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Abstract

Psychoanalyzing “A Drama of Anorexia Nervosa’: Body Image Disturbance,
Gaze, and Desire in Steven Levenkron’s The Best Little Girl in the World

Ryunosuke Oki’

This paper provides a feminist-psychoanalytic reinterpretation of body image distur-
bance/distortion (BID), a diagnostic characteristic of anorexia nervosa. I analyze Steven
Levenkron’s best-selling novel on eating disorders, The Best Little Girl in the World (1978),
which was adopted into a television film in 1981 with a promotional copy, “A Drama of Ano-
rexia Nervosa.” The novel, as well as popular representations of eating disorders, portrays
an anorectic girl whose body image is distorted and who cannot perceive herself objectively
and normally. However, if beauty standards—as feminists point out—function as the cul-
turally objective and normalized gaze, and if any subject—as Jacques Lacan theorizes—is
fundamentally destined to fail in perceiving one’s body objectively, the dichotomy between
a clinically objective “normal” look and an anorectic’s pathological “deviant” perception
becomes dubious. Therefore, this reading of The Best Little Girl in the World adopts the
perspectives of feminist discussions on beauty standards along with Lacan’s conceptions of
identification and desire. By deciphering how the protagonist’s body image disturbance and
her desire to be thin emerge in relation to the Other, I endeavor to highlight the problems and

distortions in the culturally “normal” gaze.
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eating disorders, anorexia nervosa, body image, psychoanalysis, The Best Little Girl in the World
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