

[image: ]




What do you think would happen if
women stopped hating their bodies?
We would …


	learn to eat when, what, and how much our bodies need


	overcome our fear of not dieting


	look in the mirror and like what we see


	decode our fat talk to reveal our real concerns


	stop trying to measure up to society’s ridiculous and impossible standards of female beauty


	learn to accept ourselves—our bodies as well as our feelings—unconditionally
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Preface

IT WAS CLEAR BY 1992—THE YEAR OF THE WOMAN—THAT FEMINIST ACTIVITY, somewhat stalled during the backlash of the eighties, had revived. Growing numbers of women launched campaigns across the country to end sexual abuse and harassment both on the job and at home. More women than ever entered government, and calls for “equal pay for equal work” and “reproductive freedom” were heard once more with renewed vigor.

Women, again, were on the move.

Ironically, despite the fact that women’s power and position in the world have changed dramatically, millions of women—of all shapes and sizes—still wake up every morning, look at themselves in the mirror, and say, “Yuck.” The purpose of this book is to explore that contradiction.

We have worked with thousands of women with compulsive eating problems for more than two decades and we are convinced that hatred of one’s own body, a syndrome we have named “Bad Body Fever,” is central to women’s oppression. It is, in fact, explicit evidence of the ongoing oppression of women. To be sure, the position of women has changed, but Bad Body Fever—the malaise women contract as a result of living in a culture that devalues them—is still as rampant and contagious as ever.

Bad Body Fever propels women to diet and to spend their lives in the futile quest for power through physical transformation. Bad Body Fever causes women to focus on their bodies at the expense of their lives. And it is Bad Body Fever that makes women resist the incontrovertible evidence that dieting is futile and dangerous. In our view, until every woman can look at herself in the mirror and smile with pleasure at her reflection—just the way she is—women’s struggle for equality is far from over.

THE BIRTH OF A NONDIET APPROACH

In April of 1970 a handful of women in New York City joined forces to tackle the ubiquitous problem of compulsive eating and self-image. Carol Munter started this particular group because, as a large woman, she felt different from the others in her conscious-raising group. She understood their complaints about being objectified as sex objects, but felt she had not had the social experiences that her friends were so eager to put behind them. Naturally thin as a child, she knew that the way women were viewed and treated was part of the reason she had gained weight as an adolescent. Yet Carol, like most women, also longed to feel desired.

Carol and the women in that first group came to recognize the extent to which they had internalized the attitudes of a culture that treats women as inferior and presumes to tell them what shape they must take. The climate of the 1970s, in which radical thoughts among women flourished, gave the women in this group permission to question some of their long-held assumptions.

“What’s wrong with being fat?”

“Why should we diet?”

“Why is it that even though we’ve been good girls and done exactly what we’ve been told to do about our weight, we’re fatter than ever?”

“Is there something inherently wrong with us that makes it impossible for us to stay on diets—or is the problem with the diets themselves?”

“Who are these people who have told us what to eat and how to look?”

“Why are they entitled to wield so much power over us?”

Finally, the women in the group made a revolutionary decision.

“We are not dieting anymore. Whatever happens to our weight, we will never deprive ourselves of food again.”

Critical to the success of this resolution was the support the women in the group offered each other. They came to recognize that the diet/binge cycle was symptomatic of a deeper self-revulsion and together they managed to block out the vision of a harsh, disapproving culture and replace it with a kinder vision of their own. They took photographs of each other, and studied them, and eventually transformed their disgust into self-acceptance. They drew pictures of themselves. They shopped for food and for clothes, and when the clothing did not fit, they sewed their own.

These women talked endlessly about the pain of compulsive eating, and they also talked about their families and their lives. They became astute detectives, asking questions and searching for clues as to why they used food the way they did. “Why after not needing to lean on food for weeks, did I suddenly crave brownies when I wasn’t the least bit hungry?” someone would ask. “What were you feeling at the time?” someone else would inquire, and the discussion would begin. Ultimately, the women in this group relearned how to feed themselves.

In 1974, Jane Hirschmann used this nondiet approach to cure her own eating problem. The experience affected her life profoundly, and she introduced these concepts in the public health settings where she worked. Years later, as a new mother, she became interested in how this approach could be used to prevent and to cure eating problems in children. In 1985 she co-authored Preventing Childhood Eating Problems (originally titled Are You Hungry?) with Lela Zaphiropoulos.

Over the years, through their teaching and in their work with clients, Carol and Jane expanded and distilled this nondiet perspective on eating problems. Their efforts culminated in the writing of Overcoming Overeating, published in 1988. Overcoming Overeating appeared at a time when the inefficacy of diets was becoming evident. In recent years, myriad research projects have demonstrated unequivocally that diets do not work. Of those people who go on diets, ninety-five to ninety-eight percent regain their weight, plus some. Diets make us fatter. Diets turn us into compulsive eaters. Diets make us sick!

Why do we keep engaging in an activity that both harms us and fails us time and again? Why do we continue to cling to the promise of diets despite documentation that the more we restrict food, the more desperate we become, and the more desperate we become, the more we eat? Why on earth haven’t women put the diet industry out of business?

“Ahaa!” might cry Sherlock Holmes or Nancy Drew in observing this most puzzling case of self-deception and self-destruction. “Here is a mystery worthy of the world’s greatest detectives!” They would be right. On the surface, the reality is completely confounding.

Diets are based on women’s dislike of their bodies. Why, after all their advances, do women continue to feel compelled to change the very essence of who they are in an effort to comply with a standard that is rooted in sexism?

A mystery indeed!

But do not despair. There are answers to be found in the social and personal dynamic of the oppression itself. Follow the clues with us. It will take some work, we admit, to assemble a clear and accurate picture. But, for all who have suffered the agony of food obsession and body hatred, this is a case well worth solving.
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Introduction

WHEN WOMEN STOP HATING THEIR BODIES IS A COMPLETE HANDBOOK for women who want to free themselves from body hatred and from the dieting it spawns. More precisely, it is a guide to overcoming the formidable opposition a woman encounters when she resolves to tackle the problem of Bad Body Fever.

For a woman to say “No more diets!” “No more self-contempt!” “No more efforts to make myself over in his (or anyone else’s) image!” is nothing short of revolutionary. Her “No mores” are declarations of independence. They inevitably trigger reactions from the world around her, and unsettle her own equilibrium as well.

In Overcoming Overeating, we urged women to stop renovating their bodies and to move into them with love and respect, precisely as they are. We explained how compulsive eating, a problem that plagues millions of women, is the inevitable legacy of dieting and we prescribed “demand feeding” and abundance as the cure.

Many thousands of women have adopted our approach. They have stocked their homes with all kinds of food, including the most “forbidden,” and they have begun feeding themselves when, what, and how much their bodies need. They have joined existing Overcoming Overeating support groups, formed groups of their own, or simply found the strength within themselves to say “No more.” They have replaced self-reproach and body hatred with self-care and self-acceptance. They have abandoned their scales and bought clothes that they love—clothes that actually fit.

These women, whose names we have changed but whose stories we recount throughout this book, report extraordinary changes in themselves and in their lives. They no longer feel obsessed with food. They no longer hate their bodies. They no longer feel driven to eat when they are not hungry. And many of them have lost weight as a by-product of demand feeding.

These women also report that the struggle to free themselves from dieting and body hatred has been more difficult than they ever could have imagined. They had understood at the beginning that giving up dieting was a revolutionary act, but they had not understood the extent to which they had used dieting and body hatred to cope with the central issues of their lives.

Unfortunately, we live in a culture that accepts body hatred and dieting as normal components of femininity. Women are encouraged to expend enormous amounts of energy shaping their bodies rather than their lives. When a woman declares an end to dieting and body hatred she is breaking rules, rules that have formed her sense of herself. She may feel exhilarated at her first taste of freedom, but as a dweller in this culture, she cannot help but worry about the consequences of her actions. Although Bad Body Fever causes a woman great pain, this pain has become an integral part of her entire emotional and psychological makeup; any attempt to heal it causes an inner reshuffling and understandable protest.

When women first hear that we recommend saying “No more” to diets, they smile with pleasure or giggle nervously. Very soon, however, they say, “I think you’re absolutely correct, but …” These “yes, buts” are expressions of resistance. They are a way women have of saying, “We want to free ourselves from body hatred and dieting, but who will we be without them?”

When Women Stop Hating Their Bodies is a response to your “yes, buts.” Each and every concern you have about abandoning body hatred and dieting deserves exploration. Each “yes, but” reveals something about how you have internalized the rules of the culture.

Although dieting and body hatred have made women miserable, they have also worked for us in a number of ways. For example, dieting and body hatred keep us in good standing as female citizens. We have done everything we have been told to do about eating and maintaining—or striving for—the “right” weight. When we think about saying “No more,” we worry about standing apart from the cultural norm. We may love the idea of freedom, but hesitate to jeopardize our “good girl” status.

We also worry about what we ourselves will think or feel if we are not directing so much energy toward condemning and fixing our bodies. Dieting and body hatred have distracted most of us from some of the central issues in our lives. Thinking about our problems rather than eating them into temporary oblivion is liberating but takes some getting used to. If instead of saying, “I feel fat,” we tell the truth about what is bothering us, what will happen?

Finally, we wonder what will replace all the rules about food and the negative attention we have focused on ourselves. If we no longer live with the belief that, once we are thin, everything in our lives will fall into place, then we must start attending to our own needs very differently. We have no role models to follow in this area. We have not seen many women who take care of themselves and their bodies with love and respect. Many of us may never have known even one woman who could look in the mirror and say, “I’m fine just the way I am”—and truly mean it.

When Women Stop Hating Their Bodies explores all of the problems women encounter as they try to free themselves from body hatred and dieting. We suggest that you read the book through first. We have included a detailed index so that you can refer back to the book each time you are troubled by a particular “yes, but.” Remember that giving up dieting and curing Bad Body Fever are revolutionary acts that require ongoing attention.

A NOTE TO MEN

We recognize that many men also suffer from the problem of body hatred and compulsive eating, and our approach works as well for men as it does for women. We have made a decision, however, to write about this problem from a woman’s perspective. We did this for two reasons.

First, women are still very much defined by how they look and what they eat. The culture we live in continues to afford men more latitude when it comes to appetite and body size.

Second, it is clear to us that our culture’s hatred of fat is inextricably linked to our cultural ambivalence about female strength and power. A woman’s body hatred is her internalized version of cultural misogyny. She tells herself each and every day that her body is wrong and that she takes up too much space in the world.

In a society in which fat is associated with being female, a fat man is considered less male. When a man chastises himself for his large belly, for example, he is actually berating himself for not living up to the cultural standard of manliness. Men, too, must challenge the rules of the culture by asking such questions as “Who says that my body is not okay just the way it is?”

Many men experience enormous pain around the issues of body size and compulsive eating. Although our book is written about women, we believe that men can work well with this approach, applying it to their specific needs.

THE PROCESS

When Women Stop Hating Their Bodies is divided into three parts: Reclaiming Your Body, Reclaiming Your Appetite, and Reclaiming Yourself.

In Part 1, Reclaiming Your Body, we describe Bad Body Fever, explore its unwanted resilience, and outline its cure. Much of this cure rests on your ability to challenge ideas you have taken for granted. For example, you must learn to ask “Who says that flat stomachs are the most attractive?” “Who says that we should all be thin?” We also explore our contention that a “bad body thought” is never about your body and teach you how to use your bad body thoughts as clues to your emotional life. In Part 2, Reclaiming Your Appetite, we review our proposal to replace dieting with demand feeding and explore the difficulties, both external and internal, that come into play as you attempt to become attuned to your body’s needs.

In Part 3, Reclaiming Yourself, we describe “mouth hunger,” or psychological hunger, and discuss the steps you must take in order to get to a point where you can think about your problems rather than eat about them. What qualities do you need to develop in order to sit with your feelings and work them through?

The voices in this book come from the women who have attended our workshops in New York City and across the country. We are certain, however, that they echo the thoughts and feelings of the many women who have been working with the Overcoming Overeating approach on their own. These voices represent countless courageous women who have given up dieting and are well on their way to curing their Bad Body Fever. They are an inspiration to us, and we trust that they will be an inspiration to you, our readers, as well. Each of us is waging a private struggle, but there is great comfort in knowing that others are engaged in that same effort.

We believe that the time has come for women to tackle Bad Body Fever—a pivotal, deep manifestation of the problem of inequality between men and women. We hope to convince you that the time has come for you, personally, to reclaim your appetite, your body, and yourself.


Part One

RECLAIMING
YOUR
BODY


Chapter
 1 

BAD
BODY FEVER

YOU WAKE UP IN THE MORNING AND MAKE YOUR WAY INTO THE BATHROOM to shower. Groggy with sleep, you turn on the water and take off your nightgown. As you are about to get in the shower, you see yourself in the full-length mirror. “Yuck!” you say. “I feel so fat.”

You are not alone. Every moment of every hour of every day millions of women of varying shapes and sizes utter some variation of the phrase “I feel fat.” You might be fully clothed when the bad body thought strikes. You might catch a glimpse of yourself reflected in a shop window and gasp, “God! My stomach is huge.” You might be daydreaming while waiting for an appointment only to find yourself thinking that your thighs are disgusting. Or you might be walking to your car when you suddenly feel huge.

If this kind of self-loathing were experienced by only a small number of women, we would be justified in attempting to understand it in terms of the individual’s psychopathology. The fact is, however, that fat feelings—or bad body feelings—occupy the minds and hearts of the vast majority of women. Bad Body Fever is neither viral nor bacterial, but it is epidemic.

How does Bad Body Fever affect you? Take a pen and a sheet of paper and review the last twenty-four hours of your life. Think about getting out of bed in the morning, taking your shower, getting dressed, and heading out the door to work or do errands. Think about specific interactions with friends, family, and acquaintances. Think about buying, preparing, and eating food.

As you recall each activity, ask yourself what accompanying thoughts you had about your body and the way you looked. Write down the thoughts as you recall them, making certain to use the same phrases you used during the day.

When the women at our workshops do this exercise, their lists include such phrases as:


“I look monstrous/gross/revolting/disgusting.”

“I’m weak/self-indulgent/out of control/a pig.”

“I have no business leaving my house.”

“Nothing fits me.”

“Everyone is looking at me.”

“I feel so fat, I want to die.”



What does it mean when a woman says, in one way or another, “I feel fat”? Although feeling fat is a relatively recent addition to our language of feelings, unfortunately it is a feeling that most women understand. Because we live in a society in which fatness is denigrated, each time a woman says, “I feel fat,” she is saying, “There is something wrong with me.” Each time a woman feels fat, she is feeling self-hatred and self-disgust. The disturbing truth is that our culture fosters and supports this kind of self-denigration in women.

How can we rid ourselves of Bad Body Fever? First, we must investigate the environmental conditions that foster its growth. In order to understand an ailment like Bad Body Fever, which is so clearly gender-related, we must stop thinking only in terms of our individual psyches and begin thinking in terms of the collective position of women in our society. After all, Bad Body Fever has not always been around; it is a phenomenon of our current culture. Once we understand Bad Body Fever as a social ill, we must look deeply within ourselves in order to discern the particular ways in which our psyches have been shaped by our culture, leaving us vulnerable to Bad Body Fever in the first place.

WHAT MAKES BAD BODY FEVER FLOURISH?

Turn on the TV and pay particular attention to the commercials. Actually study them. What do you see? What do you hear? What are you being told about your female body? The message of commercials requires no deciphering when the product is a diet pill or an exercise machine. But look at the commercials that have nothing to do with body altering. Who is selling the product? Do you look like her? Does anyone you know look like her? Probably not.

More often than not, the actresses and models we see on television have bodies they did not come by naturally. It is likely that the body of the woman who is selling the car has been altered surgically and masked cosmetically; in addition, she has endured endless hours of workouts and many years of deprivation. When you open your favorite magazine and see a photograph of the same smiling woman with the same beautiful car, you can be sure that the photo has been retouched and air-brushed to achieve an even higher degree of blemish-free perfection. The image before you is a creation, not a reproduction.

Commercials and ads like the one just described convey a dual message. The first message is “Buy this car.” The second message, which is subliminal, says in essence, “If you look like me, people will pay attention to you and you might get nice things like this car.” After hearing these messages over time, both women and men come to believe that all women should look like models.

Of course, Bad Body Fever takes time to develop. You did not start out life feeling that your body was deficient. Hopefully, your infant body was loved and cuddled and cared for. As a baby and toddler, when you were told how adorable you were, you actually felt adorable. You enjoyed your body and its functioning. You also enjoyed your mother’s body. She felt warm, soft, cozy, and safe.

Julia, a participant in our New York workshop, described her discovery that things were not as they appeared to her child’s eyes. “When I was very young, I thought that my mother was beautiful,” she recounted. “Then one day, I saw her look in the mirror and grimace at her reflection. I was confused. I asked her what was the matter and she said she looked ‘ghastly’ without her makeup. I also remember her complaining that she had nothing to wear even though I thought her wardrobe was vast and magical. By the time I was six or seven, I realized that my beautiful mother did not think she was beautiful at all. That made me sad—and it made me sad to see her not eating in order to get thinner.

“I remember wondering why someone as beautiful as my mother would think that she was ugly. And then why did she tell me I was so pretty? What did it mean to be pretty? Was I pretty enough to look in the mirror and like what I see?”

Little girls learn a great deal about what is valued by how their mothers did or did not value themselves. As girls approach adolescence, the same eyes that once looked at them so adoringly suddenly become more critical as mothers feel the need to ensure their daughters’ safety and success. “You know,” says the mother of a thirteen-year-old, “you have to change before you go out. That top is too revealing.” Or, “You know, dear, you’re developing a little belly. You’d better start watching what you eat.” As that belly and those buttocks and breasts begin to develop, mothers begin to watch their daughters more closely, fathers begin to avert their eyes, and the world of men begins to take notice.

There is no question that teenage girls feel a great deal of ambivalence about the shape of their bodies. On the one hand, they want to look good enough to be noticed. On the other hand, they don’t want to be noticed at all. “Look beautiful,” they are told by their mothers, by every TV program they watch, and by every fashion magazine they read, “but be careful.” Young girls learn that it is good to be beautiful, but it is not good to elicit a certain type of attention. Seek to be desired and chosen, but fear it, too. In the end, most young girls learn to wish more than they fear: They wish for smaller noses, curlier or straighter hair, larger or smaller breasts, fuller or thinner bodies. As Susie Orbach writes in Fat Is a Feminist Issue II, “selling body insecurity to women (and increasingly to men too) is a vicious phenomenon. It relies on the social practices that shape a girl’s growing up to make her receptive.”

Our culture is deeply ambivalent about women and their bodies. Women are idealized and denigrated, protected and abused, encouraged and discriminated against. Each decade promulgates a new shape for the female form. By the time most girls become women, they have confused and conflicting feelings about their place in the world. This confusion manifests itself in a dissatisfaction with their bodies and their appearance. Before long, their confused and conflicting feelings boil down to one issue: Fat. In our culture, fat has come to represent flesh, female, and undesirable. For most girls, “fat talk” becomes their mother tongue.

FAT TALK—THE LANGUAGE OF BAD BODY FEVER

Susan, a teacher, told us that she was waiting in the wings with a group of eleven-year-old girls on the opening night of a play they had been rehearsing for weeks. “As they were listening nervously to the overture, I heard one of them say to a friend, ‘I feel so fat.’ ‘No,’ her friend responded. ‘You look great, but look how big my stomach is.’ They were terribly anxious and I realized that they’ve already learned to do what all of us do: They talk about their bodies instead of their anxiety.”

Susan was telling us that these girls have already learned to speak in code. What precisely were they anxious about that night? Most likely they were afraid they would not measure up; that, in some critical way, they would be found lacking. This concern about inadequacy translated into “Something is wrong with my body.” They may also have had conflicting feelings about being in the spotlight, wishing to be stars but uncomfortable about their right to have such a wish. Rather than indulge their fantasies of stealing the show, they thought about their “bad” body fat. Very soon, many of these eleven-year-olds who secretly wish to be in the spotlight will go on diets and attempt to make themselves smaller. “Look at me”/“Don’t look at me”: the paradox of young girlhood.

The statement “I feel fat” is never really about fat, even if you are a fat person. Each time a woman looks at her thighs and says, “Yuck,” she is really saying, “There’s something wrong with me or with what I’m feeling.” We turn our bodies into metaphors for all of our bad feelings—and we find confirmation for doing so everywhere we look.

FAT WAS NOT ALWAYS BAD

Why is it that when we want to berate ourselves, we call ourselves fat, rather than short, or tall, or blue-eyed, or brown-eyed? We are all so accustomed to thinking of the word fat as a slur that it is hard to imagine a time when it was anything other than that. The fact is, until fairly recently, fat was not a dirty word. A quick review of other languages tells us much about the history of the word.

According to Webster’s dictionary, the Latin word for fat is related to the word optimus, which means “fertile” or “copious.” In Greek, the word for fat is related to the words pidyein and pidax, which mean “to gush forth.” In Sanskrit, the word for fat, pivan, means “robust.” English definitions include “well filled out,” “of sizable proportions,” “thick” (as in a fat letter or volume of verse), and “unusually large, substantial and impressive” (as in a fat bank account, a fat fee, or a fat part in a play). The list of positive definitions continues with “productive,” “fertile,” and “fruitful.” Only at the bottom of the list of definitions do we find negative connotations like “coarse,” “gross,” or “slow-witted.”

It is very hard for women today to imagine a world in which people were not repelled by fat, but we urge you to do just that. Plan an excursion to a museum and look at paintings of large women. Try to find one with a body like yours. If the museum gift shop has a postcard of that particular painting, buy two of them. Put one on your refrigerator door and see how much more relaxed you feel in the kitchen. Put the other in your purse. Each time you have a bad body thought, take out the postcard and think about what life was like for the woman who modeled for the painting. She may have had her problems, but her size was not one of them. She was not assaulted with electronic and print images of what her body should look like. She sewed her own clothes or had them made to fit her body. There were no standardized sizes for women’s clothing until the late nineteenth century. Imagine never being asked your size.

We said earlier that every time a woman says, “I’m fat,” she is really saying, “I’m not good enough” or “I’m bad.” Now we would like you to consider the possibility that when a woman says disgustedly that she feels fat, she is really saying that she feels she is too large—larger than any woman is supposed to be in a man’s world.

How much space is a woman supposed to occupy? How fertile and substantial is a woman supposed to be? Is it possible that women feel fat when they think their ideas, wishes, and feelings are out of line or unladylike? We believe that when women suspect they have overstepped some boundary, they attack themselves for the transgression by calling themselves fat. In this way, women keep their ideas, feelings, and forbidden ambitions in check.

Does this sound too far-fetched to you? Consider Mary’s story. Mary received a long-overdue promotion at work. She was delighted. Then her supervisor called to tell her that a photographer would be there the next morning to take her picture for the company newsletter. From that point on, all Mary could think about was how fat she felt and how much she did not want her picture taken. That night she slept fitfully. Each time she woke up she saw herself looming large in the photograph. The joy she felt about her promotion was completely eclipsed by her concern about being too fat, too big, too successful.

Megan told us that she had recently completed an intense self-defense class for women. “I didn’t recognize myself—fighting back in the class the way I did. But ever since, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about my body. I feel huge,” she said. Like Mary, Megan felt that she had overstepped some boundary.

BEFORE FAT WAS A BAD WORD

Bad Body Fever is an outgrowth of a culture that makes women feel inferior. Women feel that their bodies are deficient because they are born female into a world in which men hold the power. Women are, in fact, treated as if they are not good enough.

Although it has shown itself differently in different cultures, women have been treated as inferiors for as long as men have held power. In some primitive societies, menstruating women, isolated from the tribe, were feared and shunned. Some variation of this practice still goes on today in more than one religion, where women continue to be regarded as unclean or unworthy of performing sacred tasks. Clitoridectomy, the ultimate measure by which men control women’s sexuality, is still a common practice in parts of the world today. In Possessing the Secret of Joy, Alice Walker reports, “It is estimated that from ninety to one hundred million women and girls living today in Africa, Far Eastern and Middle Eastern countries have been genitally mutilated.”

Although women have been oppressed throughout recorded history, the particular result of that oppression that concerns us—body hatred—is of recent vintage. According to the historian Roberta Seid, women’s bodies were not regarded as “packaging” until the eighteenth century, when women began to compete on the marriage market. Before that, fashion was regarded as part of upper-class life for both men and women. Even when fashion became a female concern rather than an upper-class one, the emphasis was on clothing and decoration, not on diet, exercise, and body shaping. If women wanted to emphasize their buttocks, they wore bustles—they did not try to build up their actual muscles.

Naomi Wolf argues convincingly that the hatred of fat per se did not emerge until women began to join forces and reject their inferior status. “Soft rounded hips and thighs and bellies were perceived as desirable and sensual without question, until women got the vote,” she writes in The Beauty Myth. It appears that the more powerful women become, the more pressure there is for us to get rid of the padding and curves that make our bodies so different from the bodies of men. When we loathe ourselves for being fat, we are succumbing to this pressure. When we lash out at our stomachs, our thighs, our hips, our backsides, our breasts, and our cellulite, we are hating our femaleness. We live in a culture that demonstrates its ambivalence toward women in the violence of its pornography and in the prevalence of rape and battering. When we hate our bodies, we are turning against ourselves.

What do you think would happen if all women stopped hating their bodies? We routinely ask this question of workshop participants. Their answers are always strikingly similar and demonstrate what we have been saying about the inhibiting effect of Bad Body Fever. “Our energy would be astounding,” said one workshop participant. “No question about it,” said another, almost giddy with pleasure. “We would take over the world!”

Shape our bodies or shape the world? It is a choice that men do not have to consider. Yet, by the time we reach womanhood, each of us has internalized the pressure to make ourselves less than we are, to take up less room in the world. Our bad body thoughts preoccupy us, constrain us, and control us.

DISSECTING BAD BODY FEVER

It is important to recognize the intensity with which the vast majority of women evaluate their bodies. We hate our bodies with a passion. And, as is the case with all passionate hatred, there is more to our response than meets the eye.

Generally, passionate hatred disguises some other story: We hate what we fear; we hate what we envy; we hate the people and things that frustrate our needs and desires. But our focus on hating, like our focus on fat, keeps our real feelings at bay. Think about the intensity with which people hate minority groups or foreigners. Such hatred is fueled by a fear—which is the real feeling—that something strange and unknown about these groups will threaten the values and power structure of the dominant culture.

Fear, envy, and frustration underlie hatred on a more personal level as well. For example, have you ever felt that you hated a coworker who always insisted on having things her way, when, in fact, what you really felt was envy of her ability to assert herself and frustration at your inability? Or did you ever hate a friend’s self-involvement, realizing that, underneath your attentiveness to others lurked an equally pervasive self-absorption? Or perhaps you hate your ex-husband, when what you really hate is the fact that he did not love you the way you loved him.

What is the story behind our hatred of our bodies? We have already talked about the fact that our bodies reveal our femaleness. Now we must go one step further and explore the fear, envy, and frustration that underlie the hatred with which we regard our female flesh. After all, social ideas must be endorsed by each one of us in order to be effective without the use of coercion or violence. We endorse ideas willingly only if they correspond to our needs. Our intensely negative feelings about our female bodies take hold in part because they are rooted in our very earliest experiences.

The Ambivalence of Dependency

In her book The Mermaid and the Minotaur, Dorothy Dinnerstein suggests that nothing fundamental will change in the relationships between men and women until child care is shared equally. She believes that as long as women are in charge of caring for children, both boys and girls will continue to turn to women for nurturance and then blame them when they feel deprived. All of the ambivalence that children feel about being dependent and not getting everything they want exactly when they want it is directed toward their mothers, who are both the recipients of their love and the targets of their rage.

Dinnerstein maintains that we continue to act out our love and rage toward our mothers throughout our lives. Men act it out directly when they exert power over women, and women act it out indirectly when they acquiesce to men. In other words, when we either allow ourselves to be demeaned or demean ourselves, we are—by identifying ourselves with her—reaping revenge on the mother who frustrated us, and whom we both loved and feared.

For all of us, fat represents the large, nurturing, and feared bodies of our mothers. Our culture’s current ambivalence toward female bodies, which is expressed in the ideal of thinness, is able to flourish because it echoes the deep feelings we each hold about our early dependency on our mothers. It was our mothers’ bodies with which we fiercely wished to merge, and it was their bodies from which we fiercely wished to separate. It was our mothers who enforced the restrictions we resented yet who gave us enormous pleasure. We approach our own womanhood with both sets of feelings: loving our mothers/their bodies and hating our mothers/their bodies. As Kim Chernin states in her eloquent book The Obsession: Reflections on the Tyranny of Slenderness, “When we attempt to determine the size and shape of a woman’s body, instructing it to avoid its largeness and softness and roundness and girth, we are driven by the desire to expunge the memory of the primordial mother who ruled over our childhood with her inscrutable power over life and death.”

At some point in our development, we realize that our mothers, who had so much power in relation to us as children, have a lot less power in the “real” world. For us as young women, this realization is met with ambivalence: On the one hand, it means our mothers are far less threatening; on the other, it also means our mothers have little power with which to endow us for our own adulthood. Either way, we lose.

The Real Weight Large Women Carry

As a gender-related condition, Bad Body Fever infects women regardless of their actual body size. However, while Bad Body Fever runs a similar course for thin and fat women, the virulence of it is considerably more painful for large women—the really big mothers of our world.

There is a great difference between being fat and feeling fat. When thin women feel and talk fat, the world responds by telling them how thin they are. But the world is eager to join in the lamentations of a large woman who censures herself—after all, hasn’t she broken all the rules? Being female in a male-dominated world engenders the self-hatred that leads to Bad Body Fever. Living large in a supposed-to-be-thin world is an added hell.

You go to the doctor and the gown covers only half your body; the blood pressure cuff barely makes it around your arm. The doctor lectures you “in your best interest” about the need to lose weight for health reasons—as if you had not spent a lifetime dedicated to this very task.

You get on the bus and the half seat next to you is the last to be taken. You ask the airline hostess for a seat-belt extender and the people around you stare as she says she’ll see if she can find one. You go shopping and find a great T-shirt that is marked “one size fits all.” You don’t know whether to laugh, cry, or scream.

You compose a personal ad. How to say it? Carefully you choose your words: “Full-bodied woman would like to meet….” You have some nice chats on the phone, but when your prospective friend asks, “How will I recognize you?” you want to die.

You interview for a job. The interview goes well. As you are leaving, you notice that the next woman in line is a size ten. If everything else is almost equal, guess who will get the job?

You wonder what people think as you walk down the street. Many of them actually speak up. Those who do not may well be thinking just what you think they are thinking. It is what your mother thinks, your aunt thinks, your cousins think, and you think: “She’d be so pretty, if only … How can she do that to herself?”

If you are truly larger than most, you are the visible manifestation of what we have all learned to hate and, as a consequence, you suffer real punishments and daily humiliations. In addition, it is likely that you suffer from a virulent case of Bad Body Fever.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF BAD BODY FEVER

Bad body thoughts and fat talk are the first symptoms of Bad Body Fever. They trigger a predictable chain of events.

First, Bad Body Fever leads most of its sufferers into dieting. The logic behind the so-called antidote goes, if you feel too fat, simply set about losing weight and that will solve your “problem.” We know, however, that the problem we attempt to solve by dieting is not a fat problem but is, instead, the way we feel about ourselves as women. Therefore, no matter how thin we get, we still feel fat—larger than we consider appropriate.

As we all know, as dieters we inevitably become trapped in the diet/binge cycle. Not only do we end up fatter than had we never set eyes on a single diet, worse still, we become lifelong compulsive eaters in the process. When Bad Body Fever becomes truly unbearable, its sufferers try such drastic measures as gastric stapling and liposuction.

These painful and unproductive “solutions” succeed only at keeping women focused on the single issue of their physical imperfections, but there is an illusion of comfort in this insular focus. A new diet, exercise program, or surgical procedure creates a kind of temporarily comforting distraction from the issues in our lives that need our undivided attention. “I felt so energized by the possibilities,” said one woman in a workshop. “As long as there was some new pill or program to buy or try, I had hope. Nothing was too expensive or painful. I actually felt noble in my willingness to sacrifice for the sake of losing weight.”

However, self-contempt never inspires lasting change. After a while, the enthusiasm for each new approach fades. We stop going to the gym; we binge out of our diet; we miss the weigh-in at our local diet center. The initial zeal, which is actually part of the Bad Body Fever syndrome, is gone, and in its place is a deep sense of failure and fatigue. Chronic Bad Body Fever is exhausting and exacts a heavy toll from us, its sufferers. Not only do we lack energy, but as a result of turning so much anger against ourselves, we feel depressed and even despairing.

Is there a way out of this despair? Is there a way to break the diet/binge cycle, free ourselves from body hatred and emerge energized to tackle the real issues that weigh us down? The cure for Bad Body Fever is part of the overall cure for compulsive eating. Ironically, our prescription for ending body hatred meets with strong resistance.


Chapter
 2 

RESISTING
THE CURE

HOW CAN YOU CURE YOURSELF OF BAD BODY FEVER? IF YOU ACCEPT the idea that Bad Body Fever develops as a result of the inequities between men and women, its cure then becomes part of the larger struggle for women’s liberation. As a result of this struggle during the past twenty-five years, the general condition of women has improved considerably. Despite these improvements, however, Bad Body Fever lingers and is more virulent than ever. It is time to address this ailment seriously, to ask ourselves why we have such difficulty recovering from it, and to explore specific remedies.

LEGALIZE YOUR BODY

The cure for Bad Body Fever involves a liberation from all cultural views on body size. To cure Bad Body Fever you must legalize your body. In other words, you must stop trying to lose weight and accept your body precisely as it is, regardless of size. Understandably, this suggestion inspires fear and disbelief in most women. Stop trying to lose weight in a culture like ours?

This task is an extremely difficult one. Accepting your body regardless of its size requires a great deal of self-nurturing, an ability to free yourself from cultural beliefs, and a willingness to finally get to know yourself. You will discover how much you rely on the negative thoughts you have about your body—your bad body thoughts—to mask other important issues in your life. You would not be so focused on your body if you felt comfortable acknowledging your thoughts and feelings more openly. Shedding that mask and confronting those issues head on can be a frightening prospect, which we will discuss in the following chapter.

Along with ridding yourself of bad body thoughts, you need to inhabit your body, as it is, with genuine love and understanding. This kind of self-affirmation leaves no room for the negative judgments of the culture in which we live. We will be dealing with this issue of befriending your body in Chapter 4.

In The Beauty Myth Naomi Wolf writes, “A man’s right to confer judgment on any woman’s beauty while remaining himself unjudged … is the last unexamined right remaining intact from the old list of masculine privilege … that it was universally believed that God or nature or another absolute authority bestowed upon all men to exert over all women.” For most women, the notion of challenging such longstanding authority by loving and accepting their bodies, regardless of their size, feels about as possible as the notion of defying gravity. The fact is, however, that you can learn to love and accept your body without altering it in any way. To get an idea of what that might feel like, we suggest you try an exercise that some of you may remember from our last book.

Suspend your disbelief for the moment and imagine that the atmosphere is about to be infused with a strange and powerful substance—a substance that will make it impossible for anyone to ever gain or lose another pound. Your body and the bodies of everyone you know will remain exactly at their current weight.

How would you lead your life in this new atmosphere? What would you wear once you were no longer waiting to change size? Would you take that trip to the beach you have been postponing until you lose weight? And how about the exercise regime you were planning to begin? Are you still interested, even though you know it will not have any impact on your size?

Before you answer these questions, consider this one final piece of information. This strange and powerful substance that you are now inhaling with every breath has an additional quality: It creates an environment in which no one’s body is considered more beautiful than any other, an environment in which bad body thoughts no longer exist, in your mind or in anyone else’s, and all bodies are regarded as lovely and interesting.

How would you feel living in a world in which the size and shape of your body were regarded without any judgment? How would you feel walking down the street, sitting on a bus, buying your groceries, and eating your lunch in a world in which you knew that your body’s size and shape were just fine?

Right now, such a world is only a fantasy. Regardless of what is happening in the world around you, however, you can create the kind of acceptance we are talking about within yourself. You can create a world in which you see your body as it is and enjoy it. You can challenge all of the ideas you have unconsciously internalized about how bodies should look. You can take your bad body thoughts and put them aside. You can dress yourself in ways that please you. And you can begin to live the kind of life you have put on hold “until I lose weight.”

The power to create an environment of self-acceptance is within you. We know, however, that you will react to our proposal to create that environment with a great deal of ambivalence.

Your Objections to Legalizing Your Body

Women generally agree that Bad Body Fever is extremely debilitating. After some exploration, the women in our groups usually recognize bad body thoughts as a reflection of the woman-hating in the culture around us and realize that they use these thoughts to police themselves.

“I got a great response to a presentation I made at work and was feeling really good about myself,” one woman said, “and then I passed a store window, looked at my reflection, and was overwhelmed by this powerful feeling of self-disgust. My hips looked enormous. I’m beginning to see how much hate is contained in these thoughts. It makes me sad that I do this to myself.”

Ask any woman how she would feel if she did not look at herself with disgust—if she did not say, “Yuck!” every time she caught her reflection in a shop window—and her face will light up. “I can’t believe how free I would feel,” one participant in a Texas workshop said. Yet when we tell women that the cure for Bad Body Fever and compulsive eating rests on doing just that—on giving up bad body thoughts and accepting their bodies regardless of size—they object quickly and vigorously.

“Stop trying to lose weight? I’ll never accept myself at this size!”

“I have bad body thoughts because I’m fat and I hate it. How can I learn to like something that I hate so intensely?”

“You’ve got to be kidding! I’d have to be a Martian to live in this world and not have bad body thoughts. Come to the cafeteria at work with me and listen to what goes on. Diets and bodies. Diets and bodies. It’s all anyone talks about.”

“Maybe I’ll give up bad body thoughts and dieting after I’ve lost some weight.”

“What you’re really saying is that I should just throw in the towel and quit.”

The idea that giving up body hatred and dieting is an admission of defeat is a common one. Although many people begin with that idea, once they actually stop trying to lose weight, they discover that they do not feel at all defeated.

“When I got rid of all the clothes that didn’t fit and bought comfortable outfits that I really liked,” said one experienced nondieter, “I actually felt great. I thought I’d feel like I had given up, but what I really felt was that I had given into the reality of what my body was. I still feel sad sometimes that my body doesn’t look right in the clothing I admire on thinner women, but then I remind myself that the real problem is that clothing is designed for their thin bodies rather than for mine. The more I challenge the idea that there is only one acceptable body type, the more I’m able to appreciate the body I have.”

The distinction that this woman makes between giving up and giving into the reality of her body is a critical one. Every body has its own unique shape. When you decide that you are willing to embrace the possibility of living at your current size for the rest of your life, the only thing you are guilty of giving up on is a culture that attempts to stamp out individual differences and squeeze us all into one mold. Once you are able to say, “I will not play this game anymore,” you open the possibility of looking at yourself in a fresh, new way.

“I couldn’t believe myself,” said Sarah one evening in our New York workshop. “There’s a new ice cream store in my neighborhood and I went in and ordered a soda. The woman who owns the store said, ‘Oh, we have Slimfast shakes, if you’d prefer.’ I said, ‘No,’ very calmly and repeated that I wanted an ice cream soda. In the past, I would have died of humiliation. This time, I had a quick talk with myself that went like this: She may think that I’m too fat to be eating ice cream, but that’s her opinion and it’s no longer mine. And besides, she’s having plenty of anxiety about whether her store is going to make it. Focusing on my weight is probably just her way of dealing with her own anxiety.”

Does Sarah sound like a loser? We think not. She has dropped out of a cycle that always left her feeling bad and she has moved into a lifestyle that accords her dignity and confirmation about who she really is. Loser? No way! Like Sarah, when you promise to put an end to your bad body thoughts, you are granting yourself the acceptance that you have always sought from others.

The Importance of Self-Acceptance

When we stress the importance of accepting your body as it is, we are not saying that you will never lose weight. In fact, we are not addressing that issue. We are saying that in order to make any change in your eating or your weight, you need to stop focusing on your weight and start cultivating self-acceptance. After all, it is this very lack of self-acceptance—your body-bashing—that accounts for much of your overeating. Each time you berate yourself for your size, you head for the refrigerator. Each time you look at yourself with disgust and start to think about dieting, you begin to crave “forbidden” food. None of us react well to such affronts.

Self-acceptance is your birthright. The seeds for self-esteem should be planted in infancy and nurtured by your parents’ unconditional love and acceptance. But not all parents are able to nurture those seeds, and not all women are able to continue nurturing their own seedlings when their parents’ work is done.

Think about the teenage girl whose mother says, “You would be so pretty if only you would lose weight.” Think about the college student who hears that a male friend who likes her a lot cannot think about her romantically because she is too fat. Think about the wife whose husband tells her he is no longer attracted to her because of her size.

We’ve all gotten these messages in one form or another and they leave us trapped in a catch-22. When we diet to gain acceptance, we are buying into a system that says that we are unacceptable the way we are, that part of us is bad. Consequently, the acceptance we seek by losing the so-called bad part of ourselves does not really feel like acceptance. It feels like approval for not being ourselves. Invariably, we gain back the weight in the hope that someone, someday, will tell us that we are lovely and fine just the way we are.

How do you find your way out of this trap? Self-acceptance. You need to find a way to give yourself the unconditional love that you seek from others. And after you have done so, you will be able to cure your Bad Body Fever and compulsive eating.

What about losing weight? As we will discuss in the next section of the book, once you become an experienced demand feeder, no longer using food for reasons other than stomach hunger, you will return to what is a natural weight for you. Your natural weight is determined by your genetic heritage, your age, and the state of your metabolism after years of dieting and binging. Depending on these factors, some of you who use our demand feeding approach will lose weight and others will not. When you lose weight as a by-product of self-acceptance and demand feeding, your weight loss comes with no reproach attached. If your mother or anyone else says, “Oh, don’t you look terrific now that you have lost some weight,” you will not have to flinch from the implied criticism of how you looked in the past. You can say to yourself, “Yes, losing weight was a by-product of solving my obsession with food, but my body was okay with me long before I ever lost an ounce.”

SIZE ACCEPTANCE: A NATIONAL MOVEMENT AND A PERSONAL GOAL

How is it possible to find the kind of self-acceptance we are talking about in a world that places such a tremendous emphasis on appearances? Confronting all of the obstacles in a culture as obsessed with body molding as ours can be a daunting prospect, particularly when you feel as if you are doing it alone.

Fortunately, you are not alone. A size-acceptance movement, the National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance (NAAFA), was organized in 1969. However, it is easy for many of us to disassociate ourselves from organizations for large people because, despite the fact that we seem large to ourselves, many of us do not look large to the rest of the world. Recognizing that size acceptance is an issue for all women—not just large women—would go a long way toward curing the cultural aspects of Bad Body Fever and solving our nationwide eating problems. After all, it is our cultural intolerance of certain body sizes that sends us to diets in the first place. And it is these diets that turn us into compulsive eaters.

We suggest that, for inspiration in cultivating your own revolutionary self-acceptance, you subscribe to a magazine like Radiance, which is in the vanguard of the size-acceptance movement. We also urge you to join NAAFA.

You also can extend your personal commitment to ending bad body talk by making others aware of how destructive this kind of talk is. Bethany, a woman in our New York workshop did precisely that.

“I had three friends at my apartment one day, and saw how much of the conversation was about diets, weight loss, and exercise,” Bethany began. “I just couldn’t stand it one more minute. They just went on and on about it until I finally said that I wanted to change the subject.”

Before changing the subject, however, Bethany told her friends why she wanted it changed. “I’m a lot larger than any of them,” she said, “and I told them that the way they were going on about how bad fat was made me very uncomfortable. I also told them that I was no longer willing to put up with body-bashing because all of this body hatred is incredibly sexist.”

Bethany felt frightened when she confronted her friends. “They rushed to tell me that they thought I looked fine and that they had never intended to insult me,” she said. “But I was firm. Women have to stop trashing themselves.”

Did Bethany convince anyone? She was not really sure. She knew, however, that she felt better about having spoken up than she had ever felt about keeping quiet and, beyond that, she knew that her friends would not talk in the same way around her again.

THE INTERNAL OBSTACLES TO SELF-ACCEPTANCE

Unfortunately, as we struggle to overcome body hatred, external pressure is never our only hurdle. We are all products of our culture. The world that exists outside of us exists inside of us as well. As a citizen of a fat-phobic world, you have become your own worst critic. Before you can cure yourself of Bad Body Fever, you must learn to look honestly and openly at how you have been treating yourself and resolve to confront your own body hatred just as Bethany confronted the body hatred she heard among her friends.

In order to do that, however, you need to feel fed up and angry. You must be willing to confront what is obvious: that all of your bad body thoughts have never gotten you anywhere, that you have said the same hateful things to yourself thousands of times over the years, and that you have simply become more depressed—and larger. In addition, you need to recognize that the notion of thin being beautiful is a dangerous by-product of a cultural bias against women. In essence, you approach body hatred in the following way. First, you challenge conventional thinking on the subject and then you examine your own reluctance to move beyond those conventions.

You can cure Bad Body Fever, and in subsequent chapters we will offer many concrete suggestions for doing just that, but you can only approach the task effectively if you are fully acquainted with the stumbling blocks you are likely to encounter along the way. Given the suffering that goes with bad body thoughts, fat talk, and Bad Body Fever, it may seem difficult to understand why anyone but a masochist would want to hold onto them. Yet you will come to see that this painful and very familiar preoccupation with your body does indeed satisfy deep psychological needs. In fact, you will not be able to understand the persistence of your bad body thoughts until you understand the complex ways in which you have come to depend on Bad Body Fever.

THE LOSSES THAT COME WITH THE CURE

What is it that we lose when we give up our body hatred? We lose the false hope that weight loss is the solution to all our problems; we lose the focus that has camouflaged our real concerns and anxieties; we lose an easy outlet for the anger we feel about being a woman in a man’s world; we lose a sense of camaraderie with other women; and we lose the bizarre satisfaction of feeling that we are being punished for our secret “crimes.” Let’s look at these losses one by one.

Giving Up False Hope

At the core of the body hatred/dieting/compulsive-eating pattern is the notion of perfection. For many years you have been dieting and exercising your way toward a more perfect body and what you hoped would be a more perfect life. When you stop thinking about attaining that perfect body, you lose the pleasure of the fantasy of perfection. There have been many times over the years when your focus on that fantasy made you feel hopeful in an otherwise hopeless moment. When you were feeling bad about something, the resolution to eat less, work out more, and lose weight inevitably made you feel better. This wish to attain an ideal body size—and the hopeful feelings attached to that wish—consumes the energy of many women and greatly distorts their perspective. After losing sixty-seven pounds on Optifast, Oprah Winfrey said it was the most significant achievement of her life, a staggering perspective for a
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