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ABSTRACT

MORPHING THE BODY: EATING DISORDERS AND
(MIS)REPRESENTATIONS

ZEREN SEVIiM SIiPAHIOGLU ARKIN

VISUAL ARTS AND VISUAL COMMUNICATION DESIGN M.A. THESIS,
JULY 2023

Thesis Supervisor: Prof. Ahu Antmen

Keywords: Visual Culture, Visual Arts, Gender, Body, Eating Disorders

Based on multidisciplinary research on eating disorders from a gendered perspec-
tive, this thesis is an investigation of the visual and verbal culture around women’s
bodies. It brings together certain artworks that touch on the subject, as well as the
artists that have inspired my own art practice. In an expansive and non-hierarchical
approach to “visual culture” with a focus on both the visual language of advertising
and fine art, it aims to show and discuss how visual culture aledts the perception
of the female body. Alternative visual strategies, specifically by female artists, are
brought to light in an attempt to reflect (mis)representations of women’s bodies,
pointing to art as an important medium in raising awareness around the social
aspect of eating disorders.



OZET

BEDENI BiCIMLENDIRMEK: YEME BOZUKLUKLARI VE
(YANLIS)TEMSILLERI

ZEREN SEVIiM SIiPAHIOGLU ARKIN

GORSEL SANATLAR VE GORSEL ILETISIM TASARIMI YUKSEK LISANS
TEZi, TEMMUZ 2023

Tez Danismani: Prof. Dr. Ahu Antmen

Anahtar Kelimeler: Gorsel Kultlr, Goérsel Sanatlar, Cinsiyet, Beden, Yeme
Bozukluklari

Yeme bozukluklarini cinsiyet perspektifinden ele alan ¢ok disiplinli arastirmaya
dayanan bu tez, kadin bedenleri etrafindaki gorsel ve sozlu kiltur Gzerine bir arastir-
madir. Kendi sanat pratigime ilham veren sanatcilarin yani sira konuya deginen
bazi calismalari bir araya getirmektedir. Hem reklamin hem de glzel sanatlarin
gorsel diline odaklanan, hiyerarsik olmayan ve ¢ok katmanh bir “gérsel kaltur”
yaklasimiyla, gorsel kulturin kadin bedeni algisini nasil etkiledigini gdstermeyi ve
tartismay! amaglamaktadir. Ozellikle kadin sanatgilar tarafindan uretilen alter-
natif gorsel stratejilerin giin 1s1g1ina ¢ikariimasi araciligi ile, hem kadin bedenlerinin
(yanhs)temsillerini yansitma konusunda hem de yeme bozukluklarinin sosyal yonu
etrafinda farkindalik yaratmada sanatin 6nemli bir ara¢ olduguna isaret etmektedir.



Dedicated to my late father, Ziya Nur Sipahioglu
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1. INTRODUCTION

My personal experience of eating disorder bulimia nervosa, to be specic led
me to pursue the topic in my eld of study: | wanted to speak up against the
social pressure that creates silence and shame around the issue; | wanted to raise
awareness and show how the personal is political. While everyone's experience with
eating disorders may di er, conventional social norms that create these disordered
behaviors and patterns are common. The visual culture pertaining to the female
experience and the body mirrors this situation. We are surrounded by images that
promote shame, hatred, and control towards our bodies through the promotion of
certain ideals. This common ground is what makes this a social subject beyond
personal concern.

My rst introduction to eating disorders was through a social circle. Casual con-
versations between friends regarding appearance, especially geared towards an un-
derstanding of pretty equals skinny can easily have psychological e ects, as in my
case: A nine yearlong battle I am still ghting today. But would social interaction
have the same power if the visual culture surrounding us was not totally re ective of
the same value system? As the ever-present mainstream media constantly manufac-
tures a certain body ideal, many women embark on a struggle of bingeing, purging,
and countless other ways to reach that ideal. My experience is simply an example of
how disordered eating patterns and bodily dissatisfaction are passed through society
to individuals.

It took me a long time to feel alarmed by my own bulimia since | was never as thin
as the images | saw in the mainstream media representing too thin female bodies
associated with an eating disorder. (Fig.1.1)



Figure 1.1: One of the rst images that come up when you search eating
disorder on Google Images

Similarly, most individuals are unaware of the scope of their problematic behaviors,
as they never feel they look concerningly thin or fat by the standards taught to us
through images in visual culture. Unfortunately, many su erers, including myself,
reach out for help too late, specically because of this lack of representation of
diverse body types in the framework of eating disorders. This misrepresentation, or
lack of representation of di erent experiences of eating disorders in the visual media
is one of the central concerns of this thesis.

Along with my frustration with visual culture that feeds into disordered eating, |
also observed during my undergraduate study that eating disorders were not consid-
ered an issue of signi cance or simply not vocalized, much similar to conventional
public perception around the issue. Just like the misrepresentation in visual media,
the topic was underrepresented and marginalized in visual art studies. | felt this
was exactly what needed to change in society, visual culture, and academia. And
although eating disorder has been considered a mental iliness according to the DSM
(Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) since the 1980s, my own
experience leads me to question the perception that there is no social framework
for this personal condition. The reason that this is so important is that it only
prolongs the diagnosis and recovery process of su erers. So | inevitably question,
could eating disorders be avoided if misrepresentations in the media were corrected?
Could eating disorder patients look for help earlier, before they reach a state of skin
and bone as in mainstream media imagery? How can | help recreate a new visual
language that inclusively speaks of these issues as a visual communication designer?
Am | bothered by the visual culture around eating disorders because of my designer
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background? As | ask these questions, | believe | must write this thesis, share my
perspective and highlight the misrepresented reality of eating disorders as well as
the visual culture that feeds into these behaviors.

The female body is a sensitive and anxious subject as it is, so the production con-
sists of an intense thought process in order to avoid reproducing the male gaze that
iIs behind the beauty ideals that victimize and oppress women. | am well aware
that women are not the only ones su ering from disordered eating; men are also the
victims of these illnesses; however, as | am basing my research on my own experi-
ence, | am approaching the subject from my perspective as a woman. | also rmly
believe that ideals forced upon women's body image produced by male-dominated
media are responsible for at least some women su ering from EDs. | do think this is
still very much a gendered problem, considering all the societal/cultural oppression
towards women's bodies. Anorexia, though not any less important than bulimia,
orthorexia (which is not de ned as an eating disorder to this day however is still

a form of problematic behavior towards nutrition and body image) or binge eating
disorder, is already a popular subject among scholars, and | have not experienced
these personally; therefore, | will be aiming this dissertation mostly towards bulimia
nervosa based on my own experience. However, | will be mentioning other eating
disorders as | connect both my readings and analysis of artworks to the subject. Itis
critical in my opinion, to discuss this matter in the context of artistic and visual rep-
resentation. And while this is not an unfamiliar topic for disciplines like psychology
or gender studies, it is rarely discussed amongst ne arts scholars, especially based
on rst-hand experience. This absence is the main drive behind my artistic research
process. | believe more scholars should incorporate their own lived experiences into
the subject, especially in visual culture studies, and this was my motivation when
beginning my master's degree.

At the beginning of my research process, | wanted to look at eating disorders from a
contemporary perspective, as it is still very much a contemporary topic. Thus, | fo-
cused on a subject that has gotten correspondingly more popular with social media
usage, especially Instagram and Snapchat Iters, along with apps used in editing
pictures such as FaceApp and FaceTune. Photo manipulation can be examined
alongside eating disorders, as body dysmorphia is an important symptom/aspect of
EDs. These apps, when used to change the shape and form of our bodies, serve in
favor of worsening such symptoms, enhancing further disassociation from the body.
This community is already alienated by culture, and these applications only serve
to cause further psychological alienation. However, with time and further research,
it became clear that focusing on social media lIters alone was not enough to raise
awareness on the topic; there was so much more potential in approaching visual
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representation as an issue. The problematic nature of the framework inspired me
to write a dissertation from a much broader perspective and focus on the misrepre-
sentation of eating disorders, combining my visual communication background and
my own experience with an eating disorder. Especially considering the toxic culture
surrounding women's bodies, | believe my voice could help represent the topic both
in the context of media and academic research, as well as try and nd new ways of
representing this lived experience without victimizing su erers nor feeding into the
already corrupted visual imagery created by mainstream culture.

Hence, this dissertation can be seen as a form of visual auto-ethnography, adopting
a collective perspective towards the issue and creating a collection of artistic
production that experiments on alternative ways to represent eating disorders,

speci cally with care not to victimize the bulimic body.

Figure 1.2: an image that comes up when you search eating disorder on Google
Images

A mocking attitude seems to be present in many conventional pictures in represen-
tations of eating disorders, where the images almost come across as caricature-like.
Looking at Figure 1.2, we can see the unrealistic and exaggerated version of a woman
struggling with an eating disorder. The tape measure represents her obsession with
her weight and measurements, stopping her from eating that sandwich by covering
her mouth. The sandwich is held in an awkward way to showcase the shape, which
Is quite phallic. So here, her hunger for food symbolizes her sexual hunger as a
hidden visual message.



Although coming from an art and design background and being aware of the
impacts of visual representations of eating disorders as well as bodies with eating
disorders, | was quite focused on writing a theoretical thesis about the issue. | had
not thought about doing a visual project on the subject. | am unsure if this was
because | kept elevating art production to an unreachable standard in my head
or because | was too focused on eating disorders from a cultural, psychological,
and feminist standpoint. After further discussions with my thesis advisor, | was
encouraged to direct my frustration into art practice and create an alternative
visual language to try to nd a more inclusive representation that is ideally less
open to be interpreted as sexualizing or marginalizing. Looking for a new visual
language and challenging the oppressive language that is engraved in our lives
was critical, especially since eating disorders are often underrepresented compared
to other feminist issues, fat activism for example. In terms of thinking about
representation, | was inspired by bell hooks and the way she touches on the power
of words in her book Talking Back. In Chapter 5: On Self Recovery, she recognizes
the importance of discourse: We are rooted in language, wedded, have our being in
words. Language is also a place of struggle. However, she does not only recognize
the language as a place of struggle, where trauma lies beneath, but she also invites
us the create a new discourse, build an opposite language to those who hurt us
and not engage in the oppressive, negative language spoken to us. The entity of
language mentioned here contains the visual language that surrounds us, and it
takes a lot of creativity and courage to have the drive to make a di erence (Hooks
1989).

We constantly fear being bombarded by those unwanted comments on our
appearance, but rarely do we stop and think about how we can change it. In this
framework, art can be seen as the greatest form of activism. Especially in the
context of feminist art, female artists have fought the shame put on our bodies as
women for years (Battista 2012). Thus, creating a new visual language through
art has the transformative power to create change. This artistic research process
both helps me cope with my own trauma and discover the potential of visual art's

Impact on raising awareness about social issues.

In addition, throughout this thesis, you will be introduced to the changing language
and discourse around the body and beauty ideals through terms like thinspiration
or slim-thick that entered the cultural sphere in the 21st century. This drastic
change in terminology shows us how much these issues have penetrated our lives.

Hence, based on multidisciplinary research on eating disorders from a gendered
perspective, this thesis is an investigation of the visual and verbal culture around
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women's bodies. It not only looks at the visual culture of mass media and adver-
tising but brings together artworks that touch on the subject from an alternative

perspective and all the cultural sources which have inspired, in both negative and
positive ways, my own art practice.



2. THE BODY, EATING DISORDERS AND REPRESENTATION

There are three speci ed eating disorders, as de ned by the Diagnostic and Sta-
tistical Manual of Mental Disorders of the American Psychological Association:
Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia Nervosa, and Binge Eating Disorder (Moore and Mycek
2014). The American Psychological Association describes bulimia nervosa shortly as
bingeing, then turning to compensating habits such as self-induced vomiting, known
as purging. This de nition may sound su cient as a generalization of the disorder;
however, in reality it is much more complex. These compensating habits may seem
as innocent as exercising or taking laxatives to the extremity of self-starvation for
several days after the binge. While there are several compensatory behaviors, vi-
sual media is very stuck to the image of a woman standing by the toilet, vomiting
or shoving her nger down her throat. This visual culture and promotion around
bulimia may cause many women to not consider their disordered habits as bulimic,
and it shows that medical discourse is one of the factors behind these images. This
connection goes both ways, as social perceptions of EDs also a ect medical literature
and health professionals' attitudes towards them (Klump et al. 2009).

Figure 2.1: Image from a private hospital's website, used in an article that de nes
bulimia nervosa



When eating disorders are discussed, someone who is a stranger to the topic may
visualize a certain woman who is extremely malnourished, skin and bones, perhaps
staring at a mirror as to show her obsession over her body or struggling with a small
portion of food in front of her to represent restriction of food. This depiction is
constructed by visual culture by reproducing the same anorexic image of a woman
to represent eating disorders repeatedly. While being an accurate yet shallow repre-
sentation of an extreme case of anorexia nervosa, it excludes a large portion of the
issue, discarding the bulimia nervosa, binge eating disorder and EDNOS (Eating
Disorder Not Otherwise Speci ed), which is a term used for people experiencing
disordered eating patterns yet not tting into a certain type of diagnoses. It even
excludes the milder cases of anorexia, where the person might seem at a healthy
weight or t while experiencing many other complications of the disorder. This
restrictive description is not only seen in popular media and visual arts, but also

in academic research. Most research on eating disorders focuses on anorexia, while
brie y mentioning other eating disorders. A good example of this is an article writ-
ten by Moore, Lisa and Mycek, as it discusses the illnesses and the socio-cultural
factors behind EDs in detail, yet mainly looking through anorexia nervosa (Moore
and Mycek 2014). In addition, while some literature has been written by women
who experienced eating disorders themselves, most research on the topic is done by
third persons, causing vague and inaccurate descriptions of how EDs are experienced

One of the main reasons for these inaccuracies is that the lived experience of an
eating disorder is much more complex and multi-layered than the symptoms listed
by medical resources suggest. We increasingly see more examples of academic writ-
ing that make use of personal experience as data other than literature studies, such
as auto-ethnographic research by anthropology scholars (Chang 2016).So why not
start doing the same on visual arts and visual culture studies or while discussing
feminist theory? These personal experiences are historically and socially signi cant
documents, containing information on the social, psychological, and sexual dynam-
ics behind eating disorders in addition to examining the individual's relationship
with food and their own bodies. This lack of personal stories and perspective in
research has been recognized by Keisinger in her dissertation Anorexic and bulimic
lives: making sense of food and eating (Kiesinger 1995). | believe written sources
such as academic research and literature plays an important part in the context of
representation. Thus, it is just as important as the visuality aspect when it comes to
solving the issue of misrepresentation and/or underrepresentation of bulimia, along
with other eating disorders.



Thinness is an important subject when discussing eating disorders as the historical
context and construction of being thin helps us grasp some of the motivations behind
such disordered behavior as a result of societal pressure to be thin. Chernin calls this
the tyranny of thinness (Chernin 1985). One of the dilemmas of eating disorders

Is the fact that thinness has been idealized throughout history, though the thin ideal

rst emerged between 1880 and 1920s and has been seen as a standard in order to
be healthy (Rothblum and Solovay 2009). However, extreme measures taken toward
this goal result in complete body deterioration. So, the desire to be thin (although
we will discuss the factors behind ED pathology later on) based on the idea that
thinness equals healthy, evolved into something destructive and lethal

The admiration towards the thin body ideal correspondingly re ects itself as the
hatred of fat and fatness. Hatred of fat is so strong that many individuals continue
their eating disorder cycles as they fear gaining weight or becoming fat; these in-
dividuals choose death over fatness in most cases (Gilday 1990). Fatphobia takes
another form in the context of how we perceive eating disorders: individuals who
are above average weight are often dismissed from ED research. The only discus-
sions where overweight individuals might be mentioned or represented is the case
of binge eating disorder; however, the bias towards the extreme is also re ected
there, as the image created of an individual with binge eating disorder is often mor-
bidly obese. Another aftermath of the obsession and focus on the thin ideal is that
anorexia is the only eating disorder discussed in detail, even though most research
claims to be focused on eating disorders in general. However, there are times when
they are openly limited to anorexia nervosa. This limitation occurs not only in
psychology or cultural studies, but also in media studies and medical research. The
most serious and threatening outcome of such exclusion is a lack of recognition of
an already di cult-to-diagnose disorder such as bulimia. Bulimia nervosa is the
most di cult eating disorder to notice and diagnose because the individuals who
su er do not experience extreme weight loss in most cases nor are morbidly obese
(Cooper, Cooper, and Fairburn 1989). In addition to most bulimics being on aver-
age or slightly above/belove average weight range, the binge-purge cycle and other
disordered behavior patterns are mostly done in secret, so it is already challenging
to detect in individuals, hence the lack of representation.

Another point in how anorexia and bulimia is represented is the historical and cul-
tural perception of food restriction and self-discipline. The state of restricting food
to such extreme measures takes a lot of dedication and discipline, so this behavior
is often admired (Cooper, Cooper, and Fairburn 1989). In addition to the thin ideal
and thinspiration culture, the diet culture is a reason behind such admiration, since
diet culture suggests restricting food at all costs. Just like fatphobia, we become
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afraid of normal bodily needs like hunger. In some cases, anorexia is described as the
noble and honorable of the eating disorders, reminding us of devout believers who
fast for months at a time, losing extreme amounts of weight as a symbol of being
rid of bodily pleasures and reconnecting with one's spirituality. By stark contrast,
bulimia is an ED that is stigmatized with shame as it alludes to a complete lack of
control, the giving up to bodily needs and desires, the appetite, consuming grotesque
amounts of food at a time, and purging them as the bodily limits of consumption
are exceeded. It represents the uncontrolled, leaking, disturbing body; it represents
shame and guilt. The same impression can be made about binge eating disorder
and fatness (Kiesinger 1995).

This thin ideal is very much a gender-focused issue, as it is impressed upon women.
Feminist theory discusses the motives behind this ideal extensively, but again, with a
focus on anorexia. While still grasping the dynamics behind such pressure, feminists
have seen the obsession towards thinness as an expression of patriarchal gender
relations (Pollack-Seid 1989). In this context, the thin female body is contained and
controlled, and the female body is a thing to be disciplined as it is untamed according
to both Western and Eastern cultures. Moreover, the slender body is also small
and non-threatening as Bordo argues, thus easier for men to dominate (Bordo 2004).
The fat or large female body is undesirable and must be feared/hated upon, as

it takes more space and is more powerful. However, further research shows that
being thin is still insu cient to ful Il the ideal of male desire, as it must also be t

and tight. Any excess or uncontained body part must be rid of (Bordo 2004). That
is, of course unless the fat and excess are in the desired parts of the female body,
such as buttocks and breasts.

The contemporary ideal for women favors the thin waist and legs, yet still requires
large breasts and a curvy gure with no fat, belly, cellulites, or stretch marks how-
ever impossible that may sound. Research suggests that one of the motives behind
the extreme thin ideal of anorexics lies in the desire to get rid of the sexualized
curves of the female body, to be genderless and undesirable. So, unlike the general
idea, the motivation behind extreme weight loss and such disordered patterns is not
to be desirable to the opposite sex in all cases. It can be the opposite, especially in
many instances in which the eating disorder is a result of a sexual assault or trauma.
This is also witnessed in Japanese women, who desire to stop or postpone the devel-
opment of the female body as if there is a subconscious fear towards maturity (Pike
and Mizushima 2005). The same theory can also be applied to binge-eating disor-
dered individuals who continue their behavior to the point of morbid obesity, where
the desirable curves evolve into being almost shapelessness. Research proves this
by observing a relationship between eating disorders and sexual trauma (Madowitz,
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Matheson, and Liang 2015).

While there is a lot of visual and written coverage on the obsession of thinness in the
context of eating disorders, rarely do we see representations of individuals who have
unhealthy relationships with food and their bodies, falling into disordered eating
patterns out of other concerns such as sexual trauma, lack of emotional support
and many other social and psychological factors. In addition, not all ED su erers,
including anorexics, are thinner than average, so even though the motivation of the
starting point of the ED patterns might be the desire to be thin, the results may
not show extreme thinness. The focus on thinness may bring an explanation to
some disordered eating patterns and behavior, but it does not create an accurate
and inclusive representation of what eating disorders might look like.

The body comes rst among all the subtitles we might talk about throughout this
thesis. Women's bodies are the main target of oppression and the male gaze; thus,
it is a war ground for eating disorders, where both the internalization/reaction to
underlying factors and the aftere ects of such factors occur. Suzie Orbach's book
Bodies is a well-rounded, invaluable source in the way it handles and analyzes the
cultural, medical and visual factors a ecting bodies in detail (Orbach 2019). Body
image problems are both quite personal in ways that they are formed and experi-
enced, and collective as an overall issue. There is a neverending pressure against
individuals to look a certain, pre-determined way, and this pressure is at the center
of body image troubles for all age and gender groups. However, the societal pressure
towards body size and weight are historically targeted at women, again, making this

a gendered issue. Roberta Pollack Seid touches on the history behind thin privi-
lege and the societal pressure towards fatness, as well as mainstream movements
of the 1960s and by extension, the increasing size discrimination that changed how
women perceive their bodies (Pollack-Seid 1989). These developments caused us
to see our bodies as things to be improved and worked on, promoting the idea of
a perfect body, which in most cases is almost impossible to achieve without going
to extremes, especially with contemporary plastic surgery trends and digital ma-
nipulation tools. While most people would say their need to alter their body or
their dislike towards it is an internal issue, research shows that being exposed to
the visual culture around thinness and beauty ideals is linked to increasing body
dissatisfaction in both women and men, hence the development of disordered eating
(Fernandez and Pritchard 2012). This ideal of beauty we try helplessly to achieve is
internalized ideas and standards society re ects on us. Through internalizing such
value systems, we begin developing this misconception of self-worth linked to our
appearance. Orbach additionally invites us to see the e ects of forced visual culture
on people and how it's much larger and broader than we realize, how it's embed-
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ded in our society and our personalities (Orbach 2019). No matter how personal
these problems are, it's also a collective problem, and research also suggests that
it is a cultural process carried through mothers to their daughters (Chernin 1985).
All these evaluations in the perspective of beauty ideals can be applied to eating
disorders. The amount of people who struggle with symptoms of eating disorders,
are unaware of the gravity of their problems, as most of the habits/symptoms are
normalized by popular culture.

In this framework, what is basically an illness can be commercialized as the new
miraculous diet program celebrities abide by! As the diet culture took hold of society
and our subconsciousness, we have almost normalized and internalized problematic
behaviors such as starving, drinking laxative teas, naming them as intermittent
fasting, cleansing or detoxing. Interestingly, these are the procedures | expe-
rienced as a bulimic, and treated with medicine for it, while in popular culture, it

is exactly what is suggested and advertised. An interesting example is a popular
retreat called the Ayahuasca Cleanse.

People buy trips to Costa Rica to be a part of this shamanic ritual. The cleanse
consists of a very strict grain-based diet, and at the end of each night, participants
drink the special Ayahuasca tea that makes them violently throw up for hours. They
believe this process cleanses their body and soul. It is interesting to see the adver-
tisements for this cleanse. Medically speaking, someone who voluntarily restricts
their food intake, then still makes themselves purge must have been diagnosed with
an eating disorder, yet we see vacation packages for this retreat being sold and
advertised for trauma healing.

Figure 2.2: an Instagram ad for Ayahuasca Retreat by Samai Spa.
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