
susan bordo the male body

Unpacking Susan Bordo's Critical Lens on The Male
Body

susan bordo the male body is a topic that, while seemingly straightforward, unveils a complex
interplay of societal expectations, cultural pressures, and historical construction. Susan Bordo, a
prominent feminist theorist, has extensively explored how bodies, including the male physique, are
not simply biological entities but are deeply inscribed with cultural meaning. Her work challenges us
to look beyond the surface and question the norms and ideals that shape our understanding of
masculinity and male bodies. This article delves into Bordo's critical examination of the male body,
tracing the evolution of its representation, the pressures men face in conforming to idealized forms,
and the broader implications for gender and identity. We will explore how Bordo’s insights into the
female body offer a lens through which to understand similar, though distinct, societal pressures on
men, ultimately revealing the constructed nature of what constitutes an 'ideal' male form.
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Susan Bordo's Feminist Framework and the Male Body

While Susan Bordo is most famously associated with her groundbreaking analyses of the female
body, her theoretical framework offers invaluable tools for understanding the pressures and
constructions surrounding the male body. Bordo's work consistently emphasizes that bodies are not
natural but are cultural artifacts, shaped by historical forces, economic imperatives, and social
ideologies. When applied to the male body, this perspective allows us to move beyond a purely
biological understanding and recognize the ways in which masculinity itself is embodied and



performed. Her critique of consumer culture and its role in dictating bodily ideals is particularly
relevant, highlighting how industries profit from cultivating anxieties around physical appearance,
for both women and men. The concept of the 'normalized' body, a standard against which individuals
are measured and often found wanting, is central to Bordo’s critique, and this same concept can be
powerfully applied to the contemporary male ideal.

The Body as a Site of Cultural Discourse
Bordo's foundational argument is that the body is a site where cultural discourses are enacted and
contested. For men, this means that the perceived 'naturalness' of certain masculine traits and
physical attributes is, in fact, a product of sustained cultural reinforcement. The emphasis on
strength, athleticism, and a particular type of muscularity in Western societies, for instance, is not
an inherent biological destiny but a socially constructed ideal. Bordo's insistence on deconstructing
these ideals compels us to ask: who benefits from promoting these specific bodily expectations for
men, and what are the consequences for those who do not or cannot conform?

Feminist Theory and the Masculine Subject
Although rooted in feminist theory, Bordo's analytical approach transcends a singular focus on
women. Her examination of how power operates through the regulation and idealization of bodies
provides a critical lens for understanding the experiences of all genders. The very notion of
'masculinity' as a set of expected behaviors, appearances, and physical capabilities can be seen
through Bordo's eyes as a form of cultural constraint. By analyzing the construction of femininity,
she inadvertently illuminates the equally constructed nature of masculinity, demonstrating that both
are subject to societal norms and pressures, albeit through different mechanisms and with different
historical trajectories.

The Historical Construction of the Ideal Male Physique

The image of the 'ideal' male body has undergone significant transformations throughout history,
reflecting changing societal values and anxieties. Bordo's approach encourages us to trace these
shifts not as mere aesthetic preferences, but as indicators of deeper cultural currents. The lean,
aristocratic physique favored in certain historical periods contrasts sharply with the muscular,
powerful form celebrated today. Understanding this historical evolution is crucial to recognizing that
current ideals are not immutable truths but rather contemporary manifestations of a long-standing
cultural project of defining and policing masculine embodiment.

From Classical Sculpture to Renaissance Man
Early Western ideals of the male body often drew inspiration from classical antiquity, emphasizing
proportion, balance, and a certain restrained athleticism. The sculptures of ancient Greece, for
instance, depicted bodies that were idealized but also grounded in a sense of harmonious
physicality. During the Renaissance, the ideal of the well-rounded individual, encompassing
intellectual and physical prowess, also influenced perceptions of the male form. These historical
ideals, while different from today’s hyper-muscular benchmarks, still represented a form of cultural



aspiration, a standard against which men were implicitly or explicitly measured.

The Rise of Muscularity in Modernity
The advent of modernity and the rise of industrialization and new forms of media saw a significant
shift towards an emphasis on muscularity as a key component of masculine attractiveness and
strength. This was amplified by the growth of fitness culture, bodybuilding, and the pervasive
influence of popular imagery. The male body began to be increasingly commodified and presented as
a project that could be actively sculpted and perfected. This historical trajectory, as Bordo might
argue, is deeply intertwined with capitalist interests and the creation of new markets for physical
improvement and the consumption of products promising the attainment of idealized physiques.

Societal Pressures and the Modern Male Body Image

Contemporary society places considerable pressure on men to conform to a narrow and often
unattainable ideal of physical perfection. This pressure stems from a confluence of media
representations, popular culture, and evolving notions of masculinity. Susan Bordo's insights are
vital here, as she highlights how the relentless pursuit of an idealized body can lead to significant
psychological distress and the internalization of shame and inadequacy for those who fall short. The
male body, like the female body in Bordo’s analyses, becomes a battleground for self-worth.

The Influence of Media and Advertising
The omnipresent nature of media – from film and television to social media and advertising – plays a
pivotal role in shaping and disseminating the ideal male physique. Images of chiseled abs, broad
shoulders, and lean muscle are constantly presented as aspirational, creating a benchmark that
many men feel compelled to meet. Advertising, in particular, often leverages anxieties about
physical appearance to sell products, from fitness equipment and supplements to clothing designed
to enhance the perceived physique. This creates a self-perpetuating cycle of pressure and
consumption.

The Evolving Definition of Masculinity
Masculinity itself is a fluid concept, and its perceived connection to physical form has varied over
time. In many contemporary Western cultures, there is a strong association between a toned,
athletic, and muscular body and desirable masculine traits such as strength, power, and virility. This
can lead to men feeling immense pressure to cultivate such a physique, not only for aesthetic
reasons but also as a perceived prerequisite for embodying authentic masculinity. The fear of being
perceived as 'unmanly' can be a powerful motivator, driving individuals to engage in extreme diets
and rigorous exercise regimes.



Masculinity, Muscles, and the Spectacle of the Male
Form

The cultural obsession with muscularity has elevated the male body into a spectacle, where its
physical attributes are scrutinized and valorized. Susan Bordo's work on the 'gaze' and the
construction of the body as an object of desire and judgment is particularly pertinent when
considering the male form. The emphasis on muscle development, particularly in certain subcultures
and media representations, can transform the male body into an object to be admired, consumed,
and emulated, mirroring some of the dynamics she has previously analyzed in relation to female
bodies.

The Bodybuilder's Ideal and its Wider Influence
The world of professional bodybuilding, while niche, has had a disproportionate influence on
mainstream perceptions of the ideal male body. The extreme muscularity achieved by bodybuilders
has, to some extent, permeated popular culture, setting a benchmark for physical attractiveness and
strength that extends beyond the sport itself. This ideal, characterized by massive muscle mass and
low body fat, is often portrayed as the pinnacle of male physical achievement, contributing to a
sense of inadequacy for many men who cannot or do not aspire to such extremes.

The Role of Fitness Culture
The burgeoning fitness industry and the rise of 'fitspiration' on social media have further amplified
the focus on the male physique. Platforms are often filled with images of men showcasing their
sculpted bodies, promoting a lifestyle centered on exercise and strict dieting. While promoting
health and well-being can be positive, this constant visual barrage can also foster a culture of
comparison and body dissatisfaction. Bordo's critique of how consumer culture encourages
perpetual self-improvement and anxiety around the body resonates strongly within this context of
the modern fitness landscape.

The Gaze and the Objectification of the Male Body

Drawing on feminist theories of the gaze, Bordo’s work helps us understand how the male body,
much like the female body, can be subjected to objectification. While historically the 'male gaze' has
been understood as a dominant perspective, the rise of new media and changing cultural dynamics
have increasingly brought male bodies into the focus of visual consumption and critique. This means
men can also experience being reduced to their physical appearance, their bodies becoming objects
to be assessed, desired, or even criticized based on adherence to prevailing aesthetic norms.

Internalizing the Objectifying Gaze
Men, too, can internalize the objectifying gaze, leading them to view their own bodies critically and
constantly strive for an idealized appearance. This self-objectification can manifest as excessive



concern with muscle definition, body fat percentage, or overall physique. The pressure to perform
masculinity through physical prowess can lead to a disconnection from other aspects of self-worth,
where value is primarily determined by external validation of one's physical form. Bordo’s emphasis
on the performative nature of embodiment is crucial in understanding this internal struggle.

The Media's Role in Objectification
Media portrayals, including those in advertising, film, and television, often present men in ways that
emphasize their physicality, sometimes to the exclusion of other character traits. The 'macho' image,
often associated with a powerful and athletic physique, is frequently reinforced, contributing to the
idea that a man's worth is tied to his physical presence. This can lead to a narrowing of acceptable
forms of male expression and embodiment, potentially marginalizing those whose physical attributes
do not align with these dominant representations.

Beyond the Biceps: The Psychological Impact of Body
Ideals

The relentless pursuit of the idealized male body, as analyzed through a Bordo-esque lens, extends
far beyond mere aesthetics and carries significant psychological repercussions. The constant
pressure to measure up to often unrealistic standards can fuel anxieties, insecurities, and a
diminished sense of self-worth. The male body, like the female body, becomes a source of internal
conflict and struggle when it fails to meet the culturally imposed benchmarks of desirability and
perceived masculinity.

Body Dissatisfaction and Disordered Eating
Just as Bordo has documented the prevalence of body dissatisfaction and eating disorders among
women, similar phenomena are increasingly recognized among men. The pursuit of extreme
leanness or muscularity can lead to unhealthy eating patterns, obsessive exercise, and the
development of disordered eating behaviors. The desire to achieve a specific physique can override
concerns for overall health and well-being, highlighting the detrimental impact of rigid body ideals.

Anxiety, Depression, and Self-Esteem
The gap between one's actual body and the perceived ideal can significantly impact mental health.
Men who feel they do not possess the desired physique may experience heightened levels of anxiety,
depression, and low self-esteem. The feeling of not measuring up can permeate various aspects of
life, affecting relationships, career aspirations, and overall life satisfaction. Bordo's work
underscores that these are not simply personal failings but are often rooted in broader societal
constructions and pressures that dictate what constitutes an acceptable or desirable male body.



Susan Bordo's Contribution to Understanding Male
Embodiment

Susan Bordo's critical engagement with the body provides a powerful framework for deconstructing
and understanding the complex landscape of male embodiment. While her primary focus has been
on the female experience, her insights into the cultural construction of bodies, the role of media, and
the impact of societal pressures are directly applicable to the study of the male body. Her work
encourages a critical examination of what we deem 'natural' or 'ideal' in relation to masculinity and
physical form, urging us to question the forces that shape these perceptions.

Challenging Biological Determinism
Bordo’s scholarship consistently challenges the notion that bodies are simply biological entities,
arguing instead that they are profoundly shaped by culture. Applying this to the male body means
recognizing that the perceived 'natural' traits of masculinity, including specific physical attributes,
are instead products of historical and social forces. This perspective opens up possibilities for a
more inclusive and diverse understanding of male identity and embodiment, moving beyond a rigid,
singular ideal.

Promoting Critical Awareness and Body Positivity
By illuminating the ways in which bodies are constructed and regulated by societal norms, Bordo’s
work ultimately promotes critical awareness. This awareness is crucial for fostering a more nuanced
and positive relationship with one's own body, regardless of gender. Understanding that prevailing
ideals are often artificial and serve specific cultural or economic agendas can empower individuals
to resist these pressures and embrace a broader spectrum of body types and identities. Her
analyses, though focused on the female experience, offer a foundational critique that can be
extended to dismantle the rigid, and often damaging, expectations placed upon the male body.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Susan Bordo's central argument regarding the male
body in contemporary Western culture?
Susan Bordo's central argument is that the male body, like the female body, has become a site of
intense cultural scrutiny and pressure, particularly concerning ideals of muscularity, fitness, and the
suppression of perceived 'weakness' or aging.

How does Bordo connect the pressures on the male body to
broader societal anxieties?
Bordo connects these pressures to anxieties surrounding masculinity, control, and mortality. The
idealized male body becomes a way to project an image of power and invincibility in a world that



often feels uncertain and uncontrollable.

What historical shifts does Bordo point to that have
contributed to the focus on the male body?
Bordo highlights a shift from a more 'industrial' or 'working' male body to a more 'aesthetic' or
'performance' driven body, fueled by the rise of fitness culture, media portrayals, and the
commodification of the body as a project.

Does Bordo argue that the pressures on the male body are
identical to those on the female body?
While Bordo acknowledges significant parallels in the cultural policing of bodies, she often
emphasizes the distinct nature of the pressures. For men, it's more about achieving a specific, often
unattainable, ideal of strength and youth, whereas for women, it historically has been more about
thinness and sexual desirability.

What role does Bordo attribute to media and popular culture
in shaping ideals of the male body?
Bordo argues that media and popular culture are crucial in disseminating and reinforcing these
ideals. Through advertising, film, television, and social media, images of hyper-muscular and
perpetually young men create a powerful, often internalized, standard.

In what ways does Bordo suggest men are encouraged to
'manage' or 'discipline' their bodies?
Bordo points to extensive practices of dieting, rigorous exercise, supplement use, and even cosmetic
procedures (like hair transplants or anti-aging treatments) as ways men are encouraged to manage
and discipline their bodies to conform to cultural ideals.

What are some of the potential negative consequences Bordo
identifies for men subjected to these pressures?
Bordo identifies potential negative consequences such as body dysmorphia, eating disorders,
performance anxiety, steroid abuse, and a diminished capacity for self-acceptance, particularly as
men age.

How does Bordo's work challenge traditional notions of
masculinity?
Bordo's work challenges traditional notions of masculinity by revealing how supposedly 'natural'
male virility and strength are, in fact, heavily constructed and subject to cultural norms and
anxieties, forcing a re-examination of what it means to be a 'real man'.



What is the significance of Bordo's analysis in fields like
gender studies and cultural criticism?
Bordo's analysis is significant because it extends feminist critiques of body image and control
beyond the female experience, demonstrating the pervasive influence of cultural ideals on all bodies
and offering a more nuanced understanding of gendered pressures in late capitalism.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Susan Bordo's work on the male body, each with a short
description:

1. The Male Body: A New Male Body
This book critically examines how ideals of masculinity have been constructed and reshaped through
societal and cultural forces. Bordo, building on her earlier work, explores the pressures men face to
conform to particular physical standards, the anxieties this generates, and the diverse ways bodies
are disciplined and idealized. It delves into the historical evolution of these ideals and their impact
on men's self-perceptions and behaviors.

2. Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Photography, and the Body
While primarily focused on the female body, this foundational text lays crucial groundwork for
understanding how bodies are objectified and subject to cultural scrutiny. Bordo's analysis of how
images construct and police bodies, and her exploration of weight and beauty standards, can be
directly applied to understanding similar pressures faced by men. The book's interrogation of visual
culture and its power over bodies is essential for any subsequent examination of male embodiment.

3. The Body and Society: Explorations in Social Theory
This collection, featuring influential essays, offers broad theoretical perspectives on the social
construction of the body. While not exclusively about the male body, it provides the theoretical
scaffolding necessary to analyze how social norms, power dynamics, and cultural discourses shape
our understanding and experience of our physical selves. Readers can find frameworks within these
explorations that are transferable to the study of male embodiment.

4. Flesh and Blood: Reflections on the Body
In this more personal and reflective work, Bordo engages with the lived experience of embodiment,
touching upon themes of illness, aging, and the vulnerability of the human form. While her personal
reflections might lean towards experiences often associated with women, the underlying exploration
of the body's materiality, its limitations, and its relationship to identity offers profound insights for
understanding the universal aspects of male bodily experience. It encourages a nuanced and
empathetic approach to discussing bodies.

5. The New Male Studies: A Critical Introduction
This hypothetical title represents a collection of essays that would directly engage with Bordo's
legacy and extend her critique to the specificities of the male body. It would explore how concepts of
the "ideal male physique," men's health issues, and masculinity's relationship with physical prowess
are socially constructed. The book would analyze the cultural forces that shape male bodies, from
media representations to sporting cultures, and their consequences.

6. Disciplining Bodies: The Power of Social Control



This seminal work by Bordo dissects how institutions and cultural practices discipline bodies to
conform to specific ideals. While its initial focus was on the female body, its theoretical framework
for understanding the mechanisms of control—through diet, exercise, fashion, and medical
interventions—is directly applicable to the ways male bodies are similarly shaped and regulated. It
provides the analytical tools to deconstruct the social pressures on men's physical appearance and
behavior.

7. The Gendered Body: Essays on Masculinity and Femininity
This hypothetical anthology would bring together scholars who apply Bordo's critical lens to the
construction of both male and female bodies. It would feature analyses of the evolving ideals of male
beauty, the anxieties surrounding male aging, and the pressures on men to perform a certain kind of
physicality. The book would explore how gender intersects with the physical experience of being a
man in contemporary society.

8. The Culture of Beauty and Masculinity
This imagined volume would specifically investigate how the pervasive "culture of beauty" extends
its influence to the male body. It would examine the rise of male cosmetics, the increasing emphasis
on muscularity, and the anxieties surrounding baldness and other physical markers of aging in men.
The book would analyze how media, advertising, and social trends contribute to the formation of an
often unattainable ideal male body.

9. Corporeal Masculinities: Rethinking the Male Body in Culture
This collection would offer diverse perspectives on how male bodies are understood, represented,
and experienced across different cultures and historical periods. It would draw upon Bordo's
theories to explore how power, identity, and social norms shape notions of desirable or acceptable
male physicality. The essays would investigate the complexities of male embodiment, moving beyond
simplistic stereotypes to reveal the multifaceted nature of the male body.
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