psyche is much more profound, within the psychoanalytical tradition, than the effects upon personality, admitted in mainstream psychology. Body image is not just influential upon the personality but formative to the psyche in Freudian theory. In Freud’s view the earliest ego formation is dependent upon the sensations arising from the bodily surface and the phantasies associated with them (Freud 1923 p.26 & footnote). Although Freud does not explicitly refer to ‘body image’, the concept underpins his theories of sexual differentiation and hysteria (Freud 1905, 1905b, 1923, 1925, 1933). 

Lacan explicitly uses the image of the infant’s body in the mirror, to explain how the infant constructs an image of bodily integrity which allows her to develop an objective sense of self and a subjective sense of being (Lacan 1988 pp.79, 124-125, 141, 146-170.).

Fisher and Cleveland developed a system for scoring responses to Rorschach inkblots, which they believed allowed them to measure whether exterior or interior aspects of the respondent’s unconscious body image were more salient (Fisher & Cleveland 1958). High Barrier scores were deemed to reflect a high salience of external body boundary. They believed that they could demonstrate that a firm sense of body boundary, operating unconsciously, was associated with greater ‘self-steering’ or agentic behaviour in a social setting (ibid pp. 111,150).

Phenomenological Approach

Phenomenology concerns itself less with body image than with the body as the receptor for perceptions, which are then presented to consciousness. However in grounding, within the body, the ‘source’ of the world as we know it, the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty implies that the constraints and limits which the body places on our perceptions, profoundly affects our experience of the world (Merleau-Ponty 1962 pp.67-174).

Discursive Paradigm

The final position to consider is that of the discursive approach to the body. Within this paradigm the body is constructed by the manner in which we speak and think about it, and act toward it. Derived from a Foucauldian approach, the major proponent of this paradigm is Judith Butler. She argues that the way in which the body appears to us, its outlines and coherence, is given to us through normative ‘grids of intelligibility’, which are themselves the sum of practices and discourses concerning ‘the’ body (Foucault 1997 p.226)(Butler 1993). The body appears fixed and pre-discursive because of the constant re-iteration of the most powerful discourses in a given time, and the severe societal penalties for possessing a body that is unintelligible (Butler 1993 p.xi). Although difficult to pin down on the matter, Butler appears not to be denying the materiality of the body, but insisting that this materiality takes meaningful form only when made intelligible through the productive act of re-iteration, which simultaneously erases the traces of its own creative effect (Butler 1993 pp.1-4). Using this paradigm to consider ‘body image’ leads us to consider whether body image is no longer an internal representation of an external body, but rather that ‘body’ is an effect of external, discursively produced body images.

Methodological Implications

In my research I access body images using three methods.

The first is a series of forced choice questions beginning with the stem “I think of my body as…”. The choices provide polarised viewpoints and (whilst acknowledging that both views are extreme) the respondent is asked to choose the one which is closes to his or her own image. For example “I think of my body as a solid outline of bone and muscle” or “ I think of my body as a collection of internal organs and spaces surrounded by skin.”

The second method for accessing body image is a semi-structured interview during which respondents are asked how they view their bodies in various contexts, e.g. health, appearance, ownership, control, internal organs, performance, and how they experience media and other cultural images of the body. During this interview respondents are also asked about their views and experiences of contraception. They are explicitly questioned about whether they feel that their views and experiences of the body affect their views and attitudes towards contraceptive practice.

Thirdly, projective techniques are used which aim to make visible and measurable unconscious or subconscious body image. Respondents are asked to draw a picture that sums up how they feel about their body and to provide a short commentary. They are also asked to provide responses to ten Rorschach inkblots, and the scores are marked using Fisher & Cleveland’s scoring technique for Barrier scores.

The use of these three methods derives from my definition of body image which I define as a psychic structure, operating both consciously and unconsciously, derived developmentally from sensations and phantasies arising from the physical body, and influenced by social and cultural constructions. It is clear that I am drawing upon both a psychoanalytical, mentalist concept of body image and a ‘weak’ discursive concept, whilst permitting an inter-penetration of culture and psyche. So far so good.

Epistemological Unease

In attempting to measure both psychological and social aspects of body image I could be said to be hedging my epistemological bets by refusing to adopt either a strong discursive approach or an individualistic, positivist, psychological one. Unpicking this approach reveals some implicit ontological assumptions about what I think I am measuring. My research rests upon the assumption that body images exist, out there, in the world, as a separate reality that is to some extent independent of discourse. To this extent I believe that they exist “within people’s heads”, inside their minds and that the act of data gathering on my part consists of facilitating a transfer of what is ‘inside’ to the outside. This is an act of communication. The methods I use vary according to whether I am facilitating the communication of conscious (interview and forced choice questions) or unconscious (drawings and inkblot tests) aspects of this objective entity. In both cases the positivist in me is anxious not to bias the response, nor to pre-construct it.  To achieve this I try to avoid leading questions and to standardise the settings and stimuli of the tests. In analysing the interviews I try to listen to ‘what the interviewee is actually saying’ before analysing and interpreting this, and go back to check and re-check that my interpretation does not stray too far from the primary data. This is standard methodological technique and yet, and yet…

The ‘and yet’ is a still small voice of post-structuralist thought which problematises my attempts to gather objective data about body image and challenges my ontological assumptions. The Trojan horse is my admittance of social and cultural influences upon a developmentally derived, and relatively enduring body image. According to my ontological assumptions and methodological practices, this internal, psychological ‘body image’ is influenced by how people talk about it. In psychological terms external body images can be internalised. However a rigorously discursive approach would go much further than this, and claim that body image is a discursive construction, a concrete node in a confluence of power and knowledge in which both the researcher and the researched are situated. We commonly believe in the existence of ‘body images’ and reach a common understanding of what they might be, an understanding which allows my research subjects to respond to my research questions in a coherent manner, because the concept is available to us from within the “grid of intelligibility” which constructs bodies, researched subjects, researchers and social science. In a sense this is an epistemic problem, and therefore not quite my problem. One might argue that the fact that we live in an age that believes (for the most part) in body image but no longer believes (for the most part) in astrological influence is something that I, as a researcher, can acknowledge but about which I can do nothing.

A more pressing problem is the ‘micro-grid’ of intelligibility that I, as a researcher, create for my respondents. To what extent, in asking about body image from my implicit ontological stance, am I setting the stage for answers that simply reinforce my implicit assumptions? To what extent I am creating the data that I think I am receiving? Bourdieu describes the sociological interview as a ‘provoked and accompanied self-analysis’ (Bourdieu et al 1993 cited in Hamel 1998 p.8). The statements of the respondent are a kind of self-explanation, which is provoked by the researchers enquiry and constructed in the researcher’s presence (real or virtual). Bourdieu is concerned with the need for the researcher to understand the participants’ points of view but then to make an epistemological leap or ‘rupture’, which leads to the ability to ‘objectivize’ what participants have said in order to reveal the underlying sociological structures, which are unknown and invisible to them (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992 p. 227) (Bourdieu et al 1993 cited in Hamel 1998 p.9). The irony is that to achieve sociological rigour the researcher must both remain true to her sources and transcend them (Bourdieu et al 1993 p.8 cited in Hamel 1998 p.15). Sociological writing is therefore marked by an epistemological chiasmus (Hamel 1998 p.15). Furthermore, in recommending a reflexive sociology Bourdieu encourages the researcher to become aware of the everyday ‘notions’ and ‘metaphorical schemes’ which she shares with her participants and which can be extremely ‘tenacious’ (Bourdieu et al. 1991 pp. 23, 39 cited in Karakayali 2004 p. 354). Whilst there is a difference between Bourdieu’s societal concerns and my socio-psychological enquiry, there is no doubt that the concept of ‘body image’ is just such a metaphorical scheme, and that in order to construct a modestly rigorous sociological hypothesis using this concept, I must make an epistemological break and transcend the meaning given to it by my participants, in the hope of discerning the shadowy outlines of a causal ‘structure’, of which the interpretations given by each individual respondent are only surface ephemera. In stating this as my intent I am occupying a relatively straightforward structuralist, realist position. And yet…

In using a multi-method approach what is it that I am inviting/inciting my respondents to reveal in words, in pictures, through scales and projective tests?  Could I be accused of providing ‘micro-grids’ of intelligibility within which my respondents re-iterate one or more of a choice of options which I have always, already pre-constructed and which hold no meaning beyond the particular context in which they are expressed, which is to say the nexus of power and knowledge which constitutes my interaction with them? If, in the course of my research, I discover some correlations between the contraceptive behaviours of my participants and the data I have gathered concerning their body images, does this prove that ‘body image’ exists as a materio-psychological ‘reality’? Like the quantum physics paradox concerning Schrödinger’s cat, does body image only exit when it is being observed and measured? I think the answer to this question has to be that this is a possibility. And this epistemological uncertainty must extend to all psychological concepts such a self-esteem, locus of control intelligence and so on. This kind of post-structuralist doubt can lead to what Pilgrim and Rogers call “a form of epistemological nihilism, whereby nothing can ever be decided about the world” (Pilgrim & Rogers 1997 p.37). Pilgrim and Rogers offer Critical Realism as a way out of this impasse, suggesting that its approach “affirms physical reality, both biological and environmental…but recognises that its representations are characterised and mediated by language, culture and political interests”(ibid.). Whilst Critical Realism, with its three layers of ontological structure, provides a useful antidote to post-structuralist paralysis in empirical investigation, it does not solve the question of whether the body image, which I am striving to measure and describe, has an existence outside of the context of my measurements. 

Conclusions

This leads me to conclude that it is not possible for my data to throw light upon the ontological reality of body image, as a psychological ‘fact’. What I may be able to demonstrate is that research participants who respond to my questions and tasks (my incitement) in particular patterns also display particular patterns of contraceptive behaviour.  In interpreting these patterns of response and behaviour, I may tentatively infer a construct called ‘body image’ which links them. For convenience, I may label a particular response pattern with a descriptor that invokes a particular kind of body image, and suggest that this may be causal with regards to the correlated patterns of contraceptive behaviour. I might go further and hypothesize a theory of why this may be so. If my study is repeated by different researchers in different local contexts, it may be possible for future researchers to discern whether this correlation of response pattern and behaviour is specific to my circumscribed local setting, or is more generalisable and therefore of wider significance. Observing a link (if one exists) between patterns of response to methods of enquiry about ‘body image’, and contraceptive behaviour, may suggest modifications to the provision of contraceptive information and services. The aim of these modifications would be to increase the behavioural autonomy of those groups of people whose pattern of responses to body image questions correlated with difficulty achieving the contraceptive outcomes that they desire. The validity of such a theory of body image would be based on the practical outcomes it may achieve, but the reality of the concept cannot be proven. Methodological rigour can protect the outcome of the research from gross systemic bias, and reduce random error, but it cannot dispense with the epistemological doubt. Instead I suggest that research of the kind that I have described must operate within a framework of epistemological modesty. Avoiding the twin risks of positivistic naivety and post-structuralist nihilism, it can nevertheless illuminate repeated patterns of understanding, description, and cognition which may influence behaviour, and which can therefore be of some use in facilitating greater behavioural autonomy or behavioural change. In the arena of medical sociology this is not an insignificant aim.
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