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Anorexia Nervosa

Psychopathology as the Crystallization of Culture

SUSAN BORDO

1996 PREFATORY NOTE

In 1983, preparing to teach an interdisciplinary course called “Gender, Culture, and
Experience,” | felt the need for a topic that would enable me to bring feminist theory
alive for a generation of students that seemed increasingly suspicious of feminism. My
sister, Binnie Klein, who is a therapist, suggested that I have my class read Kim Chernin’s
The Obsession: Reflections on the Tyranny of Slenderness. I did, and I found my Rea-
gan-era students suddenly sounding like the women in the consciousness-raising
sessions that had first made me aware of the fact that my problems as a woman were
not mine alone. While delighted to have happened on a topic that was so intensely mean-
ingful to them, I was also disturbed by what [ was reading in their journals and hearing
in the privacy of my office. | had identified deeply with the general themes of Chernin’s
book. But my own disordered relations with food had never reached the point of anorexia
or bulimia, and 1 was not prepared for the discovery that large numbers of my students
were starving, binging, purging, and filled with self-hatred and desperation. | began to
read everything I could find on eating disorders. | found that while the words and diaries
of patients were enormously illuminating, most of the clinical theory was not very help-

ful. The absence of cultural berspectwe—particularly relating to the situation of women—uvas
striking.

As a philosopher, I was also intrigued by the classically dualistic language my stu-

dents often used to describe their feelings, and I decided to incorporate a section on
contemporary attitudes toward the body in my metaphysics course. There, I discovered
that although it was predominantly my female students who experienced their lives as
a perpetual battle with their bodies, quite a few of my male students expressed similar
ideas when writing about running. | found myself fascinated by what seemed to me to
be the cultural emergence of a set of attitudes about the body which, while not new as
ideas, were finding a special kind of embodiment in contemporary culture, and I began
to see all sorts of evidence for this cultural bypothesis. “Anorexia Nervosa: Psychopathology
as the Crystallization of Culture,” first published in 1985, was the result of my initial
exploration of the various cultural axes to which my students’ experiences guided me
inmy “Gender, Culture, and Experience” and metaphysics courses. Other essays fol-
lowed, and ultimately a book, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the
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Body, further exploring eating disorders through other cultural interconnections and
mtersections: the historically female disorders, changes in historical attitudes toward
iwhat constitutes “fat” and “thin,” the structural tensions of consumer society, the post- k
modern fascination with re-making the self.

Since I began this work in 1983, my then-tentative intuitions have progressively been
validated, as 1 have watched body practices and attitudes that were a mere ripple on
the cultural scene assume a central place in the construction of contemporary subjec-
tivity, In 1995, old clinical generalizations positing a distinctive class, race, family and
“personality” profile of the woman most likely to develop an eating disorder no longer
hold, as images of the slender, tight body become ever-more widely deployed, asserting

E their homogenizing power over other cultural ideals of beauty, other cultural attitudes
toward female appetite and desire. The more generalized obsession with control of the
/mdv which 1 first began to notice in theearly eighties now supports burgeoning indus-
mes in exercise eqzuiwmagmzwimsmﬁm%pmcuces
which are engaged in by greater numbers and more diverse groups of people all the time.
Oun television, “infomercials” hawking stomach-flatteners, miracle diet plans, and wrin-
kle-dissolving cosmetics have become as commonplace as aspirin ads. As the appearance
of our bodies has become more and more important to personal and professional suc-
cess incidence of eating disorders bas risen, too, among men. All of this bas led to
an explosion of written material, media attention and clinical study, much of it strongly
bearing out nry observations and interpretations. | bave not, bowever, incorporated any
new studies or statistics into the piece reprinted here. With the exception of a few end-
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notes, it appears substantially as it did in its original version.

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 con-
sidered 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 whart exrent historical processes were involved in what might seem to be the
purely biological “events”™ such as the circulation of bacilli, or the extension

i
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, tor-
ture it, force 1t to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs.
Michel Foucm?[t}isciplme and Punish

A

I believe in being the best I can be,
I believe in watching every calorie . . .

Crystal Light television commercial

i EATING DISORDERS, CULTURE, AND THE BODY

Jules Henry has said, “is the final outcome of all that is wrong with ﬁ
“~Fculture.”" In no case is this more strikingly true than in that of anorexia nervosa and

Bullrnn barely known a century ago, yet reaching epidemic proportions today. Far from

l)emg y the result of a superhcial fashion phenomenon these disorders, [ will argue, reflect ™

and call our attention to some of the centr 3 ure——fr()m our historical her- 7 '




228 Susan Bordo

the disquieting meaning of contemporary beauty ideals i an era of grearer female pre
chEmltwﬂgverBéfge. o

“"Changes in the incidence of anorexia? have been dramatic.’ In 1945, when Lud -
Binswanger chronicled the now famous case of Fllen West, he was able to say that *from,
a psychiatric point of view we are dealing here with something new, with a new sy
tom.”* In 1973, Hilde Bruch, one of the proncers in underst

anding and treating cati:
disorders, could still say that anorexia was “rare indeed.™ Today, in 1984, it is w1
mated that as many as one in every 200-250 women berween the ages of thirteen an.d
twenty-two sutfer from anorexia, and that anvwhere from 12 to 33 pereent of colleg
women control their weighe through vomiting, diuretics, and laxatives.® The New Yorl
Center tor the Study of Anorexia and Bulimia reports thar i the frst five
1984 1t received 252 requests for trearment, as compared to the 30 requests received
all ot 1980.7 Even correcting for increased social awareness of cating disorders and
greater willingness of sufferers to report their illnesses, these statistics
provocative. 50, too, is the facr chat 90 percent of all anore

months o

are startling and
crics are women, and tha
of the 5,000 people cach year who have part of their intestines re
losing weight 80 percent are women.

;A\n_grexia nervosa is clearly, as Paul Garfinkel and David Garner have called i, ;Y “mul-
rjdimcn;m'irh f;lmjlial, llqr‘gmﬂj_‘(,;_()gl&]i‘[i‘ywl{,_;1“11(11‘_11(‘)35”’71}'3 biological
i als to produce a “final
980s, with growing evidence, not only of an overall
mcerease in trequency of the disease, but of its mgher incidence

moved as an aid in

factors interacting in varying combinations in different individu
common pathway. ™" In the carly |

I certain populations.,
attention has begun to turn, too, to cultural factors as significant in the pathogenesis ol
caning disorders. " Unril very recently, however, the most that could be expected in the
way ot cultural or socialanalysis, with very few exceptions, was the (unavoidable) recog-
mition that anorexia is relaced o the mcreasing emphasis that fashion has placed on
slenderness over the past fifteen vears.! This, unfortunate
tery with another, more profound than the first.

What we need to agk'is why gur culture is so obsessed with keeping our bodies slim,

lv, is only to replace one mys-

tight, and young that when 300 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 “get-
ting tat”"—is far more bizarre than the anorectic’s misperceptions of her body image, or
the bulimics compulsive vomiting. The nightmares of nuclear holocaust and our des-
perate BT F

bodtes—s arenas ot Contro==perhaps one of the few available
arenasorcontrol we have lefe in the twentieth century—are not unconnected, of course.
The connection, if explored, could be significant, demystifying, instructive.

50, too, we need to explore the fact that it is women who are
Kim Chernin calls “the tyranny of slenderness,™

most oppressed by what
and that this particular oppression is
A post-1960s, post-feminist phenomenon. In the fifties, by contrast, with middle-class

women once again out of the factories and satelv immured in the home. the dominant

ideal of female beauty was exemplified by Marilvn Monroe—hardlv vour androgynous,

athletic, adolescent body type. At the peak of her popularity, Monroe was often described
as “temininity incarnate,” “femaleness embodied™; last term, a student of mine
described her as “a cow.™ Is this merely a change in whar size hips, breasts, and waist

are considered attractive, or has the very idea of incarnate femaleness come to have a
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Iilferent meaning, different associations, the capacity to stir up different fantasies and
smages, for the culture of the eighties? These are the sorts of questions that need to be
wdressed if we are to achieve a deep understanding of the current epidemic of eating
dsorders.
The central point of intellectual orientation for this essay is expressed in its subtitle. .
I take the at develop within a culture, far from being anomalies or aéi

aberrations, to be characteristic expressions of that culture; to be, indeed, the crystal-
i /ation of much that is wrong with it. For that reason they are important to examine,
1s keys to cultural self-diagnosis and self-scrutiny. “Every age,” says Christopher Lasch,
“develops its own peculiar forms of pathology, which express in exaggerated form irs
underlying character scructure.”* The only aspect of this formulation with which T would

Dot St TR s et

disagree, with respect to anorexia, is the idea of the expression of an underlying, uni-
Liry cultural character stracture. Anorexia appears less as the extreme expression of a
character structure than as a remarkably overdetermined symptom of some of the mul-

tifaceted and heterogeneous distresses of our age. Just as anorexia functions in a variety
uf;V;ys in the psychic economy of the anorexic individual, so a variety of cultural cur-
Fents or streams converge in anorexia, find their perfecr, precise expression in it.
[ will call those streams or currents “axes of continuity™: axes because they meet or
converge in the anorexic syndrome; continity because when we locate anorexia on these
axes, its family resemblances and connections with other phenomena emerge. Some of
these axes represent anorexia’s synchronicity with other contemporary cultural prac-
tices and forms—bodybuilding and jogging, for example. Other axes bring to light bistorical
connections: for instance, between anorexia and carlier examples of extreme manipu-
lation of the female body, such as right corseting, or between anorexia and long-standing
rradition and ideologies in Western culture, such as our Greco-Christian traditions of
dualism. The three axes thar I will discuss in this essay (although they by no means exhaust 5
the possibilities for culrural undersmnd‘ihg’ of anorexia) are the dualist axis, the comtrol /”/ﬂ*{‘(
axis, and the gender/power axis. " (3 A e (A
Throughout my discussion, it will be assumed that the body, far from being some -
fundamentally stable, acultural constant to which we must contrast all culturally rela-
tive and institutional forms, is constantly *in the grip,” as Foucaulc puts it, of cultural

practices. Nort that this is a matter of cultural repression of the instincrual or narura

. PSS o - . - /
body. Rather, there is no “natural™ body. Cultural practices, tar from exerting their power ’{2‘( )
against spontaneous needs, “basic™ pleasures O iRstncts, or “fundamental” structures [1"(

of body experience, are already and alwavs inscribed, as Foucault has emphasized, “on
our bodies and their materiality, their forces, energies, sensations, and pleasures.’_“_‘&)&r\
bodies, no less than anything else that is human, are constituted by culture.

“Often, but not always, culrural practices have their effect on the body as experienced
(rh;éj“-ﬁVc'd bodv,” as the Fﬁ::nomenologists put it) rather than the physical body. For
example, Foucault points to the medicalization of sexuality in the nineteenth century,

N’

which recast sex from being a family marter into a privare, dark, bodily secret that was
appropriately investigated by such specialists as doctors, psychiatrists, and school edu-
carors. The constant probing and interrogation, Foucaulr argues, terreted out, eroticized
and solidified all sorts of sexual tvpes and perversions, which people then experienced
(although they had not done so originally) as defining their bodily possibilities and plea-
sures. The practice of the medical confessional, in other words, in its constant toraging
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for sexual secrets and hidden stories, acrually created new sexual secrets—and cron

cized the acts of interrogation and confession, t0o.'® Here, social practice changed peoples
experience of their bodies and their possibilities. Similarly, as we shall see, the practice -

of dieting—of saying no to hunger—contributes to the anorectic’s increasing sense
hunger as a dangerous eruption from some alien part of the self, and to a growing intox-
ication with controlling that eruption.

The physical body can, however, also be an instrument and medium of power. Fou-
cault’s classic example in Discipline and Punish is public torture during the Ancien Régime,
through which, as Dreytus and Rabinow put it, “the sovereign’s power was literaily and
publicly inscribed on the criminal’s body in a manner as controlled, scenic and well-
attended as possible.”!”

Similarly, the nineteenth-century corset caused its wearer acrual
physical incapacitation, but it also served as an emblem of the power of culture to impose
its design on the female body.

Indeed, female bodies have historically been significantly more vulnerable than male
bodies to extremes in both forms of cultural manipulation of the body. Perhaps this has
something to do with the fact that women, besides having bodies, are also associated
with the body, which has always been considered woman’s “sphere” in family life; in
mythology, in scientific, philosophical, and religious ideology. When we later consider
some aspects of the history of medicine and fashion, we will see that the social manip-
ulation of the female body emerged as an absolurely central strategy in the maintenance
of power relations between the sexes over the past hundred yvears. This historical under-

“standing must deeply affect our understanding of anorexia and of our contemporary
preoccupation with slenderness.

This is not to say that I take what I am doing here to be the unearthing of a long-
standing male conspiracy against women or the fixing ot blame on any particular participants
in the play of social forces. In this [ once again follow Foucault, who reminds us that
although a perfectly clear logic, with perfectly decipherable aims and objectives, may
characterize historical power relations, it is nonetheless “often the case that no one was
there to have invented” these aims and strategies, either through choice of individuals
or through the rational game plan of some presiding “headquarters.”'¥ We are not talk-
ing, then, of plots, designs, or overarching strategies. This does not mean that
individuals do not consciously pursue goals that in fact advance their own position. But
it does deny that in doing so they are consciously directing the overall movement of
power relations or engineering their shape. They may not even know what that shape
1s. Nor does the fact that power relations involve domination by particular groups—
say, of prisoners by guards, females by males, amateurs by experts—entail that the dominarors
are in anything like full control of the situation or that the dominated do not sometimes
advance and extend the sitnation themselves.!” Nowhere, as we shall see, is this col-
laboration in oppression more clear than in the case of anorexia.

e

THE DUALIST AXIS
{ will begin with the most general and atterruared axis of continuity, the one that begins
with Plato, winds its way to its most lurid expression in Augustine, and finally becomes
metaphysically solidified and scientized by Descartes. [ am referring, of course, to our
dualistic heritage: the view that human existence is bifurcated into two realms or sub-
stances: the bodily or material, on the one hand; the mental or spiritual, on the other.
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Pvspite some fascinating historical variations which T will not £o into here, the basic
inagery of dualism has remained fairly constant. Let me briefly describe its central fea-
uress they will turn out, as we will see, to comprise the basic body imagery of the anorectic,

Iirst, tl@dy Lwrxcnwd asxglg e, as the not-self, the nog-me. It is “fastened and
Jued™ ro me; “nailed” and “riveted” to me, as Plato desgrﬂ%ﬁln the Phaedo.*" For

bescartes, the body is the brute macerial envelope for the inner and essential self, the
tinking ching; it is ontologically distinct from that inner self, is as mechanical in its
perations as a machine, is, indeed, comparable to animal existence.
Second, the bod 1s experienced 4 Q_imz/mement and limitation: x “prison,™ a “swamp,”
all images thac occurin Plato, Descartes, and Augustine

cage,” a ffog— trom which

the soul, wnII or mmd struggles to escape. * The enemy [“the nmdncss of luse™} held my
il in his power and from it he made a chain and shackled me,” says Augustine.®! In
e work of all three philosophers, images of the soul being * “dragged™ by the body are
pr ()mmonr The body is “heavy, ponderous,™ as Plato describes it: it exerts a cl()wnward
sull 2

Third, the b()dflﬁlm enemy, as Augustine explicitly describes i time and again, and
s Plato and Desc: mes‘:r.a)n;,lv suggest in their diatribes against che body as the source
ot obscurity and confusion m our thinking. “A source of countless distractions by rea-
onof the mere requirement of food,™ says Plato; “liable also to discases which overtake

ad impede us in the pursuir of truth; it fills us full of I()vc S, And lusts, and fears, and

cancies of all l\mds, Aml Lﬂdl(.‘\\ h)()ltr\, Jnd i very tr urh s men say, takes away from

s the power of, rhml\m gara all. Whenee come wars, and hghtings, and factions? Whence
nut from the body and the Tusts of the body. ™

And, tmally, whether as an impediment to reason or as the home of the “shimy desires
of the tlesh™ {as Augustine calls them), the > body is thre locus of all that threatens our
attempts at control. I overtakes, it overwhelms, it er upts and dlsruprs This situation,
for the dualist, becomes an incitement to battle the unruly forces of the body, to show
i who is boss. For, as Plato says, “Nature orders the soul to rule and govern and the
dody to obey and serve.

All three—Plato, Augustine, and, most explicitly, Descartes—provide instructions,
rules, or models of how to gam control over the body, with the ultimate aim—for this

is what their regimen finally boils down to—of learning to live without it.* By char is
meant: to achieve intellecrual independence from the lure ()f}lig bodys illusions, to become
impervious to s distractions, and, most important, to kill off its desires and hungers.
Or trol has become ne the central issue for the soul, these are the only possible terms

of victory, as Alan \X/lrrs makes clear:

Willed control brings about a sense of duality in the organism, of consciousness in contlict
with appetite . .. But this mode of control is a peculiar example of the proverb chat noth-
my fuls like suceess. For the more consciousness is individualized by the success of the will,
the more evervrhing ourside the individual seems o be a threar—mcluding . . . the uncon-
rrolled spontancity of one’s own body. . .. Every success in conrrol therefore demands a

further success, so that the process cannot stop short of omnipotence.>

Dualism here appears as the offspring, the by-product, of the identification of the self
with control, an identification that Warts sees as lying at the center of Christianity’s ethic
/LtH CONTo), )
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of anti-sexuality. The attempt to subdue the spontaneities of the body in the intercas
of control only succeeds in constituting them as more alien and more powerful, and
thus more needful of control. The only way to win this no-win game wmd
_control, to kill off the body’s spontaneities entirely—that is, to cease to experience our
" This is what many anorectics describe as their ultimate goal. |1 want| to reach the
point,” as one puts it, “when I don’t need to eat at all.”>” Kim Chernin recalls her sur-
prise when, after fasting, her hunger returned: “1 realized [then| that my secret goal
dieting must have been the intention to kill off my appetite completely.”

It1s not usually noted, in the popular literature on the subject, that anorexic women
are as obsessed with bun cer as they are with being slim. Far from losing her appetite,
the typical anorectic is haunted by it—in much the same way that Augustine describes
being haunted by sexual desire—and is in constant dread of being overwhelmed by .
Many describe the dread of hunger, “of not having control, of giving in to biological
urge,” to “the craving, never satisfied thing,”*” as the “original fear” (as one puts it), "
or, as Ellen West describes it, “the real obsession.” “| don’t think the dread of becom
ing fatis the real . . . neurosis,” she writes, “but the consrant desire for tood . . . [H]unger,
or the dread of hunger, pursues me all morning . .. Even when I am full, I am afraid ot
the coming hour in which hunger will start again.” Dread of becoming fat, she inter-
prets, rather than being originary, served as a “brake™ to her horror ot her own unregulatable,
runaway desire for food.*! Bruch reports that her patients are often terrified at the prospecr
ot taking just one bite of food, lest they never be able to stop.*? (Bulimic anorectics.
who binge on enormous quantities of food—sometimes consuming up to 15,000 calo-
ries a day"—indeed cannot stop.)

These women experience hunger as an alien invader, marching to the tune of its own
seemingly arbitrary whims, disconnected from any normal self-re rulating mechanisms.
Indeed, it would nort possibly be so connected, for it is experienced as coming from an
area outside the self. One patient of Bruch's says she ate breakfast because “my stom-
.1mxpressing here the same sense of alienation from her hunger (and her
physical self) as Augustine’s when he speaks ot his “capror,” “the law of sin that was

/jn my member.” ™ Bruch notes that this “basic delusion,™ as she calls it, “of not own-
<' ing the body and its sensations™ is a typical symprom of all eating disorders. “These
patients act,” she says, “as if for them the regulation of food intake was ourside {the
self].”* This experience of bodily sensations as foreign is, strikingly, not limited to the
experience of hunger. Patients with cating disorders have similar problems in identify-
ing cold, heat, emotions, and anxiety as originating in the self.3

While the body is experienced as alien and outside, the soul or will is described as
being trapped or confined in this alien “jail,” as one woman describes it.? 1 feel caught
m my body,”™ *I'm a prisoner in my body”:* the theme is repeated again and again. A
typical fantasy, evocative of Plato, imagines total liberation from the bodily prison: “I
wish [ could get out of my body entrely and fly!” % “Please dear God, help me. . . Iwant
to get out of my body, [ want to get out!”* Ellen West, astute as always, sees a central
meaning ot her self-starvation in rhis “ideal of being too thin, of being without a body.”4

Anorexia is not a philosophical attitude; it is a debilitating affliction. Yet, quiteoften
At onscious and articulate scheme of images and associations—virtually § meta-

' physic‘s%—is presented by these women. The scheme is strikingly Augmif(marions
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of Plato. This does not indicate, of course, thatanorectics are followers of Plato or Augus-
rine, but that the anorectic’s metaphysics makes explicit various elements, historically
grounded in Plato and Augustine, iha ep in OUT cufture.’” As Augustine often
speaks of the “two wills” within him, “one the servant of the flesh, the other of the
spirit,” who “between them tore my soul apart,” so the anorectic describes a “spiritual
struggle,” a “contest between good and evil,” often conceived explicitly as a battle between
mind or will and appetite or body.** “I feel myself, quite passively,” says West, “the
stage on which two hostile forces are mangling each other.”* Sometimes there is a more
aggressive alliance with mind against body: “When [ fail to exercise as often as I pre-
fer, | become guilty that I have let my body ‘win” another day from my mind. I cant

wait ‘til this semester is over . . . My body is going to pay the price for the lack of work
!”45

it is currently getting. [ can’t wait
In this battle, thinness represents a triumph of the will over the body, and the thin
body (that is to say, the nonbody) is associated with “absolute purity, hyperintellectu-

“ality and transcendence of the flesh. My soul seemed to grow as my body waned; [ felt

like one of those early Christian saints who starved themselves in the desert sun. I felt
invulnerable, clean and hard as the bones etched into my silhouette.”*® Fat (that is to
say, becoming all body) is associated with the taint of matter and flesh, “wantonness,”*’
mental W.” One woman describes how after eating sugar she felt
“polluted, disgusting, sticky through the arms, as if something bad had gotten inside.™*”
Very often, sexuality is brought into this scheme of associations, and hunger and sexu-
ality are psychically connected. Cherry Boone O’Neill describes a late-night binge, eating
scraps of leftovers from the dog’s dish:

I started slowly, relishing the flavor and texture of each marvelous bite. Soon 1 was ripping
the meager remains from the bones, stuffing the meat into my mouth as fast as | could
detach it.

{Her boyfriend surprises her, with a look of “total disgust™ on his face.]

I had been caught red-handed . . . in an animalistic orgy on the Hoor, in the dark, alone.
Here was the horrid truth for Dan to see. I felt so evil, tainted, pagan ... In Dan’s mind
thar day, 1 had been whoring after food.*

A hundred pages earlier, she had described her first romantic involvement in much
the same terms: “1 felt secretive, deceptive, and . . . tainted by the ongoing relationship”
(which never went beyond kisses).”! Sexuality, similarly, is “an abominable business”
ro Aimee Liu; for her, staying reed-thin is seen as a way of avoiding sexuality, by becom-
ing “androgynous,” as she puts it.’? In the same way, Sarah, a patient of Levenkron’s,
connects her dread of gaining weight with “not wanting to be a ‘temptation’ to men.”*
In Liu’s case, and in Sarah’s, the desire to appear unattractive to men is connected to
anxiety and guilt over earlier sexual abuse. Whether or not such episodes are common
to many cases of anorexia,” “the avoidance of any sexual encounter, a shrinking from

all bodily contact,” is, according to Wic of anorectics.*

HE CONTROL AXIS
Having examined the axis of continuity ff O to anorexia, we should feel cau-
ATl s Kol (e LS

tioned against the impulse to regard anorexia as expressing entirely modern artitudes
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and fears. Disdain for the l)()dy, the conception of it as an alien force and impedimen
to the soul, js very old in our Greco-Christian traditions (although it has usually been

expressed most forcefully by male phll()s()phcrs and rhml()a,mns rather than adolescent
women!),

But although dualism is as old as Plato, in many ways contemporary culture appear
Jnore obsessed than previous eras with the control of the unrulv body. 1. onkmg now

u)nrcmp()mrv American life, a s(u)nd axis of continuiry cmcrgcs on which to locate
anorexia. I call it the control axis. 3
W

The young anorectic, ty pically, ex cmmcs hcx lite as well as her hum,crs as being out
C I

of control. She is a pcrfcgn()msr and can never carry our the rasks she sees herself in .
wﬁﬁwra her own rigorous standards. She is torn by contlicting and u)nrmdlct()r}
expectations and demands, wanrting to shine in all areas of student life, confused about
where to place most of her energies, what to focus on, as she develops into an adult.
Characteristically, her parents expect a great deal of her in the way of individual achieve
ment (as well as physical appearance), yet have made most of the important decisions
for her.™® Usually, the anorexic syndrome emerges, not as a_conscious decision to get as
thin as p()sslhlc bur as the result of her having begun a diet fairly casually, often at the
suggestion of a parcnr havmg suucccrcdsp endidly in taking off five or ten pounds, and
then having gotten hooked on the intoxicaring fcclmﬂ of accomplishment and control.

Recalling her anorexic days, Aimee Liu recreates her feelings:

The sense ot accomplishment extnlarares me, spurs me to continue on and on. It provides
Assense ot purpose and shapes mv Jite with distractions from insecurity. . .. 1 shall hecome
anexpert [at losing weight]. .. The constant downward trend Jof the scale] somchow com-

forrs me, gives me visible proof thae I ean exert control 37

The diet, she realizes, “is the one sector of my life over which 1 and I alone wield
total control. ™

The trustrations of starvantion, the rigors of the constant physical activity in which
anorectics engage, the pain ot the numerous physical complications of anorexia: these
do not trouble the anorectic. Indeed, her ability ro ignore them s mrrhcr proot to her

w

of her mastery of her body. *This was somcrhmg [ could control,” savs one of Bruch’s
patients. “Tstill don’t know what I look like or what size | am, but I know my body can
take anything. ™" “Energy, discipline, my own power will keep me gomg,” says Liu.
“Psvehic fuel, T need nothing and no one else, and I will prove ir. . . . Dropping to the
tloor, Troll. My tailbone crunches on the hard floor. . . . 1 feel no pain. I will be master
of my own body. it nothing else, I vow.™ " And, finally, from onc of Bruch’s patients:
“You make of your own body your very owen kingdom where vou are the tyrant, the
absolute dictator. ™!

Surelv we must recognize m this last honest and explicit statement a central modus
operandi for the control of contemporary bourgeois anxiety. Consider compulsive jog-
ging and marathon-runfimg, often despite shin splints and other pamftul injuries, with
mtense agitation over missing a day or not meeting a goal for a particular run. Con-
sider the increasing popularity of triathlon events such as the Iron Man, whose central
purpose appears to be to allow people 1o find out how far they can push their bodies—
through long-distance swimming, cvcling, and running—before they collapse. Consider
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lawyer Mike Frankfurr, who runs ten miles every morning: “To run with pain is the
vssence of life.”*? Or consider the following excerpts from student journals:

The best rimes 1 like to run are under the most unbearable conditions. I'love to run in the
hottest, most humid and steepest terrain I can find. . . . For me running and the pain asso-
ciated with it aren’t enough to make me stop. | am always trying to overcome it and the
biggest failure [ can make is to stop running because of pain. Once I ran five of a ten-mile
run with a severe leg cramp but wouldn’t stop—it would have meant faifure.®?

as if the incessant pound-

When | run 1 am free. . .. The pleasure is closing off my body
ing of my legs is so total that the pain ceases to exist. There is no grace, no beauty in the
running—there is the jarring reality of sneaker and pavement. Bright pain that shivers and
splinters sending its white hot arrows into my stomach, my lung, but it cannot pierce my
mind. I am on automatic pilot—there is no remembrance of pain, there is freedom—I am
losing myself, peeling out of this heavy flesh. . .. Power surges through me.**

None of this is to dispute that the contemporary concern with fitness has nonpatho-
logical, nondualist dimensions as well. Particularly for women, who have historically
suffered from the ubiquity of rape and abuse, from the culturally instilled conviction of
our own helplessness, and from lack of access to facilities and programs for rigorous
physical training, the cultivation of strength, agility, and confidence clearly has a posi-
rive dimension. Nor are the objective benefits of daily exercise and concern for nutrition
in question here, My focus, rather, is on a subjective stance, become increasingly promi-
nent, which, although preoccupied with the body and deriving narcissistic enjoyment
from its appearance, rakes little pleasure in the experience of embodiment. Rather, the
tundamental identificarion is with mind (or will), ideals of spiritual perfection, fantasies
of absolute congrol.

Not everyone, of course, for whom physical training is a part of daily routine exhibits
such a stance. Here, an examination of the language of female body-builders is illus-
trative. Body-building is particularly interesting because on the surface it appears to have
the opposite structure to anorexia: the body-builder is, after all, building the body up,
not whittling it down. Body-building develops strength. We imagine the body-builder
as someone who is proud, confident, and perhaps most of all, conscious of and accept-
ing of her physicality. This is, indeed, how some female body-builders experience themselves:

| feel . .. tranquil and stronger {says Lydia Cheng]. Working out creates a high everywhere
in my body. [ feel the heat. I feel the muscles rise, I see them blow out, flushed with lots of
blood. ... My whole body is sweating and there’s few things [ love more than working up

a good sweat. That's when | really feel like a woman.**

Yet a sense of joy in the body as acrive and alive is not the most prominent theme among
the women interviewed by Trix Rosen. Many of them, rather, talk about their bodies
in ways that resonate disquietingly with typical anorexic themes.

There is the same emphasis on will, purity, and perfection: “I've learned to be a stronger
person with a more powerful will ... pure concentration, energy and spirit.” “I want
to be as physically perfect as possible.” “Body-building suits the perfectionist in me.”

-
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“My goal is to have muscular perfection.”¢ Compulsive exercisers—whom Dinitia Simuth.
in an article for New York magazine, calls :‘AﬂENéWPﬂﬁ‘rm—speak in similar term:
Kathy Krauch, a New York art director who bikes twelve miles a day and swims two
and a half, says she is engaged in “a quest for perfection.” Mike Frankfurt, in descrily.
ing his motivation for marathon running, speaks of “the purity about it.” These people,
Smith emphasizes, care little about their health: “They pursue self-denial as an end s
itself, out of an almost mystical belief in the purity it confers.”?

mdy—builders, like many anorectics, unnervingly conceptualize the body .1
;1lién, not-self:

'm constantly amazed by my muscles. The first thing I do when I wake up in the morning,
is look down at my “abs” and flex my legs to see if the “cuts” are there, . . . My legs have
always been my most stubborn part, and I want them to develop so badly. Every day I can
sce things happening ro them. . .. I don’t flaunt my muscles as much as [ thought [ would.

I teel differently about them; they are my product and I protect them by wearing sweaters
to keep them warm.©8

Most strikingly, body-builders put the same emphasis on control: on feeling their lite
to be tundamentally out of control, and on the feeling of accomplishment derived from
total mastery of the body. That sense of mastery, like the anorectic’s, appears to derive
from two sources. First, there is the reassurance that one can overcome all physical obsta-
cles, push oneself to any extremes in pursuit of one’s goals (which, as we have seen, is
a characteristic motivation of compulsive runners, as well). Second, and most dramatic
(it is spoken of time and again by female body-builders), is the thrill of being in total
charge of the shape of one’s body. “Create a masterpiece,” says Fit magazine. “Sculpt
vour body contours into a work of art.” As for the anorectic—who literally cannot see
her body as other than her inner reality dictates and who is relentlessly driven by an
ideal image of ascetic slenderness—so for the body-builder a purely mental conception
comes to have dominance over her life: * You visualize what you want to look like . ..
and then create the form.”™ “The challenge presents itself: to rearrange things.” “It’s up
to you to do the chiseling; you become the master sculptress.” “What a fantasy, for your
body to be changing! ... T keep a picture in my mind as [ work out of what [ want to
look like and what's happened to me already.”® Dictation to nature of one’s own cho-
sen design for the body is the central goal for the body-builder, as it is for the anorectic.

The sense of security derived from the attainment of this goal appears, first of all, as
the pleasure of control and independence. * Nowadays,” says Michael Sacks, associate
professor of psychiatry at Cornell Medical College, “people no longer feel they can con-
trol events outside themselves—how well they do in their jobs or in their personal relationships,
for example—Dbut they can control the food they eat and how far they can run. Absti-
nence, tests of endurance, are ways of proving their self-sufficiency.” ™ In a culture, moreover,
in which our continued survival is often at the mercy of “speciali‘sr?’wrﬁa’c—hines, and
sophisticated technolo dy acquires a special sort of vulnerability and depen-
e_may live longer, bur the circumstances surtow ing illness and death miay
often be perceived aysAh();e“ZfﬁNeﬁ,‘msqgktable, and arbitrary than ever before. ™

Our cdntemporary body-fetishism expresses more than a fantasy of self-mastery in
an increasingly unmanagea tturesowever. It also reflects our alliance with culture
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wainst all reminders of the the mevxtW@g&th of the bady. *Evervbody wants
(o live Forever™ is the refrain from the theme song of Pumping [ron. The most youth-
worshipping of popular television shows, Famie, opens with a song, that begins, “T want
1o live forever.” And it is striking that although the anorectic may come very close to
Jeath (and 15 percent do indeed dle) the dominant experience W‘Oughout “the illness

5 of iny hilit

The dream of immortality is, of course, nothing new. But what is unique to moder-

nity is that the defeat of death has become a scientific fantasy rather than a philosophical

or relwl()us IIM We no l()m,cr “dream of eternal union with the gods; instead, we
build devices that can keep us alive indefinitely, and we work on keeping our bodies as
.mooth and muscular and clastic at forty as they were at eighteen. We even entertain
Jdreams of halting the aging process completely. *Old age,” according to Durk Pearson
md Sandy Shaw, authors of the popular Life Fxtension, “is an unpleasant and unat-
tractive affliction.” ™ The mega-vitamin regime they prescribe is able, they claim, to prevent

ind even to reverse the mechanisms of aging.
Finally, it may be thar in cultures characterized by gross excesses in consumption, the
“will to conquer r and subdue the body” (as Chernin calls 1) expresses an aesthetic or

it ST

moral rebellion. ™ Anorectics initially came from affluent families, and the current craze
for |()m,—d|s't'mcc running and fasting is largely a phenomenon of young, upwardly mobile
professionals (Dinitia Smith calls it “Denvw “hic™).”? To those who are starving
against their wills, of course, starvation cannot function as an expression of the power
of the will. At the same time, we should caution against viewing anorexia as a trendy
iliness of the elite and privileged. Rather, 1tgmusr_uutsrandmg teature is powerlessness.

THE GENDER/POWER AXIS

Ninety percent of anorectics are womem, of course, need to know that par-
dicular statistic to realize that the contemporary “tyranny of slenderness™ is far from
sender-neutral. Women are more obsessed with their bodies than men, less satistied with
them, ™ and permitted less latitude with them by themselves, by men, and by che cul-
cure. In a 1984 Glamonr magazine poll of 33,000 women, 75 percent said they thought
they were “too fat.” Yet by Metropolitan l ife Insurance Tables, themselves notoriously
affected by cultural standards, only 25 percent of these women were heavier than their
optimal weight, and a tull 30 percent were below that weight.” The anorectic’s distorted

image of her body—nher inability to see it as anything but too hlr——although more extreme,

is not radically discontinuous, then, from fairly common female misperceptions. k

Consider. too. actors like Nick Nolte and William Hurt, who are permitted a certain
amount of softening, of thickening about the waist, while still recaming romantic-lead
status. Individual style, wit, the projection of mtelligence, experience, and effectiveness
still go a long way for men, even in our fitness-obsessed culture. Butno temale can achieve
the status of romantic or sexual ideal without the appropriate body. That body, if we
use television commercials as a gauge, has goteen steadily leaner since the mid-1 970s. "
What used to be acknowledged as an extreme required only of high fashion models is
now the dominant image that beckons to high school and college women. Over and
over, extremely slender women students complain of hating their thighs or their stom-
achs (the anorectic’s most dreaded danger spot); often, they express concern and anger
over frequent teasing by their bovfriends. Janey, a former student, is 3' 10" and weighs
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132 pounds. Yet her boyfriend Bill, also a student of mine, calls her “Fatso” and “Biy
Butt” and insists she should be 110 pounds because (as he explains in his journal for
my class) “that’s what Brooke Shields weighs.” He calls this “constructive criticism”
and seems to experience extreme anxiety over the possibility of her gaining any weight:
“I can tell it bothers her yet I still continue to badger her about it. I guess that I think
that if I continue to remind her things will change faster.””” This sort of relationship,
in which the woman’s weight has become a focal issue, is not at all atypical, as I have
discovered from student journals and papers.

Hilda Bruch reports that many anorectics talk of having a “ghost” inside them or
_surrounding them, “a dictator who dominates me,” as one woman describes it; “a lit-
~ tle man who ghj {” 1s the description given by another.” The little ghost,
the dic “other self” oft I i male, reports Bruch. The
anorectic’s otherself—the self of the uncontrollable appetites, the impurities and taints,
the flabby will and tendency to mental torpor—is the body, as we have seen. But it is
also ETni] here the anorectic’s associations are surely in the mainstream of Western cul-
ture)(the These two selves are perceived as at constant war. But it is clear
that it is the male side—with its associated values of greater spirituality, higher intel-
lectuality, strength of will—that is being expressed and developed in the anorexic syndrome.™

“What is the meaning of these gender associations.iq the an()recrig?wlmpfoﬁose that
there are two levels of meaning. One has to do wil@ar and disdain for traditional
female roles and sogial limitations. The other has to do, more profour@mid_éﬁp
“Tear of “the Female,” with all its more nightmarish archetypal associations of voracious
_Rungers and sexual insatiability..

Adolescent anorectics express a characteristic fear of growing up to be mature, sex-

ually developed, and potentially reproductive women. “T have a deep fear,” says one, “of

aving a womanly body, round and fully developed. I want to be tight and muscular and
thin.”¥ Cherry Boone O’Neill speaks explicitly of her fear of womanhood.*! If only she
could stay thin, says yet another, “I would never have to deal with having a woman’s
body; like Peter Pan I could stay a child forever.”*? The choice of Peter Pan is telling
here—what she means is, stay a boy forever. And indeed, as Bruch reports, many anorec-
tics, when children, dreamt and fantasized about growing up to be boys.%} Sme
conscious of playing out this fantasy through their anorexia; Adrienne, one of Levenkron’s
patients, was extremely proud of the growth of facial and body hair that often accom-
panies anorexia, and especially proud of her “skinny, hairy arms.”%* Many patients report,
too, that their father had wanted a boy, were disappointed to get “less than” that, or had

emotionally rebuffed their daughter when she began to develop sexually.®
In a characteristic scenario, anorexia develops just at the outset of puberty. Normal

. . . T
body changes are experienced by the anorectic, not surprisingly, as the t h

body by disgusting, womanish fat. “I grab my breasts,” says Aimee Liu, “pinching them
until they Rurt. yTcould eliminate them, cut them off if need be, to become as flat-
chested as a child again.”#® The anorectic is exultant when her periods stop (as they do

in all cases of anorexia®” and as they do in many female runners as well). Disgust with

menstruation is tzpical: “I'saw a picture ar a feminist art gallery,” says another woman.
“There was a woman with long red yarn coming out of her, like she was menstruat-

ing. ... I got that feeling—in that part of my body that [ have trouble with . . . my stomach,
my thighs, my pelvis. That revolting feeling.”*$
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Some authors interpret these symptoms as a species of unconscious feminist protest,
involving anger at the limitations of the traditional female role, rejection of values asso-
ciated with it, and fierce rebellion against allowing their futures to develop in the same
direction as their mothers’ lives.® In her portrait of the typical anorexic family conhig-
uration, Bruch describes nearly all of the mothers as submissive to their husbands but
very controlling of their children.” Practically all had had promising careers which they
had given up to care for their husbands and families full-time, a task they take very seri-
ously, although often expressing frustration and dissatisfaction.

Certainly, many anorectics appear to experienc

style they associ i eir mothers. It is a prominent theme in Aimee Liu's Solifaire.
Another woman describes her feeling that “[I am| full of my mother ... she is in
me even if she isn’t there” in nearly the same breath as she complains of her contin-

anxiety about falling into the life-

uous fear of being “not human ... of ceasing to exist.””! And Ellen West, nearly a
century earlier, had quite explicitly equated becoming fat with the inevitable (for an
clite woman of her time) confinements of domestic life and the domestic stupor she
associates with it:

Dread is driving me mad ... the consciousness that ultimately | will lose everything; all
courage, all rebelliousness, all drive for doing; that it—my little world—will make me Habby,

flabby and fainthearted and beggarly.”

Several of my students with eating disorders reported that their anorexia had developed
after their families had dissuaded them from choosing or forbidden them to embark on
a traditionally male career.

Here anorexia finds ; istec-phenomenon in the epidemic of female invalidism
and “hysteria” that swept through the middle and upper-middle classes in the second
half oF the nineteenth century. It was a time that, in many ways, was very like our
own, especially in the conflicting demands women were confronting: the opening up of
naﬂp()ssibilitics versus the continuing grip of the old expecratiops. On the one hand,
the old preindustrial order, with the father at the head of a self-contained family pro-
duction unit, had given way to the dictatorship of the market, opening up new, nondomestic

opportunities for working women. On the other hand, it turned many of the most val-
ued “female” skills—textile and garment manufacture, food processing—out of the home
and over to the factory system.” In the new machine economy, the lives ot middle-class
women were far emptier than they had been before.

It was an era, too, that had been witnessing the first major feminist wave. In 1840,
the World Anti-Slavery Conference had been held, at which the first feminists spoke
loudly and long on the connections between the abolition of slavery and women'’s rights.
The year 1848 saw the Seneca Falls Convention. In 1869, John Stuart Mill published  «-, )
his landmark work “On the Subjection of Women.” And in 1889 the Pankhursts formed e
the Women’s Franchise League. But it was an era, too (and not unrelatedly, as I shall L
argue later), when the prevailing ideal of femininity was the delicate, affluent lady, unequipped
for anything, but the most sheltered domestic life, totally dependent on her prosperous
husband, providing a peaceful and comfortable haven for him each day after his return
from his labors in the public sphere.”” In a now famous letter, Freud, criticizing John
Stuart Mill, writes:
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It really is a still-born thought to send women into the struggle for existence exactly as men.
If, for instance, I imagine my gentle sweet girl as a competitor it would only end in my
telling her, as 1 did seventeen months ago, that [ am fond of her and that implore her to

withdraw from the strife into the calm uncompetitive activity of my home.”
Hebed Ll

_This is exactly what male doctors did do when women began falling ill, complain-
ing ()fgfute depression, severe headaches, weakness, nervousness, and self-doubt.”” Among,
these womenweresuch noted feminists and social actvists as Charlotte Perkins Gilman,
Jane Addams, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Margaret Sanger, British activist Josephine But-
ler, and German suffragist Hedwig Dohm. “I was weary myself and sick of asking what
Fam and what I ought to be,” recalls Gilman,” who later went on to write a fictional
account of her mental breakdown in the chilling novella The Yellow WallpaperyHer
doctor, the famous specialist S. Weir Mitchell, instruc emﬁwc‘ans, to “live
as domestic a life as possible. Have your child with vou all the time. ... Lie down an
hour every day after each meal. Have but two hours incellectual tite a day. And never
touch pen, brush or pencil as long as you live.”

Freud, who favorably reviewed Mitchell’s 1887 book and who advised that psychotherapy
for hysterical » be combined with Mitchell’s rest cure (“t()ﬂqv(jfi‘c’lne_w psychical
illigl%;;i()ns”),““’ wwnd : 178 erbutior
and inteflectual frustration made to tRe etiology of hysteriagNearly all of the subjects
in gfudies in Hysteria (s well as the later Dora) are acknowledged by Freud to be unusu-

ally Tntefligent, crearive, energetic, independent, and, often, highly educated. (Berthe
Pappenheim—“Anna O.”

ton that isolation, boredom,

—as we know, went on after recovery to become an active

eminist and social reformer.) Freud even comments, criticizing Janet’s notion that hys-

terics were “psychically insufficient,” on the characteristic coexistence of hysteria with
“gitts of the richest and most original kind.” 1! Yer Freud never makes the connection
(which Breuer had begun to develop)!9? between the monotonous dome
women were expected to lead

stic i e
after they completed their schooling, and the emergence
ot compulsive daydreaming, hallucinations,

Charlotte Perkins Gilman does m:

1ssociations, and hysterical conversions.
that connection. In The Yellow Wallpaper she
describes how a prescribed regime of isolation and enforced domesticity eventuates, in
her fictional heroine, in the development of a full-blown hysterical symptom, madness,
and collapse. The symptom, the hallucination that there is a woman trapped in the wall-
paper of her bedroom, struggling to get out, is at once a perfectly articulated expression
of protest and a completely debilitating idée fixe that allows the woman char
distance on her situation, no freedom of thought, o chance of making
leading the kind of active, creative life her body and soul crave.

So too torthe anorectic. It is indeed essential to recognize in this illness thé dimen-
sion of proteglgainst the limitations of the ideal of female domesticity (the “feminine
mystique,” asBetry Friedan called it) that reigned in America throughout the 1950s and
early 1960s—the era when most of their mothers were starting homes and families. This
was, we should recall, the era following World War II. an era during which women were
fired en masse from the jobs they had held during the war and shamelessly propagan-
dized back into the full-time job of wife and mother. It was an era, too, when the

acter no
any progress in

“fuller

hgure,” as Jane Russell now calls it, came into fashion once more, a period of “mam-

mary madness™ (or “resurgent Victorianism,” as Lois Banner calls it)
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the voluptuous, large-breasted woman.!"? This remained the prevailing fashion tyranny

until the late 1960s and early 19 Qs—g\\

ike that of the classical hysteri-
s of anorexic women,

over, the symptoms themselves function to preclude the emergence of such an
understanding. T‘ln{ idée ﬁx;)stayin&thin——becomes at its farthest extreme so power-

fot embraced as a conscious
politics—nor; indeed, does it reflect any social or political understanding at all, More-

.

ol

ful as to render any other ideas or life-projects meaningless. Liu describes it as “all
encompassing.” '%* West writes: “TTelt all inner development was ceasing, that all becom-
ing and growing were being choked, because a single idea was filling my entire soul.”!?’

Paradoxically—and often tragically—these pathologies of female progest (and we must
include agoraphobia here, as well as hysteria and anorexia) actually function as if in

collusion with the cultural conditions that produced them.!% The same is true for more

moderate expressions of the contemporary female obsession with slenderness. Women

may feel themselves deeply attracted by the aura of freedom and independence suggested
by the boyish body ideal of today. Yet, each hour, each minute spent in anxious pursuit
of that ideal (for it does not come naturally to most mature women) is in fact time and

< - N . 5 R S Rt N,
‘energy taken from inner development and social achievement. As a feminist protest;the

obsession with slenderness is hopelessly counterproductive.

It is important to recognize, too, that the anorectic 1s Terrified and repelled, not only
by the traditional female domestic role—which she associates with mental lassitude and
weakness—but by a certain archetypal image of the female: as hungering, voracious,
all-needing, and all-wanung. It is this image that shapes and permeates her experience
of her own hunger for food as insatiable and out of control, that makes her feel that if
she takes just one bite, she will not be able to stop.

Let us explore this image. Let us break the tie with food and look at the metaphor:
hungering. . . voracious . . . extravagantly and excessively needful . . . without restraint

. always wanring . . . always wanting too much affection, reassurance, emotional and
sexual contact, and attention. This is how many women frequently experience them-
selves, and, indeed, how many men experience women. “Please, God, keep me from
telephoning him,” prays the heroine in Dorothy Parker’s classic “A Telephone Call,”!"”
experiencing her need for reassurance and contact as being as out of control and degrad-
ing as the anorectic does her desire for food. The male counterpart to this is found in
Paul Morel in Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers : “Can you never like things without clutch-
ing them as if you wanted to pull the heart out of them?” he accuses Miriam as she
fondles a flower. “Why don’t you have a bit more restraint, or reserve, or something. . . .
You're always begging things to love you, as if you were a beggar for love. Even the
flowers, you have to fawn on them.” ! How much psychic authenticity do these images
carry in 1980s America? One woman in my class provided a stunning insight into the
connection between her perception of herself and the anxiety of the compulsive dieter.
“You know,” she said, “the anorectic is always convinced she is taking up too much
space, eating too much, wanting food too much. I've never felt that way, but I’ve often
felt that I was too mmuch—too much emotion, too much need, too, loud and demand-

ing, too much there, if you know what [ f 1= T

The most extreme cultural expressnons\gnhe fear of woman as “t 2 whg‘ch
almost always revolve around her sexuality—3a tkifigly full of eating and hunger-
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ing metaphors. “Of woman’s unnatural, insatiable lust, what country, what village doth

i ""———_—--—“ . N

not complain?” queries Burton in The Anatomy of Melancholy, 10 “You are the true
p q y Y.

hiennas,”

when folly hath brought us within your reach, you leap upon us and devour us.”!!!

The mythology/ideology of the devouring, insatiable female (which, as we have seen,

is"the image of her female self the anorectic has internalized) tends historically to wax
and wane. But not without rhyme or reason. In periods of gross environmental and secil
Y ——— . T
crisis, Such as characterized the pe;
centuries, if appears to flotirish.’Z “All witchcraft comes from carnal lust, which is in
women insatiable, say Kramer and Sprenger, authors of the official witch-hunters hand-

book, Malleus Malificarum. For the sake of fulfilling the “mouth of the womb . . . fwomen]
consort even with the devil.”!13

Anxiety over women's uncontrollable hungers appears to peak, as well, during peri- :
__ods when women are hecoming independent and are asserting themsélves pohtcallyand

soi‘:i“élf')?;i‘The second half of the nineteenth century, concurrent with the first feminist
~wavrdtscussed earlier, saw a virtual flood of artistic and literary images of the dark,
dangerous, and evil female: “sharp-teethed, devouring” Sphinxes, Salomes, and Delilahs,
“biting, tearing, murderous women.” “No century,” claims Peter Gay, “depicted woman
as vampire, as castrator, as killer, so corisistently, so programmatically, and so nakedly
as the nineteenth. " N0 Century, either, was so obsessed with sexuality—particularly
female sexuality—and its medical control. Treatment for excessive “sexual excitement”
and masturbation in women included placing leeches on the womb, !5 clitoridectomy,
and removal of the ovaries (also recommended for “troublesomeness, eating like a plough-
man, erotic tendencies, persecution mania, and simple ‘cussedness’™).! !¢ The importance
of female masturbation in the etiology of the “actual neurosis” was a topic in which
the young Freud and his friend and colleague Wilhelm Fliess were especially interested.
Fliess believed that the secret to controlling such “sexual abuse” lay in the treatment of
nasal “genital spots”; in an operation that was sanctioned by Freud, he attempted to

“correct” the “bad sexual habits” of Freud’s patient Emma Eckstein by removal of the
turbinate bone of her nose.!!”

It was in the secon

the nineteenth century, too, despite a flurry of efforts by
feminists and health reformers, ! that the stylized <S-curve,” which required a tighter
corsepthan ever before, came into fashion.!'® “While the suffragettes were forcefully
propelling all women towm political emancipation,” says Amaury deRien-
court, “fashion and custom imprisoned her physically as she had never been before.”!20
Described by Thorstein Veblen as a “mutilaviongemndergone for the purpose of lower-
inW’s vitality and rendering her permanently and obviously unfit for work,”

the Z'Urs‘cﬁn%ed did just that.’*1 In it a woman could barely sit or stoop, was una
to mdve ner feet more€ than six inches at a time, and had difficulty 1n keeping herself

from regular fainting fits. (In 1904, a researcher reported that “monkeys Taced up i
these corsets moped, became excessively irritable and within weeks sickened and died »1yz
The connection was often drawn in popular gazines between enduring the tight corset
and the exercise of self-restraint and controhs W“m exer present monitor,”
says one 1878 adveprfSemeny, “of a well-disciplined m

d ?d well-regulated feelings.”123

It is important to emphasize that, despite the practice of bizarre and grotesque meth-

says Walter Charleton, “that allure us with the fairness of your skins, and"

eriod of the witch-hunts in the fifteenth and sixteenth
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ods of gross physical manipulation and external control (clitoridectomy, Chinese foot-

binding, the removal of bones of the rib cage in order to fit into the tight corsets), such

control plays a relatively minor role in the maintenance of gender/power relations. For

every historical image of the dangerous, aggressive woman there is a corresponding fan-
e e e ”

tasy—=an ideal femininity,

Wt a

tlated themselves internally to attain. In the Victorian era, at the same
time that operations were being performed to control female sexuality, William Acton,
Richard von Krafft-Ebing, and others were proclaiming the official scientific doctrine
that women are naturally passive and “not very much troubled with sexual feelings of

ny Kind**TGrresponding to this male medical fantasy was the popular artistic and
moral theme of woman as ministering angel; sweet, gentle, domestic, without intensity

or personal ambitio/n,of»ﬁrrrsmt“iﬂﬁ%()}ay suggests, correctly, that these ideals must

be understood s a reaction-formation to the era’s “pervasive sense of manhood in dan-
ger,” and he arg%t‘ﬁm’ﬁw women actually fit the “insipid goody™ (as Kate Millett
Callsit) image.'2¢ What Gay forgets, however, is that most women tried to fic—work-
ing classes as well as middle were affected by the “tenacious and all-pervasive” ideal of
the perfect lady.'?”

On the gender/power axis the female body appears, then, as the unknowine medipm
of the historical ¢bbs and flows of the fear of woman as “too much.” That, as we have
seen, is how the anorectic experiences her female, bodily self: as voracious, wanton,
needful ()Lfg_rggilll_ﬁﬂmme;c.be;.malwill. Living in the tide of cultural
the second major feminist wave, she is not alone in constructing these images. Christo-
pher Lasch, in The Culture of Narcissism, speaks of what he describes as “the apparently
aggressive overtures of sexually liberated women” which convey to many males the same
message—that women are voracious, insatiable,” and call up “early fantasies of a pos-
sessive, suffocating, devouring and castrating mother,” 128

Qur contemporary beauty ideals, by contrast, seemed purged, as Kim Chernin puts
it, “of the power to conjure up memories of the past, of all that could remind us of a
woman’s mysterious power.”'?¥ The ideal, rather, is an “image of a woman.in which
she is not yet a woman”: Darryl Hannah as the lanky, newborn mermaid in Splash; Lori
Singer (appearing virtually anorexic) as the reckless, hyperkinetic heroine of Footloose;
The Charley Girl; “Cheryl Tiegs in shorts, Margaux Hemingway with her hair wet; Brooke
Shields naked on an island”;!* the dozens of teenage women who appear in Coke com-
mercials, in jeans commercials, in chewing gum commercials.

The images suggest amused detachment, casual playfulness, tlirtatiousness without
demand, and lightness of touch. A refusal to take sex, death, or politics too deadly seri-
ously. A delightfully unconscious relationship to her body. The twentieth century has
seen this sort of feminine ideal before, of course. When, in the 1920s, young women
began to flatten their breasts, suck in their stomachs, bob their hair, and show off long,
colt-like legs, they believed they were pursuing a new freedom and daring that
demanded a carefree, boyish style. If the traditional female hourglass suggested any-

thing, it was confinement and immobility. Yet the flapper’s freedom, as Mary McCarthy’s

and Dorothy Parker’s short stories brilliantly reveal; was largely an illusion—as any obses-

sively cultivated sexual style must inevitably be. Although today’s images may suggest
amdfogynous independence, we iieed only consider who is on the receiving end of the
imagery in order to confront the pitiful paradox involved.

mmng elements have been purged—that
Pl
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Warching the commercials are thousands of anxiety-ridden women and adolescents
(some of whom may well be the very ones appearing in the commercials) with anything

but an unconscious relation to their bodies. They are involved in an absolutely contra-

dictory state of affairs, a totally no-win game: caring desperately, passionately,
obsessively abotr ATTAMING an 1deal of coolness, effortless confidenice, and casial Tree-
dom. Watching the commerciats Ts—a fitte girl, perhaps ten years old, whom T5aw in
“Central Park, gazing raptly at her father, bursting with pride: “Daddy, guess what? I
lost two pounds!” And watching the commercials is the anorectic, who associates her
relentless pursuit of thinness with power and control, but who in fact destroys her health

: and imprisons her imagination. She is surely the most startling and stark illustration of
e 140 how cavalier power relations afe with respect to the motivations and goals of individ-
, .—.% " hals, yet how deeply they are etched on our bodies, and how well our bodies serve them.

NOTES

g This essay was presented as a public lecture at Le Moyne College, was subsequently presented at
~ D’Youville College and Bennington College, and was originally published in the Philosophical
Forum 17, no. 2 (Winter 1985). I wish to thank all those in the audiences at Le Moyne, D"You-
ville, and Bennington who commented on my presentations, and Lynne Arnault, Nancy Fraser,
and Mario Moussa for their systematic and penetrating criticisms and suggestions for the Forum
version. In addition, I owe a large initial debt to my students, particularly Christy Ferguson, Vivian
Conger, and Nancy Monaghan, for their observations and insights.

1. Jules Henry, Culture Against Man (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1963).

2. When I wrote this piece in 1983, the term anorexia was commonly used by clinicians to des-
ignate a general class of eating disorders within which intake-restricting (or abstinent) anorexia
and bulimia-anorexia (characterized by alternating bouts of gorging and starving and/or gorg-
ing and vomiting) are distinct subtypes (see Hilde Bruch, The Golden Cage: The Enigma of
Anorexia Nervosa [New York: Vintage, 1979], p. 10; Steven Levenkron, Treating and Over-
coming Anorexia Nervosa [New York: Warner Books, 1982], p. 6; R. L. Palmer, Anorexia
Nervosa [Middlesex: Penguin, 1980], pp. 14, 23-24; Paul Garfinkel and David Garner, Anorexia
Nervosa: A Multidimensional Perspective [New York: Brunner/Mazel, 1982], p. 4). Since
then, as the clinical tendency has been increasingly to emphasize the differences rather than
the commonalities between the eating disorders, bulimia has come to occupy its own sepa-
rate classificatory niche. In the present piece [ concentrate largely on those images, concerns,
and attitudes shared by anorexia and bulimia. Where a difference seems significant for the
themes of this essay, I will indicate the relevant difference in a footnote rather than over-
complicate the main argument of the text. This procedure is not to be taken as belittling the
importance of such differences, some of which I discuss in “Reading the Slender Body.”

3. Although throughout history scattered references can be found to patients who sound as
though they may have been suffering from self-starvation, the first medical description of
anorexia as a discrete syndrome was made by W. W, Gull in an 1868 address at Oxford (at
the time he called the syndrome, in keeping with the medical taxonomy of the time, bys-
teric apepsia). Six years later, Gull began to use the term anorexia nervosa; at the same time,
E. D. Lesegue independently described the disorder (Garfinkel and Garner, Anorexia Ner-
vosd, pp. 58-59). Evidence points to a minor “outbreak” of anorexia nervosa around this
time (see Jacobs Brumberg, Fasting Girls ( Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), a
historical occurrence that went unnoticed by twentieth-century clinicians until renewed inter-
est in the disorder was prompred by its reemergence and striking increase over the past twenty
years {see note 11 of “Whose Body Is This?” for sources that document this increase). At
the time [ wrote the present piece, I was not aware of the extent of anorexia nervosa in the
second half of the nineteenth century.

4. Ludwig Binswanger, “The Case of Ellen West,” in Rollo May, ed., Existence (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1958), p. 288. He was wrong, of course. The symptom was not new,
and we now know that Ellen West was not the only young woman of her era to suffer from

i S anorexia. But the fact that Binswanger was unaware of other cases is certainly suggestive
of its infrequency, especially relative to our own time.
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abnormal hypothalamic function (see Garfinkel and Garner, Anorexia Nervosa, pp. 58-59,
for an extensive discussion of these and other physiological disorders associated with anorexia;
also Eugene Garteld, “Anorexia Nervosa: The Enigma of Self-Starvation,” Current Con-
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whether hypothalamic dysfunction may be a primary cause of the disease or whether these
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and emotional stress. The same debate rages over abnormal vasopressin levels discovered
in anorectics. Touted in tabloids all over the United States as the “explanation™ for anorexia
and key to its cure. Apart from such debates over a biochemical predisposition to anorexia,
research continues to explore the possible role of biochemistry in the self-perpetuating nature
of the disease, and the relation of the physiological effects of starvation to particular expe-
riential symptoms such as the anorectic’s preoccupation with food (see Bruch, The Golden
Cage, pp. 7-12; Garfinkel and Garner, Anorexia Nervosa. pp. 10-14).

. Initially, anorexia was found to predominate among upper-class white families. There is,

however, widespread evidence that this is now rapidly changing (as we might expect; no one
in America is immune to the power of popular imagery). The disorder, it has been found,
is becoming more equally distributed, touching populations (e.g., blacks and East Indians)
previously unaffected, and all socioeconomic levels (Garfinkel and Garner, Anorexia Ner-
vosa, pp. 102-3). There remains, however, an overwhelming disproportion of women to
men (Garfinkel and Garner, Anorexia Nervosa, pp. 112-13).

. Chernin’s The Obsession, whose remarkable insights inspired my interest in anorexia, remains

the outstanding exception to the lack of cultural understanding of eating disorders.

. Chernin, The Obsession, pp. 36-37. My use of the expression “our culture” may seem overly

homogenizing here, disrespectful of differences among ethnic groups, socioeconomic
groups, subcultures within American society, and so forth. It must be stressed here thar |
am discussing ideology and images whose power is preciselv the power to homogenize cul-
ture. Even in pre-mass-media cultures we see this phenomenon: the nineteenth-century ideal
of the “perfect lady” tyrannized even those classes who could not afford to realize it. With
television, of course, a massive deployment of images becomes possible, and there is no escape
from the mass shaping of our fantasy lives. Although they may start among the wealthy elite
(“A woman can never be too rich or too thin”), media-promoted ideas of femininity and
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Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism (New York: Warner Books, 1979), p. 88.

I choose these three primarily because they are where my exploration of the imagery, lan-
guage, and metaphor produced by anorexic women led me. Delivering earlier versions of
this essay at colleges and conferences, I discovered that one of the commonest responses of
members of the audience was the proffering of further axes; the paper presented itself less
as a statement about the ultimate meaning or causes of a phenomenon than as an invita-
tion to continue my “unpacking” or anorexia as a crystallizing formation. Yet the particular
axes chosen have more than a purely autobiographical rationale. The dualist axes serve to
identify and articulate the basic body imagery of anorexia. The control axis is an explo-
ration of the question “*Why now?” The gender/power axis continues this exploration but
focuses on the question “Why women?” The sequence of axes takes us from the most gen-
eral, most historically diffuse structure of continuity—the dualist experience of self—to ever
narrower, more specified arenas of comparison and connection. At first the connections are
made without regard to historical context, drawing on diverse historical sources to exploit
their familiar coherence in an effort to sculpt the shape of the anorexic experience. In this
section, too, [ want to suggest that the Greco-Christian tradition provides a particularly fer-
tile soil for the development of anorexia. Then I turn to the much more specific context of
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American fads and fantasies in the 1980s, considering the contemporary scene largely in
terms of popular culture (and therefore through the “fiction” of homogeneity), without regard
for gender difference. In this section the connections drawn point to a historical experience
of self common to both men and women, Finally, my focus shifts to consider, not what con-
nects anorexia to other general cultural phenomena, but what presents itself as a rupture
from them, and what forces us to confront how ultimately opaque the current epidemic of
eating disorders remains unless it is linked to the particular situation of women.

The reader will notice that the axes are linked thematically as well as through their con-
vergence in anorexia: the obsession with control is linked with dualism, and the gender/power
dynamics discussed implicitly deal with the issue of control (of the feminine) as well.
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. Rosen, Strong and Sexy, pp. 61-62.
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. Chernin, The Obsession, p. 47.
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Bruch, The Golden Cage, p. 72; Bruch, Eating Disorders, p. 277. Others have fantasies of
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(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), pp. 283-85. Christian Dior’s enormously pop-

ular full skirts and cinch-waists, as Banner points out, are strikingly reminiscent of Victorian
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104. Liu, Solitaire, p. 141.

105. Binswanger, “The Case of Ellen West,” p. 257.

106. This is one of the central themes I develop in “The Body and the Reproduction of Femi-
ninity,” the next essay in this volume.

107. Dorothy Parker, Here Lies: The Collected Stories of Dorothy Parker (New York: Literary
Guild of America, 1939), p. 48.

108. D. H. Lawrence, Sons and Lovers (New York: Viking, 1958), p. 257.

109. This experience of oneself as “too much” may be more or less emphatic; depending on such
variables as race, religion, socioeconomic class, and sexual orientation. Luise Fichenbaum
and Susie Orbach (Understanding Women: A Feminist Psychoanalytic Approach [New York:
Basic Books, 1983}) emphasize, however, how frequently their clinic patients, nonanorexic
as well as anorexic, “talk about their needs with contempt, humiliation, and shame. They
feel exposed and childish, greedy and insatiable” (p. 49). Eichenbaum and Orbach trace
such feelings, moreover, to infantile experiences that are characteristic of all female devel-
opment, given a division of labor within which women are the emotional nurtures and physical
caretakers of family life. Briefly (and this sketch cannot begin to do justice to their rich and
complex analysis): mothers unwittingly communicate to their daughters that feminine needs
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e excessive and bad and that they must be contained. The mother does this out of a sense
ihat her daughter will have ro learn the lesson in order to become properly socialized into
the eraditional female role of caring for others—of feeding others, rather than feeding the
self—and also because of an unconscious identification with her daughter, who reminds the
mother of the “hangry, needy litde girl™ in herself, denied and repressed through the mother’s
o “education” in being female: “Mother comes to be frightened by her daughter’s free
expression of her needs, and unconsciously acts roward her infant danghter in the same way
Jhe acts internally toward the lietle-girl part of herself. In some ways the little daughter becomes
1 external representation of that part of herself which she has come to dislike and deny.
Ihe complex emotions that result from her own deprivation through childhood and adult
life are both directed imward in the struggle to negate the lietle-girl part of herself and pro-
iected outward onro her daughter™ (p. 44). Despite a real desire to be rotally responsive to
her daughter’s emotional needs, the mother’s own anxicty himits her capacity to respond.
Ihe contradictory messages she sends out convey to the litele girl “the idea that to get fove
and approval she must show a particular side of herself. She must hide her emortional crav-

ings, her disappointments and her angers, her fighting spirit. . .. She comes to feel that there
must be something wrong with who she really s, which in turn must mean that there is
something wrong with what she needs and what she wants.... I'his soon translates into

feehing unmworthy and hesitant about pursuing her impulses” (pp. 48-49). Once she has grown
up, of course, these feclings are reinforced by cultural ideology, further soctal traming in
femininity, and the likelihood that the men in her life will regard her as “foo much™ as well,
having heen schooled by thetr own training in masculine detachment and autonomy.
(With hovs, who do notsorup such mtense identification i the mother and who, more-
aver she knows will grow up into a world that will meet their emotional needs [thatis, the
son will eventually grow up to be looked after by his future wite, who will be well rrained
i the feminine ares of carel, mothers feel much less ambivalent about the satisfaction of
aceds and behave much more consistently i their nurruring. Boys therefore grow up, accord-
g to Fichenbaum and Orbach, with an experience of thetr needs as leginmare, approprate,
worthy of fulilment)
I'he male experience of the woman as “too much™ has been developmentally explored,
15 well, in Dorothy Dinnerstein’s ground-breaking The Mermard and the Minotanr: Sexial
Arrangements and Hinrain Malaise (New York: Harper and Row, 1976}, Dinnerstein argues
that it is the woman's capacity to call up memaries of helpless infancy, primitive wishes of
“unqualiticd access ™ 1o the mother’s body, and “the terrifying erotic independence of every
baby’s mother™ ip. 62) that s responsible for the male fear of what he experiences as “the
ancontrolable eroric rhyvthms™ of the woman. Female impulses. a reminder of the auton-
amv of the mother, alwavs appear on some Jevel as a threarening limitation to his own. This
gives rise to a “deep fantasy resentment” of female impulsivity (p. 39) and, on the culeural
level, “archetypal nightmare visions of the insariable fermale™ (p. 62).
Quoted in Brian Easlea, Witeh-Hunting. Muagic. wnd the New Philosophy (Adantic I ligh-
Linds. N J.: Humamities Press, 19803, p. 242 (emphasis added).
Quoted i Faslea, Witch-Hunting, p. 242 (emphasis added).
See Peggy Reeve Sanday, Fenale Poiver and Male Domance (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 198 1), pp. 172-84.
Quoted v Easlea, Witch-Hintug, p. 8.
Peter Gav, The Bowurgeors Experience: Victorid to Frend. Vol. : Fducation of the Senses
(New York: Oxford University Press. 1984 pp. 197201, 207.
Chernin, The Obsession, p. 38.
Fhrenreich and English, For Her Own Good, p. 124
See Jeffrey Masson's controversial The Assault on Truth: Frend's Suppression of the Seduc-
tion Theory (Toronto: Farrar Strauss Giroux, 1984) for a fascinating discussion of how this
operation (which, because Fliess failed to remove half a meter of gauze from the patient’s
nasal caviry, nearly killed her) may have figured in the development of Freud’s ideas on hys-
ceria. Whether or not one agrees fully with Masson’s interpreration of the events, his account
casts light on important dimensions of the ninereenth-century treatment of female disorders
and raises questions abour the origins and fundamental assumptions of psvchoanalytic the-
ory that go beyond any debate about Freud's motivations. The quotations cited in this essay
can be found on p. 76; Masson discusses the Eckstein case on pp. 55-106.
Banner, Anrerican Beauty, pp. 86=105. [tis significant that these efforts failed in large part
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because of their association with the women’s rights movement. Trousers like those e
posed by Amelia Bloomer were considered a particular badge of depravity and aggressivenesa,
the New York Herald predicting that women who wore bloomers would end up in “lun.it
asylums or perchance in the state prison” {p. 96).

Banner, American Beauty, pp. 149-50,

Amaury deRiencourt, Sex and Power in History (New York: David McKay, 1974), p. 114
The metaphorical dimension here is as striking as the functional, and it is a characteristn
feature of female fashion: the dominant styles always decree, to one degree or another, tha
women should not take up too much space, that the territory we occupy should be limited
This is as true of cinch-belts as it is of foot-binding.

- Quoted in deRiencourt, Sex and Power in History, p. 319.
- Kathryn Weibel, Mirror, Mirror: mages of Women Reflected in Popular Cilture (New York:

Anchor, 1977), p. 194.

. Christy Ferguson, “Images of the Body: Victorian England,” philosophy research project,

Le Moyne College, 1983.

24. Quoted in E. M. Sigsworth and T. J. Wyke, “A Study of Victorian Prostitution and Vene

»

real Disease,” in Vicinus, ed., Suffer and Be Still, p. 82.

. See Kate Millett, “The Debate over Women: Ruskin vs. Mill,” and Helene E. Roberts, *“Muar

riage, Redundancy, or Sin: The Painter’s View of Women in the First Twenty-Five Years ot
Victoria’s Reign,” both in Vicinus, ed., Suffer and Be Still.

. Gay, The Bourgeois Experience, p. 197; Millett, “Debate over Women,” in Vicinus, ed.,

Suffer and Be Sull, p. 123.

Vicinus, “Introduction,” p. x.

Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism, p. 343 (emphasis added).

Chernin, The Obsession, p. 148.

Charles Gaines and George Butler, “Iron Sisters,” Psychology Todav (Nov. 1983): 67.
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