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How does living in society transform our bodies? It is natural to think that both the 
body’s appearance and one’s relation to it are shaped by social norms.   I argue that 
the body is a locus of  both social norms and resistance to them. I make the case that 
the constitution of  the body is a matter of  negotiating social pressures by 
illuminating three phenomena: (i) the tendency, inflected by gender norms, to 
identify with certain fetishized body parts and to modify one’s body accordingly, (ii) 
the sense of  alienation and the physical incapacitation that the gaze can provoke 
under race- and gender-based oppressions, and (iii) the bodily habits that marginalize 
members of  minority racial groups. In each case, I highlight our capacity to respond 
to oppressive norms using our bodies. 
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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT 

My dissertation considers what it is to be embodied in a social world.  How does living in a 
social world transform our bodies? I address this question by focusing on two dimensions of  
embodiment: gender and race. 

My approach to gender and race is phenomenological. I seek to reveal the lived experience 
of  gender- and race-based oppressions. My project belongs to the tradition of  critical 
theories that seek to understand the nature of  gender and race with an eye towards 
combating gender and racial oppressions. 

My conclusions are these: the body is a locus of  both social norms and resistance to them. 
The body is socially constituted, and the modes of  social constitution are aptly described 
using the concept of  bodily alienation.  

To be alienated from one’s body means that one feels divorced from it. I claim that bodily 
alienation is a central feature of  the bodily experience of  those oppressed on the basis of  
their gender or race. The concept of  bodily alienation is both descriptive and normative. 
Applying this concept both describes someone’s relation to their body and judges that 
relation as defective. Describing social practices as alienating entails that things are not as 
they should be. And that raises the question of  how they should be changed. 

I make the case that the constitution of  the body results from negotiating social pressures by 
illuminating three phenomena. First, I consider the tendency, inflected by gender norms, to 
identify with certain fetishized body parts and to modify one’s body accordingly. I take the 
recent obsession with the “thigh gap” as an instance of  this tendency. In addition to charting 
the sources of  this obsession, I consider ways to resist it: discourses that deconstruct beauty 
ideals provide one avenue, but engaging in physical activity for its own sake can itself  help 
address the alienation these ideals perpetuate.  

Second, I examine how being looked at by a member of  a dominant group can provoke a 
sense of  physical incapacitation in a member of  an oppressed group. I describe the 
phenomenology of  skillful movement and analyze the nature of  the breakdown in skillful 
movement that the gaze of  a dominant other can provoke. Moreover, I discuss ways in 
which oppressed persons can reestablish their sense of  self  in the wake of  the other’s gaze.  

Third, I describe the personal transformations that Whites can effect when they undo bodily 
habits that marginalize members of  minority racial groups. I argue that this transformation 
requires developing an awareness of  one’s body and an attentiveness to the effects of  one’s 
presence on others. 

My use of  the concept of  bodily alienation for a critical project concerning gender and race 
sets this project apart from other forms of  social critique. Social constructionists typically 
make descriptive claims about the relative naturalness of  a state of  affairs and then make the 
case for changing that state. For example, feminist social constructionist critiques move from 
the claim that gender roles are not dictated by biology and can be reformed, to arguments 
about why they should be reformed. My account avoids this two-step argumentative strategy. 
As a diagnostic concept, the concept of  bodily alienation simultaneously uncovers and 
evaluates phenomena, while tying them to a conception of  human flourishing as embodied.


