“Modifying” the Female Body:
women’s bodies and contemporary fitness culture

Angeliki Spiropoulou

e are not born in bodies we have chosen. Women are particularly
N R / conscious of this fact, according to the psychoanalytic account of
sexual difference, which makes a norm of the male form against a lac-
king female body. In the second essay of his Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexuality, Freud ‘relays’ the primary reactions of the sexes to the reality of se-
xual difference: “This conviction [that everyone has a genital like his own] is
energetically maintained by boys, [and] is obstinately defended against the con-
tradictions which soon result from observation.... Little girls do not resort to
denial of this kind when they see that boys’ genitals are formed differently from
their own. They are ready to recognize them immediately and are overcome by
envy for the penis...” (334). In this story, both the boy’s temporary denial and
the girl’s immediate recognition of the lack, though ostensibly opposed, in fact
stem from the same valuation of the male as superior. This much-criticised
assumption underlying Freud’s recounting of the scene highlights the traditional
predication of women’s devaluation on body image. Freud himself hints more
than once at this connection. In a footnote he adds to the passage above in 1920,
he writes: “The conviction which is finally reached by males that women have
no penis often leads them to an enduringly low opinion of the other sex” (334 fn
2). Hence, nature’s ‘failure’ to produce complete bodies of women deprives wo-
men of having the ‘desired body’ and imposes on them the task of embodying a
natural lack, a lacking nature.

If psychoanalysis ascribes to the dialectic of lacking / having a fundamental
role in the experience of sexual difference, anthropology and sociology have no
less highlighted how the central categories of making sense of the world involve
binarisms such as nature / culture, body / spirit, emotion / rationality, domestic /
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public that are in turn aligned to the polarity between woman / man.! Implicit in
the near universal association of women with nature, there is a notion of nature
wanting in spirit, rationality and control, lacking all those supreme values that
dominant trends of Western thought define against ‘the body’.2 The body repre-
sents nature and is inversely represented by women whose body proper, like
nature, has to be repressed, conquered and tamed in the name of ideals of ful-
Iness and control. At the same time however, women’s dissatisfaction with their
body, registered in modern times in their dutiful preoccupation with dieting,
adornment, recourse to cosmetics and even plastic surgery,® is aimed at their
bodily imperfections precisely because they are not seen as natural. What is at
work this time, is a notion that nature is perfect and that constant effort is re-
quired of the body in order to live up to the ‘natural’ ideal. Women’s duty to
embody the ‘nature’ of femininity, the perfect female form, logically presuppo-
ses that their categorically ‘natural’ bodies are again seen as wanting.

The contradiction between these two views of nature, as lack and imperfe-
ction on the one hand, and as an ideal of perfection to strive for and maintain
on the other, informs much of what has been thought about the female body
and also underlies the contemporary fitness rhetoric fast extending its appeal to
women in the West. Nevertheless, despite their apparent opposition, these
views share a common premise; for in both culture is masquerading as nature,
in both it is culture that arbitrates the boundaries of the ‘natural’ made to coin-
cide with the boundaries of the female body. Therefore, what western culture
deems as women’s ‘failings’ by embodying nature either too well (in the view of
nature as lack) or not well enough (in the view of nature as perfection), culture
again undertakes to ‘correct’ through a series of bodily transformations. Con-
temporary gymnastics and fitness culture exemplifies this transformative ope-
ration only too literally, for it rests upon a naturalized ideal of a healthy and be-
autiful body at the same time as it aims to correct the body’s natural imper-
fections.

Body ‘power’

Both as discourse, that is, as a nexus of representations, and as practice, gym-
nastics is characterized by a self-reflexivity of the body not found in other forms of
exercise, as for example dance and sports. The latter see the body as a means to
the achievement of a higher goal, such as grace, expressiveness, technique or
breaking a record. Instead, all fitness and bodybuilding activities are centred
around the body itself. The focus of the activity is precisely on improving, cor-
recting, ‘building’ the body as such, transforming what ‘naturally’ already is (the
body in its lacking state) according to a model of ‘nature’ (the ideal body).

This emphasis on the body characteristic of gym culture has its origins in the
‘new awareness of the body’ movement back in the late 1960s that addressed the
demand for body liberation; a demand whose contemporary significance is re-
flected in the shifts of feminist positions on the body. Feminist thought moved
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from an initial disregard for the body shown by ‘equal rights’ feminism around
the beginnings of the century on to a ‘recovery’ of the body along a politics of
difference suggested by second wave, post-sixties feminism.* But if the former
attitude was meant as a necessary tactics of claiming equal spiritual and political
status for women, it also implicitly concurred with body repression that traditio-
nally served to justify misogyny. Instead, the latter strand within feminism
inverted the terms of value: it was a positive evaluation of (female) natural
corporeality that made all the difference. However, this position left unque-
stioned, and even reinforced, the patriarchal identification of women with body.
In this sense, the call for body liberation no less than its suppression is implica-
ted in the construal of the (paradigmatically female) body as nature; each as-
signs to culture the task of either freeing or taming what the body ‘naturally’
already is.

Nevertheless, despite its difficulties, the trend away from the prioritization of
mind, spirituality and consciousness that the ‘body-awareness’ movement heralded
has been necessary at least in that it has made it possible to see that “nothing is
more material, physical, corporeal than the exercise of power” (Foucault 57). If
“mastery and awareness of one’s body can be acquired only through the effect of
an investment of power in the body”, it is urgent to ask with Foucault “what mode
of investment of the power on the body is necessary and adequate for the functio-
ning of a capitalist society like ours” (ibid, 56, 58) and, more specifically, what mo-
de of investment of power on the female body, the reproductive body par excel-
lence, is necessary for the reproduction of such a society?

Gymnastics and bodybuilding practices raise the issue of power as embodied
in extremely direct terms because they modify the body; and to modify does not
simply mean to change, to transform but really to ‘fashion’ according to an ac-
cepted norm, to encode the body in dominant meanings and make the body
signify them in turn. Gymnastics is one of these “machineries” of culture’ that
gives bodies significant form through a process analogous to education.® The
trans-formative operation at the heart of contemporary ‘working out’ then
presupposes a notion of a trainable body that rests on the modern conception of
a changeable self. Since modernity, it has not only been possible but also desir-
able to change the self as atomised body, and it is this desire-driven obligation
to fashion the body according to prevalent medical and aesthetic norms which
body-exercise seeks to fulfil. In this context, gym culture emerges as a form of
social control of particular significance to women, whose bodies across history
have been the subject of normative discourse in more profound, because in
more naturally corporeal, terms.

‘Working out’ the right body

The popularity of regular exercise at gymnasiums as part of an urban lifestyle is
conditioned by contemporary conceptions of health and youth predicated on a
demand for productivity. Working out at the gym is precisely labouring to pro-
duce a healthy body by improving it, and to reproduce it by maintenance work.
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What is supposedly a leisure activity, in fact serves productive purposes in a
society in which “free time tends to be devoted to maintenance work” (Feather-
stone 182). Moreover, in acting upon their bodies (rather than letting them be)
people ironically feel they enact a more ‘natural’ lifestyle that counters what is
seen as the ‘unnatural’ environment of modern urban life. The advertising lea-
flet for the Greek franchise ventures of Joe Weider International Fitness Gyms
illustrates this in an exemplary way. It sells what it calls the “Weider lifestyle,”
as both a necessary and the best among the ways of taking care of the self, thus
really foreclosing at the same time as it putatively presupposes the possibility of
choice. The pictures surrounding the advertising copy (see Figure 1) show peo-
ple in natural settings carefully combined with other pictures of people working
out at the gym. The copy itself starts by enumerating all physical and emotional
threats that modern lifestyle poses for our lives and goes on to advise us on how
to function better in the very conditions of stressful contemporary urbanism
which it claims to offset:

The principles of the Weider lifestyle are based on thorough body exer-
cise, the right diet and the improvement of stamina, fitness and mental
health through stress control. Those principles lead to an enhancement
of body strength, the excellent functioning of the metabolism and the
delay of aging...

Let the Weider lifestyle strengthen us, make us healthy and active and
offer us the self-confidence we need at work and in our personal life.

The Weider lifestyle is the best one can offer oneself.
WE WANT TO IMPROVE YOUR LIFE NOT CHANGE IT.7

According to the advertisement, the “Weider lifestyle” seeks “to improve
our life, not change it”, thus neutralizing the productivity and transformation
underpinnings of the notion of ‘improvement’ by which it makes its appeal. By
working on their bodies, people come closer to fulfilling their ‘natural’ poten-
tial; they become more energetic, confident, healthier, happier, sexually more
successful and better workers. Indeed, the labour involved in this process as well
as the geography of the gyms suggest something of a factory where standardized
production of body forms and images is taking place. High technology machi-
nes, enclosed, hygienically-controlled spaces, repetitive routines, fragmentation
of the body-product into parts to be exercised in isolation, and uniformity of
clothing, all make up a mechanized, productive environment. What is more, by
virtue of its implicit concurrence with the principles of productivity and produc-
tion, gym culture also seeks to control and deter certain forms of consumption;
of fattening food, alcohol, cigarettes, drugs, and finally that ultimate consuming
force, aging and death itself.8
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Fig. 1. Joe Weider Gym advertising leaflet.
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Consumption of/for a model female body

At the same time however, gym culture emerges as a domain of consumption
too, not only because it involves services for sale but also in that it rests upon the
consumption of proper food, clothes, and finally a consumption of beautiful
bodies through looking. In this respect, women’s bodies are produced on the one
hand as productive bodies, fit for their reproductive and new professional roles,
and, on the other, and more significantly so, as consuming bodies lending
themselves in turn to spectacular consumption. Much of the growing appeal of
the marketing of gym and fitness culture to the female population lies precisely
in its successful envelopment of the productivity and health issues underpinning
fitness with an aura of leisure, beauty and consumption; pursuits which are
largely associated with femininity. This strategy is illustrated in the recent
emergence and contents of fitness magazines: for example, the most popular
Greek magazine about fitness is significantly called Fit for Fun, hence linking
pleasure with the labour required to be and stay fit. Although it is apparently
addressed to both sexes, in most of its pictures it is mainly women who are
depicted as the subjects of fitness-related practices and the objects of the rea-
der’s gaze. Here the female body is made to labour for pleasure and in the name
of pleasure, in reproducing itself as feminine, i.e., as sexually desirable. For un-
derneath the rational and scientific rhetoric of the gym culture there lies the
imperative of beauty, of women’s bodies conforming not just to functional,
productive requirements but primarily to aesthetic and consumer ones. Tellingly,
the industry and labour required of a woman to achieve beauty is usually
suppressed and reduced to leisure and consumption terms; a man’s muscles
constantly bespeak this achievement of his power, the product of his labour, but
the beauty queen is not supposed to show any exertion or activity. We know that
she “has dieted, exercised, used cleansing creams, solariums and cosmetics — but
none of this really shows in her appearance, and is anyway generally construed as
something that has been done to the woman” (Dyer 205); something achieved by
self-indulgent consumption rather than purposive industry.

Popular fitness gyms in Greece? capitalize on the pleasures of (feminine)
leisure and consumption pursuits in that they also provide women’s beauty ser-
vices and products such as solarium, sauna, Jacuzzi, facial beauty treatment, bo-
dy massage, dietary programs, aerobics gear, and even in-shop hairdressing. In
its extended appeal to the female population, the modern gym is comparable to
the uses and meanings of the nineteenth century department store:10 it is not
only a place of leisure, fashion and consumption for (mainly) bourgeois women
but, most importantly, the fitness gym, like the department store, “transforms
industry into a shopwindow” (Bowlby Just Looking 6). And it does so in a
double sense: literally, with its glass walls marking classroom space and the
transparent visibility it offers of people labouring at the machines, and figurati-
vely, in that, through industry, women turn their bodies into fashionable objects
of display.
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Body fitness practices modify women’s bodies, it makes them a la mode.11 It
subjects them to the law of fashion and beauty and thus secures the uninter-
rupted attachment of bourgeois women to their nineteenth-century duty of
‘conspicuous consumption’ which functions not only as an index of their social
status but most importantly of their femininity, their reproduction as women.!2
For much of the pleasure of women-specific consumption practices is related to
their modifying operation which makes up for, at the same time as it relies on,
female lack(s), femininity as lack. In this process of body modification, women’s
bodies become the signifiers of social laws that have been written on them and
of that very political economy that has turned them into signs of beauty, fashion
and (sexual) pleasure. As de Certeau points out, the writings of the law on the
bodies “carry out two complementary operations: through them living beings
are ... transformed into signifiers of rules” and, on the other hand, the reason or
Logos of a society “becomes flesh” (140).

Women only assume a body by conforming to these codes and practices that
normalise them and unify their differences under the heavily aestheticised cate-
gory of ‘woman’. What gym culture, in its alignment with fashion, media and
consumer culture constructs as ‘beautiful’, as a socially acceptable and categori-
sable rather than a ‘sublime’ bodily form,!3 crosses racial and ethnic boundaries
and presents itself as a universal aesthetic, although it clearly is a North Euro-
pean and American invention. This standard body consists in being tall, slender,
smooth, toned up, efficient, economical, contained, symmetrical, rehearsed, po-
lished and ostentatiously sexy. This standardized, international body-beautiful
image is nowhere better embodied than by (typically female) fashion models,
whose promotional role in the area of leisure and consumption has, significantly,
been extended to the production of aerobics videocassettes available for sale at
beauty shops along with other instruments of feminine fashion and beauty. Pre-
cisely because women’s bodies are traditionally seen as closer to nature, they
lend themselves to the ideological inscriptions of the universal. Women’s near-
global subjection to similar body models is best illustrated in (inter)national
beauty contests that rest on western beauty norms. Faced with Belize versions of
western women’s beauty-contests, the anthropologist Richard Wilk pondered:
“Gender transcends the ethnic, but what transcends gender?” (63)

Like other representational machinery and practical tools of fashioning the
body, fitness culture has two major operations: “to remove something excessive,
diseased or unesthetic from the body or else to add to the body what it lacks,
keeping the body within the limits set by the norm of fashion” (de Certeau 147).
In this connection, gymnastics may be seen as performing a function similar to
that other machinery of femininity: the corset.14 Exercise, like the corset, makes
up for a lack by adding health, tone, shape and emotional control to the body,
and on the other hand it subtracts unnecessary flesh, the effects of age, flab and
excessive emotionality. Sue Best’s summary of the terms of appeal of Berlei
corset advertisers to the female consumers in the 1920s reveals a striking simila-
rity to the fitness rhetoric of the late 80s and 90s: “The corset was adding health,
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purity and beauty to the body, adding to make up for a lack, subtracting unnec-
essary flesh, subtracting the deleterious effects of age, subtracting unwanted
sexuality and adding morality” (191). Age, health, beauty, sexuality and control
are the areas of concern shared by the two types of body discourse that promote
different products to women at different times. However, where the analogy
between the corset and the hard, fit body fails is precisely on the issue of sexual
morality. Whereas ‘morality’ as an ethic of body and self-control informs both
corset wearing and bodybuilding practices, the older repressive, ‘cover-up’
morality added to the female body by the corset has been replaced by the
contemporary moral obligation to build a body fit to uncover. Women remove
fat, cellulite, flab and excessive hair from their bodies perhaps precisely because
they are also expected to remove their clothes and display their bodies. A
revealing example of marketing rhetoric’s exploitation of women’s duty to
beauty and nudity is the print media advertising campaign of FAGE, a large
dairy company in Greece, that launched a new dietary product, ‘N’joy’ milk,
with 0% fat and sugar content. The picture shows a (headless) woman in the act
of undressing, her body half-naked, while the caption tellingly dares the
(typically female) target reader: “And ... take it all off!” (see Figure 2). A woman
has to be slim to take her clothes off, and to do so is her assumed desire, as
suggested in the caption’s patronizing use of the imperative mode, the impera-
tive of mode. Responding to the contemporary freer dress code and the incre-
asing exposure of women’s naked bodies in mainstream media, gymnastics
produces a stricter body frame at the margins of the skin; a body fit to be revea-
led at any time without the aid of corset-like, orthopedic accessories. Again, in
most pictures of people working out in fitness magazines and advertising for
gyms, women are dressed in fashionable leotards, tiny tops, tight leggings or
even bikinis, whereas men are depicted in loose, long-sleeved track suits deno-
ting their involvement in serious training rather than in fashionable body dis-
play.

This hard, stylised female body fashioned by gym culture for exposure is
related to what Baudrillard, speaking of the female strip show, calls the ‘vitri-
fication’!5 of nudity (105); the construction of a smoothly surfaced, flawless,
hard body protected from decay that offers itself as a spectacle of plenitude and
wholeness. This is a “closed” body “in a constant state of propriety, of flawless
abstraction” staging the drama of the fetishist disavowal of castration that wo-
men are forced to represent. In this sense, the adding and removing operations
of gymnastics on women’s bodies and the hard body display it encourages can
be viewed as re-enacting women’s contradictory obligation to both stand for lack
and feign plenitude. Women are required to display their lacking bodies so long
as/so that the lack is concealed in their immaculate fullness. And this appe-
arance of fullness that women have to work hard for (for the sake of male ple-
asure) is epitomized in what has been defined as the typically female pleasure,
the pleasure women take in themselves as narcissistic beings. The phantasy of
plenitude promoted by current, body-conscious fashion and advertising is con-
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sistent with narcissism, typically seen as a constituent of female identity and ple-
asure but now emerging with a new force. And that narcissistic rhetoric con-
ditions the way in which women both experience and try to negotiate what they
internalise as their lacks; it elicits responses of love and hate towards themselves
that further motivates their drive for self-improvement. The ensuing ambi-
valence seems to resonate in Baudrillard’s assertion that “the gratification a wo-
man takes from her body and the rhetoric of beauty reflect, in fact, a fierce dis-
cipline, an ethics which parallels the one that governs the economic order. This
is a planned narcissism, a managed and functional exaltation of beauty as the
exploitation and exchange of signs” (111). This calculated and calculating “neo-
narcissism” characteristic of the contemporary ethos of success “is associated
with the manipulation of the body as value” (112) and continues to affect wo-
men more than men today when women’s bodies are publicly fetishised and wo-
men’s access to social success still largely depends on their looks.

Bodybuilding and gender subversion

It could, of course, be argued that the ‘feminisation’ of body building activities
challenge traditional femininity in that it serves the re-articulation of the boun-
daries between mind and body, nudity and dress, the inside and the outside,
labour and pleasure, production and consumption, plenitude and lack, along
the lines of which female identity has been thought. To show how gym culture
puts women’s bodies into shape, aligning them with dominant, albeit contra-
dictory, norms of feminine embodiment, of femininity as embodiment, does not
mean that there are no resistance or empowering uses of gym culture by and for
women. Extreme muscularity in women may signify a conscious transgression of
the limits of the ‘natural’ feminine form and the taking on of some of the power
associated with men. However, extreme muscularity in women is very uncom-
mon, whereas a moderate degree of muscularity achieved by women has be-
come not only socially acceptable but also increasingly desirable.1 Inversely,
there are mechanisms that counter the subversive potential of competitive fe-
male bodybuilding practices by ‘making safe’ the threatening effects of female
extreme muscularity. In fact, one of the noted ironies of hard body-building, of
pumping iron, is precisely that “while it suggests a purposive and active produc-
tion of the body it basically does so in terms of natural gender” (Mansfield and
McGinn 57). This, because the development of border-crossing muscularity by
women tends to be offset by the cultivation of a more ‘glamorous’ look through
big hair, long nails, appropriate make-up and relevant poses. And, as indicated
by bodybuilding contest results, the bodybuilding institution is concerned to
keep the line between the sexes by rejecting female bodybuilders who might
venture to cross it.17 The athletic has to be aligned with the dominant gender
aesthetic even though the dominant aesthetic has become athletic. Therefore, if
the new trend of working out re-articulates those divisions, it does not abolish
them altogether.



“Modifying” the Female Body 217

Still, it can be argued in objection that regular exercise is gender-subversive and
empowering for women, in that, similarly to dieting, it may denote the acquisition
by women of the masculine skills and virtues of mastery and self-control (Bordo
“The Body and the Reproduction...” 18-19). But, as Bordo herself concludes in her
analysis of the pursuit of slenderness by women anorexics, the skills of mastery and
control that women exhibit by staying thin may equally be read as a self-defeating
means for regulation and control of female desire; ‘hunger’ being a metaphor for
sexual appetite or desire for public power. Therefore, Bordo sees in the body of the
(typically female) disordered eater “a paradigm of one way in which potential resis-
tance is not merely undercut but utilized in the maintenance and reproduction of
existing power relations (15). The connection between compulsive dieting and
bodybuilding is briefly pointed out by Bordo in an another article, where she sees
both as means to “the quest for firm bodily margins”, “united in battle against ... the
soft, the loose; unsolid, excess flesh” (“Reading the Slender...” 472). In this con-
nection, she detects a continuity of meaning between the two apparently disparate
ideals of contemporary femininity: that of the “spare”, “minimalist” look and the
“solid, muscular, athletic look”. Bordo’s Foucauldian reading of the concern over
slenderness as a form of “tight management” of the female self reveals the double-
edged potential of seemingly empowering uses and investments on the female body.
However, Bordo’s analysis of slenderness, in its focus on eating disorders, mainly
stresses the self-monitoring, productivity and desire-management aspects of
slenderness and tight flesh as a form of social control and overlooks the fashion and
display pleasures of contemporary gym and fitness culture that are also concerned
with slenderness. If, with Foucault, contemporary gym-related practices can be seen
as a form of social control, they should be seen as not just producing a productive,
contained, healthy body but also, and more significantly for women, a beautiful and
fashionable body aimed for pleasure. In this sense, they are means of social control
“no longer in the form of control by repression but that of control by stimulation.
‘Get undressed — but be slim, good-looking, tanned!”” (Foucault 57); and the
market provides the promise for meeting those new forms of beauty and fashion
imperatives primarily addressed to women.

The fitness industry therefore reproduces the age-old pattern of sexual rela-
tions subjecting women to the requirements of being healthy, fashionable and
desirable that fulfil their biologically and economically (re)productive roles. And in
doing so, it rests upon and hence perpetuates traditional notions of the nature of
femininity, of femininity as the embodiment of lack that needs to be compensated
for and covered up by disciplined consumption of gym and related beauty pro-
ducts. Hence, a politics of physicality emerges as a particularly ambiguous project
for feminism. While the effort required of women to achieve a toned up, healthy,
beautiful body may throw into relief the corporeality of power structures as well as
have some subversive potential, the ease with which any cultural inscription on the
female body slips into naturalisation and turns woman into body contributes in
turn to the naturalisation of the terms of gender reproduction in the west and thus
makes any radicalisation of women’s bodies an impossible task.
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Notes

1. For a thorough exposition of the terms by which “a universal asymmetry in cultural
evaluations of the sexes” is effected, and more particularly of the use of the category
“nature” in association to women, see Rosaldo and Ortner.

2. The typically derogatory evaluation of the body by dominant Western philosophical
discourse is discussed by Spelman in the context of its polarity against the mind and
the soul in Plato’s work. Spelman further argues that Plato’s misogyny as manifested
in his dialogues is intrinsically related to what she calls his “somatophobia.”

3. The common female concern with/over the body is well-illustrated in the modern
western world by an increase in eating disorders among women and in their use of
cosmetic surgery to “correct” their bodies (70% increase was officially recorded in
1990 over 1981 in the U.S.A). Women subjecting themselves to cosmetic surgery still
outnumber men by 7 to 1 and relevant statistics in America have shown that for men,
face reconstruction is given priority whereas women undergo plastic surgery mostly
on their bodies. More specifically, the most frequent types of such surgery for women
are liposuction, breast augmentation and collagen corrections, so the areas of the
body women want to “correct” most are breasts, hips and thighs (Synnott 75).

4. For an interesting discussion of these two “generations of feminism” see Julia Kris-
teva, especially 18-22.

5. Iborrow the term “machinery” from de Certeau (147) who defines clothes, automo-
biles, glasses, cigarettes, shoes, food etc. as the machinery of representation, the
codes that shape the body.

6. This analogy between “giving a form to” and “educating” is far from contingent as is
suggested by the meanings of the French word “formation”: training, education.

7. This is a short extract from the advertising leaflet for the Greek franchise of the Joe
Weider International Fitness Gyms available since Autumn 1996 (my translation).

8. I am here referring to the earlier uses of the verb ‘to consume’ meaning ‘to devour,
waste, spend, destroy, use up, exhaust.” This death or destruction association still
persists in expressions like ‘consume by fire’ and ‘consumption’, the once deadly
disease of pulmonary phthisis. This earlier meaning is also evoked in the negative
connotation of the term ‘consumer society,’ i.e., wasteful society that persist along-
side more neutral and even positive senses of ‘consumer’ (Williams 68-70).

9. Mansfield and McGinn make a useful distinction between the “chromed-up health
spa” and the “hardcore gym.” The former is “associated with meeting the exercise
needs of middle class professionals” whereas the hardcore gym is described as “being
situated within a discourse which makes the ‘outlandish’ body possible”(51). Ho-
wever, the Greek franchise venture of Joe Weider International Fitness Gyms I use
as a prime example presents us with an interesting variation, probably specific to Greek
culture. Although the logos (Joe Weider in his youth in a competitive state) and the
bodybuilding past of the owner of the gyms in question suggest that it is a ‘hardcore’
gym in the sense defined above, these ventures have managed to achieve a profile of
a fashionable fitness centre comparable to a health spa with beauty salon services, a
gym gear shop and even a playroom for children! Bodybuilding training is possible
along aerobics, jazz and yoga (!) classes and even though the class background of its
members is not clear, the actual use of its facilities and classes is gender specific.
Women benefit from the beauty and relaxation services and mainly attend aerobics
classes whereas the majority of men concentrate on machine work and weight lifting.
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10.

11,

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

Because Greece is a less strictly class-stratified society than most Northern European
ones, gender emerges as a more significant factor in determining the profile of such
enterprises. Therefore, the minimization of heavy bodybuilding activities and the in-
creasingly ‘health spa’ profile of most previously or apparently ‘hardcore’ gyms in
Greece are mainly due to their feminization, the amazing inflow of women clientele
rather than (just) to their ‘bourgeoisification.’

About the relation between department stores and femininity, see Rachel Bowlby
Just Looking, 1-34.

Interestingly, there are two modalities of mode based on gender. The masculine
mode, used in grammar, philosophy and music, generally means form and method,
whereas the feminine mode came to mean ‘fashion,” ‘passing practice which depends
on taste and caprice.” This telling duality of meanings and of uses of the word is
pointed out by Rachel Bowlby “Modes of Modern Shopping” (188).

The term ‘conspicuous consumption’ belongs to Thornstein Veblen, whose discus-
sion of bourgeois women’s role as beautifying themselves and their surroundings for
display is seminal.

In Kantian aesthetics the ‘beautiful’ attests to the persistence of a general ideal and
asserts the generalizibility of aesthetic judgements whereas “the sublime” is that
which is aesthetic but not beautiful because it can not be represented, it cannot be
contained in the codes of the beautiful as defined by a given society. See Hebdige for
an interesting discussion of this distinction in relation to popular culture.

This analogy between tight, slender, exercised female bodies of today and the cor-
seted body of the typically Victorian femininity has been suggested by Susan Bordo
(“Reading...” 482,485) whose insightful work on slenderness throws light on the
disciplinary aspects of eating disorders and the “management” of contemporary
femininity.

The word ‘vitrification’ is Baudrillard’s own and derives from the French word vitrine,
i.e., ‘shop window.’

Janet Pugh, for example, surveyed the social perception of women bodybuilders in a
competitive (i.e. the phase when the bodybuilder prepares for and participates in
contests) and non-competitive state to find that even though most of the male and
female respondents found women bodybuilders in a competitive state as inappro-
priately masculine and hence undesirable, the same women in a non-competitive state
(but obviously still quite muscular) were seen as moderately feminine and even
desirable. This shows that extreme muscularity is generally perceived as deviant and
role-inappropriate for women but on average a well-built and muscled body has
become attractive enough to make exercise a new beauty imperative for women.

In their analysis of the film Pumping Iron 1I; The Women and of bodybuilding
magazines, Mansfield and McGinn offer an interesting exposition of the ironies and
contradictions involved in extreme muscularity in women and explore the ways in
which female bodybuilders are made safe, i.e. are made ‘feminine.” A telling example
they refer to is the case of Everson “who has won the most important women’s physi-
que contest in the world six times in succession... Everson, in common with many
other women at the top of the sport, has adopted the blonde, ‘Barbie doll’ look of the
hyper-feminine, her body heavily muscled, but has not gone beyond the point at
which (in the bodybuilding world) it would be regarded as ‘too extreme’ for a wo-
man. She, more successfully than others, has walked the thin line between muscula-
rity and acceptable femininity by working her body in a particular way to produce the
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ideal size and proportions, by adopting a posing style emphasizing dance, grace and
creativity, and by trappings of hair and make-up and the like reminiscent of the style
adopted by the fictional women of Dallas” (63).
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«Toomonouwdvrag» 10 oBpa TG ONAVXETNTAS: TO YUVaIREID GBI XAl 1) CVYYQOVY)
XOVATOVQA T1)G YVUVAOTIXI|G
Ayyedixij Zrnvoomovdov

EEetdlovral oL mQaxrTizég ®aL Ol AVATUQUOTAOELS TOU OYETILOVIOL E TNV TAQUYWY
wag embupnmic HOE@S CORATOS OTUEQQ, TTOU AUPPAVEL MR ®VEIWS OTO TAAIOLO HIOG
avEavipeva «dLeBvomompévne» xovAtovpag Twv yvuvaomeinv. [To ovyrexpuéva, to-
viCetan 1 évvola ™S «tpomomoinons» (modification) tov odpatog péow ™mg yupvaoti-
%G, Yo va evBuypappotel pe npdrura ov emBdrieL ) emxparovoa uéda (mode). O
TEOBANUATIONGS AUTOS aPOEd LOLAITEQX TO YUVAUXEID OB, TO 07T0(0, TG00 aNG LOTOQL-
#1iG 600 %Al YuyavaluTikig Aoy, VIGKELTAL TEQLOOGTEQO OF XAVOVIOTLXA TEGTUTTAL
70V TEOPGALEL O EXACTOTE TOMTLOPLLO-XOLVWVIROS OYNUATIOROS, axoLB®g Adyw mg ma-
eadoaotaxig TavTtong ™S yuvaixag fe 1o obpa (wg ouviitn petagoed mg «guong») xat
TOU ETEQOTROCOLOPLONOY TG Onhuxdmrag wg EAewyn. Térog, xatadeinvietar Twg N
OoUYY00VN XOUATOUQM OV EXEL avartuyBel YUipow amd 10 TEGTUITO TOV YUUVAOUEVOD (Yu-
VOaIREIOV) OOPATOG EVAL OUVUQPAOREVT UE TO LOYUOV OLXOVOULXG CUOTNUA ®al EEUTQE-
Te( TAUTGYQOVA TOV TOMTLOULXG EMEXTATIONG TWV RUQIAQYWV SUTIRGV X WOV ®at ™V (-
va)ragaywyn Tov tagadedopévav oxéoemv rupuapyiag petall twv do gikwv, péow
™G OUVIEOTS ™S HE TG NOOVES NG ®aTavahwong, Tov TAEov amoterel emtay, diaypd-
QOVTOgS TO ®UELO TEIO OUYREGTONG ™S TAUTGTTAS OF QUTiV TV VOTEEY QAo ™G VEW-
tepudmrog. Katd mpoéxraom, emonuaivovial ot duorohies »GBe TQOOTAYRATOS XELQM-
@E€mong mov ompitetar oe o €€ 0pLoRoY BedENON TOU Yuvauxelov OHOPUATOS MG HECO
VOVGPEVONS TWV VPLOTapREVOV OYéoewv eEovoiag aveEdomra and Toug Toémovs (modes)
HEOW TV 0TIV AUTE SLAUOQPWVETAL LOTOQLXA.



