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ABSTRACT

The study of Human health and the practice of Dieting has been the subject-
matter of health scientists or professionals through the annals. But whilst doing
study in their respective area of research, they willingly or unwillingly have
ignored the social and cultural aspects of health and its related issues. This
present paper attempts to study the sociological aspects of human food-habits
and the practice of Dieting among the youngsters. This study will also try to
exhibit the gender based differences and preferences among the youths
regarding their practice of health related diets. This work will be based finally
on the survey-research that was conducted in the city of Kolkata, for the more
clarification of the whole subject-matter.

The idea of health and food has been a very dynamic concept since the inception of
human society. In fact, since the beginning of mankind, the consciousness about
the food and health per se occupies that much essential place in our society that it
consequently culminated to the introduction of agrarian system around the world
economy transversely, which also goes into the labor for food and the economic
part of the “Sociology of Food”.

As an antithetical to the other theories which envisages the conception of health
and food only as a subject-matter of biological or natural sciences, the “Sociology
of Health and lliness” or alternatively the “Sociology of Health and Wellness”
examines the interaction between society and health. Sociologists have
demonstrated that the spread of disease is heavily influenced by the socio-
economic status, ethnic traditions or beliefs and other cultural factors. Where
medical research might gather statistics on a disease, a sociological perspective on
an illness would provide insights on what external factors caused the demographics
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who contracted the disease to become ill. This aspect of sociology renders
differences from the branch of medical sociology as it under its citadel discusses
health and illness in relation to social institutions such as family, employment and
other socially relevant fields. The “Sociology of Medicine” limits its concern to the
patient-practitioner relationship and the role of health professionals in society,
whereas the Sociologists recast the research question away from the medical
concerns towards societal reaction to body image and the social construction of the
body (Sobal, 1991; Turner, 1992). This paper is primarily intends to study about
how in our present society, the habit of eating food and the idea of health among
the youngsters is typically influenced by the given societal trends and values. Other
than that, this study would also envisage, how the teenagers in the city of Kolkata is
influenced by their given societal norms, cultures and their contemporary social
vogue which influences their personal food habits and the idea about their
appropriate body-image. This present work is a compact form of the study which
was done in the city of Kolkata through survey-interview method. In the
forthcoming paragraphs, the ideas and conceptions about the public-health and
the practices of Dieting would be studied more scientifically and objectively within
the broader perspective of sociological concern.

Generally the practice of Dieting and its associated way of consumption of food is
primarily a practice of eating in a regulated and supervised fashion in order to
decrease, maintain or increase body weight. In other words, it is a conscious
control or restriction of the diet. A restricted diet is often used by those who are
overweight or obese, sometimes in combination with physical exercise, to reduce
body weight. Some people follow a diet to gain weight (usually in the form of
muscle). Diets can also be used to maintain a stable body weight and improve
health.

Though the practice of Dieting and its multi-facet related habits have been present
among the different societies perennially, but it was largely a matter of concern for
the health experts and the natural scientists. As a corollary, they evaded the
sociological aspect of body-image and eating habits from their respective area of
concern. As Crotty, Rutishauser & Cahill (1993) note that conventional dietary
studies yield information on nutrient intake and sometimes food choice, but ignore
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the social context of food which would require qualitative methodologies. Though
the studies of food-nutrition and body-weight have been marginal sociological
concern historically, notable early exception includes consideration of the
significance of food as a status maker and George Simmel’s examination of the
sociology of meal. While body-weight is a salient issue for many individual, weight
is also seen as a broader social problem as numerous analysis of weight as a public
health problem claims that there are epidemic of obesity and eating disorder (van’t
Hof and Nicholsen 1996). As it is generally contended that overweight is an
ascribed status, but the extent at which the personal body-shape becomes the
subject of stigmatization is distinct and varies over time and between cultures
(Sobal, 1991).

In many non-Western societies, a large body size often reflects a sign of luxury and
wealth and is perceived as voluptuous and fascinating. This is certainly not the case
in Western countries today, where being overweight is considered as a loss of self-
control, a risk for ill-health and a problem to be corrected. Dieting has been
considered as a universal practice in the modern times pertaining to different
societies. It has taken the vast majority of the world under its periphery through
the annals. Dieting to control weight become so common in the developed
countries that it’s ‘taken for granted’ nature, obscure the fact that its scintillating
implications has a tremendous impact on gender specific role. A number of studies
report that wo men are more likely to be dissatisfied with their body-shape than
men and perceive the need to lose weight even when the medically defined
healthy weight range they are maintaining (Grogan and Wain Wright 1996). This
body dissatisfaction can result in dieting behavior irrespective of their actual body
weight which for many women it is now normal to limit their fat and energy intake
in a state of restrained eating (Herman and Mack 1975). This dissatisfaction with
body image and the unsuccessful nature of a dieting practice facilitates a cycle of
weight cycling which could have detrimental physiological and psychological
consequences (Brownell and Rodin 1994). The rate of depression has been
increasing especially among the young adults and adolescents as the incidence of
eating disorders. One factor that may contribute to this trend at least in part, may
be the rise of the ‘thin ideal’. This factor may also be partly responsible for the
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earlier onset of depression that we see today, as the cultural standard for thinness
has not been always accepted. The thin ideal has become increasingly emaciated
over the past few years and the ideals of thinness has begun as new aesthetics
features in the Western countries especially in the Post-Industrial age, which
eventually became spread among the non-Western countries as now it is clearly
visible in most of the third-world countries like India, UAE, Pakistan etc. Middle-
aged men and middle-aged women see discrepancies between their own weight
and the ideal, but only women deem this important (Rozin and Fallon, 1988 ).
Since it has been suggested that women’s self-esteem is more closely tied to their
appearance than that of men (Davies and Furnham, 1986) and that being
overweight has more negative consequences for women (Stake and Lauer, 1987)
that is again not surprising.

In 1902 Charles Horton Cooley published his first book titled “Human Nature and
Social Order” in which he discussed how human nature and social behavior need to
be explored in order to understand the broader social reality. This understanding
on his part led to a revolution in the annals of social thought as Cooley was
instrumental to provide primacy to individual behavior leading to the making of
society and culture. Prior to him, leading contributors in social thought stressed on
the social whole instead of individual as parts thereof. In order to understand the
behavior and intention of individual beings, the inherent belief and faith need
deeper introspection. Here lies the importance to consider the relevance of food
and diet in human life, as it is stated earlier that the idea of body-image and shape
in any particular society posses a very steep social and cultural factors which is the
precursors for instigating appropriate image pertaining to that given society. (Mori,
Chaiken and Pliner 1987) asserts that eating behavior is influenced by desired
presentations of self-image in what Goffman would call one’s front stage. The front
stage is where the one’s activity of dieting is significant to others by expressing
their social eating habits during the interaction what they wish to convey to others
(Goffman, 1959).

In a culture that idealizes a standard of thinness that is well below the weight of the
average woman (Garner et al., 1985) it is not surprising that women typically
believe that they are heavier than the ideal and what is most attractive to the
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opposite sex (Fallon and Rozin, 1985). The increasingly thin ideal for female beauty
over the past few decades may explain, at least in part, the present rise in the rate
of depression among women and the increasingly early onset of depression. It has
been argued that those adolescent girls who develop an eating disorder have
internalized the thin ideal to a greater extent than other girls prior to the onset of
pathology (Scott, 1987; Streigel-Moore et al, 1986). It may also explain the same
cohort effect that has occurred with eating disorders. The incidence of Anorexia
and Bulimia has risen as a result of socially regulated eating habits which hinges
upon the given ideal image of a body-shape in one’s contemporary society though
it might have a severe catastrophic consequences. The ‘thinness as beauty’
hypothesis is so popular that fat-phobia has been included in diagnostic criteria
used to diagnose anorectics. Not only has this ideal continued to be very prominent
in modern Western culture, but it is now supported by a mass-media and a multi-
million dollar diet industry. Calorie counting, Dieting, and weight watching have
become idioms of the language of an industry that encouraged a pre-occupation
with Dieting and slimness amongst Western Women.

Although many influences have been noted as formative in the development of fat-
phobia and Anorexia Nervosa, it is perhaps the role of the media in portraying
western ideals of slimness that has been given most attention in recent years as the
most potent and pervasive communicators of socio-cultural standards. In Western
cultures, Women especially those in the higher socio-economic classes, try to
emulate the standard of beauty presented in the fashion media (Silverstein et al
1986). Although it is recognized that this potency can be used as an awareness for
health, for example in health promotion, but the role of media in communicating
societal ideals about beauty and slimness has an important part to play in the
manifestation of Anorexia Nervosa. It is also seen that women internalizes or
endorses these difficult-to-achieve standards of beauty (particularly from television
and women’s magazines) as this significantly influences their body images and it
generally reveals a psychological mechanisms which depicts as how a particular
given portrayal through the means of mass-media becomes into fat-phobia.
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If we would go through the history of dieting, we could see that there is a multi-
dimensional facet of dieting which can be studied through different angles. The
word ‘Diet’ goes back to the ancient Greek civilization. The Greek word ‘Diata’
means a sensible, moderate and dutiful way of living and originally this word has no
specific references with the food, later it came to be associated with the food that
customarily eaten. Although the practice of dieting and our habits of food-
consuming have a deep social and cultural relevance which could be a sequel of
particular ongoing societal trends and styles, but this comparatively new societal
practices also requires some historical background in order to delve into a proper
understanding of the whole scenario. As after the introduction of Industrial
Revolution in the west, a rapid industrialization and urbanization engulfed the
prevailing system of everyday lifestyles and behaviors, which in repercussion
shifted the overall vogue of the advanced societies. Consequently people became
more and more persevering on industrial works and get less time for leisure and
other recreational activities. Previously women were used to be busy with their
various household activities, but as a result they were also intermingled with the
industrial working. The process of urbanization and global integration bring about
new dietary needs and general lifestyle changes (Popkin, 1999; Regmi and Dyck,
2001). Generally due to these multi-faced social happenings like Industrialization,
Urbanization, the fall of Soviet Russia, rise of Capitalism, there was a massive
technological and industrial shift in the western countries which eventually led to
the expanding of global market for the West. Through these technological and
societal enlightenment in the 18™ centuries, the west eventually became a decisive
economical and political superpower in the world, which in later times, expanding
its market particularly in the third-world countries through colonialism, have
became one of the major decision makers in cultural and social milieu. As a matter
of fact, these factors have given the Western media a new decision making power
in the world which in later decades, have became one the major forces for setting
the global societal and cultural trends through its various media handling, in terms
of dressing, eating, body-image etc.
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The Western-bound phenomenon of Dieting is not contained in the west, but it
spreading to other urban areas, consumerist societies as well. There are studies
showing that the ‘thinness ideal’ is becoming prevalent in non-Western societies
like China, Malaysia, India and Singapore, where being thin was not previously a
cultural standard of beauty (Lee, 1995). The Dieting phenomenon was not novel
urban Indian societies (Johnson, 1981). The media image of the ideal Indian women
as slim and assertive has been conveyed to the rapidly expanding television
audience (Malhotra and Rogers, 2000). Influenced by international standards of
beauty, the well rounded, voluptuous heroines that characterized Hindi films
through the 1980s have been replaced by thin beauties. The new standards of
beauty which were introduced through cable televisions and foreign films and
have been adopted in local media products, like Hindi films, which ended-up
contributing male dominance by intensifying the focus on male strength and
female weakness (Derne, 1993).

If we would go through pre-modern society than it would be found that the ideal
female shape was, in fact, a fleshy one. Being slim was not regarded as desirable at
all because it was associated with lack of food and therefore the poverty. The social
status of thin was not recommended and hence, not sought after. Even in Europe in
16t or 17t century, the ideal female shape was still well proportioned. The ideal
female shape was very bulky and plump at that period. The ideal of slimness as the
desirable female shape originated among the middle-class group in the late 19t
century but it has become generalized as a social ideal for women over the
twentieth century.

As stated through the above mentioned citations that the practice of dieting is
typically linked with the given contemporary social conformities and values, this
paper endeavors to study the influence of practice of Dieting on Genders, which is
a miniature form of the study that was conducted in the City of Central Kolkata. In
the coming paragraphs, the result of the interview that was conducted through
survey-research would be cited for the more clear and incisive picture of the whole
study that would help the readers to go through the paper very objectively.

JRTI2501116 |

International Journal for Research Trends and Innovation (www.ijrti.org)



http://www.ijrti.org/

© 2025 IJRTI | Volume 10, Issue 1 January 2025 | ISSN: 2456-3315

For conducting the survey, a total of 130 respondents were taken in the area of
Central Kolkata of which fifty percents were the female respondents whereas the
other fifty percent were male respondents. As going through the survey, majority
of the female respondents were said that they are in some form were inclined to
the practice of dieting in compare of male respondents who were not much
interested as compare to their female counterparts, which clearly shows that the
females are much more concerned about their physical health. For the majority of
the female respondents, their concern about physical body image and the influence
of western media were the major factors for their inclination towards the practice
of dieting which clearly shows that the role of media is very influential in present
modern society for conceptualizing even our ideal body image. Even majority of
them stated that being slim is a good sign of health and ideal for looking more
attractive in society.

After going through the whole study it can be generally said that the practice of
Dieting has a deep sociological implications and values, which needs more serious
introspection in order to delve into the deeper understanding of the whole concept
of ‘Sociology of Dieting’. Other than that, the more female fascination towards
their body shape generally reveals that the subject matter ‘Sociology of Dieting’ has
a very deep gender specific aspect which most of the health-related studies
generally omits. The conventional studies which traditionally deals with the study
of food-habits, does not considers the study of health-practice as the result of
social-cultural values and norms. The present study was taken up by the researcher
in order to find out the differences of opinion regarding the practice of Dieting as a
social issue, based on gender variation in the society. From an extensive review of
literature, it was seen that many researchers have worked on this topic and opined
that Dieting owes its origin from mainly the western countries and mainly prevalent
between the female gender. This sense of dieting spreads in the Third-World
countries mainly through the influence of mass media and social media and that
the true sense of Dieting has changed a lot over time and space.

In conducting the study, the researcher primarily used quantitative technique of
research. Questionnaires were distributed to the sample purposively because of
the limitations in time, energy and financial resources. Given the questionnaire on
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dieting as a social factor, it is no surprise that society has taken a dynamic turn. As a
matter of fact, if one is to consider social cognitive theory it makes perfect sense.
“Human behavior has often been explained in terms of unidirectional causation, in
which behavior is depicted as either being shaped or controlled by social influence
or drives by internal disposition”.

In a concluding remark, it can be said that every research has its own limitations
and boundaries but it also becomes a torchbearer for further studies in a future.
Likewise, this present study also has some limitations which could be overcome in
the future if it could be studied more precisely and objectively.
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