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Challenging these obstacles and expectations may prove very daunting and women may
deal with the resulting stress through the use of food and eating pathology. Food can be
used as a means of comfort (Counihan, 1999; Striegel-Moore et al.). Achieving thinness
can be seen as a way for women to communicate to themselves and to others that they are
successful, powerful, and in charge of their bodies (Bordo, 1993; Boskind-Lodahl, 1976;
Weeda-Mannak, 1994). Unhealthy weight control practices may allow women to focus
on a simple, potentially attainable, component of the feminine gender role, particularly as
attractiveness is so much emphasized in North American culture (Rothblum, 1994). The
eating plans and rituals established by bulimics help them feel in control of their lives
(Chrisler, 1991). Anorexia may be seen as a retreat away from the demands of mature
femininity, as under-eating may cause a woman to stop menstruating, a condition that
represents a return to a prepubescent state (Fallon, Katzman, & Wooley, 1994). In this
way, eating pathology can be seen as a means of dealing with the struggles of developing
into a woman in a culture that contains conflicting and often difficult to achieve ideals
about feminine roles. Again, radical feminism may encourage girls to question these
cultural expectations. Furthermore, activism associated with Riot Grrrl provides girls and
women with a concrete arena in which to deal with these messages and fight against
women’s oppression. Radical feminists may choose to seek power through means other
than a thin body and deal more directly with issues of oppression, sexual objectification,
and reproductive rights. Conversely, an emphasis on personal empowerment without
activism or any critique of social structures (apparent in the girl power message received
by Britney Spears fans) suggests to girls that they can do anything; that they can achieve
in all the conflicting roles expected of today’s women. Without a simultaneous emphasis
on activism and a critique of social structures, such women may turn to eating pathology,
as a way of dealing with the inherent conflicts.

Adolescence is a time when girls are exploring who they are and developing their
sense of identity. As part of this exploration they look to the culture for messages about
what it means to be a woman and the qualities that a woman should possess. Thus, they
may be particularly vulnerable to the cultural messages reviewed above. Exploring a
radical feminist identity during adolescence may help to reduce their vulnerability to

contradictory cultural expectations.
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Empirical Evidence of the Effects of Feminism on Women

Most of the empirical research that explores the effects of feminism on women
has not differentiated between types of feminism. Studies that look at feminism as a
multi-dimensional characteristic typically look at different belief systems within
feminism or different stages of feminist development. In most research, feminism has
been ill-defined and conceptualized as a uni-dimensional construct. Many studies have
used measures that look simply at beliefs in equality rather than more systemic ideas
about how patriarchy can be oppressive to women. As such, more radical types of
feminism are not well-represented in the studies described below.

Feminism and Body Image/Eating Disorders

Using feminism as a multi-dimensional construct. A literature review of feminism
or gender role ideology and body image or eating disorders revealed a total of 15
published papers and five unpublished doctoral dissertations. Only one of these studies
(Dionne, Davis, Fox, & Gurevich, 1995) conceptualized feminism as a multidimensional
construct. These researchers used the Composite Feminist Ideology Scale (CFIS)
developed by Dionne in 1992. The CFIS has seven subscales designed to assess different
aspects of feminism: Inequality recognition, Domestic issues, Job equality, Reproductive
rights, Social gender differences, Legal issues, and Physical attractiveness. Dionne et
al.(1995) showed that while the Physical attractiveness subscale of the CFIS was
negatively related to body dissatisfaction, the overall score on this measure was not. They
concluded that certain feminist beliefs (particularly those related to physical
attractiveness) are related to women’s body satisfaction, but that general identification
with feminism is not. This study underlines the need for multidimensional measurement
of feminist beliefs.

Utilizing stages of feminist development. In five studies, stages of feminist
identity development were examined using the Feminist Identity Development Scale
(FIDS; Bargad & Hyde, 1991) or the Feminist Identity Scale (FIS; Worell & Remer,
1992). These scales outline five levels of feminist development starting with Stage 1
(Passive acceptance) in which women deny or are unaware of sexism and endorse and
value gender role stereotypes, through to Stage 5 (Active commitment), which entails a

consolidation of feminist identity and a devotion to socio-political action. Snyder and
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Hasbrouck (1996) observe that women in the first stages of feminist development tend to
have more body dissatisfaction while those in later stages have less. Cash, Ancis, and
Strachan (1997), however, found no relationship between feminist identity and body
image concerns. Guille and Chrisler (1999) found that a commitment to feminist activism
was associated with decreased eating pathology. However, Affleck (2000) and Gorman
(1999) found no relationship between feminist identity and eating pathology. It should be
noted that neither Affleck nor Gorman used all five stages of feminist development in
their research. Gorman was only interested in the first two stages and Affleck, citing
problems replicaﬁng the factor structure of the FIDS, used only the most robust stages
(Stages 3 and 5) in her analyses.

“Affleck (2000) and Cash et al. (1997) did not find links between feminist identity
and eating pathology but they did not completely refute these links. Affleck explored
these issues qualitatively and found that feminist consciousness led to more critical
evaluations of societal messages about female beauty and more active coping styles.
Several women indicated that they felt less shame about their bodies and now reacted to
objectification with anger and action because of feminism. In fact, all of the women
expressed regret that they had not been exposed to feminist ideas earlier, as they felt it
would have helped with body image struggles and with their development as women.
Cash et al. also found support for links between feminism and issues related to
appearance within male-female social interaction. Their results suggested that women
who take on more traditional feminine roles in their interactions with men are also more
likely to conform to societal standards of beauty.

Using unidimensional measures of feminism. In 14 studies, unidimensional
measures of feminism were employed. Three studies conceptualized feminism using the
Sex-Role Ideology Scale (SRIS; Kalin & Tilby, 1978) and found no links between
feminism and eating disorders (Brown, Cross, & Nelson, 1990; Mintz & Betz, 1986;
Xinaris & Boland, 1990). Studies using the Attitude Towards Women Scale (AWS:
Spence & Helmrich, 1972) have reported mixed results. Bailey and Hamilton (1992)
found no relationship between the AWS and anorexic tendencies in college women.
Similarly, Zone (1998) found no relationship between the AWS and anorexia or body

image (as measured by one of the two subscales used). However, Zone did find that more
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liberal views about women were associated with fewer bulimic symptoms and better
body image (as measured by the other subscale used). Brown et al. used both the SRIS
and the AWS and found that women with bulimic symptoms tended to have more
traditional views about women than those without bulimic symptoms.

Conflicting results and a lack of relationship between scores on the SRIS or AWS
and eating pathology and/or body image concerns may relate to the fact that these scales
are actually measures of gender role egalitarianism. Whereas such attitudes may have
differentiated feminists from more traditional women in 1972 (the AWS) or 1978 (the
SRIS), they are relatively less able to distinguish between current variations in women’s
views. Indeed, rapid societal changes leading to more radical views about equality have
likely produced a ceiling effect on these measures, making it difficult to assess any
differences between women at the more radical end of the continuum (McHugh & Frieze,
1997).

Of the remaining nine studies in which unidimensional measures of feminism
were employed, no relationship between feminism and body dissatisfaction or eating
disorders was reported in two (Beamer, 1999; Dykens & Gerrard, 1986). Four studies
reported support of a relationship (Garner & Cooke, 1997; Kelson, Kearney-Cooke, &
Lansky, 1990; Rost, Neuhaus, & Florin, 1982; Zucker et al., 2001), and mixed findings
were reported in the remaining three studies (Brooks, 2002; Ojerholm & Rothblum, 1999:
Tiggerman & Stevens, 1999)

In her study of college aged women, Beamer (1999) found that feminist ideology
did not predict body image dissatisfaction. Dykens and Gerrard (1986) compared the
psychological profiles of purging bulimics, repeat dieters, and a control group and found
no between-group differences in feminist ideology as measured by the Traditional Role
Scale (Rosen & Martindale, 1978). Again, this study used a scale that was developed
almost a decade before it was implemented and as such, responses to it may have been
affected by rapid social attitude changes.

Rost, et al. (1982) on the other hand, developed two scales, Sex Role Attitudes
and Sex Role Behaviours, specifically for their study and found that bulimics had more
traditional attitudes and behaviours. Zucker et al. (2001) measured feminism by the

extent to which participants explained gender discrimination by looking at social
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structures and found that those with lower levels of feminist consciousness were more
likely to use smoking as a form of weight control. Both Garner and Cook (1997) and
Kelson, et al. (1990) used a measure of feminism that would be less likely to be affected
by changes in conceptualizations by simply asking subjects if they identified as feminists.
Gamer and Cook discovered that self-identified feminists had less body dissatisfaction
and were less likely to vomit to control their weight. Similarly, Kelson, et al. revealed
that for non-feminists, competent feelings about the body were related to body
appearance and general beautification behaviours. However, the body competence of
feminists was more related to how the body functioned, its internal sensations and health.

The remaining three studies that use unidimensional measures of feminism
reported mixed results. Like Kelson et al. (1990), Ojerholm and Rothblum’s (1999)
participants were asked to what extent they identified as feminists. Feminists had more
positive attitudes towards fat people as measured by the Antifat Attitudes Test, but these
beliefs did not translate into more positive feelings about their own bodies. Brooks (2002)
found that although feminist attitudes were not associated with general eating pathology,
they were related to some eating disorder variables (specifically the Perfectionist subscale
of the Eating Disorders Inventory- 2). Tiggermann and Stevens (1999) suggested that
correlations between body image and feminism might vary as a function of the age of
women. In one of only three studies located that did not use a college population, they
explored these issues in women aged 18 to 60. Their results indicated that college aged
women (18-29) showed no relationship between feminist ideology and body esteem.
However, a relationship was found in women aged 30-49, with feminists showing
significantly less weight concern.

Possible explanations for the lack of concordance. Although some of the
discrepant findings discussed above are likely attributable to problems in measurement,
several authors have advanced theories to explain the lack of relationship between
feminism and eating disorders found in their studies. Tiggermann and Stevens (1999)
suggest that messages about female beauty may be so engrained that younger women
simply incorporate these views into their core belief systems. The later acquisition of
feminist ideology may not be sufficient to alter these beliefs. Affleck (2000} supported

this idea, suggesting that just because a woman has an intellectual knowledge of issues
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related to feminism, it does not mean that she is able to integrate these ideas in ways that
change her behaviour. Ojerholm and Rothblum (1999) showed that although feminists
had more positive attitudes about fat in other people, they were not able to extend these
attitudes to themselves. Thus, exposure to feminist beliefs may not be able to undo the
socialization about female beauty that contributes to the development of body image
problems.

Furthermore, it should be noted that while many women get their first exposure to
feminist ideology in a university setting, eating disorders and body image difficulties
most often begin earlier. Ages 14 to 22 are associated with the highest rates of eating
pathology (Striegel-Moore et al., 1986). However, all of the above studies looked at
feminist ideology and eating disorders or body image concerns in women of college age
or older. The possibility that feminist ideology could protect younger adolescent women
from developing eating disorders and body image difficulties has not yet been explored.
General Effects of Feminism on Women

Since the late 1960s and early 1970s, researchers have studied what many call the
“feminist personality”. A review of this literature reveals that the majority of papers on
the topic were published in the early 1970s. However, there seems to be a recent revival
of interest in this area; several doctoral dissertations completed in the late 1990s or early
2000s were identified. Generally, the available literature suggests that feminist ideology
may be associated with many positive effects for women. Most of this work is
correlational in nature so it is impossible to say whether feminism changes women or
whether certain personality types gravitate to feminism.

Feminism and depression. Four studies were found that examined the correlation
between feminism and depression levels in women. Two suggest that feminist ideclogy is
associated with increased depression (Joesting, 1976; Karasz, 1998). However it is
important to note that Karasz looked at Pakistani women and Joesting sampled women
from a very conservative southern state, and the lack of support and reinforcement from
the environment around the participants may have contributed to this finding (Joesting).

Using a simple, unidimensional construct of feminism, Steinberg, Leichner, and
Harper (1987) studied gender role ideology in inpatient depressed individuals and found

no relationship. In contrast, Fossum (1997) studied the more complex phenomenon of
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feminist identity development and found that women in the highest stages of feminist
identity development had significantly lower depression than those in lower stages.
However, women in the middle stages had the highest levels of depression. Fossum
suggested that the relationship between feminism and depression may not be linear.
Beginning stages of feminist identity development may be associated with increased
levels of depression as individuals become increasingly aware of inequalities and sexism.
As feminist identity becomes consolidated and a woman becomes committed to activism,
depression may decrease, to levels lower than initially observed.

Feminism, self-esteem and sense of self. Ten studies examined feminism and self-
esteem. In the majority of studies, feminists had significantly higher levels of self-esteem,
self-acceptance, and/or self-confidence than more traditional women (Burn, Aboud, &
Moyles, 2000; Cherniss, 1972; De Man & Benoit, 1982; Fowler & Van de Riet, 1972;
Leavy & Adams, 1986; Usher & Fels, 1985; Zuckerman, 1980). It appears that feminists
value women and they value themselves as women, even though they feel the general
culture may not (Smith, 1999). However, different findings have been observed in
specific subpopulations of feminists. Miles (1998) studied African-American women and
found no relationship between feminist identity and self-esteem. Within a very
conservative community in the southern United States, Joesting (1976) found that
feminists had lower levels of self-esteem than non-feminists. Thus, although feminism
may be linked with higher self-esteem in women who are part of the dominant culture
this relationship may not be observed in more specific subgroups.

Consistent with the idea that feminists have higher levels of self-esteem, several
studies show that feminists tend to be oriented toward personal growth, autonomy, and
self determination (Amott, 1973, Cherniss, 1972; Dolye, 1975; Hjelle & Butterfield,
1974). Of note, Hjelle and Butterfield considered the hypothesis that feminists may be
concerned with presenting a positive image, but found no difference between feminists
and non-feminists on a measure of social desirability.

Feminism, voice, and efficacy. A general body of research suggests that feminists
are more likely to act on what they feel than non-feminists. In several studies, they have
been found to be more assertive, aggressive, dominant, ambitious, persistent, challenging,

and less likely to submit to the opinions of others (Affleck, 2000; Fowler & Van de Reit,
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1972; Goldshmidt, Gergen, Quigley, & Gergen, 1974; Joesting, 1976; McClain, 1978). It
appears that feminists believe that their actions influence the world, and that their sense
of control is internally located. However, results of studies that have examined locus of
control in feminists and non-feminists are inconsistent. In three studies, feminists were
observed to have a more internal locus of control, believing that their actions have an
effect on the world (Pawliki & Almquist, 1973; Rychman, Martens, Rodda, & Sherman,
1972; Sanger & Alker, 1972). However, in a more recent study, African-American
feminist women were found to have a more external locus, believing that their lives were
primarily controlled by the world around them (Miles, 1998). Still another study found no
relationship between feminism and locus of control (Moongrove, 1996). Sanger and
Alker found that feminists and non-feminists were equally likely to believe that societal
forces oppress women as a group. However, feminists differed from other women in their
personal sense of control, believing that these forces could be overcome through
collective, social action. Interestingly, Ng, Dunne, and Cataldo (1995) found that
feminists deal with negative messages from society through group-oriented strategies that
attempt to improve the status of women as a whole.
Feminism and Consciousness-Raising Fxperiences

The results discussed above are largely correlational in nature and shed no light
on the question of whether feminism leads to more effective psychological functioning,
or whether women with these traits simply gravitate to feminism. One way of discerning
this relationship is by studying the effects of feminist consciousness raising groups or
women’s studies classes on participants. Generally, women’s studies classes have been
found to increase self-reported feminist ideology and activism in college aged women
(Stake, Roades, Rose, Ellis, & West, 1994; Stake & Roades, 1994). If becoming a
feminist improves a woman’s psychological functioning, presumably this might be
observable in women following a women’s studies course. Indeed, Weitz (1982)
observed a significant decrease in depression and an increase in self-esteem after women
participated in a feminist consciousness-raising group. In addition, 55% of women
indicated that they were more satisfied with their lives, 49% said they were less
depressed and 56% indicated they were better able to deal with depression. However, she

did not include a control group.
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Results of research that has involved comparisons between feminists and non-
feminist controls has been conflicting. Highly (1998) and Rodin (1995) found no change
in either self-esteem or gender role egalitarianism following participation in a women’s
studies class. Zuckerman (1983) found a small increase in self-esteem among upper level
women following women’s studies courses, but found a decrease in self-esteem among
lower division women. She suggested that the results may reflect a regression to the mean
rather than meaningful shifts in self-esteem. In addition, it was unclear whether previous
exposure to women’s studies classes had been controlled for. Stake and Gerner (1987)
found that participants showed increased self-esteem related to performance in
achievement settings following women’s studies classes. _

Other, more qualitative, studies suggest that students gain increased awareness of
discrimination, enhanced self-confidence, enhanced assertiveness, and increased
tolerance of others from participation in women’s studies classes (Stake et al., 1994;
Stake & Roades, 1994). Following these classes, women also reported changes in their
characters; with 33% of them indicating that they were more assertive, confident, strong,
and emotionally independent (Weitz, 1982). Finally, a study of 47 sixth grade girls
participating in a ten-week curriculum on gender role stereotyping suggested that the
curriculum increased girls” awareness of issues pertaining to equality, sexual harassment,
assertiveness, and body image (Rodin, 1995).

Rationale for the Current Study

The purpose of this study is to further explore eating pathology and related
variables in two contrasting groups of female adolescents — one which represents a
radical feminist philosophy (Riot Grrrls) and one that represents a more commercialized
appearance-oriented form of female empowerment (Britney Spears fans). The
relationship between feminism and eating pathology has been studied empirically but
results have been conflicting. The lack of consistent findings across studies may be a
function of the populations studied, types of feminisim assessed, and/or difficulties
inherent in measuring feminism. To date, all of the studies that have linked eating
pathology and/or body image to feminist identity have used university age or older
populations. Although radical feminist ideology may help these women become aware of,

and question societal messages about what it means to be a woman, exposure to these
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ideas earlier in adolescence seems important. It is in adolescence that girls look to
cultural messages about what it means to be a woman in their quest for identity. Not only
is adolescence an important risk factor for eating pathology it is associated with other risk
factors including increased body fat, depression, and self-silencing, decreased self-esteem
and an unstable sense of identity.

Radical feminism in adolescents may encourage gitls to critically evaluate social
messages about what it means to be a woman. It may help them value themselves despite
the negative messages they receive from the media and society, and it may provide them
with a potential outlet to deal with issues of sexism in their lives. Thus, adolescents who
are involved in radical feminism may be more likely to question messages about the
importance of appearance for women as well as the idea that one must be thin to be
beautiful. Furthermore, radical feminist involvement would likely encourage girls to
speak up, to say what they think and feel, and not buy into patriarchal imperatives of
being perfect or having ideal relationships.

Riot Grrrl provides an excellent opportunity to study the possible effects of
radical feminism on adolescents. Not only does Riot Grrrl represent a group that is
feminist- and girl-centred in its orientation, with an emphasis on activism and criticism of
cultural norms, it is also geared toward adolescent girls and issues that may be important
to young feminists. Identification with and involvement in Riot Grrrl thus reflects radical
feminist identity. This is particularly important as there are a number of problems with
existing measures of feminism and there has yet to be a measure created specifically for
use in an adolescent population.

It was hypothesized that involvement in Riot Grrrl may have a positive effect on
adolescent girls. Individuals involved in Riot Grrrl will be compared to those involved
with Britney Spears fan clubs. Britney Spears fan clubs were chosen as, like Riot Grrils,
girl members have a strong affiliation with music and are active over the Internet.
However, unlike the Riot Grrrls, Britney Spears fans are attracted to a group that
espouses dominant culture’s messages about being female in North American society.
Although these messages have been influenced by liberal feminism’s focus on personal

empowerment, Britney Spears fans are not actively encouraged to question cultural
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norms regarding women and girls, or to focus on activism and social change. The
following hypotheses were advanced:

1. Riot Grrrls will be more likely than Britney Spears fans to self-label as
feminists and to report attitudes and behaviours that are consistent with standard
definitions of feminism.

2. Riot Grrrls will be more likely than Britney Spears fans to question fraditional
messages about gender roles. This translates into two main areas of interest for this study:

a. Riot Grrris will be less likely than Britney Spears fans to internalize messages
about beauty, media images of beauty and the importance of attractiveness.
Riot Grrrls are expected to have lower scores on the internalisation subscale of
the Sociocultural Attitudes Toward Appearance Questionnaire (although they
may have greater awareness scores than their non-feminist counterparts). In
addition, Riot Grrrls are expected to feel less negatively about themselves
when they do not measure up to cultural images, they are less likely to see
themselves as an observer, and are less likely to believe that they can control
their appearance (all of which are measured by the Objectified Body
Consciousness scale).

b. Riot Grrrls will be more likely than Britney Spears fans to say what they think
and feel. As such, they will have lower scores on a measure of self-silencing
behaviour.

3. Riot Grrrls will have less eating pathology than Britney Spears fans, higher

self-esteem and lower levels of depression.

4. When the two groups are collapsed, scores on measures of feminism will
significantly predict eating pathology, over and above other related variables (e.g., age,
body mass index [BMI], depression, self-esteem, and anger).

5. When the groups are collapsed, internalization of cultural messages regarding
beauty and self-silencing will significantly predict eating pathology.

6. When the groups are collapsed, levels of internalization will act as a mediator

of the relationship between feminism and eating pathology.
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As this is a fairly new field of study a qualitative component was also employed

in an effort to more fully explore the relationships and how Riot Grirls and Britney

Spears fans think and feel about themselves and their bodies.
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CHAPTER 11
Method
Design

Both quantitative and qualitative approaches were employed to provide a
comprehensive exploration of attitudes and behaviours among female adolescents who
participated in the current study. These complementary means of investigating the
questions posed allow for different perspectives and expand the amount of relevant
information gathered (Barbour, 1998).

The quantitative phase of the current study consisted of a web-based
guestionnaire survey and involved a quasi-experimental design in which a group of Riot
Grrrls were compared to Britney Spears fans on variables including eating pathology,
self-esteem, depression, self-silencing, and internalization of media messages about
female beauty. Open-ended questions in the web-based questionnaire were designed to
explore, qualitatively, the relationship between group involvement and respondents’
thoughts and feelings about themselves and their bodies.

Participants

Participants were recruited over the Internet and through contact with different
Riot Grrrl chapters and Britney Spears fan clubs. Recruitment began in February, 2002
and continued until August, 2002. E-mail addresses for potential participants were found
through interest searches in ICQ (an on-line message system), Yahoo chat groups, on-line
Riot Grrrl chapters, and on-line Britney Spears fan clubs. Recruitment of participants via
list serves is a common practice and has produced large sample sizes, although response
rates have not been well studied (Birnbaum, 2000). Given the specialized population used
in the current sample, this was the most appropriate means of recruitment as access to
participants through more traditional channels would likely have been very limited
(Smith & Leigh, 1997).

An effort was made to e-mail only potential participants who were female and
between the ages of 14 and 19, but this information was not always available. E-mails
were sent to potential participants individually (see Appendix A); each contained a
description of the study, a link to the on-line questionnaire, and information about who

was eligible to participate (must be female, age 14-19, living in North America, and
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