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Introduction 
 

Anorexia nervosa, commonly known as anorexia, is a mental illness where an 

individual refuses to maintain a normal body weight and has an intense fear of gaining 

weight. The individual also has a distorted perception of their body shape and size. 

(Public Health Agency of Canada, 2002)  This disorder involves an individual’s attitudes 

about weight, food and body shape. (Watson, 2011) This report will present the history of 

anorexia, how it relates to social sciences, what is currently occurring, and the future of 

the disorder. 

The history of anorexia is complex and diverse. This report will further explore 

the original roots and thinking of anorexia.  It will focus on the major events in the past 

relating to anorexia. It will also explore the work of renowned researchers such as 

Charles Lasgue. 

A psychologist studies the mind and associated mental states and processes. 

(Random House Dictionary, 2011) Anorexic’s thoughts of their body size and shape is 

distorted. (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2002) For this reason, a psychologist would 

be very interested in anorexia. “The relation to social science” section of the report will 

present reasons why a psychologist would be interested in anorexics.  

Current treatment for anorexia is very different from what it was in the past. 

(Public Health Agency of Canada, 2002)  The “Current Trends” section of the report will 

focus on recent research, and researchers and how in Canada new techniques for treating 

anorexia are being researched and discovered.  

In order to change the future, research is taking place. Experts are constantly 

coming up with new ideas for anorexia. (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2002)  The 
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“Future Recommendations” section of the report will focus on what experts predict for 

the future of anorexia.  

It is important to look at all areas of anorexia in order to have a full  and complete 

understanding. This report will assist the reader in gaining a better knowledge by 

exploring different aspects of the affliction.  



Anorexia and its Relation to Social Sciences                                                                     5 

Historical Background 

 Anorexia nervosa was first seen in the middle ages, mainly in religious 

figures. These religious figures are now named “holy anorexics.” Although it may appear 

that this is where anorexia first appeared, some experts disagree. This is because in the 

middle ages, they had a form of food restriction rather than completely starving 

themselves. Culture at this time showed that having curves and not being thin was an 

ideal body shape and therefore couldn’t be the reason why people suffered from anorexia. 

From this information, experts say that media does not relate. By the late 17th century, a 

clinical description of the anorexia disorder was created.  That description is still seen as 

valid today. (Gorham, 2011) 

Anorexia nervosa was not officially identified until the 1870’s when William Gull 

came up with the term, and Charles Lasgue wrote “On Hysterical Anorexia.”  In Lasgue’s 

book, he described that the patients he studied suffering from anorexia believed that 

eating would be physically harmful. He also discovered that anorexics focused on weight 

loss rather than the fear of gaining weight. (Gorham, 2011) 

Awareness of eating disorders was very low for a century after Gull and Lasgue’s 

work. Attention was brought to eating disorders once again when Hilde Bruch publicized 

“Eating Disorders: Obesity, Anorexia and the Person Within.” This created interest and 

research and Bruch’s work gave attention to the distorted and exaggerated drive for 

thinness. Since 1987, hospitalizations in Canada for eating disorders have increased. 

(Public Health Agency of Canada, 2002) 

A study of the history of anorexia reveals that anorexia is not just caused by the 

Media’s influence but that the illness is also fueled from within. Understanding that 
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anorexia has been apparent for centuries, it is clear that anorexia can not be reduced to a 

simplistic mechanism. (Gorham, 2011).  Therefore, the media cannot be solely blamed 

for anorexic tendencies in individuals. 
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Relation to Social Science 

 Psychology is the study of the mind and associated mental states and 

processes. It is also the study of human behavior. (Random House Dictionary, 2011) A 

psychologist therefore has a tendency to be very interested in anorexia. Anorexia often 

begins because of one’s emotions. People who suffer with this disorder may try and fill 

their emotional needs by using food (or indeed the lack thereof). When dealing with 

emotions, you are dealing with one’s psychology. Not eating food is a human behavior 

and that may be another reason why a psychologist might be interested. (Watson, 2010) 

It may be difficult to reason, think and generally perceive things normally for an 

individual with anorexia. When a body is lacking nutrients, it tends to “run on” adrenalin. 

These chemical changes can change one’s personality. Part of a psychologist’s job 

includes focusing on an individual’s personality. When a patient is suspected of being 

anorexic, some symptoms that they may exhibit include having an obsession with food 

and being thin.  Controlling their eating patterns every day is a distorted self-image and a 

refusal to admit that they are underweight. (Watson, 2010) 

Treatment is very critical when it comes to anorexia. Some factors determining 

the type of treatment a patient receives include the person’s age, how long they have been 

suffering with anorexia, overall health conditions, and severity of their case. The goal of 

treatment is to treat patients medically and to help them gain weight and develop normal 

eating behaviors. Psychotherapy is a method most commonly used in order to treat and 

attempt to cure an individual with anorexia. Most treatments focus on the patient’s 

thoughts and attempt to help them psychologically. (Nucleus Medical Arts, 2004). 

 Beginning in 2003, the Toronto General Hospital together with The National 
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Institute of Mental Health began a study. This $10 million project began studying family 

members who may have suffered from anorexia. This study involved 400 families 

including the close study of 40 of them. The criterion the families must meet is that they 

must have had at least two family members in the past who have suffered from anorexia 

nervosa.  In this study, researchers including the leading doctor Dr. Allan S. Kaplan, 

analyze the patient’s DNA. Recent genetic studies are pointing to fact that eating 

disorders are complex and are caused by both environmental components and genetic 

components. The study is being done to try and identify the genes that contribute to this 

serious illness. Trying to detect, prevent and treat anorexia are the hopeful goals of the 

study. (Science Blog, 2004) This important study including the international 

collaboration of various university medical faculties remains incomplete. (Standford 

School of Medicine, 2011) 
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Current Trends 

Today, there are many different ways that anorexia nervosa can be treated. With 

each individual, a treatment plan is developed. The plan first focuses on medical 

problems, and afterwards focuses on the psychological issues. Some treatments include 

psychotherapy, support group therapy, medication, and hospitalization. Regaining weight 

is the key to improving mood, personality, and interpersonal relationships. (Nucleus 

Medical Arts, 2004)  

Over the years, treatment has changed drastically. Previously, the treatment was 

focused on long-term psychotherapy and potentially harmful medications. Now, this has 

been replaced with nutritional stabilization. Once an individual with anorexia has a 

stabilized nutrition, psychotherapy methods begin. Although there is a lot of research 

being done with patients in Canada, further research needs to take place in order to fully 

understand the disorder. (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2002)  

 Currently, 500,000 Canadians suffer from some sort of eating disorder and in a 

recent Ontario study, it was discovered that 29.3% of girls were trying to lose weight. 

These numbers are said to be increasing daily.(Hopewell Eating Disorder Support Centre 

of Ottawa, 2010) Theories behind the cause of anorexia include outside influences, 

society, family and friends, genetic links, personal influence, self-image and self-esteem 

issues, real vs. ideal, and the need for perfection and control. (Watson, 2010)  

 Heredity and biological factors are increasingly being recognized as a common 

cause of anorexia. Studies conducted on twin siblings have shown that if one twin has 

anorexia, the other twin has a higher chance of developing the disorder. Having a close 

relative such as a mother or a sister also raises the likelihood of developing the disorder. 
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Currently, studies are being conduct in an attempt to find more evidence that anorexia is 

linked to biology and mechanisms in the brain. Genetics are also being looked into and 

studied to help prevent anorexia. (Davidson, 2009) 

Anorexia largely affects women, but the population of males with the disorder is 

quickly rising. Less information is known about the causes of anorexia in males than in 

females. Although treatment is almost the same for both male and female, research and 

studies are taking place in order to discover more about the causes in males. (Davidson, 

2009) 
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Future Recommendations and Conclusion 

 

 In Canada, there is a very limited profile on eating disorders. Hospitalization data 

needs to continue to be fully monitored for additional data. Some data will include: 

treatment outcomes, stigma associated with eating disorders, and attitude toward body 

image in the general population. (MedicineNet, 2001) 

 Mental disorders are now being recognized as brain disorders. Because of this, more 

research is being conducted using tools from modern neurosciences and modern 

psychology in order to understand eating disorders better. (The National Institute of 

Mental Health, 2010) 

Mental health researchers are studying the human genome in order to try and 

determine if DNA variations are in any relation. Studies include Magnetic Resonance 

Imaging (MRI) and other scans of the body.  (The National Institute of Mental Health, 

2010) Because anorexia is such a complex disorder and so many people suffer from it, 

research is being conducted in an attempt to define the basic processes of  the disorder 

and to help identify better treatments.  In the future, different medications will be tested 

in order to attempt to improve results. (MedicineNet, 2001) 

Results of the $10 million project at the Toronto General Hospital study will aid in 

the treatment of anorexia. According to Dr. Kaplan (2004), “The study will identify genes 

that contribute to anorexia nervosa, ultimately improving our ability to detect, prevent 

and treat this illness.”  Other studies which involve studying the human genome will also 

aid in the future treatment of anorexia. (Science Blog, 2004) 

In the future, it is likely that experts and researchers will ultimately discover more 

biological causes behind the disorder. By discovering these causes, the prevention and 
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treatment of the disorder will be easier. The numbers of individuals that suffer from 

anorexia will also decrease as new information is learned. In addition, the number or 

frequency of cases will likely decrease through  statistical analysis of the various 

treatments presently being conducted and subsequently employing the most effective of 

these treatments.  

 The idea of beauty is constantly changing and different cultures from all over the 

world have their own ideas of what makes someone beautiful. This idea of beauty is 

promoted everywhere. In most present day societies, the idea to be “skinny” is what 

beautiful is. This is almost the number one cause of anorexia. (Willett, 2010) Overall, 

Anorexia is a complex subject and the associated research is constantly changing. By 

researching history, exploring the topic through social sciences, examining current trends 

of the disorder and predicting and focusing on the future of anorexia, we can discover 

more about anorexia and help to change the future.  
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