Rituals and eating disorders

                        Ingrid Røder 

This article is about bodyrituals in connection with eatingdisorders. These symptoms are mostly seen in girls and women, so the article will focus on females.

Rituals are a natural part of human life and can both be public and private. The public rituals are helping to keep the society together, while the individuel rituals are important for the single persons life and health. This paper is focused on the individual rituals.

There are at least two kinds of individual rituals: The dailylife-rituals that make the daily-life functioning and then rituals that are connected to the fundamental psychological wellbeing. These rituals have something to do with the meaning of life and death, the good and bad in life etc. They help us to contain conflicting, unknown and frightening  feelings, they protect the psyche and help us through internal and external changes. They comfort us, strengthen our sense of orientation, they are healing, and they help us to celebrate and sanctify life. A meaningfull ritual is an emotionel meeting between known and unknown, between conscious and unconscious - two poles where a third dimension can be created inbetween - namely a spiritual and symbolic dimension of life.

This means that it is not enough to have a rational and clever dimension on one side and an emotional and empathic dimension on the other side, because these dimensions only help us with parts of our life.

The rituals can cause that we are able to get in contact with the symbolic, the spiritual or the religous dimension, so we can create a unified whole in our lives.

If there is no contact to this dimension, you may getting mental ill, loose balance, the perspective and the meening of life, which causes a huge emptiness.

Rituals and symbols are perhaps mostly seen as belonging to the psyche, but many rituals involves the body too, for instance rythmic movements in dancing, bodypainting or by comsuming, for instance  - The Holy Communion or a banquet meal. The body has as well three dimensions that can be illustrated as follows:


1. The physical body


2. The psychic body


3. The spiritual body

Together the three bodydimensions create the Self.

1. The physical body must be seen as all the anatomical and physiological functions that you are getting born with as well as learned functions for instance movements of all sorts, but also the extero- intero and proprioceptive senses. It is through the physical body that you have contact with the external world, for instance to other humanbeeings or objects via your skin. The physical body tells us about our bodily boundaries and guides us in the world. The physical body is identical for all humanbeeings. It can be measured and observed by others and is thereby objective.

2. The psychic body must be seen as the individual bodyimage, how the person feels and experiences her body. This is depending on the personal history of the person and her experiences with relationships. All these experiences are kept in the person and are creating the unique personality of every single humanbeeing.

The psychic body therefore is individuel, emotionel and subjective and the bodyexperiences are different from one to another, for instance feelings of beeing strong, weak, in balance, tired or fat.

3. The spiritual body must be seen as those experiences that sometimes may occur and are comming out of nowhere “when the soul is touched”. By this I mean a sudden, spontaneous bodily feeling of fullfilling, joy and pleasure when you for instance are in a wonderful landscape,  and feeling beeing  “one with nature”. Or if you listen to some wonderful music that suddenly gives you a strange feeling of the meaning of life. Or the experiences can occur in a church when you suddenly get a strong feeling of God`s presence.

I am using big words. Perhaps it can be described in more common words by the joy of beeing yourself, beeing selfcontained, inspired - taking life in - but also beeing able to loosen the grip of life.

The spiritual body is probably the dimension that most people are not in contact with.

But if this dimension is absent a huge bodily emptiness can occur, the person is not into herself, she is not knowing herself and has no contact with important parts of her internal body.

If I summarizes on the rituals, then:

1. Rituals create contact and connection between the unconscious and the 

  conscious. This causes that

2. Rituals create feelings of a unified whole and thereby security, so

3. Rituals are helping creating identity, self-esteem and ego-strength.

If you have self-esteem and ego-strength, you can feel yourself, your body, your resources and boundaries and you can feel what you really want.

Rituals are often used in periodes of changes. From dailylife we know it from morningrituals - you brush your teeth, go to bath, having your breakfast, reading the newspaper - a transitional period from the unconscious sleep to the conscious awaken state for instance.

Imagine what happens, if you are getting up too late. The whole day can become confused, hectic and stressed. All this just because you didn`t carry through  your usual morningrituals.

When dailylife-rituals can influence your wellbeeing that much,  imagine how it is when very important transformations occur in our life.

It is common knowledge that we are getting very stressed when both positive and negative changes happen in our life. Futhermore it is known that the major stressor is separation. At the external level the separation can for instance be when a close relative dies, a divorce, moving from home, starting a new job and so on.

At the internal level separation can be bodily changes in puberty, pregnancy, climacteria and if the body gets deformed after accidents. In these cases the person is getting separated from a former bodily state.

When you are stressed you are very vulnerable and the stresshormones cause that you are not able to feel very much because the senses are getting suppressed.

During human life some natural bodily transformations occur:

1. The irresponsible unisex-body of the childhood is transforming into the sex-specific body in the puberty.

Together with this body-change follows responsibility and experimenting with sex,  dressing and outfit for example.

Futhermore the young person is expected to start thinking about her future and education. 

2. From puberty to the twenties when the young person has moved from home. The sexspecific body is matured and is expected to be pregnant and give birth to children.

At the same time the young women are expected to get an education and a carreer.

3. Much later in life in the climateria another transformation is happening when the womans body is not fertile anymore and a lot of bodily changes are happening.

When these transformations are happening it is very important to have some rituals to get from one state to another. Especially it is important for the young ones because they are not developed yet and their psyche is inmature.

In primitive societies many rituals often are performed when the children go from childhood to adulthood. Very often they go through very tough trials, but when the trials are over, the children are fully accepted in the adult - group.

In our culture there were more clear distinctions between children and grown ups formerly too. 

In Denmark you were accepted as an adult when you were 14 years old. You had your confirmation in your local church where you knew the priest, because you went to churchservice every sunday. The boys got their first suit, their first false teeth and a cigaretteholder. They knew that they were going to work, make some money to get married and have some children.

The girls also got their first adultdress at 14 and they knew as well what to do, to get married, have some children and work in the house. So they were sent to an unfamiliar farm to learn housekeeping.

This was how life was for the largest part of the population.Today the transitional rituals are much more vague.

1. First the rituals have become ritualism because we have forgotten the religious, the mystery, the devine, so the celebration has become consumption.

Most young people are having their confirmation in order to get a lot of presents and a big party and not for the religious ceremoni.

2. Second the distinctions between child and grown up are very vague, because we have made new concepts concerning childhood and adulthood. First you become a teenager from 13 to 19 . Then you are in your youth, but nobody knows when the youth is over and when the adult life begins.

3. Third the female-role has changed very much during the last 100 years. The girl is expected to get an education, a career and compete with the men. She is also expected to marry, get children and last but not least: She must look good, and be “fitt for life”.

The female-role in public life is not yet quite defined, so the girls and women must find their own definitions.

In the start of puberty, the girl`s  body changes very much, her ego is yet inmature and undeveloped, and her identity is very unsteady.

So usually the young girls help each other getting through this transformationperiode by creating a common identity by having external rituals such as wearing the same clothes, having the same hairstyle, listening to the same music etc. All this to signal solidarity to a certain group with a certain brand. This gives security, identity and control and help most young girls to get through the transformation even though the third dimension - the spiritual dimension - is absent.

But if the girl during her childhood has not experienced basic security and support, perhaps because of a very negative mother, a kaotic familylife such as abuse in the family or the parents divorce for exampel, she hasn`t developed enough ego-strength to manage the transformation in the same way as the other girls her age. So she has not the feeling of beeing in control. She can have huge anxiety to all kind of changes, because she has not been supported in her own authentic personality and the feeling of having a right to exist.

So her fragile ego is not able to integrate the unknown and the unconscious. From this anxiety an abuse-behaviour such as eatingdisorders may appear. This behaviour is a parrying ritualisme which can create security and control in a caotic internal world.

Anorexia nervousa starts very often when the girl is in the start of the puberty while bulimia nervousa almost always starts at the end of the teenage-years when she has left her home. A lot of times I have heard that the bulimic symptoms started when the girl was abroad as an au pair.

The anorectic has many bodyrituals. For example she must go through a certain exerciseprogram or she must walk a certain distance at a certain route, clean the house or making her homework before she allows herself to eat a bit.

The food must be prepare in a certain way - must for instance be sieved, she must eat it in a certain way and she must do it alone.

If she cann`t go through her rituals, she gets stressed, restless and anxious.

The anorectic tells that eating is sinnfull and that the starving gives her a rush - a sort of speed - that gives her experiences of purity - almost religious.

One might say that the anorectic almost lives one-dimensional in the physical body, because she is almost not expressing feelings.

The bulimic has certain rituals too. She has to check her weight every morning to know whether the day is a good or  bad. If she has gained weight it is a bad day while it is a good day if she has lost weight. She consider certain kinds of food as allowed food and other kinds as forbidden food. She can have exerciseprogrammes that she has to do to make her day be good. So the bulimic girl has little contact to the psychic body because she is concerned about her day beeing good or bad, so her life can  be said to be a little more twodimensionel.

In connection to binging - eating a lot and then vomiting - certain rituals must be performed. If first she has started she cann`t stop it, she has to continue in a specific way. She abuses certain kinds of food or candy, the bulimic episodes take place in a certain place - most often at home, although others only have bulimic episodes at their work.

The bulimic girl tells that when she starts binging she gets a wonderful experience of tranquillization in stead of restlessness, emptiness and the constant spinning in her brain. But very soon after she feels shame because of her binging. When she has vomited she can feel relief and excitement, because she has got rid of the food again and is feeling clean. Some bulimics tell that during the binging they come to a state where they almost become zombies. They don`t feel anything att all. They have made a distance to themselves and to responsibility. This state could be compared to a state of trance. 

Furthermore the bulimic tells that she lets go of her usual ego and becomes another person, and that the bulimic ego is sharply separated from her usual ego. 

So she has an ongoing struggle between her usual ego that wants to stop the bulimia nervousa and the bulimic ego that doesn`t want to stop it. This separation in two persons is also obvious when the bulimic is asked to tell about the bulimic episodes.  Then it is very difficult for her to remember the episodes.

This separation between the usual ego and the bulimic one was clearly expressed by one of my bulimic clients. At that time she had daily bulimic episodes at her work. Her job was very stressing. Then she said to me: “Perhaps I should let my bulimic side stay at home when I go to work”. “Yes” I answered,” but how about letting it stay here with me in stead?”  She liked the idea. Then I gave her psychomotricity treatment and when she was very relaxed I asked her, where in her body the bulimic part was placed. “In the head” she answered at once. Then I asked her to take out the bulimic part of her head and put it in a little box I happened to have. Afterwards she felt a big relief and for several months she had no bulimic episodes. She explained it in this way: “When I am sitting at the staircase outside my work to smoke a cigarette I think that it was now I used to plan my comming binging. But then I say to myself that it is impossible, because if I am binging now then it is ME who is responsible and not the part that I have deposited at Ingrid`s place”.

Unfortunately this ritual doesn`t work every time - it happened at the right moment and gave her a little pause, but her eatingdisorder was not cured at all.

The bulimic person tells that the rituals get her in control, but it is a very paradoxical control, because the control is not stopping her bulimic episodes. She explaines it this way: “If everything else goes wrong I can get in control with my life by binging because I know that feeling completely.

Normally transitional rituals are used to create a secure frame to be able to receive impulses from the unconscious and the unknown - impulses that causes changes and renewals.

The anorectic and the bulimic have also created a ritual through their eatingdisorders to protect themselves against unconscious inner impulses to avoid being flooded by the unconsciousness and in this way getting in control of their own life. But the rituals are used only for protection and not as a protection to cause a renewal. In that way they lock up the ability of symbolising and block themselves to get in touch with new perspectives of the life. So they do by concretize the symbol of food, as food symbolises feelings, the nutrient aspect, spiritual as well as bodily growth etc.

Usually food creates solidarity but for the anorectic and bulimic it creates loneliness.

So they cann`t connect the collective - the physical body on one side with the individual - the psychic body on the other side - because they are not in contact with the symbolic areas - the spiritual body.

So I wonder if the different eatingrituals are performed in order to try getting in contact with the spiritual body? The anorectic by starving herself and eating her own physical body, ignoring her psychic body and thereby trying to become the spiritual body ?

The bulimic by filling out the empty space in her body as a first attempt to get in contact with the spiritual body. At the same time she gives her physical body nutrition  and her psychic body tranquillization. But then the shame pops up because of the binging and the huge hatret to herself.  So she is vomiting several times to make sure that all food are eliminated from her stomach so she can feel clean. In order to make further internal purification she often abuses laxatives and diuretics. This part of the ritual is very much alike the anorectic`s attempt to get in contact with the spiritual body.

As I mentioned earlier: Many bulimics actually tell that they use the food to fill up the emptiness and to get into a state of trance and the vomiting to get rid of the food to feel clean, while the anorectics tell about their religious experiences when starving.

So my assumption seems possible.

Now returning to the transitional rituals. In these rituals you must go through three phases:









1. A phase where you must part from the old state and identity.


2. A death-phase, where the old identity is lost and the new one is

                unsteady. This is a very vulnarable phase.


3. The new phase of identity is integrated.

It seems as though anorectics and bulimics are stock in the death-phase. The anorectic has a concrete risk of dying. 

The bulimic seems rather like a living dead - like a zombie. Neither the anorectic nor the bulimic have a real life. They have none or very little genuine contact with other people and nothing outside themselves is of any  interest to them.

They have stopped parts of their personal development at the time, when the eatingdisorder started. If you are locked up in the deathphase, you cann`t get on with your life, you are paralysed, there are no ways out, a state that causes extremely much longterm-stress. People who are suffering from an eatingdisorder also have many symptoms on longterm-stress such as lowered power of concentration, they cann`t remember, they suffer from exhaustion and depression.

I have wondered whether the food is an unconscious attempt to lower the stresslevel as the Vagus nerve and the parasymphathetic nervoussystem is activated when you eat? In the same way compulsive exercising might be another way to lower the stresslevel. Compulsive exercising is used by both anorectics and bulimics. 

---------

I have spoken a lot about the nonexisting spiritual body, but what can be observed about  the physical and psychic body during the psychomotricity sessions?

In the physical body I can observe either very hypertone muscles and stiff joints and a highcostale to costale respiration or I observe very hypotone muscles and  hyperextended joints and a very quiet or almost invisible abdominal respiration. Both bodyexpressions show very stressed bodies.

In the first many sessions the clients cannot experience or verbalize any bodily changes after treatment such as beeing broader, longer or more coherent for instance. Neither they can experience or verbalize gravity such as warmth or feeling heavy after treatment even though I can observe these changes. These bodily experiences are causes by the proprioceptive and exteroceptive senses and a lowering of the sympathetic nervoussystem.

So despite I can observe changes in their body through psychomotricity treatments they are not able to experience the changes. In my terms these clients have a suppressed bodyfunction.

Concerning the psychic body  both the anorectics and bulimics have a very negative relationship to the body. They feel fat even though they are not. The anorectic feel fat all over, while the bulimic person feel fat in certain parts of her body - but allways the female characteristics such as the thighs, the buttocks or the abdomen. So both have a distorted bodyimage.

But as the treatments are progressing they  begin to experience and verbalize proprioceptive experiences as well as gravity, warmth and so on via the physical body . At the same time the psychic bodyimage changes so they can evaluate their body more realistic and they can get a more positive relation to the body.

So one might presume that the distorted bodyimage is connected to the suppression of as well the exteroceptive- as the proprioceptive senses caused by a massive longterm-stress.

When an improved bodyfunction comes forward, the ego-strength and the self-esteem progress and both the anorectic and the bulimic are feeling wellbalanced and selfcontained. The person can feel who she is, what she wants and she has no longer a need to put up a barrier between herself and the external world, so now she can leave  the deathphase and pass to the new phase of her life.

People with an eatingdisorder are not only having problems with verbalizing their bodyexperiences. All in all they have problems expressing feelings in words, so it seems as though the feelings are suppressed. This is called alexitymia.

A danish researcer Bobby Zachariae has a hypothesis about this. He suggests that the suppressions  can be seen as a neurological caused “psychological splitbrain”. 

He has looked at the theories about the functions of the two hemispheres. The left hemisphere is connected to analytical and logic thinking and creation of language while the right hemisphere is connected to the abilities to see coherence, patterns and unified whole. Usually the two hemispheres are working together via the corpus callosum.

Therefore one might imagine that suppressed conflicts and emotionel problems are active in the right hemisphere, but are not able to get through to the left hemisphere with the conscious language because of neurological causes.

An inhibition of the connection between the two hemispheres might therefore be a possible physiological explaination of suppression.

The theories about emotions only beeing seated in the right hemisphere must be seen relatively, because left hemisphere is better to sense very positive emotions while the right hemisphere is better to sense very negative emotions. If you accept this psychological splitbrain-theory then it is much more understandable why most people with an eatingdisorder are very black and white in their judgements, feelings and attitudes towards other people. Either something is good or else it is bad.

The point that Bobby Zachariae makes is that through mental imaginations - visualising - you are able to reestablish the connection between the right and the left hemisphere and that mental imaginations are a sort of bridge between the body and consciousness. By mental imaginations he means all kinds of senses such as the sight, the hearing, the taste, the smell and bodily senses.

The bodily senses are of course most interesting for us and his theory seem to be true. I very often work with persons who were not able to express their feelings or verbalize their bodyexperiences at the beginning of the treatments, but are able to do so when the sessions progress.

This can be explained in the following way:

Through the psychomotricity treatments a new bodyritual is created in a positive and protecting frame. In quiet and warm surroundings the psychomotricienne gives a calm and rythmic treatment in the rythm of the respiration. By the touching-impulses  the stresslevel is getting lowered so the person can get rid of her bodily defense and start sensing both the physical body and the psychic body so regenerating processes can start.

And via the scenario of the psychomotricity, the archetype of the good mother can be constellated, so the emptiness can be filled out and the contact to the Self and the spiritual body and the life can be established.
