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Tastes in food also depend on the idea each class has of the body and of the effects of food on 

the body, that is, on its strength, health and beauty; and on the categories it uses to evaluate 

these effects, some of which may be important for one class and ignored by another, and 

which the different classes may rank in very different ways. (…) Taste, a class culture turned 

into nature, that is, embodied, helps to shape the class body. It is an incorporated principle of 

classification which governs all forms of incorporation, choosing and modifying everything 

that the body ingests and digests and assimilates, physiologically and psychologically. 

Pierre Bourdieu – Distinction: A Social Critique on the Judgement of Taste 

 

 

 

 

Historians long ago began to write the history of the body. They have studied the body in the 

field of historical demography or pathology; they have considered it as the seat of needs and 

appetites, as the locus of physiological processes and metabolisms, as a target for the attacks 

of germs or viruses; they have shown to what extent historical processes were involved in 

what might seem to be the purely biological “events” such as the circulation of bacilli, or the 

extension of the lifespan. But the body is also directly involved in a political field; power 

relations have an immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to 

carry our tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs. 

Michel Foucault – Discipline and Punishment 

 

 

 

 

The primitive territorial machine codes flows, invests organs, and marks bodies. To such a 

degree that circulating-exchanging is a secondary activity in comparison with the task that 

sums up all the others: marking bodies, which are the earth's products. The essence of the 

recording, inscribing socius, insofar as it lays claim to the productive forces and distributes 

the agents of production, resides in these operations: tattooing, excising, incising, carving, 

scarifying, mutilating, encircling, and initiating. 

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari – Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia 

 

 

 

 

What we need to ask is why our culture is so obsessed with keeping our bodies slim, tight, and 

young that when 500 people were asked what they feared most in the world, 190 replied, 

“Getting fat.” In an age when our children regularly have nightmares of nuclear holocaust, 

that as adults we should give this answer—that we most fear “getting fat”—is far more 

bizarre than the anorectic’s misperceptions of her body image, or the bulimic’s compulsive 

vomiting. The nightmares of nuclear holocaust and our desperate fixation on our bodies as 

arenas of control—perhaps one of the few available arenas of control we have left in the 

twentieth century—are not unconnected, of course. 

Susan Bordo – Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body 

  



 

ABSTRACT 

 

In this dissertation, my aim is to understand how the body is socially produced and reproduced. 

To do this, I investigate the empirical context of healthy living in two ways: by exploring digital 

influencers through their Instagram profiles and by interviewing 11 female consumers that 

follow these influencers online. Throughout this investigation, I noticed that there were two 

separate paths of analysis, which are related to taste transformation and to societies of control. 

As such, I have developed two research articles in this dissertation. In the first article, my aim 

is to understand the role of the body in taste transformation process, giving the body a more 

central position in the advancements of taste theorization. I found that transforming taste by 

adopting the practices of a taste regime changes the ways in which consumers display 

distinction, being the body the main element for triggering taste transformation. Then, in the 

second article, my aim is to understand how performative devices (i.e., digital platforms) enable 

societies of control and the controlled body. As I focus on the concept of societies of control, I 

show that the body is a key site for control to take place. As such, I also show that performative 

devices, individuals, and content generated online interact in such a way that they constitute the 

lifestyle-controlling assemblages, networks of elements that enable the control of lifestyles and 

its associated body shapes. 

 

Keywords: body, healthy living, taste transformation, societies of control, ubiquitous 

technology 

 

  



 

RESUMO 

 

Com esta dissertação, meu intuito é entender como o corpo é socialmente produzido e 

reproduzido. Para tal, eu investigo o contexto empírico da vida saudável de duas maneiras: 

explorando influenciadoras digitais por meio de seus perfis no Instagram e entrevistando 11 

consumidoras que acompanham estas influenciadoras online. Ao desenvolver esta investigação, 

ficaram claros dois caminhos separados de análise, os quais são relacionados com os temas de 

transformação do gosto e sociedades de controle. Desta maneira, eu desenvolvi dois artigos de 

pesquisa empírica nesta dissertação. No primeiro artigo, meu objetivo é o de entender o papel 

do corpo no processo de transformação do gosto, dando ao corpo uma posição mais central nos 

avanços em teorização do gosto. Os resultados mostram que transformar o gosto ao adotar 

práticas de um regime de gosto muda as maneiras nas quais os consumidores demonstram 

distinção, sendo o corpo o principal elemento para desencadear a transformação do gosto. 

Depois, no segundo artigo, meu objetivo é entender como dispositivos performativos (i.e., 

plataformas digitais) possibilitam o surgimento de sociedades de controle e de um corpo 

controlado. Ao focar no conceito de sociedades de controle, eu mostro que o corpo é o lugar 

principal para que o controle se faça presente. Assim, também mostro como dispositivos 

performativos, indivíduos e conteúdo gerado online interagem de maneira a constituir 

assemblages de controle de estilo de vida, redes de elementos que possibilitam o controle de 

estilos de vida e das formas corporais a eles associadas. 

 

Palavras-chave: corpo, vida saudável, transformação do gosto, sociedades de controle, 

tecnologia ubíqua 
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1. GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

When I was finishing my business degree, in 2015, digital influencers (who, were also called 

bloggers) were starting to gain real prominence in Brazil. At that time, I followed many digital 

influencers that talked about many different themes, such as fashion, home décor, and health 

and fitness. As a result, I ended up writing my final undergraduate project on digital influencers 

and how they work as ambassadors for brand communication. 

A few years after, in 2017, when I started this dissertation, I knew that I wanted to 

continue investigating digital influencers, and I also knew that I wanted to do it by using a range 

of methods aligned with consumer culture research’s interdisciplinary tradition (Arnould & 

Thompson, 2005). By that time, it was the digital influencers who worked generating content 

about healthy living that interested me the most. First, because I had been following these 

specific influencers since 2014, and they were already a big part of my daily life. Second, 

because these influencers started to gain relevance in the Brazilian social media scenario. As 

such, I started digging deeper in this context, which, in this work, I classify as the context of 

“healthy living”, focusing on digital influencers and their followers. 

At the beginning of my investigation, what caught my attention in this context was the 

interpersonal influence (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) that these individuals have over their 

followers, acting as opinion leaders in matters such as health and fitness. Nevertheless, as I 

became more knowledgeable with these healthy living digital influencers’ content, I discovered 

that the content they generated was highly related to healthism, a concept developed by Robert 

Crawford (1980), and vastly investigated by past literature (Dworkin & Wachs, 2009; Gurrieri, 

Brace-Govan, & Previte, 2014; Gurrieri, Previte, & Brace-Govan, 2013; Kristensen, Lim, & 

Askegaard, 2016; Ourahmoune, 2017; Rysst, 2010). Healthism, as I will show latter in this 

work, is a “new health consciousness” (Crawford, 1980, 2006) in which health is seen as a 

super value that should be pursued (and achieved) by everyone. It involves the moralization of 
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health and also its understanding as a practice highly related to the medicalization of everyday 

life, and to medicine being seen as a site of social control (Conrad, 1992, 2007; Foucault, 2003; 

Murray, 2008; Zola, 1972, 1983). 

Along the way, another turn happened, in terms of what exactly I was looking at. Even 

though I started looking at this context with an eye towards issues related to influence and 

healthism, a third component became evident along the way: the body. I noticed that the body 

was the main thing being produced, reproduced, used as capital, modulated, and controlled in 

this context. As such, this work is essentially about how the body is socially produced and 

reproduced. 

When interacting with the data, I noticed that there were two main issues that would 

help me better understand how the body is being produced and reproduced. As the first one is 

related to taste transformation and body management practices, the second one is related to 

technology—more specifically, performative devices, which are digital platforms such as 

smartphone apps and social media platforms (Thompson, forthcoming)—and how it might 

enable body shape ideals reproduction and control. These two theoretical issues emerged from 

the context as I started to analyze the data collected. Thus, in order to address these two different 

matters, I have decided to develop two paths of data analysis in separate studies. As such, I 

present my dissertation in two articles, which I describe next. 

In my first article, I build on the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1984)—and on the works 

who followed him in consumer culture (Arsel & Bean, 2013; Arsel & Thompson, 2011; 

Coskuner-Balli & Thompson, 2013; Maciel & Wallendorf, 2017; McQuarrie, Miller, & 

Phillips, 2013; Üstuner & Thompson, 2012; Warde, 2014)—to show what is the role of the 

body and its meanings in the taste transformation process. In this first work, I focus on issues 

such as taste, practices, and consumption fields, and their connection to body management. As 

such, I show that the body plays a central role in triggering taste transformation and also that 
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the importance and centrality consumers assign it allows them to navigate through different 

types of distinction.  

In my second article, I build on the work of Gilles Deleuze (1992) and others in 

consumer culture (Thompson, forthcoming; Zwick & Denegri-Knott, 2009) to understand how 

performative devices (i.e., digital platforms) enable societies of control and the controlled body. 

In this second work, I focus on dynamics and relations between people and the material to 

investigate the body in terms of modulation, and how technology might enable this modulation. 

As such, I show that performative devices, by being ubiquitous, promote the repetition of 

modulated content, and forms of presenting this content, that allow the control of lifestyles and 

body shape. I argue that the interaction among individuals (in this context, influencers and 

followers), content, and performative devices, composes a lifestyle-controlling assemblage, a 

network of elements that promotes the (re)production of body shape ideals. 

The aim of these two papers together is to present a broader understanding of how, in 

different ways, the body is produced and reproduced in society. For this matter, while the first 

paper contributes to the literature on taste by showing that the body is an important driver in 

social relations—especially in a culture where body shape is highly valued, such as the 

Brazilian culture (Goldenberg, 2010)—, being not only a catalyst for taste transformation, but 

also being continually forged as people have changed their taste, the second paper contributes 

to the literature on control by showing that performative devices facilitates the path for a 

controlled society in which the body is an important site for showing control has taken place. 

As such, in both cases, the body is produced and reproduced within the healthy living context 

and with digital influencers being important actors in building and enabling these processes. 

The two papers presented here use two different approaches for the analysis of the same 

data set—Instagram and InstaStories posts from three digital influencers and interviews with 

11 followers—which was necessary to be able to comprehend the different facets of the 
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phenomenon I was looking at. As this work was developed following the consumer culture 

research tradition, using divergent theoretical lenses is not unusual. As Thompson, Arnould and 

Giesler (2013) have already argued, CCT research involves a plethora of theoretical lenses that 

allows studies in this research tradition to adopt different (possibly controversial) approaches 

to address the questions that help understand the broader sociocultural system. 
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2. YOU CAN DO IT! THE BODY AS A CATALYST FOR TASTE 

TRANSFORMATION IN BODY-CENTERED CONSUMPTION FIELDS 

 

Abstract 

The body is a central aspect of taste formation and transformation because body shape and 

bodily manners represent embodied cultural capital. However, taste transformation practices 

centered on body management have been under-theorized. With the goal of giving the body a 

more central role in the advancements of taste theorization, I study the empirical context of 

healthy living digital influencers, which are content creators who focus on beauty and health-

related practices of body management. These individuals are a part of what I identify as the 

healthy living taste regime. Using social media data from three digital influencers and in-depth 

interviews with high and high-middle-class female consumers, I explore the role of the body in 

the taste transformation process and show that transforming taste by adopting the practices of 

a taste regime changes the ways in which consumers display distinction; I show that the body 

plays a central role in this process. 

 

Keywords: taste transformation; distinction; body; body management, taste regime 
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I have a friend who is a model. She is super skinny. She is wonderful! And she, one day, 

called me to go to an event with her. I think it was from Shultz [a shoe brand]. And then 

I went with her and I remember that everyone started taking pictures of her. Meanwhile, 

I remember everyone asking me to hold her stuff. And that day, I remember I felt very 

bad. I felt like her sidekick, that chubby friend who keeps holding stuff while her 

beautiful, model-like, skinny friend is being photographed. So, I felt like the fat friend. 

So, I remember that day I got home, I looked at myself in the mirror and I ended up 

feeling really bad. So, it was that day that I really decided that I was going to change. It 

was that day. It was the click, you know? (Giovanna - Interviewee) 

 

2.1. Introduction 

Taste, as theorized by Bourdieu (1984), is a set of manifested preferences that works as a 

mechanism of classification, leading individuals to achieve distinction, that is, to be classified 

by virtue of their aesthetic preferences, bodily manners, and body shape (Bennett et al., 2009) 

in a high-status position in a certain social space. My introductory quote represents one person’s 

will to achieve such a distinction—centrality in a certain social space due to aesthetic bodily 

manifestations—by changing one aspect of the body: its shape. In this work, I show how this 

need to achieve distinction through changes in body shape leads to a transformation in taste, 

which occurs through the adoption of a certain taste regime. I also show that after taste has been 

transformed, individuals are able to navigate through different kinds of distinction—namely, 

distinction-between and distinction-over (McQuarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013)—based on their 

focus on body shape and on body management practices. 

Building on Bourdieu’s initial conceptualization of distinction and on advancements 

made in the area of Consumer Culture Theory (CCT) (Arsel & Thompson, 2011; Coskuner-

Balli & Thompson, 2013; Holt, 1997; Holt, 1998; Johnston & Baumann, 2014), I adopt in this 

work the concepts of taste regime (Arsel & Bean, 2013), distinction-over and distinction-
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between (McQuarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013), and embodied cultural capital (Bennett et al., 

2009) to theorize the role of the body in taste transformation. 

In my analysis, I focus first on the role of the shape of the body as a trigger for the 

adoption of a particular taste regime, an adoption that engages consumers in taste 

transformation. Body shape is understood under a Bourdieusian umbrella (Bennett et al., 2009) 

as a source of embodied cultural capital that serves to display distinction-over in a certain 

consumption field, signaling that the consumer is part of a milieu of high cultural capital 

(Coskuner-Balli & Thompson, 2013). Second, I show that after the taste regime is adopted, 

individuals tend to engage in body management practices that will provide subfield cultural 

capital (cultural capital acquired once the individual engages with a specific subfield of 

consumption) and shape their bodies accordingly. However, these practices are now ingrained 

in their bodies, so they migrate to a distinction-between quest, signaling horizontal differences 

between groups. Third, I demonstrate how the two types of distinction interact depending on 

the centrality individuals give to body shape and body management practices after they have 

engaged in a certain taste regime. 

I conduct my analysis by focusing on taste transformation and its demonstrations 

through practices (Arsel & Bean, 2013; Maciel & Wallendorf, 2017). As such, I answer a call 

for better elucidation of the central role of the body in practice theory related to taste 

theorization  (Warde, 2014). I show how the managed body works as a site of taste 

transformation once it interacts with orchestrated aesthetic practices to provoke a change in 

distinction goals. 

To do so, I examine a consumption field—a ‘network of interrelated consumption 

activities, brand and product constellations, and embedded social networks’ (Arsel & 

Thompson, 2011, p. 792) in which the body is central. This body-centered consumption field 

comprises beauty and health management consumption activities related mainly to exercising 
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and healthy eating. Accordingly, I consider it the beauty-health consumption field. Thus, my 

empirical context focuses on healthy living digital influencers—opinion leaders with a large 

reach and who present professional network participation (McQuarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013; 

Kozinets, Patterson, & Ashman, 2017)—who display their bodies and their consumption 

practices online in a ubiquitous manner, demonstrating every aspect of their own body 

management practices on a daily basis. As healthy living digital influencers generate and 

disseminate content about health and body management, they act as important actors in the 

construction of a healthy living taste regime, comprising the subfield of holistic health, where 

health is understood as a value that everyone should pursue and maintain by engaging a set of 

holistic practices of health care. 

The healthy living taste regime (Arsel & Bean, 2013) is characterized as a set of 

practices connected, mainly, with precepts of well-being, healthy eating, and exercising; this 

regime involves objects, doings, and meanings (Magaudda, 2011) that are put together as a 

system of holistic health care (Crawford, 1980). Additionally, healthy living has long been 

associated with an ideal body shape (thin, fit, and toned) that signals the pursuit of a so-called 

healthy life (Dworkin & Wachs, 2009). The context of healthy living digital influencers helps 

answer my research question because, as these individuals generate content about healthy 

living, they also perpetuate this association between health and a specific body shape in the 

form of embodied cultural capital. In this way, they make it possible to analyze the relationship 

between taste and body and the role of that relationship in achieving distinction. 

My empirical work comprises data in photo and video formats from the Instagram and 

InstaStories profiles of three Brazilian digital influencers: Gabriela Pugliesi, Camila Guper, and 

Julia Norremose. The Brazilian context is an interesting one in which to investigate body-

related issues because Brazil’s body cult culture emphasizes body shape as an important form 

of cultural capital (Goldenberg, 2010; Ourahmoune, Figueiredo, & Rojas, 2014). I also 
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conducted in-depth interviews with 11 consumers who are (or were for at least one year) 

followers of at least one of these three digital influencers. 

Using this approach, I present two main contributions to the literature. First, I 

demonstrate the centrality of the body and of body management practices in the process of taste 

transformation. Previous works have already started approaching the role of the body in 

practices related to taste demonstrations (Maciel & Wallendorf, 2017). Nevertheless, these 

works do not focus on body management or on body shape but rather on the world of the senses. 

As stated by Allan Warde (2014), it is necessary to put more emphasis on the physiology of 

bodies, “for they are clearly shaped by performances of other practices - work, recreational 

exercise, eating and grooming” (16). Second, I show the process through which individuals 

navigate between distinction-over and distinction-between by means of body management 

practices – a set of processes embedded in a consumption field, which, like others explored in 

the literature (Ourahmoune, 2017; Schouten, 1991; Zanette & Scarabotto, 2018), is body-

centered. In doing so, I start to answer a call made by Arsel and Thompson (2011), which 

suggested that “more research is needed to investigate the interrelationships between 

consumers’ generalized and field-dependent cultural capital” (803). 

In the following sections, I first present the theoretical background, exploring taste, 

distinction, and body. Second, I provide a brief description of the empirical context and detail 

the methodology. Then, I develop the analysis by connecting the concepts explored in the 

literature review. Finally, I present my discussion and conclusions, including limitations and 

paths for future research. 

 

2.2. Taste Regimes and the acquisition of different types of cultural capital in the quest 

for distinction 

Arsel and Bean (2013), by investigating domestic consumption, show how taste is continually 

performed in daily life activities. In doing so, they developed the concept of taste regime, a 
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‘discursively constructed normative system that orchestrates the aesthetics of practice in a 

culture of consumption’ (Arsel & Bean 2013, 900). Based on this concept, they demonstrate 

how taste is embedded in consumers’ daily practices – which are routinized bodily activities 

(Reckwitz, 2002) – in the linkage of objects, doings and meanings (Magaudda, 2011) through 

the processes of problematization, ritualization and instrumentalization (Arsel & Bean, 2013). 

Using a practice theory approach allows them to broaden the understanding of taste, which has 

shifted from a barrier-creating process to a discursively constituted and continuously performed 

practice (Arsel & Bean, 2013). In addition, using practice theory, Maciel and Wallendorf (2017) 

analyzed how aficionado consumers develop systems of taste evaluation in the empirical 

context of craft beer. In both cases, the constant performance of practices contributes to taste 

transformation, wherein individuals who did not originally participate in a taste regime 

ultimately adopt it and become immersed in its discursive system. 

As such, taste regimes are a way of manifesting consumption preferences by basing 

them in normative systems and orchestrating the aesthetics of their related practices. These 

consumption preferences manifested through taste refer to one specific type of capital: cultural 

capital, which is ‘the advantage derived from the possession of specific kinds of cultural 

resource’ (Bennett et al., 2009, 3). Thus, according to Bourdieu’s theory, cultural capital acts 

on society by mainly reproducing social hierarchies and status differences (Bourdieu, 1984; 

Holt, 1997, 1998; McQuarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013; Üstuner & Holt, 2010; Üstuner & 

Thompson, 2012). Seen this way, cultural capital is embodied through family consumption 

practices and formal education (Bourdieu, 1984; Holt, 1998). However, there are ways to try to 

emulate cultural capital in attempts to reduce these social differences that are connected to 

status and hierarchy issues, also known as status games (Üstuner & Thompson, 2012). 

Additionally, in CCT, acquisition and demonstrations of cultural capital have been 

conceptualized as a way to draw boundaries between different groups, and they are not 
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necessarily seen as status signals. For example, taste regimes, as theorized by Arsel and Bean 

(2013) and by Maciel and Wallendorf (2017), are not a way to make hierarchies explicit but 

rather a way to draw boundaries for different groups: respectively, people who follow the 

aesthetics of soft modernism to decorate their houses, and specialized consumers of craft beer. 

As such, cultural capital can be understood as the reflection of identity investments made by a 

consumer in a certain subfield of consumption (Arsel & Thompson, 2011; Coskuner-Balli & 

Thompson, 2013), forming contextualized or field-dependent cultural capital. 

Whether cultural capital is embodied from birth or accumulated over time, the goal 

when displaying it through taste is to signal distinction (Bourdieu, 1984). Most of the 

aforementioned works show how individuals distinguish themselves from others, but those 

works still treat distinction as something unified. Nevertheless, as there are different ways to 

address cultural capital, there are also different ways to understand distinction. 

As McQuarrie, Miller, and Phillips (2013) discuss in their work, there are two types of 

distinction. The first is distinction-over, which ‘operates at the societal level and can raise select 

individuals to positions of prominence’ (139-140). Thus, it is related to vertical differences 

between groups, where demonstrations of cultural capital through taste serve to signal hierarchy 

and status, as previously mentioned. Past research that has approached this kind of distinction 

can be found in the works of Arsel and Thompson (2011) and Coskuner-Balli and Thompson 

(2013), in their research on field-dependent identity investments, and in the work of McQuarrie, 

Miller, and Phillips (2013), in their investigation of the megaphone effect. In all these works, 

displays of taste signal high cultural capital, differentiating groups with different status levels. 

The second type of distinction identified by the authors is distinction-between, which 

‘draws boundaries, creates groups, and fosters solidarity’ (McQuarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013, 

139). It is related to horizontal differences between groups and to signaling groups with 

different interests in different areas. Examples of distinction-between are the aforementioned 
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works of Arsel and Bean (2013) and Maciel and Wallendorf (2017). Additionally, works on 

subcultures of consumption (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995) and brand communities (Muñiz 

& O’Guinn, 2001; Schau, Muñiz, & Arnould, 2009) are good examples of distinction-between, 

as they show how groups of people have different tastes that signal different, non-competing 

interests. 

These two types of distinction are in line with the abovementioned different ways of 

investigating cultural capital, and they have been explored under the lens of dominant and 

subordinate forms of cultural capital (Coskuner-Balli & Thompson, 2013). Nevertheless, the 

question that remains is that of how individuals navigate through these different types of 

distinction within a single consumption field. I explore this situation with a focus on the body 

to further investigate consumers’ generalized and subfield cultural capital. To conduct this 

investigation, I explore a body-centered consumption field and taste transformations within it. 

I now explore past literature related to the body and its relation to cultural capital. 

 

2.3. Body shape as embodied cultural capital 

In consumer culture, body-related research has so far focused on addressing issues such as 

control and discipline (Gurrieri, Brace-Govan, & Previte, 2014; Gurrieri, Previte, & Brace-

Govan, 2013; Thompson & Hirshman 1995), resistance (Gurrieri & Cherrier, 2013; Zanette & 

Brito, 2018), and agency (Min & Peñaloza, 2018; Ourahmoune, 2017). Nevertheless, as posited 

by Allan Warde (2014), the role of the body and body management in taste (and in practices 

used for displays of taste) remains under-theorized. Thus, to start answering this question, I 

explore the role of the body and its meanings in the taste transformation process by investigating 

demonstrations of cultural capital as a way of achieving distinction. Thus, I now focus on 

digging deeper into the concept of embodied cultural capital. 

For Bourdieu (1986), one of the forms in which cultural capital manifests itself is an 

embodied state, ‘in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body’ (47). However, 
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the studies of taste, cultural capital, and distinction explored in the previous section usually do 

not focus on this embodied form of cultural capital. For example, when developing their work 

on taste regimes, Arsel and Bean (2013) approach a context in which the body is overlooked: 

domestic consumption, which is also an under-explored domain in consumer research. 

Nevertheless, that context does not allow them to investigate how the body and body 

management practices could be involved in this process. Extending their work, Maciel and 

Wallendorf (2017) began to address the question of the body in relation to taste by focusing on 

corporeality and the world of senses when investigating taste evaluation systems. However, the 

body stays limited to the sphere of the senses and bodily techniques for taste evaluation. Thus, 

it is still not clear how body management dialogues with the taste transformation that leads 

individuals to adopt certain taste regimes. 

As taste regimes, however, also encompass normative systems, it is interesting to look 

at the body as a carrier of practices that is also the object of the body management (Warde, 

2014) of individuals who want to adjust their bodies to these normative systems. As previously 

mentioned, one of the most pervasive normative systems that affects (mostly female) bodies is 

thinness (Bordo, 1993; Dworkin & Wachs, 2009; Zanette & Scarabotto, 2018). Historically, 

beauty ideals of thinness have been associated with morality (Foucault, 1979), which leads 

individuals to start adopting self-disciplining behaviors (Thompson & Hirshman, 1995) and, in 

many occasions, to consume body-shaping products that might help them look thinner (Zanette 

& Scarabotto, 2018). As posited by Bennett et al. (2009), ‘body management techniques have 

become a very conspicuous aspect of self-presentation and have been served by the expansion 

of commercial services to deal with diet and health, physical training and cosmetic 

improvement to appearances’ (153). Thus, this normative system of thinness leads the body to 

be understood as embodied cultural capital because it is a marker of social hierarchy, signaling 
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distinction-over (Anderson et al., 2010; Baudrillard, 1975; Dworkin & Wachs, 2009; Frew & 

Mcgillyvray, 2005), as people who do not meet these body ideals are stigmatized in society. 

Interestingly, this normative system of thinness is directly connected with normative 

systems of health. As the works of Gurrieri, Previte, and Brace-Govan (2013) and Gurrieri, 

Brace-Govan, and Private (2014) show, social marketing campaigns have been reproducing 

neoliberal ideas of healthism (Crawford, 1980, 2006). These ideas uphold health as a super-

value that should be pursued by everyone and, at the same time, put the thin body as a proxy 

for health achievement. As such, despite the centrality of the body for the enactment of health-

related practices, its role in the orchestrated practices of taste regimes that display cultural 

capital needs further investigation. 

Considering, then, that the normative system that requires a thin body leads to body 

management practices related to fields of health and beauty, I continue this conversation by 

conducting an investigation of the role of the body in taste transformation by examining an 

empirical context related to the dissemination of health: the behaviors of healthy living digital 

influencers towards their followers. As such, this context characterizes what I call the healthy 

living taste regime, whose discursive system and related practices will be analyzed later in this 

work. 

In sum, I argue that in a body-centered consumption field and in the subfields it 

embraces, the adoption of a body-related taste regime is seen as a medium for the acquisition 

of embodied cultural capital in the quest for distinction. I also posit that, after taste and body 

are transformed because of the adoption of the taste regime, individuals are able to navigate 

through different kinds of distinction based on the importance they give to body shape and body 

management practices. To detail this process, I now turn to the methodology and, afterwards, 

to the analysis of the findings. 
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2.4. Method 

To understand the role of the body and its meanings in the taste transformation process, I 

explore the context of digital influencers who generate content about healthy living; I do this 

by collecting data from both influencers and followers. Before detailing the methodology, I will 

present a description of the empirical context. After that, I describe how the influencers were 

chosen, the process of data collection on social media, how I conducted interviews with 

followers and the analysis. 

 

2.4.1. Healthy living digital influencers 

To answer my research question, I investigate digital influencers who generate content about 

healthy living. These influencers are opinion leaders: individuals who have the power to 

influence other people’s opinions by acting as a source of reference in various areas of daily 

life, from politics to consumer goods (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). I consider the informants 

digital influencers because they exercise this opinion leadership mainly through web 2.0 

platforms, which allow them to reach a much bigger audience then they normally would if they 

did not have access to these types of tools - such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube. 

Digital influencers are gaining importance all over the world. In recognizing this new 

configuration, in 2017, Forbes magazine released a list of what it considered the 30 top 

influencers in matters such as fitness, beauty, and home, among other areas of daily life. In the 

marketing process, these individuals act as brand ambassadors and help brands and companies 

better communicate with their desired audience. In this context, healthy living digital 

influencers are individuals who generate content about beauty and health management by 

displaying their tastes through their daily practices, which they post online. In doing so, they 

associate healthy living with a specific body shape. I now present a brief description of the three 

digital influencers chosen for investigation. 
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Gabriela Pugliesi, the first influencer I chose, was one of the first digital influencers to 

stand out in Brazil by talking about the pursuit and maintenance of a healthy life. A former 

employee of an online jewelry store, she became famous on Instagram after she started sharing, 

on that platform, the daily routine and practices she used to stay healthy. As she states on her 

personal website (www.gabrielapugliesi.com), she had always had problems related to weight 

and self-esteem, which led her to pursue a healthier life. As she changed her way of living, she 

started sharing her routine online to inspire other people to be healthy. After a while, Gabriela 

quit her job to be a full-time digital influencer. Since then, she has become one of Brazil’s 

leading digital influencers who works with health-related content. 

The second chosen digital influencer, Camila Guper, is a fitness model. She is the only 

one of the three digital influencers who now has a steady job other than being a digital 

influencer. Camila started her Instagram profile in 2011 and has been sharing her daily routine 

ever since. On her Instagram account, she states she has always had a healthy ‘lifestyle’, 

practicing sports and eating healthy foods; however, after she started pursuing a career as a 

fitness model, she started following a prescription diet and exercising at the gym regularly. 

The last digital influencer I chose is Julia Norremose. In a video on her YouTube 

channel, Julia states that she started exercising and dieting to lose weight and become thinner 

when she was a teenager, and those changes were the beginning of her ‘journey’ to a healthy 

life. In this video, she tells her viewers that she liked the healthy way of living so much that she 

never stopped. Until the beginning of 2015, Julia worked as a lawyer, but she hoped to become 

a digital influencer and to share her way of living with other people. She then started investing 

in this new career. As she grew as a digital influencer, she quit her job as a lawyer, and she 

became a full-time digital influencer. 
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2.4.2. Choosing the influencers 

Influencers were chosen based on three main criteria. First, the content generated by the 

influencer should be mainly about healthy living in order to follow the scope of the research. 

Second, the content generated should have women as the main audience because it is women 

who are most influenced and historically affected by aesthetic ideals (Bordo, 1993; Fay & Price, 

1994; Rysst, 2010). Finally, influencers who generate content about healthy living, but not as 

their main topic, were not considered. By applying these criteria, I could more clearly 

understand the main discourses and practices that emerge from the influencer. Finally, I looked 

for influencers who have a considerable audience (more than 500 thousand followers) and who 

present their content in a personal way, following McQuarrie, Miller and Phillips (2013). I also 

chose influencers who have a public profile, where no permission is needed to follow them, and 

with verified badges, which means that ‘Instagram has confirmed that an account is the 

authentic presence of the public figure, celebrity or global brand it represents’, as stated on 

Instagram online Help Center of information on Verified Badges. Given these criteria, I chose 

three of the largest digital influencers in Brazil for analysis, and they are presented in detail in 

Table 1. These three influencers complement each other in the sense that when talking about 

living a healthy life, they have slightly different areas of focus. All of them talk about healthy 

eating, exercising, and well-being, but while Gabriela Pugliesi focuses on holistic health and 

self-care in a broad sense, Camila Guper focuses more on training routines, and Julia 

Norremose gives special attention to her daily diet. 

 

Influencer Instagram Profile 
Number of 

Followers* 

Gabriela Pugliesi instagram.com/gabrielapugliesi 3.9 Million 

Camila Guper instagram.com/camilaguper 1.1 Million 

Julia Norremose instagram.com/jujunorremose 983 Thousand 

Table 1. Chosen Influencers 

*On Instagram on November 26th, 2018 
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2.4.3. Instagram and InstaStories posts 

Data collection in social media aims to evaluate how the influencers present their healthy 

lifestyles, their own stories of how they adopted their lifestyles, and how the body is situated 

within the taste regime. My research was limited to the Instagram profile of each of the 

influencers because it is the main social media channel they use to generate content about 

healthy living for their followers. I collected five months of data (June 2017 to October 2017) 

from Instagram and InstaStories. Data from Instagram include online posts of photos or videos, 

usually accompanied by an explanatory caption and comments from Instagram users who 

interact with the post. Data from InstaStories are composed mostly of videos, while photos are 

less common. In this tool, the photo or video appears on the user’s screen for a maximum of 15 

seconds, and it can be revisited for a period of 24 hours. After that, the post disappears. Because 

of this restricted access to InstaStories content after this 24-hour period, daily postings of this 

tool were downloaded through the Chrome IG Story application. The data collection resulted 

in a total of 46.3 Gb of data (1,400 posts from Instagram and 17,000 posts from InstaStories) 

in video, photo and text. 

 

2.4.4. Interviews with followers 

In addition, to better understand the processes of practice adoption and taste transformation, I 

conducted 11 unstructured long interviews (McCracken, 1989) with women who have been 

followers of at least one of the three chosen influencers for at least a year. My goal was to 

understand the interviewee's relationship with the influencer and with the universe of healthy 

living: whether they pursue a healthy lifestyle or not, their experience in following the 

influencer, whether they adopt the influencer’s health-related practices, what it means to them 

to be healthy, and their trajectories in regard to their consumption habits related to the pursuit 

and maintenance of a healthy life. To capture the daily practices of the interviewees, I asked 
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them to narrate in detail an ordinary day in their lives, including their health care practices. The 

interviewees were selected during the data collection on Instagram. 

 

2.4.5. Analysis 

To analyze the images, I initially produced a broad description (Schroeder & Borgerson, 1998), 

pointing out the general characteristics of the images and identifying the contexts in which they 

were inserted; then, after identifying the code that best fit the image, a more detailed description 

was made in order to fit the images into the codes. Data from Instagram, InstaStories posts and 

interviews were open-coded and analyzed iteratively (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

 

2.5. Findings 

In my analysis, I describe how the body is a central element in the process of taste 

transformation and in the process of navigating through different types of distinction. To do so, 

I divide the analysis into three parts. First, I show how individuals pursue distinction-over 

through the pursuit of a body shape that signals high cultural capital, leading to the adoption of 

the healthy living taste regime. Second, I present the tenets of the healthy living taste regime 

and how its gradual adoption (taste transformation) characterizes a change from distinction-

over to distinction-between. Third, I discuss body centrality in the healthy living taste regime, 

how it leads to the adoption of body management practices in a health-related taste regime, and 

how it remains the main element for navigating between these two types of distinction. To 

represent these three parts of the analysis, I developed a theoretical representation (Figure 1) of 

the process of taste transformation that leads to navigation through different types of distinction. 

I present this schematic figure before the analysis in order to better communicate this process. 
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Figure 1. Schematic figure of how body is related to taste transformation when navigating 

through different kinds of distinction 

 

2.5.1. Taste as distinction-over: embodied cultural capital and the body as a goal 

In highly aestheticized societies (Featherstone, 1982, 1991), the quest for embodied cultural 

capital is a quest towards distinction (Bourdieu, 1984; Bennett et al., 2009). In a western 

context, this embodied cultural capital refers to a thin, fit, toned body being used as a way to 

achieve distinction (Frew & McGillivray, 2005), and it is a representation of distinction-over 

because it reflects a social hierarchy of bodies (Bennett et al., 2009). I posit that the will to 

change one’s body so as to benefit from its distinction happens through embodiment. For 

Schatzki (1996), embodiment is the recognition of the body’s manifestation in its existence in 

the world. In this section, I use this definition of embodiment to base the analysis of how the 

body (more specifically, the recognition of the body’s existence in its experience in the world) 

leads to a will to transform taste in order to obtain the embodied cultural capital that signals 

distinction-over. 

The will to obtain distinction-over through a bodily transformation is present throughout 

all of the data. In analyzing why and how influencers and followers started seeking out a healthy 
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living taste regime, it is common to see that these two groups sought this taste transformation 

in order achieve changes in the shapes of their bodies. In the interviews, I started by asking the 

followers about their healthy living practices and routines. Then, I asked about when the 

interviewee first started engaging in healthy living taste regime-related practices. The answer 

of all my interviewees was that they started pursuing this change when they felt an aesthetic 

discomfort with their bodies – an urge to lose weight. In the quote bellow, Sophia mentions that 

she went on a student exchange and enjoyed it as much as she could, which means she ate and 

drank a lot. Then, by the time she got back to Brazil, she realized she had gained a lot of weight 

and felt the need to lose what she judged was extra weight. 

 

I started... I went to a student exchange, and then I came back fat as a pig, not to say 

something else. I swear I gained twelve kilos in seven months. But I do not regret it for 

a second! I ate a lot... I drank, I ate; I did everything I wanted. Sooner or later you have 

to pay. So, I came back and, oh my God… I’m screwed... And it’s kind of, deep down; 

everyone knows what they have to do [to lose weight]. You know when you're doing it 

wrong. (Sophia) 

 

Another example of a moment in which an individual feels aesthetic discomfort is the 

introductory quote. In that quote, Giovanna describes how she realized she was fat and needed 

to lose weight when she went to a shoe brand event with a friend and everyone just wanted to 

take pictures of her friend, never of her, which led her to feel like the ‘fat friend’. Stories such 

as these are common throughout the data. Before individuals experience the desire to pursue 

health, discomfort with their bodies has usually occurred. This discomfort characterizes the 

process of embodiment, recognizing the body’s manifestation in its existence in the world. By 

being aware of normative systems related to the body, individuals realize that there is something 
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wrong with their bodies based on their experience with the world. This brings us to a first 

moment of the body, represented in the upper part of Figure 1: the embodiment of normative 

systems occurs, leading to a will to acquire a subfield cultural capital to obtain the embodied 

cultural capital that will signal distinction-over. 

Giovanna’s quote is a good example of the need to achieve distinction-over through 

embodied cultural capital. She compares herself with her friend, who is a thin model, and she 

perceives that people give her less value than they give her friend; she attributes this to her 

being fat. In her case, this specific event was the moment when embodiment happened and led 

her to want to conquer that embodied cultural capital and achieve distinction-over. 

The healthy living taste regime is the regime chosen by these individuals to start 

changing their bodies because it has long been associated with the body type that they want to 

have. Even before digital influencers existed, television and the printed press already made the 

association between a thin, fit, toned body and the pursuit and maintenance of a healthy life 

(Dworkin & Wachs, 2009). Thus, this historically known association leads individuals to 

pursue a healthy life as a means of losing weight. 

This concern with body shape is also present in the influencers’ Instagram posts, where 

they perpetuate the association between a specific body aesthetic and healthy living. In Figure 

2, we can see how the influencer Julia Norremose talks about the body as a starting point for 

adopting the healthy living taste regime. In her Instagram post, she proposes a ‘summer 

challenge’ in which the goal is to adopt new habits (which are the practices associated with this 

taste regime) to lose weight. Here, she directly associates the practices that lead to a healthy life 

with something that will make people lose weight. 
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Caption: LAST call for the summer. 3 MONTHS to tie the laces 

of your bikini without pressing any fat from your body! Let’s do 

a challenge? #desafio3DoLacinho [challenge 3 of the little lace]. 

I love these challenges because you [by participating in it] 

motivate me, I motivate you and we motivate ourselves! Let's do 

it this way? 3 months giving the best of us! Super focused on our 

diet and training, and we have to challenge ourselves to go 

further: choose something [to change] that is very difficult and 

that prevents you from reaching your goal such as: ➡ following 

the diet on weekends; ➡ decrease [consumption] of industrialized 

foods; ➡ do not skip cardio; ➡ cut the sugar; ➡ do weightlifting. 

It does not matter! The challenge is ours, but mainly it is YOURS! 

Think of something that challenges you and let's go, posting our 

commitment and tagging the #desafio3DoLacinho 3 months is a lot of time, people! Enough to 

change the body and the head! It’s not only to show off a nice body in the summer but also to 

enter 2018 with other thoughts and new habits! Who's with me? To start, I'm here in my 40 

minutes of daily cardio! I want to see your day! #motivation #healthy #healthyLifeStyle #fit 

#fitness #focus (…) #workout #exercise 

 

Figure 2. Julia Norremose’s Instagram post on 02/10/2017 

 

In this post, Julia’s followers write comments to show that they want to participate in 

the challenge in order to lose weight by adopting new healthy habits. The comments highlight 

both the new habits and the influencer’s body as a source of inspiration and motivation for 

performing change. 

 

‘What a body! I want it’; 

‘Help me @jujunorremose I want to use a bikini tied by laces on my birthday 28/12’; 

‘I’m with you!!! I’ve enrolled myself in a 3-month fitness program (bikini project). 

Super excited! Especially for having you here encouraging us. I even bought Golden 

Milk [a product Julia uses]; I drooled when I saw you using it. My nutritionist has 

already prescribed me a diet, and I really want to get the results. Thank you for 

motivating me and getting me off the couch always! Kisses jujuuu’. 
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Thus, to change their bodies and the way they feel about their bodies, both influencers 

and followers seek to adopt a so-called healthy living taste regime, which they understand as a 

means of achieving their desired body shape. Here, the body can be seen as a catalyst, and the 

final goal for these individuals, in adopting the healthy living taste regime, is to perform a taste 

transformation. 

In this context, the influencer’s body appears as aspirational to followers because it is 

the body they want to achieve. The next two quotes exemplify the importance of the body in 

the followers’ decisions to emulate the influencers by adopting the health-related practices they 

present on their profiles every day. In the first quote, when talking about Camila Guper, Sophia 

mentions the influencer’s body, explaining its importance to why she follows Camila. In the 

second quote, Giovanna talks about Julia Norremose and mentions her body as a site of 

inspiration. In this case, she relates the influencer’s body and practices, claiming she wants to 

know what the influencer does in order to have that kind of body. 

 

Her body… I would give my life to have her body. (Sophia) 

 

I remember that I started following her because I saw her on Instagram’s explore. I said, 

oh my God! What a body that woman has! Then, I visited her profile, and I saw her 

pictures… I think I've never seen a body as defined as hers. Then, I started following 

her. Then I said, ‘wow, I wanna see what this woman does to get this body’. (Giovanna) 

 

As I have shown, consumers aim to achieve a body shape that is aesthetically linked to 

prominent social positions, as body shape is understood as linked to cultural capital. Individuals 

start to seek a specific body shape when they experience the embodiment of normative systems 

and understand that their bodies do not meet the standards of the normative systems that help 
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shape the high-capital body. As these individuals start changing in order to obtain their desired 

body shape, they see the healthy living taste regime as a means to that end, as they associate 

the regime’s practices with obtaining the body they want. This is clear when we look at 

Giovanna’s quote; she states ‘I wanna see what this woman does to get this body.’ 

Thus, achieving a specific body shape that will bring distinction-over is the starting 

point at which people adopt the healthy living taste regime. In the next section, I describe the 

healthy living taste regime in detail and discuss how gradually adopting this regime shifts the 

individuals’ focus from the formerly desired distinction-over to distinction-between. 

 

2.5.2. Taste as distinction-between: the adoption of the healthy living taste regime 

The healthy living taste regime is mainly connected with the articulation of ideas about well-

being, healthy eating, and exercising, which together signal an approach to holistic health care 

(Crawford, 1980). Figure 3, an Instagram post by Gabriela Pugliesi, is an example of what it 

means to be healthy for this particular influencer. In her post, she states that when she first 

started pursuing a healthy life, she mostly cared about getting thinner; that is, about achieving 

distinction-over through high embodied cultural capital that would be built by adopting the 

healthy living taste regime. Nevertheless, as she adopted more health-related practices, she 

started seeing benefits of healthy living other than having a thin body. At the end of her post, 

she highlights that while people should eat well and exercise, they also should not forget to 

think positively and be grateful – practices that lead to the sensation of well-being that is 

strongly associated with this taste regime. 
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Caption: What would be better than waking up 

healthy, with energy, running at the beach, and, at the 

end, plunging into the sea and being thankful for all 

this?! You who have the opportunity to see the ocean 

every day, do you know how blessed you are?! 

Because there is NOTHING more energizing than 

that! I remember that, before, I used to run looking at 

my watch calorie counting, to see how many calories 

I was burning (I really only cared for that). After a 

while, I naturally noticed that, while I run, I now use 

my watch to see beats of my heart, because I prefer 

the feeling of seeing how strongly my heart beats and to know that everything in my body is 

working than to see how many calories I’m burning. Because this becomes an outcome when 

we understand that our body is much more than the percentage of body fat we have (without 

demeaning this part, I love to feel beautiful!), but to know that you have NOTHING more 

important and valuable in this life than being healthy, than giving love, giving life, giving 

stimuli to our house, which is our body! Not that I do not care about how many calories I burn 

in my workout, I do care, but today I can see everything much more widely and understand the 

REAL reason for living this way. Eat well, exercise, but never stop thinking positively, being 

grateful, because everything is connected! Get up and go! Be grateful always #LifeStyle 

#MindBodySoul #Happiness 

 

Figure 3. Gabriela Pugliesi’s Instagram post on 04/06/2017 

 

The influencers reproduce this idea of a healthy life not only in specific posts where 

they problematize (Arsel & Bean, 2013) what it means to be healthy and which practices are 

considered healthy but also in their daily ritualization of objects (e.g., food and gym clothes) 

into doings (e.g., eating and exercising) and their instrumentalization of these doings into 

meanings (e.g., a healthier life and feeling well) in their Instagram and InstaStories posts. 

Everyday, through their posts, they show that health, as they conceive it, is a high priority in 

their lives, and they depict every minute of their pursuit of health. In this sense, Figure 4 is an 

example of Gabriela Pugliesi’s daily demonstration of her breakfast preparation and exercise 

routine (both associated with the idea of a healthy life). In her actions, she clearly ritualizes 

objects into doings. 
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Figure 4. Gabriela Pugliesi, InstaStories, 11/06 upper left (10/06 bottom left), 13/06 (11/06), 

14/06(13/06), 15/06(14/06), 20/06(21/06), 21/06(23/06), 22/06/2017(28/06/2017), 

respectively 

 

Here, the influencers show that, as the healthy living taste regime is embodied, the body 

shape (and, therefore, distinction-over) is commonly presented as an outcome of this taste 

transformation; this presentation is different from what we saw in the first section of analysis, 

in which body shape (as well as achieving distinction-over) is the goal for transforming taste. 

After the individual has embodied the taste regime and accomplished the goal of losing weight, 

we reach a second moment of the body: when it is presented as an outcome of adopting the taste 

regime. The quote below, where Sophia explains her view of the role of the body in healthy 

living, exemplifies this change. 

 

I think the body is kind of an outcome. In the beginning it was just body [she cared 

about] but today I think that it kind of comes to a level that you start to feel so good and 

like… you are not sleepy, you do not get tired, like... man, you're running and you do 

not get tired, you are always fine. You feel that you are getting to your limit, but you 

keep feeling well. It is really bizarre. (Sophia) 
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This idea of the body as an outcome is also present in the influencers’ Instagram and 

InstaStories posts. As an example, we can revisit one of Gabriela Pugliesi’s posts. In Figure 5, 

we can see that Gabriela associates the meaning of healthy living with a picture that signals 

healthy eating. In her caption, she states that eating well to have a ‘nice body’ is a simplistic 

mindset and that healthy eating can provide many more benefits, such as a healthy life and self-

love. For her, by adopting these practices, the ‘good-looking body’, as she puts it, comes 

naturally; it is an outcome of this change in habits. Thus, after taste transformation is complete, 

the body shape that is linked with high embodied cultural capital stops being considered the 

main reason for taste regime adoption; rather, the change in one’s body is recognized as an 

outcome of the adoption of new practices, health maintenance being the main, more important 

goal. In the quote that follows, she reinforces this idea but also mentions that being thin is 

important for her. 

 

 Caption: Today I share with you what I’ve 

always believed: Eating [well] does not make 

you have a nice body. That is a first thought, 

shallow... But it makes you get started, not 

getting sick, makes you have compassion for 

you and for others, makes you love, makes you 

more aware, makes you give health more value, 

and, really, eating well is to love yourself, with 

this, of course your body naturally becomes 

beautiful. And self-love, in essence, not in the 

ego, it is fundamental to a happy life! #eatclean #behappy #PlantBased 

 

Figure 5. Gabriela Pugliesi’s Instagram post on 26/07/2017 

 

Nowadays, I don’t eat thinking about my body, the aesthetics of my body. (...) I swear 

to you, from the bottom of my heart; today I eat simply to be healthy. I like to be lean 

and healthy. Lean in the sense of having a healthy body. No one here is talking about 

being too skinny, or anything like that. Be healthy. To look myself at the mirror, feel 

good with my body, okay. But the most important thing for me today is having energy. 

(Gabriela Pugliesi, InstaStories, 18/07/2017) 
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In this second moment, when the body is presented as an outcome of adopting the 

healthy living taste regime, the body also begins to serve as a proxy for signaling the adoption 

of the taste regime. This brings us to the existence of taste regimes highly connected to body 

shape and management. Thus, changes in the body signal that there have also been changes in 

taste, as the taste regime has been adopted and a specific body type is recognized as an important 

part of this taste regime (Bennet et al., 2009). As Gabriela mentions in her posts, she recognizes 

the many benefits that adopting the healthy living taste regime has brought her; nevertheless, 

the management of the thin body she has achieved is still important for her overall health-

maintenance goals, as she states that she enjoys being ‘thin and healthy’. 

Thus, the meaning of taste changes as the embodiment of the taste regime progresses, 

leading to a migration from distinction-over to distinction-between. This change in the meaning 

of taste can be understood as distinction-between (McQuarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013) because 

the influencers and followers do not seem to engage in status games of exclusionary superiority 

in relation to people who have not adopted this taste regime or changed their bodies to become 

more fit. By contrast, the influencers keep encouraging people to pursue a healthier life (which 

means entering the healthy living taste regime) because they consider the pursuit of health to 

be an important goal in everyone’s life (Crawford, 1980); in this way, they approach distinction-

between and move away from status games (Üstuner & Thompson, 2012). 

This body transformation is connected to a taste transformation, wherein the pursuit of 

health (and health itself) gains importance. This transformation is represented by the middle 

part of Figure 1, in which, after the body is recognized as problematic due to its failure to 

embody high cultural capital (upper part of Figure 1), individuals adopt the healthy living taste 

regime to make their bodies conform to norms (middle part of Figure 1). Subsequently, by the 
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time body shape and taste have changed, the maintenance of a healthy life starts to be seen as 

the most important goal and the body as an outcome of adopting the new taste regime. 

Nevertheless, there is still a need to engage with body management practices (Warde, 

2014) to achieve body ideals within this taste regime. This need may shift the focus of the 

regime’s practices back to the body and back to a desire to maintain distinction-over. However, 

this new will to achieve distinction-over is different from the will that existed before the taste 

regime was adopted, as now, concern about the shape of the body goes along with the concern 

for holistic health. I posit that this change occurs because both the shape of the body and its 

maintenance through body management practices are now equally important. The difference 

here is that individuals have already changed their taste and are inside the logics of the healthy 

living taste regime. The field-dependent cultural capital necessary to achieve a distinctive body 

is accompanied by identity work (Coskuner-Balli & Thompson, 2013): as consumers engage in 

the taste regime, they embody its practices. Accordingly, the desired body shape comes 

naturally, not requiring more work but still requiring constant management and monitoring. 

In the next section, I explore this navigation through different types of distinction based 

on the importance consumers give to the body and to body management practices. 

 

2.5.3. Body management practices: navigating through different kinds of distinction 

As we saw in the last section, even though the main focus of the digital influencers’ content is 

to disseminate the idea of pursuing and maintaining a healthy life, body shape is still a central 

element in the healthy living taste regime. Thus, as individuals adopt this taste regime, they 

begin to value other things, such as health and well-being; their focus shifts from obtaining 

distinction-over toward creating a sense of distinction-between. These ideas are adopted by the 

followers and embedded in their own understandings of what health and health-related practices 

are. For example, in the next quote, Isabella reproduces the idea of being healthy as connected 

to the idea of well-being and to the idea of having a ‘nice body’. These two meanings are highly 
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instrumentalized in the healthy living taste regime and are present throughout the three 

influencers’ profiles and in all of the interviewees’ speeches. 

 

[Health] is you keeping your mind aligned with the well-being you want. In other 

words, if you want to be healthy, if you want to exhale good energy, positive thinking, 

if you want things to turn out right in your life, you have to work on all this, you have 

to love everything that you do. You have to think positive. I think health is so much 

more than having a nice body, [achieving] an ideal weight... [health] is you feeling 

well. (Isabella) 

 

Thus, even though Isabela recognizes that body shape is not the only thing to be valued, 

she also recognizes that it is still valued somehow, used as an indicator of high-embodied 

cultural capital. This attitude becomes clear when Isabella states that ‘it is more than just having 

a nice body’; that is, ‘having a nice body’ is still important. As we will see next, this ‘nice body’ 

is achieved and maintained through body management practices (Warde, 2014). 

Schatzki (1996) recognizes a central role of the body in social practices, arguing that 

bodily doings, sayings, sensations, and feelings are ‘the medium in which life and mind/action 

are present in the world’ (41). In this sense, body and mind cannot be seen as two separate 

entities, and their fusion should be understood as a gradual process (Molander, 2017). Thus, 

performing practices necessarily means that, as consumers, individuals use their bodies when 

they do things. Practices are inherently corporeal, as they take place in the body. As a 

representation of this, we can look back at the bottom part of Figure 4, where Gabriela Pugliesi 

shows bodily practices related to exercise, one of the main doings of the healthy living taste 

regime. Whether they are workouts, eating habits, or meditation practices, these activities are 

all bodily practices because the influencers need to use their bodies to perform them. 
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In the healthy living taste regime, while doings are bodily practices, some of them also 

present body management as their central point. In this sense, individuals not only have to use 

the body to execute a certain practice but also want to engage in some of these practices to 

change their bodies, which may be the main goal of enacting the practice. 

Because body management is recognized as an important part of this taste regime, which 

starts with embodiment, for many of the taste regime’s health-related practices, pursuing and 

maintaining a certain kind of body is a primary. In Figure 6, we see Camila Guper’s eating 

habits as shown in some of her Instagram posts. Here, she directly associates healthy eating 

with results in her body. 

 

 
Figure 6. Camila Guper’s Instagram posts on 19/09 (upper left), 23/07 (lower left), 04/11 

(middle left), 28/06 (middle right), 15/11 (upper right) and 28/08/2017 (lower left), respectively 

 

In the caption of the 15/11/2017 picture (from Figure 6), Camila says: ‘Brown rice, 

chicken and salad. Real food. #quantomaisnaturalmelhor [the more natural, the better]. There 

is no secret, but dedication and persistence. Perfect lunch.’ In this same picture, a follower 

comments: ‘I was forced to print it for the moments I need #motivation’. Here, we see the 

association between a health-related practice – that of healthy eating – and non-industrialized 

types of foods, and the achieved result can be seen in the body (having a toned stomach area). 

This type of picture of the influencer’s body is common on their Instagram feeds, which leads 

to an association of a thin, fit, toned body with the healthy living taste regime. Thus, healthy 
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eating is not only a bodily practice but also a body management practice because the result of 

having a toned stomach area is a large part of the motivation for eating healthfully. When the 

influencers claim that these practices are health-related, they are taking care of their inner body 

(which represents health-related issues), but when performing these practices is explicitly 

connected to a change in body shape, they are more connected with the outer body (which 

represents body shape issues) (Featherstone, 1982). 

Thus, it is because body shape is still important in the healthy living taste regime that 

these practices lead us back to the goal of body management. What is different than before is 

that now, individuals have already transformed their taste by adopting the healthy living taste 

regime. This shift is represented by the bottom part of Figure 1, which shows the navigation 

through different kinds of distinction depending on the importance individuals give to body 

shape and the focus they give to body management practices. Here, unlike the embodiment of 

normative systems that lead individuals to pursue distinction-over in the first place (upper part 

of Figure 1), there is an embodiment of the taste regime’s orchestrated practices associated with 

the appreciation (and management) of a body shape that corresponds to the aesthetics of the 

taste regime. Therefore, some of the practices embedded in this taste regime are body 

management practices, which lead individuals back to the body’s central position in the taste 

regime, as a new body shape is the result of the adoption of these health-related practices. Here, 

unlike in the upper part of Figure 1, where embodiment takes place because of a discomfort 

with the body, in many cases, once the desired body has been achieved, concerns are more 

related to body management than to an expressive change in body shape. This is when body 

management becomes holistic, and the practice leaves the body in its aesthetically ideal form. 

Thus, in the bottom part of Figure 1, as body shape is still a concern within the healthy living 

taste regime, body management practices lead the focus back to the shape of the body, revealing 
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its pervasiveness and leading individuals to navigate through the two different kinds of 

distinction as the focus on body shape and body management increases or decreases. 

 

2.6. Discussion 

Through the data analysis, I have shown that the adoption of practices of a certain taste regime 

changes consumers’ way of displaying distinction, and the body plays a central role in this 

process. The data indicated that consumers who are educated in high social milieus, who are 

therefore able to identify high cultural capital related to body shape, understand the need for 

embodied cultural capital (Bennett et al., 2009) to display their social position (by being able 

to perform distinction-over). However, the distinctive body shape is only acquired after 

consumers are also versed in the subfield of holistic health. The feeling of inadequacy caused 

by an inadequate body shape – represented in this work in Giovanna’s feelings of inadequacy 

at a party – makes consumers reflect upon the cultural capital heterology (Coskuner-Balli & 

Thompson, 2013) in which they are immersed and triggers them to invest in the acquisition of 

subfield cultural capital through the perception of their own bodies (Schatzki, 1996), which 

they do by engaging in a process of taste transformation. 

As such, the desire to change their body shape to be able to engage in distinction-over 

games leads the consumer to adopt a taste regime. This adoption begins with a search for how 

the practices related to this taste regime should be performed. As we saw, influencers, as well 

as bloggers, in the case of Arsel and Bean (2013), are orchestrators of these practices. Through 

repetition and messages that emphasize that ‘everyone can do it’, they integrate objects, doings, 

and meanings in a process of body and mind integration, which aims to shape and manage the 

body (Warde, 2014) in a desired shape and the mind in a focused state. 

Considering the integration of body and mind, as individuals gradually adopt the healthy 

living taste regime and the meanings associated with body change and health maintenance, the 

body becomes an outcome of adopting the taste regime. The taste regime’s body management 
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and health maintenance practices transform the goal of adopting the taste regime: having shifted 

from a focus on body shape and achieving distinction-over, the consumer now aims to keep 

working on holistic health care (Crawford, 1980). 

Holistic health care is, therefore, acquired through practices of a taste regime that will 

imbue consumers with a type of subfield cultural capital that centers on the body: the body 

represents itself as the aesthetic manifestation of the taste regime, signaling, in this case, that 

health has been achieved. Thus, it is especially by engaging in practices (and meanings related 

to those practices) of health maintenance that consumers become versed in the relevant subfield. 

This deep immersion in a subfield relates to distinction-between because there is a 

valorization of the pursuit of health itself and an understanding that this way of living should 

be shared by anyone who is interested in doing so. This new cultural capital acquired through 

the embodied practices of the taste regime is now a subfield cultural capital. Furthermore, it is 

a subfield cultural capital whose invested members do not want to protect - as in the case of 

Indies (Arsel & Thompson, 2011) -, but want to spread, almost evangelize. In that sense, the 

type of distinction that is promoted after the engagement with the taste regime and the 

acquisition of this subfield cultural capital is distinction-between, which separates groups with 

different interests in a horizontal way (McQuarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013). 

Lastly, as I showed that even though health maintenance gains importance in the process 

of taste transformation, the concern with body shape does not disappear, as the body continues 

to be central in the healthy living taste regime. The regime’s body management practices are 

related to taste transformation in general, but the main goal in performing them is to make 

changes in body shape. Thus, as body management practices take place, the focus of taste 

transformation goes back to the body, maintaining it as a central point in this process, reinstating 

a quest for distinction-over. This allows individuals to navigate through the two types of 

distinction (-over and -between) as they focus more (or less) on body shape and on engaging in 
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body management practices. Nevertheless, this moving from distinction-over to distinction-

between is not linear, as there is a constant navigation between the use of the body to distinguish 

oneself from others with a status-obtaining goal and to continue the immersion on the taste 

regime. 

Thus, my work contributes to the literature in different ways. I answer the call made by 

Warde (2014) in exploring the connection between body management and taste, particularly 

taste regimes, by articulating how the body is a locus in which normative systems and aesthetic 

practices intertwine. In addition, I place the body as a way to manifest a distinctive taste regime, 

being a form of embodied capital (Bennett et al., 2009). Thus, the body is the manifestation of 

subfield cultural capital, as well as the distinctive element that leads consumers to engage with 

the taste regime. As such, driven by a need to achieve distinction-over, in a sense resolving a 

sense of inadequacy between their social milieus and their body shapes, consumers embody 

habits and routines related to the taste regime. In the process of acquiring cultural capital related 

to body management, they de facto embody the practices of body management, in the sense 

that the distinction through taste becomes of secondary importance once practices have taken 

over their bodies. 

The body, as demonstrated, is a central element in the process of taste transformation 

and therefore of taste regime adoption. Thus, by investigating a body-centered consumption 

field through the analysis of the healthy living taste regime, I continue the conversation initiated 

by Maciel and Wallendorf (2017) in trying to place the body in a more central position in taste 

theorization. Thus, I add to Warde’s thoughts by arguing that the body is the main element of 

the intersection between the normative systems, which require high-embodied cultural capital, 

and the aestheticized practices that will sustain the taste regime by itself. The type of distinction 

needed changes as the body changes as well. 
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Last, I have also shown that the embodied cultural capital—i.e., the body shape 

consistent with what consumers in a high cultural capital milieu expect—can indeed be 

considered a type of capital that is convertible. In this sense, some other authors have theorized 

it as physical capital or aesthetic capital (Anderson et al., 2010; Frew & Mcgillivray, 2005). In 

this case, this embodied cultural capital, even when not linked with social class in its 

acquisition, is converted into economic capital once some of the consumers who have it can be 

transformed into professional influencers (Kozinets, Patterson, & Ashman, 2017; McQuarrie, 

Miller, & Phillips, 2013). 

 

2.7. Conclusion 

In this work, I answered the research question of what role the body and its meanings play in 

the taste transformation process. In doing so, I saw that individuals inside a body-centered 

consumption field transform their tastes by adopting taste regimes that will provide them with 

the embodied cultural capital needed to achieve distinction-over, as they want to signal high 

status in this consumption field. After entering the taste regime, individuals are able to navigate 

through different kinds of distinction (-between and -over) depending on the importance they 

give to body shape and body management practices. The results extend the understanding of 

the process of taste transformation by giving the body a more central position in the theorization 

of taste. 

This work has some limitations that can be translated into paths for future research. 

First, in this paper, I chose not to go deeper into well-being, which is a very strong theme 

throughout the data. The issue of well-being is highly connected to practices of self-discipline, 

in the sense that there is a never-ending quest for well-being that is highly related to body-shape 

management. Second, as I did not explore male consumers in my research, the meanings of the 

healthy living taste regime pertaining to masculinity and the male body are also a relevant issue 

for investigation. As Dworkin and Wachs (2009) have already stated, men are almost as 
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affected by aesthetic impositions as women. Nevertheless, the meanings associated with body, 

beauty, and health and the degree of pressure to meet the standards of these patterns might be 

different for men compared to women. Third, as digital influencers are also carriers of brand 

communication, acting as ambassadors, an investigation of the brands involved in the process 

of taste-regime building is also important. In this sense, exploring the actions of the digital 

influencers related to ubiquitous content in web 2.0 platforms could offer insights into how 

these individuals might make content generation ubiquitous. Finally, an issue for further 

investigation is the approach of the digital influencer as a power dispositive. These individuals, 

acting as opinion leaders (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) and as sites of inspiration for followers in 

adopting a ‘lifestyle’, problematize serious issues of daily life, such as food intake and body 

shape. In my data, some of the followers show that they follow – almost blindly – these 

recommendations that influencers share on their online profiles, radically changing their way 

of living. Thus, an investigation comprising the power relation between these individuals is also 

possible. 
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3. THE MODULATED BODY: HOW LIFESTYLE ASSEMBLAGES CHANNEL 

DESIRE INTO CONTROL 

 

Abstract 

I look at healthism and its dissemination on social media in order to build an understanding of 

how performative devices (i.e., digital platforms) enable societies of control and the controlled 

body. Drawing on the Deleuzian concept of societies of control, I analyzed Instagram accounts 

from three digital influencers who generate content on healthy living and interviews with 11 

female consumers who follow these influencers. I contribute to the literature on discipline and 

control by showing that the body is a key site for control to take place and also that online 

platforms, through their ubiquitous nature, promotion of the unceasing repetition of formats 

and modulated content, and confessional relations between influencers and followers, 

ultimately encourage the control of lifestyles and body shape, constituting, what I call, lifestyle-

controlling assemblages. 

 

Keywords: performative devices, societies of control, ubiquitous technology, healthism, body 
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3.1. Introduction 

Imagine it is 6:00 a.m. A girl wakes up, picks up her smartphone, opens Instagram, goes to 

Instagram Stories (or InstaStories, a feature that allows you to post pictures or short videos that 

disappear after 24 hours), and takes a picture of the landscape from her bedroom window. Over 

this picture, she writes “good morning!” with shiny, colorful letters and then posts it so that her 

followers can know that she is awake. She then makes a 15-second video of herself saying 

“good morning” while showing how excited she is to start another healthy day in her life. After 

that, she goes to the kitchen and starts preparing her breakfast: a toasted rice cracker, four 

scrambled eggs, sautéed spinach, an espresso shot, and a daily energetic food supplement. She 

also takes a picture of her breakfast and posts it on InstaStories with a drawing of a shining 

heart added to the picture. Now, imagine this girl photographing and recording almost all of the 

rest of her day: her workout routines, her meals, where she goes shopping, and her clothes 

chosen for the day. She even details it, explaining why she eats what she eats, how she prepares 

her food, and the exercises she does. Finally, imagine her posting it online so that everyone can 

know everything about her lifestyle. Now, imagine doing it all day, every day. Repeatedly.  

This visualization is an example of what caught my attention when I first started looking 

at what I call “healthy living digital influencers”: consumers-producers who have professional 

network participation (Kozinets, Patterson, & Ashman, 2017) and who post their daily lives on 

social media in order to, as they say, disseminate their healthy habits and lifestyles. These 

individuals’ posts depict routines: repeated behaviors that are at the core of the lifestyle they 

propagate, through which the body is built by strict regimens of eating and exercise. At first 

glance, these disciplinary practices evoke a docile and surveilled body, constituting itself 

through self-practices of subjugation (Bordo, 1993; Foucault, 1975)—indeed, as consumer 

culture theorists have proposed (Gurrieri, Previte, & Brace-Govan, 2013). However, the 

repetitive sharing, the never-ending “improvement” of health and the body, and the connection 

to and dependence on technology to perform these bodily practices evoke a continuous (public) 
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control of the body, suggesting that the construction of the healthy living body goes beyond a 

disciplinary subjugation. In a decentralized effort to continuously build the body, digital 

influencers perpetually interact with technology, operate in the attention economy (Lanham, 

2016), and actively create and reproduce what “healthy living” means in the first place. 

Kozinets, Patterson, and Ashman (2017) have recently defined such online assembled 

interactions as “desiring machines,” using Deleuze and Guattari’s (1983) conceptualization, to 

refer both to the technological means through which desire is enacted and to consumers 

themselves, once “there is no such thing as either man or nature now, only a process that 

produces the one within the other and couples the machines together” (Deleuze & Guattari, 

1983, p. 9). However, if the desiring machines, known as assemblages, analyzed by Kozinets 

and colleagues act “unleashing these flows of desire” (Kozinets, Patterson, & Ashman, 2017, 

p. 676) in a context of “pornification” of everyday life, I propose here that different assemblages 

act by modulating consumers’ flows of desire—that is, directing consumers’ desires to existing 

consumption regimes (Zwick & Denegri-Knott, 2009) that control and discipline consumers. 

As such, my purpose is to explore the repeated digital displays of healthy living 

consumption practices to understand the general role of their effects on consumers’ lifestyles 

and bodies. Particularly, I focus on how performative devices (Thompson, forthcoming)—

digital platforms where consumers can display lifestyles, generating attention (Mcquarrie, 

Miller, & Phillips, 2013)—further the perpetuation of the controlled body. I believe my work 

contributes to the literature in different ways. First, considering that previous works have 

indicated that market assemblages can constrain and control the body (Zanette & Scaraboto, 

2018), I show how digital elements act in this process. Second, I explore how the megaphone 

effect (Mcquarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013) also contributes to producing consumer control, as 

assemblages constituting and promoting lifestyles provide images and instruments for self-

discipline through channeling desire. Finally, I contribute to the literature on healthism, a 
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particularly neoliberal contemporary tenet of consumer culture (Gurrieri, Brace-Govan, & 

Previte, 2014).  

In the following section, I provide the theoretical foundations of my research. I briefly 

discuss the main concepts that guide the analysis, and their previous usages in consumer 

research. Then, I further explore the theoretical context of healthism and explain the empirical 

context. In the third section, I describe the methodological procedures for data collection and 

analysis. After that, I detail the findings by addressing, first, how the performative device (in 

this case, Instagram and InstaStories) acts ubiquitously in providing a reverse panopcticon 

(Foucault, 1975), in which producers-consumers depict repetitively their daily steps in 

(re)producing a healthy lifestyle; second, how the contents disseminated on this platform, by 

engulfing other previously dualistic consumption discourses, such as beauty (Thompson and 

Hisrchman, 1995) modulate the controlled body; and third, how the practices of confessions 

counterbalance the unleashing processes of desire (Kozinets et al., 2017) by de-extremifying 

consumption practices. Lastly, in my discussion, I point out how these dynamics are different 

from what was found in previous studies on disciplinary societies and the body in consumer 

research, and outline the theoretical contributions of my study. 

 

3.2. Control or desire? The role of digital-based assemblages on consumers’ bodies 

The relation between the marketplace and stances of consumers’ control has been a rich theme 

of academic explorations—mostly following a Foucauldian tradition, when it touches upon 

themes such as the how the marketplace, alongside other institutional actors, provides 

instruments for defining, producing, and disciplining consumers (Cronin et al., 2015; Veresiu 

& Giesler, 2018; Yngfalk, 2016; Yngfalk & Yngfalk, 2015). 

Consumers inserted in logics of consumerism, “a powerful system of discourses that 

promote increased marketization and individualization through consumption” (Yngfalk, 2016, 

p. 2), are in touch with a plethora of technologies offered by the marketplace. These 
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technologies equip consumers with the knowledge to understand which are the “right” patterns 

of consumption (Sun, 2014) or data labels indicating when and how products must be consumed 

(Yngfalk, 2016). Furthermore, tools such as fashion offers used to negotiate a “desired self” 

(Thompson & Haytko, 1997) or social media platforms, which act as surveillance and self-

control mechanisms (Ashman, Patterson, & Brown, 2018), influence consumers’ decision-

making. Even in the context of resistance, the discursive systems of particular consumption 

fields constrain consumers in the dialogical possibilities provided by the marketplace powers 

(Zanette & Brito, 2018). 

Particularly, the technologization of the marketplace has given rise to theories that go 

beyond the constitution of consumers through self-discipline (or resistance to disciplinary 

stances) to discuss how assemblages of materials and discourses result in new consumption 

configurations. For example, Kozinets, Patterson, and Ashman (2017) have recently proposed 

that new technologies of social media partake in networks of desire—“complex open systems 

of machines, consumers, energy, and objects” (p. 651) that reinforce consumerism not by 

constraining or disciplining consumers but by releasing the non-constrained desire in the form 

of consumption manifestations. By engaging with the performative displays (Thompson, 

forthcoming) that digital media technology allows, consumers engage in an assemblage that 

would allow the constitution and promotion of, through their own identities (Thompson & 

Ustuner, 2015), new and less constrained consumption configurations (see also Harju and 

Huovinen, 2015, for a discussion on how online performative practices result in more 

‘democratization’ of body standards). 

However, the literature also provides arguments that, in fact, online performative 

displays of the body can participate in assemblages that increase consumer control. First, in 

particular, body-centered market assemblages (Zanette & Scaraboto, 2018) have been said to 

enable both control and emancipation of the body, as agency is constantly negotiated with 
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marketplace objects and discourses. Because they act on the body, these assemblages develop 

alongside constraining discourses. For example, an object like the corset has acted on female 

bodies in both liberating or constraining stances, both unleashing desire—as in Victorian 

society (Kunzle, 2004) or Madonna’s use of the corset (Budgeon, 2011)—and restraining the 

female position to a domestic space (Steele, 2001). As such, how the body is displayed in 

relation to objects results in different assemblages with different outcomes. 

Furthermore, particular to technological devices, technologization of life has also been 

found to increase the possibility of control. As data systems become more integrated and 

complex, not only are institutional actors more able to build the “desirable consumer” (Coll, 

2013), but control also takes a more complex form: a form of modulation. Modulation is a 

Deleuzian (1992) term to indicate an evolution from discipline. If, in disciplinary societies, 

individuals were controlled by certain technologies to be standardized to a particular desirable 

model under certain institutional tenets (consider for example, a school, a prison, or even a 

gym, where individuals can be controlled and disciplined, by external agents), in societies of 

control, modulation operates by de-individualizing these subjects. Life is modulized by 

technocapitalism as the integration of technology promotes integrated patterns of consumption 

that are inescapable and codified. An interesting example of modulation is database marketing 

(Zwick & Denegri-Knott, 2009); when virtually every aspect of consumption is catalogued, 

categorized, and reflected in discursive and material life, it does not matter whether the 

consumer self-disciplines or not. The marketplace assemblage has already modulized 

consumption. 

In sum, the above discussion indicates that assemblages that connect consumers’ bodies 

with the performative displays of social media provide a way to unleash desire—as consumers 

perform with their bodies. However, it also suggests that the modulation of database marketing 
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(Zwick and Denegri-Knott, 2009) can be connected with body performances online, as body-

centered assemblages can as well enact control. 

 

3.3. The healthy assembled body: going beyond healthism 

Healthism is “the preoccupation with personal health as a primary—often the primary—focus 

for the definition and achievement of well-being; a goal which is to be attained primarily 

through the modification of life styles, with or without therapeutic help” (Crawford, 1980, p. 

368). It was first theorized by Robert Crawford (1980) when he began deepening in the “new 

health consciousness” (p. 365) that was taking place in the United States at the time. It was a 

culture of a quest toward a healthy lifestyle, which comprises a larger understanding of well-

being, holistic health, and self-care, and that has now expanded to the rest of the world (Sun, 

2014). 

Individuals engaging with healthism’s logics enter the process of self-regulation in such 

a way as to be adequate within the expectations associated with this discourse (Crawford, 2006; 

Kristensen, Lim, & Askegaard, 2016). This is because health has been transformed into both a 

super-value, allowing the path for a new moralism (Crawford, 1980), and a social practice, for 

which every individual is expected to perform (Crawford, 2006). Together, these aspects help 

to build the assumption that health must be achieved, and, hence, those who do not try to achieve 

it are socially condemned (Crawford, 2006). As such, because of moralization and individual 

responsibility for achieving a healthy lifestyle, healthism is highly associated with neoliberal 

tenets (Crawford, 2006; Giesler & Veresiu, 2014; Kristensen, Lim, & Askegaard, 2016; Rysst, 

2010). 

Also, much related to healthism, is the idea of medicalization, “a process by which 

nonmedical problems become defined and treated as medical problems” (Conrad, 2007, p. 4) 

and that makes issues of daily life go under medical influence (Zola, 1983). As such, Crawford 

(1980) argued that healthism was the medicalization of everyday life. In this sense, almost every 
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single decision that individuals make concerning daily habits can be connected to pursuing a 

healthy life. In this context, medicine is seen as a source of social control (Conrad, 1992; 

Foucault, 2003; Murray, 2008; Zola, 1972), dictating what should be considered ill / deviant, 

or not. 

Recent works have shown how online manifestations of healthy living encompass other 

aspects such as aesthetics and “mental balance” (Cavusoglu & Demirbag-Kaplan, 2017). In that 

sense, healthism has become more and more connected to lifestyles—displayed on social 

media—that encompass other areas of social life, creating a dissociation of the body with a 

single signifier (Bray & Colebrook, 1998). This reality is consistent with Deleuze and Guattari’s 

(1983) idea of a “body without organs,” a concept sustaining that bodies are not subjected to 

dualistic systems of a mind determining a body, the prevalent lens of analysis in consumer 

culture (Thompson & Hirschman, 1995) and social studies alike—see, for example, 

Featherstone’s (1982) analysis of body shapes or Bordo’s (1993) explanation of anorexia as a 

disciplinary social discourse.  

Apart from the disconnection of the body with a single or prevalent signifier, the 

separation between bodies and technologies has been also disappearing. From digital 

doppelgangers (Bode & Kristensen, 2016) to the machines that “extend” humans’ bodily—and 

affective—work (Bettany, Kerrane, & Hogg, 2014), the body is not subordinated (theoretically) 

only to the individual’s mind. The body connects with a plethora of signifiers and material 

modifiers. As discussed in the previous section, these body assemblages might either unleash 

desire or further modulate the body itself, amplifying social control. As Bray and Colebrook 

(1998) point out, using a Deleuzian approach to understand the body provides a lens that allows 

to go beyond one specific, oppressive discourse to understand the nuances of positivities, 

negativities, and intersections that position the body in the material-social world. 
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3.4. Empirical context: Healthy living, influencers and social media 

Digital influencers are people who work along with brands as their online ambassadors and 

influence other people in different matters of daily life. I consider healthy living digital 

influencers as individuals generating content about the pursuit and maintenance of a healthy 

lifestyle. As such, they are part of lifestyle assemblages, which perform healthy living, by 

displaying routines, embodying practices, gathering online attention, and commercializing their 

own bodies in the process. As they foster these networks of desire (Kozinets, Patterson, & 

Ashman, 2017), their performativities aggregate audiences that strengthen these networks in a 

megaphone effect (Mcquarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013).  

In this study, I investigated Brazilian digital influencers. Brazil is a country recognized 

by a “cult of the body” (Ourahmoune, Figueiredo, & Rojas, 2014; Rocha & Frid, 2018), which 

is being highly associated to healthy living by digital influencers. Also, Brazil is the country in 

the second position of time spent on social media – only behind the Philippines –, with an 

average of three hours and 39 minutes of usage per day, according to a study conducted by the 

We Are Social agency alongside the Hootsuit platform. Thus, I now introduce the three 

influencers researched in this study.  

Gabriela Pugliesi, one of the first healthy living digital influencers in Brazil, frames 

healthy living as holistic. She likes to talk about her daily exercise routine and eating habits, 

positivity, and spirituality, always relating how they contribute to her healthy lifestyle. Also 

generating content about healthy living, Camila Guper focuses more on her daily exercising 

routine, not approaching the topic of healthy eating so frequently. Lastly, Julia Norremose likes 

to show her daily routine in very detailed way. She focuses on showing healthy eating, but 

always reinforces that healthy living is something that one performs in a holistic way. Despite 

the focus they give on different matters of healthy living, all seem to consider it to be a lifestyle 

of holistic self-care. 
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3.5. Method 

In this study, I have employed a variety of qualitative research methods to explore the empirical 

context of healthy living digital influencers in order to understand how performative devices 

enable societies of control and the construction of a controlled body. I started this research by 

immersing myself in content on social media related to healthy living so that I could better 

understand this context and choose the influencers I would be working with. Apart from 

generating content about healthy living, I wanted influencers whose main audience was women, 

since I was investigating a context related to health and the body, and women have been most 

affected by aesthetic ideals (Bordo, 1993; Fay and Price, 1994), which are closely related to 

health maintenance (Dworkin & Wachs, 2009; Murray, 2008; Rysst, 2010). Finally, I looked 

for influencers that have more than 500 hundred followers and presented their content in a 

personal way (Mcquarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013). Following these criteria, I got to the three 

influencers described in the previous section: Gabriela Pugliesi, Camila Guper and Julia 

Norremose. 

When I started investigating the activities of healthy living digital influencers, I saw that 

Instagram was the main social media used by them to disseminate content about healthy living. 

As past research has shown, Instagram has been a fertile territory to help build the meanings 

around health (Cavusoglu & Demirbag-Kaplan, 2017). Also, As Instagram and InstaStories 

allow the sharing of contents in text, image, and video in many formats, I believe analyzing 

only one social media will not be a problem for answering my research question. As such, my 

research focuses on content shared on Instagram and InstaStories by the influencers 

investigated. 

The influencers I selected have public profiles with verified badges, which means that 

their accounts represent the presence of a public figure, celebrity, or global brand. Data from 

social media were collected from June 2017 to October 2017, resulting in a total of 46.3 GB of 

data from posts both on Instagram and InstaStories. 
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My goal with this data collection was to see how the influencers build their content on 

healthy living: what they consider to be healthy living, how they present their content on their 

accounts, how they use the formats on social media to build their content, and how the body is 

presented within this content. 

After following and collecting data on the three digital influencers for five months, in 

order to understand how consumers relate to the universe of healthy living on social media and 

to the digital influencers, I conducted 11 in-depth interviews (McCracken, 1989) with female 

consumers who knew the influencers researched and who followed at least one of the three 

influencers on Instagram for the minimum period of a year. I started by broadly asking the 

interviewee about herself and they usually introduced the healthy living theme naturally. I then 

asked about how they started living a healthy life, their experience with it, and gradually entered 

the topic of healthy living in social media and digital influencers.  My goal was to understand 

not only how the interviewees saw and experienced healthy living but also their relations with 

social media and the influencers. Also, four of the 11 interviewees also had their own Instagram 

profile on healthy living. I understand these individuals as followers of the influencers I studied, 

but also as microinfluencers that help disseminate the healthy living culture. In these interviews, 

I also talked about motivations to start and keep generating content about healthy living, the 

experience of working with social media, the contents they enjoy sharing the most, and the 

interaction with their followers. 

The analysis was done in phases. First, I started with a broad description (Schroeder & 

Borgerson, 1998) of the images from Instagram, always relating to their respective captions. I 

aimed at identifying, when coding the whole set of data, the way the influencers use social 

media, considering form and content generated, and how, in this usage, they relate content about 

health and the body. Finally, the interpretation of data was done following the hermeneutic 

process (Thompson, 1997; Thompson & Hirschman, 1995). In the part-to-whole process, I 
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sought to identify in my data elements of the society of control as described by Deleuze, such 

as continuous control, constant communication, modulation, and endless control, in order to 

see how performative devices help build this kind society, always trying to see how the body 

relates to these dynamics. Also, in this sense, I looked, in my interpretations, to unveil relations 

among the different parts of these dynamics that help enable this society. 

 

3.6. Findings 

The analysis shows how the assemblage involving the influencer and the performative devices 

used by them, their public, and other objects (re)produce a modulating—in Deleuzian terms—

lifestyle that affects consumers’ bodies. In order to demonstrate that, first, I show how 

performative devices work as ubiquitous platforms that enable repetition of formats with 

continuous control and instant communication. Second, I detail how performative devices 

contribute to the construction of repetitive and never-ending content that is created in every 

moment of an individual’s life, enabling modulation. Lastly, I highlight the interaction between 

influencer and follower, which involves confessional practices that “counterbalance” desire 

through discipline. I argue that these are dynamics happen within lifestyle assemblages, and 

enable societies of control and the controlled body. 

 

3.6.1. Ubiquitous platforms: The promotion of continuous control and instant 

communication 

Influencers use Instagram as a tool to provide health-related content to their followers all day, 

every day, in high frequency and with a high repetition of content. The description of a usual 

morning for these individuals depicted in the introduction of this paper is a strong example of 

a typical posting routine. Specifically, it is based on the mornings of Julia Norremose, one of 

the three influencers I’ve studied. Every day, after posting her morning routine on InstaStories, 

Julia also makes posts on Instagram and InstaStories throughout the day depicting her exercise 
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at the gym, the aesthetic procedures she goes through, her daily food shopping, most of her 

meals, and how she prepares them. This characterizes a ubiquitous dynamic since the 

performative devices allow Julia to show parts of her day at any time.  

Figure 7 presents a sample of Julia’s regular InstaStories posts about her mornings. This 

posting practice, in which everything is practically the same every day, is common for healthy 

living digital influencers. 

 
Figure 7. Julia Norremose’s InstaStories posts, from 01/10 to 10/10/2017 in sequence 

 

Julia shows this routine of preparing her breakfast on a daily basis, teaching how to 

adapt it using other ingredients and always reinforcing its benefits for health. In the influencers’ 

activities on Instagram, the repetition of content, high posting frequency, and the association of 

routines with the maintenance of a healthy life help them define healthy living in their own 

terms. The posting format that InstaStories allows (15-second videos or photographs that 

disappear after 24 hours) makes this tool a constant reminder of the healthy routines that are 

maintained by the influencers, as they can record little pieces of their days whenever they want 

without much effort—always associating these posts to their healthy lifestyles—, and as this 
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content is delivered to their followers on a daily basis—always reminding them that the 

influencer has not given up maintaining this lifestyle. 

As we can see in Figure 7, all of the pictures from Julia’s breakfast depict the same style, 

almost as if there is a photography genre for posting this type of repeated content. Thus, it is 

not only the repetition allowed by the platform but also photographs’ style that helps create a 

sense of consistency and continuous control (Deleuze, 1992) in maintaining a healthy lifestyle. 

These elements are associated with the high frequency of posting. As is shown in Table 2, these 

influencers make lots of posts both on Instagram and InstaStories. As InstaStories allows for a 

more dynamic posting routine with less editing when compared to Instagram, the posting 

frequency using this tool is much higher. 

 

 Gabriela Pugliesi Camila Guper Julia Norremose 

Total of Instagram posts 437 205 635 

Instagram posting frequency 3,1 1,4 4,4 

Total of InstaStories posts 5.143 3.045 8.454 

InstaStories posting frequency 36 21,3 59,1 

Table 2. Total of posts and posting frequency (posts/day) within 143 days of data collection 

 

High posting frequency and the repetition of content are elements leading to the 

construction of a ubiquitous reproduction of a lifestyle. Web 2.0 platforms such as Instagram 

have made access to online content ubiquitous to its users (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). This 

ubiquity of performative devices allows a configuration of instant communication (Deleuze, 

1992), since anyone can have access to any content, anytime, anywhere. 

By using performative devices, the influencers showcase their version of healthy living 

not only through their consumption practices but also through routinization, as they always 

keep in mind that the final objective of maintaining their routines is to achieve health. This is 

highly connected to Crawford’s (1980, 2006) argument on healthism in which, following the 

logic of moralization of health, it is seen as a super-value that should be perceived and achieved 

by everyone. 
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 The data also shows another aspect of healthism being repeated in a high frequency in 

this social media dynamic: the relation among being healthy and being thin, toned and fit 

(Dworkin & Wachs, 2009) —which, as we will show later, opens up a path for the body to be 

an important site for control to take place. In Figure 8, we can see a sequence of Instagram’s 

posts from influencer Camila Guper. It comprehends all six posts in a row from the end of 

September 2017. 

 
Figure 8. Camila Guper’s pictures from Instagram posts from 26/09, 27/09, 28/09, 29/09 (1st 

post), 29/09 (2nd post), and 30/09/2017, respectively 

 

In her Instagram account, Camila likes to share her healthy living lifestyle as do Gabriela 

and Julia. But, more specifically, Camila likes to share her training routines. As we can see in 

Figure 8, four of the six posts depict her exercising at the gym. Nevertheless, all six posts focus 

a lot on her body. The pictures from 29/09 (1st post) and 30/09 focus on body shape more 

intensively. In this context, this type of body is directly associated with living a healthy life—

in other words, maintaining a healthy lifestyle. And, more importantly, the high frequency in 
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which the body is shown – which also occurs in the accounts of Gabriela and Julia – helps build 

this association.  

As was the case with Julia’s breakfast on Figure 7, the ubiquity of performative devices 

takes place here by allowing Camila to post her training routines and body shape pictures every 

day. Ubiquity, then, is the repetition of contents and the dismembering of the body: if on the 

one hand, the dismembered body shows a performance of achieving a body disconnected from 

the ‘self’ (always associated to lifestyle, but with the body being an end in itself), on the other, 

the repetition shows that this performance is only achieved through disciplinary practices, such 

as training every day (as Camila shows) or making sure you are eating healthy food every day 

(as Julia shows). 

This repetition and routinization of health and body care leads to a constant attention to 

the body—an unending attention that ubiquitously pulls individuals into a culture of health and 

body construction. This dynamic resembles a reverse panopticon, since the influencers 

repeatedly reproduce their daily steps to broadcast their pursuit of a healthy lifestyle to a wide 

audience. It is within this context that the influencers are able not only to build their idea of 

health, but also to show how it can be adapted to different life moments in a never-ending 

construction where body shape is one of the main elements. 

 

3.6.2. Ubiquitous and modulated content: The never-ending control and construction of 

routines 

The healthy lifestyle is also ubiquitous in the influencers’ performativities, which means that, 

in many moments of their lives, influencers try to keep the routines they are used to in order to 

maintain their lifestyles. To show this, we start with one post by Camila, which is depicted in 

Figure 9. She shows her lunch on an ordinary day and details her meal. She also highlights 

possible changes in order to vary the meal and still have a healthy lunch. 
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Caption: Today’s lunch... Yes, it could be my dinner, the secret of a 

defined abdomen comes from the choices we make all day! Today I 

ate salmon with salad, but it could be fish with vegetables and brown 

rice, or tilapia with mashed sweet potato, or even whole grain pasta 

with homemade tomato sauce and some protein of your choice or 

need! Diet is not eating only sweet potatoes with chicken, or just 

salad. (...). Going to the nutritionist goes beyond aesthetics, it changes 

you from the inside out! Getting off the diet is natural, it’s normal, I 

do it without guilt. But I have in my conscience that this lifestyle and 

a constant choice that we who are passionate about healthy living 

have to do. The world is full of temptation... I managed to change my 

life through persistence in diet, in training. Discipline and focus on any area are critical! We 

make choices all day, and every choice will reflect in our future. (…) Nothing comes fast, but 

if you plant good things you'll harvest them someday. 

 

Figure 9. Camila Guper’s Instagram Post on 28/06/2017 

 

Camila’s post shows how easily the healthy life construction can be incorporated into 

one’s daily routine. She reinforces the ideas of health as a long-term construction and of 

individual responsibility. Here, we can see how “unplaced” and independent of a “forced” 

supervision the routine is. Different from what happened in the disciplinary societies theorized 

by Foucault, in which discipline was imprisoned and institutionalized, here, she herself turns 

her audience into her panopticon, as she is in the center being observed by everyone who has 

access to the content she shares. 

She also highlights the possibility of adapting these healthy choices to one’s preferences 

or necessities. This idea helps create modulation (Deleuze, 1992): as individuals can adapt the 

choices of the healthy lifestyle to their own preferences (as long as they are still considered 

healthy), it is easier for the lifestyle control to take place. In societies of control, the flows must 

be different for each individual, adapting to their subjectivities. This is another element that 

helps promote control in this new kind of society. 

Although Camila highlights that the greater goal of her actions is to be healthy, she gives 

considerable focus to aesthetical issues related to it, incorporating various elements of the “new 

health consciousness” (Crawford, 1980, 2006), since she connects eating to body shape 

maintenance and associates it with healthy living. This idea is stated in her text and reinforced 
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by the picture, where she shows herself eating healthily alongside her defined abdomen. As 

such, not only health is put as a long-term, daily choice based construction, but also is body 

shape, helping constitute the controlled body. 

This idea of health as a construction is also present in the interviews with the 

influencers’ followers. It is clearly stated in the next quote, from Isabella, when she talked about 

what it takes to live a healthy life: 

 

It’s a whole set [of things]. It's a set of the time that you take to do it, it's a set of other 

factors. You can eat one piece of pizza a day and get thinner. You can eat a lot of healthy 

foods and get fat. So, everything is very relative, everything is a... having a healthy life 

nowadays is a construction. (Isabella – follower and microinfluencer) 

 

In this context, another healthism element emerges from the data: the fact that it is the 

individual who is responsible for pursuing, achieving, and maintaining the healthy lifestyle 

(Crawford, 2006; Murray, 2008). As the data show, the individual him or herself is responsible 

for healthiness all day, every day, promoting a controlled lifestyle, and the performative devices 

take place into these dynamics by promoting a reversed panopticon to influencers and by being 

constant reminders of lifestyle and body shape maintenance to followers.  

This controlled lifestyle that comprises healthy living and body shape construction is 

promoted not only in common daily choices, such as lunch or dinner, but also in exceptional 

life moments, reinforcing modulation and control. For example, Julia Norremose was at the 

hospital (Figure 10) after having gone through plastic surgery. Even in this delicate case, in 

order to maintain her routine and her body, she took her dinner from home. 
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Caption: As much as the service here is the best, you know me… I 

brought my [own] detox soup [from home] because I deserve it! I'm 

SUPER well and the surgery was a huge success! But since I'm going 

to spend the night in the hospital for safety, I brought my soup! (…) 

Eating is essential for a good recovery, and the surgery makes us 

swell a lot, right?! So, FOCUS is redoubled around here! 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Julia Norremose’s Instagram post on 07/11/2017 

 

Her post is a strong example of modulation, since she adapts herself even to the most 

extreme situations. Also, we can see how, in societies of control, nothing is finished, and 

individuals are always working toward achieving their life objectives (Deleuze, 1992). 

As health is considered a never-ending construction – as I showed in the last section –, 

it means that it has to be built in almost every moment of our lives, from the simplest, as Camila 

showed with her lunch, to the most extreme, as Julia showed by taking her own food to eat in 

the hospital after having plastic surgery. As such, in the context of healthy living, choices 

towards a goal are made all the time, in the most different situations, characterizing an endless 

process. Also, these choices are commonly said to have alternatives within the context of that 

lifestyle, so that it can suit the individuals’ life in the best way, characterizing the modulation.  

 

3.6.3. Ubiquitous desires and confessions: The dynamics of showing control has been 

achieved 

The never-ending construction of one’s health and body in a controlled manner is highly 

associated with the idea of balance. For the individuals within this culture, to be healthy is to 

be balanced, which means that one must keep a daily healthy routine but also know that one 

can (and must) escape that routine, sometimes. Nevertheless, one must learn how to identify 

the right moments to do that, leading to a sense of a forced, controlled balance. The next quote 

exemplifies this thought: 
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Being healthy is to know how to eat well. So, for me, it is you know that you need 

certain nutrients, know what your body needs, and also enjoy when you have some 

birthday, when you go to a restaurant, you know how to enjoy it. And also, don’t forget 

about doing physical activity, sports. I think this is the main thing of being healthy; it’s 

uo to you to exercise. The rest is about you eating really well. And do not deprive 

yourself of anything you feel like. Because eating is very good! (Helena) 

 

Another element that calls for attention is this phrase from Luiza, another interviewee: 

“It is not to eat what you want every day just because you are happy.” This idea is present 

throughout the dataset and sets in opposition the things that you should do and the things that 

you want to do. According to Luiza, what people want to eat is not what is considered healthy 

eating on a daily basis. As such, this idea corroborates the sense of a controlled balance within 

this lifestyle: people know both what and when they should eat, keeping a routine in order to 

recognize moments of exception, which they should enjoy in order to keep this balance. 

To help with keeping this balance enters routine. It is keeping a controlled routine that 

leads people to recognize which moments are exceptions and, therefore, should be enjoyed. In 

the next quote, the follower discusses how her routine helped her lose weight when she went to 

her student exchange: 

 

I'm very methodical; I really like routine. I think routine helps us to keep our habits. (...) 

For example, I lost a lot of weight in my student exchange (...) because I managed to do 

my routine according to my interests and the intensity I wanted. It was the routine that 

favored me to lose weight. (Isabella – follower and microinfluencer) 
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By looking at Isabella’s quote, we can see that obeying is no longer related to discipline 

or to the panopticon. Here, control has taken over; the panopticon is gone. Discipline has 

become habit, a routine that is controlled at all times. In this context, the dynamics detailed in 

the first two parts of the analysis help build this sense of need for a routinization of daily life. 

As such, discipline is internalized as something that the individual performs at all times in order 

to achieve a greater goal. In Isabella’s case, as in the cases of most of the interviewees, keeping 

her routine had to do not only with maintaining a healthy lifestyle, which she reinforced was 

her main goal during her whole interview, but also with controlling the body to achieve a thinner 

body shape.  

In this sense, routine helps individuals pursue their desired body shape. As such, it is 

body shape that awakens desire in this network (Kozinets, Patterson, & Ashman, 2017). 

Nevertheless, it also is what triggers the necessity for control (Thompson, forthcoming; Zwick 

& Denegri-Knott, 2009) in order for it to be achieved. 

In this context, another element that awakens desire is the moments of exception. In 

these control dynamics that take place through performative devices, when individuals give in 

to desire, we observe the associated practice of confession in a confessional dynamic explored 

by Foucault (1978). In this context, we see both the confession of admitting doing something 

that is not part of the routine, the exception, and also the confession to redeem oneself. Figure 

11, which depicts an Instagram post made by Gabriela Pugliesi, examples this dynamic of 

confessing: 
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Caption: A kiss for those who are still trying to burn the Thursday 

drinks! Because here it is 85% focus and 15% free (the proportion 

may have a margin of error depending on the time of the year). 

Today it is all about drinking lots of water, doing workout, and 

drinking green juice! Waking up and dressing @alekta is already 

halfway for not giving up! 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Gabriela Pugliesi’s Instagram post on 21/10/2017 

 

Here, Gabriela talks about returning to her routine after having an exceptional moment; 

the “Thursday drinks” she mentions are the drinks she had on her birthday party, which she also 

references in previous posts. Now, after having confessed to have engaged in a moment of 

exception, surrendering to desire, she confesses to be going back to her usual routine, not only 

because it is her normal routine, but also to try to compensate for her moment outside of the 

routine. As such, performative devices allow individuals to perform confessional practices in 

order to show that control is still taking place. As such, making the confession through 

performative devices characterizes a moment of redemption in the controlled society for the 

(allowed) “sin” committed. 

The difference here from the confessional proposed by Foucault (1978) is that it is no 

longer based on the panopticon, since, as highlighted before, it has been internalized, opening 

a path for continuous, ubiquitous control. As such, the controlled balance necessary for the 

maintenance of the healthy lifestyle and, therefore, body shape, is being built by means of a 

dynamic that opposes moments of keeping up a routine versus (expected and calculated) 

moments of exception in which desire takes place. The confessional practice helps show that 

something unusual was done but that the normal routine is already back, counterbalancing 

processes of desire. 
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3.7. Discussion 

This work has discussed how influencers display lifestyles through performative devices 

(Thompson, forthcoming) acting as modulators (Deleuze, 1992; Zwick & Denegri-Knott, 2009) 

of consumers, maintaining them, in Deleuzian terms, in a “society of control.” As such, I 

classify this dynamic as a lifestyle-controlling assemblage: a network of elements in which 

individuals (in this case, influencers and followers), the content generated by them, and 

performative devices interact thereby promoting a controlled lifestyle. 

I found that performative devices within these lifestyle-controlling assemblages act in 

three ways. First, the ubiquitous nature of the medium provides repetition. Instagram, as such, 

acts as a tool for health and body development through repetition. Through the emphasis of 

routinization, translated by repeated-theme photographic displays, the nature of Instagram 

produces a desired body. If, on one hand, it shows how the assemblage of bodily devices and 

bodily displays—through performance—gives the power to consumers to build their own 

bodies in spite of singular institutions, on the other, the dismembering of the body and the self-

imposed panopticon lead to a disciplinary stance on how the body can be routinely built.  

Second, the ubiquity of performative devices fosters modulation. As Deleuze (1992) 

and Zwick and Denegri-Knott (2009) state, the idea of modulation is the amplification of the 

panopticon (Foucault, 1975) to beyond bounded institutions, to encompass the technocapitalist 

control of life in all its aspects. The results show, indeed, that, in accordance with Cavusoglu 

and Demirbag-Kaplan (2017), healthism has embraced and transformed itself in mental and 

aesthetical manifestations. The role of performative devices in the amplification of control in 

these networks of desire is related with spectacularizing the daily lives of individuals who 

proudly display the modulation of their own lives, transforming their disciplined routines into 

displays of desire. Once we take a discourse that is disciplinary and repressive, transform it into 

desire displays connecting with other areas of life, and show how it can be adapted to different 

situations, characterizing modulation, the result is a more controlled society.  
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Finally, these assemblages maintain the society of control by being a channel for 

confessions (Foucault, 1978). Kozinets, Patterson, and Ashman (2017) investigate cases in 

which desire was unleashed, driving passion for consumption to transgressive extremes. 

However, every time there is an impression of extreme, individuals “confess,” either toward 

discipline or toward “indiscipline.” The balance is founded on modularization. As such, 

extremes must be counterbalanced to achieve the control over one’s lifestyle and the modulated 

body. 

Thus, my main contribution resides in the literature on control as I build the idea of a 

lifestyle-controlling assemblage that articulates individuals, content, and performative devices 

into control dynamics. These heterogeneous parts contribute to build a whole (Delanda, 2006) 

that acts in controlling not only individuals’ desires (Kozinets, Patterson, & Ashman, 2017), 

but also the paths these individuals employ in order to fulfill this desire. In this context, of a 

lifestyle focused on healthy living, the main desire is the body shape that comes associated with 

achieving the “being healthy” status. Thus, different from Kozinets, Patterson, and Ashman 

(2017), where desire is celebrated and unleashed by technology, here, it is forged and controlled 

by socially constructed ideals that are disseminated and reinforced (and also constructed) by 

technology—similar to the case of technology enabling companies to manufacture costumers 

(Zwick & Denegri-Knott, 2009). Therefore, performative devices, by interacting with content 

and individuals, assemble a social reality in which the control of lifestyles is not only possible, 

but also pervasive, and where body shape is a site for identifying that controlled lifestyle has 

taken place. 

 

3.8. Conclusion 

In this study, I investigated how performative devices enable societies of control and the 

controlled body. I saw that technology, because of its ubiquitous nature, promotes an unceasing 

repetition of formats and modulated content, and confessional relations between influencers 
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and followers, ultimately encouraging the control of lifestyles and body shape. As such, I 

understand this dynamic as being a lifestyle-controlling assemblage. 

This work presents some limitations. First, I have deliberately focused on women to 

develop this work and answer my research question. Nevertheless, I believe that the 

investigation of men to better understand issues of body control could also be of great value. 

As Dworkin and Wachs (2009) have shown, men are also a subjected to body control; yet the 

issues around body shape for men are different than those for women: as the idealized body 

shape is much different—both fit and toned, but big and strong for men (Lilleaas, 2007; 

Molander, Kepple, & Ostberg, 2018), and tiny and thin for women (Scott-Dixon, 2008)—, the 

practices towards achieving that body shape are also different, such as the amount of food intake 

and the types of exercising routine. As such, investigating men could be of great value to 

understand how this different context might bring new contributions to the literature on control. 

Second, in my investigation, I did not have direct access to the interviewees’ usage of 

social media—for example, I did not stay with the interviewees all day long to see how many 

times they checked their Instagram accounts, or asked them to write down their routines. 

Therefore, their frequency of usage, contact with and adherence to the influencers’ content was 

interpreted through the interviews when the followers talked about what they enjoyed seeing 

within each Instagram profile and the specificities of this content. Also, the repetition of the 

same opinions on each influencer among most of the interviewees helped build an 

understanding on how the technology’s usage, and content shared on the platform helped 

control the lifestyles of the interviewees. 

Lastly, I understand that an investigation on products, services, and brands within 

lifestyle-controlling assemblages would be interesting to understand the role these elements 

play. Throughout data collection, it became evident that products, services, and brands all 

permeate the influencers’ content generation. Also, as it is common for influencers to work as 
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brand ambassadors (Forbes, 2017; Ruiz-Gómez, 2019), the role of these elements could be of 

great value for advancing the literature on the topic. 
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4. GENERAL DISCUSSION 

In this last section, I present a general discussion of my work by addressing its contributions, 

implications, and limitations. First, I discuss the main theoretical contributions of my work, 

showing how the two articles presented here work together in a bigger framework. Second, I 

address the implications of my research to the Brazilian social context, addressing the value of 

body shape and how public policy makers could benefit from the findings of this work. Third, 

I present some managerial implications related to the necessity of managers to be aware about 

the positioning of products and brands in this delicate body (re)production Brazilian context. 

Finally, I close this general discussion by addressing these researches’ limitations and signaling 

paths for future research. 

 

4.1. The production and reproduction of the body: theoretical contributions 

My general research objective with this work was to broaden the understanding of the different 

ways the body is produced and reproduced in society. I did that by analyzing the Instagram 

profiles of three female digital influencers who work generating content about healthy living, 

and 11 of their female followers. This process of data collection led me to analyze two different 

issues: a first one in which taste, practices, and distinction stands out, and a second one in which 

what calls for attention are matters of control and discipline. As such, I translated these issues 

into different paths of analysis of the same data set, which led me to develop the two articles 

presented here that helped me respond to my broader research question. 

In my first article, I investigated the role of the body and its meanings in the taste 

transformation process. I focused on addressing, through my analysis, taste displays, cultural 

capital, and practices of body management. The main finding for this first article was that the 

body plays a central role in triggering taste transformation, being central for individuals to 

navigate through different kinds of distinction in body-centered consumption fields. As such, I 
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contribute to the literature on taste (Bourdieu, 1984; Arsel & Bean, 2013; Maciel & Wallendorf, 

2017; McQuarrie, Miller, & Phillips, 2013; Warde, 2014) by bringing the body to a more central 

position in my theorization process. In this sense, I extend the investigation initiated by Maciel 

and Wallendorf (2017), which puts a start to the investigation of the body as central to practices 

of taste demonstration. 

In the second article, my aim was to understand how performative devices enable 

societies of control and the controlled body. I have showed that performative devices 

(Thompson, forthcoming) promote the repetition of formats and the modulation of contents that 

allow the control of lifestyles and body shape ideals. As such, I contribute to the literature on 

control by showing that there is a lifestyle-controlling assemblage that promotes the 

(re)production of body shape ideals. Also, I show how a particular characteristic of these 

devices (ubiquity) influences this process, describe how the controlling of lifestyles occurs 

(through the relations that exist among the assemblages’ parts), and further explore 

assemblages, something that has already been called for attention in consumer culture research 

(Thompson, forthcoming). 

Together, these two articles help build a broader theoretical framework of 

comprehension of the ways the body is produced and reproduced in society. While in the first 

one I focused on taste transformation by showing how it helps produce and reproduce body 

aesthetics by associating it to taste regimes (Arsel & Bean, 2013) and distinctive status, in the 

second one I focused on the role of technology—more precisely, performative devices—by 

showing how it helps create and maintain lifestyle-controlling assemblages that articulate 

technology itself, influencers, and followers in an assemblage in which content on ways of 

living is constantly and repeatedly created, displayed, and associated to a idealized body shape. 

Therefore, the two articles are integrated in the sense that we see the influencer, through 

technology, interacting with—and helping create and reproduce—both taste regimes and 
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lifestyle-controlling assemblages. In this context, the influencer gains centrality as an actor that 

helps not only modify preferences and practices (as shown in the first article), but also create 

networks that modulate and control individuals (as shown in the second article)—which 

contributes to reproduce and reinforce those processes. It is through this broader theoretical 

framework that we can see how the body is produced and reproduced in taste regimes and how 

technology helps control this production and reproduction through lifestyle-controlling 

assemblages.  

 

4.2. Healthy living, digital influencers, and the Brazilian context: tastes and control 

shaping women’s body-related choices 

The promotion of a healthy living lifestyle is something traditionally associated with a fight 

against obesity—which has been increasing worldwide since the 80’s (Crawford, 1980). In 

Brazil, more specifically, more than half of the population is overweight, while 20% of the 

adults are considered obese (Folha de São Paulo, 2017). This situation has led the past 

administration’s Health Ministry to launch a program for obesity reduction through the 

promotion of healthy practices in the country until 2019 (Folha de São Paulo, 2017). Not only 

the government, through public policies, has been trying to fight obesity with the promotion of 

healthy living, but also mass media makes this association, for example, through television 

shows with this intent and magazines specialized in weight loss (Dworkin & Wachs, 2009). It 

is in this context of healthy living promotion that related online content generated by digital 

influencers has been growing. In Brazil, digital influencers promoting a healthy lifestyle have 

been gaining space especially through Instagram, as this study has shown. 

In a context where healthy living promotion is being used to fight diseases by many 

spheres of society, such as the government, mass media, and ordinary people online, concerning 

issues might still take place, as the findings of the two studies in this work show. First, even 
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though healthy living is being marketed online as a lifestyle that brings benefits to personal 

health—with achieving the healthy status being the apparent ultimate goal—body shape (as a 

goal) and body management (as a practice) are still very present in the influencers’ Instagram 

content and followers’ stories shared in their interviews. In this sense, as I have shown in my 

first study, body shape is the main reason for individuals to engage in healthy living—and 

continues to be one of the main concerns after the new lifestyle has been adopted. Second, this 

ubiquitous way of communicating this lifestyle through performative devices help create an 

online environment in which this goal of achieving a body shape associated with healthy living 

is turn into a full-time concern. As I have shown in my second article, ubiquitous technology 

enables a reinforcement of body shape ideals, creating a channel through which it is possible 

for anyone to show everybody—through a megaphone effect (McQuarrie, Miller & Phillips, 

2013)—how to achieve this ideal body shape in any personal context. 

These two implications, together, show that this ubiquitous online environment that 

enables the dissemination of the healthy living lifestyle might also be promoting a great focus 

on achieving and maintaining a specific body shape, which is usually thin, fit and toned 

(Dworkin & Wachs, 2009). In extreme cases, it might promote a culture of anorexia (Bordo, 

1993). In this sense, there is already some evidence that the dissemination of body ideals-related 

images on social media might be promoting the spreading of eating disorders among teenagers 

(O Estado de São Paulo, 2019). Thus, the sharing of body-related images online needs reflection 

and precaution from the ones who are sharing, especially when associated with a lifestyle such 

as healthy living, which is usually stated as necessary for everyone by the government and 

physicians in general (Crawford, 1980, 2006), and reinforced by mass media (Dworkin & 

Wachs, 2009) and now, as this work has shown, by people on the online medias. 

Therefore, the government could develop public policies that target the issues related to 

body ideals and body shape maintenance (such as eating disorders programs) together with 
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initiatives of healthy living promotion, since, as this work shows, the association between these 

two areas is still very present. In this sense, as body-related issues appear already in a very early 

age (Campbell & Pebbles, 2014; Schur, Sanders, & Steiner, 1999), the implementation of such 

programs in schools, with seminars and dynamics, could be a start. Also, to work on these issues 

with young adults, other programs could be adopted by universities along with student 

associations to make individuals aware of this issue and discuss it in order to try to change this 

scenario. 

In this sense, policies on health maintenance and body-related issues could be developed 

together in order to break the association that is being built around the thin body as a proxy for 

being healthy, which, as stated, could lead to the development of other diseases. As such, for 

the Brazilian context, where there is a culture that highly values body shape (Goldenberg, 

2010), this work presents a contribution of alerting to the dangers of the association being built 

around between being healthy and being thin, showing that the latter is one main reason for 

start pursuing the former, and that the online environment promotes the broad dissemination 

and control of this culture. Therefore, the development of policies that directly attack these 

issues together are important for building a positive impact social well-being. 

 

4.3. Healthy living consumption (re)producing body ideals: managerial implications 

This work was developed within a context of great appreciation for a certain body shape 

associated to the healthy living lifestyle. In this context, although achieving health is said to be 

the main objective of adopting this lifestyle, body shape still plays a central role: it is both a 

goal to be achieved and an element to be managed within this lifestyle. In this sense, companies 

and brands that wish to enter the healthy living-related consumption market—or that are already 

in it—need to carefully think about and plan how they are going to do it so that no unintended 

social consequences happen due to the company’s actions. 
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As digital influencers are commonly used by brands as brand ambassadors (Forbes, 

2017), it is necessary for brands to be aware about the role of the influencer on social media, 

paying attention to issues such as what does the influencer post on a daily basis and what are 

the main contents generated by the influencer. Usually, the work of the influencers, by 

generating content online, is highly connected to brands’ communication (Uzunoğlu & Kip, 

2014)—something that also appears in the data collected for this work. Throughout the data set, 

it becomes evident that the three digital influencers are communicating products and brands on 

a regular basis, usually connecting them to their healthy lifestyle, and how these products might 

help other people achieve it, building an association between the brands announced, their 

lifestyle, and the consequences of pursuing it, such as a certain body shape. 

Although it was a finding not further explored in this study, the interviews with 

followers show that they are highly aware of the products and brands the influencers 

communicate—and that some of them really enjoy being aware of the new products in the 

healthy living market so that they can try new things. As I show in my second article, there is 

an assemblage that acts in controlling the pursue of the healthy living lifestyle that involves 

influencers and followers, both consuming products and services such as fitness treats, gyms, 

fight and spinning studios, clothes, ready-to-eat healthy meals, high-protein, fat free, and 

lactose free foods, organics, and much more, all of which are inserted in a routine that permeates 

completely these individuals’ lives in favor of health and body shape pursue and maintenance. 

Being aware of these issues will help brand managers to know if the influencer they are 

thinking of associating the brand with might be doing more harm than good to social welfare 

when building a positioning based on healthy living, since brands might be encouraging not 

only a healthy living pursue, but also a pursue for an idealized body shape. As such, managers 

should stay alert to what lifestyles and practices they might be promoting with their brands, and 

how it can affect the consumers’ lives. 
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4.4. Limitations and further research 

In order to understand the different ways the body is produced and reproduced in society, I have 

investigated the context of healthy living, focusing on digital influencers and their followers. 

Also, to talk about the body, I have chosen to investigate only women, since there have been, 

for a long time, issues concerning the relation between women and their bodies—more 

specifically, the disciplining and control of women’s bodies (Bordo, 1993; Dworkin & Wachs, 

2009). Nevertheless, these choices entail some limitations for this work, which I explore now 

by translating them into paths for future research. 

First, although it was a choice to only explore women in my research, the investigation 

of men could also bring important insights to body-related studies. Specially concerning my 

first article, it would be interesting to investigate how body-centered consumption fields and 

taste transformation works when it comes to men. Another issue to be investigated would be 

how (and if) do men value body shape, and which body shape is it—as it probably is much 

different than the body shape valued by the women investigated in this research (Scott-Dixon, 

2008; Dworkin & Wachs, 2009). Also, the relationship between male influencers and male 

followers would be of great value to understand how this dynamic might affect the taste 

transformation process. 

Second, concerning the development of public policy, it would be important to also 

interview women that have (or had) eating disorders or self-image disorders in order to 

understand if they, somehow, interact with these contents about the dissemination of the healthy 

living lifestyle and if (and if yes, how) it is related to the development of such disorders. As 

such, it would be important to understand the relationship these individuals have with digital 

influencers and how do they interact in the networks of control—the lifestyle-controlling 

assemblage explored in the second article. In this sense, talking especially with teenagers and 
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young adults could bring valuable information to fight these problems and the direct association 

between health, thinness, and beauty. In this sense, the development of a study that brings 

together marketing and public policy would be of great value for bringing insights for social 

matters. 

Third, in order to bring more insights to the role of brands and companies on the healthy 

living-related consumption market, an important issue that was not addressed in this work—

due to the paths of analysis chosen—is the part brands and products play in helping influencers 

build the association between health and body shape, and how they might be participating in 

the lifestyle-controlling assemblage presented in my second article. Also, the investigation of 

brands associated to healthy living taste regimes could help managers better understand not 

only how brands can be positioned in this consumption market, but also how to avoid making 

a direct association between being healthy and being thin. 

Fourth, the investigation of minimalist cultures, such as the Nordic culture, in which 

body shape is not valued as it is in the Brazilian culture could bring important insights to the 

theorization of taste transformation, since, as shown in my first article, body shape was the main 

issue for individuals to start pursuing healthy living. Also, it would be interesting to understand 

how the control of lifestyles related to body shape work on cultures where it is not highly 

valued. 

Finally, exploring other social contexts within Brazilian reality, such as with 

interviewing informants with lower income, but with access to social media, could bring 

important findings on how the production and reproduction of the body takes place. The 

individuals investigated in my work, both influencers and interviewees, are mainly from upper 

social classes in Brazil—and the fact that pursuing and maintaining the healthy lifestyle 

disseminated by these individuals is somewhat expensive is highly connected to the profile of 

the informants. As such, there is a specific body shape that these individuals look for, and this 
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body shape and its maintenance might be different from what happens in other social classes 

(Bourdieu, 1984; Goldenberg, 2010).  Therefore, the investigation of lower income individuals, 

or of individuals that are not from big, urban city areas might bring important findings on the 

broader Brazilian reality. 
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