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Abstract 

Group fitness typically receives criticism from feminist scholars as a type of physical activity that 
reinforces negative cultural ideas about femininity and women’s bodies. While these criticisms are valid, 
they provide little framework for how participants may find meaning within the practice of group fitness. 
In this philosophic analysis, I outline the problems associated with group fitness, particularly those 
highlighted by feminist critics and provide ways that women who participate in group fitness can find 
meaning, especially by upending patriarchal and sexist notions about women’s bodies and femininity. To 
do this, I use the practice of Zumba fitness, a class choreographed to Latin-style dance music, as a way to 
illustrate the potential for meaning. My analysis draws from philosophic, sociological, and historical 
literature about fitness, group fitness, and femininity.  

Key words: 1. Feminism; 2. Group fitness; 3. Values 

Group fitness, and fitness broadly, often receives criticism as an activity that is anti-

feminist and reinforces stereotypical feminine body ideals. Often, scholars who study 

philosophic, socio-cultural, or historical dynamics of sport and physical activity worry that the 

practice, which often focuses on repetitive, choregraphed movements, weight loss, and toning, 

does not provide meaningful physical activity. Instead, examinations of sport and meaning 

recognize the ability of athletics to provide satisfying aesthetic experiences, to help participants 

explore their physical limitations through risk and challenge, to discover humanizing experiences 

in nature and endurance, and to find meaning through competitive success.  Although group 

fitness does not provide the participator with a connection to the natural world, the experience of 

sustained endurance, competition with others, or significant physical risk, it still can provide 

meaningful experiences.  

Group fitness classes have the ability to provide a level of meaning and value to those who 

participate in them. Even though relevant critiques of group fitness come from feminist scholars, 

the primarily women who participate can and do find ways to upend sexist norms through their 

participation. First, I will provide a brief overview of feminist critiques of fitness generally, and 
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group fitness particularly. In the second section, I will look at how participants can build 

meaning. They can, from a feminist standpoint, subvert patriarchal gender roles and work toward 

empowered embodiment. Exercisers can also, specifically in the practice of Zumba, build 

community and develop a freedom of expression through their participation.     

1. Feminist Critiques of Fitness 

Though group fitness may provide meaning for the participants engaging in aerobics, 

Zumba, or other types of classes, exercisers still face major barriers to their ability to develop 

values within a practice that often reinforces stereotypical femininity. As a number of sport 

philosophers, sociologists, and historians have noted, because the primary participants of group 

exercise classes tend to be women, issues around policing women’s bodies tend to arise. For 

some sport philosophers, the notion of fitness itself poses questions and limitations. According to 

Howes (2016), “fitness ideology” is risky because it “directs our attention towards external good 

and extrinsic forms of motivation and away from internal good and intrinsic forms of 

motivation” (p. 133). In other words, an overemphasis on external goods undermines the 

potentially more beneficial and longer-lasting internal goods.  

 Other philosophers, such as Sailors, Teetzel, and Weaving (2016) not only view 

distinguishing fitness from sport and health as problematic, but also see women participating in 

fitness as part of a “contested terrain” that “involves traditional heterosexist ideals of women’s 

body capabilities” (p. 47). For them, “there is a conflict between the norms of femininity and 

fitness” (Sailors et al., 2016, p. 54). Sailors, Teetzel, and Weaving use fitness pursuits, such as 

aerobic striptease, to illustrate that the connections between certain types of heterosexual 

femininity and fitness serve to objectify women and present fitness as an opportunity for women 

to alter their bodies as a way to please men. Often, as clearly argued by these philosophers, 

fitness and its relationship to femininity reifies traditional notions of what it means to be a 

(heterosexual) woman.  

 Group fitness classes, particularly aerobic dance, have been construed by sport 

sociologists as contributing to what some label the “tyranny of slenderness” (quoted in Lloyd, 

1996, p. 79). This specific kind of fitness further controls women’s bodies by encouraging 
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women to exercise as part of an obligation to attain and maintain culturally defined images of 

how women ought to look. “The onus is shifted firmly onto women’s shoulders:” according to 

Lloyd (1996), “their bodies are their responsibility—if they do not (try to) conform, then they 

have only themselves to blame, they are deficient in their womanly duties” (p. 88). Participation 

in group fitness, then, is not primarily about improving health, but about conforming to particular 

social standards of femininity that value thinness.  

 Other sociologists see aerobics as complicit to patriarchal domination because it, as 

Collins (2002) argues, “shapes women’s bodies to suit the patriarchy” (p. 91). In her interviews 

with group fitness participants, she notes that some believe that aerobics leads women to 

conform to social images, in part because the clothing worn, such as tights and leotards, 

sexualizes the exercisers. Markula (1995) argues that aerobics has, at least in part, played a role 

in pushing women to work for “the ideal feminine body,” which is toned and trim. Because many 

of the women she spoke with indicated that they worked to eliminate “problem spots” such as the 

abdomen, thighs, and underarms, in order to achieve the ideal female body, Markula (1995) 

believes that “Logically then, [women] hate looking like women” (p. 435) Again, aerobics is a 

way to police women’s bodies and continually place the responsibility on women to attain these 

stereotypically feminine bodies.  

Women group fitness instructors and participants even play a role in perpetuating these 

stereotypes. According to Newhall (2010), instructors can, through rhetoric aimed at losing 

weight, counting calories, and pushing one’s body to painful physical limits, “reinforce the need, 

for women especially, to adopt masochistic tendencies in order to measure their levels of 

success” and often “perpetuate the weight loss paradigm of exercise” (pp. 71–72). When 

instructors encourage their students to work hard to burn calories in order to be thinner and lose 

weight, or to work on toning arms, legs, and abdominals to be swimwear-ready in the summer, or 

to burn the calories from “sinful” brownies, wine, or other high-calorie foods and beverages, 

they engage in a practice that encourages women to exercise in order to look a certain way, likely 

in a way that reinforces patriarchal, heterosexist ideas about femininity. 
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 A focus on femininity and fitness also has historical roots. In the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, physicians and physical educators espoused ideas about women’s vitality that 

prescribed only light exercise and prohibited strenuous, competitive, sport and exercise 

(Verbrugge, 1988; Vertinsky, 1989). Even as women began to enter the sportworld at a higher 

rate, especially after the passage of Title IX in 1972, ideas about femininity and fitness remained 

strong. By the 1980s, feminism faced a backlash, resulting in a greater emphasis on certain 

stereotypical forms of femininity; in the world of physical culture, this played out in the 

popularization of group fitness classes and home videos, especially forms of aerobic dance. 

Schultz (2014) argues that while the aerobics culture of the 1980s was liberating and 

empowering for some women, it was also a movement that “reasserts passive femininity, 

emphasizes oppressive heteronormativity, and advocates a body ideal that contradicts the 

principles of health and physical autonomy” (p. 140). During the 1970s, American women’s 

access to sport increased; however, by the 1980s, negative reactions to this newfound freedom 

and empowerment were embodied by a new culture of aerobic dance, the “fit look,” and a 

heterosexy image. Perpetuated by popular culture, such as the music videos for Diana Ross’s 

Work That Body and Olivia Newton-John’s Let’s Get Physical, and films such as Perfect and 

Flashdance, the ideology of the 1980s aerobic craze emphasized the “body-for-sex at the 

expense of the body-for-sport” according to Schultz (2014, p. 145). During this time, aerobic 

dance (and related forms of group fitness) sought to maintain stereotypically feminine looks that 

emphasized women’s (hetero)sexuality.  

These critiques of fitness, and group fitness in particular, from philosophers, sociologists, 

and historians, must be taken seriously and recognized as cause of real concern. For feminist 

considerations of the potential for meaning and value in group fitness classes, we must 

understand that the messages sent through media, clothing, and other aspects of group fitness can 

reinforce patriarchal gender norms. A conformity to heterosexist and culturally defined notions 

of femininity that allows for a patriarchal control of women’s bodies has serious consequences 

for developing meaning, especially from a feminist standpoint, in group fitness classes. The 

danger of reinforcing stereotypical ideas of womanhood by controlling women’s bodies raises 

questions, such as: is it possible for women to take part in group fitness while recognizing these 
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implicit messages about femininity and also finding meaning within the activity itself? Can 

feminist women participate, in good faith, in fitness classes that they know send negative and 

harmful messages about femininity and women’s embodiment? In the following section, I will 

argue that it is possible for feminist women to take part in group fitness, fully aware of the 

problems associated with it, yet able to develop meaning in the practice. 

2. Meaning in Group Fitness 

 The development of meaning in intentional physical activity, has roots in our humanity. 

Humans, according to Metheny (1965), are meaning-seeking creatures who must find their “own 

human endeavors meaningful” in order to “preserve [their] own sense of human identity” (p. 

103). While some believe that music and art more readily produce this kind of meaning, Metheny 

(1965) argues that physical practices are “uniquely meaningful in their own right” (p. 106). This 

is, at least partly, because movement is a symbolic form with connotations that convey 

“emotional mood” (Metheny, 1965, p. 74).  

 Other philosophers have noted how some activities, such as endurance sport, provide 

unique paths toward human meaning. In recalling the American Pragmatist tradition of William 

James, Anderson and Lally (2004) view endurance training (such as running, cycling, and 

triathlon training) as something that “provides the setting for a sustained inquiry into the 

meaning and import of our own lives, to the lessons of suffering and possibility, as well as of 

failure and loss” (p. 17). Additionally, Hochstetler and Hopsicker (2012) see endurance sport as 

providing “humanizing possibilities” and as “emblematic of the depths of experience available 

through commitment to sporting practices” (p. 118). Broadly, sport and physical activity provide 

opportunities for meaning and value in a variety of domains, such as developing excellence in 

performance (Kretchmar, 1975a; Loland, 2002; Simon, 2010), building strong communal bonds 

from cooperation, friendship, and teamwork (Gréhaigne, 2011; Hyland, 1978; Kretchmar, 

1975b), and providing potential aesthetic enjoyment (Boxill, 1984; Cordner, 2003; Elcombe, 

2012; Kaelin, 1979).  

 In addition to providing meaning on a human level that is available to all participants, 

sport and physical activity also have the ability to provide a space for women to carve out unique 
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meanings that counter traditional ideas about gender and femininity. While it is possible that 

sport can (and has) reinforced patriarchal gender roles throughout history, there are ways that 

women create meaning for themselves by participating and shaping new ideas about femininity 

(for example, see Sailors, 2013). The study of group fitness also fulfills Brabazon’s (2006) call to 

“talk to women where they are rather than where we want them to be” (p. 79). Aerobics has the 

potential to counter heterosexist gender norms, because it “presents a feminine form that is 

strong, resilient and flexible” (Brabazon, 2006, p. 79). Physical activity, particularly group 

fitness, can provide meaning-seeking women with the ability to search for and find greater 

depths to their own humanity while also challenging patriarchal gender stereotypes.  

2.1. Feminist Practices in Group Fitness 

 Although critiques of group fitness as a practice that reinforces traditional notions of 

femininity (as noted in a previous section) are relevant and necessary, it does not follow that it 

cannot provide a space for subverting patriarchal gender norms. To do this, women group 

exercisers must recognize the sexist and misogynistic ideals present in the activity, especially 

those reinforced by sexual objectification and conflicting notions of femininity and fitness. 

Women who participate in group fitness and challenge gender norms employ a “feminist 

apologetic,” where they “feel they must compensate for their participation in a sport understood 

to be feminine and/or restrictive in other ways by stressing and using their feminist 

orientation” (Collins, 2002, p. 95). In other words, they work to remain actively feminist—taking 

part in a movement practice that often encourages traditional feminine gender roles, while also 

recognizing them and challenging them. For Hentges (2014), “feminist understandings” of 

fitness are the “perfect antidote” to “feminine understandings” of fitness that “keep women in 

boxes of the perfect body, a focus on appearance, and a fear of building muscles and strength” (p. 

90). Instead of viewing fitness as a goal, feminist fitness sees it as a “process and a state of 

being” (Hentges, 2014, p. 95). Thus, women can and often do take part in group fitness in a 

feminist way that interrupts sexist norms about femininity.  

 Subverting patriarchal cultural norms. Collins (2002), in her sociological study, found 

that feminist participants in aerobics subvert patriarchal cultural norms and employ different 
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strategies for feminist fitness practice. Some women exercisers distance themselves from the 

parts of the practice they do not condone, such as revealing aerobic outfits and offensive music 

lyrics. Instead of actively resisting and critiquing these aspects of the class, they choose to accept 

a compromise and adopt an attitude of “some things are better left ignored” so that they can 

continue to participate (Collins, 2002, p. 96). While resistance may be, often, a more desirable 

feminist stance, distancing “enables feminists to participate in mainstream cultural 

practices” (Collins, 2002, p. 97).   

 Secondly, some feminists actually reject some of the critiques imposed on aerobic dance. 

Instead, they see aspects of the activity, such as repetitive movements done by following an 

instructor as empowering, enjoyable, and positive. One exerciser notes, in Collins’ interviews, 

that because the world is not ideal for women (for example, they already live in a world where 

the patriarchy limits and controls women’s movements), repetitive aerobic dance movements can 

serve as a good starting point for women already uncomfortable with their bodies. The 

interviewed exercisers also challenged critiques that the space for aerobics was confined and 

separate from others by embracing the private space, with one aerobics participant saying that 

“‘Aerobics is a form of meditation…being isolated to a certain space is crucial to that’” (Collins, 

2002, p. 99).   

 Thirdly, women can assert agency in participation and exert control over the practice 

itself. They may choose not to take part in some aspects of the group fitness classes by not doing 

movements that make them uncomfortable. Furthermore, rather than feel limited or restricted by 

following an instructor through repetitive movements, exercisers can actively choose to 

participate in a movement form they find enjoyable and empowering. The exercising woman, 

then, “sees herself as doing the controlling” and “does not consider herself an accomplice to the 

aerobics industry’s crime of domination of women’s bodies,” according to Collins (2002, p. 102). 

Finally, rather than actively work against the patriarchal issues associated with aerobics, some 

women can recognize the sexist ideological messages while also participating. For those women, 

contends Collins (2002), “the practice becomes more acceptable to them” if they can “distinguish 

between the essential elements of the workout and the ideological messages” (p. 104). In other 
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words, they can maintain the positive aspects of the exercise and cope with the uncomfortable 

parts of the practice of group fitness.  

 Thus, one potential site for meaningful engagement within group fitness, at least for 

feminist participants, is a subversion of cultural, patriarchal norms. By acknowledging the 

sexism, heterosexism, and control of female bodies often inherent in group fitness (especially 

aerobic dance), participants can engage with meaningful resistance. They can carve out space to 

be physically active and to enjoy intentional physical movements while recognizing that some 

aspects of aerobics and group fitness may reinforce harmful ideas about femininity. This 

recognition allows them the ability to take part in mainstream activities, while also challenging 

sexist ideologies by seeking empowerment through the practice itself. The value of the activity, 

at least for these exercisers might lie in the political—they can have their workout and 

simultaneously acknowledge, resist, and work against ideas about femininity, heteronormativity, 

and women’s bodies.  

 Empowered embodiment. In a related vein, female group fitness participants may also 

find meaning in developing strength, endurance, and pride both in their active bodies and their 

abilities. Phenomenological philosophers identify intentional movement as a key to the 

knowledge of the self. According to Sheets-Johnstone (1999), our “original kinesthetic 

spontaneity […] defines our aliveness” and “is the epistemological foundation of our learning to 

move ourselves” where we develop a “repertoire of ‘I cans’” (p. 136). In other words, our human 

understanding of ourselves, our knowledge of who we are and what we can do is informed and 

shaped by our ability to move. Sheets-Johnstone (1999) succinctly sums it up: “We literally 

discover ourselves in movement” (p. 136, italics original).  

 While some phenomenologists like Sheets-Johnstone view the human ability to move as a 

key, and even primary essence of human knowledge and ability, others, such as Young (2005), 

see this knowledge as a reproduction of gender norms. Many women may feel limited or 

restricted in purposeful, skilled movement. Young (2005) argues, because of cultural norms 

around women’s bodies, that in throwing (or running, or climbing, or swinging) like a girl, 

women and girls tend to not “put [the whole body] into fluid and directed motion,” concentrate 
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the throwing or other movement in one part of the body, and “tend not to reach, extend, lean, 

stretch, and follow through the direction of her intention” (p. 33). According to Young, these 

restricted motions are limited by lack of confidence, by uncertainty and by timidity. Rather than 

viewing their abilities as a list of “I cans” women and girls instead see their ability as a list of “I 

cannots.” Because of long-imposed cultural norms that require women to minimize the space 

they take up, much of women’s exercise and sport-related movements are inhibited.  

 In the years since Young published her essay, more women and girls participate in sport 

and various forms of physical activity. This may lead to some women and girls overcoming these 

limitations, at least to a degree, through regular participation. Certainly women athletes, both at 

elite and recreational levels can experience uninhibited movements, play with certainty and 

confidence, and run, throw, jump, and climb with bodily ease. However, many women may still 

feel less at ease with their embodiment and experience the same type of restriction described by 

Young. One potential way to minimize this bodily inhibition, for some women, may be through 

group fitness.  

 Some aerobics participants act in a way that both conforms to gendered standards of 

beauty while also challenging ideas about strength and functionality. Markula (1995), in 

interviewing a number of women who participated in aerobics, found that many of the women 

worried about their muscles becoming too big and bulky, despite the fact that they wanted more 

muscle tone. However, these women also believed that by doing aerobics, they became stronger. 

One participant in the study thought that being physically strong meant that she “could do things 

that [she] want[ed] to do” and others found strength worthwhile for pursuing other sports 

(Markula, 1995, p. 438). These women existed in a world where they both conformed to specific 

ideas about “the toned look of the ideal body” but did so, at least in part, “for functionality, not 

only for looks” (Markula, 1995, p. 438). Women in Markula’s study also identified pride in their 

bodies as a positive outcome of participation in aerobics. Some women, according to Markula 

(1995) found participation in group fitness to be “a liberating experience” because it allowed 

them to develop a pride in their bodies, as they gained muscle tone and strength (p. 439). 

Through their participation, “they no longer feel ashamed of their well-defined leg 
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muscles” (Markula, 1995, p. 439). These women exercised a type of embodied empowerment, 

even within a system that emphasized specific heterosexy femininity.   

While the practice of group fitness is not easily separated from gendered ideology about 

femininity and the body, some women’s participation can act as a challenge to these gender roles. 

Outwardly feminist exercisers can resist sexism and heterosexism from within a practice that 

they find enjoyable, while recognizing the potential issues that group fitness poses. Importantly, 

however, viewing women in group fitness as potentially challenging typical gender norms heeds 

Brabazon’s call to meet women where they are, not where we want them to be. While many 

women who take part in group fitness may not identify as feminists or think often about 

traditional gender roles, by embodying empowerment, through a new understanding of strength 

and pride, they resist traditional stereotypes about gender. Although aerobics (and group fitness) 

does not “visibly resist the patriarchal body ideal by actively aiming to build transgressive 

bodies” it “does not necessarily follow the practices set by the dominant powers” (Markula, 

1995, p. 450). In other words, group fitness, while not always a revolutionary site for gender 

politics, can serve as a small form of resistance and a place for movement away from gendered 

ideas about beauty and femininity.  

2.2. Zumba: A Case Study for Meaning 

 Many group fitness participants choose or favor one type of class. And, these classes, 

with nuanced movements and dynamics, may provide sites for meaning that are different than 

other types of group fitness. In this section, I will focus particularly on one form of popular 

group fitness—Zumba. While both women and men may develop meaning through their 

participation in Zumba, much of what is gained by participants is related to the feminist meaning 

discussed in the previous section. Zumba is a group fitness class set to Latin-inspired music, 

where participants follow choreographed moves led by a certified instructor. Using Nieri and 

Hughes’ sociological study of women’s experiences in Zumba fitness classes, along with 

philosophic literature on meaning and value, I will show that Zumba provides a basis for 

developing at least two kinds of meaning: 1) community-building and 2) freedom of expression. 
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 Unlike some other forms of group fitness, Zumba (at least, the international company), 

does not explicitly tie the workout to weight loss or appearance. Rather, the mission of Zumba is 

to create a fun, dynamic workout that is “designed to bring people together and sweat it on” and 

is for “everybody and every body” (“Zumba Classes - Dance fitness classes that are fun and 

effective.,” n.d.). While it does tout the benefits of exercise, including boosting endurance, 

strength, flexibility, and balance, the goal of Zumba is to “take the ‘work’ out of workout” and 

provide what they call “exercise in disguise” (“Zumba Classes - Dance fitness classes that are 

fun and effective.,” n.d.). Instead of selling their program as one that will alter the appearance of 

those who take part, making them slimmer and toned, Zumba instead emphasizes a fun, dance 

party atmosphere that happens to have the side benefits of increased fitness. This mission, at least 

in conjunction with the actual practice of instructors and students, allows for Zumba to help 

participants build meaning in both community-building and freedom of expression. 

Community-building. Zumba participants found that taking part in the activity “foster[ed] 

a stronger sense of social connection” than other forms of exercise (Nieri & Hughes, 2016, p. 

139). According to Nieri and Hughes, many of these Zumba exercisers found this community 

benefit, and even believed that they had strong social connections, even when they did not know 

the names of their fellow participants or socialize outside of Zumba. According to Nieri and 

Hughes (2016), many of the exercisers also found value in Zumba as a “women’s space” (p. 

142). For these women, these women’s spaces allowed them to experience “the benefit of 

socially connecting with other women” and for experiencing “greater freedom” (Nieri & Hughes, 

2016, p. 142).   

Social connectedness and community building help to alleviate some of the problems of 

individualism identified by social critics. For Bellah and others (1991), individualism “lies at the 

very core of American culture” but in many ways undergirds the problems of contemporary 

society (p. 142). Individualism may lead to isolation and loneliness, while community is rooted 

in long-term commitment, modeled virtues, solidarity, and responsibility for others (Bellah et al., 

1991). Even though Zumba exercisers may experience community on a relatively superficial 

level (especially in comparison to larger and more intense social groups), these participants see 
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themselves as part of a larger collective with shared experiences. They are committed, model 

behaviors (and model their own behaviors after others), and feel a sense of solidarity with others 

that they see as part of their social Zumba group, even if they don’t know their names. They join 

one another in encouragement, skill development, and camaraderie. In some ways, Zumba 

participants community experiences are analogous to sport teammates. Gréhaigne’s (2011) 

analysis of the importance of teammates and collective identity in sport demonstrates this shared 

commitment to community. He argues that team members are tied together not only by shared 

experiences, but because they take a “vow” which allows the group to “assert itself as 

permanent, and therefore objectivizes itself” (Gréhaigne, 2011, p. 41). Just as teammates can 

grow into a shared collective, so too can Zumba participants. While they may not be formally 

tied to one another as teammates are, these exercisers find common bonds, experiences, and 

encouragement from the community developed by regular participation.  

Freedom of expression. A second emphasis of meaning often cited by Zumba participants 

in Nieri and Hughes’s analysis includes their freedom of expression. This freedom varied from 

person to person interviewed in the study. Some talked about Zumba as a “freeing” experience, 

where they felt autonomy and the ability to veer away from pre-choreographed routines. Others 

found freedom to express themselves, where they would not be judged by others and where they 

“let loose” and even engage in personalizing the movements to fit their preferences and abilities. 

Some Zumba participants even thought this freedom allowed them to further explore and push 

their physical limits.  

 The freedom of expression recognized by Zumba participants recalls the symbolic power 

of movement noted by Metheny. She argues that movement has the potential to become a 

powerful symbolic form through connotation—sport (and other forms of physical movement) 

can indicate hope, tragedy, limitation, power, grace, and serendipity. In sport, we can easily find 

a number of symbolic meanings, whether through the euphoria of a hard-fought and dramatic 

victory over a rival opponent or through the reminders of sharing a baseball game on a Saturday 

afternoon with a beloved grandfather. This symbolic power extends to other forms of purposeful, 

physical movement, such as Zumba. For the Zumba participants in Nieri and Hughes’ study, 

!13



taking part in the choreographed routines of class do not just denote proper moves toward fitter 

bodies, but instead remind the women who participate that they can search for their physical 

limitation and develop autonomy and freedom of expression through movement. Even though 

Zumba routines are choreographed and often repeated from class to class, the participants in 

Nieri and Hughes’ study found themselves able to modify dances to fit their personality, “go 

crazy,” “let loose,” and “safely explore their bodies” (Nieri & Hughes, 2016, p. 139). By creating 

a space where women are granted the freedom of expression and autonomy over their bodies, 

Zumba becomes symbolic for the participants. It is not just an exercise routine, but instead part 

of a narrative structure symbolizing freedom. 

 The freedom and symbolism found by Zumba participants further entrenches them in the 

practice itself, deepening the potential for meaning. As MacIntyre (1984) argued, we learn of 

ourselves in the roles we play and the coherent narratives that are shaped by those roles. We 

create our own identities around these roles—identifying ourselves as mothers, daughters, 

professors, soccer players, dancers, and students. These self-identifications convey important 

values to the world. Sport, and other forms of physical culture, can help us to find our fit within a 

larger social context through meaningful narrative. By building personal narrative, through free 

expression and autonomy, rather than focusing on losing weight, improving appearance, or 

conforming to stereotypical gender norms, Zumba participants may potentially find deeper, more 

meaningful experiences through their participation in group fitness. The symbolic meaning 

associated with growing autonomy and freedom of expression allows for Zumba participants to 

grow their self-identity and enrich their personal meaning.  

3. Concluding Remarks 

Unlike most sports, group fitness does not readily provide opportunities for meaning in 

competition, skill development, creativity, or risk. It does not declare victors, routines are pre-set 

by instructors, choreography is rarely purposefully memorized, and there is little physical risk to 

participants that can push them toward unknown bodily limits. However, as evidenced by the 

voices of those that participate, the ability to find meaning within group fitness is present. In one 

vein, women and feminists can resist and subvert patriarchal standards by recognizing the very 
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real issues within the practice. They can develop movement skill, physical strength, and stamina 

as a way to resist patriarchal notions of women’s weakness and limited comportment.  

 In another way, participants in group fitness can and do find ways to build both social 

connection and personal meaning within the practice. They create communities where they are 

free to express themselves, where they can exert freedom and autonomy of movement, and 

personalize what is often seen as merely a pre-choreographed routine. The criticisms leveled by 

feminist philosophers, sociologists, and historians against group fitness, especially the continued 

objectification of women and the push toward certain standards of the ideal female body, are real 

and must be taken seriously. However, these criticisms should not limit the potential for meaning 

available to those who participate. In short, group fitness participants can, and often do, find 

meaning through this form of exercise in spite of the limitations.   
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