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Preface

In ‘The Unbearable Lighiness of Being’, Tereza is staring at herself in the
mirror. She wonders what would happen if her nose were to grow a millimeter
longer each day. How much time would it take for her face to become
unrecognizeable? And if her face no longer looked like Tereza, would Tereza
still be Tereza? Where does the self begin and end? You see: not wonder at
the immeasurable infinity of the soul; rather, wonder at the uncertain nature
of the self and of its identity.
Milan Kundera (1988, p. 28) The art of the novel (trans. by L. Asher).
New York: Harper & Row

Why, after so many books on eating disorders have been pHblished, do we think
anyone would care to read another? Well, because we think this one is different.
It is the product of an evolving and increasingly sophisticated quest to understand
the cultural forces inherent in aberrant eating and we believe this is the first book
that provides such immediate and intimate access to a variety of international issues
relating to the phenomenon of body and weight dissatisfaction.

Who are we and why should you trust us to be the tour guides on this intellectual
journey? Mervat Masser, an Egyptian known for her work on culture and eating
disorders, and Melanie A. Katzman, an American who had been working on the
marriage of transcultural and feminist ideas, met in Padua, Nlaly. Given that they
were hoth living and working in England (or at least most of the time) they agreed
to keep their conversations going, which resulted in, among other things, a joint
publication on how sociocultural approaches could impact and inform efforts to
prevent eating disorders. Leaving from different intellectual and national terminals
they had arrived at the same port — cultural analyses of eating disorders were
challenged to explain why women, why now and why seemingly everywhere
you look? The late twenticth century perspectives were not only culture bound,
they were also discipline bound and fell short of explaining the complex
contributions of economic and political forces on individual bodily expressions of
distress.

Back in America, where you might have thought at least the two New Yorkers
would have met earlier, Richard A. Gordon was busy completing the second edition
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of his book, Eating Disorders: Anatomy of a Social Epidemic. Richard Gordon and
Mervat Nasser had recognised their shared interests in this subject when they met
at an international conference in Swansea, Wales, in 1984 and had been inter-
mittently in touch regarding their common interests in the field since that time,
Melanie Katzman and Richard Gordon had also worked together on sociocultural
issues in food and weight disturbance.

But, as these things go, it was not until the 1998 international conference on
eating disorders in New York that the three of us met to share not only similar
notions about the gaps in the field, but many common meals — a critical ritual in
the study of eating disorders! At that time, each one of us was already in the middle
of muddling through the morass of interdisciplinary explanations for what appeared
to be a universal expression of distress in bodily terms, when the idea of this book
was formed and captured our thoughts and now hopefully your imagination,

The aim of this book is to highlight some of the limitations in our current
sociocultural understanding of eating disorders, which tend to focus on one culture
and one sex and construe eating disorders almost exclusively in terms of weight.
We thoughl, perhaps, that one way 1o overcome such limitations was to invite
contributions from different researchers around the world and ask them to share
their inevitably unigue insights.

Perhaps the most obvious first step was to organise an edited volume with a
spokesperson from each region (o document the presentation and prevalence
of eating disturbances in his or her respective areas. But that was not what we
wanted. We feared replicating the same fat obsession of the typical cross-cultural
study in our discipline, one which measures women’s bodies and attitudes and
not their social opportunities, joys and despairs, We did not want to rely heavily
on quantification — we needed to contextualise and re-conceptualise. Besides,
the quality of epidemiological work carried out in different countries has
been inconsistent — research designs have often been faulty and the validity of
Western measures in non-Western settings has been questioned. Few two-stage
survey and interview studies have been completed and sampling has often been
inadequate.

We already knew the kind of deductions we are able 1o make from these studies.
We had the knowledge that eating disorders do exist in other countries and cultures
and are no longer exclusive to the West, as previously thought. The fact that
their prevalence rates could vary slightly from one country (o the next was not
necessarily of great consequence. What seemed more significant was the meaning
attached to such problems in different cultural settings and whether other forms
exist that mimic the phenomenon and could arguably be seen as possible cultural
equivalents of what is defined in the West as anorexia or bulimia. As a result we
looked thematically at several countries and decided to ask our authors to build
upon existing data to answer the following specific questions . . .

1 Does the emergence of eating disorders outside of the United States and Western
Europe invalidate the traditional notions of eating disorders as culture-bound
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syndromes? Are eating disorders genuinely rising in non-Western societies and
perhaps falling or levelling off in the West?

2 Does the recent emergence of eating disorders among black South African
women reflect a transition in their definition of identity?

3 Does self-starvation in China carry a different meaning that would call into
guestion Western conceptualisations of the diagnostic requirements for anorexia
nervosa’

4 What are the implications of recent genetic research for cultural interpretations
of eating disorders?

5 Is the marketing of thinness in post-communist societies an inevitable
commodity of free market capitalism with predictable consequences?

6 Does the fall of communism in Eastern Europe and the associated reduction in
social support make women more vulnerable to eating disorders?

7 Is it possible that in one country, in this case ltaly, internal cultural struggles
could mirror those experienced in many nations globally?

8 Does the psychobiography of a nation such as Argentina reveal that the pursuit
of thinness could possibly have ‘weighty” political and economic meaning?

9 Do women use forms of body control other than disordered eating at times
of cultural transition, for example the ‘voluntary veiling’ of young women of

Egypt?

While answering these questions might have been enough of a challenge, we
knew before we started that our current research formulae and typical mental health
mindset might prevent us from assessing and creating new models for understanding,
treating and preventing eating disorders. We wanted to stimulate cross-fertilisation
and safeguard against the usual seductions — talking of Westernisarion, where the
old dichotomous approach to culture is maintained (that is West versus East), or
acculturaiion, even though we know that the dominant or host culture is continually
changing as we speak, or modernisation, which could potentially undermine the
non-biomedical perspectives.

S0 we decided to formulate a kind of debate where each chapter is challenged
by two commentators, one from a clinical discipline and the other from a diverse
field such as sociology, economics, or political, gender and culture studies.
While we sought experts in eating disorders for the chapters and the majority
of the clinical commentary, this was not a ‘requirement’ for the non-clinical
commentaries. We strove for diversity of perspectives, nationalities and expertise.
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Within this framework, the ohjective of the book is meant to be critical, that is,
its purpose is to examine and challenge the assumptions currently held within the
field of culture and eating psychopathology. It is our hope that, whilst not
prescribing future development of the discipline, the book could perhaps play a
significant role in shaping it.

We are pleased to bring together voices of different nationalities. It is our
intention to incorporate reference material that would not otherwise be available
to the exclusively English speaking reader. To this end many of our authors
translated their local resources. Our cast of contributors and commentators
represent various disciplines and countries and reflect interesting hybrids. For
example, among our authors are an Asian English professor living in Canada, who
was born in Germany and part of whose education was in Australia, or a
psychologist and business consultant born to a Hungarian father and Austrian
mother in Germany and now working in Italy, and an American businessman living
in England and working in the Eastern European business world.

National backgrounds represented by authors and commentators include the
United States, Canada, Panama, the United Kingdom, Austria, Belgium, the
Metherlands, Germany, Romania, Italy, the Czech Republic, Australia, China,
Egypt, India, Israel, South Africa, France, Bulgaria and Norway.

In each chapter you will find that we first pose the debate question, and then
offer the main article, which is followed by the two commentaries. The authors of
the chapters did not see the comments before we wenl to press and therefore were
not in a position to alter their views. We wanted to leave the next step in the
dialogue up to you, the reader.

Chapter |

In the first chapter, Richard Gordon offers an overview on the transformation
of the status of eating disorders from that of ‘culture-bound syndrome” to global
phenomenon. Gordon documents the countries and regions in which eating
disorders have appeared, and suggests that a particular set of cultural factors unify
the very disparate countries in which they have arisen. He concludes his chapter
with some intriguing recent evidence that suggests that, just as eating disorders
have been on the rise in areas of the world outside of Western Europe and the
United States, they may now be declining in the West, at least in the United States.

His argument is questioned by Bob Palmer, a well-known authority in the field
of epidemiological research on eating disorders. Palmer questions the meaning of
prevalence data, particularly whether what may appear to be an eating disorder
to a Western or Western-trained observer could in fact be something else when
examined in local contexts.

Anthropologist Penny Van Esterik helieves that the essay opens up the
possibility of a greater dialogue between scholars of different disciplines, partic-
ularly psychiatry and anthropology, with a view toward better understanding of
this perceived global problem.
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Chapter 2

The emergence of eating disorders among black South African women is dealt with
in the second chapter, jointly written by Christopher Szabo and Daniel le Grange.
They put forward the questions why South Africa and why black women and why
eating psychopathology? They discuss the kinds of pressures that are now facing
black women in a rapidly changing South Africa and refute the possibility that the
phenomenon can simply be reductively or exclusively explained in terms of
Westernising forces. As a result, this chapter ushers in the debate on eating
disorders and identity, an issue that is central to the whole volume,

They are challenged nonetheless by Leslie Swartz, an authority on culwral and
mental health issues in South Africa. Swartz queries the importance of focusing
on eating disorders in a new South Africa which is riddled with violence and ATDS,
issues that perhaps should take precedence over any other health concern. However,
the second commentator, Finn Skirderud, seems to be in general agreement with
the chapter’s premise, He is a Norwegian psychiatrist and cultural critic who sees
that the psychological conflicts underpinning eating disorders may be a result and
a window to the tensions of establishing a local and national identity.

Chapter 3

In the third chapter Sing Lee criticises the excessive reliance on *fat phobia’ as a
diagnostic criterion for anorexia to make the point that modern Western biomedical
models have created (in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manuals of the American
Psychiatric Association) a constricted and self-confirming set of explanations for
‘disease”. In the field of ealing disorders in particular, people who do not relate the
expecied ‘fat terminology” for their difficulties are construed as dishonest deniers,
Yet, perhaps. the series of exceptions or atypical cases that are found in Asian as
well as in Westemn clinics call for a revisiting of just what it means to refuse food
and what may ultimately be the underlying social causes of anorexia nervosa

Roland Littlewood discusses not only the cultural politics of food refusal in
South Asian societies but the efficacy of eating disorders as a means of enhancing
a sense of personal agency. Towards this end he compares eating disorders to
involuntary spirit possession and dissociative states. He concludes that the
heightened sense of agency yielded by eating disorders is reduced medically to a
distorted perception. In terms of practical instrumentality this makes the final
eonsequences of eating disorders seem poor while those of possession states
relatively good.

In the second commentary, Horacio Fabrega provides an instant primer on
eross-cultural psychiatry. Drawing from Lee's data, he offers not only a cross-
cultural but an evolutionary perspective on psychiatric disorders,
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Chapter 4

In the fourth chapter, Cynthia Bulik, one of the first experts to deal with the issue
of eating disorders among immigrants in the USA and recently a major investigator
into the role of genetics in eating disorders, suggests that ‘twins studies’ could lead
us to the inescapable conclusion that genetic factors play a central role in the
aetiology of eating disorders.

In her discussion of the chapter, Julie Park, an anthropologist from Auckland,
New Zealand, points to some of the cultural and experiential nuances that may be
overlooked from the standpoint of twins research or quantitatively oriented studies
and concludes that the study of the environment is as intricate if not even more
complex than the human genome.

The second commentary is by Phillipe Gorwood. a geneticist from France, who
challenges the notion that a voluntary behaviour can have a genetic basis and alerts
us to the social responsibility that follows if we believe it does.

Chapter 5

In the fifth chapter, Giinther Rathner takes us from the arena of genes to political
economy. Rathner predicts that Eastern Europeans will not only become more
engaged in commercialism but that their bodies themselves will become more
comadified as capitalism rises in the region. As a result he anticipates that eating
disorders as well as plastic surgery will proliferate accordingly.

In his commentary, Noah Gotbaum begins by describing himself as an
American capitalist charged with instigating turmoil in Eastern Europe and
denounces Rathner’s assault on market philosophy by questioning the unique
psvchological impact of transitional economies compared to previous Stalinist
dictates. He nonetheless acknowledges the potential effects of the changing
economy on mental health, even if he is dubious that such is the case with eating
disorders given that their epidemiology under communist regimes was never
adequately ascertained or documented.

Katarzyna Bisapa, the second commentator of this chapter, is a Polish
psychiatrist who is currently practising in the United States. Bisaga is in a strong
position to comment here, given her specialist experience of eating disorders in
Poland. While she appears to be in essential agreement with Rathner's argument,
she challenges him on the use of a unitary concept such as “Eastern Block’, urging
the need w examine aspects of cultural diversity within ‘Eastern Europe®,

Chapter &

The issue of market economy is discussed further in the sixth chapter, jointly
written by two Romanian women, Ana Catina, who is currently a practising
psychotherapist in Germany, and Oltea Joja, a psychologist in Bucharest. The
debate here is focused on the position of women in post-communist Europe. The
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economic changes of the 1990s are seen as having undermined the provisions given
to women under the old socialist/collectivist regimes. Catina and Joja argue that
these changes have increased women's confusion over gender roles and rendered
them more at risk for developing eating disorders. Hence this chapter attempts to
mtegrate feminist and socio-economic themes.

The first commentator Ivan Eisler, who is a clinical psychologist in the UK,
explains his lack of sympathy with their argument on the basis of being a male
from former Czechoslovakia who spent most of his adult and working life in the
UK. He raises once more the issue of taking Eastern and Ceniral Europe as one
homogenous entity, urging the need to balance uncertainties and opportunities that
any cultural transition engenders. He also questions the possibility of exploring the
position of women in these societies in isolation from that of the men,

Cynthia King Vance, a management consultant recently returned to America
after living for eight years in London, is the second commentator who challenges
the argument in this chapter for glorifying communist practices. While she supports
the notion that working women under socialist regimes may have experienced an
increased sense of efficiency and social usefulness, it is her argument that this was
done in response to social mandates, not pure personal choice. She introduces
economic models to expand the debate and urges us to remember the efficacy of
socialist ‘communication” programmes when considering prevention efforts.

Chapter 7

In chapter 7, Giovani Ruggiero addresses what he argues is a special case, the
‘twi lialies’. In the field of culture and eating psychopathology, research has tended
o make comparisons between two countries or different ethnicities. However, in
this essay, Ruggiero talks more of inter-cultural differences exemplified by the
cultural division within Italy itself. The argument here is more concerned with the
emergence of two cultures within one state due to differences in economic structure
and level of development between the south and north of Ttaly.

One of the commentators on this essay 15 Professor Klans Neumiirker, who
pioneered this inter-cultural exploration when he assessed the issue of eating
disorders morbidity in East and West Berlin before and after the fall of the Berlin
Wall. The commentary is jointly written with his assistant Jhon Hein and seems
to take the same view expressed by Ruggiero in his essay, emphasising the
sociocultural differences that may lie within the fabric of one society.

The second commentator is Beatrice Bauer, a psychologist and a management
consultant in Verona. She brings forward the dimension of *Bellezza®, that is the
ltalian obsession with ‘beauty’, and how the ‘visual® is so integral to the Italian
self-image. She argues that the precccupation with aesthetics in Italy is just as
important as a gateway to power as particular family dynamics.
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Chapter 8

In this chapter, Oscar Meehan, who has just returned to Argentina to set up eating
disorders clinics after training in England for seven years, joins Melanie A.
Katzman in an effort to integrate economic, political, historical and psychological
data to create a psychobiography of the Argentinean nation. Katzman's theory that
eating disorders are best understood not by a discourse around food, weight and
diet but rather discussions of transition, dislocation and oppression serves as an
organising schema for this chapter. The vulnerabilities of Southern American
women to eating problems and the possible path to reversing them are the focus
of this anthropometric contribution.

The first comment is by Professor Niva Piran, an expert in education and eating
disorders prevention. She examines the multiple levels of social prejudice inherent
in Argentina and encourages us to consider the untold stories of bodily violation
and their contributions to individual and socio-economic self-esteem, She also
highlights the importance of recognising the relationship of professionals (either
academics or clinicians) to the political context in which they work. She introduces
the method “participatory action project’, which proved successful in a Canadian
ballet school to effect behaviour change through culture change not simply
information exchange.

The chapter is alzo commented on by Professor Sneja Gunew, an Indian woman
who works as a professor of English and Women's Studies in Canada and is a self-
described postcolonial feminist. She questions the different impact of Argentina's
cultural forces on men and women and the impact of decoding diet and health
discourses on social norms. Professor Gnew draws on literary references to
illustrate ways in which appearance regulations could lead to dehumanisation of
both the viewer and the viewed.

Chapter 9

In the final chapter Mervat Nasser and Vincenzo Di Nicola, both psychiatrists
with a long-standing interest in placing eating morbidity in a cultural context,
engage in a dialogue that deepens the book’s exploration of the impact of
cultural transition on the definition of self and identity. They iry 1o weave into their
discussion themes raised in the previous chapters, Nasser introduces the notion of
“veiling', which began in Egypt but has now been taken up in increasing numbers
by many young Moslem women around the world. She sees in it a new form of
hody regulation reactive to forces of cultural change and argues that it is, as is the
case of anorexia nervosa, a quest for self-definition in relation to the needs of others,
Di Nicola raises doubts and debates Nasser’s conclusions. He offers additions and
digressions from his own work on self-mutilation, which has several manifestations
in common with the anorexic phenomenon and invites a similar kind of eulwral
reading.

The first commentator on this chapter is Arlene MacLeod, a political scientist
from the United States and the author of Accommaodating Protest: The New Veiling
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i Egypr. Nasser acknowledges this book as instrumental in helping her to draw
comparative analysis of both anorexia and the veil. In her discussion, MacLeod
supports Nasser's argument that both situations could possibly be expressions of
body politics and therefore regarded as problem-solving tactics in the face of
stressful, transitional cultural forces,

David Mumford, a reader in cross-cultural psychiatry and known for his
research on eating disorders among Asian women in Britain, provides the second
commentary. He argues that the chapter could be seen as highly speculative and
questions the validity of using the term ‘equivalent’ in the absence of operational
criteria o support the notion of equivalence between various forms of body
regulation, be it social or political and the more familiar clinical forms of disordered
eating.

In writing this book we laid bare the best work in our field to members of other
disciplines and learned that what may seem to be such obvious truths to members
of the mental health professions are barely supported. let alone understood, by other
disciplines. We saw our blind spots, we learned new vocabulary. The divide
between what science wants o know in order to act and what would convince a
business-oriented professional became clearer,

At best we managed to demonstrate that eating disorders mark cultural changes
that must be read and responded to; at worst we offered ways to dismiss concerns
aboult a growing global problem on the grounds that there is really no hard evidence
to indicate that this is the case.

If we succeeded in stimulating new combinations of research and discussion
across national and academic lines we will be happy. However, if you throw your
hands up in frustration, then we have at least communicated just how hard it is to
understand the role of society in shaping psychiatric distress!




