Youth Cultures of Eating: Intimacy, Youth and Friendship

Thinking about the social connections of bodies immediately raises the question of proximity. As has been well documented, human beings are accomplished at incorporating strategies to protect their body space. It is also well known that the feeling of how much space one has, is entitled to, or needs is greatly affected by gender and ethnicity. And of course the actual size of bodies in terms of being seen as over- or underweight will greatly influence the feeling of space.

This paper takes from an ongoing project, which investigates at quantitative and qualitative levels popular youth culture and food. It seeks to intervene in research about youth obesity, thus far colonised by a medical model. We want to understand the values young people give to eating within their friendship circles, schools and in families. The project considers questions of gender and ethnicity as well as geographical location (urban versus rural) as key to understanding the complex matrix pathologised as ‘youth obesity’.

In this paper I also wish to extend an argument I made in Carnal Appetites (2000) and developed in Blush (2005) about the affective tensions that swirl around bodies in space. In particular, I theorised that the affects of disgust and pride are central to understanding how society reacts to the obese body or conversely, the anorexic body. Beyond these extremes, it is clear that in everyday life so-called normal or mundane bodies are greatly affected by where and how they eat. For instance, high school girls report that they will not eat in front of their boyfriends. 

These instances require that we understand the feelings of bodies in space according to gender, sexuality, and ethnicity if we are to adequately respond to youth cultures of eating.
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