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ABSTRACT 

The thesis explores the ideology of weight control as 

evidenced in the discourse of American adolescent girls. The 

analysis offered herein applies a cognitive approach to 

discourse analysis, and focuses on the teasing out of cultural 

models through evidence in natural language. It is 

hypothesized that a cultural model exists which equates weight 

control with a moral code reflective of the Protestant ethic. 

The research examines how the cultural model frames experience 

by supplying interpretations of that experience, and how it 

influences behavior by supplying goals for action. The 

cognitive salience of the model within the belief system of 

the individual regulates the degree of influence the model has 

on behavior. Four levels of influence are proposed, ranging 

from cultural cliche to motivation of disordered eating. The 

predominant influence is found to be as an occasional guide 

to weight controlling action or discourse about such action. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

This thesis explores the ideology of weight control as 

evidenced in the discourse of a subset of American culture, 

adolescent females. The meaning-centered approach of this 

report examines the manner in which cultural models and 

semantic relationships provide individuals with 

understandings of how their world works, as well as guidance 

for their actions and speech within this world. Cultural 

models offer these options to speakers by objectifying the 

frameworks members of a culture apply when making judgments 

about events in their lives, creating a "taken-for-granted 

social world" in which events follow a prototypical 

sequence. 

The cultural model investigated in this report involves 

the concept individuals in American culture--in particular 

adolescent females--have about acceptable body size.1 It is 

hypothesized that a model for body size and weight control 

exists which equates weight control with a moral philosophy 

reflective of Judeo-Christian religions in general and the 

1 Research for this thesis was conducted under an overall 
study of adolescent behavior entitled "Food Intake, Smoking, 
and Diet Among Adolescent Girls." The study was funded by the 
National Institute of Child Health and Development, grant 
number SRC (9) 1 R01 HD24737-01. 
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Protestant ethic in particular.2 

The intent of this research is to show how a particular 

cultural model frames experience by supplying 

interpretations of that experience, and in turn how it 

influences behavior by supplying goals for action (Quinn and 

Holland 1987). In doing so, it will be shown how this model 

"tells a story" about a particular aspect of American life 

(Quinn 1982), namely the pursuit of a culturally acceptable 

body. 

The objectives associated this research intent are as 

follows: 

1) By examining the rhetoric used by adolescent girls 

in their discussions of body image, eating, and weight 

control, a model of weight control as morality will be 

defined. Key components of the rhetoric are words such as 

guilt. temptation, sin. reward, and punishment, as well as 

the phrases I was good and I was bad. The model is seen as 

the composite of usage displayed by all informants involved 

in the research. It is through the relationships between 

2 The following definition, taken from Wuthnow (1987i78), 
will guide discussion of morality in this analysis! "Morality 
in the present sense deals primarily with moral commitment--
commitment to an object, ranging from an abstract value to a 
specific person, that involves behavior, that contributes to 
a sense of self-worth, and that takes place within broad 
definitions of what is inevitable or intentional." A moral 
code is taken to be a cultural construct which acts as a 
source of solidarity, meaning and motivation (Durkheim 1966, 
Wagner 1981). 
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informants, the commonality of certain terminology, and the 

explanations of informants that the complete model can be 

formulated. Performance, derived from actual usage of 

model-identifying rhetoric, will be contrasted to the 

complete model, and explanations posed for partial adoption 

or utilization of the model by individual speakers. 

2) A cross-genre investigation of the rhetoric will be 

undertaken to provide confirmation that the model is not 

limited to adolescents, but is in operation throughout 

American culture. It is proposed that the mass media, while 

not the exclusive progenitor of such rhetoric, nevertheless 

contribute to its rapid and widespread dissemination. 

Examples from magazine advertising and editorial text, as 

well as popular literature about weight control, will be 

presented as evidence of the commonality of the rhetoric. 

Scholarly writings, meant to explicate and explain the 

phenomenon of weight management, will be offered as an 

additional propagator of the rhetoric. 

3) A capsulization of the environment in which the 

cultural model exists is presented in Chapter 5 in 

recognition of the fact that an awareness of the "taken-for-

granted social world" in which the cultural model operates 

is necessary to understand how it derives its structure, 

meaning, and authority (Holland and Skinner 1987). The 

environment which supports the model of weight control as 

morality is seen to be a product of a historical trend 
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toward the admiration of thinness, as well as political-

economic factors which foster personal responsibility for 

health. As a composite of these factors, the model draws on 

the fundamental cultural value of control (Good and Good 

1981), and in doing so is linked to the ethical system from 

which it borrows both structure and rhetoric. 

4) The influence of the cultural model on behavior 

will be addressed in light of existing data and supportive 

evidence. The degree to which the model is embedded in the 

belief system of an individual is seen to influence the 

degree and direction of adherence to the model's directives. 

Talk about weight and weight control is proposed to function 

as a specific method of "working on it." ("It" in this case 

being the social perception of self. ) 

The analysis offered herein will apply a cognitive 

approach to discourse analysis, and will focus on the 

teasing out of cultural models through evidence in natural 

language. Semantic analyses, such as frame semantics 

(Fillmore 1976), semantic network theory (Good 1977; Good 

and Good 1981), and idiom of distress theory (Nichter 1981), 

will be applied in the interpretation of the role of this 

discourse in the context of adolescent culture, and in 

making of inferences about its affect on behavior. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Theoretical Foundations of Analysis 

A cultural model Is a cognitive schema that is 

intersubjectively shared by a social group (D'Andrade 1987, 

Quinn and Holland 1987). It is a learned mental 

representation of some aspect of the world which serves to 

focus attention on particular components of the world and 

their interrelationships, forming a framework for 

remembering, reconstructing, and describing experiences 

(Holland and Skinner 1987«85). It is this approach, 

formulated by cognitive linguists, which will be applied in 

the analysis of interviews with adolescent informants. 

Though derived from ethnosemantic analysis, cultural 

models theory differs from its theoretical antecedent in 

important ways. Bthnosemantics sought to identify what 

kinds of knowledge were necessary for a person to act as an 

acceptable member of a culture. Cognitive anthropologists 

have focussed on the ways in which such knowledge is 

organized via associative networks and connections, only 

recently returning to questions of how these networks assist 

individuals in their day-to-day lives within a culture. 

Within the ethnosemantic approach, the organization of 

cultural knowledge is assumed to be binary: something 

either is an "x" or it is not. Distinctive features form 

the bases for choices between binary oppositions, and aid 
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the individual in identifying and naming a given object or 

experience within the culture. Armed with the assumption 

that distinctions are clear cut and so identically shared by 

all members of the culture, the ethnosemanticist could 

approach any members of a culture and elicit the same terms 

and distinctive features. 

Current approaches to cognitive linguistics apply an 

alternative direction to analysis. Cultural models analysis 

begins with natural or elicited speech and seeks to discover 

patterns, or models, defined in the "clues and hints dropped 

by informants" (Tyler 1978:300). These patterns do not 

arise from analysis of a single person's speech, but rather 

are inferred from the commonality of usage across several 

speakers. (Indeed, a cultural model could not be said to 

exist if only one speaker employed it.) It is assumed that 

models are shared, and in being shared, facilitate 

communication through the use of conventionalized, 

prototypic images (Holland and Skinner 1987). Although 

cultural models are shared, they are not presumed to be held 

or utilized identically by all members of a culture. 

Individual cognition and experience plays a role in 

modifying the model for each person. 

The cultural model under analysis portrays dieting as 

constant work toward the goal of perfection. Temptation 

exists as an ever-present threat to being good, requiring 

perpetual vigilance and self control. This constant 
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mediation between good behavior and bad behavior, and the 

consequences of each type of action, constitutes an 

identifiable sequence of events. Being good results in the 

reward of thinness, while being bad results in punishment in 

the form of weight gain or the need to reduce. 

The model is a composite of the speech of several 

informants, and, as will be demonstrated in Chapter 3, 

actual utilization by adolescent speakers is fragmentary and 

selective. As a construct for analysis, this model performs 

as a prototype against which actual performance can be 

compared. 

Clarification of Terminology 

Before advancing in discussion of data, clarification 

of terms and corresponding nuances in theories is necessary. 

It bears attention that variation in terminology exists 

throughout the literature on cultural models, which itself 

is the product of variant though related disciplines such as 

anthropology, sociology, and psychology. Although these 

variants are for the most part not conflicting, they bear 

noting to avoid confusion. In noting these variations, I 

will at the same time clarify the conditions and definitions 

which have been utilized in the analysis and interpretation 

of data as presented in this report. 

Cognitive models have alternately been called folk 

models, folk theories, cognitive schemas, and cultural 
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meaning systems (D'Andrade 1984, 1987; Keesing 1987; Quinn 

and Holland 1987), as well as indigenous models (Lutz 1988). 

The terms refer to essentially the same constructs 

intersubjectively shared knowledge organized into 

prototypical event sequences enacted in a simplified world. 

Cultural models are learned structures which help 

individuals explain the behavior and motivations of 

themselves and others (Holland and Quinn 1987; Holland and 

Skinner 1987). 

A modification of terminology and theory is presented 

by Linde (1987), who defines three interactive cognitive 

systems. Common sense, held by all members of the culture, 

rests on a continuum whose opposite extreme is expert 

theory, knowledge possessed by an elite group. Explanatory 

systems exist between these poles, and are manifestations of 

an expert theory modified in the minds of non-experts 

through the influence of common sense. When an explanatory 

system has existed within a culture for an extended period 

of time, it may become accepted as common sense. The 

construct of explanatory system resembles what other 

cognitivists refer to as the cultural model.1 

1 Elsewhere within cognitive anthropology (e.g. Caws 
1974), theorists identify explanatory systems as the etic 
model imposed by anthropologists in their attempts to make 
sense of native informants' cultural systems. This meaning, 
also applied in other disciplines within anthropology (eg. 
cultural, archaeology) are defined, if not by scientific rigor 
as Caws suggests, then by scientific intent. 
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Once a cultural model is identified, it becomes 

important to tease out the meanings it indexes. Cultural 

models do not exist a priori, but as the nexus of cultural 

and historical influences. Cultural models are formed as a 

result of and exist as a reflection of cultural environments 

and forces, as well as personal experience (Kempton 1987, 

Holland and Quinn 1987, Quinn and Strauss nd). In Quinn's 

(1982) analysis of American marriage, she points out the 

ways in which cultural models and the words which conjure 

them "tell the story of American marriage." This is 

possible because the words used to describe the experience 

(e.g. "commitment") are loaded with shared assumptions about 

the ways this institution is supposed to work. 

Cultural models construct and organize the beliefs and 

attitudes of the societies in which they are found. They 

are constructed not just between interlocutors, but exist at 

a higher level across the culture because, like the meanings 

they embody, "the members of a society presume them to be" 

(D'Andrade 1984:91). Although the models are shared, they 

are not assumed to be possessed or utilized identically by 

all members of the culture. 

Current studies in cognitive science are concerned with 

the representation of knowledge as both cultural and 

individually cognized. Culture, represented as shared 

knowledge, is the source of generalized models for social 

relations and behavioral protocols. Individual cognition 



draws on these models and adapts them for personal use. 

Dual constraints on perception, and ultimately, on behavior, 

are exerted by the model due these two foci of cognition. 

Social constraints are identified with the model as it 

exists within the culture. These constraints combine with 

cognitive constraints exerted by the model as it exists in 

the mind of the individual. Speculation on the effect of 

cognitive constraints focuses analysis at the level of the 

individual, and must assume a high degree of intracultural 

variability. At the level of social constraints, however, 

certain generalized assumptions can be made about the 

influence of these constraints on the behaviors of 

individuals within a culture. In order to do so, it is 

critical to consider contextual interpretation in the 

analysis of cultural models. Such analysis will be 

undertaken in Chapter 5 of this report. 

What is the Structure of a Cultural Model? 

D'Andrade's (1987) structure for folk models borrows 

directly from cognitive psychology (specifically, Miller 

1956) the stipulation that a mental model can consist of 

only a limited number of elements. To be an effective 

storage and retrieval mechanism, models can consist of no 

more than seven elements, plus or minus two. Miller and 

D'Andrade found that humans exceed these limitations by 

chunking related elements into units (termed "objects" by 
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D'Andrade), and by employing the abstract symbolism of 

language. For D'Andrade, chunking results in each object 

being in itself a complex schema. 

D'Andrade's somewhat rigid construction of a cultural 

model is useful for delineating cultural models; indeed, his 

approach aided the teasing out of the model presented in 

this report. However, as other theorists have reported, 

approaches which favor a more relaxed notion of models with 

"fuzzy boundaries" may better reflect the actual 

formulation of the constructs within the minds of informants 

(Keesing 1987). This type of approach has worked well for 

Good and Good (1981) in their formulation of semantic 

networks. Their findings suggest that although connections 

may seem on the surface to be vague, within the confines of 

the culture, these associations are not only relevant, but 

tacitly causal. As will be discussed later in this chapter, 

a similar framework is proposed for radial categories. 

Quinn (1987) notes that models may be nested in causal 

relationships, which often accounts for seemingly unrelated 

models to coexist in a speaker's mind without conflict or 

dissonance. (See Chapter 3 for a discussion of contradictory 

models.) The componential nature of cultural models also 

permits one model to be adopted as a part of another model. 

Linde (1987), in her explanatory systems theory, posits 

that partial borrowing of cognitive schemas is inevitable as 

they pass from knowledge held by the intiated to that held 



in common within the culture. As noted above, an 

explanatory system is a cognitive model derived from an 

expert system, a formalized body of information. 

Explanatory systems tend to be fragmentary and simplified, 

in large part because they are used by individuals without 

the expertise or credentials normally associated with the 

expert model. Such appears to be the case in the present 

instance, where the expert system of moral philosophy 

associated with the Protestant ethic serves as a resource 

from which the explanatory system of a morality of weight 

control is drawn. In effect, the Protestant ethic becomes 

the source model for one manner of thinking about weight 

control. 

Rhetoric as an Indicator of Cultural Models 

One methodology applied in this paper utilizes semantic 

frame analysis as developed by Fillmore in an effort to 

derive the indexical meaning of the cultural model under 

examination. Fillmore noted that "...words represent 

categorizations of experience" (1982:112). It is postulated 

that the words which mark the cultural model of weight 

control as morality reflect a cultural environment in which 

the former could achieve the motivational imperative of the 

latter. The words which constitute the model are "scenario 

words" (Quinn 1982) which bring with them the entire framed 

schema or model, as well as the meanings the model indexes. 
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As noted in Chapter 1, the rhetoric associated with the 

cultural model of weight control as morality includes 

phrases such as "I was good" and "I was bad," as well as 

terms such as "guilt," "temptation," "sin," and 

"punishment." A presentation of the cultural elements 

associated with the model, as well as an explication of the 

meanings which the model indexes, are found in Chapters 6 

and 7. 

Semantic Analysis 

Viewing a model in relation to associated cultural 

images and symbols provides additional insight into the 

meaning held by the model and its force in guiding behavior. 

Cultural models frame particular parts of the world for 

those who hold them, and any portion of the model can serve 

as a means of accessing the entire model. In this respect, 

cultural model theory borrows from frame semantics the 

concept that elements are related; understanding a portion 

of the model requires an understanding of its entire 

structure. Likewise, by accessing a single element, the 

entire model may be evoked (Fillmore 1977). 

Semantic frame analysis (Fillmore 1977) provides a 

starting point for such investigation. Frames are scenes or 

sets of associated facts or ideas that cluster about a 

central concept. A word which represents the central 

concept acts as a trigger of a frame and brings along with 
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it the entire scene. For the cultural model of weight 

control as morality, the central concept is one of self 

control, a constant striving to achieve the perfection of 

thinness. Thus, when a girl says "I was good," and means 

she bypassed a chocolate bar, she triggers a frame in which 

thin is a cultural ideal, chocolate is a weight-producing 

evil, and self control is a virtue for which to strive. 

The notion of a central concept was focussed on by 

Rosch (1975, 1978), among others, and developed into a 

theory of prototypes. A prototype is the "best example" of 

a category, "X". All other members of the category are 

ranked along a gradient from the prototype, based on their 

perceived level of X-iness. The concept of prototypicality 

remains important in cultural model theory. Here, 

prototypicality can be described as "the way things are 

supposed to be"--simplified, codified ways in which events 

and social relations should occur.2 Thus, prototypical 

situations act as shorthand code in the formulation and 

2 The classic and often-repeated "bachelor" example drawn 
from Fillmore (1975, 1982) remains pertinent to this 
discussion. Within the "taken for granted world" (Holland and 
Skinner 1987) of prototypical events, a man marries young and 
remains married throughout his life. In this context, 
"unprototypic" examples such as a child, an elderly gentleman 
and the Pope cannot be considered bachelors. Within the 
taken-for-granted social world of the American teenaged girl, 
slender women achieve complete social success — popularity, 
love, status. It follows that unprototypic examples-
overweight women—cannot and should not be liked, loved or 
admired. 
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transmission of the cultural model. 

The "taken-for-granted world" of the cultural model 

(Holland and Skinner 1987) contains multiple elements, often 

loaded with symbolic significance, which form an 

interrelated network reminiscent of Lakoff's (1987) concept 

of radial categories. Radial categories, like the elements 

within a frame, are bundles of related concepts that form 

satellites around the prototype of the category. This 

allows metaphorical extension of objects and concepts into 

seemingly unrelated bundles. 

Good and Good (1981, see also Good 1977) applied 

similar reasoning to language of illness studies with their 

work on semantic networks. A semantic network can encompass 

seemingly unrelated images, due to their relation to a core 

symbol. Any illness episode may exist as a somatic state 

as well as a bundle of individual and cultural meanings 

bounded within a semantic network. Meanings can be 

understood only as a nexus of symbolic associations (Turner 

1967). Through analysis of the associations between these 

images and the core symbol, culturally significant syndromes 

can be identified, their meanings discussed, and treatment 

effected. 

The concept of idiom of distress also draws on the 

notion that images, symbols, and events can be linked 

semantically. An idiom of distress is a culturally-relative 

somatic state which, within a culture, expresses nonverbally 
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more than simply a biological condition. The condition 

operates as a culturally relevant idiom to communicate 

distress in other areas of life (Nichter 1981). The 

condition in question brings with it a multiplicity of 

meanings and attachments, and calls to awareness a complex 

script involving personal and cultural circumstances. 

Through these associations, the somatic state becomes a 

metamessage about the personal and social context in which 

it occurs (Bateson 1972). 

Within this framework of semantic analysis, the 

cultural model of weight control as morality may also be 

seen as a network of related images and meanings. Virtuous, 

in-control thinness forms the core symbol in the network. 

Connected to this core are images of acceptance, popularity, 

and love. 

(1) (dieting is) a way for me to um, make like a way, 
make myself thinner, but then like a way to get 
control and make my appearance and my social life 
better. So it would be like getting control over 
lots of different things I guess. 

(2) I: do you think you have to be thin to be 
popular? 

S: Mo. To be popular? I don't, well in a way, 
yeah, because if I look at all the popular people 
now they're all thin. (laughs) Yeah, I think you 
kind of, in a way you have to be thin. 

As reflected in the speech of adolescent girls, the cultural 
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model may be acting as a signaling device for other forms of 

concern or psycho-social distress. 

Summary 

To summarize the discussion of this chapter and so 

identify the approach to be used in the analysis of data in 

this report, cultural models are ways of organizing 

knowledge, a means by which new experiences may be judged 

against an existing framework. As a concise and bounded 

package of cultural knowledge, a cultural model is 

transmittable between individuals in a culture through the 

acquisition of language. Transmission of cultural models 

through language socialization is possible to the extent 

that knowledge of word use is shared between members of a 

culture, and words carry culturally shared understanding 

(Quinn 1982). Transmission of cultural knowledge also 

occurs through non-verbal channels. In this instance, the 

actions of family members and friends take to control weight 

or avoid particular foods send clear messages abou the 

desirability of thinness. 

The elements of a cultural model are bound together 

through their association with a central concept or 

governing value, which frames a "taken-for-granted social" 

world in which events and relations take place in a 

simplified, prototypic manner. A model is composed of a 

limited number of elements, or objects, although each object 
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may in turn constitute a complex of images and behaviors. 

Cultural models are products of culture, modified by 

historical and social events. As such, they may be fully 

understood only in light of their context. Due to the 

component structure of the models and individual 

socialization and experience, cultural models may be adopted 

piecemeal or in a fragmented fashion from source models. 

Likewise, contradictory models may co-exist within the mind 

of the user without creating significant dissonance. 

Semantic analysis of the cultural model and its related 

images and meanings provides additional insights into the 

role of the model in guiding behavior. Such analysis may 

prove particularly useful in assessment of psycho-social 

disorders. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Presentation of Data 

This analysis is based on the transcripts of 24 

interviews with teenaged girls in Southern Arizona. The 

girls ranged in age from 14 to 18 and were predominantly 

white and of middle to upper-middle class backgrounds. 

Informants included in this data set who represented other 

ethnic groups have been considered sufficiently enculturated 

in the society of their peers to make this distinction 

insignificant. Nevertheless, it should be remembered that 

these hypotheses have not been tested across race and 

ethnicity variables, and any explanations or interpretations 

presented herein reflect what may be termed midstream white 

American culture. 

Data for this analysis were collected during the pilot 

year of a four year study of adolescent girls and their 

attitudes about and behavior regarding body image, dieting 

and smoking. Subjects were in the 8th, 10th or 12th grade 

while participating in this phase of the study. 

Assumptions were made that these subjects are 

representative of American high school culture, and as such 

reflect the influences of generalized American values and 

the messages regarding these values as presented by 

institutions and the mass media. These macrocultural 

messages are believed to be pervasive enough to have been 
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heard, if not embodied, by the entire high school 

population.1 Microcultural dictates regarding body size--

those influences particular to each subject—are not 

addressed within the scope of this work although they appear 

to be in operation. Discussion of mothers' influence on 

their daughters' weight control efforts was common, and 

points to an area that is worthy of further study. 2 

Girls involved in the research were each interviewed 

two times. Interviews were generally conducted one-on-one, 

with a student spending approximately 45 minutes talking 

with an interviewer. The format of the discussions was a 

structured, open-ended interview. Bach interviewer worked 

from a script of questions, although topic coherence and 

flow was placed at higher importance than question-by-

1 Some substantiation for this assumption was provided 
in discussion^ with students who were recent emigrants from 
Vietnam and Mexico. Although these students did not adhere 
to their classmates' ideas about the need to be thin, they 
were aware of both cultural messages and other girls' talk 
surrounding this theme. 

2 More that 30% of girls sampled as part of this 
research (N=182) had been told by their mothers that they 
needed to lose weight. Based on height, weight, and 
bodymass testing completed during the survey period, less 
than 5% of these same girls were clinically overweight. The 
mother's point of view may reflect her own concern about her 
body: 59% of respondents indicated that their mothers were 
"just about right," while at the same time 68% were dieting. 
Often, a mother's dieting patterns will control the eating 
of other household members, particularly daughters (Nichter 
and Nichter in press). 
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question adherence to the script. Excepts cited in this 

thesis are from interviews conducted by the author, as well 

as by other interviewers involved in the overall research 

project. 

Some issues of methodology warrant attention at this 

juncture. The first is the use of speech recorded during an 

interview as opposed to naturally occurring speech. For the 

purposes of this analysis, the data collected during 

interviews were not deemed biased or unnatural. As Varenne 

notes in his study of American high school culture, in 

America the contexts of interviewing "are not as artificial 

as they can be in populations who do not know about 

interviews" and is in fact one "which participants sometimes 

used among themselves" (1983:73). The informants recorded 

for this research were unintimidated by the interview 

process due to their familiarity with the format, both 

through experience and observation. 

Although the body image and weight issues were the 

imposed topics discussed during the interviews, it was 

apparent that these issues were frequently the topics of 

everyday conversations between the girls. This became 

particularly apparent during the group interviews, which 

involved two interviewers and three to four students. Two 

of these group interviews are included in this analysis. 

The group interviews provided valuable occurrences of 

interactional speech between informants, and helped to 
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substantiate the occurrence of weight control discourse in 

natural speech settings. 

A second issue, pertinent to the explication of 

cultural models, is whether the imposed topics of the 

interview format encourage informants to produce models 

which might not normally exists in natural speech and 

cognition. When, during review of transcripts, it was noted 

that religio-moral terminology was being used by informants 

to describe their thoughts and activities related to weight 

control, it also became apparent that the use of this 

rhetoric was occurring without intentional prompting on the 

part of the research team. The only question posed to 

informants that might specifically have triggered use of the 

model was "Do you ever feel guilty about eating anything?" 

More commonly, evidence of the model appeared in response to 

seemingly unrelated questions such as "What do you think 

junk food is?" 

A final concern might be raised in regard to the issue 

of multiple interviewers and the impact each had on the 

quality of interview conducted. Variation in the level of 

rapport between interviewers and subjects was noted, 

although this is not seen to play a significant role in the 

analysis herewith. Rather, the fact that the model surfaces 

regardless of the perceived distance or affiliation between 

the interviewer and informant serves to emphasize its 

embeddedness in the discourse of these informants. 
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Furthermore, as demonstrated in Chapter 4, the model was 

found to exist in other modes or genres of communication. 

The Source Model» The Protestant Ethic 

Regular and patterned use of particular words and 

phrases (e.g. "guilt," "temptation," "I was bad") led to the 

hypothesis that a cultural model was in operation which 

served to frame and influence girls' attitudes and behaviors 

toward weight control. Further examination of the 

transcripts revealed that the model in operation seemed to 

equate weight control with the kind of morality or ethical 

code generally associated with Judeo-Christian religions, in 

particular the Protestant ethic. Some discussion about this 

source model is warranted to better understand how such 

direct borrowing of rhetoric and principles could have 

occurred. 

Protestantism supplied the motivational force for 

capitalism by providing "a set of beliefs capable of giving 

meaning to the acquisitive pursuit of capital (Wuthnow 

1987:28). The beliefs, as presented by Weber (1930) 

involved the fulfillment of duty in worldly affairs, worldly 

success as a sign of God's favor, and systematic self-

control. "The campaign against the temptations of the flesh, 

and the dependence on external things, was...not a struggle 

against the rational acquisition, but against the irrational 

use of wealth. "This worldly Protestant asceticism...acted 
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powerfully against the spontaneous enjoyment of possessions; 

it restricted consumption, especially of luxuries" (Weber 

19301 170-1). 

These same beliefs, now secularized, likewise provide 

motivation and meaning to the pursuit of thinness as an 

ideal. The underlying value behind both the Protestant ethic 

and the weight control ethic is self control. It is only 

through constant self control that the visible signs of 

salvation--in the form of prosperity on the one hand and 

thinness on the other--can be achieved. 

Other parallels between the Protestant ethic and the 

cultural model of weight control as morality become apparent 

through investigation of Weber's analysis of the ethic. 

Notions of constant work are inherent in the Protestant 

ethic. Salvation does not come from sacraments, confession 

or individual good works, but from "a systematic self-

control which at every moment stands before the inexorable 

alternative, chosen or damned (Weber 1930:115). So too with 

weight control. Only through "the way of life" involving 

"watching what I eat" can salvation, in the form of 

thinness, be achieved. Momentary lapses can result in extra 

pounds, and repeated offenses in complete damnation! "Later 

on in years you know, I'm gonna notice... somebody's gonna 

say 'That happened from all the chocolate you ate"' (see 

excerpt 24). 

The Protestant ethic warned against the "temptations of 
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the flesh" in one's "struggle for perfection" (Weber 

1930:143). These same admonitions and goals are found in 

discourse about weight control. 

The Cultural Model of Weight Control as Morality 

The model encompasses five major concepts or objectsi 

Informants see dieting as constant work toward the goal of 

perfection. There are two courses of action opens being 

good. which results in reward, and being bad, which results 

in punishment. Mediating between these behaviors is 

temptation. Each object in turn appears to include an array 

of associations. A representation of this model, seen in a 

complete rendering, follows. 

The Adulation of Perfection 

The theme of thinness as perfection is found in talk 

about a fictional "ideal girl," as well as in reference to 

actual girls who have achieved this standard: 

(3) I want to weigh like 105 or 109. Something... 
smaller than I am now. I've always weighed quite 
a bunch more and I guess I shouldn't compare 
myself to my sister but she's older than I am and 
she weighs like 105 pounds. I kind of idolize 
her. I kind of envy her because I've always 
wanted to look like her. 

(4) See B's like really thin, but I mean I idol that. 

Group discussions provided evidence that the concept of 

idolizing a perfect girl was not new to our informants. It 
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is obvious from the following response, obtained during an 

interview with three eighth grade girls, that similar 

discussions had taken place in the past. 

(5) I: ...If you were going to describe an ideal, 
beautiful girl at x junior high, what would she 
look like?... She's you're age, what would she look 
like? 

S: I'd say, you guys are going to hate me for 
saying this, I know you are, cuz, cuz, T., you 
talk about her all the time. You know who I, I 
don't worship, but she, like, you guys don't say 
anything. B. I think she's, I don't know, I 
think she's perfect... 

The above excerpt also demonstrates the manner in which 

an individual girl--seen by her peers to embody the thinness 

ideal—becomes a paragon. The calling into consciousness of 

the girl (by stating her name) brings along a host of other 

"perfect" attributes (Lakoff 1987). In some cases, the idol 

is ascribed magical properties: 

(6) She can eat and eat and eat and not gain anything. 
She's perfect in every way. 

Constant Work 

Many times, the ideal girl achieves that status because 

she has become perfect without apparent work (see excerpt 

6). For anyone else, approximating perfection is possible, 

but only if one exerts an effort: (7) "I could look 

better...if I worked on it." 

The image of work is strongly associated with thinness. 

(8) I: Are you...do you want to lose weight? 

S: Well, yeah, but I don't...it's too hard. I 
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tried, but it's like, well I'm working on it, you 
know....I'd probably want to be...weigh less. 

I: How much less? 

S: I don't know. Like 10 pounds or something. 
That's pretty easy to do, I'm just probably like 
too lazy or something. 

Thinness is the reason as well as the reward for good 

behavior. Yet the struggle does not stop there. Even if 

thinness is achieved, it requires constant, lifelong effort 

to maintain. 

(9) I: If I show you...what would you compare a diet 
to? Of these things here? 

S: The way of life. 

Ii The way of life? 

Ss Yeah, cause you kind of...if you eat a lot, 
then you're going to want to diet, and that's--you 
decided to eat a lot, so you're going to have to 
diet. So it's kind of a way, it's a way you—kind 
of your decision, like if you decide you're going 
to eat a lot, then you know that you're going to 
get fat, and then you, and then you complain 
because you always have to diet. I think it's 
just a way of life, how you live.3 

The weariness involved in this struggle over weight is 

3 Prompts meant to explain and encourage the use of 
metaphors revealed the common perception of dieting as work, 
struggle and punishment. The interviewer would begin by 
asking "What would you say a diet is like?" If the informant 
seemed confused or reticent, the interviewer would prompt 
discussion by showing a list of metaphors for dieting which 
came up during pilot interviews. Examples include "torture," 
"a nuisance," "the dues you have to pay," "a challenge," and 
"punishment." 
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clear in statement by one 14 year old: (10) "I've spent my 

whole life trying to worry about how to lose it." 

Good Behavior 

Characteristic of this object are the grammatical 

constructs "I was good and..." as well as "I was tempted 

but..." Both constructs are used to indicate that, despite 

a struggle, good overpowered the evils of indulging in some 

tempting food. 

(11) St ...I used to eat that like chocolate every 
time I'd spot it... 

Is Did you eat it for lunch? 

S:...like a chocolate... No, like, in between 
classes, like I'd have like this little chocolate 
bar, you know, something, but today I was good and 
I didn't have one. (laughter) 

I: You mean...you mean, um... 

S: I've been trying to stop eating 'em. I didn't 
eat one today. I was tempted to buy one, 
but....(laughs). 

Good behavior involves staying in control, obeying self-

imposed rules for eating, and overcoming temptation. 

(12) S: I have two little brothers so you can't just 
go to the store and buy all this good stuff, I 
mean, she always buys all this sugar stuff and I 
always want to eat all the stuff that they have 
but I don't. I control myself and I don't. 

I: It sounds like you have a lot of self control. 
Do you? Is that hard? 

S: Not really. At first it was like, it was hard 
at first because she'd buy all these cookies and 
stuff and I'd really want to eat them. And I just 
told myself that I can't because I don't want to 
get fat. 
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(13) li ...like what's a fattening food, like what 
foods are you avoiding now? 

S: Well, right now, sweets. 

I: Like cookies and candy and stuff? 

S: Yeah. 

Ii Did you used to have that stuff in your house? 
Do you still? For your brothers? 

Si But I don't have any intention of eating it 
though. I just know I don't want...I can't eat, 
it's my rule. 

The end result of good behavior is losing (or not gaining) 

weight and feeling an increased sense of self worth. 

(14) S: I've been on a diet for the last week, and all 
I've been eating is lots of fruit and vegetables, 
and drinking lots of water and like no sweets at 
all. 

I: How do you feel about that? Do you feel good 
that you're doing that? 

S: Yeah. I do. It makes me feel really good. 

Good behavior can sometimes result in reward, which, 

interestingly, often takes the form of a previously 

forbidden food: 

(15). I: So dessert is your reward food? 

S: Yeah, exactly and it looks great. 

Bad Behavior 

Bad behavior can be more complex than good, for it also 

involves feeling guilty, making excuses, and doing penance. 
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It is giving into temptation, losing control, or failing to 

engage in a good behavior such as exercise. 

(16) S: Some weeks I'll get really, really, really 
flustered about my weight. I'll be just worried 
about it and upset, and I'll still try and not eat 
for the day and so I can lose all this weight, and 
I feel more motivated and more energetic when I 
don't eat. 'Course the next day I'm usually sick. 
Um, then the next day when I eat I kind feel like 
I sinned or cuz I get so paranoid... 

(17) I: Are you doing anything to keep your body in 
shape right now? 

Ss No, I'm not, and I feel guilty about it. 

Guilt can be felt after engaging in a bad behavior, or it 
can be projected, thereby preventing bad action. 

(18) St I don't I don't eat when I'm depressed or 
bored or--well sometimes bored, but like when I'm 
stressed out or depressed or something, I don't 
eat. 

Is Is that because—well, why is that? 

S: Cuz I know that I shouldn't. Like I know that 
if I do I'll regret it later, so I just kinda do 
something to get away from it. 

(19) S: When I go home I want chocolate and junk food, 
and then I go to the store every Saturday and "No, 
you can't do this to yourself, you're not going to 
get it" and I walk by. 

(20) Is Do you ever feel guilty about what you eat? 

Ss Like candy bars, which I don't, but if I did 
I'm sure I would. 

Dieting and exercise become metaphorically tied to notions 



of penance as activities which can make up for lack of 

control. 

(21) St ...(Dieting is) the dues you have to pay. And 
a punishment. 

I: Why do you say that? 

Ss Cuz it' s a punishment. I think it is. 

I: For having eaten or...? 

S: For having all that weight on you. 

(22) I: Did you do anything to make yourself feel 
better after you felt guilty? 

S: I exercised. 

Sometimes penance can be used to avoid public knowledge of 
the indiscretion. 

(23) S: ...I could either gain weight or if I try to 
burn between two hours, like I eat the chocolate 
bar and two hours between lunch or something and I 
try to burn it all off... 

Repeated offense without the mitigating affects of penance, 

however, ultimately catches up with the offender: 

(24) S: Cuz I'm really bad. I eat a lot of chocolate. 

I: What happens? 

S: Well so far nothing, but I know I'm 
gonna...(laughs). Later on in the years you know, 
I'm gonna notice, you know, somebody's gonna say 
'That happened from all the chocolate you ate, N.' 
and that's what's going to happen. 

Is You mean, something's going to happen to your 
body. 

S: Yeah, like I'm going to gain a lot of weight. 
That's why, that's why I like try to do a lot of 
stuff like I've been trying to go to the country 
club and work out and running and stuff. 
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Excuses are used to transfer responsibility for failure 

(i.e., overweight) to heredity, metabolism, or even good 

causes. 

(25) S: "I have big bones and that makes me look fat." 

(26) I: Does your brother use weight as a control 
thing with you? Does he ever say anything to you 
about your weight? 

S< Um, no, not really. It's just that when he's 
really mad at me, he'll be like..he'll just say 
some stupid things, but I'll just be like 'it's 
not my fault'. Cuz he and I both know that it's 
not really my fault. 

I: You mean the way it, you gain weight or 
something? I that what you mean? What's not your 
fault? 

S: Um, me kinda being on the more chubby side, 
because that, we had no say in that. Because of 
the drugs and everything that I had to be on, 
which makes you gain fluid. You can't really lose 
it, I mean he's--it was really weird. I was five 
years old, I don't really remember it, all I 
remember is that my mom keeps telling me that it's 
not my fault and I can't really lose it. 

(27) Ss Yeah. Chocolate. There's this girl that's 
selling them to help birth defects or 
something....(laughs) I psych myself up and say 
'You can do it N. It's for birth defects' and I 
end up buying one... 

Temptation as Arbitrator 

Temptation takes two forms, the tempting object and the 

tempter who proffers it. "Chocolate is tempting, but" if 

the individual "was good" she resists and doesn't eat it. 
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At other times, the object of temptation achieves a level of 

desire that is impossible to resist. 

(28) St ...kinda like if we see candy bars or something 
we'd be like 'Ok, Ok, I'll split it with you, I'll 
split it with you.' You know, kinda look at each 
other like 'Oh God, I want that candy bar' and 
split it or something. 

In the following excerpts, the tempters are classmates 

who sell candy as a fundraising activity. Their actions are 

made to seem almost intentional* 

(29) Si I had this certain urge for chocolate and 
there's this girl who loves to walk past me and 
she knows I have...she has chocolate every day, I 
had money every day. She knows I want chocolate, 
so she walks past me. 

(30) Ss ...they sell candy bars and they always shove 
them right in my face for some reason. They don't 
mean to probably, but I just like... people eat it 
right next to me. I'm just like, going like...I'm 
covering my nose so I don't smell it you know. 

Taken to the extreme, foods thought to be weight producing 

can in themselves embody evil. 

(31) S: And just about everything that we have in our 
house is chocolate unless it's really good for 
you, so... 

I: It's almost like things that are good for you 
and things that are-

Si Yeah, things that are good and things that are 
chocolate. 

Variability in Utilization of the Model 

When actual performance is measured against the model, 

it can be seen that its use is fragmentary. The model is 
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used more completely across categories by some speakers than 

others, however, no informants employed all aspects of the 

model. Rather, the model is inferred from the speech of all 

informants; it is the relationship between speakers which 

provides a glimpse at the schema underlying this talk. 

Keesing (1987) distinguishes two types of cognitive 

models, one as a pool of common-sense knowledge held in the 

community and encoded in its language, and a second, 

partially held version used by individual speakers in 

everyday cognition and interaction. The complete model of 

weight control as morality as presented above represents 

what Keesing might term a pool of knowledge. Examples of 

actual usage reflect the selective adoption of the model by 

individual speakers. 

By applying the perception of informants as 

interpreters of their lives who utilize the frames as one 

means of ascribing meaning and providing a guide for action 

(Prake 1977), the "problem" of variation in utilization of 

cultural models becomes lessened. Use of the model is 

influenced by an individual's knowledge of it and his/her 

individual vantage point (Keesing 1987), causing him/her to 

choose those elements which are most useful or appropriate 

to the situation. As a result, it not only plausible, but 

virtually unavoidable that experience and situations should 

call up particular aspects of models or meaning systems 

(Quinn and Strauss 1989) and so create variability among 
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There does not seem to be a pattern across speakers as 

to which objects are foregrounded or omitted. (That is, 

there are not hierarchical levels of usage that dictate 

"everyone uses 'guilt', limited users use 'guilt' plus 

'temptation', and only frequent users employ 'bad/good' 

constructs.") Rather, if any organization can be imposed, 

it is an individual speaker's choice of objects to 

foreground or use at all. For example, one girl's speech 

focused on the theme of lack of will power, another's on 

"outside influences" with use of temptation and excuse 

objects. This gives further indication that cultural 

models act as portfolios of options from which speakers can 

choose what is most relevant to their lives and to 

particular situations. 

Personal experience provides an important source of new 

schemata (Spiro 1984), and can significantly modify 

culturally acquired models (Keesing 1987). The clusters of 

usage found in the speech of particular subjects may 

consequently reflect areas of personal concern or experience 

and thus function as tools for diagnosis of psychological 

distress (see discussion Chapter 7). 

Linde (1987) also finds that explanatory systems have 

inherent in them the allowance for selective and partial 

adoption by individuals. She proposes that even those held 

collectively by a culture as an explanatory system are by 

their nature fragmented because they are borrowed from more 
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their nature fragmented because they are borrowed from more 

rigidly defined expert theories. Users of expert theories 

are often required to become formally and consciously 

indoctrinated into the ideology and/or group that owns the 

theory and its rhetoric. Users of explanatory systems, on 

the other hand, receive no formal training in their use. 

Those elements of the expert theory which are useful to the 

speaker become part of his/her explanatory system. Because 

an expert theory tends to be codified, explanatory systems 

derived from the expert system, though modified by 

individuals within the same culture, nevertheless bear close 

resemblance to each other. 

Some speakers borrowed rhetoric from the same source 

model, but utilized it in a way that revealed a contrary 

model. These speakers referred to the excessive 

preoccupation with weight as an evil, and of dieting as bad: 

(32) S: I think I know the, you know, when I was doing 
that stuff (not eating) that it wasn't right, but 
I was...I was so hung up on you know 'You gotta be 
thin' and 'you gotta be this' you know. And I 
think a lot of people who do that kind of stuff-
starve themselves or whatever--they really, I 
don't think that anyone said then that they don't 
know that what they're doing's wrong, but you 
know, sometimes if you really want to do something 
bad enough you can find a reason. 

Because cultural models offer strategies for the use of 

cultural knowledge, there is room for alternative and even 

contradictory models to exist without conflict in the user's 

mind (Kay 1987; Keesing 1987). Here again, personal 
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experience may create an alternative model in which what was 

good becomes evil. Yet, because they are still evaluated in 

terms of good and bad behaviors, the moral code of the 

Protestant ethic can still act as a source model for 

its structure and rhetoric. 

Summary 

Evidence from the discourse of adolescent girls reveals 

that a cultural model equating weight control with morality 

exists within American culture. Rhetoric utilized to talk 

about this model points directly to a source in the formal 

system of morality found in the Judeo-Christian tradition in 

general and the Protestant ethic in particular. 

The hierarchical structure of cultural models permits 

certain models to have a wide range of application as parts 

of other models (D'Andrade 1987). For the case under 

analysis, the structure of a formal or expert theory--

Protestantism--has been adopted as the framework for the 

model of weight control. 

The direct borrowing from the source model indicates 

that the same values which govern perceptions and influence 

behavior in the realm of ethical/spiritual activities and 

states also informs the domain of weight control and eating 

behavior. Both domains of behavior become judged on the 

basis of the same standards. The connection between the two 

is revealing of historical processes in the culture-
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including secularization of moral codes and focus on 

external representations—which will be discussed in 

Chapter 5. 

Excerpt (32) above showed that the expert theory of the 

Protestant ethic served as a source model for an alternative 

weight control model which views excessive concern with 

weight reduction as evil. The same construct and rhetoric 

has also been borrowed into other domains such as health and 

economics. The interconnectedness of these "sister" 

cultural models, and what these connections reveal about the 

structure of culture, is worthy of further study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Cross-Genre Comparison of the Model 

The presentation of data in the preceding chapter 

provides evidence that a cultural model for weight control 

as morality exists in the talk of adolescent girls. There 

is evidence that the model and its corresponding rhetoric 

are not limited to this subculture. In this chapter I will 

examine how this model exists in adult culture as 

communicated through the popular media. Popular culture 

reflects the "common concerns of people at all levels" and 

thus is taken as a representation of ideologies held across 

gender, age, and social class (Banner 1983:204). Further 

evidence that the model is in operation not just at the 

popular media level will be demonstrated through its, 

existence in scholarly literature. 

The Mass Media as a Means of Socialization 

Adolescents are socialized into society with the aid of 

popular culture and the mass media. Movies, television, and 

advertising provide a guide for acquiring knowledge of how 

to live a "better" life (Bell 1976). These communicative 

resources also serve as vehicles for presentations of 

stereotypes (Lakoff 1987). In doing so, they establish 

unrealistic expectations about appearances and 

relationships, and enforce the prototypical situations which 
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make up a "taken-for-granted social world" (Holland and 

Skinner 1987). 

The mass media fine tunes the model of feminine 

perfection and thus further distances her from reality. The 

stereotypic American beauty as presented in the media is 

firmly implanted in girls' minds as the ultimate female. 

Asked to describe the ideal girl, informants unfailingly 

responded "She's 5'8", weighs 115 pounds, wears a size 5, 

has long blonde hair and big blue eyes." 

In order to examine the strength and pervasiveness of 

the weight control as morality model within the mass media, 

I will examine advertising in magazines directed at women 

and girls. Selection of magazines for analysis was based 

informant indications of popular magazines among their age 

cohort. All are what are classified as "fashion" magazines 

directed at women, and all are published in the United 

States. Magazines analyzed were Seventeen. YM. Sassy. Bile., 

Mademoiselle and Glamour. 

The Model as Portrayed in Advertising 

Advertising in particular can be considered a far-

reaching means of socialization (Bell 1976). The medium, 

however, does not create ideologies. By its very nature it 

is required to deliver its messages succinctly, and in doing 

so to use words and images which draw upon a wide range of 

connotative meanings. Advertising does not invent social 
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values or ideals; rather, it exploits prevailing ideologies. 

In doing so, it invests them with greater power by making 

them known and accepted throughout the culture. 

The language of advertising performs a poetic function, 

using strict economy of language while paying attention to 

the slightest connotations and emotional effects of the 

words chosen. The task of the advertiser is to generate 

within the consumer an emotional reaction to the product, 

creating the impression that it will fill the consumer's 

emotional as well as physical needs. Vestergaard and 

Schroder (1985) have called the establishing of such 

relationships between ideology and product "ideologizing 

the commodity." 

Advertising draws upon social stereotypes and plays 

upon consumers' darkest fears--not being attractive, 

accepted, or successful--in its promotion of diet aids. An 

example is the Diet Center advertisement in which a now-thin 

woman reveals how "Fifteen pounds blocked my career path." 

Here, being overweight, and its presumed lack of control, is 

equated with being incompetent. Conversely, advertisements 

reinforce the illusion that slenderness brings success and 

love. Weight Watchers foods will help you "Get the body 

you want"--an attractive male lifeguard. The woman who used 

Ultra SlimFast tells readers "I lost the weight I wanted, 

and I'm in control of my life again!" To be slender, the 

these products promise, is to have a fulfilled life. 
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Advertisements for dessert foods and diet aids 

frequently employ moral rhetoric in promoting products. An 

ad for two dessert products, Jello-o and Cool Whip, provides 

a recipe for a "sinfully delicious" dessert. The headline 

for the ad proclaims "With Jell-0 Pudding, your next sweet 

temptation is just moments away." Alba Fit'n'Frosty, a 70 

calorie milkshake sold as a dieting aid, juxtaposes its 

product against a whipped-cream-topped hot fudge sundae. 

The sundae is billed as "temptation," the diet shake as 

"salvation." Low calorie TCBY frozen yogurt provides the 

consumer a way to indulge while maintaining caloric control. 

One product promises to provide "All the taste. None of the 

guilt." 

The Model in Magazine Editorial 

Turn of the century sociological studies linked 

overweight with criminal deviance among women. It was soon 

advanced that being slightly criminal was less punishable 

than being overweight. By 1908 popular magazines such as 

Vogue were advising readers that it was "far better...to 

commit any number of petty crimes than to be guilty of the 

sin of growing fat." 

In the 1940's Seventeen magazine was developed 

specifically for the new market niche of teens, called 

"subdebs." Within it, stories chronicling the metamorphosis 

from fat to thin "always provided a narrative of uplift" 
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(Brumberg 1988s253). The redemption theme continued to be 

found in the magazines of the 1950's, in which obese women 

were redeemed into "health, happiness, harmony, beauty, and 

eternal youth" through the process of losing weight 

(Johnston 1983:3). 

In "The Lust for Thin," an article appearing in a 1989 

issue of Mademoiselle. the author speaks of a "Thin Angel" 

and "Fat Devil" as well as the "evil of candy bars." She 

claims that "women are worshipping two idolsi Thin and 

Toned," and bemoans that "only deeply ingrained guilt can 

control your weight." In this short, tongue-in-cheek 

article, the author highlights most of the rhetorical points 

of the cultural model in question. Another Mademoiselle 

feature used this typographic "call outs" to grab the 

reader's attention! "You don't have to be anorectic to be 

addicted. You just have to believe this credo: Thin is 

never quite thin enough." 

Two magazines--Self and Ms—which also provide examples 

of the cultural model's rhetoric, are directed at women ages 

25 and older and have lifestyle issues, rather than strictly 

fashion, as their editorial intent. Although these 

magazines were not commonly read by our informants, they do 

reflect the general cultural environment to which teens are 

socialized. In the article "How We Eat Now" (Self 1989), it 

is noted that "Today, when a woman says she was 'bad' last 

night, chances are...the misbehavior was a diet 



50 

infraction...not a societal or sexual taboo." Ms magazine's 

article on eating disorders noted that "Millions of three 

and four year old girls equate fat with 'badness' before 

they can read."1 

It was found that a large percentage of articles 

addressing weight control as morality are directed at women 

in their 20's and up, though, as noted above, they are 

frequently read by teens. Articles and ads directed 

specifically at teens do not devote as much to the rhetoric, 

although it does appear in less obvious or dedicated 

presentations. For example, a self-administered quiz "Rate 

Your Willpower" appeared in the February 1990 issue of 

Sassy. Along with questions about boys, keeping secrets and 

drinking was one hypothetical situation related to eating 

control. When faced with the prospect of eating at 

McDonalds while trying to avoid fried foods, a girl may opt 

to "Order a milk, then reward (your) virtuous self with some 

frozen yogurt on the way home." 

1 This last excerpt is an example of how the rhetoric 
associated with the cultural model may be used to bring the 
entire construct into consciousness, thereby making obvious 
the serious, directive influence of the model. The approach 
of using language to raise consciousness (e.g. advocating use 
of chairperson instead of chairman) employed by the feminist 
movement may be a useful tool in eating disorder intervention 
and education programs aimed at adolescent girls. 



51 

The Model In Popular Literature 

The first best selling book about weight loss was 

written in 1918 by Lulu Hunt Peters and indicates that the 

cultural model of weight control as morality, evinced by its 

rhetoric, was already in place early in this century. In 

Diet and Health with a Guide to the Calories. Peters 

advocated physical denial for the purpose of achieving 

beauty. Chocolates were "temptations"; eating them resulted 

in guilt-causing "sins" which must be "repented" through 

dieting. Once overweight herself, Peters adopted an 

evangelical style as she promised her readers "I will save 

you: yea, even as I have saved myself" (Peters 1918). 

More recent books, including those speaking out against 

the "tyranny of slenderness," continue to employ the same 

model. In Hunger Strike. Orbach (1978:73) refers to fitness 

advocates as "the new evangelists" who "preach exercise to 

stay thin, fit and young." 

The Model in Scholarly Works 

It is not only popular literature which addresses 

weight control in terms of morality. Several scholarly 

papers have, in the process of analyzing the cultural 

influences on weight control and beauty standards, utilized 

the same rhetoric. 

Stein, whose theories of the political economy of 
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health are discussed in Chapter 5, notes that "physical 

fitness has always been a moral condition" (1982»167). 

Brumberg's comprehensive account of the history of dieting 

relies on rhetoric to convey the ideology that has driven 

weight control through the ages. She notes that "the 

tendency to talk about female dieting as a moral issue was 

particularly strong among the popular beauty experts (of the 

1920's who) preached the credo of self-denial: to be 

beautiful, most women must suffer" (1988:243). Succinctly 

encapsulating the cultural model, Brumberg concludes "Given 

our longstanding and extravagant collective worship at the 

shrine of slimness, it is no wonder that so many 

contemporary young women make dieting an article of faith" 

(Ibid.s 257 ). 

Maddox et al. explain the trend of weight control as 

the product of history: "In a society which has 

historically been suffused with emphasis on impulse control, 

fatness suggests a kind of immorality" (1968:288). We are 

reminded by Lawrence that eating is the moral equivalent of 

law-breaking or sexual transgression, as evidenced in the 

common complaint "It's illegal, immoral or it makes you fat" 

(1979:95). 

Morse (1987) in her treatise on aerobic exercise, 

speaks of the "perfect," and the "ideal feminine physique." 

She notes how celebrities who promote fitness and beauty 

frequently describe "a prior fallen state" such as obesity 
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or fallen buttocks "before resurrection into a model for 

mimetic learning" (Ibid.>33). 

Summary 

The examples presented in this chapter suggest that the 

cultural model of weight control as morality exists 

throughout American culture, not just among adolescent 

girls. Its appearance in women's magazines and 

advertisements directed at women shows that the model has 

special significance among females. Although magazines with 

a male-dominated audience have not been reviewed, 

speculation is that little rhetoric from the model would be 

found within its pages. Nevertheless, visual images 

presented in these magazines promote the ideal woman as thin 

and toned. 

These modes of communication have and continue to 

spread the ideology inherent in the model across age, gender 

and social class. The result is a hegemonic influence which 

acts to maintain the status quo of thinness as the ideal of 

feminine beauty and control as the ideal of moral behavior. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Examination of Cultural Context 

The discourse at any given point in a culture's history 

is the construction of socio-political forces in play 

(Foucault 1972). Examining the larger cultural context in 

which discourse takes place therefore is critical to 

understanding its meaning (Hill 1988; Keesing 1987) for 

idioms of expression can be deciphered only when discourse 

is located historically and in relation to changes in social 

conditions (Nichter 1981). 

The status of cultural models also must be analyzed 

with an awareness of the social and cultural influences 

coming to bear on the individual who is adopting or 

modifying a cultural model. In Chapter 3 it was shown how a 

particular rhetoric on body image and weight reveals and 

defines the scope of a cultural model. Therefore, expansion 

or decline of a model, schema, or network--defined and 

expressed through language—reflects changes in social and 

technical realities which support it (Good and Good 1981). 

The purpose of this chapter is to identify the cultural 

and historical factors which have created an environment in 

which the cultural model of dieting as morality may exist. 

Two major historical trends contributing to the creation and 

maintenance of the cultural model are 1) the growing 

acceptance of the concept of health as personal 
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responsibility; and 2) the promotion of thinness as the 

ideal of feminine beauty. Both of these factors stem from 

more fundamental cultural values derived from the Protestant 

ethici discipline and self control. Control acts as the 

governing force behind the model of weight control as 

morality and provides the cognitive link between it and its 

source model. 

Two other factors play secondary roles in modifying the 

model and creating an environment in which it can flourish. 

These factors are the secularized moral climate of American 

culture and changes in sexual mores and women's roles. In 

order to keep this review concise and pertinent, attention 

will be focused on the aspects of these general trends which 

directly relate to the issues of weight control and/or 

ethics. More complete treatments of historical trends in 

standards of body size and beauty are found in Banner 

(1983), Brumberg (1988), and Seid (1988). 

The Body as Metaphor 

The body is more than a biological construct (Douglas 

1970). It is a culturally constituted image, and, as such, 

a metaphor for the society in which it resides (Crawford 

1984). Stein notes that 

Our bodies are never merely biological organ 
systems.... One cannot discourse on the body and 
its uses without talking about the meaning the 
body has for the person who inhabits it 
(1982:165). 
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Consequently, concepts such as health, fitness or 

thinness can be used to speak about more than just a 

biological state. They can tell how bodies and self-images 

act as vehicles through which meanings are symbolized. 

Particularly in adolescence, when individuals are striving 

to establish a sense of self, the body is a critically 

important sign to the outside world, as well as to the 

individual (Benscheid et al. 1973; Leon 1980; Pennycock 

1987). Adolescent preoccupation with the body is reflected 

in the extensive time and care spent on rituals surrounding 

personal care and adornment (Hope 1980). 

The body as a symbol takes on special significance for 

women, who are often judged in terms of how they look 

(Crawford 1984; Millman 1980; Mitchell 1987; Varenne 1983), 

and specifically in terms of their overall size (Hope 1980). 

The judgment is compounded by the fact that women are deemed 

overweight more readily than are men. Millman (1979), for 

example, suggests that a woman who is 25 pounds more than 

average weight is called "fat," while a man as much as 50 

pounds over the norm is merely "heavy." 

American preoccupation with weight is due to the 

cultural meaning of obesity as failure of self control (Good 

& Good 1981; MacKenzie 1976; Ritenbaugh 1982). Impulse 

control is the pivotal value of the Protestant ethic and 

provides the link between the cultural model in question and 

its ethical base, and explains how moral overtones could be 
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applied to weight control. In American culture, which has 

historically extolled control as a virtue, self-control, 

self-discipline, self-denial, and will power are fundamental 

values (Crawford 1984; Maddox et al. 1968). 

In this moral environment obese individuals "are 

outcasts because they show their failure to achieve the 

goals the culture sets for everyone" (Mackenzie 1976tl33). 

Obese individuals are ascribed negative, often socially 

aggressive, attributes (Staffieri 1967, Kirkpatrick 1978) 

and are expected to have less satisfying personal lives than 

their thinner counterparts (Dion et al. 1972; Seid 1988). 

Maddox et al. (1968) found that handicapped individuals were 

regarded by children as being more acceptable than 

overweight ones, primarily because of a perception that a 

handicap in not under an individual's control, while body 

size is. These findings reinforce Goffman's (1963) 

conclusion that individuals perceived to be the cause of 

their stigmatized condition are subject to increased 

prejudice. 

Health as Personal Responsibility 

In American culture, health has long been bound up with 

notions of morality, and fitness with discipline of the 

spirit. "Physical fitness has always been a moral 

condition" as institutions such as the YMCA and YWCA attest 

(Stein 1982:167). Stein sees the battle between health and 
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disease as a remaking of "the old morality play," in which 

self-discipline is the key to the victory of good (health) 

over evil (disease). Physical health has become a 

substitute for spiritual salvation (Crawford 1984; Seid 

1988). 

Paralleling the development of the thinness ethic in 

recent years is the acceptance of health as personal 

responsibility. By maintaining a state of health the 

individual is responsive to him/herself and also to the 

collective society. Improved medical technology and 

advances in the standard of living have transferred the 

predominant causes of extended illness to lifestyle-related 

influences. Social programs and insurance structures mean 

that the costs of illnesses brought on by personal choices 

such as smoking, substance abuse, gluttony, and recklessness 

have become a national rather than a personal cost. 

Furthermore, capitalist philosophy mandates that the 

personal machinery (the body) must be maintained in good 

working order to keep the larger machinery (the economy) in 

production. In such a medical and economic environment, 

preserving one's own health has become "an individual moral 

obligation" (Knowles 1977) and a "moral duty" (Crawford 

1984). 

The link between thinness and health is easily made. 

Crawford (1984) views body weight as the "metaphor within 

the metaphor" of health as self control, and notes that when 
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people talk about being healthy, what they are describing is 

a desire to lose weight. Although overweight has been 

blamed as the contributor to a wide range of diseases and 

bodily ills ranging from coronary disease to diabetes to bad 

knees, no significant risks are incurred until an individual 

reaches at least 30% over weight standards (MacKenzie 1976). 

Nevertheless, even five to 10 pounds overweight is viewed as 

unhealthy. 

The current trends in personal responsibility for 

health and the drive for fitness have been viewed as 

reflections of conservative politics fostering a need for 

personal control in an unstable and threatening environment 

(Stein 1982). It also reflects the era's admonitions to cut 

corporate fat, tighten the belt, and strive for financial 

success and material rewards (Crawford 1984; Seid 1988). 

In a political economic environment undergoing social 

transformation and cultural upheaval such as that 

experienced in the U.S. in the past three decades, 

overweight has taken on an immoral quality because it is "a 

clear-cut symbol of consumption out of control" (Johnston 

1983:3). By contrast, thinness is the outward sign of self 

control and thus of a higher moral state. The thin person 

becomes an "exemplar of mastery of mind over body and 

virtuous self-denial" (Crawford 1984:70). The pursuit of 

thinness has become a striving for a "secular form of 

perfection" (Brumberg 1988:271), a "spiritual as well as 
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physical transformation" (Lawrence 1979«95). 

The Trend Toward Thinness as the Feminine Ideal 

The historical contributions to the current ideals of 

beauty are complex, and only a focussed summary is presented 

for the purposes of this discussion. A more extensive 

treatment of the issue if found in Banner (1983), Brumberg 

(1988), Schwartz (1986), and Seid (1988). 

Dieting first entered American thought following the 

Civil War when William Banting, an Englishman, published a 

book describing his successful weight loss by following a 

starch- and sugar-free diet prescribed for diabetics. 

Dieting for weight reduction, called "banting" in honor of 

the abovementioned author, achieved some attention during 

this period, but it was not until the turn of the 20th 

century that the "pressure to reduce" became a widespread 

preoccupation of American women (Banner 1983). 

At that time, the emergent discipline of nutrition 

helped to popularize the concept of calories and scientific 

eating to control not only nutrition, but body size. Body 

weight and appetite, once regarded as natural, were now seen 

as objects of conscious control. The idea that weight 

control was achieved through the restriction of calories 

consequently implied that overweight resulted from an 

individual's lack of control. Decisions about body size 

became moral decisions as a result of a set of historical 



61 

circumstances which superimposed "the weighty luggage of 

moralism, religion and perhaps our own forbidden wish to 

indulge in excess" onto the biological condition of weight 

(Stein 1982:169). 

Early sociological studies from the 1890's equated 

overweight with criminal deviance in women. Soon, 

overeating itself became criminal and overweight a "failure 

of personal morality" (Brumberg 1988:238). With the onset 

of World War I, overweight was seen as unpatriotic; being 

lean was a way to help beat the Kaiser (Peters 1918). By 

the 1920's, weight control had become a common and accepted 

part of life. It was during this time that the fashion 

industry turned to ready-to-wear clothing of standardized 

sizing, and thus focused attention not only on body size, 

but on a normative body size. Concurrent with this 

development was an explosion of messages about the standards 

of American beauty. The fashion and cosmetic industry, 

along with fashion photography, beauty contests, and motion 

pictures, were setting slenderness as the standard of 

American beauty. With the aid of the developing mass media, 

women of all ages and class backgrounds could view and 

subsequently strive to achieve the increasingly slender 

ideal of female beauty. 

The trend toward thinness which flourished in the 

1920's subsided by the end of the 1930's. The Great 

Depression, followed by World War II, brought rationing and 
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threats of food shortages, and by comparison made overweight 

an insignificant problem for most people. After World War 

II interest in weight control returned and grew throughout 

subsequent decades until "the preference for thinness was 

transmuted into a profound abhorrence of fat" (Seid 

1988:103). Technology responded with low calorie foods, 

non-caloric sweeteners, and appetite suppressants. 

Exercise became advocated as a means of weight control 

in the late 1950's. Currently, exercise has become not only 

a means of weight reduction, but the only road to the ideal 

feminine physique. Fitness has been added to slimness as a 

criterion of perfection among women. The resultant ideal is 

a "condensation of contradictions? thin and muscular, hard 

and curvaceous... those very muscles which empower are also 

the material of feminine curves" (Horse 1987:25). 

The pervasiveness of mass culture has created "a 

population responsive to imitate and take up the received 

images of femininity" (Orbach 1978:72). The mass media of 

magazines, advertising, and film and video images extends to 

all ages and aspects of life, and becomes part of the 

enculturation process of immigrants and children (see 

footnote 2 from Chapter 3). People, and women in particular 

(as more magazines related to the body and home are directed 

toward female readers), are constantly bombarded with 

messages telling them that to be attractive and desired, 

they must be thin. Often, as demonstrated in Chapter 4, 
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these messages draw upon the cultural model of thinness as 

morality. In doing so, they reinforce the belief that 

thinness is good, while overweight is morally deficient. 

Evidence for the mandate for thinness is found 

throughout American culture, in "dieter's specials" on 

menus, and on grocery shelves stocked with diet foods and 

diet aids. Bookstore racks are lined with diet books and 

virtually every magazine directed at female consumers offers 

some way to improve (i.e., reduce) the body through diet or 

exercise. "Again and again the message is pounded home« 

'Bat less and be thin. Eat even less and be thinner. Be 

beautiful!'" (Dyrenforth et al. 1980:31). 

Conflicting messages come in the same packaging. It is 

not uncommon for the same magazine to tell women how to diet 

and how to bake irresistible cookies. Cultural conflicts 

abound for the woman who wishes to follow the mandate to be 

thin and beautiful while at the same time to participate in 

a food-filled capitalist paradise where the stimulus to eat 

is everywhere (Brumberg 1988, Kaplan 1980). The cultural 

imperative for control of appetite has became a source of 

conflict for the individual because paradoxical stimuli to 

eat and not eat is everywhere (Brumberg 1988). Crawford 

(1984) states that the "mandate for discipline" clashes with 

a coexistent "mandate for pleasure," creating the desire to 

consume and stay thin at the same time. The issue of 

virtue arises because of the contradictory role of the 
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individual as both consumer and producer. Weight control as 

a virtuous activity is meant to provide a balance between 

"private appetite and public responsibility" (Bell 1979i21). 

In the late 20th century, external appearance remains 

highly prized. Our visually sophisticated, instantly 

gratified culture is more interested in packaging than 

content, whether the referent is a product or a person. The 

current cult of fitness finds health in the slender, toned 

body. Bating the right foods may be important in principle, 

but it is the outward signs that are most important. 

Discipline is the manifesto, yet the majority of the 

population seeks to acquire its physical effects without its 

behavioral costs. Analysis of the role this "marketing 

mentality" plays in realization of the cultural model as 

behavior is found in Chapter 6. 

The Moral Environment 

As noted in Chapter 3, the rhetoric shared by the 

cultural model and the Protestant ethic is not coincidental. 

Rather, it points to a shared value structure. The shift 

from a spiritual to a secular, physical focus reflects a 

cultural climate in which such a shift could take place. 

Religion, the traditional supplier of social solidarity 

and moral responsibility, has been eroded by the modern 

bureaucratic state and an autonomous economic sphere (Bell 

1979:84). Woodman (1982) characterizes the crisis of faith 
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as a search for an ideal. Whereas the projection of the 

Perfect was once on God, when God 'died,' that perfection 

needed to be transmitted elsewhere. It has found a place in 

the adulation of physical perfection. In the moral void 

that characterizes current American society, "the cult of 

diet and exercise is the closest thing our secular society 

offers women in terms of a coherent philosophy of the self" 

(Brumberg 1988:269). 

In our post-sexual revolution culture, the notion of 

the immorality of overweight has replaced the immorality of 

sexuality (Seid 1988). Where it was once immoral to 

indulge in (pre-marital) sex, it is now indecent to indulge 

in calorie laden desserts. Turner (1984) notes that diet 

was originally a means to control desire, such as the 

fasting of various religions. Today, however, because of 

modern secularization of the body, diet "exists to promote 

and preserve desire." Thinness exists as a paradox in 

American culture: is the sign of virtue, yet, as will be 

addressed, it is also the signal of sexually availability. 

The person who is disciplined in exercise and restrained in 

eating is at the same time expected to be uninhibited in 

sexual activity. 

Changing Roles of Women 

Beauty and goodness have historically been the special 

attributes, as well as the special duty, of women (Banner 
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1983). The word "beauty" is derived from the Latin bellus. 

{diminutive of bonus. meaning good), and the two "feminine" 

traits are still equated in Western minds. Physical beauty 

often has been equated with moral sensitivity or moral 

goodness. Before World War I, both feminists and beauty 

experts agreed that beauty was within the reach of any 

woman, providing she follow the proper ethical path. By the 

1920's, the spiritually superior status of women had waned, 

and beauty became the product of external devices rather 

than an internal state (Banner 1983). 

During Victorian times, a woman's moral state--her 

capacity for self control — was gauged by her appetite. A 

hearty appetite was considered a sign of unrestrained 

sexuality. Self control in appetite is still considered a 

feminine trait, but as noted above, the message implied by a 

slender body has taken a dramatic shift. In the 1920's 

slenderness became a statement of more than just the 

achievement of beauty. Birth control had become more widely 

available and utilized, and as a result, sexuality and 

reproduction could for the first time reliably be separated. 

The curvaceous, ample body was a sign of obligated 

motherhood, while the slender body came to symbolize 

increased sexual confidence and freedom (Brumberg 1988). 

The slender body continues to be equated with sexual 

availability, and more recently, with intelligence. 

Over the course of the 20th century, as the proportion of 
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American women graduating from college and working as 

professionals has increased, the standard of bodily 

attractiveness for women has become less curvaceous 

Silverstein et al. 1986). Other studies have demonstrated 

that curvaceous women are rated as less competent and less 

Intelligent (Kleinke and Staneski 1980), traits which have 

also been attributed to overweight individuals. It has been 

suggested that this trend toward tubular body shapes 

corresponds to the increase in the prevalence of dieting 

among women (Agras 1987, Morris et al. 1989). 

Furthermore, with increased levels of education and 

employment among females, many women no longer need to rely 

on a male partner to provide means of living. Virginity, 

once prized for its exchange value in marriage, is now of 

lesser importance in many situations. Yet, in a world where 

virginity has reduced exchange value, good looks--

particularly thinness--has come to be perceived as the dowry 

in the marriage exchange or relationship contract. What is 

more, with the rise in divorce rates, being attractive 

enough to win a partner is not necessarily a one-time need. 

Women feel compelled to sustain attractiveness as insurance 

against the need to remarry (Morse 1987). 

Despite changes in the roles of women and greater 

inroads into male-dominated professions, women still subject 

themselves to the "tyranny of slenderness" developed by male 

dominated society and reenforced by the advertising media 
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(Chernin 1981). Competition among women remains an issue, 

and another's success at losing weight brings not so much 

delight from her female associates as jealousy toward her 

and despair at their own physical state. 

It was noted in Chapter 4 that manipulation of rhetoric 

can be used to raise consciousness about cultural values 

associated with particular terms. It can also be used to 

promote cultural hegemony (Keesing 1987). Although the 

rhetoric associated with the cultural model of weight 

control as morality is being used within feminist literature 

(see Chernin 1981 and Orbach 1978, for example), it remains 

to be determined whether its intent is to raise 

consciousness or is merely the unconscious reflection of a 

culturally pervasive model. 

Summary 

Several factors operating within American culture 

create the context in which the cultural model of weight 

control as morality operates and retains relevance. The 

most obvious of these factors involves the popular culture 

spheres of fashion and the mass media which dictate the 

beauty standard against which women (and to a lesser degree 

men) judge themselves. The standard of beauty for American 

women has become thinner and thinner throughout the course 

of the 20th century until today both thinness and muscle 

tone are requisites for the American beauty. 
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Acting in conjunction with imposed standards of beauty 

is the ascription of personal responsibility for health. 

Since health and slenderness have become synonymous (as have 

overweight and ill health), the moral imperative to stay 

healthy now extends its directive force to weight control. 

Whereas the Protestant ethic was seen as seminal to the 

development of an ethic of weight control, the current moral 

environment provided the opportunity for its external 

manifestations to take prominence in American culture. 

Additionally, changes in the roles of women in American 

society have contributed to both the incentive to diet and 

the change in value placed on thinness. 

Under these conditions, it is not only plausible but 

likely that a cultural model for dieting as morality should 

exist. Historically dominant themes empower the cultural 

models which have greatest force at any given time (Quinn 

and Holland 1987). Such models become internally motivating 

to the extent that not achieving the goals prescribed by 

them and failing to follow the cultural directives embodied 

in them becomes anxiety producing (D'Andrade 1984). 

Therefore, resisting the directive forces to be thin may 

become near to impossible, even though the ideal 

realistically may be unattainable. An examination of the 

role of the cultural model in influencing behavior will be 

undertaken in Chapter 6. 
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CHAPTER 6 

The Cultural Model as Guide to Behavior 

Cultural models exist as public accumulations of 

knowledge and as private, cognitive paradigms for construing 

the world (Keesing 1987). In order to interpret the model 

one cannot lose sight of the fact that it is at once 

collective and a "mentally held principle" (Clement 

1982:194). Following Keesing, this analysis is an attempt 

to see "how individuals cognize and use models they (partly) 

share with others, models that are common coin in the 

community" (Keesing 1987:377). 

Both Chapters 4 and 5 have provided evidence of the 

culture-wide existence of the cultural model of weight 

control as morality. In this chapter, the manner in which 

the model operates as a cognitive construct which influences 

the behavior of adolescent girls will be examined. The 

analysis will encompass what is indexed by the cultural 

model as well as the ways in which levels of cognitive 

salience may determine the extent to which the cultural 

model guides action. 

It will be demonstrated that although there is evidence 

that the model functions in a consistent manner to influence 

girls' thoughts about themselves and others, its affect on 

weight controlling activities may be sporadic. It is 

proposed that although actual weight reducing activity (i.e. 
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dieting and exercise) may not be occurring, talk about one's 

body and the intent to engage in such activity in itself 

constitutes action as it serves to create and project an 

image of self. In this manner cultural models are not just 

determiners of social reality, but elements in its active 

negotiation. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the 

implications of these findings for data collection and 

diagnosis of eating disorders. 

What is Indexed bv the Cultural Model 

Cultural models are expressions of cultural goals 

(Quinn 1982, Lakoff 1987). The cultural model under 

examination expresses two levels of cultural goals. The 

first is an aesthetic goal of attractiveness, which, as 

noted previously, is subject to fluctuations in cultural 

standards of beauty. A second, more basic issue of control 

connects the model to its source in the Protestant ethics 

fear of overweight is primarily a fear of lack of control 

(Good and Good 1981). 

As a reflection of collective goals, the cultural model 

acts as a frame for a social reality. Drawing upon one 

aspect of the frame (e.g. guilt) brings with it a 

prototypical world which, as has been noted in Chapter 5, 

involves a complex array of historical and cultural factors. 

The cultural model draws its authority not from being an 

isolated construct, but from its associations with other 
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cultural goals and ultimately from Its source model (see 

Chapter 3). It therefore neither exists nor operates in a 

vacuum, but is linked to other images and experiences, which 

constitute a network of thought- and behavior-influencing 

beliefs. Good and Good (1981) define such a meaning-

centered construct as a semantic network. 

A semantic network consists of a core symbol which acts 

as a locus of meaning for other cultural idioms that are 

themselves related by their association with the core symbol 

(Good and Good 1981, Turner 1967). The link may be to a 

basic societal value (in this case, control) or to private 

associations (e.g., family, self esteem), and may be based 

on causal, syntagmatic, or metaphoric relationships. 

The semantic network paradigm resembles the model for 

radial categories, in which seemingly unrelated items can 

co-occur in a category due to their relation to the 

prototype (Lakoff 1987). (See Chapter 2 for a discussion of 

these concepts.) Both semantic networks and radial 

categories provide insight into the ways in which concepts 

are cognitively mapped for members of a culture. As applied 

in semantic network theory, the related elements illustrate 

how variant life events and experiences converge during an 

illness episode. 

As demonstrated in this report, the concepts of weight 

control and morality are intertwined and deeply ingrained in 

American culture. Thinness has become equated with health, 
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virtue, productiveness, and social acceptability (Ritenbaugh 

1982; Seid 1988; Stein 1982f 1985). This notion is 

supported by the popular media, particularly advertising. 

Due to thsir links to perceptions of self worth, popularity 

and sexuality, the behaviors organized and guided by the 

cultural model may be acting as an idiom of distress through 

which concern about these other issues is being 

communicated. Attention to such behavior could assist in 

the diagnosis of eating disorders and other psychological 

disturbances. 

The cultural model of weight control as morality acts 

as an idiom of distress in the sense that undue concern 

about weight can be a signal of other disturbances within an 

adolescent's life. These disturbances are most often 

recognized when manifested as an eating disorder such as 

anorexia or bulimia. It is proposed, however, that talk 

about the body and weight, revealing a deep-seated concern 

about size and appearance, may itself be operating as an 

idiom of distress. Concern over body size may be signaled 

through extensive use of the rhetoric within the framework 

of the cultural model. 

Behavioral Implications 

Cultural models, as expressions of cultural goals, are 

the products of social and historical forces (Quinn 1982, 

Lakoff 1987). They are also the product of personal 
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experience, as Kempton (1987) has shown in his study of folk 

theories of home heat control. When alternative folk 

theories exist, the model adopted by an individual is the 

result of what is learned both through socialization and 

through empirical experience. Kempton's evaluation 

parallel's Young's (1981) characterization of knowledge as 

recursive and processual. The individual, or actor, 

continually evaluates his "knowledge" against is intentions, 

expectations and perceptions of events at hand, as well as 

in comparison to bits of knowledge about similar events or 

circumstances. 

It has been demonstrated that the cultural model of 

weight control as morality is manifested differentially in 

the speech of adolescent girls (see Chapter 3). This has 

been shown to indicate a disparity in the completeness with 

which the model is adopted by the speaker. Additionally, 

which aspects of the model which are foregrounded or 

emphasized by a particular individual may reflect the degree 

of cognitive salience those aspects have for the speaker. 

Similarly, the degree of salience which a cultural model has 
4 

for an individual member of a culture may be predictive of 

level at which the model guides behavior for that 

individual. The greater the degree of cognitive salience, 

the greater its affect upon the individual's speech and 

actions. 

Socialization determines the degree of directive force 



a model has on an individual's thought and behavior. Thus, 

although each person is exposed to the macrocultural 

directive that thinness is desirable and in fact necessary, 

an individual whose microcultural socialization re-

emphasizes this goal is more likely to embrace it as a 

personal belief. Microcultural socialization as it affects 

the adolescents analyzed in this report is defined as 

parental and sibling influences, the actual physique of the 

girl, and her interrelationships with peers. Family history 

of weight gain, more so than family religious background, 

was found to impact on employment of the model. 

(30) I: ...do you think that that idea (being thin) 
started with something? 

S: ...a lot of it I think also has to do with the 
fact that um, my aunt and my grandmother are 
incredibly overweight individuals and I saw that 
when I was young, and I never wanted to be like 
that, and I decided that I'm not going to be like 
that....It was just like it was just like a 'don't 
let that happen to you' kind of thing. Cuz they 
are very unhappy cuz they're like that. 

Spiro (1984) identifies five levels of cognitive 

salience at which a cultural model or cultural frame may 

exist within the belief system of an individuali 

1. Social actors learn about the propositions through 
enculturation. 

2. The actors come to understand the traditional 
meanings associated with the propositions. 

3. The actors internalize the propositions as true, 
thus acquiring them as personal beliefs. Though they 
are internalized, they as yet do not have a direct 
affect on behavior. 
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4. The culturally constituted beliefs influence the 
behavior of the actors by structuring their perceptions 
and thus guiding their actions. 

5. In its most embedded form, the proposition as 
belief acquires emotional and motivational force, and 
thus has the capacity to instigate behavior. 

The deterministic quality attributed to cultural frames 

by Spiro is not upheld by more recent cognitive theorists 

(Keesing 1974, 1981, 1987; and Quinn and Holland 1987, for 

example) who propose that cultural models guide behavior but 

do not generate it. In this view, cultural models are a 

"framework of interpretation," not a set of rules for 

behavior (Keesing 1987s372). 

The Cultural Model as Manifested in Behavior 

Cultural models are similar to scripts in that they can 

invoke scenes or worlds in which people and things operate 

in simplified and expected manners (Fillmore 1977; see 

Chapter 2). As such, they may have a "dynamic role in 

guiding expectations and actions" (Quinn and Holland 1987). 

Two intrinsic motivational systems seem be in operation 

with respect to cultural models: the first motivates by 

relatively direct personal reward, the second from 

attachment to a particular set of cultural values. Learning 

a system does not automatically mean an individual follows 

its rules. Particular parts of the cultural meaning system 

may come to exert directive force, experienced as an 

obligation to act in a certain way (D'Andrade 1984). 
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The goals stipulated in the cultural meaning system are 

intrinsically rewarding because they reflect and reinforce 

existing cultural values. Through socialization, achieving 

culturally prescribed goals and following cultural 

directives becomes motivationally satisfying. Not doing so 

is anxiety producing (Spiro 1961, as cited in D'Andrade 

1984). 

Four levels of behavioral influence are hypothesized, 

and are related to Spiro's levels of salience. Influence on 

behavior may range from routine participation in a cultural 

cliche to motivation of an extreme activity (i.e., 

disordered eating). The most common manifestation of the 

model among the examined population is as a guide for 

occasional attempts at weight reduction and more frequent 

attempts at negotiation of a self image through speech. The 

levels of behavioral influence are elaborated below. 

Cultural cliches 

At one end of the behavioral continuum, the cultural 

model acts as a template for rote or ritualized speech. The 

level at which the model then exists for the speaker is not 

as a guide to behavior, but as "cultural cliche," a 

proposition to which members of the cultural have given 

assent, but which is not "internalized" as a personal belief 

(Spiro 1984). In other words, not everyone who utilizes the 

model in creating discourse feels compelled to adhere to its 
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(33) I« DO you ever feel guilty about eating? 

Ss Sometimes, yeah. Like--oh no, like when my 
parents aren't home or something, and I'm hungry, 
and I can't, you know, I can't think of anything I 
want and I'll start eating cookies and stuff, and 
it's like 'I shouldn't be eating this' and... 

I: And then do you stop or do you just... 

S> I keep going, (laughs) 

Motivation of disordered eating 

In some instances adherence to the model may be seen to 

motivate extreme behavior which could be indicative of an 

eating disorder or a propensity for disordered eating. 

(34) ...I was on a fast, a two or three day fast, and, 
um, I think it was the third day or something like 
that...and a friend brought out this box of 
chocolate eclairs and I thought I was just going 
to die, so I just took like a bite or, or two of 
it, and, ah, I felt completely full but also 
overwhelming guilt, so I ran to the bathroom (to 
throw up) 

(35) Is How often do you feel guilty about what you 
eat? Do. you feel guilty about it? 

S: Yeah. 

Is How often do you say, like, is it like 
everyday? 

S: Probably about once a week. Well, I'm better 
than I was. 

I: Why? What used to happen? 

S: (laughs) Um, I used to make myself throw up. 

The use of religious idioms in the speech of anorectics 

has been noted by Banks (1988) and R. Bell (1985). Both 
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authors suggest that the fundamental issue for anorectics is 

control of the body. The rhetoric of the source model, 

borrowed into this cultural model, could provide a means of 

rationalizing the controlling behaviors undertaken by these 

girls. 

It has been stated that a sense of lack of control in 

one's external environment prompts the drive for control of 

the body (Lawrence 1979; Stein 1982). Women in particular 

are seen to have adopted control over their bodies as a 

"means of taking charge of a world that is uncontrollable" 

(Lawrence 1979:97). Mitchell notes that for women there are 

moral and social gains to be had from controlling the body, 

"an act which fosters the illusion that they are controlling 

their lives" (1987:159). 

Guide for occasional behavior 

For the majority of girls participating in this 

research, the cultural model appears to be internalized as a 

truth or personal belief which structures their perceptions 

of themselves and others, and serves as a guide to their 

actions. "Actions" within the context of this report are 

taken to be actual weight reduction activity as well as 

weight reduction talk. 

Guidance can be continual or may be accessed 

sporadically. More stringent users spoke of "rules" which 

guided their lives across the board. Others seemed to 
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utilize the model occasionally, in response to specific 

events. In both these instances, the model provides 

guidelines for behavior; it is the individual's choice 

whether to adhere to the model or reject it on any 

particular occasion. At this level of embeddedness, non-

adherence to the model can result in negative feelings, as 

though some rule had been breached. Such feelings are not 

necessarily enough to influence future behavior, however: 

(36) I: Do you ever feel guilty about eating? 

S: Yes, all the time. 

It You feel guilty all the time? 

Ss Yeah, but I just put it away. Ignore it. 

Is You ignore the guilt? 

S: Uh hum. Like, I'll feel bad about this later, 
but who's thinking about later. This is now. 

Guide for speech 

Even when specific weight reducing activity is not 

undertaken, the model serves as a guide for thought and 

speech and is employed by speakers to negotiate social 

reality (Lutz 1988). It has been suggested that speech 

about weight control is itself a form of "working on it," so 

critical in American society (Nichter and Moore in press). 

American adults, and through socialization adolescent girls, 

have adopted the values that drive marketing and a consumer 

economy: What is important is how the product is packaged, 

i.e., what it promises to do, not what it does. In other 
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words, America's "consumption economy... finds its reality in 

appearances" (Bell 1979). Within such an atmosphere, 

observable activities may replace unobservable values 

(Wuthnow 1987). In the context of this model, talk about 

the need, desire, or intention to lose weight may replace 

the self control necessary to actually do so. Hence, it can 

be said that girls who talk about dieting are working on an 

image just as much as those that are actually participating 

in weight control activities. 

In an earlier paper (Nichter and Moore in press) it was 

found that other formulaic statements about weight index an 

excessive concern with weight and weight control which is 

not necessarily reflected in weight reducing activity. The 

formulaic discourse in itself functions as an act of 

'working on oneself' and in many instances is not 

accompanied by directed activity. Informants have noted 

that talk about dieting and fears of overweight are 

expressed for the purpose of receiving feedback that negates 

these fears. 

(37) ...people say 'Oh, I'm fat," you know, and you're 
supposed to tell them 'Oh no you're not'....It's 
just like something that people say. 

(38) S: (when someone says 'I'm so fat') about six or 
seven girls go 'no you're not!' Probably it's 
just because you know you like to hear that people 
don't think you're fat....but I'd say I'd say not 
very many of them mean that, mean it when they say 
it. They just want to hear 'oh no you're not.' 
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The rhetoric which frames and evokes the cultural model 

may be used by a speaker to discursively constitute reality, 

and in so doing, to create as "self" in relation to 

interlocutors (Goffman 1959). Use of the discourse 

demonstrates that the individual is a responsible person 

concerned about her appearance and her behavior (Hope 1980). 

By taking an apologistic stance and revealing that she was 

"bad," a girl inoculates herself against investigation into 

other aspects of her weight control behavior. By confessing 

a small evil, greater evils may remain concealed (Barthes 

1973). 

Chapter 5 addressed research which indicates that 

dieting is a cultural obsession and thinness a morally 

correct ideal for which to strive. Under such conditions, 

talking about dieting can become as important as, and in 

some senses a substitute for, action. In light of this 

awareness we must ask how is the unconscious cultural model 

is affecting survey and interview data, particularly in 

cases involving self report about the issue of weight 

control. Several recent surveys (Sassy 1989, Self 1989), 

including one associated with this research, have indicated 

that large numbers of teenage girls are dieting. What has 

not been fully interpreted are the meanings and behaviors 

behind the statements "yes, I diet" or "no, I don't diet." 

Such analysis may affect interpretation of both survey and 

ethnographic data (see Nichter and Moore in press). 
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Inasmuch as the model of weight control as morality is 

a reflection of American culture, it is a guide for 

behavior. As an expression of a view of the world, the 

model influences judgement made about self worth and the 

worth of others. It thus exerts a hegemonic affect and acts 

as a mechanism for perpetuating the status quo (Keesing 

1987). 

It is important to note the pervasiveness of the need 

for thinness within a culture (adolescents) which prides 

itself on rebellion. By reappropriating styles of fashion 

in clothing and personal appearance, teenagers are 

challenging conventionality of the adult world. They 

employ what Bakhtin as termed the "carnivalesque," a world 

outside of and in opposition to the disciplined social order 

of officialdom (1968). Nevertheless, although clothing and 

hair may be areas in which the carnivalesque can manifest, 

body shape is not subject to the same license. Regardless 

of the rebellion stated through fashion, girls 

"predominantly strive for a common ideal of beauty 

associated with thinness" (Nichter and Nichter in press). 

Summary 

Cultural models theory offers insights for the study of 

language as a form of social action. An understanding of 

the model behind the rhetoric used to define it permits a 
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better understanding of what action is being taken by the 

use of words associated with it. The rhetoric of the model 

can act as a cry of distress or a call for help. It can 

simply reflect the desire to keep up with the cultural 

standards of both beauty and self control, or act to 

negotiate social reality for the speaker. It can also exist 

as a cultural cliche, thus functioning as a formulaic or 

ritual device meant to promote social interaction (see 

Nichter and Moore in press). 

People utilize the frames and models in interpreting 

their lives. They do not provide automatic answers, but 

lenses through which experience can be viewed and decisions 

reached (Frake 1977). Thus, they may have a variable affect 

of behavior between individuals and for the same individual 

over time. 

The frequency as well as the completeness of usage may 

signal the degree of cognitive (as well as emotional) 

salience which the model holds for the speaker. In this 

regard, analysis of speech for patterns indicative of the 

cultural model may be useful in the diagnosis of eating or 

personality disorders at the extreme, or serve as clues to 

distress which may develop into such disorders. Observation 

of frequency alone cannot be taken as a final diagnostic 

tool, however. The meanings behind the rhetoric, both in 

the context of the culture and the individual, must be 

explicated. Application of the semantic network theory may 



provide insights into the meanings held by individuals 

utilizing the model and its rhetoric to negotiate social 

realty. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Conclusions 

Cultural models are cognitive scheiaas which help 

individuals organize and access cultural knowledge. 

Cultural models have defined though fluid boundaries, and 

consist of concepts related by their association with a 

central, governing value. Together, these elements frame a 

taken-for-granted social world in which events and relations 

take place in a simplified, prototypic manner. The 

prototypic nature of the cultural model permits it to be 

easily transmitted between individuals through language 

socialization. 

Analysis of the discourse of adolescent girls gave 

evidence that a cultural model exists which equates weight 

control with morality. The interrelated use of elements of 

the model, found in the speech of multiple informants, 

permitted construction of a complete model, defined by 

concepts of good and bad behavior, temptation, and the 

constant struggle to achieve perfection. Individual 

utilization of the model was shown to be variable, a 

condition attributed to the degree to which the model is 

embedded in the belief system of the individual. This in 

itself is the product of socialization and personal 

experience. In addition, the fluid nature of the cultural 

model allows for fragmentary adoption by individuals, and 

permits contradictory models to co-exist within the mind of 
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the user without dissonance. 

Variation in the influence the cultural model on 

behavior has also been attributed to the status of the model 

within the individual's belief system. Four levels of 

influence were proposed for the analyzed model, ranging from 

use as a cultural cliche to motivation of disordered eating. 

The predominant influence was found to be as an occasional 

guide to behavior, be that behavior weight controlling 

action or discourse about such action. It was found that 

talk about weight control is itself a form of social action 

in which the model could be used to negotiate perceptions of 

self, and thus, social reality. One form of negotiation of 

self involves use of the model as an idiom of distress. 

Cultural models are products of culture, modified by 

historical and social events and as such may be fully 

understood only in light of their context. It was shown that 

the cultural model of weight control as morality is the 

nexus of multiple forces. Yet, fundamentally, the model is 

delineated by a rhetoric which links it most closely with 

the domain of religion and ethics. It was hypothesized that 

the rhetorical links are the manifestations of more 

intrinsic structural similarities! ethical behavior and 

weight controlling behavior are being judged on the basis of 

the same cognitive and cultural guidelines. Control is the 

central concept which links the cultural model to its source 

model in the Protestant ethic. 
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APPENDIX A 

THE APPLIED SIGNIFICANCE 

OF THIS RESEARCH 

The analysis of cultural models such as the one described 

in this paper provides indication that the motivation to be 

thin is deeply ingrained and complex, and tied, in the manner 

of semantic networks, to ideas about personal worth. The 

wealth of information communicated in the cultural model can 

be valuable in the diagnosis of disordered eating and distress 

about the body. It can also be useful in the creation of 

educational programs which might prevent or lessen the 

severity of these conditions. 

The importance of defining cultural symbols and their 

meanings in order to provide culturally relevant intervention 

programs is recognized in medical anthropology (Hertzel, 

Wenkam and Standal 1982). The meanings of thinness, indexed 

by the cultural model and reflected in its rhetoric, must be 

taken into account if effective educational programs are to 

be introduced. 

Still, even if cultural sensitivity is incorporated into 

education programs, dramatic and immediate effects should not 

be expected. Cultural models are slow to change, due to 

cognitive constraints and, more importantly, constraints that 

are derived from the social nature of the model. Educational 

programs will do little to change the model as a cultural 
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construct. Nevertheless, the model also exists as a 

cognitive, personally held schema, and one which is subject 

to change based on individual experience. Therefore, "bottom-

up" interventions can be effected on the manner in which the 

model is accepted, and the ways in which it influences 

behavior. 

Spiro (1984) has proposed that meaning systems, deprived 

of emotional importance, become "cultural cliches" and are 

not internalized as personal beliefs. Raising awareness of 

the existence of the cultural model, and of the motivational 

power with which it is imbued, may serve to create a more 

realistic appraisal of the mandate to be thin. 



90 

REFERENCES 

Agras, W. S. 
1987 Eating Disorders! Management of Obesity, Bulimia 
and Anorexia Nervosa. New Yorki Pergamon Press. 

All the Things You Wouldn't Even Tell Your Friends. 
1989 Sassy, August:78-81. 

Banks, C. 
1988 Religious Fundamentalism and the Meaning of 
Anorexia. American Anthropolical Association Meetings, 
Phoenix, Arizona. 

Banner, Lois W. 
1983 American Beauty. New Yorki Alfred A. Knopf. 

Barthes, Roland 
1973 Mythologies. A. Davis, transl. London: Paladin. 

Bell, Daniel 
1979 The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism. Londoni 
Heinemann. 

Bell, Rudolph M. 
1985 Holy Anorexia. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Brubaker, Rogers 
1984 The Limits of Rationality: An Essay on the Social 

and Moral Thought of Max Weber. London: George Allen 
& Unwin. 

Brumberg, Joan Jacobs 
1988 Fasting Girls. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press. 

Carr, J. E. 
1978 Ethno-Behaviorism and the Culture-Bound Syndromes: 
The Case of Amok. Culture Medicine and Psychiatry 
2:269-293. 

Caws, Peter 
1974 Operational, Representational, and Explanatory 
Models. American Anthropologist 76:1-11. 

Chernin, Kim 
1981 The Obsession: Reflections on the Tyranny of 
Slenderness. New York: Harper and Row. 



91 

Clement, D. H. 
1982 Samoan Folk Knowledge of Mental Disorders. In 
Cultural Conceptions of Mental Health and Therapy. A. 
J. Marsella and 6. White, eds. Pp. 193-215. 
Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel Publishing Company. 

Crawford, Robert 
1984 A Cultural Account of "Health"« Control, Release, 
and the Social Body. In. Issues in the Political Economy 
of Health Care. McKinley, ed. Pp. 60-101. 

D'Andrade, Roy 6. 
1984 Cultural Meaning Systems. In Culture Theory« 
Essays on Mind, Self, and Emotion. Richard Shweder and 
Robert Levine, eds. Pp. 88-119. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

1987 A Folk Model of the Mind. In Cultural Models in 
Language and Thought. Dorothy Holland and Naomi Quinn, 
eds. Pp. 112-148. New York: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Dion, K., E. Berscheid, and E. Walster 
1972 What is Beautiful is Good. Journal of Personality 

and Social Psychology 24:285-290. 

Douglas, Mary 
1970 Natural Symbols: Explorations in Cosmology. New 
York: Pantheon. 

Durkheim, Emile 
1966 The Division of Labor in Society. George Simpson, 
transl. New York: The Free Press. 

Dyrenforth, Sue R., Orland W. Wooley, and Susan C. Wooley 
1980 A Woman's Body in a Man's World: A Review of 
Findings on Body Image and Weight Control. In A 
Woman's Conflict: The Special Relationship Between 
Women and Food. Jane R. Kaplan, ed. Pp. 30-57. 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, Inc. 

Eisele, Jill, Doris Hertsgaard, and Harriett K. Light 
1986 Factors Related to Eating Disorders in Young 
Adolescent Girls. Adolescence 21:283-290. 

Fillmore, Charles J. 
1976 The Need for a Frame Semantics in Linguistics. 
In Statistical Methods in Linguistics. ED and PP 
Stockholm:Skriptor. 

1977 Frame Semantics and the Nature of Language. In 
Origin and Evolution of Language and Speech. S. 
Harnad, H. Stecklis, and J. Lancaster, eds. New York: 
New York Academy of Sciences. 



92 

Foucault, Michel 
1972 The Archaeology of Knowledge. New Yorki Pantheon 
Books. 

Frake, Charles 0. 
1977 Plying Frames Can Be Dangerousi Some Reflections 
on Methodology in Cognitive Anthropology. Quarterly 
Newsletter of the Institute for Comparative Human 
Development It 1-7. 

Goffman, Erving 
1959 The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Garden 
City, NY: Doubleday Anchor Books. 

1963 Stigma. Englewood Cliffs, NJ« Prentice Hall. 

Good, Byron J. 
1977 The Heart of What's the Matter: The Semantics of 
Illness in Iran. Culture, Medicine and Psychiatry 
1:25-58. 

Good, Byron J., and Mary-Jo Del Vecchio Good 
1981 The Semantics of Medical Discourse. In Sciences 
and Cultures. Everett Mendelsohn and Yehuda Elkana, 
eds. Pp. 177-212. Dondrecht, Holland: D. Reidel 
Publishing Company. 

Goodenough, Ward H. 
1957 Cultural Anthropology and Linguistics. In Report 
of the Seventh Annual Round Table Meeting on 
Linguistics and Language Study, Georgetown University 
Monograph Series on Language and Linguistics No. 9. 
P.L. Gravin, ed. Pp. 167-177. Washington, D.C.: 
Georgetown University Press. 

Hertzler, Ann A., N. Wenkam, and Bluebell Standal 
1982 Classifying Cultural Food Habits and Meanings. 
Journal of the American Dietetic Association 
80:421-425. 

Heyn, Dalma 
1989 Body Hate. Ms. July/August: 35-36. 

Hill, Heidi 
1986 The Devil in Disguise: Fat and the Feminine in 
Modern North America. Northwest Anthropological 
Research Notes 20: 105-111. 

Hill, Jane 
1988 Language, Culture and World View. In Linguistics: 
The Cambridge Survey Vol. IV. Frederick Newmeyer, ed. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



93 

Holland, Dorothy and Naomi Quinn 
1987 Cultural Models in Language and Thought. 
Cambridge! Cambridge University Press. 

Holland, Dorothy, and Debra Skinner 
1987 Prestige and Intimacy: The Cultural Models Behind 

Americans' Talk About Gender Types. In Cultural Models 
in Language and Thought. Dorothy Holland and Naomi 
Quinn, eds. Pp. 78-111. New Yorki Cambridge 
University Press. 

Hope, Christine 
1980 American Beauty Rituals. In Rituals and Ceremonies 
in Popular Culture. Ray B. Browne, ed. Pp. 226-237. 
Bowling Green, OHt Bowling Green University Popular 
Press. 

How We Eat Now. 
1989 Self, March: 194-197. 

Johnston, Jessica Ruth 
1983 The Double Bind: 'Eat and Stay Thin': Food as a 
Condensed Cultural Symbol in Advertising and the 
Overweight Stigma, 1890-1980. Unpublished Doctoral 
Dissertation, California State University. 

Kaplan, Jane R. 
1980 Introduction: Beauty and the Feast. In A Woman's 
Conflict: The Special Relationship Between Women and 
Food. Jane R. Kaplan, ed. Pp. 1-14. Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Kay, Paul 
1987 Linguistic Competence and Folk Theories of 
Language: Two English Hedges. In. Cultural Models in 
Language and Thought. Dorothy Holland and Naomi Quinn, 
eds. Pp. 67-77. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Keesing, Roger M. 
1974 Theories of Culture. Annual Review of Anthropology 
3:73-97. 

1981 Cultural Anthropology: A Contemporary Perspective. 
New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 

1987 Models, "Folk" and "Cultural": Paradigms Regained? 
In Cultural Models in Language and Thought. Dorothy 
Holland and Naomi Quinn, eds. Pp. 369-393. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 



94 

Kempton, Willett 
1987 Two Theories of Home Heat Control. In Cultural 
Models in Language and Thought. Dorothy Holland and 
Naomi Quinn, eds. Pp. 222-242. New Yorki Cambridge 
University Press. 

Kirkpatrick, S. W. , and D. M. Sanders 
1978 Body Image Stereotypesi A Developmental Comparison. 
Journal of Genetic Psychology 132(87-95. 

Kleinke, C. L., and R. A. Staneski 
1980 First Impressions of Female Bust Size. Journal of 
Social Psychology 110s123-134. 

Knowles, John H. 
1977 The Responsibility of the Individual. Daedalus 

Wintert 358-368. 

Lakoff, George 
1987 Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Lawrence, Marilyn 
1979 Anorexia Nervosa--The Contol Paradox. Women's 
Studies International Quarterly 2:93-101. 

Leon, Gloria Rakita 
1980 Is it Bad Not to Be Thin? American Journal of 
Clinical Nutrition 33:174-175. 

Linde, Charlotte 
1987 Explanatory Systems in Oral Life Stories. In 
Cultural Models in Language and Thought. Dorothy 
Holland and Naomi Quinn, eds. Pp. 343-366. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Lutz, Catherine A. 
1988 Unnatural Emotions: Everyday Sentiments on a 
Micronesian Atoll and Their Challenge to Western 
Theory. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Mackenzie, Margaret 
1976 Obesity as Failure in the American Culture. 
Obesity and Bariatric Medicine 5:132-133. 

Maddox, George D., Kurt W. Back, and Veronica R. Liederman 
1968 Overweight as Social Deviance and Disability. 
Journal of Health and Social Behavior 9:287-298. 



95 

Miller, George 
1956 The Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two: Some 
Limits on Our Ability to Process Information. 
Psychological Review 63«81-97. 

Millman, Marcia 
1980 Such a Pretty Face. New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company. 

Mitchell, Jean 
1987 'Going for the Burn' and 'Pumping Iron'i What's 
Healthy About the Current Fitness Boom? In Fed Up and 
Hungry* Women, Oppression & Food. Marilyn Lawrence, 
ed. Pp. 156-174. NY: Peter Bedrick Books. 

Morris, Abigail, Troy Cooper, and Peter Cooper 
1989 The Changing Shape of Female Fashion Models. 
International Journal of Eating Disorders 8*593-596. 

Morse, Margaret 
1987 Artemis Aging* Exercise and the Female Body on 
Video. Discourse 10*20-53. 

Nichter, Mark 
1981 Idioms of Distress* Alternatives in the Expression 
of Psychosocial Distress* A Case Study from South 
India. Culture, Medicine and Psychiatry 5*379-408. 

Nichter, Mark, and Mimi Nichter 
In press Hype and Weight. Medical Anthropology. 

Nichter, Mimi, and Nancy Moore 
In press Fat Talk. Medical Anthropology. 

Niebuhr, Reinhold 
1958 Pious and Secular America. New York* Charles 
Scribner's Sons. 

Orbach, Susie 
1978 Fat is a Feminist Issue. New York* Berkely Books. 
Pennycock, Wil 

1987 Anorexia and Adolescence. In Fed Up and Hungry. 
Marilyn Lawrence, ed. Pp. 74-85. New York* Peter 
Bedrick Books, Inc. 

Peters, Lulu Hunt 
1918 Diet and Health with a Key to the Calories. 
Chicago* Reilly and Britton Company 



96 

Price, Laurie 
1987 Ecuadorian Illness Stories* Cultural Knowledge in 

Natural Discourse. In. Cultural Models in Language and 
Thought. Dorothy Holland and Naomi Quinn, eds. Pp. 
313-342. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Quinn, Naomi 
1982 "Commitment" in American Marriaget A Cultural 
Analysis. American Ethnologist 3i775-798. 

1987 Convergent Evidence for a Cultural Model of 
American Marriage. In. Cultural Models in Language and 
Thought. Dorothy Holland and Naomi Quinn, eds. Pp. 
173-192. New York* Cambridge University Press. 

Quinn, Naomi, and Dorothy Holland 
1987 Culture and Cognition. In Cultural Models in 
Language and Thought. Dorothy Holland and Naomi Quinn, 
eds. Pp. 3-40. New Yorki Cambridge University Press. 

Quinn, Naomi, and Claudia Strauss 
1989 A Cognitive Cultural Anthropology. American 
Anthropological Association Annual Meetings, 
Washington, D.C. 

Rate Your Willpower. 
1990 Sassy February* 67. 

Ritenbaugh, Cheryl 
1982 Obesity as a Culture-Bound Syndrome. Culture, 
Medicine and Psychiatry 6*347-361. 

Rosch, Eleanor 
1975 Cognitive Reference Points. Cognitive Psychology 

7* 532-547. 
1978 Cognition and Categorization. Hillsdale, N.J.* 
Lawrence Erlbaum Association. 

Schneller, Johanna 
1989 The Lust for Thin. Mademoiselle March* 222-223, 
272-273. 

Schwartz, Hillel 
1986 Never Satisfied. New York* Free Press. 

Seid, Roberta Pollack 
1988 Never Too Thin* Why Women are at War with Their 
Bodies. New York* Prentice Hall Press. 



97 

Silverstein, Brett, Lauren Perdue, Barbara Peterson, Linda 
Vogel and Deborah A. Fantini 

1986 Possible Cause of the Thin Standard of Bodily 
Atractiveness for Women. International Journal of 
Eating Disorders 5i907-916. 

Spiro, Melford E. 
1984 Some Reflections on Cultural Determinism and 
Relativism with Special Reference to Emotion and 
Reason. In Culture Theory! Essays on Mind, Self, and 
Emotion. Richard Shweder and Robert Levine, eds. Pp. 
323-346. Cambridgei Cambridge University Press. 

Staffieri, J. R. 
1967 A Study of Social Stereotypes of Body Image in 
Children. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 
7i101-104. 

Stein, Howard F. 
1982 Neo-Darwinism and Survival Through Fitness in 
Reagan's America. Journal of Psychohistory 10:163-187. 

1985a Alcoholism as Metaphor in American Culturei Ritual 
Desecration as Social Integration. Ethos 13«195-235. 

1985b Fat and Skinnyi Cultural Metaphor, Diagnosis, and 
Disease Entities. Continuing Education for the Family 
Physician 20«775-781. 

Strauss, Claudia 
nd Who Gets Ahead?! Cognitive Responses to Heteroglossia 
in American Political Culture. 

Swartz, Leslie 
1987 Illness Negotiation! The Case of Eating Disorders. 
Social Science and Medicine 24i613-618. 

Turner, Bryan S. 
1984 The Body and Society. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 

Turner, Victor 
1967 The Forest of Symbols. Ithica, NY: Cornell 
University Press. 

Varenne, Herve 
1983 American School Language. New York: Irvington 
Publishers, Inc. 

Vestergaard, T., and K. Schroder 
1985 The Language of Advertising. Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell Publisher, Ltd. 



98 

Wagner, Roy 
1981 The Invention of Culture. Chicagoi University of 
Chicago Press. 

Weber, Max 
1930 The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. 
Talcott Parsons, transl. London: George Allen & Unwin 
Ltd. 

Woodman, Marion 
1982 Addiction to Perfection! The Still Unravished 
Bride. Toronto* Inner City Books. 

Wuthnow, Robert 
1987 Meaning and Moral Order. Berkeley and Los Angeles, 

CAi University of California Press. 

Young, Allan 
1980 The Discourse on Stress and the Reproduction of 
Conventional Knowledge. Social Science and Medicine 
14tl33- 146. 

1981 The Creation of Medical Knowledget Some Problems 
in Interpretation. Social Science and Medicine 
15« 379-386. 

Zaslow, J. 
1986 Fourth Grade Girls These Days Ponder Weighty 
Matters. Wall Street Journal, 11 Feb. 1986: 1. 


