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Abstract

Introduction

Female body shame is a feeling or an emotional state that female subject experiences in
social interactions, specifically when her body is judged as an undesirable, ugly and
unattractive one by men. This feeling is increasingly intensified in the contemporary
consumer society where various models of ideal bodies are represented in media and
social networks every day. In contemporary consumer societies, women gradually
perceive that their appearance and body shape is strongly connected with their status
and reliability in society. They become aware that in order to gain social validity, they
should follow the pattern of ideal body advertised by media.

This paper attempts to study phenomenologically women’s experiences of body
shame in those collective spaces in which personal and social distance between a person
and the opposite sex reaches the minimum. To gain this aim, three collective spaces are
chosen: weddings, mixed climbing groups, private parties. The subjects are married
women from the middle classes of Sanandaj city who can participate continuously in
these spaces. The findings show that female body shame is formed mostly due to
conditions and factors such as media, objectification of the female body, the gaze of the

male other, the subordinate position of women, and the specific functions of the female
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body. Moreover, the formation and intensification of this feeling among women has
effects and consequences such as the internalization of the characteristics of second sex,
withdrawal from some spaces and activities, using body shame as a tool to protect
privacy, lack of self-confidence in accepting responsibilities and self-censorship and
masking. In order to manage body shame, women choose strategies such as masking
bodily defects, presenting bodily and behavioral attractiveness, sublimation of bodily
desires and rejecting masculine rules. Generally, it is concluded that body shame in
contemporary era is created in the context of inevitable encounter of women with a
consumer culture which is still patriarchal. It is here that the feeling of body shame is
born in their mind, because they are forced to compare their own body with different
models of ideal bodies advertised in media and social networks. Women comparing
themselves with these ideals feel inferior. In this situation, women would be inclined to
form the feeling of body shame in their mind and soul.

Methods and Materials

This research attempts mainly to study how women experience body shame in three
different spaces named “weddings”, “private parties” and “climbing groups”, spaces in
which interpersonal and social distances with the opposite sex is decreased severely.
The research method is phenomenology that studies the lived experience or life-world
of people and interpret the social world from the viewpoints of social actors. The
sample is selected through purposeful — theoretical sampling from middle class married
women who have continual participation in public spaces. Since married women’s
experiences of body shame is essentially different from the experiences of non-married
girls, only married women are selected. As far as the middle class is concerned, it is
argued that the members of this class have more opportunity and leisure to participate in
these spaces. The technique of gathering data is deep individual interview. The
researcher used participant observation in three spaces to gather real data. In the first
step, a preliminary dialogue was done in order to gain subjects’ trust and the interviews
were conducted. Each interview lasts at least half an hour and, in some cases, lasts an
hour. The process of conducting interviews continued until the theoretical saturation
point was reached.

Results and Discussion

The research main question is that how do those married women belonging to the
middle classes of Sanandaj city, who have leisure, the possibility of being present and
the experience of continuous participation in these three spaces, experience body
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shame? The finding shows that some influential conditions such as social media, the
objectification of female body, the others’ gaze, the inferior situation of women and
female body’s functions have the main role in shaping body shame among women. The
formation and intensification of this feeling in women has effects and consequences in
their personal and social life which include internalizing the characteristics of second
sex, withdrawing from some spaces and activities, using body shame to defense
personal privacy, lack of self-confidence in accepting responsibilities and self-
censorship. To manage body shame, women adopt strategies, the main ones of which
are: trying to hide physical defects, showing physical and behavioral attractiveness,
glorifying physical desires and rejecting male rules. It can be concluded that body
shame in present time emerges in the context of women’s inevitable and daily encounter
with consumer culture which is still patriarchal in very subtle and complex and new

ways.

Conclusion

The main idea is that what women today experience as a feeling of body shame in
public spaces is different from the nature of this feeling in previous societies. Consumer
culture has provided the grounds for the presence of women in public spaces and has
changed their body image as well as the nature of body shame. Now, women use their
bodies much more than in the past, in their daily life and collective life, and they feel
the need for physical participation. In this sense, a woman’s body is her main physical
capital in the consumer society. But, on the other hand, in consumer societies, women’s
bodies are advertised as commodities and objectified as objects. Commercial
advertisements are full of images of ideal bodies which are displayed as tools to draw
the audience’s attention to other goods and to stimulate the desire to consume. Thus, on
the one hand, consumer culture strengthens the feeling of body shame in women, and on
other hand, it promises to cure it in order to sell its cosmetics and health products and
make women become regular customers. However, women are not completely passive
and desperate against this culture, but they always try to manage body shame by
adopting solutions and strategies. Thus, female body shame in the present time appears
in connection with the consumer culture, and the solution to its management is also

found through dealing with this culture.

Keywords: body shame, consuming culture, objectification, patriarchy, bodily
dissatisfaction.
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