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YOU BE THE JUDGE: Ethics of the Runway
The organizers of Madrid fashion week said they were banning 
models with a height-to-weight ratio below what the World Health 
Organization considered normal. Linda Wells, the editor of the 
beauty magazine Allure, said there were moments during the shows 
when she could hear gasps in the audience at their appearance. 
“What becomes alarming is when you see bones and start counting 
ribs.” (New York Times, September 21, 2006) 

The body mass index is a tool for doctors who study obesity. It 
is calculated by dividing weight in pounds by height in inches 
squared, and multiplying that total by 703. If the resulting number 
is between 18.5 and 24.9, the person’s weight is normal. Below 18.5 
they are underweight. In the case of the Madrid show, organizers 
rejected women with indices under 18. (The Associated Press)

YOU BE THE JUDGE: Should New York Fashion Week also set limits 
preventing models from being too thin? Explain your answer.

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

A Jewish answer can be found at the end of this lesson.

Like many other teens my age. I 
often worry about my body image. I 
constantly find myself looking in the 
mirror desperately searching out 
any signs of flaws or imperfections. 
Although I weigh an average healthy 
weight, I still am always wondering 
in the back of my mind “Am I fat?” 
Many teenagers ask this question 
to themselves these days, as it 
seems more and more of us are 
becoming overweight or desperately 
skinny. Why, you might ask, do 
we do this? Simple. Acceptance. 
We are constantly under pressure 
from people in our homes, schools 
and in the media to become the 
so-called “perfect people.” Girls are 
always seeing women on the covers 
of magazines in revealing clothes 
looking gorgeous. Men see images 
of powerful men smoking cigars, and 
having tons of “hot” girls hanging off 
them in videos and movies.

Jessica Sawyer
http://www.progressiveu.org/152135-the-teen-body-image-and-the-affects-of-media
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Introduction
The Rabbis understood that physical beauty was important but that it was the only 
important thing. On one hand they tell this story: “It once happened that Rabban 
Shimon ben Gamliel was standing on the Temple steps when he saw an extraordinarily 
beautiful woman walk by. He said “How great are your works, Eternal” (Psalm 104;24). 
He was following a rabbinical teaching that said, ‘One who sees beautiful creatures 
must recite this blessing: Praised is the One who makes such things in the world.’” 
(Babylonian Talmud, Avodah Zarah 20a). On the other hand the rabbis taught, “Do not 
look at just the container; rather, look at what is inside” (Pirke Avot 4:27)

Today the desire for physical beauty has led to “crooked thinking” about our bodies. It 
has overshadowed interest in what is beneath the surface, out of what the individual is 
made. The soul sometimes get lost in the body. This is particularly a problem for girls 
and women—but not only for girls and women—and it is made worse by whom we 
hold up as heroes in Hollywood and the constant onslaught of media hype which tells 
us what we should look like.

A recent survey commissioned by a British magazine found that: 

• 79% of the 2000 women surveyed thought that their social lives would improve if they 
were thinner, like the star of Ally McBeal. 

• 83% thought that overweight celebrities led unhappy lives, and 

• 70% believed that overweight people were generally seen as less intelligent and less 
attractive. 

• 88% of girls feel the need to “look perfect”, 

• 60% say their appearance is their biggest concern in life. 

Two Drives
In each of us are two set of drives. The rabbis called them Yetzer ha-Tov (an inclination 
to do good) and Yetzer ha-Ra (an inclination to do evil). One is not entirely good and the 
other is not entirely bad. They work together to make sure that one doesn’t overwhelm 
the other. For example, the Yetzer ha-Ra drives us to want to have sex so that we can 
procreate (a fancy word for making children), but when this part of the drive gets us out 
of control, we lust after other people in inappropriate ways. The Yetzer ha-Tov drives us 
to eat, but when it is out of control, that is when we experience eating disorders, such as 
anorexia and bulimia, as well as compulsive overeating. 

“This is the device of the yetzer ha-Ra: “Today it says do this. Tomorrow it says 
do that, until at last it says worship the idol and the person goes and does that” 
(Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 105b). 

Rabbi Shimon ben Levi said, “One’s evil inclination gains strength against oneself 
day by day and seeks to kill oneself. If God didn’t help the individual, humans could 
not prevail against the evil inclination. (Babylonian Talmud, Kiddishin 30b). 

I’m not going to lie, I 
do find myself thinking 
about what I look 
like a lot. It used to 
be when I looked in 
the mirror I hated the 
person looking back 
at me. Now that I am 
feeling better about 
myself and life in 
general, I look in the 
mirror and accept 
what I look like a little 
more each day.

 I avoided eating, at 
the beginning, by going 
on a lot of what I like 
to call “mini diets.” 
After a while, I found 
myself getting better 
at dieting and eating 
less and less.  I then 
started to avoid eating 
by sleeping constantly, 
staying home and in 
my room, and feeling 
sorry for myself. srk Fo
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Anorexia and Bulimia
Here are some basic definitions to get us started: 

Anorexia nervosa is characterized by a reduced appetite or total aversion 
to food. It includes an abnormal fear of becoming obese, a distorted self-
image, severe weight loss.

You can die from Anorexia. Five percent of anorexics, may more do die. 
This may result from abnormal heart rhythms (arrhythmias) or electrolyte 
imbalances. Other serious or life-threatening complications commonly 
include: anemia, heart problems, Bone loss, lung problems, in females, 
the absence of a period, in males, decreased testosterone, gastrointestinal 
problems, electrolyte abnormalities, kidney problems. If a person with 
anorexia becomes severely malnourished, every organ in the body can 
sustain damage, including the brain, heart and kidneys. This damage may 
not be fully reversible, even when the anorexia is under control. (www.
mayoclinic.com)

According to Maimonides, “A person must avoid anything that may harm 
the body, and must cultivate healthy habits” (Hilkhot Deot 4.1).

Bulimia nervosa is marked by cycle of binge eating—consuming a 
large amount of foot in short time periods, with a sense of being out of 
control—followed by some form of purging. 

People with bulimia nervosa often live in a secret world of shame and self-
disgust. With its episodes of overeating and furtive trips to the bathroom 
to vomit, bulimia involves behavior that’s embarrassing and socially 
unacceptable.

You can die from Bulimia, too. Complications include: cardiovascular problems, 
Electrolyte abnormalities, fainting and low blood pressure, and tooth and gum 
problems. Stomach acid can wash over teeth and gums during vomiting. Repeated 
vomiting can cause a significant and permanent loss of dental enamel. There can be 
throat and mouth problems, Low potassium levels, Digestive problems, and abuse of 
medications and drugs. (www.mayoclinic.com)

According to Maimonides: “Overeating is like poison to anyone’s body. It is the main 
source of all illness. Most illnesses which afflict a person are caused by harmful 
foods or by filling one’s belly and overeating, even of healthful foods. This was 
implied by Solomon in his wisdom “Whoever guards one’s mouth and one’s tongue 
guards one’s soul from distress” (Proverbs 21:2). (Hilkhot Deot 4:15)

Disordered eating is a way to describe the eating habits of many who do not have an 
eating disorder but are ill-effected by the emphasis on the “perfect body” hyped in 
magazines and movies. It is often a precursor to an eating disorder.

Take utmost care and watch yourself scrupulously . . . for your own sake. Therefore, 
be really careful.  (Deuteronomy 4:9, 15)

I actually found out 
that I had an eating 
disorder, ironically, 
from my little sister. 
She noticed all the 
weight I was losing 
and put the pieces 
together that I was 
anorexic. No one really 
knew how serious it 
was, not even me, 
until my sister said 
something and used 
the word “anorexic.” 
srk
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My Drives
Make a list of the things that you feel drive you from inside:

Yetzer ha-Tov/Yetzer ha-Ra  ______________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

Yetzer ha-Tov/Yetzer ha-Ra   ______________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

Yetzer ha-Tov/Yetzer ha-Ra _______________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

Yetzer ha-Tov/Yetzer ha-Ra _______________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

Yetzer ha-Tov/Yetzer ha-Ra _______________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

Yetzer ha-Tov/Yetzer ha-Ra _______________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

Now go back and see what you can identify as part of the cluster of drives known as 
yetzer ha-Tov or yetzer ha-Ra. Circle the one that applies. 

When an anorexic 
looks in a mirror, 
she does not see 
what is there. 
When my ribs 
were  poking out 
and I could see 
the outlines of my 
intestines on my 
tummy, I would 
pinch the skin on 
my inner thigh and 
resolve to eat less 
and work out more. 
I needed to get rid 
of the fat. It doesn’t 
matter what you 
say to an anorexic. 
She will always think 
she is fat, and she 
always will.

----

My friends have been 
supportive through this 
entire process. They 
are constantly asking 
me how I feel and tell 
me how good I look. It 
really helps to have a 
large support system 
and I am so lucky to 
have one. srkFo
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Some Texts to Consider
1. In my flesh, I see God. (Job 19:26)

Write down 10 things that you like about yourself.  __________________________

 _________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________

Can you see God in these things? How are you able to do so? ___________________

 _________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________

2.  It is forbidden for a person to injure oneself or another. (Maimonides, Mishneh 
Torah, Laws of Injury and Damage, 5:1)

 How can eating or not eating “injure onself?” What does it matter that Maimonides 
says that “it is forbidden?” _____________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________

 _________________________________________________________________

3. Rabbi Shimon ben Levi said, “A person’s evil inclination gains strength against him 
or her day by day and seeks to kill him or her.    If God didn’t help people, humans 
could not prevail against it. (Babylonian Talmud, Kiddishin 30b)

 What are the things you can do to keep a Yetzer ha-Tov and Yetzer ha-Ra in balance?

 _________________________________________________________________

 ___________________________________________  

4. The human use of the world for one’s own needs should 
be circumscribed by the limits imposed by God’s will and 
should not include anything forbidden by God. It should 
be motivated by the need to best maintain one’s health and 
preserve one’s life, and not merely to satisfy one’s physical 
urges and superfluous desires. One’s motivation in maintaining 
one’s body should furthermore be so that the soul should be 
able to use it to serve its Creator, without being hampered by 
the body’s weakness and incapability. When humans make 
use of the world in this manner, this itself becomes an act 
of perfection, and through it one can attain the same virtue 
as in keeping the other commandments. Indeed, one of the 
commandments requires that we keep our bodies fit so that 
we can serve God, and that we derive our needs from the 
environment to achieve this goal. In this manner, we elevate 
ourselves even through such activities. The world itself is also 
elevated, since it is then also helping humans to serve God. 
(Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto, Derekh ha-Shem 1.4.7)

“I think about food 
constantly. I am 
always trying to 
control the calories 
and fat I eat, but 
so often I end up 
overeating. Then I 
feel guilty and vomit 
or take laxatives so 
I won’t gain weight. 
Each time this 
happens I promise 
myself that the 
next day I will eat 
normally and stop 
the vomiting and 
laxatives. However, 
the next day the 
same thing happens. 
I know this is bad 
for my body, but 
I am so afraid of 
gaining weight.”
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 Translate the above quote into your own words 

  ____________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________

  ____________________________________________________________

The statistics :Where do you fit in—if you fit in?
1. Eighty percent of American women wake up each day hating their body. 

This is called “body loathing.” They don’t relate to their bodies in a healthy, 
respectful, loving way. Most surveys indicate that most women go through 
periods of time in which they fixate on one body part—and their dislike of it, 

2. Five million Americans suffer with eating disorders. While not a historical 
problem, it is on the rise in North America. 

3. One thousand Americans die each year from anorexia nervosa.

4. Men make up 10% of those with eating disorders, although there is an upward 
trend for men to develop eating disorders too. This is particularly true for 
those engaged in competitive sports, those also looking for the ideal body 
shape favoring an athletic, v-shaped muscular physique.

5. Forty to fifty percent of young women on college campuses exhibit issues with 
food called “disordered eating.”

6. Some contend that Jewish women are at a greater risk for eating disorders. 
Only 1% of the general population actually comes from (Scandinavian) 
ancestral stock that shaped what has come to be called “the model body,” 
that is, the bodies that models have: large breasts, small waists and butts. 
Historically, many Jewish women in North America come from areas of the 
world—like Poland and Russia—where body fat (thighs and tush) was needed 
to protect them from the cold. These women are our ancestors, 

Three things that can exacerbate an eating disorder:

• peer pressure

• family structure instability

• early childhood trauma

Anorexia is a disease 
that never totally 
vanishes. Once you 
have it, it stays with 
you forever to some 
degree. I think anorexia 
is tougher to deal with 
than drug addiction, 
because we need food 
to survive. You must 
face the disorder every 
single time you eat, and 
there is no way to avoid 
the struggle. Let’s face 
it—even though your 
body becomes physically 
addicted to cocaine, once 
you get over the need, 
you never have to touch 
cocaine again. You don’t 
need cocaine to live, even 
though you might think 
you do. You need food 
to live, and anorexics 
simply don’t care what 
kind of damage they 
do to their bodies in 
their efforts to make 
themselves invisible. 
Every bite is an ton of 
guilt and an imagines 
pound of fat, and there 
is no way around it.     Fo
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