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Preface

Over the many years I’ve been involved in health education, there’s one issue straddling both mental and physical health that, given its abstract nature, has proved elusive and intractable: body image. Alcohol is a substance – amounts can be measured, and so can the consequences. Yet while we can grasp anorexia because we can see people becoming thinner and can measure their weight loss, getting our teeth into what a ‘poor body image’ actually is, what ‘body dissatisfaction’ means and what difference it makes to people’s lives hasn’t been straightforward. The idea that our own perceptions of how we look can translate into profound mental and physical changes involves too many indistinct links in a long and winding chain for it to be fully understood and taken as seriously as it should be. And given other more immediate, high-profile health issues, the way people feel about their body size and shape seems a mild concern in comparison.

You may wonder why a man should be so bothered about the way girls and women feel about their bodies. My concerns are part professional – I spend a great deal of my time trying to reduce body dissatisfaction and prevent unnecessary dieting and the development of eating disorders in girls and women. But I’m also a father. The prospect of my daughters being culturally bullied and browbeaten into assuming that they’re overweight, unattractive and unworthy makes me angry. Visions of a Clint Eastwood style of summary justice come to mind, whereby today’s body-image bandits – a veritable rogues’ gallery of the media’s casting directors, producers, directors, commissioning and picture editors responsible for a crime spree of body dissatisfaction, along with ‘hate crimes’ against size-16s – are lined up. But instead of being tarred and feathered, they’d be forced to remove all clothing and make-up and marched naked along the catwalks of New York, London, Paris, Milan and Tokyo, in full glare of the cameras, to reveal their own humanity in all its glory – be it cellulite, moobs or even more than just the one chin. Unfortunately, however, it seems this doesn’t comply with the UN Bill of Human Rights – so I’ve resorted to writing this book instead.

Women’s sensitivity about their bodies was something I, as one of five boys, didn’t understand until well into adulthood. My late cousin was a bigshot in the fashion industry – Ralph Lauren, Tommy Hilfiger, Donna Karan and even Sean ‘P. Diddy’ Combs were at his memorial service – and while on the fashion-show circuit he’d come to London and would take me out to dinner with his entourage of svelte designers and catwalk models. A devoted gourmand, he frequented very good restaurants, and I, being young and hungry, would order and eat as much as possible with no shame. But I recall how the slenderati at the table – the models in particular – would order little and leave a lot on their plates. With few manners and little self-consciousness, I’d routinely lighten their burden by reaching across the table and finishing off their filet mignon, scallops and lobster, along with their look-but-don’t-touch decadent puddings. It was a marvellous arrangement: they seemed grateful to have been relieved of temptation, while I’d eat two or three dinners for the price of none. I was clearly more interested in the food than I was in the models (who, in retrospect, seemed utterly sexless). In fact, come to think of it, all of those fashionistas seemed acutely aware of what and how they ate and the effect it could have on their appearance; they were also very aware of how others around them looked, and I remember one of them commenting about a cele/deb entering the room, ‘But she’s a [size] ten,’ in less than flattering tones.

I’ve since discovered that many women don’t like others to see ‘the numbers’ – their weight or their dress size. I’ve noticed that at the checkout women often prefer those queuing not to see the size of the dress they are buying, for example. However, true enlightenment came when I was first asked, ‘Does this dress make me look fat?’ and learned, very quickly, that George Washington’s counsel (that honesty is always the best policy) was not altogether helpful – you don’t reply truthfully, ‘No, darling. It’s your fat that makes you look fat.’

In trying to understand the world of female body image, what has been most astonishing is how even the most intelligent, capable, rational and ‘empowered’ women I’ve known, loved, worked with and for, can be laid low by body dissatisfaction. This includes women with body shapes a man would die for. Most men assume that an otherwise confident woman wouldn’t be bothered that deeply by something as superficial as a bit of fat or a patch of cellulite. Many of us just don’t get it.

And so when it comes to the world of women’s body image, eating disorders and dieting, there has been a distinct lack of male input. It has understandably been dominated almost entirely by women. However, for better or worse, we are inextricably entwined: half of all fathers have daughters, 90 per cent of men will have a wife/partner; we also have mothers, sisters and female friends. Therefore, men have a big stake in female body dissatisfaction and not only are we entitled to comment, we are now required to storm in and say something to help change the ways the girls and women in our lives feel about their bodies. This should not be misconstrued or wilfully misinterpreted as a patronising, paternalistic overture to rescue poor, inept, defenceless women. (And, as you will see, men too have more than their fair share of body dissatisfaction and need help from women to overcome it.)

One of the reasons for men’s lack of involvement in this issue is that instead of being considered a source of help to women’s body image, heterosexual men have traditionally been cited as the cause of the problem. Women’s body woes and wars were, and according to some still are, the fault of ‘the male gaze’, a product of heterosexual male demands for the diet-induced, slender female bodies we are told men desire and expect. But as you will see in Chapter 4, ‘What Men Want’, men actually have a very different and much kinder take on female body fat, sex appeal, eating and weight loss than they’re given credit for. Hetero men may indeed be guilty of many things, including the sexual objectification of women and of fuelling the breast-enlargement craze. But the growing disdain for the pear shape – and female body fat around hips, thighs and bottoms in general – is quite a different matter. And trying to explain it away with tried-and-tested explanations of sexism is no longer sufficient, nor is it constructive.

And so this book, among other things, calls on the untapped army of men – husbands, partners, fathers and brothers – to enlist, and support women in facing down this modern-day demon, to prevent and reduce what is, in effect, a worldwide epidemic of body dissatisfaction, so as to enable women and girls to live longer and more fulfilling lives.

The driving forces behind body dissatisfaction are widespread, ranging from the media, our culture and our own deeply embedded emotions, values and judgments about our bodies to our biological predispositions. In tackling this we’re also going to have to confront today’s established slender norms promoted by multi-billion-dollar industries that continue to perpetuate and profit from the level of body dissatisfaction they’ve managed to bring about. There are obviously no instant self-help cures for body dissatisfaction because many of the necessary changes are cultural, financial and political and beyond our immediate control. And so to suggest that reading a book will cause you to ‘love your body’ is pure fantasy of the kind offered up in the very magazines that have helped cause body dissatisfaction to begin with. However, there is a great deal we can do as individuals to significantly lessen the effects of body dissatisfaction, enabling us to lead less troubled, healthier and more fulfilling lives: to feel more comfortable with our size and shape. As parents there’s a great deal we can do to prevent our children from experiencing body dissatisfaction the way our generation has.

As a first port of call this book will survey the state we’re in: the sheer extent of body dissatisfaction today, its potential causes and its many consequences that few are aware of. Pregnancy and the look of motherhood has increasingly become a source of heightened body dissatisfaction, it’s highly revealing to try and understand how and why. I feel it’s imperative to understand our own bodies before we consider being dissatisfied with them. And so I’ve provided an overview of the factors that influence our body shape and weight along with a slightly more scientific understanding of our sadly misunderstood and much hated, body fat. It’s also important that we try to fully understand the enemy without and within to enable us to fight back and change things for the better. For example to familiarise ourselves with some of the mechanisms which enable the media to literally alter the way our brains function along with the way we feel about ourselves, so significantly. It’s useful to see female body dissatisfaction from a very different perspective by looking at how men express their body dissatisfaction.

Ultimately we must try to take control of the areas of our lives that we can influence for the better in ways that will indirectly and directly improve the way we feel about our own bodies. Beyond a mere understanding of body dissatisfaction I’ve gone on to present a veritable pot pourri of tangible things we as individuals and as parents can do to improve matters. And finally there are institutional changes recommended for schools, media and government. But, in the here and now, fighting back against the recent tide of body dissatisfaction requires foot soldiers.

Let the battle begin …


PART ONE


One

Size Matters

Forty years after the debut of body politics, fat is more of a feminist issue than ever. Whether fat or slender, girls and women of all ages have never been so unhappy with their bodies. And underweight women are often no more satisfied with their body weight than those who are overweight. In our society, perversely, it is now abnormal for a woman to be content with her body shape.

In the name of aspiring to be ‘fit and toned’, body dissatisfaction has become so prevalent among girls and women that it is now being described as ‘a normative discontent’. It is insidious and pervasive. And it’s appearing at younger and younger ages. Nearly half of the three- to six-year-old girls in a study in the British Journal of Developmental Psychology said they worry about being fat.1

What’s more, it seems that worry doesn’t diminish with age: a preoccupation with physique and body dissatisfaction is now found even among a high proportion of pensioners.2 A large study in the International Journal of Eating Disorders found that 8 per cent of women over fifty, including those over seventy-five, have made themselves vomit in the last five years.3 Furthermore, there is also growing alarm over school-aged boys taking anabolic steroids to build muscle and acquire a six-pack.4

Globally, body dissatisfaction has made a startling debut and seems assured a long run on the world stage. The first International Body Project recently published their report on female body dissatisfaction ‘in 26 Countries Across 10 World Regions’ and concluded, ‘body dissatisfaction and desire for thinness is commonplace’, emphasising ‘the need for international attention to this problem’.5 And global body dissatisfaction is contagious: international data from the World Health Organization’s survey ‘Health Behaviour in School-aged Children’ reveal a high level of body dissatisfaction, triggering ‘significant health concerns among health professionals worldwide’.6

Looking ahead, fewer and fewer young women will ever have known a time when it wasn’t completely normal for the average woman to be unhappy with her body. And as they enter positions of influence in the media, body dissatisfaction is becoming the normal baseline from which media and society operate. As the commissioning editor of the Observer magazine writes: ‘To be feminine, today, means to hate your body.’7

Size matters more than ever, it seems, and whether you’re genuinely obese or one of the slim ‘worried well’ who feels larger than life, keeping up appearances is getting us down.

But why has it become normal to dislike your own body from age three? Why are eating disorders and weight and shape concerns affecting so many women? And what can we do to deal with the negative effects this is having on people’s lives?

Effects

Body dissatisfaction is more than an uncomfortable feeling about being seen in a swimsuit or harbouring the nagging question, ‘Does this dress make me look fat?’ The effects can be wide-ranging, long-lasting and fatal. Those involved in the treatment of diabetes are concerned that body dissatisfaction leads to poor control of patients’ blood-sugar levels.8 And studies now report that body dissatisfaction ‘has a strong impact on all suicidal behaviors for girls’, even when they are not overweight: because it’s not about actual weight, but about perception.9

Sex, cigs and booze

Women may drink to feel comfortable with the way they think their bodies look, and many girls smoke for a more slim-line appearance.10 A study of 81,000 adolescents by the Division of Epidemiology, University of Minnesota found that ‘smoking for weight control is prevalent’.11 Scientists can predict the likelihood of a girl smoking in the future by how important it is for her to be thin today.12 And by the time they’re young women a relationship can be formed whereby smoking and drinking increase right along with body dissatisfaction.13

Sexual health and taking sexual risks are also linked to body dissatisfaction, as reflected in the study ‘Early Adolescent Body Image Predicts Subsequent Condom Use Behavior Among Girls’.14 And those who feel least attractive tend to be most prone to engaging in relatively risky sexual behaviour. One explanation is that when a person feels like the less attractive partner in a couple, he or she has less leverage or power within that relationship and is, therefore, vulnerable to allowing the ‘more attractive’ partner to instigate risky sexual behaviour. Another suspicion is that less attractive people have fewer sexual encounters and, therefore, less practice at negotiating safer sexual behaviour with a partner. And some suggest that if you have lower body satisfaction, the degree of excitement and arousal experienced when you’re faced with pending sexual activity with a partner you think is far more attractive than you can result in more impulsive decision making.15

Inactivity

It has been suggested that regular exercise can reduce the risk of breast cancer by as much as a third.16 Yet many young women say they are simply too embarrassed about their bodies to ever be seen exercising. Britain’s mental health charity Mind surveyed women and found that 90 per cent of those over thirty ‘battle body-confidence and low self-esteem when considering outdoor exercise. This is leading many to take extreme measures, such as exercising when it’s dark to minimise embarrassment, or to avoid outdoor activities altogether.’17

Academic achievement

At the cerebral end of concerns, body dissatisfaction in university students has a strong link with ‘academic interference’ and lower grades.18 It’s thought that body dissatisfaction may lead students to be preoccupied with and to ‘monitor’ their bodies’ appearance which, in turn, uses up their attention and intellectual resources, making these unavailable for answering the questions on an exam paper. It sounds like a slapstick comedy approach to research, but two studies looked at the performance of women on a maths exam, based on what they were wearing: one group was asked to strip down to just swimsuits, while the others wore sweaters. The swimwear-clad women performed significantly worse in the exam than their covered-up counterparts because, it’s thought, they were partially distracted by monitoring their body instead of the equations in front of them.19

Non-academic achievement

Those women aspiring to a more physical career in baseball, rounders or cricket may be interested in the study ‘Throwing Like A Girl: Self-Objectification Predicts Adolescent Girls’ Motor Performance’. Being concerned about body appearance was related to girls’ ability to throw a softball, even after other factors were controlled for. Again, the diversion of the girls’ attention towards how their bodies looked as opposed to the task of throwing the ball seemed to result in less forceful throws and poorer aim.20

Professional achievement

When women do complete their education there is concern that body dissatisfaction holds them back professionally. Women who are more likely to internalise the views of others, including the media, may actually feel less capable than those who put less emphasis on appearance.21 In an image-driven culture where body shape and dress sense count big, women may feel disempowered and not put themselves forward. An ‘Analysis of the Political Effects of Self-Objectification’ carried out at Occidental College in California found that the more women self-objectify (monitor their bodies’ appearance), ‘the less confidence they have that their actions have the potential to influence politics … they may be less likely to vote or run for office’.22

The media eye, in its various forms, objectifies all of us. And so many of us begin to objectify ourselves. If women are insecure about and busy monitoring their bodies’ appearance this may be a self-perpetuating behaviour preventing them from making enough of a fuss about our society’s values which contribute to them feeling bad about their bodies to begin with.23

Relationships

Our relationships – both platonic and otherwise – may be affected by the way we feel about our bodies. Body dissatisfaction can unknowingly erode friendships through what is referred to as ‘dieting peer competitiveness’ – and there’s even a scale to measure it: the DPC Scale.24 Greater body dissatisfaction has been ‘linked to less secure general attachment, especially more preoccupied general adult attachment and more anxious romantic attachment’. It’s also associated with ‘interpersonal anxiety’ and with ‘romantic intimacy anxiety’ for women.25

Sexual satisfaction

Sexologists and body-image scientists have mated, giving birth to some interesting findings. Body-image concerns are now linked to ‘lower sexual arousability and ability to reach orgasm and less pleasure from physical intimacy’, which is thought to be due to the insidious influence of our slim image-driven culture joining us under the duvet.26 And distraction rears its ugly head here again too. A woman’s degree of body dissatisfaction is found to be strongly related to how distracted she becomes during sex, both in terms of her concerns over the way she looks or how she is ‘performing’ in bed.27 The distracting effects of a woman’s body image on achievement during a maths exam (see p. 6) has a lot in common with those on a very different type of achieving: orgasms.28 On the other hand, women who are more satisfied with their bodies report having more frequent orgasms, as well as ‘trying new sexual behaviors’.29 Yes, yes, yes … There are body-image scientists who keep count of these things.

On the whole, a large proportion of women, both heterosexual and lesbian, say that the way they feel about their bodies has a negative effect on the enjoyment of their sex lives and how desirable they feel they are as a sexual partner.30

Those who assume that women who are satisfied with their bodies and therefore enjoying sex more are obviously slimmer or exercise more and are, therefore, ‘fit and toned’ may be interested in the findings of one study that looked at precisely this. While Body Mass Index (see p. 34) and level of physical exercise had no bearing on ‘sexual functioning’, women with low body dissatisfaction had ‘high sexual assertiveness and sexual esteem, low sexual anxiety, and fewer sexual problems’.31 And another study brought women into the lab who completed measures of body-image concerns and were then exposed to ‘erotica’, while their genital responses were monitored by the researchers. ‘Body esteem was positively related to sexual desire, including desire to erotica in a laboratory setting and as well as desire in real-life sexual situations, outside of the contrived laboratory setting … independent of actual body size.’32

Causes

What factors can possibly lead us to be less than happy about our bodies? Below are a variety of interesting suspects.

Fat friends, pear-shaped peers

Although there is an increasing understanding of the role of the media underlying the dramatic growth in body dissatisfaction, new research is shedding light on the role of our own best friends in the contagious spread of our body concerns.

Some researchers see your friends’ body shape acting as a ‘catalyst’ in triggering body competition with your peers.33 This body competition and the body dissatisfaction that results from it can arise no matter how close to or fond you are of your friends – or even your husband. Two new studies have looked specifically at your romantic partner’s influence on your body image, and it seems Jack Sprat comes out of the comparison feeling pretty good about himself. In love or not, straight or gay, heavier women who had relatively thin partners were most likely to think that they themselves were overweight.34

Interestingly, lesbian women may suffer less body dissatisfaction, be more accepting of other women’s body size and shapes and actually prefer larger women.35

If your friends are fat, it may not be good for their health, but may well be good for yours. In fact, in a new study of women across all EU countries entitled ‘Anorexia, Body Image and Peer Effects’, researchers found that the fatter your friends are, the less likely you are to be anorexic.36

Taking this peer influence even further, it now seems that it isn’t merely how fat or slender your friend actually is, but how fat or slender you believe she thinks she is that can also influence your feelings about your own body. Examining how much of a young woman’s body concerns are shaped by her perceptions of her friends’ concerns with their own bodies versus their actual body concerns, researchers found that how women think their friends feel about their bodies influences their own body concerns. They also found that the more women felt under pressure to be thin, the more likely they were to have body-image concerns, irrespective of their actual weight and shape. Body dissatisfaction is often literally a process of mind over matter.37

Fat talk

The no-beating-about-the-bush study entitled ‘If You’re Fat, Then I’m Humongous! … Impact of Fat Talk Among College Women’ recently calculated that more than 90 per cent of college-aged women engage in ‘fat talk’ and ‘there was no association between a woman’s actual body size and how often she complained about her body size with peers’, wrote the scientists. They are concerned that women might think ‘fat talk’ is a helpful coping mechanism, when it’s actually exacerbating body-image disturbance: ‘These results serve as a reminder that for most women, fat talk is not about being fat, but rather about feeling fat … reinforcing women’s body-related distress.’38 A systematic review of the potential effect of talking big in front of your friends reported that ‘studies give an initial indication that fat talking is a causal risk factor for body dissatisfaction’.39 So it seems a problem shared is a problem doubled.

Large print

The books you read may also be influencing body dissatisfaction. While the potential effects of visual media will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3, ‘A Source of Thinspiration’, researchers are only now examining how the written word may have an effect on your body image. In their study ‘Does this book make me look fat?’ they found that women’s body image can be negatively affected by chick lit. Researchers chose two chick-lit novels – Emily Giffin’s Something Borrowed and Laura Jensen Walker’s Dreaming in Black and White, each of which features a heroine with ‘healthy body weight’, but ‘low body esteem’. To observe how a character’s weight and body image may affect the reader in different ways they adapted a passage from both novels to come up with nine versions for each, from an underweight heroine with high body esteem to an overweight one with low body esteem – so for example, a character who says, ‘I’m five foot four, 140 pounds and a size six’, or one who says, ‘I’m five foot four, 105 pounds and a size zero’. The study found that when the narrative was about a slim heroine, participants felt significantly less sexually attractive, and that when it featured a protagonist with low body esteem, readers were considerably more concerned about their weight than those in the control condition.40

If looks could kill

The great falling out of love with our bodies has been accompanied by the emergence of a fetishistic hunger for all things foodie. Although it’s marvellous that we take a greater interest in food, in terms of taste and/or our health, our interest often verges on the unnatural. We’re encouraged by food media, celebrity chefs and dieting articles to think about food in preoccupied ways, instead of simply considering it. This has given rise to what some call eating cognitively, whereby food takes on a heightened significance, causing an overemphasis on a part of life that should be less contrived. And while food can be an outlet for creativity, celebration and joy, it can also be misappropriated for expressing other less constructive aspects of the human condition.

I’ve always felt that generally, men eat food, while women have a relationship with it. And the way you feel about your body can distort that relationship, ultimately providing an entry pass to far greater problems. It is now known to increase your risk of going on to develop an eating disorder such as the newly recognised binge-eating disorder,41 bulimia and EDNOS (eating disorder not otherwise specified) – a common diagnosis for people with a mixture of atypical anorexia and atypical bulimia.

For some girls and women, the preoccupation with being slender leads to anorexia nervosa – the UK’s deadliest psychological condition killing more people in Britain than all ‘substance misuse’ put together.42 Here’s some food for thought:

• The American Psychological Association reported that ‘one out of every five people with anorexia eventually dies of causes related to the disorder’, and it is linked with one the highest suicide rates of any psychiatric condition.43

• The mortality rate associated with anorexia nervosa is twelve times higher than that of all causes of death in females aged fifteen to twenty-four years old.44

• People first diagnosed with anorexia in their twenties have eighteen times the death risk of healthy people their age.45

• Given Britain’s current level of anorexia,46 between 7000 and 14,000 girls and women will ultimately die of anorexia-related causes. This is far greater than the number of women in the UK killed each year through domestic violence or with heterosexually contracted HIV/AIDS.47

• In the United States, a conservative estimate indicates that 28,550 girls and women with anorexia will ultimately die as a result of their condition – that’s thirteen times more than the total number of American servicemen and women killed in the entire Afghan war.48 While the media has raised a great deal of awareness over the latter, consciousness-raising of death by anorexia has gone missing in action.

• The recent ‘Westernisation’ of Eastern European countries has led to widespread changes in female ideals and roles that have also increased the risk for eating disorders. For example, in the Czech Republic, a country undergoing a ‘socio-cultural transition’, the hospital admission rate for eating disorders in females aged ten to thirty-nine has quadrupled, suggesting ‘risk of severe eating disorders including anorexia nervosa is culture-dependent’.49

• Eating disorders are also on the increase in the non-Western countries previously thought to have greater cultural immunity. A study has found that ‘the prevalence of eating disorders among female university students in China is now similar to that of their Western counterparts’,50 while a significant rise is now also reported in Japan.51

Each case of an eating disorder involves a complicated background of genetic risk, environmental and social triggers. And for many people with anorexia the underlying psychological problems are still poorly understood. There may be personality traits, such as perfectionism, that in partnership with body dissatisfaction are more likely to set you up for an eating disorder.52 And the Autism Research Centre at Cambridge University recently found that ‘females with anorexia have elevated autistic traits’.53

In long-term cases anorexia may not be the result of wanting to be thin or attractive, but rather an attempt to stay in control, a fear of losing control and other feelings. Controlling weight and food intake becomes the unwitting voice through which some women express their psychological pain. So if a culture puts pressure on women to be slim anyway, then their psychological pain may be handed an instruction booklet to funnel itself through food and weight. And after a certain period of time – or degree of weight loss – the eating disorder can take on a life of its own.

If this discussion on eating disorders sounds a bit too relevant to you, there’s further information available in the Resources section.

Fit-and-toned Cloak

Psychological pain and/or the desire to be thin can also be channelled through burning the calories at the other end of the candle by over-exercising: engaging in strenuous physical activity to a point that is unsafe and unhealthy. Eating disorders and over-exercising go hand in hand – both can be a result of an unhealthy obsession with your body. Like bulimia and anorexia, in which people deny themselves adequate nutrition by restrictive eating behaviours, over-exercising is a controlled behaviour that denies the body the energy and nutrition needed to maintain a healthy weight.54

The most dangerous aspect of over-exercising is how easily it can go unrecognised because it can so readily be disguised as an emphasis on fitness or a desire to be healthy. And in a culture that reveres thin female athletes, lean and mean actresses and singers, and reads ‘health and fitness’ magazines, a thin woman in Lycra pounding the pavement wearing iPod headphones and a hydration fluid bottle on her hip isn’t likely to make us stop and search for clues as to the underlying motivation.

Under the fit-and-toned/healthy-eating guise, many slender, beautiful celebrities perpetuate that unattainable ideal that somehow always seems to be just within your grasp, yet few tell the truth about how they actually achieve it. Some are, however, now doing the right thing; in her article ‘What I Wish I’d Said To My Fans’ American model and actress Carré Otis reveals the lies she told about her diet and exercise routine:



‘Jazzercise three times a week and light weights,’ I’d say. The heavily guarded truth was that I exercised a minimum of two hours a day, seven days a week … my big diet staple was four to six cups of black coffee per day, avoiding even a splash of skim milk since I was terrified of extra calories. And to stave off hunger, I went through a few packs of cigarettes daily.





She recounts the way her exhaustion (a result of lack of sleep, too much exercise, virtual starvation and self-loathing) was hidden beneath a beautiful exterior, made possible by the powers of airbrushing and beauty treatments



In every shot my fake smile revealed sparkling teeth. Without my on-set manicures and pedicures, you’d have seen that, just like my teeth, my nails were breaking and yellow.55





We can only imagine how many other slender dignitaries are currently lying through their airbrushed teeth about their health routines.

The Slenderati

Editors of the successful international women’s magazines continue to extol the virtue of their own role in ‘empowering’ women through their inspiring articles and promotion of ‘strong female role models’. They’ve beaten their chests for decades proclaiming that their mags have helped to liberate women. But the photographs of very slim Photoshopped women they promote in their magazines tell a very different and unchanging story. As you will see, a large body of research is clearly showing that far from empowering women, the pictorial landscape of each edition has merely handed them a new line in shackles.

And it isn’t just glossy fashion mags and popular tabloid newspapers. Even serious liberal-left publications with a focus on politics and the arts routinely promoting women’s ‘equality’ and rights regularly feature right-on, edgy designer collections with photos of skinny models and plenty of slender, young images to accompany articles on everything from cucumber salads to bicycles. The slender bent is endemic and apolitical.

Following the path of the food and alcohol industries, the fashion and beauty industry has attempted to airbrush its own image through various ‘social responsibility’ initiatives. Every couple of years we hear, yet again, how this company or that has decided to include one or two photos of real women as part of their celebration of ‘real beauty’.

What all publications want to avoid discussing, however, is their addictive need to sell those all-important expensive advertisements, featuring more of the slender. Editors may claim that the pictures in ads are an entirely different matter, but they are certainly not. As so often, it’s a case of follow the money. And the trail leads to a dependency on slim images to keep the lifeline of cash flowing from their paymasters: the advertisers.

In an attempt to offset any harm done to women’s body image, the fashion, media and beauty industries are now disseminating ‘media literacy’ materials – videos, booklets and lesson plans – to schools to help girls understand that what they see, say on the pages of a magazine, is artificial. So what they’re saying in other words is: when regularly presented with a mosaic of willowy bodies, it’s your perception that’s the underlying problem not the industry that produces them. The subtext being, ‘It’s not us, it’s you that needs to change.’

Scientists are increasingly
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