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Advance praise for Perfect Girls, Starving Daughters


“These beautifully written, sensitive, and empathetic stories tell the heart-wrenching truth about the critical, harmful way women and girls regard themselves—with normalized self-hate. Martin gives voice to so many who are suffering, many whose self-hatred has insidiously become part of everyday conversation. She offers the reader deep insight based on extensive research and authentic interviews, and demands that we stop settling for self-hate. Perfect Girls, Starving Daughters will undoubtedly change lives.”


—Dr. Robin Stern, feminist psychoanalyst and author of The Gaslight Effect


“Martin presents an inspirational collection of research and stories about the problem young girls are tormented by in today’s society. No ethnic group is excluded from this epidemic. Perfect girls are not anorexic daughters. The desire to be thin is masking the true underlying problem—the desire to be loved and acknowledged. This book is an invaluable tool for all of us. A MUST-READ!”


—Laura E. Corio, MD, author of The Change Before the Change


“Through fast-paced stories and conclusions based on insightful, riveting details, Martin establishes that virtually every woman is confused about food and her body. Martin ‘outs’ the still-taboo parts of this issue. Brilliant, sensitive women aren’t running the world because they’ve been conned into hating their bodies, an ever-more-appalling waste of time, energy, and resources leading to obsessive unhappiness. This book will do much to help us explore the sexy, confusing, messy subject of why women (and increasingly, men) don’t love their own bodies and nourish them accordingly.”


—Karen Kisslinger, columnist, teacher (Woodhull Institute Faculty), nationally certified acupuncturist, healer, and mother of recovering EDer


“With a sharp analysis communicated through heartbreaking stories, Martin exposes how hard most women have it these days when it comes to being secure in their physical appearance. Martin delves into the psychological, emotional and social side effects of a generation gone perfect. Anyone who has ever felt that twinge of not being good enough, skinny enough, pretty enough for the world at large should sit down with this book and see how deep the rabbit hole goes. We can only begin to act on our own behalf once we see how comprehensive this social disorder is—Martin makes it clear that the time to act is now!”


—Adrienne Maree Brown, executive director, The Ruckus Society


“Courtney Martin’s book, Perfect Girls, Starving Daughters, is a courageous, intelligent, warm, and insightful deconstruction of the complicated experience of becoming a woman for this generation. She tells a new story, from the inside looking out, at the ongoing issues that anyone tuned into the media or in relationship to a young woman sees but may not understand. Her relentlessly honest and exposing account of interviews, research, and personal experience reveals a daunting reality: the self-destructive ways women cope with the impossible pressures and expectations of a society obsessed with achievement and perfection. Anyone wanting to know the truth of how our vital, brilliant, talented young female generation is slowly being eroded, and also wants to travel the road to re-empowerment, must read this.”


—Ellen M. Boeder, M.A., L.P.C., primary therapist, The Eating Disorder Center of Denver


“For health professionals, Courtney Martin gives an indispensable guide into food behavior. Using compelling personal insights, she effortlessly conveys the tangle of nutritional health and disordered eating. Stories of dieting daughters and young women seeking their worth in weight are told with uncommon wit and wisdom. Tragicomic accounts of Martin’s college experience combine with sharp analysis that anyone can enjoy and employ, from dietitians and physicians dealing with full-blown eating disorders to parents and their children who face the impossible paradox of perfect girls and starving daughters.”


—Sharron Dalton, professor of nutrition and registered dietitian, New York University, and author of Our Overweight Children: What Parents, Schools, and Communities Can Do About the Fatness Epidemic


“It was inspiring, necessary, and revolutionary for me to read this book. Courtney E. Martin has written one of the most important, comprehensive looks into the malnourished souls of today’s girls and women. You owe it to yourself to read this book and give it to every daughter, mother, and woman you know.”


—Jessica Weiner, advice columnist and author of Life Doesn’t Begin 5 Pounds from Now


“Martin asks some deep questions, ones that are both obvious and suppressed: Is women’s obsession with weight and what we eat a major contributor to women’s lack of liberation as well as evidence of it? What would happen if our minds weren’t constantly focused on how many calories we took in and whether we were ‘being good’ and not eating too much? Pulling from an army of feminist thinkers (from poet Nicole Blackman to Anna Quindlen), she makes a significant—and desperately needed—move forward in the theorizing around body image and eating disorders.”


—Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards, coauthors of Manifesta and Grassroots
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For my momma,
Jere E. Martin,
whose body was my first home
and whose spirit continues to be my hearth.


You are the most powerful
human being I have ever known.


And for the brave women who share
their stories in this book.
 

You are my hope.








Preface


I have carried this book around inside of me for years. At age twenty-five, far from the gluttony of college and even further from the angst of adolescence, I suspected I might finally be rid of the gagging noises echoing in dorm bathrooms and the scrape of plates sliding against Formica tables. I thought I might be able to feign ignorance about the next wave of thirteen-year-old girls discovering the ritual language of self-hatred—fat, disgusting, weak, worthless.


But then my best friend—one of the few girls I had ever been close to who had not had an eating disorder—looked at me, eyes wet with tears, and admitted that she had been making herself throw up after meals. I felt the hope leak out of me, like air out of a punctured balloon.


Then my small-town cousin came to visit me in the big city, and as we wandered the echoing halls of the Met, she admitted that she felt, as I had in college, often on the edge of an eating disorder. I felt rage.


Over coffee and some history homework, a fourteen-year-old girl I mentor told me that her friends thought about nothing so much as their weight. I felt dread.


My students at Hunter College, working-class, first-generation American, ethnically diverse, shocked me by standing up in front of the class and admitting to struggling with undiagnosed eating disorders for years and watching their mothers take out loans for tummy tucks.


It wasn’t just my private world either. Though few talked about it, Terri Schiavo was suspected to have had a heart attack and gone into a coma as a result of her battle with bulimia. Lindsay Lohan and Nicole Richie shrank down to nothing in plain view. Anorexic fashion models in Uruguay and Brazil, both in their early twenties, died. On websites, girls from all over the country pledged their devotion to Ana (aka anorexia) and Mia (aka bulimia)—sharing starvation tips with anyone old enough to type in a URL.


Evidence was everywhere, yet people were not talking about the cultural causes or the larger implications. Few were expressing public outrage at the amount of time, energy, and emotion being displaced onto diets and disease. When I thought about starting the conversation, it scared me. I could already hear the critics in my own head: You are making vast generalizations. You are unprepared, untrained, unqualified. How can you tell other people’s stories for them? What about men with eating disorders? What about older women? Queer folks? What about the obesity epidemic?


But the critics could not speak louder than the voices of my best friend, my cousin, my mentee, my students. The risk of having critics, I realized, could be no greater than the risk of losing more young women—metaphorically or physically. And so I sat down at my computer and did the only thing I know how to do when I am in great pain and feeling powerless: I wrote.


In the process of writing and reading and talking and thinking, I have been compelled to make generalizations. I know no other way to talk about culture. I recognize that there are women, young and old, who feel great about their bodies and won’t connect with the mental and physical anguish I describe in this book. These lucky, rare women have sidestepped the cultural imperative to be perpetually unsatisfied with their form. I hope they will share their secrets of self-protection with the rest of us.


I am not an expert on eating disorders, nutrition, health, or psychology, but I do have expertise in quiet desperation. I can spot the light fuzz that covers an anorectic’s body, the mysterious disappearances that signal bulimia, the dull cast in the eyes of a teenage girl who feels bad for eating too many cookies, the real story behind the stress fractures sustained by an avid runner who can’t take it easy. In this book, I act as an observer, an outraged idealist, a storyteller, a bleeding heart, an eavesdropper, and an ordinary young woman.


A writer takes great responsibility when trying to speak for another—whether that other is a best friend or a whole generation of women. While some of the stories in this book are based on my memory of past events, I am also honored to have been trusted by many women whose interviews fill this book. I can only hope that I do their stories and their beauty justice. Most of them have asked for pseudonyms (signaled throughout the text by asterisks). In some cases, certain identifying characteristics have been changed. A few of them have bravely opted to use their real names. I not only welcome but implore other young women to add their voices to this conversation. I do not intend to be a voice in the wilderness; I intend to be instead the first note in a chorus.


So many are suffering from food and fitness obsessions—the victims are becoming younger and younger, older and older, male, gay, lesbian, and transgender. In order to explore even a fraction of this terrain with any clarity, I had to construct limits (however artificial), and so focus on the ways in which young, heterosexual women feel and fear. What they believe men find “hot” feeds their obsessions with food and fitness. A version of this dynamic exists also between lesbian women and between gay men, but I have not gathered the evidence necessary to address the ways in which it is undoubtedly different. This is intended to be not the definitive book on food and fitness obsession, but a beginning.


The obesity epidemic, which I explore in Chapter 8, is in truth the flip side of the same coin. Being underweight or overweight so often stems from the same roots: a society of extremes, struggles for control, learned behavior, self-hatred. I talk throughout this book about food and fitness obsessions as existing along a spectrum. Being on either end of the spectrum—totally obsessed or completely unengaged—is hazardous to your health. These extremes are crippling our society’s collective economic, intellectual, and even spiritual health.








Introduction




When we try to pick out anything by itself, we usually find it is hitched to everything else in the universe.





—John Muir


Eating disorders affect more than 7 million American girls and women, and up to 70 million people worldwide. Ninety-one percent of women recently surveyed on a college campus reported dieting; 22 percent of them dieted “always” or “often.” In 1995, 34 percent of high school-age girls in the United States thought they were overweight. Today, 90 percent do. Over half the females between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five would prefer to be run over by a truck than be fat, and two-thirds surveyed would rather be mean or stupid. The single group of teenagers most likely to consider or attempt suicide is girls who worry that they are overweight. A survey of American parents found that one in ten would abort a child if they found out that he or she had a genetic tendency to be fat.


We live in a time when getting an eating disorder, or having an obsession over weight at the very least, is a rite of passage for girls. Terms such as saturated fat and aerobic workout roll off twelve-year-old tongues. One friend told me of a group of girls in her college dorm who set dates for group bingeing. They would fill a large serving bowl with their favorite forbidden foods—ice cream, bread, cookies—then eat them, and throw them up, in tandem. An eighteen-year-old girl I met during a summer enrichment program said her friend justifies not eating bread not because she is on Atkins—which would be embarrassingly clichéd—but because she “doesn’t like the taste of carbs.” A writer for a popular women’s magazine tells me that one of her interns chews on Styrofoam peanuts because doing so gives her the experience of consuming food without any of the calories. Another friend of a friend calls up the Tasti D-Lites throughout the island of Manhattan to find out where the best flavors are so she can hit them for her daily dinner of frozen yogurt. Many women, even those who consider themselves healthy, classify what they have eaten or how much they have exercised as a marker of their worth in the world.


It is not our kindness or courage that we count at the end of the day, it is our caloric intake.


I look at the driven, diverse, brilliant, courageous, and beautiful women around me and am devastated by how many struggle with these issues. At age twenty-five, I can honestly say that the majority of the young women I know have either full-blown eating disorders or screwed-up attitudes toward food and fitness. Jen wills herself to eat, even though she still craves the high of a hollow stomach. Bonita* abandons her homework to go the gym with her sisters, listening to their banter about fad diets all the way there. Susan* avoids making dates that include food so she won’t have to explain her rigid restrictions. Jane* wakes up in the middle of her liposuction surgery to the haunting sound of a sucking machine. This is the daily reality of the women in my immediate circle of friends. Even those who I thought might be safe from the powerful distraction of the scale turn out to be affected once I start asking. Big and beautiful Felice starved herself skinny, only to realize that life still wasn’t perfect. Gareth, my brave fat-activist best friend, admits to me that she too has stuck her finger down her throat when the guilt over what she ate was too much to bear.


Connect the dots, and you have a tangled, paralyzing web of obsession. Seemingly isolated cases—the gagging sound in the bathroom, the family-style bowl of pasta disappearing in the night, the meticulous food diary—seen together are evidence of a larger picture of pathology. My generation is expending its energy on the wrong things. We are holed up in our bedrooms doing Google searches on low-fat foods, churning away on stationary bikes in torturous spinning classes, and feeling guilty, inadequate, shameful, and out of control in the process. We thought we would save the rain forest and find a cure for AIDS. Instead we are doing research on the most accurate scales and the latest diet trends.


Professors, sociologists, and parents have called us apathetic, but really we are distracted. We don’t have time to think about the war in Iraq, because we can’t get past the war in our own minds: Should I be “bad” and have pizza, or should I be “good” and have a salad? We can’t look up and out because we are too busy looking down, scrutinizing our bodies in magnifying full-length mirrors. Delilah* planned her day around the bathrooms on campus that were least utilized so she could vomit in peace. Jen couldn’t carry the groceries into her first house because she was too thin and had no energy. Girls and women across America turn down invitations to go to the beach because they don’t want anyone to see them in their bathing suits.


How did this happen? Is this okay with everybody else? What can we do about it?


For a long time, these questions nagged at me, but I kept silent, thinking it was just the young women I knew who were starving themselves. Those to whom I did try to reach out were often dismissive. A friend studying psychology said, “Eating disorders are very individual psychological diseases, Courtney. You can’t think of them as a social problem.”


She was only partially right. Recent research does indicate that eating disorders have significant genetic and biochemical components, but other research confirms that our culture is very much an influence.


I push further: “But what about the fact that eating disorders disproportionately affect women? And what about all the girls who don’t have diagnosable eating disorders but just obsess about every little thing they put in their mouths? That may not be a disease, but it definitely affects their lives in a significant way.”


“That’s America, Courtney. That’s normal.” With that, she took another sip of her Diet Coke.


One smart feminist to whom I talked about my concerns and ideas for this book told me, “It’s been done, Courtney. Try to think of something new.” I thanked her and shut my mouth, but inside I was screaming, But this is what I’m living with! This is what I wake up in the morning to, what I walk around all day resisting, what I go to bed sad and hopeless about! Doesn’t that matter to you?


During an alumni event at Barnard College, I spoke to one of the older women at my table about my impressions of an epidemic of disordered thinking about food and fitness, how it seemed to be taking over young women’s lives. “Oh, that’s nothing new, honey,” she responded. “That’s womanhood. Women have always obsessed. They always will.”


Many women have normalized food and fitness obsessions and collectively accept that “it is just part of being a woman” to count calories or feel guilty after every ice cream cone. We feel secretly pleased when we get sick because we know we will lose a few pounds. We eat healthy portions in social situations or out on dates, but when we are home, we feel relief that we can go back to our skimpy dinners without feeling observed—a nutrition bar, a small salad with a few crackers, a bowl of spinach and a piece of dry toast, a chicken breast plain and cold. “Everybody does it,” a friend tells me. “It’s just normal now.”


But does that mean it’s okay? Does that mean I should watch a generation of promising young women devote the better part of their intellects to scheduling visits to the gym and their next meal? Does it mean that we should just continue to watch it happen and chalk it up to individual psychology, something out of our control, no chance of prevention? Is this really what it means to be a woman?


I was raised by two feminists—my mom a clinical social worker and community activist, my dad a Buddhist bankruptcy lawyer—who told me that being a woman was about freedom of choice, a culture of care, a spirit of resilience and courage. My grandmother muscled her way through the premature death of her husband and learned to pay her own bills, make her own friends, travel her own path. When I rubbed her arthritic knuckles, I knew I was touching the hand of a soldier. From watching my mom move through the world, I concluded that being a woman meant spending time on the important things— community building, learning, teaching, loving, listening, birthing, caring for the dying. When my grandmother grew frail and out of it, it was my mother who dressed her, fought for her last wishes, cried without covering her face. Womanhood, they told me and showed me, was about something solid and beautiful right in the core—a vulnerable yet unbreakable center of strength and openness.


At the center of most of the young women I know today are black holes. Next to the brilliance, and the creativity, and the idealism is a bubbling, acid pit of guilt and shame and jealousy and restlessness and anxiety. It isn’t that they aren’t driven or brilliant or powerful or determined. To the contrary, most of the women I know between the ages of nine and twenty-nine (the age range I focus on in this book) are complete dynamos. In a recent study of thirteen hundred women, half of those with eating disorders described themselves as having been “obsessive perfectionists” as early as age eight. They dominate the classrooms, score higher on the MCATs and the LSATs than their older brothers, have exhausting social schedules, run marathons, devote time to volunteer work and artistic projects, and seek out mentors far more often than their boyfriends do. From the outside, these women look like they are just about to take over the world. But on the inside is a far less powerful picture.


Anna Quindlen, in her 2005 short book aptly titled Being Perfect, wrote: “Someday, sometime, you will be sitting somewhere. A berm overlooking a pond in Vermont. The lip of the Grand Canyon at sunset. A seat on the subway. And something bad will have happened: You will have lost someone you loved, or failed at something at which you badly wanted to succeed. And sitting there, you will fall into the center of yourself. You will look for some core to sustain you. And if you have been perfect all your life and have managed to meet all the expectations of your family, your friends, your community, your society, chances are excellent that there will be a black hole where that core ought to be.”


My friends and I, girls and young women across the nation (and even, I have learned, across the world), harbor black holes at the center of our beings. We, the perfect girls, try to fill these gaping holes with food, blue ribbons, sexual attention, trendy clothes, but no matter how hard we try, they remain. We have called this insatiable hunger by many different names—ambition, drive, pride—but in truth it is a fundamental distrust that we deserve to be on this earth in the shape we are in. A perfect girl must always be a starving daughter, because there is never enough—never enough accomplishment. Never enough control. Never enough perfection.


Our mothers had the luxury of aspiring to be “good,” but we have the ultimate goal of “effortless perfection.” This was the term that young women at Duke University used to describe “the expectation that one would be smart, accomplished, fit, beautiful, and popular, and that all this would happen without visible effort” in a series of discussions held in 2001 as part of their Women’s Initiative. This is not, of course, just a Duke thing. “Effortless perfection” has become the unattainable and anxiety-producing ideal for women across the country and across the world. We must not only be perfect—as in accomplished, brilliant, beautiful, witty—but also appear as if we achieve all this perfection through an easygoing, fun-loving approach. Perfect girls are powerfully afraid of seeming too uptight, rigid, or moralistic. We don’t just want to achieve; we also want to be cool.


The “perfect” part of this equation gets us in trouble with eating disorders, or obsessions with food and fitness. The Herculean effort to appear effortless keeps us silent or nonchalant about the pain we are in.


In truth, “effortless perfection” is a hell of a lot of work. Calories, workouts, pounds, new diet trends, feeling guilty, shameful,  inadequate, out of control. Imagine—no, seriously, close your eyes and imagine—the time that you spend each day thinking about food, fitness, and the size and shape of your body:




• One minute debating whether to have a bagel and be “bad” or a protein shake and be “good”; two minutes chastising yourself for choosing the bagel; two minutes contemplating how fattening the cream cheese was


• Three minutes poking your face in the mirror, feeling bad about the dark circles under your eyes


• Four minutes reading that Lindsay Lohan lost a bunch of weight; another minute chastising yourself for being so vulnerable to the media; five minutes thinking about how crazy it is that women as smart as you spend so much of their days obsessing about food and fitness


• Two minutes contemplating whether to head for the salad bar at lunch or get the chicken sandwich you actually crave; one minute thinking how hungry you still are after your salad; three minutes milling around the snack bar wondering if you should get one more little thing


• Two minutes trying to figure out when you should go the gym


• One minute standing in front of the coffee counter, trying to figure out what drink is sweet enough that it tastes good but doesn’t contain a lot of hidden calories


• Ten minutes talking to your friend in the student union about how much crap you drank (i.e., keg beer) and ate (i.e., 2:00 A.M. pizza) over the weekend and how gross you’re feeling


• Five minutes lying on your bed contemplating whether to go to the gym or take a nap, which you really want to do; five minutes wondering if your body looks anything like that of the girl on the treadmill directly in front of you; two minutes hating her when you decide you are much rounder


• Three minutes debating with your roommate whether to go down to the cafeteria and risk major overeating or to go out for sushi and risk major overspending; five minutes wandering around the cafeteria trying to decide what to eat that sounds good but isn’t going to make you blow up; two minutes debating whether taking the top slice of bread off of your tuna sandwich makes you look lame


• One minute resisting the temptation to get frozen yogurt; one minute recounting everything you’ve eaten that day in order to justify to yourself that you haven’t been that “bad” and deserve it; five minutes arguing with your roommate about the actual calorie content of frozen yogurt, the nutritional value of soy, and the Atkins diet


• Five minutes talking shit about the really skinny girl getting a few pieces of lettuce and pouring balsamic vinegar over it


• One minute pledging to yourself that you won’t eat one more thing the rest of the night; two minutes thinking about how little willpower you have when you eat some gummy bears out of the care package your mom sent; three minutes trying to get other people to eat some with you


• Three minutes distracted from your poli sci reading while you think about how thin you want to be by the summertime; two minutes recounting, again, what you ate all day and chastising yourself for the bagel, the frozen yogurt, and the gummy bears while trying to fall asleep; one minute planning what you will eat and when you will exercise tomorrow





Sound familiar? So many women spend at least this much time— about a hundred minutes a day—scrutinizing instead of loving their bodies. That’s one hundred minutes a day they could spend admiring the impressive curve of their shoulders, the width of their hips, the way their hair falls to one side, the baffling work of their organs and muscles. That’s one hundred minutes they could spend celebrating their creativity, curiosity, dedication, and openness. That’s one hundred minutes they could spend reading an amazing book, feeling grateful for family and friends, memorizing a poem, considering concepts of God, or taking action against global warming.


Many women waste even more time on their bodies. If the average woman spends about an hour a day contemplating her size, her calorie intake, and her exercise regimen starting at the age of twelve and she lives for eighty-five years, she will have lost over three years of her life. Three years! Most women I know get irritated if they spend more than five minutes waiting for a bus or talking to an uninteresting guy at a bar. Three years of inefficiency, powerlessness, and sheer waste should make us furious!


Yet many of the women I have spoken to over the years seem resigned to their fate of caring too much about the shapes of their bodies, despite realizing that it is a shallow pursuit. Most of them shrug when I ask the hard question: What can we do to close the gap between what we know—that body obsession is a waste of time and spirit—and how we actually lead our lives and think about ourselves? One of my mom’s wild and wonderful friends told me, “When you’re my age, you don’t give a shit about what other people think. You can eat whatever you want, wear whatever you want. Courtney, you can be whoever you want.”


“But I don’t want to wait until I’m fifty to feel that way,” I told her. And many women fifty and older still don’t feel that way.


I turned to books in hope of finding some answers. Many older women don’t understand the depth of my generation’s despair. In fact, many older women (mothers, teachers, coaches, bosses) give younger women positive feedback for their obsessive dedication to thinness or their imbalanced, insatiable drive for perfection. I certainly perceived that most of my mentors were thrilled that I felt compelled to write faster, stay longer, and sacrifice balance in pursuit of achievement. An otherwise brilliant boss once said to me, “Oh, you’re skinny, you don’t have to worry.” Does this mean, I wondered, that if I wasn’t “skinny,” I would have to worry? What exactly should I be worrying about?


Much has been written by many insightful, brave women about media and body image, food and emotions, perfectionism and eating disorders, the complexity of family and identity. In Unbearable Weight, Susan Bordo takes an academic but authentic stab at drawing parallels between the body and the culture. Kim Chernin dives into the depths of our psyches and discovers that our relationships with food reflect our relationships with our mothers and our femaleness in general. Geneen Roth, author of Feeding the Hungry Heart, reveals ways for women to become self-aware and embrace pleasure. The late Caroline Knapp’s anorexia memoir, Appetites, pushes women to consider the almost universal female struggle with “hunger.” Naomi Wolf rails against the system that grants beauty a greater value than intelligence in the influential Beauty Myth, written when she was twenty-five. The psychologist Marion Woodman quotes Shakespeare, Jung, and Donne in her books on the deadly imbalance of the feminine and masculine in modern culture and writes: “To move toward perfection is to move out of life.” Marya Hornbacher’s eloquent memoir, Wasted, is proof of Woodman’s claim—a terrifying true story of one young woman’s plunge into oblivion.


To all of these courageous writers, I am deeply indebted. This book is my own answer to the unsettling feeling I was left with even after experiencing their wisdom. I didn’t want to read psychological theory or history on eating disorders and obsessions. I felt uninspired by the fashion-magazines-are-rotting-your-mind theory, for which the filmmaker Jean Kilbourne is the pied piper in Killing Us Softly and Slim Hopes. Painting the mass media and advertising as the ultimate, deliberate evil is too simplified and unconvincing on a personal level. I’m smart. So are my friends. We were familiar with marketing and media literacy from a young age, hip to the fact that Barbie, supermodels, and the beauty industry were dangerous for our psyches.


We need a new analysis about the ways in which pop culture and the Internet age are covertly shaping our ideas about beauty and femaleness. Given all of our media training, how do fads and fasting celebrities still manage to weasel their ways into our brains and influence our ideas about our own bodies? How can we still engage with pop culture in fun and ironic ways, and even reclaim it, without being brainwashed by it?


I wanted to read a book that tried to answer these questions—a book that traced girls back to their beginnings and looked for the vulnerable moments, the tipping points. I wanted to read a book in which I could see my childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood in other women’s stories. I wanted a book that communicated the complexity and danger involved in growing up a girl now, right now, a book that told the truth about my generation’s tumultuous love affair with perfectionism and showed why it is not all good.


I wanted to read Harriet the Spy-like observations of mothers and fathers and how they influence attitudes toward beauty and success. I wanted a clear picture of the tightrope on which every adolescent girl precariously balances—that feeling of never wanting to be too sexual or too prudish, too forward or too timid, too fun or too rigid. I wanted to read descriptions of the thick and sultry beat of hip-hop as it seeped out of her first boyfriend’s car, a music that would initially seduce and ultimately silence her. I wanted my generation to confirm our collective disappointment with the contemporary parade of bimbo pop stars. I wanted to read raw, honest answers to the question: What do guys really want? I wanted to read something that untangled our all-or-nothing nation’s incredibly messy knot of spin about fat, health, and willpower. I wanted to put into words the soaring sisterhood of team sports and also find admissions to the often dangerous level of dedication. I wanted to read the real truth about college—the lurking around the salad bar, the cosmetics kits full of laxatives—and the feeling of floating nowhere that came afterward. I wanted a call to action.


But I didn’t find that book. I found memoirs about anorexia and bulimia, painful accounts of weight obsessions taken to the extreme. I found psychological and spiritual polemics, women my mom’s age spouting hard-earned wisdom about the sacredness of the body and the goddess within. I found histories of eating disorders that revealed that problems are not new but are showing up in different, more pernicious forms. I found self-help books with bright, flashy covers whose celebrity authors exhorted us to “take back your life.”


So at age twenty-five, I figured—why not me? Why don’t I write down what I want to know—what I know others are longing to know—so that the next time a girl in Colorado Springs or Corvallis or Hartford goes searching her sister’s shelf for something that makes sense of the world, she finds a story that reminds her of her own. That makes her pain real. That makes all of our pain real.


I want this book to move us all—the prom queens and the hip-hop heads, the volleyball stars and the newspaper editors, the investment bankers and the social workers—to admit that we are sick. Because on some level, in some way, we are sick. And we are also really, truly sick of being sick.


In this book, I extricate myself from the rat race for thinness, stand still and look around, describe the textbook-case eating disorders that surround me as well as the supposedly healthy girls who spend their days writing in food diaries and feeling bad about themselves. I suggest that maybe things can be different, that maybe food obsession isn’t a necessary part of being a woman.


This book is filled with stories of my friends and my friends’ friends, and sometimes even my friends’ friends’ friends. For several years, I have sat in coffee shops and bars and taken long road trips to talk with these girls and women. I have read revealing, brave e-mails and letters from women all over the country—Hara from Jersey, Elizabeth from Southern California, and Lorie from Portland, Maine.


What I first thought was an American problem turns out to be insidious almost anywhere that food is not scarce and MTV appears; Tatijiana from Germany, Hiromi from Japan, and Anna Rose from London told me how weight obsession plays out in their home countries. Recent research confirms that more than forty countries report eating disorders, including seemingly unlikely locales such as Nigeria, India, South Africa, and Mexico.


Japan’s “culture of cute” (kawaii bunka) encourages rampant eating disorders; a 2001 National Nutrition Survey reported a 100 percent increase in the rate of underweight Japanese women since 1990. A 2003 study of high school girls in Hong Kong found that though only 4.80 percent of them were overweight, 85.16 percent wanted to weigh less. Another in an all-female kibbutz in northern Israel found that 85 percent of adolescent girls were dissatisfied with their figures, 63 percent were considering a diet, and 60 percent were afraid of “losing control over their weight.” Almost a quarter of girls from the United Arab Emirates, according to a recent study there, are unhealthily preoccupied with food and fitness. The Independent, a London paper, recently reported that more than 1 million people in Britain now suffer from eating disorders. An unprecedented law passed in Buenos Aires requires retailers to carry sizes above the U.S. equivalent of a size six after the government recognized that healthy women in this eating disorder-infested country couldn’t even find clothing to fit them.


I have spent hours on the phone with women as young as eleven and as old as eighty, mulling over this undeniable problem and possible solutions. Many of their stories echo one another despite biographical differences.


Many conversations I have had recently with women my age and younger start out centered on “a friend.” You know who you should really talk to, they tell me, is my high school best friend, Olivia. She was really screwed up about food. Or I mean I’m not totally happy with my body, but I would never starve myself. Unlike my cousin— now, that’s who you should really interview if you want an intense story. If I stick with it long enough and explain that I am actually interested in talking to women with a range of perspectives, the pronouns shift—she becomes I. Sometimes this shift happens unconsciously: Yeah, she got into really bad cycles with fasting and exercising excessively. It’s like you try to eat right and avoid bad foods, and then I feel guilty when I cheat and I’ll go the gym and work out a lot to try to make it right again. I rewind, listen again, and wonder at the seamlessness of the transition.


I have mined my own childhood for the defining moments when I learned that my body was a currency and my ability to control, confine, and cultivate it one of my most difficult charges as a girl. I have used my story as a backdrop throughout the book, a benchmark to understand what is peculiar to my middle-class suburban white background, and what speaks to a larger truth about growing up a girl in the dusk of the twentieth and the dawn of the twenty-first centuries. I realized, as I gathered the vulnerable, emotional stories, that I would have to be just as open and revealing as the women I interviewed.


Some of the experts I respect most, the ones who seem most attuned to the lives girls are actually leading rather than stuck to old theories or misleading statistics, heard about my project and said, “Finally. Finally, your generation is finding its own voice.” These psychologists and nutritionists care more about healing people than about being right. They are expert at sitting with someone else in pain, being quiet, telling their own stories if it helps. They informed my thinking greatly.


In swimsuit dressing rooms, Girls Inc. summer camps, conventions for eating disorder specialists, third-wave feminist work groups, Overeaters Anonymous meetings, and high school dances, I have taken furious notes on the ways in which women’s ideas about their own bodies dictate their behavior. At the recent wedding of a childhood best friend, I went into the bathroom and heard the distinct sounds of a girl making herself throw up. When I told my boyfriend, he joked that he was surprised I didn’t crawl up the side of the stall next to her, peer over, and ask, “Do you want to be in a book?”


Girls understand their own bodies and their power in the world through a strange and complicated mix of influences—television, radio, magazines, movies, health class, their mothers, their fathers, their siblings, their boyfriends, their genetics, the Olympics, porn, the prom, et cetera. Television reflects this culture, from I Want a Famous Face on MTV to the constant references to size and shape on talk shows and sitcoms. And women’s magazines, with rare exception, are notorious incubators of the worst of our fears and phobias. As Pink so pointedly satirized in her 2006 “Stupid Girls” video, the vacuous lyrics and political personas featured in Top 40 fare are rife with messages about the preeminent importance of women’s bodies with little mention of their minds.


Further, a variety of experts—including psychologists, spiritual advisers, self-help gurus, and Girl Scout leaders—profess to have the answer to girls’ problems. But the true authority on a young woman’s battle with her own body is the woman herself.


I have listened to the stories of the girls I met and asked them personal, necessary questions, trying to understand the larger implications of their suffering. Sometimes I have tried to understand the importance of the things they cannot see or say. Their stories paint an authentic, sometimes unexpectedly funny, sometimes painful, often powerful, and ultimately hopeful picture of what it is like to grow up in this body-preoccupied time.


I believe in the possibility of a world where a girl doesn’t learn how to count calories at the same age she learns algebra. I believe that my generation can raise our daughters to believe they can be anything but that they do not have to be perfect at everything. There is room to believe that you, the reader, can see yourself in some of the stories contained within this book and find some kind of peace in that recognition.


I set out asking: How did we become so obsessed with perfection, so preoccupied with food and fitness, and what can we do to reclaim our time and our energy? Perfect Girls, Starving Daughters is my attempt to answer, one story at a time.








1. Perfect Girls, Starving Daughters


There is a girl, right now, staring in a mirror in Des Moines, scrutinizing her widening hips. There is a girl, right now, spinning like a hamster on speed in a gym on the fifth floor of a building in Boston, promising herself dinner if she goes two more miles. There is a girl, right now, trying to wedge herself into a dress two sizes too small in a Savannah shopping mall, chastising herself for being so lazy and fat. There is a girl, right now, in a London bathroom, trying not to get any vomit on her aunt’s toilet seat. There is a girl, right now, in Berlin, cutting a cube of cheese and an apple into barely visible pieces to eat for her dinner.


Our bodies are the places where our drive for perfection gets played out. Food is all around us, as are meals and the pressure that goes with them. Well-intentioned after-school specials teach us, from a very young age, how to purge our snacks. We are inundated with information about “good” and “bad” foods, the most effective workout regimens, the latest technological advancements in plastic surgery. We demand flawlessness in our appearance—the outer manifestation of our inner dictators.


To some degree, this makes sense. People in general like to look at a pretty face—which means they also like to be friends with a pretty face, do business with a pretty face, and marry a pretty face. Attractive people are desired and coddled in our society; they have an easier time getting jobs, finding boyfriends and girlfriends, getting parts in music videos, simply getting the average waiter’s attention. Even smart girls must be beautiful, even athletes must be feminine. Corporate CEOs, public intellectuals, and even accountants must be thin. Lorie, an eighteen-year-old from Portland, Maine, wrote, “Everyone wants to be skinny, because in life the skinny one gets the guy, the job, the love.” A ten-year-old girl I interviewed in Santa Fe, New Mexico, broke it down for me even further: “It is better to be pretty, which means thin and mean, than to be ugly, which means fat and nice. That’s just how it is.”


The body is the perfect battleground for perfect-girl tendencies because it is tangible, measurable, obvious. It takes four long years to see “summa cum laude” etched across our college diplomas, but stepping on a scale can instantly tell us whether we have succeeded or failed.


The cruel irony is that although we become totally obsessed with the daily measures of how “good” or “bad” we are (refused dessert = good; didn’t have time to go to the gym = bad), there is no finish line. This weight preoccupation will never lead us anywhere. It is a maniacal maze that always spits you out at the same point it sucked you up: wanting. We keep chasing after perfection as if it is an achievable goal, when really it is the most grand and painful of all mirages.


Beauty is the first impression of total success. Social psychologists call this the halo effect: We see one aspect of a person—such as her nice hair—and assume a host of other things about her—that she is wealthy, effective, and powerful. Looking good indicates control, dedication, grace. If you are beautiful, we learn, you are probably rich, lucky, and loved. You are probably sought after, seen, envied. You probably have ample opportunities for dates and promotions. Our generation does not generally equate beauty with stupidity the way our parents or grandparents sometimes did. Beautiful, to us, has come in savvy packages—Tyra Banks creating her own empire, Candace Bushnell writing her way into four-hundred-dollar Manolo Blahniks.


If you are beautiful, we have concluded, you can construct the perfect life—even if you are not brilliant, well educated, or courageous— because the world will offer itself up to you. By contrast, if you are overweight—even if you are brilliant, dynamic, funny, and dedicated— you have no chance at the perfect life. Thinness and beauty are the prerequisites for perfection, which to my generation appears to be the only road to happiness.


From a very young age, we see weight as something in our control. If we account for every calorie that we consume, if we plan our fitness schedule carefully and follow through, if we are exacting about our beauty regimen—designer makeup, trendy clothes—then, we conclude, we will be happy. And we can be beautiful if we are just committed enough—no matter our genetics, our bank account, or our personality—as we have learned from advertising and the American Dream ethos. This logic leads us to believe that, if we are unhappy, it is because of our weight and, in turn, our lack of willpower. We are our own roadblocks on this road to twenty-first-century female perfection and happiness.


The Jungian psychologist Marion Woodman has our number:




In an effort to be mature and independent ... a woman tries to be more and more perfect because the only way she can alleviate her dependence on that judgmental voice is to be perfect enough to shut it up. Thus the opposites meet in a terrifying contradiction. As she runs as fast as she can for independence via perfection, she runs into her own starving self, totally dependent and crying out for food.





Was I just your average temperamental, overcommitted teenage girl in the middle of America? On some level, yes. I grew up in a middle-class household with a lawyer daddy, a homemaker/community volunteer/ consulting therapist mommy, and a Nordic-looking, overprotective older brother (captain of the tennis, lacrosse, and basketball teams and math genius). I rode my bike around the neighborhood, sold lemonade on the corner, and sneaked out of the house at midnight to toilet-paper big Victorian houses. The first time I told my boyfriend, who is from Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn, that I used to get to middle school by carpool, he scoffed: “I thought those only existed in television sitcoms. Oh my God, you really do come from the Beaver Cleaver family!”


Colorado Springs, Colorado, was suburbia to the nth degree, home of strip malls, chain restaurant heaven, and Focus on the Family. Normal doesn’t begin to describe how homogenous my hometown was.


Perfect Girls


But as in any American town with picket fences this white, something dark lurked underneath. Like American Beauty’s psychopathic real estate agent, the mothers I knew were often grinding their teeth and trying to outdo one another in landscaping and SUVs. The fathers— mostly doctors and lawyers—were socially accepted workaholics who attended big games and graduations still in their suits. The sons were out on the field 24/7, dreaming of Big Ten schools. And the girls . . . were perfect.


Yet these perfect girls still feel we could always lose five more pounds. We get into good colleges but are angry if we don’t get into every college we applied to. We are the captains of the basketball teams, the soccer stars, the swimming state champs with boxes full of blue ribbons. We win scholarships galore, science fairs and knowledge bowls, spelling bees and mock trial debates. We are the girls with anxiety disorders, filled appointment books, five-year plans.


We take ourselves very, very seriously. We are the peacemakers, the do-gooders, the givers, the savers. We are on time, overly prepared, well read, and witty, intellectually curious, always moving.


We are living contradictions. We are socially conscious, multiculti, and anticorporate, but we still shop at Gap and Banana Republic. We listen to hip-hop, indie rock, and country on our iPods. We are the girls in hooker boots, wife beaters, and big earrings. We make documentary films, knit sweaters, and DJ. We are “social smokers,” secretly happy that the cigarettes might speed up our metabolisms, hoping they won’t kill us in the process.


We pride ourselves on getting as little sleep as possible and thrive on self-deprivation. We drink coffee, a lot of it. We are on birth control, Prozac, and multivitamins. We do strip aerobics, hot yoga, go five more minutes than the limit on any exercise machine at the gym.


We are relentless, judgmental with ourselves, and forgiving to others. We never want to be as passive-aggressive as our mothers, never want to marry men as uninspired as our fathers. We carry the old world of guilt—center of families, keeper of relationships, caretaker of friends—with the new world of control/ambition—rich, independent, powerful. We are the daughters of feminists who said “You can be anything” and we heard “You have to be everything.”


We must get A’s. We must make money. We must save the world. We must be thin. We must be unflappable. We must be beautiful. We are the anorectics, the bulimics, the overexercisers, the overeaters. We must be perfect. We must make it look effortless.


We grow hungrier and hungrier with no clue what we are hungry for. The holes inside of us grow bigger and bigger.


This quintessentially female brand of perfectionism goes on all over America, not just in suburban enclaves but in big cities, mountain towns, trailer parks. And perfect girls abound in Vancouver, Rio, Tokyo, and Sydney. Their compulsion to achieve constantly, to perform endlessly, to demand absolute perfection in every aspect of life is part of a larger, undeniable trend in the women of my generation all over the world.


I satisfied my hunch that this was the case by consulting more than twenty-five experts in the fields of food, fitness, and psychology, interviewing twice as many girls and young women about their personal experiences (sometimes multiple times), and conducting focus groups with girls on the topic across the country. When I sent out an informal survey via e-mail to all the women I knew and asked them to forward it on to all the women they knew, I got more than one hundred echoing responses in my in-box. Here are just a few:




I am DEFINITELY a perfectionist. To the extreme. Everything I do has to be perfect—whether it be school, gymnastics, working out etc. I do not allow myself to be the slightest bit lazy. I think if I heard someone call me lazy, I would cry!


—Kristine, Tucson, AZ, 22


Perfectionists were rampant at my all-women’s high school, as were eating disorders. I think I can remember two women in my class who really didn’t have body issues and I always admired them. I never had an eating disorder, but I definitely didn’t get away without disordered ideas about food.


—Tara, Beirut, Lebanon, 27


I have always been and always will be a perfectionist in almost everything I do. It creates a struggle within me to truly define or determine when I will be good enough.


—Melissa, McKinney, TX, 21


I do not consider myself a perfectionist, but others describe me that way. There is always room for self-improvement with my body, no matter how thin I am.


—Kelly, Denver, CO, 28


People who know me call me an overachiever. I am hard on myself. My body fits into this mentality because I’m tall, long, lean, but that is the result of strict diet and lots of exercise.


—Kathleen, Jersey City, NJ, 28


I am quite a perfectionist. If I put on weight, I would be very upset. I would see it as a sign of failure on my part to control myself.


—Michelle, Dublin, Ireland, 24





Our bodies, our needs, our cravings, our sadness, our weakness, our stillness inevitably become our own worst enemies. It is the starving daughter within who must be shut down, muted, ignored . . . eventually killed off.


Starving Daughters


A starving daughter lies at the center of each perfect girl. The face we show to the world is one of beauty, maturity, determination, strength, willpower, and ultimately, accomplishment. But beneath the façade is a daughter—starving for attention and recognition, starving to justify her own existence.


The starving daughter within annoys us, slows us down, embarrasses us. She is the one who doubts our ability to handle a full-time job and full-time school. She gets scared, lonely, homesick. She drinks too much, cries too loud, is nostalgic and sappy. When neglected, she seeks comfort in cookies, coffee ice cream, warm bread—transgressions that make the perfect girl in us angry.


The starving daughter emerges in midnight confessions, a best friend’s sudden tears, a suitemate buried in mountains of covers, shades drawn, eating ice cream in the middle of the day, and watching Buffy reruns in the dark.


Starving daughters are full of self-doubt. We don’t want to worry so much about making other people happy but feel like we can never say thank you enough times, never show enough humility, never help enough, never feel enough shame. We feel guilty. We fear conflict. We are dramatic, sensitive, injured easily. We are clinging to all kinds of attachments that, in our minds, we know we should let go of, but in our bodies, we feel incapable of relinquishing. We are self-pitying, sad, even depressed.


We are tired of trying so hard all the time. We feel like giving up. We feel hopeless. We want love, acceptance, happy endings, and rest. We wish that we had faith, that we weren’t ruled by our heads and could live in our hearts more often. We want to have daughters—little girls who will love us unconditionally. We steal small things, such as candy bars and bras—that make us feel special for just a moment. We try to fill the black holes inside of us with forbidden foods. We never feel full. We always feel cold. We starve for a god.


We don’t like to talk about this part of ourselves. Our whole lives, we have received so much affirmation for the perfect part that the starving-daughter part feels like an evil twin. Sometimes we can even convince ourselves that the sadness, self-doubts, and hunger don’t exist, that we like to be this busy, that we like to eat small, unfulfilling portions or work out constantly.


For a while . . . but then the phone doesn’t ring when we want it to or we get passed over for a job or a fellowship. Then the starving daughter makes herself known like an explosion. We collapse from exhaustion, or pick fights with our boyfriends or families, or sob inside the locked bathroom stall. Some girls experience their deep sadness in going on binges (food or alcohol), sleeping all day, sleeping around, buying a lot of clothes they don’t need, ignoring professional or relational opportunities, dropping out of the race altogether. Some of my best friends have retreated inside themselves in this way, refused help, wasted away, or cloaked themselves in excess weight. We get mono and can’t move for weeks. We hate losing control. We hate being “wimps.” We fight these breakdowns, but the starving daughter emerges, young and scared and sick of our shit.


Young women struggle with this duality. The perfect girl in each drives forward, the starving daughter digs in her heels. The perfect girl wants excellence, the starving daughter calm and nurturance. The perfect girl takes on the world, the starving daughter shrinks from it. It is a power struggle between two forces, and at the center, almost every time, is an innocent body.


The Art of Diagnosis


The degree to which women channel their anxiety and ambition into their bodies varies. Some are subtle about the strain between their drive and vulnerability. They would rather pretend that they are above the inane calorie counting or messy bingeing and purging that other girls do. They would prefer to be skinnier but are not going to starve themselves to get there. That would be embarrassing.


Others go through peaks and valleys of obsession, spending months at a time churning through a cycle of destructive self-talk about how unsatisfied they are with their body size and shape, how lazy and weak, then rebounding when they get too busy or too in love to think so much about their imperfections. Their body obsession is seasonal, tolerable, easily brushed under the rug.


I’m one of the girls who has been on the edge of an eating disorder but lucky or scared enough that I have not crossed the line. Yet since the age of about sixteen, I have felt as if I have a common cold. It’s sometimes worse, sometimes better, and I always have this underlying fear that the cold could lead to a more serious, even deadly disease. Sometimes I feel worse about my body than others, but I can generally muffle the nasty bitch in my head who tells me that my butt is too big or my stomach too round. She doesn’t scream the way she does at some of my friends who have full-blown, diagnosable eating disorders.


There are currently three eating disorders in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV)—the big book that psychologists use to label what kind of crazy everyone is. They are anorexia nervosa (which made its DSM debut in 1980), bulimia nervosa (1987), and binge-eating disorder (1994).


Anorectics starve themselves until they are 15 percent or more below a normal body weight for their height and lose their periods. Even when they are skeletally thin, many of them still see themselves as fat— a phenomenon called “body dysmorphic disorder,” which scientists are just beginning to understand is associated with blood flow in the parietal cortex of the brain. The girls who develop anorexia are often poster girls for perfectionism: control freaks, straight-A students, big-time pleasers. Many are suspected of having a genetic predisposition as well, a component still being explored by clinicians and scientists. Anorexia nervosa is the most deadly psychological disease; 5 percent of those who have anorexia for up to ten years and 20 percent of those who battle the disease for twenty years eventually die as a result of it.


With both bulimia nervosa and binge-eating disorder, women eat large amounts of food, far more than they need, in one sitting. Bingeing is defined, in the DSM-IV, as eating an amount of food that is larger than what most people eat in a relatively short period of time, such as an hour or two. The size of a binge varies according to a woman’s size, but the average is fifteen hundred calories. To be diagnosed as bulimic, one must vomit twice a week minimum.


Usually these women mistake emotional hunger for physical hunger. Women who suffer from bulimia take drastic and immediate measures to purge after a binge. Most commonly they make themselves throw up, but some use laxatives or extreme exercising to get the food (and the associated feelings of guilt, shame, sadness, and anger) out of their systems. Women with binge-eating disorder usually eat and wallow in their guilt, refraining from any of these alternatives.


Psychologists are beginning to realize that perfect girls don’t like to be pigeonholed. A lot of young women suffer from combinations of these diseases depending on the time of life (or the time of day). Professionals often describe these women as suffering from bulimiarexia, though it is not an official diagnosis in the DSM-IV.


A grab-bag category called “eating disorder not otherwise specified” (EDNOS for short) does appear in the bible of psychological diagnosis and is applied to those who don’t satisfy all the requirements outlined for the other diseases. Binge-eating disorder was distinguished from this category in 1994, when enough research indicated that it was a separate disease. Experts expect that the DSM-V may feature similar additions or, alternatively, a revision of the rigid restrictions on current diagnoses. For example, large numbers of young women binge and purge once a week and therefore don’t “qualify” for a bulimia nervosa diagnosis. But clearly these women need the same intensity of attention as those who happen to purge once more. Many young women starve themselves but don’t lose their periods, a requirement for the official diagnosis of anorexia nervosa. The very existence of the EDNOS option is a telling indication of the “art,” as opposed to “science,” of diagnosing eating disorders.


Those women who have a more extreme version of the common cold—i.e., a time-wasting, confidence-draining obsession, a binge and purge a month, a tendency to undereat—get lumped together in a category called “partial-syndrome eating disorder.” They are not likely to see their neurosis as anything other than a nagging preoccupation. It’s normal. In fact, you would be hard-pressed to find a woman who doesn’t think more than she would like to about food and fitness. This is especially scary because repeated studies have proven that the gateway to a full-blown eating disorder is the simple trendy diet. “Oh, I’ll just go on Atkins for a little while” quickly shifts into “If I’m not eating bread, I might as well cut out lunch altogether.” In my informal e-mail survey of more than a hundred women, not one said that she was satisfied with how much she thought about her diet or her workout regimen every day. Each described too much obsession and too little action, the internal battle of the perfect girl with a militaristic agenda and the starving daughter who is too tired to satisfy her.


Another interesting tendency emerged in my survey. One of the early questions was “Have you ever had or do you now have a diagnosable eating disorder? Please elaborate, i.e.: When did it start? Are you still struggling with it? Please describe in as much detail as you are comfortable.” Over half the women answered “No, but ...” and then went on to describe a time in their lives when they stopped eating, ran ten miles every day, started throwing up a few times a month, or sometimes, every once in a while, used laxatives. A few examples:




No, but I threw up food for a couple of days after I realized I had been gaining weight. I told my boyfriend (in tears) after blood came up, and he made sure I stopped.


—Jenna, Bloomington, MN, 18


I never had a diagnosed eating disorder, but in seventh grade I attended an all-girls Catholic school and I stopped eating altogether. I guess I am still struggling with it because I still have a bad relationship with food.


—Debbie, New York, NY, 26


No, as a teenager I would crash diet, eat 800 calories a day, but I’m over that. 25% of the girls in my high school class had eating disorders and I didn’t want to be one of them.


—Lauren, Atlanta, GA, 27





These women’s responses indicate that the way we have been socialized to think about food and fitness obsessions is to “otherize” them. It makes us feel safe to think that those girls, over there, the ones with the really serious problems and the really screwed-up families, are the ones who develop full-blown disorders. They are the ones who have to go the hospital and all that. They are the ones who need therapy. The rest of us are just dealing with the everyday “stuff” of being a girl in this society. We can live with it. (We don’t consider that we don’t have to.)


The media have contributed to this inaccurate notion that food and fitness obsessions are dangerous only when they reach a lethal level. Shows such as Entertainment Tonight and magazines such as Us Weekly show skin-and-bones shock photos of anorectic models, dramatize the glass jars filled with vomit hidden in bulimic girls’ closets, reenact their grotesque binges with actresses paid to look like wild animals. Unless we are seriously debilitated by our obsession—dropping out of school, fading away into skeletal form, or throwing up after every single meal—the media make us feel as if we are okay. We aren’t like those girls we’ve seen on TV. We’re not that out of control.


The media have an obvious love-hate relationship with these disorders. Magazine editors know that publishing Kate Bosworth’s latest diet sells copy, just as entertainment tabloid shows have proof that footage of skeletal women boosts ratings. The media moguls, however, don’t like the idea of analyzing their own role in promulgating these images. In an analysis of the women’s magazine coverage of eating disorders since 1980, the Drexel University communications professor Ronald Bishop found that “treating eating disorders as aberration allows the editor to deal with a serious problem while at the same time sustaining a discourse that contributes to the problem.”


Many health care professionals—doctors especially—also encourage this me-versus-them attitude when it comes to eating and exercise pathology. Some are so weary of the concurrent epidemic of obesity that they have put on blinders when dealing with the other extreme. These doctors encourage rigorous exercise and restraint in diet, regardless of the profile of the individual patient. A good friend of mine recently had a doctor recommend that she avoid carbs for breakfast and eat boiled eggs instead, despite the fact that she solicited no advice on how to lose weight, has a history of anorexia, and was in for a routine checkup. The doctor was a woman. Another girl I interviewed talked about seeing a doctor in college, secretly praying that he would notice her dwindling weight, but as she left his office, he hollered after her, “Keep up the good work. Lookin’ great!” My former gynecologist showed me the body mass index in her office and pointed out how many pounds I had to go before I was overweight. She didn’t mention a thing about the other end of the scale. I wondered if she was trying to subtly let me know that I needed to “watch it” (as if every girl isn’t already).


The media and so many doctors would have us believe that eating disorders are like the chicken pox: Either we have one or we don’t. But there is no blood test we can take to confirm that we are misdirecting our energy, time, and money. There is no urine sample that proves your life is being watered down by your focus on the inanity of counting calories. Susie Orbach, a feminist psychologist who has helped thousands of women with her 1978 book, Fat Is a Feminist Issue, argues that eating disorders are many and varied in the way they manifest themselves, and women should not consider themselves “out of the woods” because they don’t fit the textbook diagnoses.


I’m with Susie. Eating disorders are more extreme versions of what nearly every girl and woman faces on a daily basis—a preoccupation with what they put in their mouths and how it affects the shape and size of their bodies. We all have some degree of obsessiveness about food and our bodies. A lucky few feel guilty only for major Thanksgiving binges or when they haven’t been to the gym in months. Some of us are relatively healthy, doing a decent job of avoiding the cultural influences that make us feel bad about ourselves, making choices about what we want to eat based on what we are hungry for, restraining or restricting ourselves only when it seems necessary. Others are somewhere in the middle—sometimes obsessing, sometimes coasting. And the majority are struggling somewhere beyond what we know is healthy but shy of having a diagnosable eating disorder. We struggle in limbo because we can convince ourselves that, as long as we don’t hit starvation, full-blown self-hate, or weekly purges, we are average. We find comfort in being almost as screwed up as everyone else.


A History of Eating Disorders, CliffNotes-Style


One of the first questions that skeptics ask about the prevalence of eating disorders is: Haven’t eating disorders been around for years in one form or another? This is nothing new, is it?


Yes and no. Joan Jacobs Brumberg, feminist author, Cornell professor, and badass historian, provides a thorough, surprisingly entertaining education in the social history of women’s relationships with food, fitness, and their own bodies in her 1997 book, The Body Project: An Intimate History of American Girls.


Religious martyrs sometimes exhibited eating-disordered tendencies. Joan of Arc wouldn’t have called herself anorectic, of course (the term hadn’t been invented yet), but she did starve herself to make a point. Bingeing and purging was actually a communal ritual at some ancient Greek feasts, where people would rock out so hard and eat so much that they had to make themselves throw up. Yet this did not amount to diagnosis, just debauchery.


During the 1870s, however, doctors in France and England scrambled to name and develop treatments for a new crop of girls who came into their offices with the mystifying tendency to reject food altogether. Charles LeSac, from France, and William Withy Gall, from England, competed head-to-head to be the first to name the disease the starving girls suffered from. France won with anorexia, perhaps because “Gall disease” didn’t catch on. Gall suggested that young women needed “parentectomies” in order to heal properly. Both doctors employed artists to draw before and after versions of their patients—eerie portraits of an anomaly that predicted a future epidemic.


It isn’t surprising that the Victorian era marks the birth of modern eating disorders. As they are today, control and thinness were characteristics of wealthy, attractive women. Food, by contrast, brought to mind sexuality, appetite, and indulgence—all things that the prim-and-proper woman was supposed to steer clear of. Victorian gals even converted to the ultimate modern-day eating disorder cover, vegetarianism, because meat was considered carnal. (Funny, my boyfriend says that there is nothing sexier than me taking a big bite of a cheeseburger.)


Around the same time in America, lunatic asylums were reporting the presence of starving girls suffering from “sitophobia”—literally translated from the Greek as “fear or loathing of bread” (and Atkins hadn’t even been invented!). The word image started appearing in American girls’ diaries in the 1920s—the same time movies became a public obsession. Brumberg explains that “girls learned that images could be malleable” from Hollywood actresses, who changed identities and looks as fast as moving pictures could be produced.


Anorexia would not become a household term in the United States until much later. In fact, Brumberg herself remembers returning to her eastern college dorm after her first day at a hospital internship and telling her roommates about this strange woman who was starving herself. That was 1965, and none of them had heard of anorexia.


I believe that Brumberg’s discovery is representative of the experiences of many women my mom’s age. I’ve been cornered frequently by middle-aged women who tell me stories, after they hear the subject of this book, about the mysterious sorority girl who used to throw up after meals or the disappearing sister whom no one knew how to treat. In the 1960s and most of the ’70s, anorexia and bulimia were still exotic and undiscussed. They were seen not as diseases so much as aberrations, phases, sounds: the roommate who always rushed to the bathroom immediately after meals, the little sister who always picked at her plate and avoided mealtimes, the best friend who got depressed and shrank to the size of nothing.


One of the first public memories of eating disorders that many middle-aged women have is of the singer Karen Carpenter, who first dieted in 1967 and by the fall of 1975 weighed just eighty pounds. After collapsing on a Las Vegas stage and being rushed to the hospital, she was diagnosed with anorexia (though she suffered from a combination of fasting, purging, and laxative abuse). The headlines were a shock to the average American. Karen Carpenter died in 1983, though most of her fans mistakenly thought she had been cured.


The 1980s brought on the era of fitness and food obsession: Jazzercise, fad diets, consumerism, and extravagance. Eating disorders were still not diagnosed at the level they are today, but they became a familiar phenomenon, less a sound than an image: another Christie Brinkley ad, skinny blondes in rock videos, Mommy & Me workout tapes. Brumberg asserts that the biggest changes in our collective consciousness have been the increased tolerance for thinness and ambivalence about excessive exercise: “In the nineteenth century a woman running through public parks in spandex would be locked up.” Today, of course, she is lauded.


Catherine Steiner-Adair, a specialist in eating disorder treatment and prevention at Harvard Medical School (and, as she adorably puts it in her e-mails, “the real world”), argued as early as 1986 that perfectionism was correlated with eating-disordered behavior. The “superwoman,” she wrote, often has a “vision of autonomy and independence that excludes connection to others and a reflective relationship with oneself.” In other words, we are so keyed in to achievement, over and above attachment, that we have a hard time being in relationships with others and are not conscious about our own bodies’ needs. Steiner-Adair is now developing prevention models with great success, which she documents in her latest book, Full of Ourselves: A Wellness Program to Advance Girl Power, Health, and Leadership.


Dr. Janell Lynn Mensinger, a young researcher and a survivor of anorexia herself, has carried the torch of Steiner-Adair’s work by developing a “superwoman scale” aimed to prove statistically that perfectionism, coupled with pathological independence, often leads to eating disorders. Though the results of her initial study were inconclusive, she writes, “We are forced to question whether the concept of the Superwoman as being doubly burdened has essentially become outdated for adolescents coming of age in the twenty-first century.” I would say Superwoman is not outdated as much as eclipsed—we are perfect girls before we even have the chance to become “superwomen.”


So no, eating disorders are nothing new. But yes, the extreme form that they have taken on is very much new and characteristic of our time. Today you don’t have a small percentage of white, upper-class women starving themselves; you have a generation of girls obsessed with the shape of their bodies, the number of calories they consume, and their fitness regimens. I challenge you to find a female between the ages of nine and twenty-nine who doesn’t think about these issues more than she would like to, who doesn’t feel racked by guilt and unsatisfied with her body a lot of the time.


Eating disorders no longer discriminate. Research suggests they now affect poor women and women of color in nearly equal numbers. For example, Dr. Ruth Striegel-Moore, chairwoman of psychology at Wesleyan University, found that young black women were as likely as white women to report binge eating in a 2003 study. Two Latina women in the Intro to Women’s Studies course at Hunter College that I teach stood in front of the class and confessed to having eating disorders. One, a working-class woman, the first in her family to go to college, admitted to making herself throw up multiple times a week so she can look more like her aunt, who has had liposuction.
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