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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is an ethnographic study with the collection of data in a
phenomenology paradigm. The research design was based on grounded theory
research and focuses on aspects of socio-cultural context regarding body experience
in the rural area of the Northeastern region of Thailand. The ethnographic data
presented in this study illustrates women' s perception of breast cancer, cancer risk,
the feminine body and their pattern of breast self-examination, and how that relates to
breast self-examination.

This dissertation emerges out of a 3-month period of ethnographic fieldwork
among nine women who were breast cancer patients in one village. The fieldwork
was carried out in 2003 (April-July) at the women's homes. Using the health
volunteers of the village and the women with breast cancer as a starting point, I
explore the narratives of body experience presented by these women, and their
suffering from breast cancer. Several ethnographic methods were utilized: participant
observation with fieldnotes, and semi-structured and open-ended in-dept interviewing.

The study found that breast cancer is identified as part of a person' s body but
it is perceived to be related with a person' s lifestyle, and psychological distress, as
well as the socio-cultural belief and the physical surroundings of that person. When
women discuss breast cancer they use the medical discourses, which illustrates the
negative feeling about breast cancer. Women' s suffering, pain, and fear, and the
effect of the treatment are discussed. The perception of breast cancer risk is associated
with reproductive control. As a contradiction, a women' s breast symbolizes both
motherhood and female eroticism. Cultural beliefs about roles for women affect the
idea of the "social" feminine body. In summary, three breast self examination
characteristics were found: (1) Palpating unintentionally while doing routine activities;
(2) Palpating intentionally when some abnormalities are found, and; (3) breast self-
examination. As a result, popular images of breast cancer reflect women' s breast self-
examination.

The following are some of the dissertation suggestion: (i) minimize the gap
between the professional and the lay person on issues of breast cancer, through
raising awareness of caring, particularly among women. Strengthen employment in
the local area to promote breast self-examination and thus provide an incentive for
early detection at women' s homes; (ii) reduce cultural barriers, for example, identify
women' s cultural beliefs, identify specific needs, and strengthen popular care.

KEY WORDS: BREAST CANCER/RISK/ FEMININE BODY/BREAST SELF-
EXAMINATION
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