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The Thinness Craze 

 
Thus, women are critical of their bodies, and in particular they tend to think they are not thin enough. An important 
reason for this is the images of women displayed in the mass media, although this too is not an independent cause 
and probably reflects public appetites. Models, movie stars, and beauty queens tend to be extremely thin, and most 
women cannot conform to those images. The trend in recent decades has been an increasing emphasis on thinness. 
Several important studies have tracked Miss America contestants (and winners) and Playboy centerfolds from the 
1950s through the 1990s (Garner, Garfinkel, Schwartz, & Thompson, 1980; Spitzer, Henderson, & Zivian, 1999; 
Wiseman, Gray, Mosimann, & Ahrens, 1992). The shift toward thinness was reflected in the measurements of all the 
women in both venues. The average measurements of Miss America contestants and Playboy centerfolds became 
progressively thinner over the years. Moreover, during the 1950s the Miss American winner typically had body 
measurements that were about average among the fifty state champions who competed for the crown, but by the 
1970s the winner was typically among the thinnest of the contestants—a sign that being thin counted for more even 
among the nation's most beautiful women, 

The concern with thinness has an even darker side. Eating disorders have been on the rise during this period, 
as more and more women try to starve themselves into conformity with the ever receding ideals of thinness. As the 
media hold up ever higher standards of thin female bodies, women find it harder and harder to meet those standards, 
and their efforts to do so lead to incessant dieting and an epidemic of anorexia and bulimia. 

Some feminists have protested that the obsession with thinness is caused by men. In this view, men want 
women to be thin, perhaps just because men happen to find thinness sexy, or possibly because thin, hungry women 
can be dominated more easily than other women. African American women, for example, have not generally 
embraced the idea that they should want to be thin, and they are often quite assertive as well as relatively free from 
the widespread mild depression that afflicts white women. Seligman (1994) believes that the female depression rates 
are linked to the thinness craze and the general result that women are chronically underfed. 

But are men to blame? In reality, many men find a slightly fuller figure attractive. Marilyn Monroe was 
regarded as one of the sexiest movie stars ever, and men still admire her pictures, but most modern women would 
consider themselves horribly fat if they looked like Monroe. 

Meanwhile, many men actually prefer plump and sometimes even fat women. The Amsterdam Sex Museum 
(1999) noted that pornography featuring plump and fat women has been on the rise throughout the world for several 
decades, presumably reflecting a large minority of men who like to look at non-thin women. 

An even more relevant study was done by Fallon and Rozin (1985). Women were asked how thin they would 
like to be and how thin their boyfriends wanted them to be. The researchers then also asked the boyfriends how thin 
they wanted their girl friends to be. The results showed a dramatic progression. The boyfriends' preferences were the 
least thin. The women believed their boyfriends wanted them to be thinner than the boyfriends actually wanted, and 
the women wanted to be even thinner than they believed their boyfriends wanted. Thus, the female concern with 
thinness went far beyond what the men actually wanted and somewhat farther than even they believed the men 
wanted. Men are apparently not to blame. 

Are the media to blame? Undoubtedly the media play an important role in furnishing images of female 
beauty to the public. Yet the power of the media is often overstated, and we are skeptical of attempts to identify it as 
a sole cause. The media give the public what they want. When the ultrathin model Twiggy appeared on the scene in 
the 1960s, she was quickly embraced as an appealing icon by many—a sign that there was a predisposed readiness 
to endorse a very thin model of female beauty. In contrast, when the heavy comedian Roseanne came to national 
prominence in the 1980s, there was not corresponding rush among women to gain weight. If the media alone could 
manipulate appetites, it would be a simple matter to end the epidemic of eating disorders by simply putting plump 
women on television all the time. But we doubt it would really work. The media do not have that much power. 

We favor an explanation that is, at present, rather speculative and in need of further research, which is that 
the thinness craze reflects an excess of female egotism and competitiveness, not unlike some of the destructive 
competitiveness that the male ego has been known to cause. Both genders compete to be attractive to the opposite 
sex. For men, as we have seen, status is an important component of attractiveness, and so men battle each other for 
dominance and high status. In the extreme, men become workaholics or vicious competitors, seeking to outdo other 
men by any means possible. They may not always be able to explain why they are so insistent on outdoing other 
men, and some can even recognize that their drives produce irrational, excessive behavior. But probably underlying 
much of that behavior is the belief that if a man reaches the top, he will be appealing to women. Both nature and 
culture have prepared him to believe that. 

Status and dominance don't work in the same way for women. If anything, high-status women have a 
relatively harder time finding suitable mates (although, in some societies, a female's high status may increase the 
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survival of any offspring she might have). Competitive striving for dominance is therefore irrelevant to the female 
competition for mates. Instead, what matters most is physical attractiveness. 

Yet there is something cruelly unfair about this, even if it is instilled by nature. Women cannot really 
control their physical attractiveness in many respects. Certainly women cannot control their beauty as much as men 
can control their status in today's open and socially mobile societies. 

But thinness does give women something that seems, at least, to be controllable. A woman may be able to 
outdo other women by dieting more assiduously and becoming thinner. Plump women know they are plump and, by 
implication, feel inferior (at least in attractiveness) to other, thinner women.                        

Hence the anorexic may resemble the workaholic: Each has gone to an irrational, possibly destructive 
extreme in what would otherwise be a normal quest for superiority. The motivation started with a valid basis in mate 
competition criteria, but probably it began to lose touch with actual mate competition, (We doubt that either 
workaholics or anorexics actually go out on many dates!) The competitive striving for thinness (or work success) 
became an end in itself, tied to the inner quest for self-esteem. The anorexic may feel superior to other women 
insofar as she practices greater self-control and self-denial, and achieves a greater loss of weight, than the others. By 
eating less and becoming thinner, she becomes the winner of the implicit competition she perceives among women. 

This view is not proven, as we said. It does, however, fit our general belief that men and women are more 
similar than different. Men and women both want to compete successfully to attract desirable mates, and their own 
feelings about themselves may be shaped by these considerations, Men's and women's strivings may take different 
forms, as do their destructive excesses, but the underlying motives may be quite similar.  
 
From “Social Dimension of Sex” by Baumeister and Tice Chapter 3. 
 
The figure below is my rendition of the results from Fallon and Rozen 1985 mentioned above. 
 
 


