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While ethnic-minority young people are increasingly defined as bodies ‘at disadvantage’, marked as
less fit or less healthy than theWhite ‘norm’, the ways young people construct meanings around their
bodies as a result of global health imperatives have received scant attention. The purpose of this
participatory visual research was to incorporate an interactive, multimedia Body Curriculum into
two fitness units in secondary urban schools to assist ethnic-minority young people in critically
responding to pervasive media monocultural representations of fit bodies. Students’ engagement
with Glogster (a creative visual learning platform) not only enabled them to criticize fitness as a
‘White thing,’ but also offered them a pedagogical space to challenge such racialized and
gendered media narratives with self-representations.
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Current health imperatives, which are driven by the obesity epidemic on the one hand
and images of the ideal body produced by the media on the other, implicitly and expli-
citly circulate normative ideals of body size and shape informed by monocultural
views. Such ideals of the body dictate the way young people define themselves and
manage their bodies (Evans, Rich, Davies, & Allwood, 2008; Wright & Harwood,
2009). Although ethnic-minority young people are increasingly presented as bodies
‘at a disadvantage’, marked as less fit or less healthy than the White ‘norm’ in the
context of global health imperatives, the ways they construct cultural meanings
around their bodies have received scant attention. This is a concern, given how
today’s ubiquitous representations of the body consumed by young people in their
daily lives assign meanings of beauty, fitness, fatness and health based on ideals of
size, shape, ableism, race and gender/sex. As a result, for many ethnic-minority
young people whose self-image does not adhere to current normative globalized
images of successful, fit bodies or is excluded from such representations, finding
and adopting a subjective position for regarding oneself as having an active, fit body
can be very difficult.
To address current issues of young people’s embodiment, a growing number of

scholars have conducted participatory research in the context of schools to sustain
young people’s struggle with their self-identity (Enright & O’Sullivan, 2012; Fisette
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& Walton, 2011; Oliver & Lalik, 2004; Oliver, Hamzeh, & McCaughtry, 2009).
Recognizing the valuable contribution of activist research with girls in school
(Enright & O’Sullivan, 2012; Fisette & Walton, 2011; Oliver et al., 2009), in this
paper, we suggest that globalization and its neoliberal agenda present new challenges
to the study of young people’s bodies, identities, diversity and issues of inequalities.
Schools are implicated in neoliberal global trends, which in turn, aim to homogenize
young people’s embodiment of monocultural norms (Azzarito, 2009b). Given today’s
increasingly diverse school contexts, Freedman and Stuhr (2004) called for innovative
curriculum changes that promote students’ creative, culturally relevant and critical
inquiries into embodiment by engaging with the global technological presence of
images in contemporary society. To this end, in this paper, we report ethnic-minority
students’ meaning-making about and visual expressions of their embodiment as a
result of their creative/critical participatory inquiry enacted throughout the implemen-
tation of an interactive, multimediaBody Curriculum. Recognizing that social identities
are multiple and interlocking, in this paper, the notion of ethnic minority refers to the
different ways young people identify themselves.

Globalization, social inequalities andmedia homogenization of body ideals
to whiteness

Drawing from third-wave Whiteness, poststructural, post-feminist theories and Critical
Race Theory (CRT), recent scholarship has opened up new lines of research that inter-
rogate how mechanisms of domination and subordination are enacted through White-
ness at the intersectionality of gender/sex, social-class ideologies (Gill, 2008; Twine &
Gallagher, 2008). As an important theoretical contribution of third-wave feminist
studies, in conjunction with CRT, intersectionality provides a useful theoretical per-
spective to recognize how multiple intersecting inequalities work up and against essen-
tializing identity constructs that homogenize social categories (Bowleg, 2012; Delgado
& Stefancic, 2012; Gillborn, 2006). According to Gillborn (2006), CRT is a ‘relatively
new and developing perspective’ (p. 26) that aims to destabilize Whiteness and chal-
lenge educational practices that maintain patterns of exclusion and discrimination.
In theorizingWhiteness, Frankeberg (1993, p. 11) conceptualized race, like gender,

as a socially constructed category that has a ‘real,’ ‘tangible’ impact on people’s iden-
tities, lives and experiences. Within a theoretical framework of Whiteness, the White/
Western self is often unnamed, invisible, unexamined critically and constructed in
opposition to the ‘Other’ (Puwar, 2004). As Frankeberg (1993, p. 11) points out,
Whiteness and Americanness seem ‘comprehensible to many only by reference to
Others excluded from these categories’. In this context, the ‘Other’ as a cultural cat-
egory co-exists and is co-constructed in relation to Whiteness (Chidester, 2008). This
is a problem because when Whiteness is ignored, taken for granted and universalized,
Whites benefit at the expense of non-Whites.
In the White imaginary embedded in Western multicultural contexts, the invisible

marker of Whiteness often functions to define the ‘Other’ as ‘different’, ‘lacking some-
thing’, ‘deficient’ or at best, ‘exotic.’ White privilege secured by a process of
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domination and taken-for-granted assumptions of White racial hegemony is main-
tained through actions, behaviors, policies that implicitly benefit Whites without
accounting for the life, history, experiences, views and identities of the ‘Other’
(McCarthy, Rezai-Rashti, & Teasley, 2009). While White privilege refers to the con-
scious or unconscious and intentional or unintentional form of advantage that Whites
accrue in Western society, White supremacy claims are often embedded in socio-his-
torical, biological conditions of racial supremacy. White supremacy is maintained
based on the false assumptions or beliefs that Whites are superior to people of color
because of their Whiteness, and thus, society should be constructed after their own
image and ways of being (Frankeberg, 1993).
Whiteness is enacted and becomes oppressive when it directs, disciplines and con-

trols students’ behavior, culturally inscribing and normalizing students’ bodies to
White ideals and norms (Leonardo, 2004). Notably, as a result of globalization, the
media implicitly play a crucial role in sustaining Whiteness (Ferber, 2007) by
shaping shape viewers’ imaginations. The visibility of certain bodies in mainstream
media narratives leads to the creation of knowledge, values, beliefs and public views
about health, exercise and ideals of ‘successful’ global citizens (Molina-Guzman,
2010). Media images, including those on the internet, of successful citizens are thus
circulated through homogenized White standards of beauty constructed in relation
to very narrow cultural feminine and masculine ideals of body shape and size (Gill,
2008). Through visual discourses of race/ethnicity, the body becomes a racialized
marker of gendered identity, a corporeal ideal and a sign of moral standing and
self-worth. Through this visually dominant discourse, the absence of ethnic-minority
ideal bodies in the media implicitly tells viewers that ethnic-minority bodies do not
matter in the world of fitness and health. If ethnic-minority young people take up
these media messages uncritically, they may develop negative perceptions or dissatis-
faction with their bodies, which in turn, are likely to influence their decision not to
engage in physical activity, may impact the development of eating problems, and even-
tually harm their health (Spurgas, 2005). To address issues of embodiment, gender
and racial inequalities, we follow Evans et al. (2008) who argue that school physical
education (PE) is the only educational site that can integrate students’ ‘body talk’
and create local/global sites for social change.

Globalization and its impact on schooling and issues of social justice

In today’s global economy, a number of critical theorists have argued that urgent
attention must be paid to how schools are increasingly pressured to adopt economic
models that can provide an ‘education for all’ (Torres, 2009), moving toward the pri-
vatization and standardization of education while deflecting attention from issues of
social justice and diversity in the local context of schools (Apple, Kenway, & Singh,
2005; Macdonald, 2011). In spite of the increased heterogeneity and diversity of
urban schools, many schools are still failing to come to grips with diversity, embracing
monocultural pedagogical practices toward homogenization (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
Leonardo (2004), for instance, defined today’s globalized world as a ‘color-blind’ era,
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maintaining that globalization presents a new vision of education that leaves ongoing
issues of inequalities unexamined. Color-blind ideologies circulated through globali-
zation reinforce the idea that any racial differences that exist in health are not the
results of social, economic, political factors, but instead are the consequences of natu-
rally occurring processes. In the context of current health and physical activity pro-
motion discourses the racialized body is a site which demands attention. It is a body
that does not conform to normative White ideals of body size and shape, and one
that needs to be regulated, managed and disciplined. These disciplinary practices
often take place in the context of decontextualized, monocultural fitness-based curri-
culum interventions (Azzarito, 2009b).
Lee’s (2005) study of immigrant youth’s identity in the process of becoming ‘Amer-

ican,’ however, showed how ethnic-minority students are able to negotiate racial
inequalities and take a critical stance ‘up against Whiteness’, by performing identities
that challenged a color-blind ideology embedded in their school context. This ideol-
ogy implicitly blamed ethnic-minority students for their ‘failure’ to adhere to White,
middle-class cultural and school norms. As Lee’s research revealed, students need
not be passive victims of racism, but active agents who can learn to resist Whiteness
through self-expression.
In this paper we report on a study that takes up similar challenges to those addressed

in Lee’s research, in the context of school PE. The purpose or our study was to
conduct a visual participatory inquiry into the implementation of a Body Curriculum
(Freedman & Stuhr, 2004; Springgay, 2008) into two fitness programs in two second-
ary urban schools located in the northeastern area of the United States. The intention
was to use the Body Curriculum to destabilize media-driven racialized constructions of
the fit body and enable participants to visually express their embodiment in culturally
relevant, contextualized and authentic ways. Using participatory visual research, the
young people in both schools were encouraged to deal critically with the media narra-
tives of fit bodies that they consume in their daily lives through the provision of a ped-
agogical space—the Glogster internet platform (Glogster, 2015)—where they could
construct, reflect upon and present visual narratives of the body-self in affirmative
and positive ways.

Integrating critical media pedagogy into a body curriculum: a visual
participatory methodology

To address the specific purpose of this study, we conducted qualitative participatory
research using visual methodologies. Participatory visual methods are particularly
useful when used with young people, because they mobilize young people’s agency,
enabling them to contribute to the research process thoughtfully, critically and creatively
(Thompson, 2008). This participatory visual study sought to engage with high-school
students to reflect on the media’s impact on their embodiment in a fitness-driven phys-
ical culture and to give them opportunities to express their own subjective views regard-
ing the body (Azzarito, 2013). The visuals used in this study (i.e. media texts and
photography) served as a means to engage participants in an active process of producing

4 L. Azzarito et al.



and expressing subjective representations of their critiques, experiences and under-
standings. We worked with young people rather than on young people, using counter-
hegemonic visually driven practices to raise social awareness and empower participants
(Azzarito, 2012).

Participants and setting

The study took place in two public secondary high schools located in a large urban
metropolitan area in the northeast region of the United States. Two 10th grade
classes from the two school settings, each with a predominantly African American
and Latino student population, were selected. Each school was located in an inner-
city neighborhood with a high poverty rate. The PE secondary program was fitness-
based and delivered in a 60-minute class period at each school. Participants were
74 high-school students, ages 15 and 16 (45 females and 29 males; 30 African Amer-
icans, 33 Latinos, 8 Asians, 1 Native American and 2 Whites). All students were
invited to participate in this study, and all agreed to participate. Permission to
conduct the study was obtained from the schools, and students and their parents
gave their informed consent.
An important goal of this participatory visual research was to enact a Body Curricu-

lum informed by a sociocultural and critical perspective in PE classes. While we recog-
nize the valuable contribution of prior literature on this topic (Enright & O’Sullivan,
2012; Fisette & Walton, 2011; Oliver & Lalik, 2004), the Body Curriculum enacted in
this study differed from earlier participatory research in a number of ways. First, while
previous participatory studies were conducted with girls in small groups (Enright &
O’Sullivan, 2012; Fisette &Walton, 2011; Oliver & Lalik, 2004), the Body Curriculum
used for this study was delivered to both girls and boys in regular fitness-based PE
classes. Each fitness lesson integrated a sociocultural perspective by using critical
media pedagogy in and outside of PE through Glogster to encourage girls’ and
boys’ critical thinking, reflection and visual expression of their embodiment (Spring-
gay & Freedman, 2007). Glogster (2015) is a visually based learning platform that
enables teachers and students to generate and share a wide range of ideas on a particu-
lar issue. For this study, the teachers/researchers used Glogster to post curriculum
materials (e.g. fitness lessons, questions, images, comments, photos and videos),
creating pedagogical spaces for students to critically engage with issues of the body.
Students in turn, created their own Glogs, where they could address teachers’ ques-
tions and post comments and/or questions, videos and images to express their views
and opinions about body issues and to represent themselves. Inspired by Freedman
and Stuhr’s (2004) work, the Body Curriculum posted on Glogster was conceptualized
as both a visual technology and a virtual pedagogical site that relied on the power of
representation to raise socio-critical consciousness among girls and boys about
issues of the body and cultural identities in co-educational classes.
In this participatory study, the researchers collaborated with two secondary-school

teachers and their students in PE classes to design and implement 15 fitness-based
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lesson plans in the Body Curriculum. The researchers/teachers designed each fitness
lesson to engage students in a range of sites of learning, from the gym to the lab to
the students’ homes. For the fitness lesson on ‘strong bodies,’ for example, the tea-
chers/researchers used one of the fitness components—muscle strength and exercise
—as a pedagogical means to introduce the sociocultural objective in the PE class.
The sociocultural objective, in this case, aimed to raise critical questions around the
ways in which society constructs and represents the ‘strong body’ in society. At the
beginning of each lesson, the teachers/researchers provided students with visual and
verbal information about the fitness component of muscle strength. They then intro-
duced the sociocultural objective, asking students to read a number of questions
posted on the wall of the gym and to think about these questions while working on
muscle strength during the class. The questions hung up on the wall aimed to scaffold
students’ conceptions of strong bodies. About 15 minutes before the end of the fitness
lesson, the teachers/researchers gathered students together, sitting in front of six large
posters of media images representing ‘strong bodies’. Looking at these images, to
initiate the dialogue, the teachers/researchers recalled some of the questions: ‘Who
are strong bodies in our society?’; ‘What do the media tell us about strong bodies?’;
‘How would you describe a strong body?’; and ‘Who is left out in the media represen-
tations of strong bodies?’ These questions generated students’ remarks, opinions and
disagreements. The teachers/researchers ended the class discussion by reminding stu-
dents that questions, images, assignments and the lesson would be posted on Glogster
later in the day and that the reflection and conversation on strong bodies would con-
tinue during the lab work using Glogster.
TheBody Curriculumwas intended to create learning opportunities for young people

to engage more fully with physical culture(s) by encouraging them to explore relation-
ships between the self, the body and society and by positioning students as creators of
knowledge (Springgay & Freedman, 2007). Throughout the implementation of the
Body Curriculum, students were encouraged to reflect, analyze, compare and contrast.
The teachers/researchers posted critical questions about fitness and the body; encour-
aged critical reflection about students’ views of their own bodies in relation to others
by asking students to critically consider a wide range of representations of the body;
fostered critical reading and analysis of media texts through the lab work and class dis-
cussions; and created opportunities for students’ creative visual expressions of their
subjective embodied experiences.
During lab work, the teachers/researchers encouraged students to engage in more

critical reflection and create their own personal Glogs, by helping students upload
photos, add videos and/or online content, design Glogs and insert written text. For
some assignments included in the lesson plans (see Figure 1), we offered a digital
camera to each student, but students often preferred to use their phones to take pic-
tures. Because many students did not have a computer at home, the teachers/research-
ers integrated online lab work (1 hour per week) for all students in both PE classes.
Students’ Glogs, created as personal, digital journals, afforded students their own
spaces to explore feelings, views and understandings of both media narratives and
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Figure 1. Lesson plan 6 posted on Glogster: Body Image
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subjective experiences of who they were in relation to media representations in a
fitness-driven physical culture.
Data were collected from several data sources: participants’ visual diaries and

written reflections on body issues through Glogs, a formal interview using photo eli-
citation and extensive field notes. The questions included in the formal interview were
organized into three major themes: (a) participants’ self-identification, and past and
current experiences in physical activity; (b) participants’ views of their bodies; and
(c) participants’ sensemaking about their personal Glogs.
We conducted an analysis of students’ discourses of the body articulated through

class discussions, formal interviews and in visual forms through students’ Glogs
(Rose, 2007). The discourse analysis was informed by third-wave feminist perspec-
tives, as well as CRT, and guided by the specific research questions to capture the
meanings students constructed around their embodied identities, media’s visual
texts and their Glogs (van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2008). Specifically, we conducted a dis-
course analysis that centered on how students negotiated, took up, rejected and chal-
lenged media narratives of fit bodies through their self-representations. We used
discourse analysis as a visually driven coding process to identify, describe, and
capture how participants ‘viewed’, represented, talked and wrote about the body in
relation to issues of size, muscularity, gender, race and social class in the context of
their own worlds of physical culture (Rose, 2007). Participants’ names used in this
paper are pseudonyms.

Results

A discourse analysis of the students’ postings and interviews demonstrated how,
although several students accepted the normative gendered dimension of the ideal
body, most were critical of the ways Whiteness colonizes the body in the media and
were able to name, challenge and confront Whiteness. Two major themes emerged
from the discourse analysis, and these are described in the following sections.

Media, Whiteness and the Body: ‘The Ideal Body is Caucasian… . They
[the Media] are Telling Everyone to Go That Way’

When asked to reflect on the ways they saw issues of race, gender and the body and to
articulate their views on their personal Glogs, students included images that were
overwhelmingly White. When interviewed as to why they had made this choice,
most students explained it in terms of media’s representations, fitness and race. For
example, in the following quote, Juan explains his decision-making with regard to
the images he selected for his Glog (Figure 2),

Interviewer: Where did you find these images [referring to Figure 2]?
Juan: I found them on the internet.
Interviewer: In terms of race, how would you identify the people in these images?
Juan: White.
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Interviewer: Is there a reason that would explain why you didn’t include photos of
people that aren’t White?

Juan: I wanted [to], but when I searched it up on the internet it didn’t come up.
I put strong bodies for males and females. . . . Basically I think cause

Figure 2. Juan’s Glog: “… .just to give all the credit to White people, it’s not fair to us”

Up against Whiteness 9



mostly White blondes and White males mostly work out the most, they
are mostly known around this area and they hardly see us working
out. . . . Most of the time when I go to the park, all I see is White
males, females running around. I rarely see people like me actually
doing work, maybe that’s because I don’t know. I see them in Central
Park a lot. On Central Park I see a lot of Caucasians running in
Central Park. Mostly I see White people. Every time I walk around I
see White people running. . . . They look at themselves work out and
they learn stuff from each other, but the Black people don’t really look
into all that cause they feel like they can’t do half the things Caucasians
do.

Interviewer: Could you please explain what youmean with “they hardly see us working
out”?

Juan: They, they [media] basically saying that theWhite people are stronger than
other ones because they do [more] of the work than other people. . . . It
doesn’t feel right though?! Cause everyone puts in the same effort. But
just to give all the credit to White people, it’s not fair to us.

In his interview, Juan discussed his feelings regarding the media representation of the
fit body, stating that White people are the only ones who are called on by the media to
work out and be fit. The media’s visual endorsement of ‘White talk’ implicitly holds
White people accountable for exercise and health, legitimating, valuing and making
their ‘efforts’ and body achievements visible to the public. Juan thus identified the
unfairness of such media narratives openly and directly, reiterating the injustice he
had seen: Whites are ‘getting all the credits’ at the expense of Black people, and this
is not ‘fair to us.’ His personal Glog (see Figure 2) provided Juan with a pedagogical
space through which his contestation of the pervasive media images of Whiteness in
the world of fitness was validated and put on public display.
As Juan suggested, in the media, fitness and health practices signify ‘acting

White’. Although the media reward White bodies by explicitly representing them
as ideal bodies, the absence of Black bodies in media narratives of fitness and
health implicitly tells viewers that Blacks are not as successful at this as Whites.
Juan embodied this storyline suggesting that ‘Black people . . . feel like they can’t
do half the things Caucasians do.’ The under-representation of Black bodies in
the world of the media produces a racialized dichotomy of the body that locates
Blacks’ failure in their ‘caste-like minority’ (Ladson-Billings, 1995), blaming
them for lacking self-determination, self-responsibility and self-discipline to
become fit and healthy. In the context of Juan’ life, the color-blind ideology that
the media sustain is also visible and reinforced in the urban culture where he
lives. Parker (2004) suggested that it is common in urban spaces for diverse
types of social identities to be racially segregated, and for different ethnic groups
to be concentrated in more or less affluent areas. As a South Asian young male
growing up in a predominantly Black urban neighborhood, reflecting upon his
own experience, Juan recalled a much higher visibility of Whites exercising (i.e.
jogging) in certain urban areas compared to Blacks. In more privileged areas, pre-
dominantly White communities, exercise is taken up as a form of cultural

10 L. Azzarito et al.



expression but also as a form of commodification, a cultural and economic marker
of the body. Juan’ perspective is echoed by other students. For instance, Eliana
explained:

Well that’s the idea society is very into like Caucasian, they portray Caucasians as
ideal people to follow when you want to be fit or want to exercise, you see mostly
Caucasian. . . . I think it is, they [Whites] [would] rather be fit and healthy than
lazy. I have never seen a Caucasian who is lazy and stays home and never does any-
thing. I have seen it myself I went to a Caucasian community where my cousin
lives upstate and everybody is very fit and they run every morning and they do it
at night, if not they go for a walk, they walk their dog, they go to the gym all the
time. They just like to be physically fit. . . . They [Whites] are more comfortable
with their body. I mean, they don’t care what they wear when they are running,
they are very confident.

Interviewer: Could you please explain your perspective a bit more?

From my perspective, I think Dominicans really don’t care about working out, my
family, half of them are very big so they really don’t care about working out and
being healthy. Some do but they don’t go out of their way to change that or anything.
I do it sometime but it’s not like it’s forced. . . . I don’t think Caucasians are better,
they are more motivated to stay fit. The ideal body is Caucasian. Like they use them
[Caucasians] more as an example, I mean there are other races that do workout at
sports, but they are not portrayed to be the ideal body like Caucasians are. . . . I
don’t think it’s ok for them [media] to just keep Caucasians as an example of
being fit and healthy. They [media] should use everybody and other races. They
[media] are telling everybody to go that way. It’s directing everyone to go that way
so it seems like society is portraying that way. It’s better not to exclude other
cultures.

As a result of their engagement with critical media pedagogy, students’ meaning-
making of the internet-based images they selected revealed their embodiment and
conflictual negotiation of Whiteness. On the one hand, Eliana, like all of the students,
was critical of the dominant media representation ofWhite fit bodies, seeing the media
as ‘excluding’ other races (Figure 3). On the other hand, however, she embodied the
stereotypical construction of White bodies as ‘more motivated’, ‘ideal examples’ to
follow and admire, positioning her own culture, the Latinos’ ways of being, as uncar-
ing about exercise, unmotivated to ‘work hard’ and be ‘fit.’ Such negative embodi-
ment is the result of an unproblematized, racialized discourse of the fit/fat body that
the media produce. While critical of the media representations, Eliana also embodied
the notion of Whites as ‘high status’ bodies, not only by constructing fitness as a
‘White thing’ but also by classifying her identity and racial identity as inferior to
Whites’.
Similar to Juan and Eliana, many other students criticized the media’s under-rep-

resentation of ethnic minorities, reported how difficult it was to find ethnic-minority
fit bodies on the Internet and discussed the role of race in their Glogs. The invisibility
of the ‘other’ in the media tells viewers that White bodies matter (Wykes & Gunter,
2005). The implicit media message is that ethnic-minority bodies are not symbolic
of fitness and health in American society. Visibility in the media works to reproduce
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social norms, beliefs and stereotypes embedded in Whiteness. While media narratives
make race invisible, participants’ comments revealed the social justice problem with
Whiteness. Similar to other Black and South Asian participants’ perspectives,

Figure 3. Eliana’s Glog: “… .they [media] are telling everybody to go that way”
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Belinda notedWhiteness in the media and revealed its hidden curriculum of the body.
Belinda, a Latina student, explained:

I typed up “strong body” and I saw mostly Caucasian, so I grabbed a picture.

Interviewer: Where did you look up the pictures on?

Google. Cause it’s like, I don’t know why. Just Caucasians are used as mostly as I
guess role models, cause there are other people too. . . . I found maybe a few
Black people, Hispanics I didn’t see much. . . . It’s weird, it’s like, why so it was
mostly Caucasians, then Black people, then what happened to the Hispanics? I’m
not sure, maybe it’s just the Hispanic culture they [media] are not showing what
they are capable of so they are not really portrayed as role models. . . .

From the students’ accounts, it is quite clear how the media are fixated on Whiteness.
Reflecting upon images Belinda included in her Glog, she raised a critical question,
‘What happened to the Hispanics?’ Belinda’s perception of Whiteness as enacted by
the media, distinctly centered Whites in practices of fitness and health, leaving out
what ‘Hispanics are capable of.’ To destabilize Whiteness, however, Belinda inserted
the photo of one of her peers in her personal Glog (Figure 4). Centered in the land-
scape of Whiteness, her peer, a Latino student, is pictured as a ‘role model’ doing
push ups on the gym floor. Belinda explained: ‘He is Hispanic so to show that only
Caucasians can do it. But he’s Hispanic and he did it too, and he is physically muscu-
lar as well.’ To represent a ‘role model’ in her own cultural terms, Eliana chose not to
insert a Latino female but a Latinomale student.While it is unclear how gender played
a role in her decision to represent a Latino male ‘role model’ in the white landscape of
fitness, ‘Being Latino’ is gendered as well as racialized in society, yet it is negotiated by
young people’s sense of agency. While Whiteness affected Eliana’s self-image and her
view of Latinos’ engagement with physical culture, homogenizing Latinos as ‘uncar-
ing’ and ‘unmotivated’ to be fit, Belinda contested and disrupted such racialized rep-
resentations. ‘Being Latino’ means different things to different Latinos based on each
individual’s own experience of reality, as well as contradictory positionality within
dominant discourses of the body. AlthoughWhites are often oblivious to the racialized
nature of media narratives of fitness and health by virtue of their race and their White
privilege (Azzarito, 2009b), widespread images of Whites in the world of fitness were
clearly noticeable to Belinda and other students.
Although the students were in general critical of the ways Whiteness permeates

media presentations of the ideal fit body in the context of physical activity, fitness
and health, they were less aware and less critical of the ways health imperatives bear
upon their own bodies. In other words, while the ethnic-minority young people con-
tested the invisibility of people of color in the media, for the most part, they embodied
dominant discourses of healthism, viewing ideals of size and shape as normative and
symbolically represented by White ‘capable bodies’ in health and fitness.). Students’
responses to the interviews and their postings on their Glogs suggest that norms of size
and shape articulated in the media left them feeling judged and inadequate. As Evans
et al. (2008) suggest, such feelings can lead to pressures to survey, control, and thus
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struggle to regulate their embodiment in an effort to adhere to these narrow ideals.
While dominant cultural representations are mapped onto ethnic minority’s bodies,
decisions about self-representation, lifestyles and choices—as was the case for Juan,
Eliana, and Belinda—are all located within an individual’s embodied identity, and
shaped by her/his fluid, often conflictual negotiation of the intersection of gender,
race and social class.

Figure 4. Belinda’s Glog: “What happened to the Hispanics?”
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“I Am Who I Am and I Am Proud of It”: destabilizing whiteness with self-
representations

The Glogs provided an empowering pedagogical space where social identities were
simultaneously constructed, contested, expressed and put on display. During lab
work in PE, students had an opportunity to engage, resist and discover other ways
of seeing the body, beyond media’s dominant narratives of Whiteness. The students
used personal narratives and their own body knowledge and experiences to explore
who they were in the context of physical activity. They took pictures of themselves
as physically active, moving through the real spaces and places available to them in
the urban localities of their daily lives, and posted them on their Glogs. Such spaces
included their PE classes, homes, fitness gyms, school basketball teams, or simply
around urban streets, subways, stairs, sidewalks and parks. Subverting the invisibility
of ethnic minorities in the media, the students’ self-portraits created sites of authentic
and empowering body representations through which a diffusion of diversity was
made visible to the viewer in a positive way. Lemuel, an African American student

Figure 5. Lemuel’s self-portrait: “Love, love love it. I like to stay active, stay fit”
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who was seriously invested in exercise and fitness, envisioned himself as a typical
fashion model (Figure 5). Lemuel noted:

Love, love, love it. I exercise, I like to stay active, stay fit, I want to stay healthy. I like
to jog, do all kinds of workouts, do weights sometimes but usually pull-ups, push
ups, dips. I work out in the park in the Bronx area, on the pull-up bars dips, all
that, at least 5 times, sometimes 4 but I try to get 5 times. A lot of people go there
but mostly to play basketball. Uummm, I try to influence people to work out, and
a few they actually want to try it so I help them do pull ups and get it started. Some-
times it gets a little advanced and I put my legs out or do different grips on the bar. . .
. I tried playing basketball, but to me it’s just a sport you gotta grow up on and do all
the time, so if I tried to do it now it would be like pointless. But I shoot around some-
times, but I don’t take it seriously. I take working out seriously though.
Lemuel continued:
When you get out, there is a lot of other things you need to deal with andmaybe there
is a gang on this block, somebody don’t like you on this block, so it’s like either way
you gotta protect yourself. A lot of people might do it the wrong way by using
weapon or something, but you can use yourself as a weapon too. I can’t defeat a
gun or a knife, but I mean I can’t go to jail for having muscles like I used to do
karate and boxing too. I [did a] little bit of wrestling too.

Like the White muscular bodies that are often on media display, Lemuel pictured
himself posing in front of the mirror, showing his toned, sculpturally defined muscu-
larity. Lemuel distanced himself from the Black male body as often portrayed in the
media spectacle of sport (Ferber, 2007). Although many young Black boys adhere
to the media dominant image of the Black basketball or football player—the
‘natural athlete’ (Harrison, Sailes, Rotich, & Bimper, 2011), Lemuel’s self-portrait
and meaning-making challenged this media stereotype. During the interview,
Lemuel explained that he played basketball with friends sometimes, but basketball
was not his ‘thing’. ‘I love fitness,’ Lemuel repeated several times during the interview.
The Glogs offered Lemuel an empowering space for envisioning and presenting who
he is: Through his own eyes, Lemuel defined himself as a fit body, explaining that his
self-development and self-management occurredmostly through practices of pull ups,
bars and dips at the park. ‘I love it,’ Lemuel repeated several times. Posing in a strong,
confident position, his picture offers a Black version of the White male model often
found in photo shoots in fitness magazines. Whether or not his decision to include
this image in his Glogs reflected an attempt to normalize himself to White normative
discourses of the body, his meaning-making around the importance of ‘having
muscles’ differed from mainstream ideals of appearance. Lemuel worked out regu-
larly, engaging in karate, boxing and wrestling. Lemuel took fitness very seriously:
for him, working out meant being able to develop confidence and a positive self-per-
ception, as well as being able to protect himself from difficult life situations, such as
dealing with gangs in unsafe neighborhoods. Lemuel expressed his embodied identity
by being ‘Black’ in some respects and ‘White’ in others. Cultural categories thus can
intertwine, stabilizing and disrupting gender, race and social class simultaneously, and
in different ways.
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Although Lemuel accepted muscularity as a marker of masculinity because it
centers and privileges him in society, another student, Belinda, resisted the gendered
dimension of the body. Perhaps as interesting as other students’ self-representations,
Belinda’s vision of the self (Figure 6) revealed conflictual, intimate feelings about her
embodiment. Belinda succinctly commented: ‘There are moments that I do have my
insecurities, but then there are times I’m like I don’t care what they say. This is me. I
am who I am and I am proud of it.’

Figure 6. Belinda: “This is me. I am who I am and I am proud of it”
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The interviewer then probed: ‘Could you please describe what your Glog rep-
resents?’ (Figure 6). Belinda responded:

I was trying to prove to many stereotypical people that not only men could do push
ups, cause some girls they can’t really hold their body up and then when they go
down they just fall, so I was proving that just staying in that one position and I
take a picture that most women can do the same thing. . . . It’s me dancing that
day and I was like let me take a picture of me dancing and I set the timer and
took one of the positions I would do. . . . I like working out either alone or
friends, people that I actually know.

Belinda’s Glog presents a fascinating composition of photos accompanied by written
text showing an eclectic sense of self. She collaged different aspects of her identity: a
self who is not afraid to share her doubts and insecurities about her body, yet a strong
body that can do push ups; a dancer; and someone who works out every day, ‘either
alone or with friends’. Belinda’s self-portrayal does not emphasize attractiveness,
beauty and sex appeal at the expense of strengths and capabilities. Belinda resisted
the stereotypical equation of muscularity with masculinity. Rather, in her posting,
Belinda took up an oppositional reading of strength by purposely picturing herself
as a ‘strong’ body; a self who is able to ‘hold her body up.’ In her interview, she
asserts that ‘Most women can do the same thing’ as men. Belinda’s visual narrative
challenged gender norms, and the racialized discourse of Latina as ‘physically inactive’
(Keller, Fleury, Perez, Ainsworth, & Vaughan, 2008). At the same time, Belinda did
not dismiss the cultural pressures on young girls to be thin and indeed criticized the
media for showing ‘celebrities’ rather than ‘advertising more about eating habits
and working out . In other words, while recognizing the gendered construction of
‘thinness’, Belinda’s view of the feminine body, like that of all participants, continued
to be informed by heteronormative readings, stabilizing the gender/sex dichotomy.
The intimate sense of insecurity that Belinda expressed about her body, however,

co-existed with a stated sense of self-worth and self-acceptance of her physical
shape. Belinda asserted with confidence: ‘I am who I am and I am proud of it.’
While we recognize the possibility that her position is a strategy to cope with the
media pressure to be thin, her own construction of Latina femininity, however, is
framed neither by ‘passivity’ nor by stereotypical media images of the Latina’s body
as sexualized and curvy (Molina-Guzman, 2010). Belinda clearly does not adhere
to the notion that Latinas/os make ‘poor choices’ about physical activity (Wangsgaard
Thompson, 1992) and she resists the media’s colonization of Latinas’ bodies.
While aware of body issues and eager to voice their opinions in visual, written and

verbal forms, other ethnic-minority girls in the study, also portrayed affirmative
images of their bodies. As in Belinda’s case, a sense of self-acceptance, self-satisfaction
and positive feelings toward the body was shared by the other girls. Amaya, for
example, created a dynamic, energetic and lively portrayal of herself, asserting with
confidence ‘I love who I am.’ Reflecting upon her ‘Who Am I?’ Glog, Amaya noted:

That’s me working out in here you know, working on my legs and running and stuff.
That was our basketball game. . . . I always liked basketball, like my family always
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watched it together, it’s not like anyone played physically. Just feeling good after
every time I play, and I don’t have to worry about a lot of health issues and stuff.

Amaya defined herself as ‘a very active person in my world’ with a body that ‘feels
ready, good and healthy’. Reacting to a video on body issues (see Figure 7) that we
showed in the PE classes, Amaya explained that she felt differently from ‘those
young people’ who ‘feel so bad about themselves’. Amaya thus did not view herself
like ‘those’ young people who are concerned about body issues. It is possible that
her decision to dismiss body issues eating disorders is a strategy she adopted to dis-
tance herself from Whiteness. In a culture of Blackness, feeling pressured by the
culture of thinness means ‘hanging out with toomanyWhite folks’ (Beauboeuf-Lafon-
tant, 2003, p. 115). Often ethnic-minority women (especially African Americans) tend
not to be concerned about body issues as a form of resistance to sexism, racism, homo-
phobia and poverty (Wangsgaard Thompson, 1992). Rejecting White cultural norms,
an African American culture accepts substantial weight, seeing bigger body size as a
normative aspect of Black women’s lives (Spurgas, 2005).
Amaya, however, created images of herself that emphasized her athletic compe-

tence, valued women in sport and legitimated her own love for basketball, and

Figure 7. Amaya: “I love the way I look”
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provided a picture of her own idea of role model for healthy and proud young girls’
athleticism. ‘I love the way I look. God made me this way, so I shall stay this way’
Amaya stated in another Glog (Figure 7). As Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2003) suggested,
among African Americans, there is a ‘strong cultural pressure to be self-accepting of
their physical shape, to be happy with what God gave you and to make the most of
their appearance’ (p. 117). The creative and inspiring range of images in Amaya’s
self-portrait, as well as other students’, showcased on the Glogs created a transforma-
tive site which challenged the media-driven, dominant representation of the White
ideal body. Resisting the often-discouraging media messages about the body, the
self-portraits of the ethnic-minority students in our study proposed alternative views
to the dominant ‘body-at-risk’ discourse, presenting images of motivated, healthy,
active and competent young girls and boys. Amanda, like Belinda, did not simply
take on identities that the media positioned her to occupy, but she also counteracted
the racialized and gendered narratives she experienced by developing new conscious-
nesses, identities and creative self-portraits through critical reflection.

Implications

In an effort to destabilizeWhiteness, the implementation of a Body Curriculum encour-
aged students not only to take a critical stance to name the inequalities of body rep-
resentations that the media produce, but also to express authentic, personal and
culturally relevant accounts of the body that otherwise would continue to remain sup-
pressed byWhiteness. Glog-based personal narratives offered an authentic snapshot of
culturally relevant youth exercises in an urban context—a view from the ‘other’ side of
today’s media’s articulation of Whiteness and White supremacy. Drawing from CRT
(Bowleg, 2012; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012), White supremacy manifests through two
features: first, by serving the psychic interests of White people through color-blind
practices (Fanon, 1967); and second, by benefiting the material interests of the
White elite (Bowleg, 2012).
With regard to the first feature (psychic), racism is problematic to address, because

forms of discrimination are the result of color-blind practices that are difficult to
acknowledge as they are often invisible, subtle or hidden. Whiteness normalizes the
colonizer/colonized relationship in the individual’s psyche (Bowleg, 2012). Coloniz-
ing practices maintain power relations that implicitly uphold White power, preventing
the ‘other’ from seeing her/his subjection to universalized White norms, while danger-
ously alienating her/his consciousness or her/his self-identity (Fanon, 1967). The
process of colonization occurs when the colonizer implicitly and/or explicitly
imposes an image of the ‘other’ so that the ‘other’s’ only way to be interpellated
and to recognize herself/himself is through the colonizer’s lens. This means that the
invisibility of ‘other’ bodies in the White landscape of the media’s narratives of fit
bodies affects ethnic-minority young people’s self-image by first, alienating their con-
sciousness and sense of identity and second, by homogenizing and constructing
ethnic-minority young people as ‘deficient’ bodies. The media’s endorsement of
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White fit bodies, then, forces ethnic-minority young people to see (or not to see) them-
selves through the colonizer’s eye, working implicitly to devalue ‘other’ bodies while
maintaining systems of privilege and oppression untouched at the macro level as
well as at the micro level of individual experience.
The second feature of White supremacy (material determinism) serves to advance the

economic, social and political interest of White elites and White middle-class people
psychically and socially, by upholding White values (Bowleg, 2012). In today’s global
society, as a White institution, the internet implicitly advances the interests of White
people, economically, socially and politically (Ferber, 2007). To counter White supre-
macy and White privilege, CRT emphasizes the importance of ‘storytelling’ from the
‘other’ to voice and make visible the multiple intersecting identities, as well as interlock-
ing sites of oppression and privilege (Gillborn, 2006). Narratives told by ethnic-minority
young people, as reported in this study, however, cannot be read off from the interviews,
but rather interpreted from their visual narratives as primary sources of data. Such visual
accounts created sites of contestation and negotiation of the complex everyday practices
and experiences of the body that can work up against Whiteness; helped young people
enhance a new consciousness of their identities, new ways of seeing their body and new
subject positions; and thus created possibilities for transforming their embodied experi-
ences in a positive and empowering light.
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