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Abstract:

This thesis is a sociological auto-ethnography of “eating disorder(s)” and
“recovery”.

Using creative methodologies, | have created an intersubjective, poly-vocal
account of bodies in encounter with medicine. I position this thesis as a counter-
narrative and narrative of resistance to the hegemonic narratives circulated in
contemporary Western cultures about health, healing and dys-order. Exploring the
impact of dualistic medicalised cultures upon the lived experience of the body, |
have posed questions about and offered reflections upon “ontology” (“ways of
being™) and “epistemology” (“ways of knowing”). In doing so I have contributed
to sociologies theories of “eating disorder(s)”” and offered reflections and theory
on “recovery” when sociology seems, apart from a single study (Garrett, 1998), to
have forgotten about this experience.



Chapter Summary.

Chapter 1.
I have used the first chapter of my thesis to state my objectives and to raise

some important questions about the lived experiences I have been concerned
with in this project; the lived experiences of “eating disorder(s)”” and
“recovery”. In particular, I have raised questions here about the social
construction of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” as binary oppositions and
about the consequent theories, produced by sociology, of these experiences
thus far. In search of an-“Other” way to write and research a sociology of
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”, I declare my intention in this chapter to go
beyond the “skin deep” theories of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”, to
explore the interior, emotional and dialectical aspects of embodying “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery”, complex aspects of being and knowing which
connect the micro-cosm of body/self with the macro-cosm of society.

Chapter 2.
Chapter two considers the methodology I have chosen for this thesis. It

includes a discussion of auto/biographical and auto-ethnographic methods as
well as reflecting upon my decision to include my family’s narrations of the
story as well as my own.

Chapter 3.
In chapter 3 I review literature on “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”. In this

chapter I will argue that telling this story as a feminist “carnal sociological”
exercise is a means to counter the hegemonic narratives of “eating disorder(s)”
and “recovery” which produce their subjects as disembodied, and recovery as a
cognitive choice guided by medical expertise

Chapter 4.
Chapter 4 is my attempt to begin constructing a more embodied theory of

“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”. In this chapter I use an auto-ethnography
of presenting a paper at a conference to work against the eclipse of bodily
experience from sociological theorisations of “eating disorder(s)” and
“recovery”. This chapter takes up the issue of “the absent body”, in sociology
and in the broader social context of Western Modernity.

Chapter S.
This chapter is the story of how lived experience comes to be translated

through the medical narratives of “eating disorder(s)” and recovery”. Here I
use my story and my family’s story to critique the gendered foundations of
medicine’s diagnostic categories.

Chapter 6.
In this chapter I continue my family story of “eating disorders™ and “recovery”

experience telling of my second hospitalisation for “anorexia- nervosa”. In
theoretical reflections upon this narrative, I aim to enhance the argument that
medical regimes tend to efface body trust thus reproducing the disembodied
rationalities, which are required so as to maintain consumption of medical
knowledge and expertise.



Chapter 7.
In chapter 7 I tell stories of a search for alternatives to the dualistic paradigms

of health and illness which are given to us and imposed upon us by allopathic
medicine. My stories open out questions of power and abuse of power in so-
called holistic paradigms. In this chapter I consider the possibility that holistic
medicine is no real alternative or challenge to traditional forms of medicine
and, finally, I consider where and if body trust may be located and cultivated
within these alternatives.

Chapter 8.
In this chapter the messiness of lived experience escalates as I juxtapose

narratives and images which seem as if they might represent both “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” at the same time. This is the paradox of living with
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” experiences all at once. In this chapter I
reflect on the connections between “ways of knowing™ and “ways of being”. In
my reflections I offer the suggestion that knowing the body through an
epistemology which is not rooted in the need to control the body activates a
“way of being” in which body trust is a fundamental experience.

Coda.

Here I reflect on the questions raised in the thesis vis a vis a more embodied
theory of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”. I finish my thesis-writing not
with answers but with more questions both about efforts to represent lived
experiences and about how the embodied positions of “eating disorder(s)” and
“recovery” can be understood and supported without dualism.
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CHAPTER 1

From Letters to a Young Poet

I beg you...to have patience with everything unresolved in your heart
and try to love the questions themselves as if they were locked rooms
or books written in a very foreign language. Don’t search for the
answers, which could not be given you now, because you would not
be able to live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the
questions. Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will
gradually, without ever noticing it, live your way into the answer.

By Rainer Maria Rilke

(Rilke, 2000: 184)

From Diving into the Wreck

[ came to explore the wreck.
The words are purposes.
The words are maps.
I came to see the damage that was done
And the treasures that prevail.
By Adrienne Rich
(Rich, 1996: 68).




Where it Beqgins?

It is a dull day. Rain sits on the horizon as a possibility. I, however, do not
care. ] am neat and tidy and precise. I am prim and proper. I am perfectly
suited up for the occasion, my younger brother’s communion, in a navy polka-
dotted two-piece. I can feel the breeze catching at bare legs where culottes end
and limbs lengthen into patent shiny endings. The same breeze catches at the
sailor collar draped in an elegant circle over my shoulders, flipping it into my
face, teasing my serious aspect into the ghost of a smile. I stand straight and

tall. [ am proud.

I am proud because in this suit I can place my hands around my waist and
touch fingers at either side. I am waspish, I am waifish, I am pride of place in

the extended family meeting which happens to be going on around me.

“Look at you”,

my Aunts say.

“so pretty, so thin”.

“I wish I had a waist like that!”

[ am seven or eight maybe, [ am looking at women and men around me, I keep
touching and holding my waist, sucking myself in, flattening my belly, pinning
my wishes to my bones. I remember knowing even then, I could never be
anything but thin.

Years later and it is the first morning that I will attend secondary school. All is
quiet in the pink and grey room until the alarm buzzes hoarsely at 7 a.m. to
wake me from my dreams. Like a boa constrictor from a tree branch, I slither
out of the bunk bed settling my feet with certainty into the plush carpet and
stretching and yawning my body into its full length and breadth.



Still in the greyish haze of sleep I make my way to the bathroom to plunge my
roaring mane of curls into a sink full of cold water. I finally begin to wake up. I
begin to feel excited. A crisp white shirt, smart green tie, grey skirt, grey
jumper and white knee socks hang over the edge of the avocado bath, all new,
all labelled clearly, carefully and patiently by my mother. I look long and hard
in the small square mirror over the sink, pleased with the fresh freckled face

that looks long and hard back at me.

I want you to see my face all bright and shiny from the September freshness. I
want you to feel the heady mix of nervousness and excitement that sprang in
my step. [ want you to understand how everything changed so quickly when

the boys, gathered in their packs, began to shout at me....

“HERE DOGG Y™,
“WOOF, WOOF, WOOEF™.

I can still feel and hear the heavy sickening thud as a suffocating, silencing

bell-jar of shame fell down around me.

“WHAT A DOG”.

[ had never heard anyone call a girl a dog before. On this first day at my new
school this is the first problem I had to figure out. Not how to say please and
thanks in French, or how to calculate mathematical sets, but how to react when
someone assesses you, measures you, judges you based solely upon how you
look. My fragile sense of self, only emerging at that time from its chrysalis,
shattered like crystal-shards catching in my eyes and piercing my heart as they

fell.



In those years in secondary school I try everything to change myself, to look
different so that when I crunch my way down the gravel to our prefab

classrooms the boys will not bark at me.

I leave my hair down, rising an hour earlier so as to style and tease every curl
on my head into tamed perfection. In response the boys spit in it, pull at it,

laugh at the fuzz it becomes as the day wears on.

Next, I tie my hair up using wine and green velvet scrunchies. I flatten and
smooth my wiggledy curls with foul smelling brill cream. My curly character
disappears into a neat little knot twisted into the small dent at the base of my
skull. In response, the boys throw my colourful scrunchies into the trees,

laughing, jeering, more spitting.

I begin to do stomach crunches every night, hooking my toes under the rim of
my bed, curling up and down over and over till my sweat drips into the worn

carpet. Each crunch is a determined effort to improve my chances of escaping
the condescending and shaming gaze of those who have branded me unworthy

of inclusion.

Whatever I do it is not enough or it is too much. I am too intelligent, too ugly
and too unfashionable. I am not breasted enough, not funny enough, not
attractive enough to avoid the daily teasing and touching and joking made at
my expense. | am too upset and ashamed to tell my mother and father what is

happening.

It goes on for years, it gets worse.

.............................................................................................

The air is grey and crisp. The school grounds are awash with Autumn colours,
ambers, golds, strong hearty russets. Classes are over for the day and I am
walking with one of the most popular boys in the school. I am kicking leaves

as I walk so as to appear nonchalant and confident.



Firm hand on my elbow he guides me into a small coppice which protects and
hides a dry bed of mulched leaves and bark. He pushes me to the ground and
begins to fumble at my clothes. I hear laughing somewhere. Others are

watching. He is moaning, fumbling, grasping, tearing.

Everything goes silent, black, empty. Even the noooooooooooooo I am

screaming in my head is muted.

I wanted so badly for him to like me... I don’t think anyone hears me

screaming.



Introductions: Theorising “eating disorder(s) and
“recovery”’

It is over 14 years now since these stories, and others, first laid themselves into
my body. Since then I have spent an embarrassingly grand amount of time
devoting myself to making my body disappear. Along the way I have been
diagnosed with “eating disorder(s)”; with “bulimia-nervosa”, with “anorexia

nervosa” and most recently with “eating disorder not otherwise specified”.

Beneath the labels though, lie stories of wanting to be something, someone
else. Beneath the labels lies a deep desire to be free of “eating disorder(s)”
experiences, a desire to love and cherish my body, a desire to feel strength, to

feel truth, to feel.

This thesis is offered as an inter-subjective sociological story of this tension, of
living with various forms of “eating disorder(s)” of wanting “recovery” and of
glimpsing, sensing and living, at times, what recovery means to me. It is a
story of being “in treatment” and of engaging in different “body practices”
(Turner, 1996), “technologies of power” (Foucault, 1977) and “technologies of
self” (Foucault, 1980; 1986), some which limit, constrain and shut down the
circuitous flow of life in my body, others which enlarge and increase its
dynamic and fluid potentials (Shilling, 2005). This, as I see it, is the difference

between the two terms.

As Elizabeth Grosz (Grosz, 1994) has said of her text on Volatile Bodies, this
thesis is “an experiment”. It is an attempt at finding a non-essentialist

“ecriture feminine"’ (Cixous, 1976; Irigaray, 1985), a sociological way of
writing which comes and flows from or “out of” (Cancienne & Snowber, 2003;
Frank, 1995) the body as a complex, non-linear, fluid and dialectical “open”
and “messy text” (Denzin, 1997; Denzin & Lincoln, 2004) about embodied
experience. Using an auto-ethnographic method which includes narratives from

my family and loved ones, I write inter-subjective, sensual “body stories”, so

'I use the concept of “feminine” here in the archetypal descriptive sense, as a more fluid and
dynamic modality or quality than masculine linearity and logico-deductive.

6



as to escape and counter-act the weight of narratives which, as well as focusing
mostly on the experiences of “eating disorder(s)” rather than “recovery” (c.f.
Garrett, 1998), simplify, reify and oppose these experiences, neglecting the
emotional lived body in favour of a focus on theorising or talking about the

body as a text.

Writing My Way Out of Categories.

Writing these “body stories” is a way of opening out discussions regarding
methods of “treating” women for “eating disorder(s)” as well as a way of
expanding on feminist critique of psychiatric categorisation (e.g. Ehrenreich &
English, 1989; Frost, 2001; Hepworth, 1999; Malson, 1998; Showalter,1987,
1998; Ussher, 1991). Feminist deconstructions of mental-illness categories (see
also Sampson, 1995; Scheff, 1990; Szasz, 1962) have shown how these
categories have served to regulate and contain women’s resistance to modern
formations of social order since “the birth of the clinic” (Foucault, 1973) and
the emergence of the “psy-disciplines” (Rose, 1991, 1996). Both “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” as historically specific concepts now tied to
discourse on weight and body image (Blood, 2005; Habermas, 1996, 2005; c.f.
Bell, 1985; Bynum, 1987), refer us to the categorisation of modern lived
experience by the governing institution of allopathic medicine (Conrad, 1992;
Turner, 1992; Zola, 1972), as well as to modern concerns with the surface of
the body as an exterior image of the interior healthy self (Crawford, 1984;
2004; Featherstone, 1991). Along a continuum of health, both mental health
and physiological health, medicine measures and regulates to a socially
constructed norm which, if we give any credence to Foucault, is probably
arbitrary and certainly homogenising. This health norm reflects a value system
based around body control and mastery and the display of these via the surface
of our bodies. In Foucault’s discussion of bio-politics, extracted from his 1979
text Discipline and Punish in Rabinow’s (Rabinow, 1986) Introduction to

Foucault, this is medical normalisation:

It measures in quantitative terms and hierarchizes in terms of value the
abilities, the level, the “nature” of individuals. It introduces through this

value giving measure, the constraint of conformity that must be



achieved. Lastly it traces the limit that will define difference in relation
to all other differences, the external frontier of the abnormal (Rabinow,

1986: 195).

Along this continuum, both “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”, are given
very specific positions, positions which are open to scrutiny by the clinical
gaze and reified by the knowledge produced in this scrutiny. “Eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” scrutiny has become an industry (Gordon, 2000)
with specialised wards and inpatient clinics set up as miniature models of
Bentham’s panopticon (Bell, 2006; Warin, 2005) and epidemiological study
combined with preventative health campaigns and specialised testing
corresponding to a “surveillance medicine” (Armstrong, 1983, 1995) of these

categories.

While this “industry” has indelibly mapped itself onto the way that we all think
and talk about “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”, by holding feminist
deconstructions (Hepworth, 1999; Malson, 1998) of these categories as the lens
through which we view experiences thus categorised, we can work with the
understanding that such categories serve to regulate to a norm to which we
might not want to subscribe. For women, not only is “the norm” a tightly
controlled product of “health practice” stipulated by modern medical expertise
(Crawford, 2000; Lupton, 1994, 1995), it is also the version of “hetero-
normative femininity” (Bordo, 1993a, 1993b; Butler, 1996), which medicine
and capitalism collude in producing (Bell, 2006; Wolf, 1991). Using feminist
deconstructions of institutionalised knowledge(s) as a means of critically
suspending received categories of experience; we can explore how these social
structures serve to gender experience in accordance with hegemonic
hierarchies of power (Connell, 1987; Young, 2000). We can also explore
alternative formulations of these lived experiences such that “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” are not reified homogenous positions on a
continuum of health and illness, order and disorder, but are as changeable,

fluctuating and fluid as subjectivity itself.

I believe that it is necessary to work with a deconstructed version of the

“eating disorder(s)” categories as well as a deconstructed version of the



quantified loose bio-medical and psychiatric concept of “recovery”. It is for
this reason that I place both in inverted commas and that I collapse the

threefold typology of Eating Disorders listed in the DSM-IV* (Diagnostic

Statistical Manual): “Anorexia-Nervosa”, “Bulimia- Nervosa” and “Eating
Disorder Not Otherwise Specified” (EDNOS), into a term which is descriptive
of the experiences I write about, i.e. ,” eating disorder(s)” experiences. | have
been given various labels over time but “eating disorder(s)” is how it feels in
my body, is how I describe what I am feeling to myself and to my family and
how they feel and describe it to me. Throughout the remainder of this work I
will refrain, where possible, from using the terms “anorexia-nervosa”,
“bulimia- nervosa” and “eating disorder not otherwise specified”. However,
where I do use them I symbolically deflate their medicalised status by using the
lower case rather than investing them with the capitalisations they are given in
diagnostic manuals and I place them in inverted commas so as to reference

their constructed nature”.

I believe that writing emotional and sensual body stories about these
experiences is an effective way to critique psychiatric and medical
categorisation and psychiatric categories since life as lived tends to slip
beneath and elude the reifying web of the diagnostic criteria and diagnostic
features written into texts like the DSM or the ICD. Lisa Tillmann-Healy
(Tillmann- Healy, 1996) and Christine Kiesinger (Kiesinger, 1998) have shown
this slippage in their sociological exegeses of “bulimia-nervosa” and “anorexia
nervosa”. Sharing such lived experiences in a sociological forum forces the
research lens into focus on the emotional and sensual components of “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” experiences and therefore adds to, and shifts, the
perspective from which we theorise. I believe this focus on the embodied
nature of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” counteracts the tendency to
critique and deconstruct medical and psychiatric categories without exploring

or trying to think with the real distress that many people experience and seek

? The DSM is the American Psychiatric Association’s diagnostic and statistical manual, the
text, which is most often referenced in the task of diagnosing mental illness. Another
diagnostic text sometimes used in discussions of “eating disorder(s)”” experiences is the
International Classification of Disease Index (ICD), whose categories and symptom
categorisations differ only slightly from the DSM’s.

: Hepworth and Featherstone (1996) have argued that feminists should not use the medical
terms for these experiences. They themselves strategically use AN or BN to discuss disordered
eating experiences.



understanding and help for. Jane Ussher (Ussher, 1991) marks the obligation to

make this shift, admitting, in her feminist deconstructive text:

I knew that the despair, the anxiety, the desperate misery is far more
than a label, more than a construction without firm basis in reality...for
whilst the critiques are impassioned, thought provoking and
inspirational, there seemed to be much left unexplained and unsaid.
And what can we say, what can we do, if renouncing our professional
mantles of power, we adopt the critical perspective? A theoretical

deconstruction does not offer much, not even hope (Ussher, 1991: 7).

Gendering the Thesis.

The writing of these body stories expands upon the insights and suggestions
offered by the only sociological studies of “recovery”, those written up by
Catherine Garrett (Garrett, 1996, 1998) where, “hope” is theorised as an
essential ingredient in this process. In Garrett’s research, her participants
defined recovery not as a final point but always as an ongoing process.
Similarly, rather than writing about “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” as
schematically distinct categories of experiences, I will use this thesis to explore
my “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” experiences as a complex, messy,
ambiguous and intersubjective “embodied process metaphysic” (Williams,
1998). Such a metaphysical perspective recognises the often paradoxical
quality of embodied experience while at the same time recognising the
historical and socio-cultural context and mediation of every such experience. It
amounts to a “feminist embodied sociology” (Bendelow & Williams, 1998b;
Davis, 1997; Inckle, 2007), which facilitates the exploration and theorisation of
the connections between the personal and the political, between the micro and

the macro, between mind and body, and between body and society.

This thesis is necessarily feminist because to misrecognise the importance of
gender to the lived experiences of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” would
obfuscate the centrality of gender to both experiences, for, as Jane Lester has

stated with clarity:
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In this culture, my body does define who I am, what opportunities will
be opened or closed to me, what my experiences will be, how others
respond to me. And my female body carries with it, its own strong
signals to others about who I am and how I am to be treated (Lester,
1997: 485).

Besides this, it is widely accepted, that:

If there is any one fact that would evoke nearly universal agreement, it
is that the overwhelming numbers of people who develop eating
disorders are female. This association between eating disorders and
gender extends not only back to the nineteenth century history of
anorexia nervosa (...) but to the pre-history of the disorder-the “holy
anorexics” of the middle ages and the fasting girls of the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries (Gordon, 2000, 58).

Since this thesis is auto/biographical and since [ am a woman, I write about
women’s bodies and women'’s experiences of “eating disorder(s)”. However,
this is not to say that only women live this experience. Quantitative research
estimates that males make up 5% of the “eating disorder(s)” population at any
given time (Anderson, 1991; Sterling & Segal, 1985). This statistic, however,
is problematised by the ways male bodies are positioned within medical
paradigms and in particular by the fact that men are less likely to present their
confessions of disorder to medicine. Men, keeping within gender definitions
available within contemporary gendered hierarchies of power (Connell, 1995;
Plummer; 1994), are more likely to experience stigma and shame around their
experiences of “eating disorder(s)”, and to follow familiar hegemonic
representations of masculinity in “suffering in silence”. A paucity of male
narrativisation of the subject is a reflection of this. However, Garrett (Garrett,
1994, 1998) argues in her research into “anorexia” and “recovery” that there
are definite similarities between men and women’s experiences of “eating
disorder(s)”. Garrett’s research includes two narratives of male experience, yet
a vast sociological gap still remains in this regard and the tying of male “eating
disorder(s)” experiences to questions around sexuality and gender identity in

psychological discourse (Crisp & Burns, 1983, 1985; Sterling & Segal, 1986)

11



provokes sociological questions about the complex relationship between

gender and “eating disorder(s)” experiences.

The feminist embodied sociology I employ throughout this thesis recognises
and accounts for the gendered nature of “eating disorder(s)” experiences by
marking the complex dialectic which occurs between a woman, her body and
the historically accumulating social and cultural resources which women may
use to mediate and interpret their “being in” their bodies at this time. Young’s
assertion, that studies of lived experience cannot do without the category of
gender are important here (see also Bendelow & Williams, 1998b; Witz, 2000).
She argues that gender gives us a concept with which to articulate bodies’
interactions with social structures. Following Moi (Moi, 2001), Young
understands the body as situation: a physical body acting and experiencing in a
specific socio-cultural context. The body as situation denotes both facticity and
freedom. A person, she says, must always face the material facts (size, shape,
colour of skin, capability of strength and movement) of her body and its
relation to a given environment (language, culture, capital resources). At the
same time every person has the ontological freedom to construct herself in
relation to this facticity (Young, 2005:16). To this Young adds the assertion
that gender must be used as a concept to theorise social structures and their
implications for the freedom and well being of persons, for each person
experiences aspects of gender structures as facticity, as socio-historical givens

with which he or she must deal (Young, 2005: 25). Gender, she writes:

Is best understood as a particular form of the social positioning of
bodies in relation to one another within historically and socially
specific institutions and processes that have material effects on the
environment in which people act and reproduce relations of power and

privilege among them (Young, 2005: 22).

This is how I use the conceptual device of gender and gendering. Using gender
this way is to analyse social structures and how structures shape experience
rather than to use gender as a homogenising category which universalises and
reduces experience. It is, in Witz’s terms, “a social ontology of gender which

works with a concept of embodiment” (Witz, 2000: 7). Gender used this way
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exposes the inequitable yet sustained structural foundations of sexual divisions
of labour, normative hetero-sexuality and the gendered hierarchies of power
which shape men’s facticity and experience just as much as women’s (see

Connell, 1987; Shilling, 2005).

Using this interactive deployment of lived experience and gender I want to
look at how my sensual, intuitive, emotional, physiological and physical body
has been shaped through culturally layered social interactions. I want to
connect this to the facticity of my body as woman and the social structures
which shape this womanly experience as gendering. [ will use feminist
embodied sociology(s) to trace the social mechanisms through which women’s
bodies come to be the signifier of all that is volatile, unruly and risky about
bodily life and how then, women’s relationships to their bodies come to be
shaped through and must always negotiate this mediation. I position my
experience within this context to persuade my readers, that a woman’s “being
in the body” is not an unmediated essentialist event. It is for this reason that

someone like Marya Hornbacher can write in her autobiography Wasted:

Somehow [ learned before [ could articulate it that the body- my body-
was dangerous. The body as dark and possibly dank, and maybe dirty.
And silent, the body as silent, not to be spoken of. I did not trust it. It
seemed treacherous. I watched it with a wary eye (Hornbacher, 1999:

14).

It is only by maintaining the body-politics (Bartky, 1990; Jacobus &
Kellerman, 1989) of feminism that the gendered nature of different “ways of
knowing” and “ways of being” in the world may be continuously illuminated
and underlined.

As I will discuss in more detail in chapter 3, feminist perspectives have been
central in the process of underlining the gendered socio-cultural dimensions of
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” experiences. However, as Rebecca J.
Lester (Lester, 1997) has noted, and as I will discuss in detail in chapter 3,
feminist work has tended to take either of two positions; the first of these is the
understanding that “eating disorder(s)” correspond to the reproduction of

hetero-normative femininity (Bartky, 1990; Bordo, 1992, 1993b; Hesse-Biber,
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1996), the second is that “eating disorder(s)” correspond to rejection of and
resistance to patriarchal society and hetero-normative femininities (Eckerman,

1997; Grosz, 1994; Lester, 1997; Orbach, 1989,1983).

Clearly, the hetero-normative femininity to which these writers refer is one
which equates thin, health, beauty and sexuality. It is to this end, such theories
suggest, that “most women” are on diets. Some researchers in the psychology
of food and eating go as far as to suggest that in Western societies dieting and
body dissatisfaction are more normative than non-normative amongst women
and girls (Polivy & Herman, 1987, 2006). On the other hand Susie Orbach

laments:

No one is much disturbed by statistics that show that 80 % of women in
countries like the USA, the UK, New Zealand and Australia are dieting
at any given moment. The anguish and distress concealed behind these
figures are concealed behind an attitude that accepts this as the norm
and sees the need for no further questions. Women like to diet. Women
expect to diet. Women are accustomed to diet. Women have a tendency
to fat. Women are so vain. Women are self-involved (Orbach, 1993:

Xxiii).

Making “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” experiences into stories which
mirror cultural obsessions about thin, health, beauty and sexuality eclipses the
complexity of these experiences. In relation to “anorexia-nervosa”, Helen
Malson (Malson, 1998) points out that there is an over-reliance on the
internalisation of a “thin ideal” as an explanation. She criticises “eating

disorder(s)” theories that:

tend to focus on thinness and dieting to the exclusion of other aspects of
anorexia nervosa and female subjectivity and without exploring the
complex cultural and political significance of female slenderness. For
“anorexia” is also associated with low self esteem, with a lack of sense
of self, of independent autonomy and control as well as with a “fear of
fat” or relentless pursuit of thinness... It has been described as a

communicative disorder which is experienced as a means of taking
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control over one’s body, as a pseudo-solution to intra- and interpersonal
difficulties. And culture may also play a role in the “promotion’ of such
difficulties. The cultural dynamics of Western post-industrial society
may foster many of the psychosocial conflicts around gender, identity,
self-esteem and autonomy that have been associated with “anorexia”

(Malson, 1998: 93-4).

Thus it is important to recognise that for women who experience “eating
disorder(s)” and who are trying to find embodied positions they may name
“recovery” the story is far more complex than trying to get thin so as to fit
norms of health, beauty and sexuality. However, in recognition of the
multiplicity of gendered experience and the cross cutting and intersection of
this experience with race, ethnicity, class, disability and an infinite number of
other experiential factors (Grosz, 1995; Inckle, 2007; Yuval- Davis, 1997), 1
am not claiming to narrate the truth of “eating disorder(s)”, or “recovery”
experience for an homogenised subject group, but rather to use my own stories
to “think with” and develop theories of a gendered body, my gendered body, in

society. The work is explicitly auto-biographical and self- referential.

Many of those working in the area of “eating disorder(s)”” and “recovery”
recognise the paradoxical nature of “eating disorder(s)”” experiences, how they
can be both productive and destructive of self (Bordo, 1989; Macleod, 1981;
Mac Sween, 1995; Lester, 1997; Malson, 1998) and it is these paradoxes, these
slipping points which interest me. Feminist analysis which fails to capture this
tension ultimately produces only textual scripts of the body, Linda Birke
(Birke, 1999) calls them surface, “only skin deep” theories. Skin-deep theories
remain at the level of the signifier, producing endless texts without adequate
attention to the material. Susan Bordo’s remarks upon this problem echo the

quote from Jane Ussher cited above. She asks:
If the body is treated as pure text, subversive, destabilizing elements

can be emphasized and freedom and self-determination celebrated; but

one is left wondering, is there a body in this text? (Bordo, 1993b: 38).
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To counteract the treatment of the body as “pure text” I use embodied stories
to underline the paradoxes and ambiguities in the lived experiences of “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” and I frame “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”
neither as protest nor capitulation to patriarchal “technologies of power”
(although technologies of power become part of these experiences, see chapter
5), but as complex “ways of being in the world”. Both “eating disorder(s) and
“recovery” I want to say are reflections and embodied constructions of socially
situated “ways of knowing”. My “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”
experiences each map into my body/self and map out into the social discursive
arena, the evolving contradictory possibilities of this modernity in which I live.
As Garrett (Garrett, 1998) argues, the potential for “eating disorder(s)” and the
resources for “recovery” are to be found in the same social formation.
Modernity as Mellor & Shilling (Mellor & Shilling, 1997) suggest is “janus

faced”, so too, in my opinion, is “recovery”.

Searching for Models of Embodiment.

This thesis is not an etiological investigation of “eating disorder(s)” or
“recovery”; it is an experiment in bringing the lived-body to the fore and
applying an embodied sociology to understand this living. In any case,
etiological studies have had little success in pinning down the reasons for
which some women develop “eating disorder(s)” and others do not, or indeed,
as Garrett (Garrett, 1998) points out, the reasons why some “recover” and
others do not. In fact, bio-medicine and psychology are still unresolved on a
working concept which might describe recovery and allow for better analyses

of the kinds of factors which assist in recovery. Thus:

Research on eating disorders indicates that rates of recovery
range from 24-76 % (...) Most criteria are based on body weight,
mortality, symptom severity, standardised assessments, eating
attitude and menstrual cycle (...) Recovery rates are also
influenced by methodological factors, including differences in
recovery duration, methods of follow up, assessment of

recovery, differences in sample size and attrition rates. Such
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differences continue to cause disagreement regarding the issue
of recovery from eating disorders (Dabundo & Chally, 2004:
1094).

For this reason I prefer, in this thesis, “multi-dimensional” (Garner &
Garfinkel, 1982) models of “eating disorder(s)”” and “recovery” experiences,
“bio-psycho-social” (Freund, 1998) models of embodiment which understand
that, just as with any embodiment of subjectivity there are many layers and
dimensions of being and many layers and dimensions of meaning making
which consist in all lived experiences. The bio-psycho-social model of
embodiment I prefer is not based upon measuring, quantifying and judging to
standardised norms, but on the layering of multiple subjectivities and
explorations of “the status of the body” (Shilling, 2005) in this moment of
time, i.e. in high or radical modernity (Giddens, 1991a). My preference stems
directly from Foucauldian analyses of the social practices which measure and
quantify abnormality in order to establish health norms. By contrast, a bio-

medical model of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery™:

Measures in quantitative terms and hierarchizes in terms of value, the
abilities, the level, the “nature” of individuals. It introduces through this
value giving measure, the constraint of a conformity that must be
achieved. Lastly it traces the limit that will define difference in relation
to all other differences, the external frontier of the abnormal (Rabinow,

1986: 195).

In addition to expanding upon Catherine Garrett’s (Garrett, 1996, 1998) work
on “anorexia’” and “recovery”, this thesis is an experiment in undoing the
binary between subject and object in the constructions of sociological
knowledges about “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”. It is an experiment in
creating transparency about the origins of theory through the act of bringing
the “lived body” of the researcher into her sociological accounts of “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” experiences. It is an experiment in revealing to the
reader how I, as a woman trained in the discipline of sociology and trained in
sociological perspectives (Berger,1981) used sociological accounts of the

relations between women’s bodies, discourses and institutions to explore,
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sometimes to understand and to theorise my and my family’s experiences of

“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”.

In this thesis I hope to provoke dialogue, debate and empathy as I call on
sociology to consider and centralise the embodied nature of both “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery”. I will offer fragmented stories, scenes, snapshots,
poems, of embodied life, to evoke the feeling, the sensation, the tension, the
paradoxes that “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” have been for my family
and me. By including narratives from my mother, father, sister, brother and
lover I offer an account of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” as
intersubjectively constituted experiences. By drawing back over and over to
social theory, especially theory written to explain the position of the body in
modern Western societies, I continuously trace our experiences through the
mediating socio-cultural context in which our interactions have been made

meaningful.

I write to add my voice to the voices of all those talking about “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” in every forum, in the medical, psychiatric,
popular-cultural, in the bedrooms of women looking for understanding,
empathy, care. | write for my reader, I write to my reader. I also write for my
family and to my family. I write for myself and to myself. I write to investigate
and explore (Richardson, 2000, 2004; Rich, 1996), I write to understand and I
write to construct meanings which are not traps, meanings which pulse and
switch and flip and change, meanings which are felt, meanings which are
listened to without judgement, accepted as the most truthful for this moment....

but perhaps not forever.

Chapter Summary.

In essence this thesis is an attempt to tell a story and I hesitate to ruin the hand
in hand process of story-telling for my reader by summarising, in this outline,
what will happen and how it will end. However, it is also true that my story is
theoretical and requires a map so that my reader may navigate whatever section
appeals, in their own time and in accordance with their own stories. Therefore 1

briefly outline here the general substance of the chapters contained herein.
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Chapter 2:

Chapter two considers the methodology I have chosen for this thesis. Here I
reflect on auto/ethnographic (Ellis, 2000; Ellis & Bochner eds, 1996)
methodology, making links between the microcosm of individual lived
experience to the macrocosm of society, sociality and culture. In this chapter I
deal with the decision to include my family’s narrations of the story as well as
my own, arguing that because the embodiment of self is an intersubjective
process which always involves an “other” (Crossley, 1995), including the
stories of many characters in my text enhances the possibility of producing a
more embodied theory of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” and prevents

narrative closure.

Chapter 3:

In chapter 3 I review literature on “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”. In this
chapter I will argue that telling this story as a feminist “carnal sociological”
exercise is a means to counter the hegemonic narratives of “eating disorder(s)”
and “recovery” which produce their subjects as disembodied, and recovery as a
cognitive choice guided by medical expertise. I will argue that such narratives
often occlude the gendered social embedding of both “eating disorder(s)” and
“recovery”, the intersubjectivity of this experience, the status of the body in
these accounts and the possibility of embodying “eating disorder(s)”” and

“recovery experience” through a consideration of body status.

Chapter 4:

Chapter 4 is my attempt to begin constructing a more embodied theory of
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”. In this chapter [ use an auto-ethnography
of presenting a paper at a conference to work against the eclipse of bodily
experience from sociological theorisations of “eating disorder(s)” and
“recovery”. This chapter takes up the issue of “the absent body”, in sociology
and in the broader social context of Western Modernity. Here I engage with
Drew Leder’s (Leder, 1991, 1994) thesis of bodily dys-appearance and respond

to Shillings notion that:

Leder’s account can be interpreted not as a universalistic account of the

lived body but as a troubling phenomenological analysis of the body’s
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status as a location for the effects of a highly rationalised society in
which instrumentalised action is prized and rewarded above other forms

of behaviour (Shilling, 2005: 57).

In this chapter I will argue for understanding “eating disorder(s)” as embodied
forms of dys-order4 (Williams, 1998) which reflect the mistrust of the body
required by instrumentalising and rationalising forms of social order and the
ways of knowing such social formations offer. Here I touch upon re-
formation(s) (Mellor & Shilling, 1997) of eating practices, picking up on the
individualisation of consumption and also on the links between consumption,
emotion, habit and ritual. In turn, I reflect on the gendering of this dynamism in
particular as it impacts upon women’s eating praxis. Finally, working by
opposition, I theorise “body trust” and its centrality to the ontological security

(Giddens, 1991b) bodily order and bodily control of the embodied self.

Chapter 5:

This chapter is the story of how lived experience comes to be translated
through the medical narratives of “eating disorder(s)” and recovery”. Here I
use my story and my family’s story to critique the gendered foundations of
medicine’s diagnostic categories. This chapter reviews the literature on the
historical roots of “eating disorder(s)” categories to position my family’s
experiences of diagnosis within a dichotomising and female pathologising
social paradigm. Medicine forms, I argue here, a central gendering hierarchy of
power in our society and “eating disorder(s)” categories may be viewed as
representative of the historical processes through which this gendered
hierarchy of power comes about. I begin to argue in this chapter that medical
epistemologies of “eating disorder(s)” deploy this gendered hierarchy of power
via a reinforcement of schism between mind and body. Like many other

“illness narratives” (Frank, 1997; Kleinman, 1991), the story and reflections in

* I use “dys-order” throughout the thesis when my intention is to signify the relation of
embodied experiences of distress to historically specific forms of social order. This relation is
manifest both in terms of how the meanings of experiences are shaped, and in terms of a
dynamic interplay between body and society through which pain and distress come to take
form and expression. “Dys- order” plays on Leder’s (Leder, 1990) theorisation of dys-
appearance (see chapter 4) to underline the connection between “dys-order” and the prevailing
structures of social order (see Williams, 1998). “Dys- order” contests the presumption of
deviance (disorder) and underlines the possibility that “dys-ordered” experiences may
sometimes be more an expression and continuation of the prevailing social order than a
deviation or pathology.
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this chapter resonate with the iatrogenic effect of alienation from one’s body
(Leder, 1994; Sparkes, 2000; Spense, 1995) which may be traced back to the

Cartesian premise upon which medical epistemology is based.

Chapter 6:

In this chapter I continue my family story of “eating disorders™ and “recovery”
experience telling of my second hospitalisation for “anorexia- nervosa”. In
theoretical reflections upon this narrative, I aim to enhance the argument that
medical regimes tend to efface body trust thus reproducing the disembodied
rationalities, which are required so as to maintain consumption of medical
knowledge and expertise. In this chapter I consider in particular, how part of
this process operates through the pathologisation of the family system which
revolves around one “unruly body”, how family members are also called in for
therapeutic interventions and expert advice and about how this can affect the
way that each person relates to their own body’s knowledge and intuition as
well as to the body which presents the “dys-order” for which they are all being

treated.

Chapter 7:

In chapter 7 I tell stories of a search for alternatives to the dualistic paradigms
of health and illness which are given to us and imposed upon us by allopathic
medicine. My stories open out questions of power and abuse of power in so-
called holistic paradigms. In this chapter I consider the possibility that holistic
medicine is no real alternative or challenge to traditional forms of medicine
and, finally, I consider where and if body trust may be located and cultivated

within these alternatives.

Chapter 8

In this chapter the messiness of lived experience escalates as I juxtapose
narratives and images which seem as if they might represent both “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” at the same time. This is the paradox of living with
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” experiences all at once. In this chapter I
reflect on the connections between “ways of knowing” and “ways of being”. In

my reflections I offer the suggestion that knowing the body through an
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epistemology which is not rooted in the need to control the body activates a

“way of being” in which body trust is a fundamental experience.

In the same society in which discursive spaces offered for women’s self
construction channel body experience into body mistrust and inhibition there
are also discursive spaces and discursive tools for different “ways of knowing”
and different “ways of being” in the world (Garrett, 1998). Embodied
sociologies and a “spirituality” cultivated through practices of “body trust”
offered me such space and resource. In embodied sociology I found a way of
understanding lived experiences of dys-order which did not over-emphasise
cognition and rationality in such a way as to make my experiences signs of
pathology or madness. Equally, in Yoga I found a self directed way of trusting
my body and understanding my experiences which did not position me and my
“way of being”, or my family and their “ways of being” as pathological or in

need of professional help.

Coda:

Here I reflect on the questions raised in the thesis vis 4 vis a more embodied
theory of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”. I engage with my reader in a
question about the success and failures of the methods I have used. Thus I
finish my thesis-writing not with answers but with more questions both about
efforts to represent lived experiences and about how the embodied positions of
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” can be understood and supported without

dualism.
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CHAPTER 2:

There is fiction in the space between
The lines on your page of memories
Write it down but it doesn't mean
You're not just telling stories

Tracy Chapman, Telling Stories

Introduction: Telling a Story which Heals

It is morning and the birds are singing. Outside the Irish weather is predictably
dull and grey and a light mist descends on the city of Dublin. Reluctantly I pull
myself away from the window to my makeshift desk, a chair piled with yoga
foam pads, where a blank computer screen awaits me. Slowly and carefully I
fold my knees into Virasana, the hero posture of Yoga. My now “not bony
enough” rump touches the wooden floor between taut calves and I try to
breathe some calm and life into my body. A blank computer screen mocks me
with its emptiness and doubt scurries through my mind, mental vermin hungry
for my self-confidence. I flinch but shrug it off. The empty page begs for the
impression of a story I have wanted to tell for a very long time, a story about
“eating disorder(s)” and a story of “recovery”, a story about the status of
bodies immersed in the sociality of Western “high modernity” (Giddens,
1991a; Shilling, 2005) where many women and their loved ones structure their
lives around the practices and discourses of “eating disorder(s)” and

“recovery”.

Although this is a sociological project, I will argue in this chapter that
evocative story-telling (Ellis & Bochner, 1992, 1996, 2000, 2002; Richardson,
1997, 2000a), is the most appropriate sociological methodology for the
presentation of the research I have carried out and the theories I have
constructed and reconstructed in this process. In this chapter I discuss how
these methodologies are used in an attempt to bridge some of the dualisms
between writer and reader, researcher and researched. Accordingly, I theorise
the research process, and its reception, as an inter-textual and dialogical event.
[ will argue that in this way employing evocative methods of telling

sociological stories increases the potential for a more embodied understanding
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of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” because it makes for a feeling way of

writing and a feeling way of reading.

In the following chapter, chapter 3, I will deal with the reasons why I am
telling these stories, reinforcing the argument that the telling of evocative
stories facilitates the disruption of dominant and hegemonic narratives of
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”. In this chapter I concentrate on describing
and contextualising the means that 7 have chosen for representing corporeality
and inter-corporeality as the material and experiential grounds of both
theoretical and non-theoretical narrative production. As articulated by Csordas
(Csordas, 1994, 1999) “the body” is the existential ground of selves, cultures
and narratives of all kinds (see also Frank, 1991; 1995). At the same time, texts
or narratives often act so as to mask their embodied origins. This is especially

true of theoretical narratives'.

Yet my text is full of theoretical narratives, so, in this chapter, I try to answer
for this weight of theory and abstraction. I want to acknowledge here my
difficulty in letting go of the abstract and theoretical and the vulnerability
(Behar, 1996; Ellis, 2004) of turning to more sensual and revelatory narratives.
Arriving at an ontologically secure position where I could tell embodied stories
has been an integral part of the research process for me. This struggle was
characterised in many meetings with my supervisor where she repeatedly asked
of my work, “but where are the body stories you are calling for? There is only
theory in this work. Your stories are missing.” Eventually I began
counteracting my tendency to rely on theory as both description and
explanation by writing the stories that wanted so badly to come out of my
body. I believe that the telling of these stories not only served a feminist body-
political agenda of reclaiming the voice of the subject from medical narratives
of “eating disorder(s)” but also helped me to undermine what I go on to
describe in chapter 4 as the consistent “dis-embodiment” of sociological

theorisation of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”.

"It could be argued that all narratives are in any case theoretical since they offer perspectives
on what has been done, what is being done or what is to be done (Denzin, 1997).
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I begin this chapter by introducing the specific methods through which this
research has come into its own form of “messy” and paradoxical coherence
(Denzin, 1997: Marcus, 1994). I contextualise these methods within the
practices of contemporary “auto/biographical” (Stanley, 1992, 1993) and
“auto-ethnographic” (Ellis, 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 1996, 2000) research and
describe the structure and form of the text that [ produce from within its

conventions.

Auto/biography and auto-ethnography belong to the realm of qualitative social
research, which, as Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln consistently remind
us (e.g. Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, 2000, 2005), is evolving at a tremendous
pace. Ever since being irrevocably catapulted into movement by a triple crisis
of representation, legitimation and praxis social researchers have sought to
experiment with the representative structures and forms used to construct
sociological texts. In this project I follow in the lineage of this
experimentation, overtly blending the practices of social “fact-making” with
the practices of “sociological poetics” (Brady, 2000, 2004, 2005) and
“sociological fictions” (Angrosino, 1996; Banks & Banks, 1998; Ellis &
Bochner, 1996, 2004; Krieger, 1983; Richardson, 1992a, 1992b, 1994b; Wolf,
1992).

In this chapter I will explore the benefits as well as the drawbacks inherent in
the auto-ethnographic and creative approaches that I use. In spite of the
dilemmas, which this way of working “throws up” and in the face of criticisms
inveighed against this method, I will argue for the validity and importance of
auto-ethnographic research methodologies and the value of telling sociological
stories. I will position my work in this chapter within a research framework
concerned with the production of “sacred textualities” (Denzin & Lincoln,
2000; Game & Metcalfe, 1996). As a concept, sacred textualities denotes the
practice of constructing sociological texts from an “ethics of care” (Tronto,
1989) and communitarianism. Sacred textualities call for a participation in
moral questions with a view to making a difference, with a view to offering
spaces outside of the normative for the exploration of narratives which are
usually marginalised and silenced. Sacred textualities depend on the

intersubjective visceral nature of meaning-making. They work with the
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possibility that a sensual, poetic, acoustic or performative text may lift the
reader into an experience over and above the real, an experience of “bodily
effervescence” and “carnal knowledge” (Crossley, 1996a; Durkheim, 1976;
Mellor & Shilling, 1996, 1997). The social research paradigm I describe in
this chapter is based upon ideals of sacred textualities and aims to produce a
text which is more about connecting people in understanding and dialogue than
about creating forms of elitist “difference” between those who know and those

who are known.

Finally, in this chapter I discuss the debate around the criteria according to
which sociological work in this vein may be judged and assessed. I hope that
ultimately my own work will be evaluated and assessed on its ability to
position itself within the developing realm of creative sociologies and upon its
ability to blend the evocative and emotional with the theoretical and analytical.
I would also like to express the hope that this thesis may be received as an
attempt to represent the embodiment of sociological research projects, their
locatedness in the bodies of both readers and writers, and the irrefutably
emotional and experiential processes which lie underneath the development of

sociological description and theory.

Doing Auto-ethnography

This research is an ongoing auto/biographic and auto-ethnographic project.
Auto/biography is used as an analytical tool for epistemological and
ontological investigation. This way of working follows the feminist
methodologies of sociological analysis proposed by Liz Stanley (1990, 1992,
1993), methodologies which have been taken up by many others seeking ways
of reforming positivist sociological paradigms through analytical reflexivity.
However, it is auto-ethnography which best describes both how my research
was done and how it will be represented. In other words, auto-ethnography
signifies how I “do” and have “done” the research upon which this text is

based.

Ethnography is, as Carolyn Ellis and Art Bochner (Ellis & Bochner, 1996)

point out, what ethnographers do; it is an activity:
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Ethnographers inscribe patterns of cultural experience; they give
perspective on life, they interact, they take note, they photograph, they
moralize, they write (Ellis & Bochner, 1996: 16).

Ethnographers observe and record. They often immerse themselves in the
cultures or lived experiences they are studying. In this immersion they attempt
to embody the cultures they are trying to understand. By participating in a
culture that is new or familiar to them, they agree to take this culture into their
bodies and to live it and reproduce it as fully as they can. For this reason,
ethnographers like Amanda Coffey, (Coffey, 1999) Michael Jackson (Jackson,
1989) and Judith Okley (Okley, 1992) describe “doing ethnography™ as a fully
embodied and sensual activity consisting in sensation, emotion and intuition, as

well as reflection and writing.

As a fully embodied and sensual activity I have, for the past 14 years or so,
been immersed in, observing and recording the lived experiences of “eating
disorder(s)” and repeated attempts at “recovery”. During this time I have been
hospitalized twice in order to complete “eating disorder recovery
programmes”. | have also participated in an “alternative” residential treatment
programme and in many different kinds of individual and group therapies®. As
the “auto”™ of this project implies, this is an experience that / have lived, an
experience in which my subjectivity is enormously invested and through which

my subjectivity is, and has been, constructed.

Like many others, I argue that the auto/bio/graphical nature of my work does
not render my work sociologically suspect (e.g. Hunt, 2001; Sparkes, 2002;
Stanley, 1993) nor does it render it “a narcissistic exercise of navel gazing
sociology” (c.f. Atkinson, 1997; Atkinson & Silverman, 1997; Silverman,
1997). While some have decried the introduction of the “auto” as a

researchable topic in itself, others note that auto-ethnography, and indeed all

? Privilege has allowed me to participate in the practices that I story in this research. By
contrast, many of those who live with “eating disorder(s)” find themselves limited in the
practices they may employ; therapy for example, due to its considerable expense, is not
available or accessible to everyone. Furthermore, in Ireland places on “eating disorder recovery
programmes” in our public hospitals are limited and the waiting lists for these spaces are
incredibly long.
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writing or representation (Behar & Gordon, 1995; Okley & Callaway, 1992;
Reed-Danahay, 1997; Stanley, 1993; Stanley & Wise, 1993) is inherently part
self, part culture and part the representation and sense making of both these
components. Such critics note that the “auto”, or self who writes, is never
absent from a sociological account and that, in any case, objectivity can never
be fully realised (Collins, 1991; Fonow & Cook, 1991; Game & Metcalfe,
1996; Harraway, 1988; Lentin, 1993; Stanley, 1990). As producers of written
accounts of reality, sociologists craft narratives which are unavoidably

inflected with the subjective perspectives of the self who writes.

Feminist critique has perhaps been most incisive on this matter. Standpoint
epistemologies, for example, have given deep thought to the ontological basis
of knowledge production (Clough, 1994; Harding, 1987, 1991a, 1991b;
Hartsock, 1983, 1987; Smith, 1989, 1988; Stanley & Wise, 1993). Reflexively
working out from this understanding, key feminist thinkers vociferously
opposed “masculinist” (Bordo, 1986) techniques of reading, writing and social
inquiry, inspiring a move to challenge patriarchal knowledge production by
making women’s experiences the point of departure for enquiry and opposition
to hegemonic positivism. However, these initial standpoint perspectives
provoked critique, due to their tendency to reproduce certain positivist
conventions despite beginning from the subject of “women”. Donna Harraway
(Harraway, 1988) and Kay Ganguly (Ganguly, 1992), for example, have both
noted that many of the initial projects which espoused a standpoint
epistemology reproduced “humanist and masculine myths of power and
certitude” (Ganguly, 1992: 61), firstly by representing research accounts as
accurate versions of a unitary and unified reality therefore hiding the
interpretive process of writing, and secondly by omitting to theorise feminism

itself as an historically specific and partial way of knowing the world.

Many feminists have as a result looked towards the use of auto/bio/graphy,

intellectual or otherwise as:

A technical and theoretical term which indicates an analytical
recognition that the supposed binary of self and other, fact and fiction,

past and present, reality and representation, autobiography and
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biography are actually multiply traversed in stories and narratives and
other accounts including those produced through method (Lentin,

1997:21) (emphasis added).

This application of the term “auto”, drawing heavily on the work of Liz
Stanley (Stanley, 1990, 1992), the Personal Narratives group (Personal
Narratives Group, 1989) and feminist researchers in other fields (Okley &
Callaway, 1992), heightens consciousness and reflexivity in the processes of
researching and writing and acknowledges the subjective and inter-subjective
(Crossley, 1996b; Schutz, 1972) dimensions of all sociality, representation and

understanding.

Auto-ethnographic methods evolve out of such theoretical and practical
applications of auto/biography. Adding ethnographic methods of participation
and “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) to the reflexive apparatus embedded in
auto/biography and auto-ethnography, Carolyn Ellis writes:

Refers to writing about the personal and its relationship to culture. It is
an autobiographical genre of writing and research that displays multiple
layers of consciousness (....) Back and forth auto-ethnographers gaze:
first they look through an autoethnographic wide lens, focussing
outward on social and cultural aspects of their personal experience;
then they look inward exposing a vulnerable self that is moved by and
may move through, refract and resist cultural interpretations. As they
zoom backward and forward, inward and outward, distinctions between
the personal and cultural become blurred, sometimes beyond distinct

recognition (Ellis, 2004: 38).

This inward and outward movement is important since it implies that writing
about the self is writing about interactive lived experience (bio) and culture
(ethno) (Reed-Danahay, 1997; Stanley, 1992, 1993b; Stanley & Wise, 1993).
To write about the self is to write about interactive social experience. If culture
circulates through all of us (Baudrillard, 1994; Jameson, 1990), then how can

auto-ethnography, a practice which represents the connections between culture
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and self, not connect us to that interactive and inter-subjective world beyond

the self? (Ellis, 2004: 34).

Andrew Sparkes (Sparkes, 1996, 2002), somewhat like Giddens (Giddens,
1991b), considers the autobiographical reflexive narrative as an inherent within
contemporary Western societies. Sociological appropriation of the
autobiographical and auto-ethnographic reflects this. Yet Sparkes (Sparkes,
2002) also notes that while autobiographic and auto-ethnographic narrative
forms and utterance are widely encouraged in our society they are also widely
disparaged (see, for example, Furedi, 2004). Confessional shows are laughed at
and ridiculed, published autobiographies rarely considered literary. The
scenario is similar in sociology, where auto/biography and auto-ethnography
have parlous footing. By my estimation there are two glaring reasons for this.
The first, in agreement with Sparkes (Sparkes, 2002), is that many sociological
auto-ethnographies and auto/biographies deal with experiences that are
uncomfortable to think about and with experiences that are considered taboo.
In dealing with these subjects auto-ethnographies and auto/biographies deal in
the shadowy depths and joyous heights of emotions and the impurities and
dangers of carnal bodies. Sparkes borrows Kathryn Church’s description of her
narratives to remark upon the sustained sense that carnally raw and emotional
narratives are traditionally forbidden to sociologists. This prohibition on
emotion is reflected in the second glaring reason for the dismissal of auto-
ethnography and auto/biography: the subjective nature of the research and the
foregrounding of the self who writes. Anathema to positivist sociology, this
foregrounding of the self is over-ridingly problematic for those who view the

self as a “contaminant” (Krieger, 1991; Mikhalovsky, 1996).

This brings us back to the assertions, stated above, that the self is social and
that culture, history, and experience are all brought to life in circuits of self and
other. Sparkes (Sparkes, 2002) commends to us Kathryn Church’s defence of
her “critical autobiography as vital work because, as she says, it deploys the
possibility that we may “learn about the general from the particular”. She has

written that:
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Subjectivity is filled with the voices of other people. Writing about
myself is a way of writing about these others and about the worlds
which we create/ inhibit... Because my subjective experience is part of
the world, the story which emerges is not completely private and
idiosyncratic (Church, 1995:5)

(Cited in Sparkes, 2002: 216).

Threading a similar vein of thought, Liz Stanley (1993b) notes that people do
not accumulate their life histories in a social vacuum and that even though the
process of recalling and interpreting events is mediated by many factors®, this
process itself must be understood as an inter-active and inter-subjective social
activity. Just as an embodied sociology makes the point that the self is social,
that the social is embodied and that self and society are inextricably interlinked
and dialectically constituted (e.g. Bendelow & Williams, 1998b; Frank, 1990;
Shilling, 2000, 2005), an auto-ethnographic methodology rests upon the
proposition that any writing of the self is also a writing of interactive and inter-
subjective lived experience and culture. Moreover, because, as Andrew

Sparkes argues:

Culture speaks itself through an individual’s story by providing the
narrative resources for the construction of a particular self, at a specific

time, under certain socio-political conditions (Sparkes, 2004: 420).

We may use auto-ethnographies to understand the micro-physics of power.
What I am trying to get across here, in other words, is that auto-ethnographies
are critical and indispensable to sociology because they inevitably and always
inscribe and explore the connections and relations of power between self and

the broader social and cultural context.

I address and challenge the charge of self indulgence in the above discussion as
a way of encouraging my reader to suspend the employment of the
conventional meta-narrative that we apply and work with when we read and

write sociology, a scientific meta-narrative which demands that writers and

3 Thus Jelinek (Jelinek, 1980) argues reality is never captured and what is written is not the life
but the self (see also, Lowell-Randall, 1997).
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readers of sociology must be distant, objective and unemotional (Game &
.Metcalfe, 1996). This meta-narrative demands in short that ideal readers and
writers of sociology should either have no self-stories at all or should have the
inhuman power of suspending all such stories while they are taken up with the
work of sociology. Engaging with sociological texts through the frameworks of
this “masculinist” meta-narrative has the effect of producing disembodied
writers and readers who are afraid to reflect with, and through, their sensible
and sentient bodies (Carozzi, 1997; Crossley, 1996; 2001) and the stories
which these varying embodiments have produced. My work is an attempt to
cross-cut the terms of this narrative; it is of and about bodies, their sensible and
sentient knowledge and all of the stories that our embodiment presumes. It
evokes, interpellates (Althusser, 1971) and indeed demands embodied selves,
selves who read, write and act from and with their reflexive and reflective

bodies and all of their experiences in the world.

Inscribing Auto-ethnographies

While I will return again to the issue of embodying narrative constructions
through the specific focus on “self” and “selves”, [ want to rein myself back for
a moment to the “doing” which this auto-ethnographic project implies. Just like
all ethnographic enterprises this project implies textual recordings or
inscriptions (Denzin, 1997; Geertz, 1973). In many ways the auto-ethnographic
work that I represent, is and has been inscribed in and on my body and the
bodies of those close to me... the process has left its marks. Yet in spite of the
seeming obviousness and endurance of some of these bodily inscriptions, I
want my work to be a move away from “occularcentric”, (Brain, 2002; Denzin,
1997) “only skin deep” (Birke, 1999) readings of “eating disorders” and
“recovery”. Denzin (1997: 34) uses the term “occularcentrism” to denote an
epistemology which presumes the primacy of vision as the dominant form of
knowing in modern Western societies (see also Synnott, 1993). This
occularcentric paradigm is related to cultural traditions which produce
particular (misogynistic) “visual expectations” through which women come to
perceive their own “look™ (Tseelon, 1995). In work on “eating disorder(s)” and

“recovery” occularcentrism has operated by objectifying and reifying images
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of women’s bodies, predicating both “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” on the
outward presentation of a “normal” self appearance. Not only has this been
incredibly damaging in terms of emotional well-being and social interaction for
women who look “normal” yet live the torment of disordered eating
(Lawrence, 1987)°, it has also meant that the theories we have constructed
using this epistemology are positioned directly within Western culture’s
problematic and contradictory body standards, norms, measurements and

imagery (Bartky, 1991; Bordo, 1991; Frost, 1995).

As a mode of avoiding such occularcentrism, this work deliberately moves
away from the image of the emaciated body to focus more on the inscription of
evocative written accounts which are produced in attempts to understand the
meanings of experiences being lived. I am particularly anxious to avoid the
construction of yet another narrative which focuses on reading the stark and
shocking image of an “anorexic body”. I believe these texts, through a focus
on the spectacular, are “triggering” for readers who live with “eating
disorder(s)”. I know that they have been for me. Attempting to limit
“triggering”, I want to minimise descriptions of body size and shape, excoriate
weight measurements from my story and concentrate instead on the
construction of stories, poems and theories of how my experiences of “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” have been lived and understood through a
body/self who is more than just her image. This anti-occularcentric way of
working is in line with the objectives of an embodied sociology (Bendelow &
Williams, 1998a, 1998b; Inckle, 2007), emphasising an epistemology rooted in
emotional and carnal knowing (Crossley, 1996; Mellor & Shilling, 1996) and
thus in senses additional to the visual®. It responds to Denzin’s (1997) call for

a “new language™: a language that is post-structural to the core, personal,

* In the genealogy of “eating disorder(s)” the discovery of “anorexia nervosa”, the first disorder
to be identified by the burgeoning discipline of “Psychology”, was irrevocably tied to
emaciation and cachexis. It is this image which stands to the forefront in popular culture and
common understandings of “eating disorders”. Consequently, women who don’t look either
“too thin” or “too fat” are not offered the possibility of identification with the living of this
experience. One of the consequences of this occularcentric epistemology has been the
heightened stigmatisation of “bulimia- nervosa” and the relative silencing of this experience in
psychological, sociological and popular cultural representations.

> Mellor & Shilling’s (1997) study of different forms of embodiment is highly relevant here as
they discuss in particular the way that even the visual sense has been transformed by the
sensuality of the image in modern culture.
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emotional and biographically specific, a language which enacts the possibility

that:

Seeing is not understanding. Understanding is more than visual
knowledge. Understanding is visceral. The fully interpretive text
plunges the reader into the interior, feeling, hearing, tasting, smelling
and touching worlds of subjective human experience (Denzin, 1997:
46).

Drawing back again to the subject of “doing” this auto-ethnography, I want to
make it clear that I have always been writing about the world that I live in and
have kept journals and scribbled poems and songs on scraps of paper and copy-
books, on and off, from around the age of ten. Interested in people, and
interested in finding ways to make them come alive in my writing, I filled
pages and pages of my diaries and copybooks with daily logs, stories and
poems. At around age 13, as [ became more aware of the ways in which a
woman’s body may become an object of male desire and fetishised by
capitalist cultures of the body (Bartky, 1991; Mulvey, 1989; Wolf, 1990), my
diaries and writing pads began to fill with narratives, stories and poems about
my body, about my relationship with it and about the relationships developing
between my family and I as a result of the way that my “being in my body”
began to change. In this project I consider all of these journal entries a part of

the doing of this auto-ethnographic project and as a valuable source of data.

Yet, while I have always been writing and while my diaries literally burst at the
seams, there are a large number of gaps in my productivity over the years. I
have not always been able to narrate my experiences as they were occurring.
At times I was simply too sick, tired and depressed to write anything. I gave up
on life and as a result I gave up on writing. These gaps or silences in my
journal writing reflect trauma and the impossibility of speaking about or
finding words for traumatic experience as it is being lived. Foucault, cited in
Dumm (1996), calls these kinds of human experiences heterotopias.

Heterotopias:
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Are disturbing, probably because they secretly undermine language,
because they make it impossible to name this and that, because they
shatter or tangle common names. Because they destroy syntax in
advance...heterotopias desiccate speech, stop words in their tracks,
contest the very possibility of grammar at its source (Foucault, 1970:

379).

Language, inadequate at any time, fails to express completely what occurred.
The failure of language is exacerbated by the psychological instinct to consign
such events to silence. In Lacan’s account of trauma a traumatic experience
cannot belong to the speaking subject, it is owned and expressed by other

components of subjectivity:

The subject will no longer integrate it, nevertheless it will remain there,
somewhere, spoken if one can put it this way, by something the subject

does not control (Lacan, 1993: 191).

During heterotopic experiences my body was often the speaker; sometimes I
was in control of this body speech, sometimes 1 was not. There were often
times when my body lived and tangled a tortured language for which neither
my voice nor my pen could find a means of translating. However, in deciding
to reformulate these experiences as part of a “sociological quest narrative”
(Garrett, 1998) [ attempt to narrate this body trauma or heterotopia as part of an
illness experience which, from the perspective of the present, I can now write
as both quest and chaos (Denzin, 1989, 1991; Frank, 1995; Sparkes, 2004). As
Ellis (Ellis, 2000, 2004) acknowledges, traumatic illness experiences tend to
impede the writing of an event in their midst but this does not mean that they
cannot be accessed and discussed from the perspective of the present moment
and an ongoing narration of self. Furthermore, it may be true that the body
physical holds and retains memories and traumas, as muscle contraction, as
scar tissue, as particular gait or stance towards the world (Lowen, 1971;
Freund, 1982, 1990, 1998; Inckle, 2007; Garrett, 2004). With intention and
care these body memories may be accessed, released, expressed. There are

many ways to achieve this access and release and writing is one of them.
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In this spirit | want to argue that there are means, by which some silences may
be bridged and I believe it is important to try. Working on this project over the
years | have attempted in the first instance to bridge some of the gaps or
silences in my journals by making what Carolyn Ellis describes as
“retrospective field notes” (Ellis, 2004: 117). To write up these “retrospective
field notes™, I have used a process which Ellis interchangeably calls
“systematic sociological recall” and “emotional recall”. Ellis likens the process
to method acting and to the imaginative practices that fiction writers often
employ. The key for Ellis is to imagine being (back) in an experience both
emotionally and physically. As I imagined myself back into past experiences,
the writing about these experiences was not just a method of recall, it was also
a method of narrative inquiry (Richardson, 1990, 1994a, 2000a). As I wrote, |
wondered. As I wrote, I felt and as I felt I thought about the feelings. In this
way my analyses and my data tumbled together like colourful clothes in a spin
cycle. The relationship between the two was intimate and inextricable; as if in
the spinning the two had been knotted together, two woollen jumpers knotted

through the spinning in permanent embrace.

I acknowledge that all memory work takes place in the present and is oriented
towards the future (Bochner, 2004; Personal Narratives Group, 1989;
Plummer, 1994; Stanley, 1992). I also acknowledge that the memory work I
engage in here is entangled with my efforts to construct a stable and secure
self-narrative (Giddens, 1991b; Lowell-Randall, 1997). I acknowledge too that
my desire for such a secure narrative and some kind of teleology for my
experiences in part motivates this project. As Christine Kiesinger (Kiesinger,
2002) notes, narrative framing is of immense importance in any writing of the
self; it is of no less importance in this project. In spite of these mitigating
factors, it is my contention that working with “emotional recall” and using
“narrative as a means of inquiry” (Richardson, 2000a) are viable
methodologies because they allow me, and hopefully my readers, to access and
think about feelings, emotions, interactions and versions of self which might
otherwise remain hidden and forever silenced despite their importance to the

theoretical reflections that I want to develop in this thesis.
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I readily admit that certain gaps and silences remain in my work as a
mechanism of representation, as a mechanism of the unconscious, and as a
protective mechanism of the conscious (Clough, 1992). This is after all the
nature of any narrative, given, as mentioned above, the slippage of linguistic
construction (Derrida, 1997), the second hand nature of meanings (Bruner,
1986; Hall, 1970; Wright- Mills, 1959) and the often necessary mediation of
“memory gaps” (Lentin, 1997a, 1997b) and selective narration. Nevertheless,
while I cannot, and do not aim to, close down all of the gaps or silences in this
account of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”, there are two gaps or silences
in particular which I am sure I do not want to reproduce; the silence around the
experiences of those close to persons who embody disorders of eating and the
silencing of the lived body in our sociological accounts of “eating disorders”
and “recovery”. To begin to address the first of these silences, the silence
around how family members live through “eating disorders™ and “recovery”,
this auto-ethnographic project is one which includes the stories and voices of
those who lived through this experience with me, namely, my family and my

partner.

As 1 will discuss in more detail in chapters 3 and 6, there is very little, aside
from the “psy” (Rose, 1990, 1996) discourse which pathologises particular
family systems, written about how family members, partners or close friends
also live through the experiences of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”; albeit
from different embodied perspectives’. Indeed the influence of “psy” discourse
on popular understanding has led, I believe, to deep-seated beliefs that family
is the causal root of ““eating disorder(s)” experiences. This belief has a
particularly strong attachment to middle and higher-class families with the
effect of obscuring the incidence of “eating disorder(s)” in lower-class families
and also of (re)producing the image of “eating disorder(s)” as the archetypal
poor little rich girl. As Helen Malson (Malson, 1998) argues, health workers
and therapists act to construct the objects of their attention in accordance with
the prevailing discourses. Today’s prevailing discourses on family include
discourses of parental responsibility for the lives of their children and

discourses which problematise the parental role in modern society alongside

%1 did however find an incredibly powerful piece of poetry, “The Wasting Game” by Philip
Gross (Gross, 2001), which tells of a father’s experiences of his daughter’s anorexia.
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constructions of ideal-type healthy and unhealthy families (functional and dys-
functional). These discourses can be easily identified in popular culture
amongst the many television programmes and self-help books devoted to ideal
parenting. Accordingly, just as “eating disorder(s)” subjects are reified into the
forms suggested in “psy” and popular culture’, some parents and some families
in popular and “psy” discourse are made markers of deviance from what is
considered good parenting and healthy family functioning. “Deviant” families

are formed and re-formed in relation to these ideal images.

In this thesis I want to include the voices of my family because 1 believe that in
popular and psy discourse on “eating disorder(s)”, the scapegoating of family
has consequences that must be considered. I also believe that such attribution
of blame links into dualistic bio-political epistemologies which silence
experiential voices. This will be the main theme in chapter 6. Here, I want to
point out that sociology has neglected to reflect on or with the experiences of
members of family or loved ones who also, in their own ways, live through
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” experiences. A sociological gap exists in
this regard. To address these silencing gaps [ want to include the voices of my
mother, father, sister and brother and the voice of my partner Michael, thus
facilitating a consideration of “eating disorder(s)” experiences as lived inter-
subjectively by feeling and knowing subjects. Even without the desire to
challenge the scapegoating of family systems pushing me to include the
experiences of my family members, I feel it would be wrong of me to construct
the stories of “eating disorders” and “recovery” I present in this thesis, without
presenting multiple voices. As Ruth Linden (Linden, 1993) has argued in

relation to the collection of Shoah narratives:

Constructing memories and narratives about surviving cannot be done
in isolation. Stories about surviving ought to be poly-vocal, collectively
woven braids in which individual lives and memories are intertwined

(Linden, 1993: 82).

71 discuss this reification of the subject of “eating disorder(s)” in more detail in chapters 3 and
55
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Without wishing to claim anywhere near likeness to the experiences of those
who lived through and survived the Shoah, I find it useful to think of telling

58 the

these stories as a means of “surviving” and going beyond “surviving
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” experiences that I will describe in this
thesis. I believe that by constructing a “collective memorisation’ of our
surviving (Young, 1993) and by undermining the silencing of family in
sociological accounts of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” my readers may
use multiplicity of perspective, and polyvocality of story to challenge and
problematise for themselves the theoretical propositions I offer within the text

as well as to challenge and problematise medical ways of knowing and medical

ways of treating “‘eating disorders” and “recovery”.

Researching the Family

[ have to assert at this point that researching family members is no longer
considered either an unusual or unethical practice. It can be argued that ease of
access and the fact that the researcher is already an “insider” makes of the
family an excellent topic of research. Capitalising on the accessibility of
family, Liz Stanley (Stanley, 1985), has for example, researched her mother’s
life using life history methods, and has written about her mother’s stroke and
death as a way of elucidating the reflexivity and inter-subjectivity of self-hood
(Stanley, 1993). Other examples may be found in volumes such as Fiction and
Social Research where Shawn Michelle Smith (Smith, 1998) has researched
her mother using documents and photograph albums and Leigh Berger (Berger,
1998) has written beautifully about her relationship with her deaf sister.
Likewise, in Composing Ethnography, Carol Rambo-Ronai (Rambo-Ronai,
1996)° has written a provocative piece about her intellectually disabled mother
and in Ethnographically Speaking Christine Kiesinger (Kiesinger, 2004) writes
about her relationship with her father in order to reflect on an important

consequence of narrative framing and re-framing. These pieces of work offer

¥ As I read through these sections of my work and reflect on the many meanings of “survival”
and on how it has been used negatively in sociology in work sharing allegiances with the
rhetoric of Christopher Lasch (Lasch, 1980, 1984), I think about how much I want survival
here to represent the same kind of being at peace in the wilderness of not knowing that
Margaret Atwood has described so beautifully in both Surfacing (Atwood, 1973) and Survival
(Atwood, 1972) .

 Rambo-Ronai (2005) has also written an auto-ethnography of her grandmother which
explores the impressions left upon our identities by those who are close to us.
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us the opportunity to reflect deeply on family relations and interrelations by
honestly sharing experiences with readers and by uncovering slices of life and

slices of emotionality which would otherwise remain hidden.

Yet while it is now ethically permissible to study and write about one’s own
family, ethical dilemmas still arise in this project and in others as a result of
studying family members and thus making the subjects of our work
immediately identifiable to the reader. Writing this project using
auto/biography and auto-ethnography necessarily identifies my-“self” as the
subject of research but it also makes the selves of my mother, father, brother,
sister and partner immediately identifiable. Presenting this thesis and these
theories auto/biographically and auto-ethnographically negates the possibility
of guaranteeing anonymity to my family. There is little point in me giving
them pseudonyms, they are already “outed” by the nature of my work.
Nonetheless, when I initially intimated to family members that my thesis
would be auto/biographical and that I would like to include their voices as well
as my own, they assured me that they would do anything that they could to
support me in this work and that they were happy to be identified and
identifiable through my research. Thus while the ethical dilemma here was
created by the nature of the study it was resolved in part by the nature of
working in such a supportive and loving environment, a more fortunate setting
than many who must resolve the ethical problems implicit in researching

“others”.

Once given my family’s approval of the auto/biographic and auto-ethnographic
nature of this work I began to think more about how I was going to collect the
strands of our story which belonged to them and about how to represent these
without making my ultimate authorial power disappear within the finished text.
After briefly flirting with the idea of sitting each member of my family down
in turn and taping an interview with them, I went with my instinctual
scepticism of this traditional form of data collection. Like Anne Oakley
(Oakley, 1981) I believe that the conventional and formal techniques of
qualitative research can stilt dialogue and overly formalize interaction and are
not a realistic paradigm for researchers who are interested in more

“emancipatory” (Lynch, 2000; Stanley & Wise, 1993) forms of research. I also
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believe that we must search for different ways of conducting research when we
are dealing with sensitive research topics (Lee, 1993). Instead of conducting
either formal or informal interviews I chose to base research into my family’s
stories in conversational encounters. These conversations occurred
spontaneously as a result of the interest that my family have in my work and in
my life. Every time one of them asked me about how things were going I
considered this an opportunity to tell them about how I was thinking, what I
was thinking about and to ask them about what they could remember of the

same times in our lives.

Because these were such emotionally charged conversations, and because we
were so often talking about the past and drawing on our memory, I would
argue that my family employed here the same technique of emotional recall
that I had employed myself. I made notes of these conversations, following
Ellis’s (Ellis, 2004) recommendations that in taking field-notes on
conversations the intent should be focused towards faithfully recording the
perspectives and feelings offered and the meanings attributed to events
described, rather than a word for word accounting of what was discussed.
Again this method falls in line with a research paradigm which is more
concerned with an accurate representation of the meaningfulness that people
attribute to their experience rather than the specific words they related these
experience with at a particular moment in time (Angrosino, 1998; Smith,

2002).

At this point another ethical dilemma emerged for me. Having collected many
stories from my family I was confronted with a further related problem which
inheres in writing about “others”. Writing about others implies hierarchies of
power in which the author, however benevolent her intention, wields power
over those he or she writes about (Behar & Gordon, 1995; Clifford & Marcus,
1986; Geertz, 1973). Even though I faithfully collected my family members’
perspectives I was aware that I had the ultimate authorial power and that I
could easily hide that power by applying conventional forms of sociological
representation. For example, an option proffered to me by sociological
convention is to construct a text securing its authority through appeals to

realism (Clough. 1992; Mitchell & Charmaz, 1996). Writing in this way |
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could make my work as an author and indeed my authority disappear by
making it seem that the representations of my family members’ experiences are
verbatim accounts and thus exact replications of how they understand and

understood things.

It could be argued that the dissemination of authorial power in unequal
measures is inevitable in sociological texts. However, as I began to read more
in the field of qualitative methodology and as I began, tentatively at first and
then whole heartedly, to feel my way around evolving, experimental forms of
qualitative research, as I began to be inspired by what I found there, [ began to
believe that there was a way to diffuse the illusion of authorial power and that
the way was to be found explicitly through “creativity” and subjectivity.
Reading sociology which was honest and overt about the artful blending of fact
and fiction that writing implies, I realised that this was the kind of sociology
which made me feel and, through my feeling, helped me understand better.
Writing of this kind draws explicitly on easily recognisable conventions of
fiction-making and story-telling to produce research which is evocative,
emotional, artful and empathic (Banks & Banks, 1998; Ellis & Bochner, 1996,
2000, 2004; Ellis & Flaherty, 1992; Krieger, 1983; Richardson, 1990, 1992).
Within this genre, dialogic texts, which offer many standpoints and
perspectives and many characters with which to identify or think with, are
preferred. Richardson (Richardson, 1997) likens the narratives produced here

to crystals, which combine:

Symmetry and substance with an infinite variety of shapes, substances,
transmutations, multidimensionalities, and angles of approach. Crystals
grow, change alter but are not amorphous. Crystals are prisms that
reflect externalities and refract within themselves, creating different
colours, patterns, arrays, casting off in different directions. What we see

depends upon our angle of repose (Richardson, 1997: 92).
Much of this genre of research might be described as involved in

experimentation with what Laurel Richardson (Richardson, 2000) has termed

“Creative Analytical Practices” (CAP), experimenting in order to carry out and
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represent research in what Art Bochner calls an “alterative” manner (Bochner,

2002).

Laurel Richardson celebrates the fact that there has been an explosion of
projects in the last two decades or so all of which are both analytic and creative

and warns that:

Those holding the dinosaurian belief that “creative™ and “analytic” are
contradictory and incompatible modes are standing in the path of a
meteor (Richardson, 2004: 930).

Creative analytical projects have launched a major challenge to the ways that
research accounts are traditionally produced and the way that “truths” are
positioned within these accounts. Ellis (Ellis, 2004) clearly articulates the
problem of sociological truth when she writes that, even when the most
thorough of research procedures have been carried out, in the process of
writing sociologists will always edit these accounts, no matter the science-
sounding spin they frame it with. All too often, she opines, sociologists and
anthropologists select prose, or statistics out of context surrounding it with
their own constructed analytical contexts and intent, claiming authority over
the text and its interpretations (Ellis, 2004: 126). Patti Lather (Lather, 1991,
1993) takes a political stance against this way of working when she decries this
kind of sociology as ““a regime of truth”. Lather draws this terminology of
“truth” from Foucault’s archaeologies of knowledge/power (see Barry, 1999;
Gordon, 1990), which argue that truth is an “effect” of the operation of
discourse and that discourse operates through the inequitable dissemination of
power and knowledge. Taking Foucault’s critiques of “truth” seriously, as
Lather and others do, we can begin to admit to the ways in which sociology has
benefited from inequitable power/knowledge binaries which depend upon the
evocation of social scientific truths. We can acknowledge that what produces
the “truth™ of our work is nof our ability to provide objective, exact
representations of society companioned with objective and rational theory. Our
“truths” as sociologists are more realistically an “effect” of how discourse

works in this specific moment in time.
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Sociologists experimenting with creative analytical practices, by contrast with
those who write to represent “the facts” of a matter, make their narratives
illustrative of the process of writing as a process of re-framing and creating.
Such reflexivity and reflection on writing as a creative and formative process
challenges sociology’s traditional “regimes of truth” by eschewing “truth” for
veridicality and verisimilitude. Laurel Richardson’s (Richardson, 1992)
crafting of the narrative poem “Louisa May’s Story of Her Life” was one of the
first widely read examples of this kind of creative analytical practice. It was
certainly the first that I read. It was created from an in-depth interview with
“Louisa May” an unwed mother, using only Louisa May’s syntax, words and
grammar. Richardson says that she wrote the poem in order to integrate the
poet and the scientist within her and to explore the epistemological basis of
knowledge (Richardson, 1997: 135). Yes, she had interviewed Louisa May
and, yes, these were Louisa May’s words but in writing them into poetry she
was waving a red flag over her hand in artfully constructing sociological
meanings from Louisa May’s account of her life. The poem spiralled out of
Richardson’s own control when it entered the realm of reception. In the poem’s
many incarnations since the first and in the “theoretical rhizomes™ it has
produced (e.g. Richardson, 1992, 2000), it has become, she writes, emblematic
of a post-structural methodology that generates alternative theories and

perspectives for writing and for living (Richardson, 1997: 136).

I like to think of Richardson’s poem “Louisa May's Story of Her Life” not just
as an emblem, but as a direction. It was in reading “Louisa May” and in
reading the many literary sociological narratives to which Richardson’s poem
directed me, that inspired me to embrace literary techniques in the writing of
my sociological accounts of “eating disorder(s)” experiences. It threw me into
the possibilities of an “artful science” (Brady, 1990). It was through
Richardson’s directions that I found my way, to the work of Ellis (2004) and
through Ellis to the poetic writings of Kiesinger (1998) and Tillmann-Healy
(1996) on “eating disorder(s)” experiences. As I discuss in chapter 4, it was the
poetic and lyrical writing of both of these women writers that brought me alive
to the difference between an embodied and a disembodied account of “eating

disorder(s)” and “recovery”.
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Instead of reproducing the idea of “the sociologist” as an objective observer
and theorist'’ and hiding the art involved in writing up research, creative and
artful social research representations acknowledge and centralise the subjective
and inter-subjective nature of interpretation(s) and the aesthetic fashioning
involved in any kind of textual construction. Following Geertz (1973) an
extreme scepticism around any claim to constructing “factual” representation is
adopted. The position taken on “fact” is one in which fact is viewed as yet
another form of representation. We can never capture reality factually only
represent our interpretations of events in many different ways. As Geertz

states:

Interpretations ...are thus fictions, fictions in the sense that they are
“something made”, “something fashioned”- the original meaning of
fictio not that they are false, unfactual or merely as if thought

experiments (Geertz: 1973: 15).

Contrasting with a sociology claiming to represent the “facts™ of the matter, |
decided I wanted to work with the fictions of the matter. I decided that I could
overtly “fictionalise™ all of our stories so that even if I wrote about events and
experiences which “actually” happened, by drawing on the narrative
conventions of “storying” or story-telling and the narrative conventions of
poetry and fiction: metaphor, metonym, thick and rich descriptions and
evocation, I could signal the fashioned and crafted nature of this account and
therefore diminish any construction of authority based upon the rhetorical
artifice of realism within a text. Furthermore, I believed, I could signify better
the embodied basis of these accounts. Thus I chose to write this thesis as a
celebration of the fictive, creative and self -empowering potential of narrative;
as a creative counter-narrative to the reified constructions of “eating disorders”

and “recovery” with which most of us are more familiar.

In the final “writing up”, I have drawn on my diaries, my recalled memories
and on the stories told to me by different members of my family to vrite

evocative and descriptive stories and poems; fictions of key events in our

' For a really nice description and critique of the objective sociologist see Anne Game and
Simon Metcalfe in Passionate Sociology (Game & Metcalfe, 1996)
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“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” experience. Where other characters enter
our stories I have changed their names. These other characters are somewhat
like ghosts of our past. My Mum tells me she still has nightmares about the
girl, Deborah, who I write into a poem in chapter 6. These characters are
incredibly clear and important to us, yet like ghosts they are silent and
intangible. I can’t speak to them now to ask how they would position
themselves in my narratives; they are gone from my life. Yet they are also still
there, still a part of who I am and how I have experienced “eating disorder(s)”
and “recovery”. They are in the stories as characters, sometimes composite
characters, but I have not been able to discuss with any of them in the real their
places in this my account of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” experiences.
The devices of fiction are the devices protecting these characters. Devices of

fiction protect their anonymity.

In the writing of the stories and poems I have tried to make the language and
the rhythm of the prosody as sensual and ass evocative of bodily rhythm as I
could. I believe, as Richardson (Richardson, 1997) and others do'’, that poetry
and poetic writing is especially effective in efforts to communicate the bodily
basis of narrative. Instead of only writing my version of what happened I used
the stories my family had told to me in comversation to imagine myself in their
positions and to sometimes write our expeiriences from their perspectives as
well as my own. However, just as I spoke «of my own silences above, in this
thesis there are many silences and gaps whiich I cannot bridge, and which my
family does not want me to bridge. I know,, for they have told me, that when
they talk with me about their experiences, they tell only half of the story for

they do not want to hurt or upset me.

I was not there and cannot represent what happened for example, when Sarah
talked about her experiences of our shared trauma with psychologists,
counsellors and friends. She won’t tell me howawful she felt, she will not talk
at length about the resentfulness that many, sblings feel in families where the
“eating disorder(s)” experiences of one chiild cause the focus to be diverted
away from the others. Perhaps I do not waint he to talk about this with me

(yet). Perhaps because I have not wanted tco hea this pain, I have not asked the

' See, for example, Brady (2004); Inckle (2007); SSparkes & Douglas (2007).
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right, or enough, questions? My half awareness of this problem was wakened
in full after a conference presentation where it was pointed out to me that my
family would never be able to tell me all of how they felt, for my family must
surely live in fear of ever “triggering” me and setting me off on another bout of
self-destruction. Thus while I write about my own employment of an “ethics of
care”, it is equally true that my family and my friends and partner also employ
an “ethics of care™ around what they tell me. Perhaps this is another mediation
and fictionalisation of our experience but it is one, which it seems, has for me
been necessary as a means of preserving the ontological security necessary to

produce this text.

I have not yet shared these stories in full with my family. Some of the poems I
have read to my mother. I have read parts to my sister Sarah over the phone.
Sarah worries to me that I will paint a picture of her which makes her “look
bad” evoking the vulnerability and worry we all feel and the judgements, from
readers, we fear. This vulnerability in auto-ethnography is something which
comes up over and over in theorisations of auto-ethnographic research practice.
Not only does writing research in this mode make for professional vulnerability
(Church, 1995; Sparkes, 2002), it also makes for personal vulnerability (Behar,
1996; Ellis, 2004). Neither I nor my family will have any control over how our
readers will interpret us. My only protective measure when it comes to writing
about and representing my family, my friends and my partner is, as I say, the
employment of an “ethics of care”, for feelings and for the “ways of being” and
“ways of knowing” that I write about. In the practice of fiction-making I am
connecting imaginatively to the worlds of experience of the “others” in my
world. I am grateful for their permission to do this and 1 am sincere in my
attempts to be faithful to how theyy have explained their experiences to me. My
family tell me they will read my stories when I have bound them and finished
with them for good, i.e. when thely go for examination. They are anxious for
the end, for the feeling that it is all behind and we can go on to our futures

without my asking any more que:stions about the past.

Writing Research as a Story
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Writing research as a story, and using story as the embodied grounds and
context for sociology’s theoretical constructions, might seem like an unlikely
way to present social research. Yet Arthur Frank (Frank, 1995) and others have
argued that stories can be theoretical in themselves and can help to diminish
the gaps between representation and experience and between mind and body
(see Csordas, 1999, 2000). Exploring the idea that stories are theoretical in
themselves Arthur Frank claims that stories are good to think with. Not

thinking about but thinking with stories is to:

Experience it affecting one’s own life and to find in that effect a certain

truth of one’s life (Frank, 1995: 22).

Making lived experience more tangible and accessible; Frank suggests that
stories go hand in hand with theory, for every story is an attempt to find
narrative meaning and explanation for the world around us. Frank’s work
suggests that by “storying” research, writers and readers alike can draw on the
“writerly” and “readerly” (Barthes, 1986; Iser, 1989) techniques and
conventions that have for millennia enabled humans to make sense of the
world around us (Barthes, 1993, 1973; Campbell, 1988, 1973; Levi-Strauss,
1978; Pinkola-Estes, 1992). Stories have structures and forms that are familiar
to us all and are therefore an excellent way to communicate meanings
accessible, and important, to every reader and not just the elite of academia.
Anna Banks (Banks, 1999) uses Robert Cole’s advice to William Carlos-
Williams to discuss why this is so important; “For God’s sake try to find a cure
for all that highfalutin technical language”, Coles wrote to Carlos-Williams,
“It’s a syndrome”. Instead of hiding in academic convention Banks advocates

that sociological representation follow Coles’ advice, especially:

Take your readers in hand, take them where you’ve been, tell them
what you’ve seen, give them stories you’ve heard. Most of all, write for
them the ordinary folks out there, not for yourself and your buddies in
the profession of psychology (Coles, 1997:97) (quoted in Banks, 1998:
168).
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Encouraged by this perspective on the efficacy of story-telling, contemporary
auto-ethnographic practices and my own work within this genre aim to produce

texts where research:

Is presented as a story replete with a narrator, characterization, and plot
line, akin to forms of writing associated with the novel or biography.
The story often discloses hidden details of private lives and highlights
emotional experience. The ebb and flow of relationship experience is
depicted in an episodic form that dramatizes the motion of connected
lives across the curve of time. A reflexive connection exists between
the lives of participants and researchers that must be explored and the
relationships between writers and readers of the texts, is one of

involvement and participation (Ellis, 2004: 30).

This brings me to another central requisite and reason for working openly with
the exploratory, fictional and creative components of the writing process.
Following through on the sociological re-visioning of practices of research and
writing demands an extensive and heightened use of reflexivity. Greater
reflexivity facilitates a more dialogic textual encounter for the reader. If
readers are aware of the subjective positioning of the author then they can see
how the experiences written about are inflected with the author’s subjectivity,
mediated by the lens which their lived experience has fashioned and contingent
upon the fluctuations of ever changing emotionality. This encourages readers
to divine their own meanings from what is related, to interpret the interpreter
by drawing on their own lived experience, their own “way of knowing” as a
means of doing so. Literary techniques permit readers to cross an imaginative
divide, thus allowing them to begin to envision what the writers had
experienced. Furthermore, as Johnson (Johnson, 1987), Lakoff (Lakoff, 1987)
and Johnson & Lakoff (Johnson & Lakoff, 1980, 1999) have theorised so
brilliantly, because metaphors, and indeed language itself, issue as
concentrated translations from embodied experience, metaphor and metonym
are immensely effective in the communication of how something is lived. This
is particularly relevant in the case of a story, such as the one I (re)present here,
a story of. and about, the lived body (Bendelow & Williams. 1998b; Frank,
19935}
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As a means of exploring the embodiment of narrative and emotion, poetry, as I
have mentioned above, is most useful. Laurel Richardson (Richardson, 1997)
in discussing her use of poetry to explore lived experience argues that lyrical
poetry is the form which comes closest to an accurate representation of
meanings moving through the body. She writes that poems are consciously
constructed through lyrical devices such as sound patterns, rhythms and page

layout to evoke emotion and suggest embodiment:

Lyric poems concretize emotions, feelings and moods-the most private
kind of feelings-in order to re-create experience. A lyric poem shows
another person how it is to “feel” something. Even if the mind resists,

the body responds to poetry. It is felf (Richardson, 1997: 180).

In representing the lived experience of “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” as
evocative stories and poems, | am hoping both that an imaginative bridge will
help readers into my family’s experience and at the same time that the
corporeal grounds of our experience may consistently be noted as the
existential grounds from which the story unfolds. As Arthur Frank (Frank,
1997) argues:

People telling illness stories do not simply describe their sick bodies;
their bodies give their stories their particular shape and direction

(Frank, 1997: 27).

Not only do the metaphors and conventions that I use stem from embodied
experiences, so too do the structures, forms and teleology. For example, I could
choose as part of this story-telling exercise to include the tale of how I found
myself in a doctor’s surgery late one evening after a giant blood blister erupted
into the soft sleek roof of my mouth. This blood-filled sack crept down my
throat choking me and starving me of breath until in desperation I stabbed
maniacally into its bulging viscosity with a kitchen knife. If I tell this story, I
tell it in part to relate how the body begins to give up and protest in many
startling ways after it has been starved of nourishment for some time. I also tell

it as a way of signalling the shocking moments of clarity I sometimes have
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about the damage that I am doing to my body. Though these motives are also
cogent, the central point here is that I relate this story because it came out of
my body. How my body was and how my body is shape the story I tell and
shape how [ tell it. Ironically, my body also plays a part in the shaping of the
stories that my family tell to me and tell to each other of this experience of
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”, though undoubtedly, their own embodied
experience means that the shape of their stories sometimes differs radically

from my own.

[ want to argue that reading and writing texts from the perspective that
narrative is embodied diminishes the chasm of dualism between body and
narrative and between experience and representation. This new figuration of
narrative and body is not however solely confined to the act of writing; it is
also deeply enmeshed in the act of reading. This is why Arthur Frank (Frank,
1997) calls for a new way of reading texts, a way of reading which is open to
connecting with the tangibility of the body in narrative accounts. Frank’s
demand for this shaping of reading practices echoes the writing of theorists
such as Roland Barthes (1977, 1995, 1986) and Hélene Cixous (1976). Barthes

reminds us that:

Reading is the gesture of the body (for of course one reads with one’s

body) (Barthes: 1986, 36).

Apart from the obviously embodied aspects of reading, we read with the eye
for example, Barthes alerts us to the fact that we respond to texts with and
through our sensual feeling bodies. People flinch when they read accounts of
torture and pain, they shake their heads, they sometimes cry. On the other
hand, when encountering a text which evokes hilarity they can rock with
laughter until their ribs cramp and their bellies have been emptied of all air. It
is only, as Anne Game and Andrew Metcalfe (Game & Metcalfe, 1996) point
out, when we collude with an objectivist vision of reading that we deny this
embodied and sensual nature of the reading practice. Game & Metcalfe suggest
that in substituting objectivist reading for subjectivist and embodied readings,
readers and writers can pose a challenge to the enduring assumption that the

cerebral is opposed to the sensual and that the body must always be absent
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from the text. Hélene Cixous (Cixous, 1976) makes this challenge central to
her own reading and writing techniques, calling for a writing of, and from, the
body which has inspired me since I first came across her work as an
undergraduate student of English literature and literary theory. It is to a version

of Cixous’s écriture feminine that I aspire in this project.

Writing and reading of, and with, the body implies the evocation of the senses:
hearing, touching, feeling, seeing, tasting, intuition and empathy (following
Denzin, 1997, as quoted above). One way of doing this is through the use of a
form of dialoguing which stresses the sound and feel of words, their sensual
and evocative qualities. This technique has been used with great effect by
Caroline Ellis (Ellis, 2004) in her text The Ethnographic I: A Methodological
Novel about Auto-ethnography. Here Ellis uses evocative dialogues to draw the
reader into the experiences recounted. She includes details about setting, bodily
gestures and movements and voice intonations. We can hear, in reading her
sociological novel, when characters like Victor (a student in protest against her
methods) are shouting. We can feel the lump in Judy’s throat when she speaks
about her dying father. The effect here is not only the creation of a text with
multiple perspectives but the creation of a representation which moves away
from the “gaze in the looking glass text”, away from occularcentric reading and
writing, to the voice, the sound and the feel of the text in the reader’s mind and

body. As Denzin puts it:

A text that would produce embodied, subjective understandings; (...) a
text that would bring the reader more directly into the contradictory,
shifting and fragile worlds of experience that connected (...) subjects to

the many worlds they inhabit (Denzin, 1997: 25).

Much like Ellis, Richardson (Richardson, 1997) makes the same case for
poetry. As quoted above, poems, she believes, make readers feel. Poetry
touches both the cognitive and the sensory in readers. Lived experience is lived
in a body and poetic representation can touch us where we live, in our bodies
(Richardson, 1997: 143; see also Sparkes & Douglas, 2007). Using poetry and
story together in this thesis [ am hoping to offer narratives which are highly

evocative and sensual, clear about the corporeal grounds from which they
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issue, and clear about inviting my reader’s emotionally embodied responses. |
believe that such dialectics of writer, text and reader could facilitate a more
empathic and embodied understanding of “eating disorders™ and “recovery”.
One reason that I believe so strongly in this is because, as Bochner (Bochner,

2000) asserts, this way of writing:

Provokes readers to broaden their horizons, reflect critically on their
own experience, enter empathically into worlds of experience different
from their own, and actively engage in dialogue regarding the social
and moral implications of the different perspectives and standpoints
encountered (Bochner, 2000: 748).

In this way, the reading of a story, and the taking in of embodied metaphors
and understandings repositions the reader as a “co-participant” in embodied
dialogues rejecting the orthodox view of the reader as a passive and
disembodied receiver of knowledge. The body of the reader is the site of
signification (Game & Metcalfe, 1996). It is in the bodies of the readers that
the texts meanings are made manifest. Anthony Csordas (Csordas, 1999)
argues the meaningfulness of meaning is experienced through the body. In
other words we know and understand what something means because we
experience this knowing and understanding, in our bodies. Yet importantly, as

Game & Metcalfe (Game & Metcalfe, 1996) point out:

In reading texts we bring our knowledge to them, and we bring our
lives to them- our bodies, our memories, our dreams. The particularity
of our stories and experiences is implicated in the reading. As a
consequence of our different histories, our cultural knowledges, we
tune in to different moments of the text and pick up on different

meanings (Game & Metcalfe, 1996: 140).

Diversity of experience combined with an open text in which this multiplicity
of perspective is celebrated makes, I argue, for an explosive dialogic platform.
This text, open as [ can make it, demands inter-textuality, demands the

entwinement of reading and writing and demands further dialogue and debate.

It is not set up as an answer or as a solution; it is set up as a talking point.
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Story and Theory

“Storying™ and “lyricising” research is thus an important methodological tool
for the translation of lived experience to a wider readership and for the
instigation of experiential understandings. However, like Frank (Frank, 1995),
even though I believe story can itself stand in for conventional theory, I have
decided not to eclipse my theoretical self within this work. I have been unable
to let go of my need to construct and use theory to understand our experiences.
This is because I am a sociologist; sociology is what I have been trained to do
and how I have been trained to know. Like Carolyn Ellis (Ellis, 1995) working
through her experience of losing a loved one, I have used sociology to grasp
these events and I have gained an understanding of sociological concepts and
processes from the experience. All selves are multitudinous (Butler, 1991;
Gergen & Gergen, 2000; Grosz, 1994; Jenkins, 1996) and my “sociological”
self is no less important than any of the others even if I treat this self with the
suspicion necessitated by the recognitions discussed above, that claims to

certain kinds of knowledge are claims to certain kinds of power.

Nonetheless, as part of this story about “eating disorders” and “recovery” |
want to include my reflections as a sociologist. I want to suggest that this is
fitting in light of the fact that human “beings” are also human “knowings”
(sapiens) and that theoretical reflection is thus an equally important part of
making sense of experience and making experience an aspect of the self.
Including conventional sociological reflection and theory building is also
apposite in this thesis since I am concerned here to elaborate different “ways of
knowing” and different “ways of being”. Sociology, as Peter Berger (Berger,
1976) for one has argued, is “a way of knowing” the world which may be
useful as a means of challenging the norms of our culture and especially the
taken for granted stories of our world in which we place so much “bad faith”.
Instead of going on doing what we are doing just because we choose to
convince ourselves that is the only way or the right way (“bad faith”), we can
use sociology to see beyond these institutionalised methodologies and
formulate new methodologies based in insights developed from another way of

knowing the world, in this case, sociology. As Berger (Berger, 1963) says:
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To ask sociological questions presupposes that one is interested in
looking some distance beyond the commonly accepted or officially
defined goals of human actions. It presupposes certain awareness that
human events have different levels of meaning, some of which are
hidden from the consciousness of everyday life. It may even presuppose
a measure of suspicion about the way in which human events are
officially interpreted by the authorities be they political, juridical or

religious in character (Berger, 1963: 41).

Sociology, especially the sociology of the body and embodied sociology, has
been a way for me to think about and to know the relationships between my
body, mind, culture and society which manifested the experiences of “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” in my life and in the lives of my family members;
this is why I feel my conventional sociological reflections are too important to
exclude. However, these reflections are also important because they raise the
issue of the connections between “ways of knowing™ and “ways of being”.
Even though I have come to many insights through the application of
sociological perspective, even though 1 have found a way to know and explain
why I live with “eating disorder(s)” on a daily basis, still I cannot seem to “be”
in any other way. Yet, [ argue, this should not be judged as a case of “bad
faith”, rather it is to make the point that change or transformation is more than

just a cerebral act, it involves emotions, it involves “being”.

Theory is important to me. Like me, Carolyn Ellis (Ellis, 2004) notes that she
has found the need to move between modes of representation, from
representing theory through story, to layering theory and story together (see
also Richardson, 1997). She found that by writing her story of the stigma of a

speech impediment in this way her:

Understanding of stigma increased from combining the two approaches.
Telling and analyzing my personal story not only helped generate and
make visible the category of minor bodily stigma, it also provided a

way for me to get beyond the category (Ellis, 2004: 45).
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This way of researching she says:

Helped me to understand the connections between story and theory.
There’s a place for stories alone in social science just as there’s room
for theory alone. But there’s also a place for joining story and

traditional analysis (ibid.).

As Celia Hunt (Hunt, 2001) suggests:

For the creative process to work well there needs to be a fluid and
flexible relationship between the creative and critical faculties, a
dialogue between the accessing and objectifying modes of creativity
(Hunt, 2001: 90).

This is where I find my place within contemporary ethnographic practice. |
layer the stories I tell with the theory my sociological self has constructed, all
the while “erasing” (Gergen & Gergen, 2000) this theory with my other voices
and with the voices of the others who have lived through this experience with
me. Like Ellis I am hoping that I may get beyond the medical categories of
“eating disorders™ and “recovery” providing critique of medical power and
knowledge as well as critique of epiphany models of “recovery” or change
(e.g. Denzin, 1987) which assume a masculine autobiographical teleology

(Gergen & Gergen, 1992).

To accomplish this I am going to weave fragments of my life; sociological,
“eating disorderly” and “recovery”, together into a sociological story. Chapter
3 is to be almost entirely theoretical. Chapter 4 begins to blur the boudaries
between the theorietical and the experiential. It is in chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8,
though, that I transition into the belly of the stories that my body needs to tell
and switch to the practice of layering story with theory rather than dropping
small nuggets of story into a densely theoretical text. The poems and stories I
provide in these sections aim to communicate the experiences of my family
and I (and lately my partner Michael), living through and trying to understand
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”. The stories are reflected on using the

“sociologies” which have influenced me throughout my years of training in this
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discipline. Through each episode I follow story and poem with the voice of my
sociological self. I like to think that these reflections communicate the ways in
which using sociological ways of knowing provided a space for me to stand
outside of the hegemonic ways of knowing “eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”
in our society, yet at the same time how a different “way of knowing” cannot
always imply an entirely different “way of being”. As well as my own
narratives and poems, I include poems and quotations from poets and thinkers
who have inspired me throughout the research process and who inspire me to
live more deeply. Poems have had an incredibly healing impact in my life.
They have facilitated release and they have germinated and watered seeds of
hope. They have been an essential component of the writing up of this thesis. I

could not leave them out.

Criteria for Evaluating Evocative Ethnographies

In writing storied research I have chosen to defy the situation of my work
within the most authoritative of our social scientific methodological paradigms.
[ do this on the basis of a feminist communitarian epistemology and ontology
(Byrne & Lentin, 2000; Stanley & Wise, 1993). I do not want to position my
account as a factually accurate and exact construction of how this experience
has been for my family and 1. Everything I write about in this work happened,
but it is not factual or accurate in the sense that everything that [ write is
exactly how it was, or how it was said at the time. As I have discussed above,

memory and time intervene, as does the process of writing.

Yet while this beggars the question of validity as measured conventionally
within social sciences, I am not in any case sure that representations which
posit themselves as factual constructions of reality by employing the
methodologies of conventional social research are the most effective for
sensitive (see Lee, 1993) and emotional subjects such as “eating disorder(s)”
and “recovery”. Carolyn Ellis (Ellis, 2004) touches on this with one of the
characters in her story of auto-ethnographic methodologies. Valerie, one of
Ellis’ students, complains that in her attempts to write up her interviews of
women suffering with breast cancer she found herself trying so hard to capture

what each respondent said, that all of her efforts “got in the way” (Ellis, 2004:
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123). Ellis responds to this dilemma by noting that while the stories that
Valerie was trying to relate were accurate in terms of who said what when,
they were not truthful in the sense of truthfully conveying the emotional

experiences that occurred in the interview.

In light of this, rather than pledge myself to an account or (re)presentation
factually true in terms of who said what when, I pledge myself to the
construction of an account which is truthful to the emotional nature of the
subject and the experience. This means altering my claim to social science
validity from one based on factual and objective accounts of reality, to a claim
for validity based on the emotionally accurate representation of the
meaningfulness of the lived experience described (see Angrosino, 1998; Ellis
& Bochner, 1992). Many sociologists are in fact working to redefine validity in
social research in this way. For Lincoln & Guba (Lincoln & Guba, 2000, 2005)
for example the validity is in the process and outcomes of research projects
rather in the methods by which the outcomes are produced. For Carolyn Ellis
& Arthur Bochner (Ellis & Bochner, 1996, 2000), for Susan and lan Banks
(Banks & Banks, 1998) and for many others, validity must be repositioned as
the effect of verisimilitude rather than factuality. Ellis explains how she

evaluates when she writes:

In auto-ethnographic work, I look at validity in terms of what happens
to the readers as well as to research participants and researchers. To me,
validity means that our work seeks verisimilitude; it evokes in readers a
feeling that the experience described is life-like believable, and
possible. You can also judge validity by whether it helps readers
communicate with others different from themselves or offers a way to
improve the lives of participants and researchers or even your own

(Ellis, 2004: 124).
It is this effect of a meaningful reality which is the important measure of

validity in this evolving research paradigm. Thus when Ellis reviews such

work she finds herself asking:
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Does the author show instead of tell? Does she develop characters and
scenes fully? Are there too many characters and scenes to follow? Does
she edit so that all her words are necessary, well placed and the best

choices? Does she paint vivid pictures? Sounds, smells, feelings? Does

the conversation feel true to life? (Ellis, 2002: 275).

Once again, as this comment shows, within this paradigm of social research the
practices of fiction and social research are blended and the artful means by
which these accounts are produced become part and parcel of the standards by

which they are judged.

Perhaps of equal importance is the capacity of a representation to “activate
subjectivity and compel emotional response”, offering “lessons for
conversation rather than undebatable conclusions and substituting the
companionship of intimate detail for cold and factual accounts™ (Bochner,
2000: 744). This kind of objective actually invokes the “messy text” that
Denzin (1997, 2000) charts and champions the rise of in Interpretive
Ethnography and later in the Qualitative Research Handbook. Messy texts
encourage dialogue and participation. They do not close down the meaning of a
text. They open up the possibility of multiplicity, creating collaborative and
participative relationships between the writer and the reader. As Bochner

(Bochner, 2000) puts it:

The narrative rises or falls on its capacity to provoke readers to broaden
their horizons, reflect critically on their own experience, enter
empathically into worlds of experience different than their own, and
actively engage in dialogue regarding the social and moral implications
of the different perspectives and standpoints encountered. Invited to
take the story in and use it for themselves, readers become co-
performers, examining themselves through the evocative power of the

narrative text (Bochner, 2000: 748).

Debate about criteria for judging these kinds of texts continues, so, as a means
of suggesting some criteria for my readers to take into account, I include here

those suggested by Celia Hunt (Hunt, 2001). Arthur Bochner (Bochner, 2002)
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and Patricia Clough (Clough, 2002). Firstly, Celia Hunt has suggested that one
of the criteria that we must place at the forefront when judging auto/biography
or auto-ethnography is the extent to which the writer has managed to both
access, and objectify, her personal material and how effectively she uses
language to convey this personal material. This suggestion precedes Ellis’
reflection cited above. Bochner (Bochner, 2002) adds to these suggestions with

the five criteria which he believes are important. These are:

(1) The provision of abundant and concrete details, not only of
every day life but of the “flesh and blood emotions of people
coping with life’s contingencies; not only facts but also
feelings™.

(i1) The construction of structurally complex narratives , stories told
in temporal frameworks rotating between past and present and
reflecting the non-linear process of memory work.

(ii1) The emotional credibility, vulnerability and honesty of the
author. (Bochner, like Ellis, expects that authors of these
accounts take risks with their vulnerable selves).

(iv) A narratives ability to express a tale of two (or many) selves.

(v) The unerring adherence to ethical self consciousness so that the
writer shows concern for how other people, who are part of the
story are depicted, concern for the kind of person one becomes
in telling one’s story, concern to provide a space for the readers
becoming and concern for the moral commitments and

convictions that underlie the story (Bochner, 2002: 271).

Finally, Patricia Clough (Clough, 2002) adds to these criteria the proviso that
work of this nature should fully explore the linkage between fiction and critical
social theory or cultural criticism. Clough is anxious that this personal work
must be overt in its political nature. For Clough the primary value of all of the

many forms of experimental writing is that:

It links ethnographers to the future of politics and to the politics of the
future. It is in terms of this two-way link that experimental writing
might be judged (Clough, 2002: 78).
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Concern about the consequences of research is at the heart of this social
science. With such a heartful centre the work is judged by its capacity to carry
across politically salient messages. Yet at the same time this work is merited
by its evocations and its lyrical translations of the lived body and all the life
worlds in which it is situated. Centrally, this work is judged in terms of
whether or not it gripped the readers by the hand, encouraged them to feel, and
encouraged them to participate in the construction of the text’s many

meanings. The work you are reading should also be judged in these terms.
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CHAPTER 3:

Freedom lies in our capacity to discover the historical links between
certain modes of self- understanding and modes of domination, and to
resist the ways we have already been classified and identified by dominant
discourses. This means discovering new ways of understanding ourselves,
and one another, refusing to accept the dominant culture’s characterisations
of our practices and desires and redefining them from within resistant

cultures (Sawicki, 1991: 44).

Brid:

In the world outside the dawn chorus is piped and tooted and I am day
dreaming about having wings and a voice to join in. I am sitting on the cold
plastic sill of our living room window. Our kitchen table is loaded with papers
and books, a laptop, empty cups and a vase of flowers. The book case to my
left has overflowed its containments, there are book towers hidden behind our
couch and lining the walls, book skyscrapers creating miniature literary cities.

One gentle brush could knock the whole precarious city to oblivion.

Almost all of these books are in some way related to the topics of “eating
disorder(s)” and “recovery” from “eating disorder(s)”. I have read each of
them, scoured them, for clues, for hints, for understanding, for meaning. Some
I have read over and over, convinced | missed something, some key point,
some essential technique. Some I have hidden away, upset with the contents,
upset with the shadows they painted into my portrait of myself. I wonder, as I

often do, where did I go wrong? Where do I go wrong? Why?

..........................................................................................

a

E
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In the cool kitchen Mary crashes the receiver onto the beige phone cradle in
exasperation. She has spent a whole morning talking to secretaries and doctors,

asking for advice, trying to find someone who will help her help Brid.

She spat words out in anger at a psychologist who earnestly and quietly told

her:

“Brid’s depression stems from her eating disorder, Mrs. O’Farrell, she will

have to see an “eating disorder(s)” specialist before I will see her”.

But Brid has put most of the weight back on now, she looks much better, Mary
thinks, these people are just fobbing her off, they won’t help her, they don’t
care.

She picks up the phone again and dials a different number.

“Hello”- Brid chirps, happy to see her Mum’s number flash up on the mobile

Screen.

“Hello love™, Mary says, “it’s only me”.

“It’s never ‘only you” Mum, I'm always happy to hear from you”, Brid retorts.

“Brid”, Mary says, “I’ve been on the phone to that psychologist I told you

about, trying to find someone you can talk to” .

her voice is unsteady, full of worry, full of questions,

“But he says... this depression you are feeling, it’s the eating disorder, he
wants you to go back to see an eating disorder specialist before he sees you. Is
he right Brid? Is it still there? I thought you were doing better? I thought it was

gone?”

Brid starts to cry on the other end of the phone,
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“Oh Mum, I’'m so sorry, I wish it was gone, I wish it would go, It never goes,

[’'m so sorry, so sorry” ...

...........................................................................................

Why Tell This Story?

As I have said in my introduction, this thesis, in many ways, builds upon
Catherine Garrett’s (Garrett, 1996, 1998) work on “recovery” from “anorexia-
nervosa”. Just as Garrett (Garrett, 1998) self-proclaims her text as one among
many “sociological quest narratives” (Game & Metcalfe, 1996), so do I. The
quest however, is not to search for or define “recovery” as a fixed point but to
represent the messy, ambiguous and complex process of experiencing “eating
disorders” and wanting “eating disorder(s)” experiences and at the same time
of wanting “recovery” and wanting embodied experiences that I can feel need
that name. The quest is to reveal how an embodied sociology can be and has
been used (by me!) to understand these lived experiences. The quest is to
produce a series of body based, emotional and evocative counter-narratives to
the weight of discourse which seeks to narratively fix the experiences of
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” to a linear teleology which eclipses
ambiguity and paradox and which writes the inter-subjective nature of these

experiences into erasure.

However, despite my evocation of body based narratives, this chapter and the
next will, like my methods chapter, be theoretical and descriptive of the
narrative context into which my project will slip. In this chapter, I will think
about fixing narratives that construct the contemporary meta-narrative of
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery”, narratives which influence how stories of
“eating disorder(s)” and “recovery” are told and how they may be told. I will
think about bio-me<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>