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he Body Politid

Abra Fortune

My body possesses solidness and curve, like the ocean. My weight
mingles with Earth's pull, drawing me onto the sand. | have not
always sent waves into the world. | flew off once, for five years,
and swirled madly like a cracking brown leaf in the salty autumn
wind. | wafted, dried out, apathetic.

| had no weight in the world during my years of anorexia
Curled up inside my thinness, a refugee in a cocoon of hunger, |
lost the capacity to care about myself or others. | starved my body
and twitched in place as those around me danced in the energy of
shared exigence and progressed in their lives. When | graduated
from college crowned with academic honors, professors praised
my potential. | wanted only to vanish.

It took three months of hospitalization and two years of out-
patient psychotherapy for me to learn to nourish mysdlf and to
live in abody that expresses strength and honesty in its shape. |
accepted my right and my obligation to take up room with my
figure, voice and spirit. | remembered how to tumbleforward and
touch the world that holds me. | chose the ocean as my guide.

Who disputes the ocean's fullness?
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Growing up in New York City, | did not care about the feminist
movement. Although | attended an dl-girls high school, we read
mostly male authors and studied the history of men. Embracing
mainstream culture without question, | learned about womanhood
from fashion magazines, Madison Avenue and Hollywood. | dis-
missed feminist alternatives as foreign and offensive, swathed as
they were in stereotypes that threatened my adolescent need for
conformity.

Puberty hit late; | did not complain. | enjoyed living in the
lanky body of atall child and insisted on the title of "girl." If any-
one referred to me as a "young woman/' | would cry out, horri-
fied, "Do not cal methe W word!" But at sixteen yearsold, | could
no longer deny my fate. My stomach and breasts rounded. Curly
black hair sprouted in the most embarrassing places. Hips swelled
fromaonce-flat plane. | nterpreting maturati on asan unacceptable
lapse into fleshiness, | resolved to eradicate the physical symp-
toms of my impending womanhood.

Magazinearticles, televisioncommercial s, lunchroomconver-
sation, gymnasti cs coaches and write-ups on modelshad saturated
mewithdiet savvy. Oncel decided toloseweight, | quickly turned
expert. | dropped hot chocolatefrom my regular breakfast order at
the Skyline Diner. | replaced lunches of peanut butter and M arsh-
mallow Fluff sandwicheswith small platters of cottage cheese and
cantaloupe. | eliminated dinner altogether and blunted my appe-
titewith Tab, Camel Lights, and Carefree bubble gum. When furi-
ous craving overwhelmed my resolve and | swallowed an extra
something, | would flee to the nearest bathroom to purge my mis-
take.

Within three months, | had returned my body to its preadol es-
cent proportions and had manipulated my monthly period into
drying up. Over the next fiveyears, | devoted my lifeto losing my
weight. | came to resent the body in which | lived, the body that
threatened to devel op, the body whose hunger | despised but could
not extinguish. If | neglected aworkout or added apound or ate a
bite too many, | would stare in the mirror and drown myself in a
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tidal wave of criticism. Hatred of my body generalized to hatred
of myself as a person, and self-referential labels such as "pig,”
"failure" and "glutton” allowed meto believe that | deserved pun-
ishment. My self-hatred becamefuel for the self-multilating behav-
iors of the eating disorder.

Asmy body shrank, so did my world. | starved away my power
and vision, my energy and inclinations. Obsessed with dieting, |
alowed relationships, passions and identity to wither. | pulled back
from the world, off of the beach, out of the sand. The waves of my
existence ceased to roll beyond the inside of my skin.

And society applauded my shrinking. Pound after pound the
applause continued, like the pounding ocean outside the door of
my beach house.

The word "anorexia' literally means "loss of appetite.” But as an
anorexic, | felt hunger thrashing inside my body. | denied my ap-
petite, ignored it, but never lost it. Sometimes the pangs twisted so
sharply, | feared they would consume the meat of my heart. On
desperate nights| rosein aflannel nightgown and alowed myself
to eat an unplanned something.

No matter how much| ate, | could not soothe the pangs. Stand-
ing in the kitchen at midnight, spotlighted by the blue-white light
of the open refrigerator, | would frantically feed my neglected ap-
petite: the Chinese food | had not touched at dinner; ice cream and
whipped cream; microwaved bread; cereal and chocolate milk;
doughnuts and bananas. Then, solid sadness inside my gut, swell-
ing agitation, atoo-big meal | would not digest. In the bathroom |
would rip off my shirt, tie up my hair, and prepare to execute the
desperate ritual, again. | would ram the back of my throat with a
toothbrush handle, crying, impatient, until the food rushed up. |
would vomit until the toilet filled and | emptied, until | forgave
myself, until | felt ready to try my life again. Standing up from my
position over the toilet, wiping my mouth, | would believe that |
was safe. Looking inthe mirror through puffy eyesin atumescent
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face, | would promise to take care of myself. Kept awake by the
fast, confused beating of my heart and the achein my chest, | would
swear | did not miss the world outside. Lost within myself, | a-
most died.

By the time | entered the hospital, a mess of protruding bones
defined my body, and the bones of my emaciated life rattled me
crazy. | carried a pillow around because it hurt to sit down, and |
shivered with cold in sultry July. Clumps of brittle hair clogged
the drain when | showered, and blackened eyes appeared to sink
into my head. My vision of reality wrinkled and my disposition
turned mercurial as | dipped into starvation psychoss, a condi-
tion associated with severe malnutrition. People told methat | re-
sembled a concentration camp prisoner, a chemotherapy patient,
afaminevictim or afashion model.

In the hospital, | examined my eating disorder under the lenses of
various therapies. | dissected my childhood, my family structure,
my intimate relationships, my belief systems. | participated in ex-
periential therapies of movement, art and psychodrama. | learned
to use words instead of eating patterns to communicate my feel-
ings. And still | refused to gain more than a minimal amount of
weight.

| felt powerful asan anorexic. Controlling my body yielded an
illusion of control over my life; | received incessant praise for my
figure despite my sickly mien, and my frailty manipulated family
and friends into protecting me from conflict. | had reduced my
world to a plate of steamed carrots, and over this tiny kingdom |
proudly crowned myself queen.

| sat cross-legged on my hospital bed for nearly two months
beforel earned an afternoon passto go to the mall with my mother.
Theprivilege camejust intime; | felt unbearably large and desper-
ately wanted a new outfit under which to hide gained weight. At
themall, | searched for two hoursbeforefinally discovering, inthe
maternity section at Macy's, a shirt large enough to cover what |
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perceived as my enormous body.

With an hour left on my pass, | spotted a sign on a shop win-
dow: "Body Fat Testing, $3.00." | suggested to my mother that we
split up for ten minutes; she headed to Barnes & Noble, and | snuck
into the fitness store.

| sat down in front of amachine hooked up to a computer, and
aburly young body builder fired questions at me:

"Age?'

"Twenty-one."

"Height?"

"Five nine."

"Weight?'

"Ninety-nine."

The young man punched my statistics into his keyboard and
pinched my arm with clippers wired to the testing machine. In a
moment, the computer spit out my results. "Only ten percent body
fat! Unbelievably hedthy. The average for awoman your age is
twenty-five percent. Fantastic! Y ou're thisweek'sblue ribbonwin-
ner."

| stared at himin disbelief. Winner? Healthy? Fantastic? | glanced
around at the other customers in the store, some of whom had
congregated to watch my testing, and | felt embarrassed by his
praise. And then | felt furious. Furious at this man and at the soci-
ety that programmed him for their ignorant approbation of my
illness and my suffering.

"l am dying of anorexia," | whispered. "Don't congratulate

me.

| spent my remaining month in the hospital supplementing psy-
chotherapy with an independent examination of eating disorders
from a socid and political point of view. | needed to understand
why society would reward my starvation and encourage my van-
ishing. In the bathroom, a mirror on the open door behind me re-
flected my backside in amirror over the sink. Vertebrae poked at
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my skin, ribs hung like wings over chiseled hip bones, the two
sides of my buttocks did not touch. | had not seen this view of
myself before.

In writing, | recorded instances in which my eating disorder
had tangled the progress of my life and thwarted my relationships.
| filled three and a half Mead marbl e notebooks. Five years worth
of: | wouldn't sit with Daddy when he was alone in the hospital because
| needed to go jogging; | told Derek not to visit me because | couldn't
throw up when he was there; | almost failed my comprehensive exams
because | was so hungry; | spent my year at Oxford with my head in the
toilet bowl; | wouldn't eat the dinner myfriends cooked mefor my nine-
teenth birthday because | knew they had used ail in the recipe; | told my
family not to come to my college graduation because | didn't want to miss
a day at the gym or have to eat a restaurant meal. And on and on for
hundreds of pages.

Thishonest account of my lifedissolved theillusion of anorexic
power. | saw myself naked in the truth of my pain, my loneliness,
my obsessions, my craziness, my selfishness, my defeat. | alsorec-
ognized the socia and political implications of consuming myself
withthetriviaitiesof caloriesand weight. At college, | hadwatched
asclassmatesinvolved themselvesin extracurricular clubs, volun-
teer work, politics and applications for jobs and graduate schools.
Obsessed with exercising and exhausted by starvation, | did not
even consider joining in such pursuits. Despite my love of writing
and painting and literature, despite ranking at the top of my class,
| wanted only to teach aerobics. Despite my adolescent days as a
loud-mouthed, rambunctious class leader, | had grown into a si-
lent, hungry young woman.

And society preferred me this way: hungry, fragile, crazy.
Winner! Healthy! Fantastic! | began reading feminist literature to
further understand the disempowerment of women in our culture.
| digested the connection between anation of starving, self-obsessed
women and the continued success of the patriarchy. | aso culti-
vated an awareness of alternative models of womanhood. In the
dillness of the hospital library, new voices in my life rose from
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printed pages to echo my rage and provide the conception of my
feminist consciousness.

| had been willing to accept self-sabotage, but now | refused to
sacrifice mysdf to a society that profited from my pain. | finally
understood that my eating disorder symbolized more than
"persona psychodynamic trauma." Gazing in the mirror at my
emaciated body, | observed awoman held up by her culture asthe
physical ideal because she was starving, self-obsessed and power-
less, a woman called beautiful because she threatened no one
except herself. Despite my intelligence, my education, and my
supposed Manhattan sophistication, | had believed al of the lies;
I had almost given my lifein order to achieve the sickly impotence
that this culture aggressively linkswith femal e happiness, love and
success. And everything | had to offer to the world, every tum-
bling wave, every thought and every passion, nearly died inside
me.

Aslong associety resistsfemal epower, fashionwill call healthy
women physically flawed. Aslong as society acceptsthephysical,
sexual and economic abuse of women, popular culturewill prefer
women who resemble little girls. Sitting in the hospital the sum-
mer after my college graduation, | grasped the absurdity of ana-
tion of adult women dying to grow small.

Armed with thisinsight, | loosened the grip of the starvation
disease on my body. | determined to recreate myself based on an
image of awoman warrior. | remembered my ocean, and | took
my first bite.

Gaining weight and getting my head out of the toilet bowl
was the most political act | have ever committed.

I left the hospital and returned home to Fire Island. Living at the
shore in those wintry days of my new life, | wrapped myself in
feminism as | hunted sea shells and role models. | wanted to feel
proud of my womanhood. | longed to accept and honor my body's
fullness.
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During the process of my healing, | had hoped that | would be
able to skip the memory of anorexia like a cold pebble into the
dark winter sea. | had dreamed that in relinquishing my obsessive
chase after asmaller body, | would be ableto comehometo rejoin
those whom | had left in order to starve, rejoin them to live to-
gether as healthy, powerful women. But as my body has grown
full, I have sensed a hollowness in the lives of women al around
methat | had not noticed when | myself stood hollow. | have made
it home only to find mysdlf aone.

Out intheworld again, | hear the furious thumping dance of
body hatred echoing every place | go. Friendswho once appeared
wonderfully carefree in ordering late-night french fries turn out
not to eat breakfast or lunch. Smart, talented, creativewomen talk
about dieting and overeating and hating the beach because they
look terrible in bathing suits. Famous women give interviewsin-
sulting their bodiesand bragging about bicycling twenty-four miles
the day they gavebirth.

| had looked forward to rejoining society after my years of
anorexic exile. Ironically, in order to preserve my health, my re-
covery hasincluded the development of a consciousness that ac-
tively challenges the images and ideas that define this culture.
Walking down Madison Avenue and passing emaciated women, |
say to myself, those women are sick. When smacked with a diet com-
mercia, | remind myself, | don't do that anymore. | decline invita-
tionsto moviesthat feature anorexic actors, | will not participate
in discussions about dieting, and | refuse to shop in stores that
cater to women with eating-disordered figures.

Though | am critical of diet culture, | find it nearly impossible
toescape. Eating disordershavewoventheir way into thefabric of
my society. On television, in print, on food packaging, in casual
conversation and in windows of clothing stores populated by ri-
diculousy gaunt mannequins, messages to lose my weight and
control my appetite challenge my recovered fullness. Finally at
homeinmy body, | recognize myself asanisdand in aseaof eating
disorder, a sea populated predominantly by young women.
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A perversion of nature by society has resulted in a phenomenon
whereby women feel safer when starving than when eating. Los
ing our weight boosts self-esteem, while nourishing our bodies
evokesfedlings of self-doubt and salf-loathing.

When our bodies take up more space than asize eight (as most
of our bodiesdo), wesay, too big. When our appetitesdemand more
than aLean Cuising, we say, too much. When wewant apiece of a
friend's birthday cake, we say, too bad. Don't eat too much, don't
talk too loudly, don't take up too much space, don't take from the
world. Be pleasant or crazy, but don't seem hungry. Remember, a
new study showsthat men prefer women who eat salad for dinner
over women who eat burgers and fries.

So we keep on shrinking, starving away our wildness, our
power, our truth.

Hiding our curves under long T-shirts at the beach, sitting s-
lently and fidgeting while others eat dessert, sneaking back into
the kitchen late at night to binge and hating ourselves the next
day, skipping breakfast, existing on diet soda and cigarettes, add-
ing up calories and subtracting everything ese. We accept what is
horribly wrong in our lives and fight what is beautiful and right.

Over the past three years, feminism has taught me to honor
the fullness of my womanhood and the solidness of the body that
hosts my life. In feminist circles | have found mentors, strong
women who live with power, passion and purpose. And yet, even
in groups of feminists, my love and acceptance of my body re-
mains unusual.

Eating disordersaffect usal on both apersonal and apolitical
level. The majority of my peers—including my feminist peers—
dill measuretheir beauty against anorexicideas. Evenamong femi-
nists, body hatred and chronic dieting continue to consume lives.
Friends of anorexics beg them to please start egting; then these
friends go home and continue their own diets. Who can deny that
the millions of young women caught in the net of disordered
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eating will frustrate the potential of the next wave of feminism?

Sometimes my empathy dissolves into frustration and rage at
our situation. For the first timein history young women have the
opportunity to create aworld in our image. But many of us con-
centrate instead on recreating the shape of our thighs.

As young feminists, we must place unconditional acceptance
of our bodies at the top of our political agenda. We must claim our
bodies as our own to love and honor in their infinite shapes and
szes. Fat, thin, soft, hard, puckered, smooth, our bodies are our
homes. By nourishing our bodies, we care for and love ourselves
on the most basic level. When we deny ourselves physical food,
we go hungry emationally, psychologicaly, spiritually and politi-
caly. We must challenge ourselves to eat and digest, and alow
society to cal ustoobig. Wewill understand their messageto mean
too powerful.

Time goes by quickly. One day we will blink and open our
eyesasold women. If we spend all our energy keeping our bodies
small, what will we have to show for our liveswhen we reach the

end?| hopewe have morethan agroup of fashionably skinny fig-
ures.
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