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When Alicia Silverstone, the svelte nineteen-
year-old star of Clueless, appeared at the Academy
Awards just a smidge more substantial than she had
been in the movie, the tabloids ribbed her cruelly, calling
her "fatgirl" and "buttgirl" (her next movie role is
Batgirl) and "more Babe than babe." Our idolatry of
the trim, tight body shows no signs of relinquishing its
grip on our conceptions of beauty and normality. Since
I began exploring this obsession it seems to have
gathered momentum, like a spreading mass hysteria.
Fat is the devil, and we are continually beating him--
"eliminating" our stomachs, "busting" our thighs,
"taming" our tummies--pummeling and purging our
bodies, attempting to make them into something other
than flesh. On television, infomercials hawking miracle
diet pills and videos promising to turn our body parts
into steel have become as commonplace as aspirin ads.
There hasn't been a tabloid cover in the past few years
that didn't boast of an inside scoop on some star's diet
regime, a "fabulous" success story of weight loss, or a
tragic relapse. (When they can't come up with a current
one, they scroungeup an old one; a few weeks ago the
National Enquirer ran a story on Joan Lunden's fifty-
pound weight loss fifteen years ago!) Children in this
culture grow up knowing that you can never be thin
enough and that being fat is one of the worst things one
can be. One study asked ten- and eleven-year-old boys
and girls to rank drawings of children with various
physical handicaps; drawings of fat children elicited the
greatest disapproval and discomfort, over pictures of
kids with facial disfigurements and missing hands.

Psychologists commonly believe that girls with
eating disorders suffer from "body image disturbance
syndrome": They are unable to see themselve as
anything but fat, no matter how thin they become. If
this is a disorder, it is one that has become a norm of
cultural perception. Our ideas about what constitutes a
body in need of a diet have become more and more
pathologically trained on the slightest hint of excess.
This ideal of the body beautiful has largely come from
fashion designers and models. (Movie stars, who often
used to embody a more voluptuous ideal, are now
modeling themselves after the models.) They have
taught us "to love a woman's pelvis, her hipbones
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jutting out through a bias-cut gown ... the clavicle in its
role as a coat hanger from which clothes are
suspended."' (An old fashion industry justification for
skinniness in models was that clothes just don't "hang
right" on heftier types.) The fashion industry has
taught us to regard a perfectly healthy, nonobese body
such as the depicted in figure 1 as an unsightly “before”
(“Before CitraLean, no wonder they wore swimsuits like
that"). In fact, those in the business have admitted that
models have been getting thinner since 1993, when Kate
Moss first repopularized the waif look. British models
Trish Goff and Annie Morton make Moss look well fed
by comparison,” and recent ad campaigns for Jil
Sander go way beyond the thin-body- is-coat-hanger
paradigm to a blatant glamorization of the cadaverous,
starved look itself. More and more ads featuring
anorexic-looking young men appearing too.

The main challenge to such images is a
muscular aesthetic that looks more life-affirming, but is
no less punishing and compulsion-inducing in its
demands on ordinary bodies. During the 1996 Summer
Olympics -- which were reported with unprecedented
focus and hype on the fat-free beauty of muscular
bodies -- commentators celebrated the “health” of this
aesthetic over anorexic glamour. But there is growing
evidence of rampant eating disorders among female
athletes, and it's hard to imagine that those taut and
tiny Olympic gymnasts -- the idols of preadolescents
across the country -- are having regular menstrual
cycles. Their skimpy level body fat just won't support it.
During the Olympics I heard a commentator gushing
about how great it was that the 1996 team was
composed predominantly of eighteen- and nineteen-year-
old women rather than little girls. To me it is far more
disturbing that these nineteen-year-olds still look (and
talk) like little girls! As I watched them vault and leap,
my admiration for their tremendous skill and spirit was
shadowed by thoughts of what was going on wside their
bodies -- the hormones unreleased because of insufficient
body fat, the organ development delayed, perhaps
halted.

Is it any wonder that despite media attention to
the dangers of starvation dieting and habitual vomiting,

" Holly Brubach, “The Athletic Esthetic” The New York
Times Magazine, June 23, 1996, p. 51

* In early 1996 the Swiss watch manufacturer Omega
threatened to stop advertising in British Vogue because
of Vogue’s use of such hyperthin models, but it later
reversed this decision. The furor was reminiscent of
boycotts that were threatened in 1994 when Calvin
Klein and Coca-Cola first began to use photos of Kate
Moss in their ads. In neither case has the fashion
industry acknowledged any validity to the charge that
their imagery encourages eating disorders. Instead,
they have responded with defensive “rebuttals.”
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eating disorders have spread throughout the culture?’
In 1993 in Unbearable Weight 1 argued that the old clinical
generalizations positing distinctive class, race, family,
and "personality" profiles for the women most likely to
develop an eating disorder were being blasted apart by
the normalizing power of mass imagery. Some
feminists complained that I had not sufficiently attended
to racial and ethnic "difference" and was assuming the
white, middle-class experience as the norm. Since then it
has been widely acknowledged among medical
professionals that the incidence of eating and body-
image problems among African American, Hispanic,
and Native American women has been grossly
underestimated and is on the increase." Even the
gender gap is being narrowed, as more and more men
are developing eating disorders and exercise
compulsions too. (In the mid-eighties the men in my
classes used to yawn and pass notes when we discussed
the pressure to diet; in 1996 they are more apt to
protest if the women in the class talk as though it's their
problem alone.)

The spread of eating disorders, of course, is
not just about images. The emergence of eating
disorders is a complex, muitlayered cultural "symptom,"
reflecting problems that are historical as well as
contemporary, arising in our time because of the
confluence of a number of factors.” Eating disorders
are overdetermined in this culture. They have to do not
only with new social expectations of women and
ambivalence toward their bodies but also with more
general anxieties about the body as the source of
hungers, needs, and physical vulnerabilities not within
our control. These anxieties are deep and long-standing
in Western philosophy and religion, and they are
especially acute in our own time. Eating disorders are
also linked to the contradictions of consumer culture,
which is continually encouraging us to binge on our
desires at the same time as it glamorizes self-discipline
’ Despite media attention to eating disorders, an air (if
scornful impatience with "victim feminism" has infected
attitudes toward women's body issues. Christina Hoft-
Sommers charges Naomi Wolf (The Beauty Myth) with
grossly inflating statistics on eating disorders and she
pooh-poohs the notion that women are dying from
dieting. Even if some particular set of statistics is
inaccurate, why would Sommers want to deny the
reality of the problem, which as a teacher she can surely
see right before her eyes?

* For the spread of eating disorders in minority groups,
see, for example, "The Art of Integrating Diversity-.
Addressing Treatment Issues of Minority Women in the
90's," in The Renfrm Perspective, Winter 1994; see also
Becky Thompson, A Hunger So Wide and So Deep
(Minneapolis: University ofminnesota Prm, 1994).

* See my Unbearable Wekht (Berkeley: University of
(lalifornia Press, 1993).
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and scorns fat as a symbol of laziness and lack of
willpower. And these disorders reflect, too, our
increasing fascination with the possibilities of reshaping
our bodies and selves in radical ways, creating new
bodies according to our mind's design.

The relationship between problems such as
these and cultural images is complex. On the one hand,
the idealization of certain kinds of bodies foments and
perpetuates our anxieties and insecurities, that's clear.
Glamorous images of hyperthin models certainly don't
encourage a more relaxed or accepting attitude toward
the body, particularly among those whose own bodies
are far from that ideal. But, on the other hand, such
images carry fantasized solutions to our anxieties and
insecurities, and that's part of the reason why they are
powerful. They speak to us not just about how to be
beautiful or desirable but about how to get control of
our lives, get safe,‘b cool, avoid hurt.

When I'look at the picture of a skeletal and seemingly
barely breathing young woman in figure 2, for example,
I do not see a vacuous fashion ideal. I see a visual
embodiment of what novelist and ex- anorexic Stephanie
Grant means when she says in her autobiographical
novel, The Passion of Alice, "If I had to say my anorexia
was about any single thing, I would have said it was
about living without desire. Without longing of any
kind."®

Now, this may not seem like a particularly
attractive philosophy of life (or a particularly attractive
body, for that matter). Why would anyone want to look
like death, you might be asking. Why would any- one
want to live without desire? But recent articles in both
The New Yorker and the New York Times have noted a new
aesthetic in contemporary ads, in which the models
appear dislocated and withdrawn, with chipped black
nail polish and greasy hair, staring out at the viewer in
a deathlike trance, seeming to be "barely a person."
Some have called this wasted look "heroin chic": Ex-
model Zoe Fleischauer recalls that “they wanted models
that looked like junkies. The more skinny and fucked-up

® Stephanie Grant, The Passion of Alice (New York:
Houghton Mifflin, 1995), 58.
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you look, the more everybody thinks you're fabulous.”

Hilton Als, in The New Yorker,’ interprets this
trend as making the statement that fashion is dead and
beauty is "trivial in relation to depression." I read these
ads very differently. Although the photographers may
see themselves as ironically "deconstructing" fashion,
the reality is that no fashion advertisement can declare
fashion to be dead -- it's virtually a grammatical
impossibility. Put that frame around the image,
whatever the content, and we are instructed to find it
glamorous. These ads are not telling us that beauty is
trivial in relation to depression, they are telling us that
depression is beautiful, that being wasted is cool. The
question then becomes not "Is fashion dead?" but "Why
has death become glamorous?"

Freud tells us that in the psyche death
represents not the destruction of the self but its return to
a state prior to need, thus freedom from unfulfilled
longing, from anxiety over not having one's needs met.
Following Freud, I would argue that ghostly pallor and
bodily disrepair, in "heroin chic" images, are about the
allure, the safety, of being beyond needing, beyond
caring, beyond desire. Should we be surprised at the
appeal of being without desire in a culture that has
invested our needs with anxiety, stress, and danger,
that has made us craving and hungering machines,
creatures of desire, and then repaid us with addictions,
AIDS, shallow and unstable relationships, and cutthroat
competition for jobs and mates? To have given up the
quest for fulfillment, to be unconcerned with the body or
its needs -- or its vulnerability -- is much wiser than to
care.

So, yes, the causes of eating disorders are
"deeper" than just obedience to images. But cultural
images themselves are deep. And the way they become
imbued and animated with such power is hardly
mysterious. Far from being the purely aesthetic
inventions that designers and photographers would like
to have us believe they are -- "It's just fashion, darling,
nothing to get all politically steamed up about" -- they
reflect the designers' cultural savvy, their ability to
sense and give form to flutters and quakes in the
cultural psyche. These folks have a strong and simple
motivation to hone their skills as cultural Geiger
counters. It's called the profit motive. They want their
images and the products associated with them to sell.

The profit motive can sometimes produce
seemingly "transgressive" wrinkles in current norms.
Recently designers such as Calvin Klein and Jil Sander
have begun to use rather plain, ordinary- looking, un-
madeup faces in their ad campaigns. Unlike the models
in "heroin chic" ads, these men and women do not
" Zoe Fleischauer, quoted in“Rockers, Models, and the New
Allure of Heroin,” Newsweek, August 26, 1996, p. 70.

’ Hilton Als, “Buying the Fantasy,” The New Yorker,
October 10, 1996, p. 70.
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appear wasted so much as unadorned, unpolished,
stripped of the glamorous veneer we have come to
expect of fashion spreads. While many of them have
interesting faces, few of them qualify as beautiful by any
prevailing standards. They have rampant freckles,
moles in unbeautiful places, oddly proportioned heads.
Noticing these ads, I at first wondered whether we
really were shifting into a new gear, more genuinely
accepting of diversity and "flaws" in appearance. Then
it suddenly hit me that these imperfect faces were
showing up in clothing and perfume ads only and the
bodies in these ads, were as relentlessly normalizing as
ever -- not one plump body to complement the facial
"diversity."

I now believe that what we are witnessing here
is a commercial war. Clothing manufacturers, realizing
that many people -- particularly young people at whom
most of these ads are aimed --have limited resourcesand
that encouraging them to spend all their money fixing
up their faces rather than buying clothes is not in their
best interests, are reasserting the importance of body
over face as the "site" of our fantasies. In the new
codes of these ads a too madeup look signifies a lack of
cool, too much investment in how one looks. "Just Be,"
Calvin Klein tells us in a recent CK One ad. But looks -
- a lean body -- still matter enormously in these ads,
and we are still being told fow to be in the mode which
best serves Calvin Klein. And all the while, of course,
makeup and hair products continue to promote their
own self-serving aesthetics of facial perfection.



