
Chapter Four 

Reading of Anorexia Nervosa through Lacanian Symptom and Julia Kristeva’s 

abjection 

 

     This chapter will trace Marian’s gradual loss of appetite to the complete refusal 

to intake any food into her body.  Marian refuses meat from her diet at first, then 

eggs, vegetables, and even pumpkin seeds.  At last, she becomes a total anorexic.  

She says to Duncan that she can eat nothing, not even a glass of orange juice.  To her 

surprise, “It had finally happened at last then.  Her body had cut itself off.  The 

good circle had dwindled to a point, a black dot, closing everything outside” (EW 

283).  Those incidents prior to the scenes where she drops certain food prefigure and 

foreshadow the anorexic symptom.  For instance, her refusal to eat the steak is 

related to her observation of Peter’s consuming the steak, which repulses her to a 

certain degree for some reason.  Those connections will also be brought forth in my 

discussion here.   This symptom of anorexia is closely connected to the 

subconscious or unconscious suppression leading up to a bodily rebellion against part 

of the submissive self within and the subjugating context without.  Thus, the 

Lacanian sense of symptom and Kristevan thought upon abjection are two insightful 

theoretical frameworks that help shed light upon the text. 



     After Peter’s proposal, the surveying eyes of Peter make Marian uneasy as 

though he can “see through her flesh and her skull and into the workings of her brain” 

(EW 160).  He touches her “without passion almost clinically,” which makes Marian 

feel that she is “on a doctor’s examination table” (EW 162).  This ushers Marian’s 

sense of objectification and dehumanization.   

One day while they are dining together, Marian observes Peter “operating on the 

steak,” (EW 163) carving and dividing the beef in skillful way.  Peter uses the fork 

and knife with “exact adjustment of pressure,” which to Marian is a quick association 

of a “violent action” (EW 162).  Marian thinks to herself, “[H]ow skillfully he did it: 

no tearing, no ragged edges.  And yet it was a violent action, cutting; and violence in 

connection with Peter seemed incongruous to her” (EW 162).  That the posture of 

dividing and carving the parts of the beef astonishes and terrifies Marian is not only 

because the action seems violent but also because she has subconsciously imagined 

herself as these victimized animals.  It is such awareness that food is metamorphosed 

into living flesh and blood.  The scenes of metamorphosis are depicted as follows: 

She looked down at her own half-eaten steak and suddenly saw it as a hunk 

of muscle.  Blood red.  Part of a real cow that once moved and ate and 

was killed, knocked on the head as it stood in a queue like someone waiting 

for a streetcar. […] It was flesh and blood, rare, and she had been devouring 



it.  Gorging herself on it. (EW 164).  

This cannibalism motif carries it through to the stage where “metaphor inscribes 

Marian’s unconscious fears of becoming an object of consumption herself” (Howells 

49).  What is set in front of Marian is not an edible steak, but rather a living cow 

“with lines on it and labels to show you from which part of the cow all the different 

cuts were taken” (EW 163).  She thinks of “the diagram of the planned cow at the 

front of one of her cookbooks” and also those animals which are “born already ruled 

and measured” for human consumption (EW 163-64).   

     Marian’s anorexia is closely “linked with her vision of herself as an animal, a 

prey to the male hunter in the person of Peter” and her own victimization is “mirrored 

in the sacrificial deaths of animals for food” (Rigney 24).  There seems to be no 

escape for her in the presence of Peter who figures as the overarching hunter that 

preys upon Marian’s autonomy and subjectivity as she approaches the edge of 

breakdown upon herself.   

     One day while Len tells the fact that his mother used to make him eat eggs with 

little chickens in them, he imagines his unborn baby curled up inside Ainsley’s womb, 

alive.  This event makes Marian associate an egg with life while she has breakfast 

next morning, 

[W]hen she opened her soft-boiled egg and saw the yolk looking up at her 



with its one significant and accusing yellow eye, she found her mouth 

closing together like a frightened sea-anemone.  It’s living; it’s alive, the 

muscles in her throat said, and tightened. (EW 174) 

At this point, she finds herself unable to consume anything that has been or still might 

be living.  While she attempts to become a vegetarian, she again discovers that she 

cannot eat carrots: 

She was watching her own hands and the peeler and the curl of crisp orange 

skin.  She became aware of the carrot.  It’s a root, she thought, it grows in 

the ground and sends up leaves.  Then they come along and dig it up, 

maybe it even makes a sound, a scream too low for us to hear, but it doesn’t 

die right away, it keeps on living, right now it’s still alive. […] She thought 

she felt it twist in her hands.  She dropped it on the table” (EW 194) 

Marian has divided her world “by establishing polarities between the male and female 

psyche, between the hunter and the hunted, eater and eaten, victor and victim, 

consumer and consumed” (Rigney 27).  Marian’s body is presented here as “the site 

of victimization, internal conflict and rebellion” (Howell 42).  Her self-starvation is 

an assertion of her refusal to be circumscribed as the edible or the eaten.   

     Anorexia nervosa has been analyzed as a “communicative disorder” and 

“thought disorder” (Caskey 179).  The web of such a symptom involves the 



“anorexic, her body, and the society of which she is a part, and to which she is trying 

to communicate something by this use or misuse of her body” (Caskey 181).  A 

subject who suffers from such a symptom confronts “the collapse of boundaries 

between personal trauma and social crisis” and such a symptom is in fact “a discourse 

of hysterical protest” against the male-centered ideology of cannibalism, which 

engulfs the potential of feminine identity (Howell 47).  In other words, anorexia 

involves “the sense of self-fragility and diminishment” and “resistance to the cultural 

constructions of femininity” (Bouson 25).   

     It has been observed that anorexia is “not a suicide wish—the starvation is a 

statement about autonomy, not an attempt at self-destruction” (Elspeth Cameron 5).  

It is a “self-defensive strategy that aims to preserve her sense of selfhood and 

identity” from the “menacing presence of the other” (Rao 135).  It is a rebellion 

against the objectified and the victimized image.  It is a resistance against the whole 

social context, which is the symbolic cannibalism.  It is also a response to the 

violence of consumption and exploitation. 

     Food stands for the outside world, and by its refusal to eat, Marian’s body has 

alienated itself from the outside world.  It chooses to lose connection with the world 

that aims at destroying her sense of individuality.  This refusal to consume is actually 

the denial of this objectified image that the body bears.  Here, anorexia becomes the 



language that Marian employs to assert her subjectivity and to deny the passivity 

imposed upon her.  It echoes the Lacanian “symptom” that takes place when the 

loophole or the inconsistency of the Symbolic realm is laid bare and the Real is set 

into working.  In the Symbolic, subjects adopt language to communicate, whereas in 

the Real, there are only signifiers without language.  Thus, anorexia is the language 

of the body that informs the subjects of the rupture but also gives meaning and 

consistency to the subjects.  Without such a function of consistency, subjects are 

bound to go insane or encounter death when they find out the truth and cannot cope 

with the reality in life.  That is, life in the Symbolic does not contain plentitude or 

wholeness but is a place with rupture and imperfection. 

     It is very significant to point out that Marian’s anorexia is beyond her 

comprehension and is much related to the subconscious and unconscious working as 

rebellion.  Thus, Marian observes, “[W]hatever it was that had been making these 

decisions, not her mind certainly, rejected anything that had an indication of bone or 

tendon or fibre” (EW 165).  Such a symptom is a bodily reaction, unrelated to 

conscious and rational thinking.  Marian feels irritated as the situation becomes 

worse: 

She was becoming more and more irritated by her body’s decision to reject 

certain foods.  She had tried to reason with it, and accused it of having 



frivolous whims, had coaxed it and tempted it, but it was adamant; and if 

she used force it rebelled. […] She had done everything it wanted, and had 

even brought it some vitamin pills to keep its proteins and minerals 

balanced.  There was no sense in getting malnutrition. […] But she faced 

each day with the forlorn hope that her body might change its mind. (EW 

193) 

In Marian’s rational thinking, there is no reason why her body should get malnutrition 

and reject certain foods.  Her mind has lost control of her body.  Her body has its 

own logic of such a decision and has its own purpose in such a reaction.  

Nevertheless, Marian still keeps the hope that, one day, her body can function 

according to her free will rather than on the basis of such frivolous whims and start to 

consume foods without fear. 

     In The Social Construction of Anorexia Nervosa, Julie Hepworth argues that 

anorexia should not only be analyzed in terms of psychiatric discourse but also be 

examined in social and political frameworks.  She proposes: 

Theories about the social practices of anorexia nervosa will always be 

limited if these practices are analyzed separately from psychiatric discourse. 

[…] Theories that reinterpret anorexia nervosa must also engage social and 

political frameworks that underpin the dominant management practices of 



anorexia nervosa because these structure the reproduction of practices as 

well as change. (112) 

One prominent feature of anorexia is that it is not only an issue concerning personal 

psychological state of mind but also one in connection with social and cultural context.  

As far as such an issue is concerned, I would argue that such a proposition resonates 

with the Lacanian explication of symptom. 

     The Lacanian symptom is not only concerned with the personal but also the 

social.  Marian’s self-imposed starvation becomes the “symptom of an inability to 

circulate within exchange and a regression to the asymbolic” (Mycak 50).  Within 

the net of the Symbolic framework, Marian feels suppressed and excluded.  Analysis 

and exploration of anorexia is taken from the “personal plane to a social or symbolic 

one in a play of power between self and other” (Mycak 50).  Marian’s symptom of 

anorexia is related with politics of power between self and other, between center and 

margin, between the subjugator and the subjugated.  Her bodily rebellion and 

resistance is a strategy to demonstrate the wrestling politics within such an intricate 

web of power.  In other words, her body refuses to submit to the subjugating force of 

cannibalism.  Hence, the body is involved in the symbolic.  The body is regarded as 

“signifiable” and also as “the signifying material of the psychopathological symptom” 

(Mycak 50).  The body reveals and exposes something hidden and buried deep in the 



subconscious and unconscious. 

     I would like to make a sharp contrast between the symptom of anorexia and the 

cake-lady that Marian eats preceding her recovery in Lacanian terms and explication.  

The anorexia can be viewed as a Lacanian symptom, which takes place while the 

circuit of symbolic net and communication breaks down upon the subject.  The 

cake-lady can be looked upon as the fragmented body in the mirror stage.  The 

cake-lady becomes the prototypical image of the “fragmented body” which has 

surfaced in what has been a “systematic collapse of ego-identity” for Marian, but 

which is also an “ever-present dynamic effective in the maintenance of a subjective 

position” (Mycak 50).  That is, the existence of the fragmented body is a reminder 

for the subject of the fact that it is never a coherent and complete self and that there is 

a lasting gap between the perfect mirror image and the primordial self.  What the 

subject imagines as the self with plentitude and coherence is only illusory and 

imaginary through specular identification.  At the same time, this misrecognition of 

wholeness gives the subject a subjective position that is significant in the formation of 

subjectivity in the Symbolic register.   

     Thus, the fragmented body that “underwrites the alienation of the specular” also 

invests the image “with an aggressivity” which draws upon and perpetuates “the 

relativity between self and other” (Mycak 50).  As the fragmented body reminds the 



subject of illusory wholeness, the subjects will attempt to disavow the primordial 

fragmented self to secure its position, thus resulting in aggressivity.  Such a gesture 

is not only a sign of disavowal but also further distinguishes the contrast between self 

and other.  As a result, the cake-lady “crystallizes not only the intrasubjective 

division of the imaginary body image” but also the “intersubjective dynamics of 

master and slave” (Mycak 50).  The interaction between the “personal register” and 

the “collective, social one” is what I want to emphasize here and that is also the great 

contribution and strength in Lacanian theory (50).   

The Lacanian theory does not merely focus on the personal, the unconscious.  

Instead, it draws much attention to the social context as a whole that is crucial to the 

formation of subjectivity and that is also related to the focal point of my thesis – the 

symbolic cannibalism in society and culture at large.  Interestingly enough, Duncan’s 

version of Marian’s self-starvation offers a sharp insight.  “‘Oh,’ said Duncan, 

‘you’re probably representative of modern youth, rebelling against the system; though 

it isn’t considered orthodox to begin with the digestive system.  But why not?’ he 

mused.” (EW 208).  Here, the “system” that Duncan refers to connotes the social and 

cultural symbolic cannibalism and the self-starvation is actually a rebellion against 

such a system. 

     Marian recognizes her self-starvation as some type of psychopathological 



symptom and also acknowledges that her conscious mind plays no part in the decision.  

It is evident that something has been “repressed from the discourse that normally 

structures her conscious subjectivity and transferred by way of the oral drive onto a 

bodily function” (Mycak 64-5).  Marian’s inability to eat food surfaces for the first 

time as she watches Peter devouring a dead cow.  This gesture makes Peter “feel a 

little more human” and is described as being “pleasantly conscious of his own 

superior capacity” (EW 164).  Other incidents have shown to constitute a threat to 

Marian’s subjectivity.  Similarly, Peter will be “using her as well as beef to bolster 

his own identity” (Mycak 65).  Through the act of devouring and consuming on both 

symbolic and practical plane, Peter manipulates and orchestrates his subjectivity in 

the economy of consumerism.  The fact that Marian is afraid to tell Peter of her 

anorexia because he might think she is “some kind of freak, or neurotic” is plain and 

reasonable in that Peter is the initiator along the line (EW 223). 

     Marian’s anorexia becomes “metamorphosed into a creative expression” 

(Hobgood 8).  According to Mervyn Nicholson, anorexia means “absence of desire” 

(48).  Elspeth Probyn argues, “the name [anorexia] itself is a misnomer: anorexics do 

not suffer from a lack of appetite” (204).  Marian does not starve herself in order to 

become thin.  She does not starve herself in the ways our culture has come to think 

of anorexia in recent years “as a conformation to media images of thinness” 



(Hobgood 9).  In Marian’s case, her body “announces its refusal to participate in 

consumerism” and she speaks of her body almost “as a separate entity that stubbornly 

refuses to cooperate with her endeavors to feed it” (Hobgood 9).  Here, I want to 

interpret anorexia differently by not asking how anorexia is formed, but how the 

mechanisms of anorexia become productive, constructive and also how the anorexic is 

restored from the sense of fragmentation with the application and analysis of 

Kristevan abjection.   

In general, critics have read Marian’s anorexia as a “resistance to consumerism 

or to performed models of femininity” (Hobgood 9).  My concern is not only on how 

such a resistance is articulated but also on how Marian is restored in this Symbolic 

realm.  That is, how Marian’s symptom of anorexia helps her emerge from this 

smothering atmosphere of consumerism to reconstruct her integral and autonomous 

subjectivity.  It is thus significant to apply Julia Kristeva’s explication on abjection 

as a way to explore this blur of boundary and collapse of identity and also as a vehicle 

to examine Marian’s recovery from this dislocation and disintegration.   

     In Chapter Three of this novel, there are precise and detailed descriptions of 

how Marian carefully chooses the ingredients in the supermarket for the cake in the 

form of a lady that she decides to bake.  Instead of using anything handy at the 

kitchen, she goes to the supermarket.  Marian decides, “[S]he wanted everything new, 



she didn’t want to use anything that was already in the house” (EW 295).  This is an 

indication of a brand-new change for her.  The description of the cake-lady looks 

like what she wears in her engagement party, “The largest portion she left white, the 

next one she tinted a bright pink, almost red, with the red food-colouring she had 

bought, and the last one she made dark brown by stirring cocoa into it” (EW 296).  

The completion and devouring of the cake allows Marian to come back “ to so-called 

reality” and become a “consumer” again (EW 309).  

     According to Julia Kristva in the Powers of Horror, the abject refers to the 

human reaction to a threatened breakdown in meaning caused by the loss of the 

distinction between subject and object or between self and other.  The abject “draws 

me towards the place where meaning collapses” (2).  It is neither subject nor object.  

The abject precedes the establishment of the subject’s relation to its objects of desire 

and of representation, even before the establishment of the opposition—conscious and 

unconscious.  Victor Burgin also indicates that the abject falls into “the gap between 

‘subject’ and ‘object’” (115).  Abjection is represented “at the boundary, the 

borderline, the edge, the ‘outer limit’ – the place where order shades into chaos, light 

into darkness” (Burgin 115).   

The abject thus at once represents the threat that meaning is breaking down and 

constitutes our reaction to such a breakdown.  Kristeva points out, “[I]t is thus not 



lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, 

order.  What does not respect borders, positions, rules.  The in-between, the 

ambiguous, the composite” (4).  It is the means by which the subject is impelled 

towardss “the possibility of constituting itself as such – in an act of revulsion, of 

expulsion of that which can no longer be contained” (Burgin 115).  Consequently, I 

want to explore the place of the abject, the place where boundaries begin to break 

down, where subjects are confronted with an archaic space before such linguistic 

binaries as self and other or subject and object, and the reaction in particular in the 

case of Marian’s anorexia. 

     In addition, abjection has to do with protests of the symptom.  As Kristeva 

lays bare, “[M]ute protest of the symptom, shattering violence of a convulsion that, to 

be sure, is inscribed in a symbolic system, but in which, without either wanting or 

being able to become integrated in order to answer to it, it reacts, it abreacts.  It 

abjects” (3).  Not being able to be assimilated to the Symbolic, and to respond to the 

interpellation of the system, the subject simply abjects.  Kristeva further associates 

symptom with abjection,  

The symptom: a language that gives up, a structure within the body, a 

non-assimilable alien, a monster, a tumor, a cancer that the listening devices 

of the unconscious do not hear, for its strayed subject is huddled outside the 



paths of desire. […] In the symptom, the abject permeates me, I become 

abject. (11) 

There are some similarities between Lacanian symptom and Kristevan abjection.  

First, they both arise when the world, the symbolic circuit fails.  There is the blur of 

the boundary between subject and object and also the breakdown of meaning.  

Second, symptom and abjection are both beyond the sphere of language system, are 

both mechanisms that structure within the body and part of the subject, foretelling and 

signaling something malfunctional in the communication of symbolic circuit.  It is 

like the cough that the patient wants to cure of and is also a part of the patient 

signaling something wrong within the body.  Third, symptoms confer consistency 

upon the subject, and abjection is the “safeguard” of the subject (Kristeva 2).  

Kristeva comments, “Abjection is a resurrection that has gone through death.  It is 

an alchemy that transforms death drive into a start of life, of new significance” (italics 

mine 15).                

     Marian’s operation on the cake shape and color and her consumption of it is a 

symbolic gesture paralleling Kristeva’s abjection as a response to the blurring of the 

boundary between self and other, and also the breakdown of subjectivity.  Marian’s 

oscillation between subject and object is manifested in working of the Real, bodily 

metamorphosis and anorexia.  There is a sense of ambiguity between self and other, 



between subject and object.  Such an ambiguity results in Marian’s breakdown.  

The cake-lady functions as the incarnation of Marian that is consumed and oppressed 

in the Symbolic.  Marian rids herself of the role of the consumed, the hunted by 

eating up the cake.  In this way, she re-establishes her distinction between self and 

other, between subject and object, with her subjectivity restored. 

How Marian carefully and deliberately shapes and colors the cake is similar to 

her previous treatment and operation by Peter as in the steak scene.  It is a reversal of 

the role of the consumer and the consumed.  She tells the cake-lady: “[Y]ou look 

delicious.  Very appetizing.  And that’s what will happen to you; that’s what you get 

for being food” (EW 298).  In a similar vein to abjection, what Marian does to that 

which “does not respect borders, positions, rules” is what she performs to the 

cake-lady (Kristeva 4).  Through such a gesture, it brings “resurrection” and is an 

“alchemy” that starts a life of new significance for Marian (Kristeva 15).  

Consequently, she is restored to first-person narrative in the third chapter and is also 

ready to begin her brand-new lifestyle.  

 

 

 


