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RTI has completely changed the way  
I think of myself as an activist, feminist 
and as a person. RTI is the first feminist 
space I have ever been in which accepts 
my whole self. 

~ Leah Seidman
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RTI Cohort 4 Positionalities

Abby Tzinberg
My name is Abby Tzinberg. I 
am a sophomore at Glenbrook 
North High School. I am an active 
member of my community at my 
temple and in the Jewish world as 
a whole. I love working with kids 
and work as a special education 
teacher at my synagogue, BJBE, as 
well as babysitting, nannying, and being a camp counselor. 
Outside of school and work I participate in theatre at 
my school and do art in my free time, as well as spend 
time with family and friends. Despite the complexity and 
nuance that are involved in every activity I do, I follow 
several core values in the activities and people I surround 
myself with. These values include compassion, empathy, 
and respect. Every community I am a part of has a 
different view on what the ideal teenage body looks like 
and my personal view has melded into some combination 
thereof. The ideal queer body is going to look different 
from the ideal Jewish body which is going to look different 
from the ideal North Shore teenager body.

Hannah Adams
I am 16 and a sophomore at Walter 
Payton College Prep. At Payton, I 
am on the Model United Nations 
team, a co-leader of the Jewish 
Student Connection Club, and I 
play varsity lacrosse. Additionally, I 
lead a club called mindFULL which 
is dedicated to educating teens 
about the importance of healthy lifestyles and nutrition 
through fun, food-based activities on a weekly basis. This 
year, I was the social action/tikun olam vice president of 
my synagogue USY chapter. I love spending my summers 
at camp OSRUI, which has greatly impacted and improved 
my Jewish and personal identity. As a white, cisgender, 
straight, Jewish female growing up in the city of Chicago, 
I recognize the privileges which do and do not benefit me. 
I love learning more about social justice movements; RTI 
facilitated that learning. I genuinely believe that we teens 
will positively impact our future and I want to be a catalyst 
for that change. I am lucky that I do not experience body 
image negativity in an overt way, but I want to strive to 
reduce covert instances of body negativity. 

As feminist writers and researchers, we 
acknowledge the responsibility we each 
have to our community  members  in  our  
representations  of  them  in  this report.  
As  such, we have  taken our  own positions 
(regarding race, class, gender, culture, 
education, and other intersections) in relation 
to the research topic of  Jewish women, 
bodies, food, and gender. Since “bias” is  a  
naturally  occurring  human characteristic, 
framing our positionalities reflects our own 
placement within the many contexts, layers, 
power structures, identities, and subjectivities 
of experiences as Jewish teenagers living in a 
body-centric culture.

Adele Lowitz
My name is Adele Lowitz and I am 
15 and a sophomore at Francis 
W. Parker school.  At school I 
participate in Model UN and the 
softball team. Outside of school, 
I am a member of the Chicago 
Children’s Choir and active in 
my temple youth group and the 
NFTY region. I have served as the programming and 
membership vice presidents, and this year I will be the 
president. I have been a camper at OSRUI for 7 years.  
Food and body image have always played a big part in my 
life, especially my Jewish life.  I have blindly noticed the 
Jewish connections with food my whole life, but being in 
RTI has opened my eyes to just how prominent of a topic 
this is among young Jewish women.  Living in the city, 
I see how important social justice and standing up for 
those who can’t is, and RTI has been a great way for me 
to recognize and hopefully create change and increase 
awareness.
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Lily Emalfarb
Hi! My name is Lily Emalfarb and I 
am a 16 year old Jewish, Caucasian, 
straight, cisgender female. Based on 
my intersectionalities, I understand 
my privileges and I understand my 
oppressions. My dream is to have 
the wage gap demolished and to 
stop the objectification of women’s 
bodies, especially in media. I am currently a Junior at 
Deerfield High School, and the school activities I am involved 
in include the school newspaper “Deerprints” where I am a 
staff writer, Key Club, Human Rights Club, Political Club, and 
our schools art and literary magazine Troubadour where I am 
an assistant submissions editor! I am also a proud movie 
buff who has seen 189 out of the top 250 IMDB movies 
of all time! I absolutely love nothing more in this world 
than the power of writing and film, which is why being 
able to combine those loves in RTI is incredible. Being a 
teenage girl in high school has definitely opened me up to 
seeing and understanding the impact of body issues and 
disordered eating, and being able to spread awareness 
alongside other radical feminists is truly a blessing. 

Leah Hurwitz
I am a junior at Evanston Township 
High School. At ETHS, I am an 
editor of the yearbook and am a 
part of a number of other clubs. 
As a white, cis-gendered, affluent 
woman, I have a lot of privilege yet 
I am working to better understand 
how I can use my privilege to work 
for social justice. Social justice 
is a huge driver in my life and something that I work on 
at my synagogue, Beth Emet. I am one of the presidents 
of my youth group and I am heavily involved in other 
programs at Beth Emet and in my own Jewish community. 
For my second semester of my sophomore year, I was 
lucky to spend four months living and learning in Israel 
on the Union for Reform Judaism’s Heller High. Having 
experienced this as well as being an active member in 
my Jewish community, I have been able to observe the 
traditions and cultures of Jews from all over the world. I 
have also seen how the food culture and the unrealistic 
standards that are prevalent in the Jewish community can 
deeply affect young, Jewish female-identifying teens.

Mia Strubel Iram 
I am a sophomore at Niles 
North. At school I am involved 
in Cross Country and Track, and 
additionally I am part of student 
board and Hebrew Honors Society. 
As a white, cisgender, female who 
has grown up in the suburbs, I 
recognize the privileges I hold and 
I hope to help use my privileges to help others. I feel 
grateful to be a part of a school that is extremely diverse 
and to have had to opportunity to interact with people 
of many different backgrounds and cultures. I spend 
my summers at a Zionist youth movement sleepaway 
camp, Habonim Dror Camp Tavor. I have been able to 
see how Jews interact with food according to culture and 
tradition within my family and other Jewish settings, and 
some of the messages directed to Jewish females that 
I have heard being said and experienced regarding food 
and body image are appalling. This has led me to become 
very interested and invested in learning more about the 
messages aimed toward Jewish female teens and where 
they come from.

Leah Seidman
I am a freshman at Highland Park 
High School. I identify as white 
with the ethnic background of 
an Ashkenazi Jew. I am disabled 
and have mobility restrictions. I 
recognize my privilege and how it 
benefits me in ways that I am not 
even aware. I am a member of the 
HPHS orchestra, and play the viola. I am a member of the 
HPHS Principal’s Advisory Board. I am deeply committed 
to improve the Jewish community as well as the secular 
community I am in. Some of my goals to improve HPHS are 
adding content warnings to all required reading as well 
as creating more school protocols to protect disabled 
students like me from ableism in our school systems. I feel 
lucky to be an RTI intern this year, and am grateful to be 
in a program where young women can share experiences 
without judgment. As a Jew, I believe we have responsibility 
to lift each other up — we are all a part of klal yisrael. 
However, I have experienced food and body negativity in 
many Jewish spaces. I would like the Jewish community 
to take an honest look at how we criticize and objectify 
young women’s bodies. 

RTI Cohort 4 Positionalities



A study on food, Jewish women, and the bodies we inhabit6

Sarah Gruettner
I am a junior at Fremd High School. 
At school, I am a manager for girls 
soccer and a participant of Foreign 
Exchange Club. On a Jewish level, 
this year I am a Co-Social Action 
Vice President for my temple’s 
youth group board, BeTTY, as well 
as actively working with the adult 
social action committee. I am an active member of NFTY, 
and during the summer you can catch me at URJ camp 
OSRUI. I identify as a white, cisgendered, privileged, 
straight female. One of my strongest passions is social 
action and I use my privilege to protest against injustices 
and to speak up for the voiceless. The idea that body 
image and eating disorders are prevalent in the Jewish 
community is something that’s there, but never talked 
about. I am a part of many different communities, and I 
have witnessed many positive and negative conversations 
about food in our culture. By holding a leadership role in 
many of these communities and help spread a positive 
image throughout communities. 

Nicole Feitler
I am a sophomore at Francis W. 
Parker School. I have always been 
interested in writing and research. 
I am aware of issues that arise as a 
young Jewish female. As a student, 
I have taken advantage of many 
unique opportunities to expand my 
exposure to a variety of areas and 
to help me further develop. I have been a member of our 
school’s tennis team since ninth grade and have enjoyed 
the camaraderie associated with that. I am a staff writer 
on The Weekly, our school’s newspaper. I enjoy the range 
of topics that I have covered, from individual profiles to 
writing about the faculty talent show. I am a part of the 
yearbook and have been able to write and take photos. 
I am proud to be the Vice President of Membership 
and Communication for the Community, Research, and 
Medicine club. I started the club last year along with some 
faculty members as a way to explore health issues that 
arise in different communities in the Chicago area. The 
experience at RTI has allowed me to combine many of 
my interests such as health, writing and research. 

Thalia Myers-Cohen
My name is Thalia Myers-Cohen 
and I am a sophomore at Kenwood 
Academy. I really enjoy being on 
the varsity girls soccer team at my 
school and spending time with my 
friends. I love trying new things, 
which is what my involvement 
in RTI was all about! I am a 
Jewish, white, middle class, queer, cisgender female; 
this intersection gives me a mixture of privilege and 
oppression, so I’m trying to figure out how those fit into 
social justice work in the world. Just like the majority of 
other women in my society, I have grown up constantly 
bombarded by unattainable body ideals that teaches us 
to place more value in our image than in other important 
aspects of ourselves. In my Jewish family, I often sense 
a prevalence of achievement culture that can translate 
to unhealthy coping mechanisms for stress related to 
our bodies. Seeing people in my various communities 
struggle with this calls for awareness, which is what this 
project is aiming for!

Rebecca Lustig
I am sophomore at Evanston 
Township High School. I am a 
member of the Speech and Debate 
Team and participate in various 
band activities. As a Jewish, white, 
ace, cisgender female, I recognize 
the privileges that I hold. Through 
recognizing my own privileges, 
I hope that I can better understand how systems of 
power and oppression work in the world. I always enjoy 
researching and informing others on issues that are not 
frequently discussed; habits of disordered eating and 
negative body image within the Jewish community is one 
of those issues. In my community, I see how powerful 
Jewish Cultural ideals are in dictating social norms. 
Jewish Culture can be amazing, but it can also contain 
values that manifests negative or unhealthy habits. I 
am proud to be part of RTI since we are helping to raise 
awareness about an issue that directly affects us.

RTI Cohort 4 Positionalities
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Throughout this past year, eleven 
Jewish, female-identifying high 
school students from the Chicagoland 
area participated in the Research 
Training Internship (RTI). RTI   
teaches young Jewish women 
feminist research methodologies 
and justice-based political education 
through a Jewish lens. Through 
various discussions on race, gender, 
privilege, power, and Judaism, we 
learned to challenge one another to 
think and learn about difficult yet 
important issues that are central 
to our lives. All of our learning 
culminated in focusing on one 
specific research topic that we felt 
passionate about as a group. We hope 
to continue to use our knowledge 
and apply it to fight for social justice 
issues within our communities. 
As a group of similarly-identified 
Jewish, white, young females, we 
recognize our privileges and also 
acknowledge the ways in which we 
are a marginalized group.   

The interns of RTI Cohort 4 were 
selected for this internship based 
on our similar concerns for our 
communities as well as our shared 
aspirations for a more equitable and 

fair society. Because we live in vastly 
different areas of Chicago, we have 
exposure to different experiences and 
can each bring unique perspectives 
to the table. Our differences, paired 
together with our shared experience 
as young Jewish women, have 
allowed all of us to expand our 
knowledge and create a unique and 
supportive community. Together, 
we have spent ten months exploring 
issues such as race, class, power, 
gender, and privilege. We improved 
our critical thinking and media 
literacy skills by reading articles 
and excerpts, watching videos, and 
holding lively discussions with each 
other, our facilitators, the DePaul 
faculty, and other special guests. 
We have challenged each other to 
consider our positions as strong 
Jewish women who have significant 
amounts of privilege and who also 
face gender and sexuality-based 
oppression and anti-semitism. We 
have analyzed our own communities 
in order to serve them better through 
research, social justice work, and 
reflexivity. We have recognized the 
positives that exist just as much the 
negatives, allowing us to look at our 

communities holistically, and we have 
developed the language to describe 
our own experiences. In doing this 
radical and important work, we have 
created a community of support, 
friendship, and mutuality.

This year, we researched and 
analyzed the ways in which Jewish 
food spaces are gendered by Jewish 
tradition, social norms, and halacha, 
Jewish law. We also wanted to better 
understand the impact that this 
gendering has on our community in 
terms of body image, preoccupation 
with food, and the perpetuation of 
beauty myths, the pressure women 
feel to follow the unrealistic social 
standards of physical beauty, a term 
coined by Naomi Wolf (Wolf). Through 
our report, we are hoping to provide 
a resource to other young, Jewish 
women so they can better understand 
the correlation between the Jewish 
community and food spaces. 
However, many can benefit from this 
report, such as Jewish educators 
and leaders, young Jewish men, and 
Jewish parents.

As female-identified people, we 
have unique experiences that are 
inherently different from men’s 

Part I: Background

Who are the interns of Cohort 4 and what is your mission with this project?

1. An analysis of the ways in which Jewish food spaces are 
gendered by Jewish tradition, social norms, and halacha 
(Jewish Law). 

2. Understanding the impact that this gendering has on 
our community in terms of body image, preoccupation 
with food, and the perpetuation of beauty myths.

As female-identified people, we have unique experiences that are 
inherently different from men’s experiences. We are exposed to 
a greater amount of social pressure. That is, we feel pressured to 
look and dress a certain way and to adhere to certain preconceived 
notions of a “perfect woman.”
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experiences. We are exposed to a 
greater amount of social pressure. 
That is, we feel pressured to look and 
dress a certain way and to adhere 
to certain preconceived notions of 
a “perfect woman.” Social media 
plays a large role in society today and 
we are more aware of the negative 
messages that social media may 
convey regarding women. With the 
pressure that we young teenage girls 
feel to be “skinny,” it tends to have a 
large impact on our relationship with 
food. Often times, food is looked at as 
the “enemy” that some try to avoid. 
By eating less and worrying over 
food choices what feels like twice as 
much as our male peers, teen girls 
feel this is the key to being skinny 
and being accepted by society. This, 
in fact, is not true. Food should be 
indulged in healthy and positive ways. 
In light of the general idea of female 
social pressure and the need to live 
up to society’s biases toward women, 
we decided to relate this important 
issue to the experiences of Jewish 
women and girls. We recognize 
that Jewish women and girls have 
unique experiences with assimilation, 
beauty culture, intergenerational 
transmission of trauma (e.g. the 
holocaust, pogroms, and centuries of 
diasporic living), gender roles, and 
relationships to food. We wanted to 
analyze how our peers experience 
social pressure and specifically, their 
body image. It was important address 
an issue that is close to us as women 
and as Jewish women in particular.

The evolution of our research, 
and how 11 of us banded 
together around one research 
topic

Our Cohort began with a very broad 
view of what we wanted to study, 
considering the vast amount of social 
justice topics that could be explored. 
With much deliberation and discussion 
about relevant social justice topics, we 
eventually narrowed it down to two 
possibilities: the effects of Christian 
normativity in society on Jewish teen 
girls, and eating disorders among 
Jewish teen girls. As we focused on 
the intersection of Judaism, femininity 
and adolescence, we learned that 
Jewish women have a long and 
complicated history with food. 

The more we researched and thought 
about the links between disordered 
eating, body image, gender, and 
Judaism, the more clearly we saw how 
Jewish food spaces and preoccupation 
with food and bodies is woven into 
Jewish culture. As we delved into the 
topic, we learned different methods 
for researching and locating scholarly 
sources. We approached our research 
from a feminist perspective and 
focused on unpacking the oppressive 
body images in our society and in the 
media we consume as young women, 
and as Jews. We also looked at other 
oppressive societal issues such as 
the Madonna-Whore complex and the 
often unconscious motivation of many 
women to take up less physical and 
emotional space in their worlds. 

We focused on different perspectives 
and were motivated to capture both 
qualitative and quantitative data with 
both a community-wide survey and a 
documentary style video. Our project 
aims to record, analyze, and spread 
awareness about the complicated 
historical and current relationship 
between Jewish women, the food we 
eat/don’t eat, and the gendered bodies 
we inhabit. 

It feels like an everyday occurrence

About 1 time per week

During holiday times

A few times a week

Every couple months

Every couple of weeks

I don’t experience this

3.33%

5.56%

6.67%

47.78%

17.78%

4.44%

4.44%

9.63%

11.23%

10.16%

32.09%

12.30%

19.79%

13.37%

How often do you experience 
criticism from family members 
about your food choices?

Young women Moms

Part I: Background

Through our report, we are hoping to 
provide a resource to other young, Jewish 
women so they can better understand the 
correlation between the Jewish community 
and food spaces. 
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This report addresses the issues 
of the subordination of women 
stemming from the systemic 
perpetuation of beauty myths in the 
Jewish and secular communities. 
Beauty myths are statements, 
social constructs, and cultural 
paradigms repeatedly made by male-
benefitting (specifically white male-
benefiting) institutions that favor 
the conventionally-beautiful female 
body and demean and marginalize 
women who do not fit these strict 
standards (Wolf). This subordination 
serves to maintain male power in 
both public (workplace, government, 
schools, etc.) and private (home, 
children, etc.) spheres of life. The 
Jewish community is no exception to 
this systemic gendered arrangement. 
This uneven power dynamic is shown 
in the disproportionate amount 
of Jewish teen girls who exhibit 
disordered eating behaviors. 25% of 
Jewish females, as compared with 
18% of non-Jewish females, scored 
above the clinical cut-off for the EAT 
(a self-reported test which measured 
problematic eating behaviors) 
(Pinhas, Leora, et al.). No differences 
in vulnerability to disordered eating 
were found within the group of 
Jewish females or males related to 
their degree of religious observance. 

(Phinhan, Heinmaa, Bryden, Bradley, 
& Toner, 2008) This means that 
all Jewish females, regardless of 
affiliation, are at risk.

Great strides are being made to 
counter the pernicious effects of 
beauty myths in the non-Orthodox 
denominations. We think that 
Orthodox tradition remains more 
static, with gender roles of women as 
childbearers continuing to dominate, 
although we cannot say from 
personal experience, because none of 
us are Orthodox Jews. In one study 
of ultra-Orthodox and Syrian Jewish 
communities in Brooklyn, 1 out of 19 
girls was diagnosed with an eating 
disorder, which is a rate about 50 
percent higher than the general U.S. 
population. 

Beauty myths continue to play a large 
role in Jewish lives. These myths 
originated as a form of interpersonal, 
and then ideological oppression used 
to essentially confine Jewish women 
to the role of obedient housewife and 
child-bearer. We see this manifested 
today because men dominate most 
conversations about religion and 
scientific fields, leaving women with 
an inferiority complex and lots of 
housework. Additionally, Naomi Wolf 
argues that “beauty is a currency 

system like the gold standard. Like 
any economy, it is determined by 
politics, and in the modern age in 
the West it is the last, best belief 
system that keeps male dominance 
intact. In assigning value to women 
in a vertical hierarchy according to a 
culturally imposed physical standard, 
it is an expression of power relations 
in which women must unnaturally 
compete for resources that men have 
appropriated for themselves” (Wolf). 

By maintaining a woman’s feelings 
of inferiority and the need to 
compensate for that with physical 
beauty, a man can use his time 
more wisely to climb to the top of 
corporate and social ladders. This 
imbalance is then internalized over 
generations of women, leading 
to powerful Jewish women still 
having feelings of inferiority in the 
progressive twenty-first century. 
Thus, trends of intergenerational 
transmission of food/body anxiety 
are evident from already-conducted 
research. In Jewish cultural tradition, 
women spend a lot of time with food, 
leading to many often degrading 
conversations and thoughts that 

Part I: Background

In one study of ultra-
Orthodox and Syrian 
Jewish communities 
in Brooklyn, 1 out 
of 19 girls was 
diagnosed with an 
eating disorder, 
which is a rate about 
50 percent higher 
than the general U.S. 
population. 

What social justice issue did we address in this our research? 
What is at stake?

1
 
The systemic perpetuation of beauty myths in the Jewish community 
which subordinate women and maintain male power in both public 
and private spheres of Jewish life.

2
 
Negative body image and disordered eating, especially 
intergenerational transmission of food/body anxiety.

3
 
Analyzing our Jewish tradition and culture from a feminist lens. 

4
 
The “double edged sword” of sexism, achievement culture, and  
the ways in which gender is performed in Jewish public vs.  
private spheres.  
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revolve around food and body. These 
beauty myths prevent Jewish women 
from reaching their full potential in 
both the public and private spheres. 
There is also an element of Jewish 
culture which perpetuates these 
body and food insecurities. Yatzer 
writes, “In the Jewish culture food 
is emphasized weekly during the 
Sabbath meal and many religious 
holidays center around large, family 
meals. Food is commonly associated 
with love (Strasser, 1996). Thus, the 
relationship between culture of origin 
and the importance of food helps 
explain why Jewish populations may 
be predisposed to the development 
of eating disorders (Rowland, 1970)” 
(Negative Religious Coping Predicts 
Disordered Eating Pathology Among 
Orthodox Jewish Adolescent Girls).

A message to our young  
Jewish readers

This text is an important resource 
because it covers how Judaism 
connects to food, bodies, and gender, 
topics that appear unconnected 
on the surface, but that are linked 
in profound and often life-altering 
ways. Being a part of a culture-heavy 
religion, food serves an essential 
role, especially during holidays. It is 
important to note that you should 
eat what you want and how much 
you want, in whatever way that is. 
Everyone’s body is different and 
unique in their own beautiful way. 
You are not alone. Conversations 

held during holidays should reflect 
the beautiful history and culture of 
Judaism, not the negative aspects 
which degrade self image. The food 
prepared during holidays often reflect 
traditions passed down generations, 
and we are proud to hold space in this 
project to celebrate our traditions.

What makes this a radical 
feminist project?  

Delving into the topic of eating 
disorders and body images relating to 
Jewish food, culture, and traditions 
is radical for multiple reasons. By 
focusing on a topic which is lesser 
known and considered, we are 
shattering oft-kept silences about 
the relationship between the Jewish 
community and food, bodies, and 
gender. As young Jewish women, we 
have specifically chosen to focus on 
how disordered eating affects Jews 
our age. 

In doing so, we are exercising our 
power in spaces where we are told 
to be both literally and figuratively 
smaller and modeling for other 
women what it can look and feel like 
to challenge the status quo. 

Through breaking a norm of the 
many hushed thoughts of body image 
when it comes to everyday life and 
Jewish spaces (such as holidays, 
summer camp, youth groups, and 
even our own family dining rooms) 
we are hoping to open the doors 
for more conversations around this 
topic. We hope that our research, 
which can be useful to all ages and 
genders, should lead to a greater 
awareness towards many of the more 
subconscious thoughts and messages 
we experience and see throughout 
the Jewish community, halacha (law), 
text, and space.  

Part I: Background

We are exercising our power in spaces  
where we are told to be both literally and 
figuratively smaller and modeling for other 
women what it can look and feel like to 
challenge the status quo. 

78% 
of young Jewish women experience 
anxieties around food choices, body 
shape or size, or weight.
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Some relevant studies simply included 
observances of mental health 
treatment centers. At the Renfrew 
Center, a Women’s treatment facility in 
the United States specializing in eating 
disorders, they found a surprising 
statistic. 12% of the women treated 
for eating disorders were Jewish, but 
Jewish people only make up around 
2% of the US population. The study 
most relevant to our research project 
was done by independent scientists in 
partnership with JCFS in 2008. They 
studied 1,130 female and 1,145 male 
teenagers (ages 13-20) who lived in 
Toronto. 55% of participants were 
Jewish. The researchers had everyone 
take the EAT exam and observed the 
results. Both Jewish females and 
males scored higher on the exam than 
non-Jewish participants. The research 
paper claims, “While Jewish females 
scored higher overall on the EAT and 
the dieting and bulimia subscale, 
they scored lower on the oral control 
subscale. These findings could mean 
that while Jewish females are more 
focused on weight loss, they may not 
feel as in control, and their eating 
may in fact be more chaotic. This may 
be owing to cultural factors or to the 
differences in weight observed in the 
sample between the 2 groups” (Pinhas, 

Leora, et al.). Our research hopes to 
uncover some of the Jewish cultural 
factors that contribute to disordered 
eating and body dissatisfaction among 
female Jewish teenagers.

At the present time, most relevant 
studies have investigated the 
prevalence of clinically diagnosed 
eating disorders in the Jewish 
community. Significantly fewer studies 
have been done that directly relate to 
our topic of disordered eating habits 
and how one views their own body 
image. Nevertheless, there are still 
research papers that investigate this 
topic. In a 2006 paper published in 
the Eating Behaviors Journal, Karen 
Hye-cheon Kim explains the difference 
between how people perceive their 
weight and actions they take to alter 
their weight: “A reason for these 
discrepancies between actual body 
weight and weight control behavior is 
weight perception. Weight perception, 
or how one perceives her weight 
appropriateness, is strongly related 
with weight loss behavior, independent 
of actual body weight... Standards of 
acceptable weight may also vary by 
culture, for which race/ethnicity can 
serve as a crude proxy.” If Jewish 
females are often encouraging other 

Part II: RTI literature review/
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About 20 million women are affected by eating disorders in the United States (Weinberger-Litman, 
Sarah L., et al.). Eating disorders are commonly clinically diagnosed by the use of the EAT (Eating 
Attitudes Test) disordered eating test. This is not the sole way of diagnosing eating disorders, but is 
simply an assisted screening method. Many studies have been done comparing the prevalence of 
eating disorders in Jewish communities to that of secular communities. The overwhelming conclusion 
drawn is that Jewish females are more likely to engage in habits of disordered eating than non Jews, 
regardless of observance level. 

It feels like an everyday occurrence

About 1 time per week

During holiday times

A few times a week

Every couple months

Every couple of weeks

I don’t experience this

1.19%

4.76%

14.29%

44.81%

20.24%

1.19%

3.57%

7.65%

13.11%

7.65%

58.33%

15.85%

9.84%

8.20%

How often do you experience 
criticism from family members 
about your body shape or weight?

Young women Moms
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Jewish females to both lose weight 
and eat a lot, that contradiction may 
contribute to a negative perception 
of their own body weight. The paper 
“Living Full Jewish Lives in a Barbie 
Doll World” provides an example 
for this contradiction, “And so the 
contradiction enters our own homes. 
“Eat, eat, eat, but not too much 
because you know how fat your aunt 
Goldie got,” our mothers say.” 

Furthermore, these contradictory 
influences impact the mental health 
of Jewish females. In a large study 
documenting experiences of adult 
Jewish women in Israel, researchers 
found that⅓ how women indicated 
how they felt about themselves 
was in part influenced by their body 
shape and size (Smith). Nevertheless, 
authors of Psychosocial Mediators of 
the Relationship between Religious 
Orientation and Eating Disorder Risk 
Factors in Young Jewish Women 
contributes an interesting concept 
describing how religion can actually 
help cope with disordered eating habits, 
instead of perpetuating them. In their 
analysis, they compare intrinsic religious 
orientation, internally motivated 
religious beliefs and practices, and 
extrinsic religious orientation, externally 
motivated religious beliefs and practices 
that focus more on social aspects.

Observing 301 Jewish college and high 
school aged women from New York, 
authors determined extrinsic religious 
orientation contributed more to body 
dissatisfaction and disordered eating. 
Those who identified more intrinsically 
with Judaism were more likely to use 
prayer and meditation as a healthy 
way to manage stress and potential 
feelings towards body dissatisfaction. If 
young Jewish women are too caught up 
with the cultural and social aspects of 
Judaism, they may be more likely to feel 
negative influences towards body image 
and disordered eating.

Who benefits and who loses 
in our culture of gendering 
food spaces and perpetuating 
beauty myths?

All Jewish people lose when we 
perpetuate beauty myths and encourage 
disordered eating habits. The only 
people who benefit from this toxic 
culture are those who want to destabilize 
the Jewish community and those who 
want to (consciously or subconsciously) 
marginalize Jewish women. 
Unfortunately, we do lose lives. We lose 
the lives of those who have passed away 
due to clinical eating disorders. 

Jewish women, especially young 
women lose the most. We lose valuable 
time because we spend it paralyzed 
in the act of criticizing our bodies. We 
lose confidence in our bodies and our 
abilities. Our self-esteem goes down 
the drain. We no longer believe we can 
create positive change in the world, or 
take up space in the communities we 
are a part of. 

What does Jewish text/halacha 
have to do with any of it?

Most components of American Jewish 
culture today are inherited from 
the beginning of American-Jewish 

“ And so the 
contradiction 
enters our  
own homes. 
‘Eat, eat, eat, 
but not too 
much because 
you know  
how fat your 
aunt Goldie 
got,’ our 
mothers say.”

Part II: RTI literature review/research on Judaism, bodies,  
food, gender, and tradition



RTI Report  |  May 2018 13

assimilation (Joselit). As Jews began 
assimilating into American culture, 
women became responsible for keeping 
their household in line with Jewish laws 
and values. One of the most potent ways 
to do this was often to prepare Jewish 
food. In fact, many Jewish households 
prepared traditional Jewish food long 
after they had stopped keeping kosher 
(Joselit). Making Jewish food tied 
newer generations to the old world. 
While making Jewish food arguably 
helped to preserve Jewish culture, it 
also kept women in the private sphere, 
away from establishing autonomy and 
independence for themselves.  

There is a strong textual basis for the 
objectification of Jewish women’s 
bodies as well as a history of misogyny 
in Jewish text. One of the most well-
known texts is Eishet Chayil (A Woman 
of Valor.) While Eishet Chayil has many 
uplifting verses, it has many problematic 
verses. A woman of valor, “... the 
bread of idleness, she does not eat,” 
(Palatnik). Eshet Chayil has another 
reference to food and work: “from 
the fruit of her handiwork she plants 
a vineyard,” (Palatnik) Eshet Chayil 
does not recognize a woman feeding 
herself — only providing for others like 
her children and husband. Similar to 
expectations around women in Jewish 
culture, a woman must provide for 
the household and make the food. 
However, she is never supposed to enjoy 
it. This interpretation could lead the 
reader to imagine that the role of the 
“perfect Jewish woman” is to provide 
food for others (read: men), but not to 
eat it herself.  Archaic translations of 
Eishet Chayil also strip a woman of her 
achievements. Instead of the modern 
translation, “she will be praised at the 
gates by her very own deeds,” (Palatnik), 
older translations refer to a woman’s 
husband’s achievements. This is just 
one example of the ways in which we, as 
feminists, can re-interpret Jewish texts 

that appear anti-woman on the surface, 
and claim them as a source of power.

What specific traditions, norms, 
conversations, and gender roles 
contribute to the ways in which 
we police our own bodies? What 
about how other people think 
about our bodies?  

Because of the world we live in, there 
will always be societal pressure to look 
a certain way to fit the “social norm.” 
Every time you look on any form of 
social media, from Instagram to Vogue 
magazine, you see advertisements of 
the best products that will help make 
you beautiful and that you need them. 
This has become part of American 
culture: the idea that more is more, and 
that you need more to fit into the social 
standards. We are inundated by these 
negative influences that police people 
of all genders to be unhappy in their 
own skin. Look at professional models, 
singers, and athletes for example. 
They all have the whole world looking 
at them critiquing their every move. 
Models especially have their managers 
depict their bodies to make sure they 
look a certain way. It’s degrading. Even 
parents or grandparents police young 
women’s bodies because they think 
they know what’s best for the girl to 
fit the social norm, when in reality it 
might not fit her. Or when there’s a 
weight loss commercial on TV, and 
the super fit spokespeople are looking 
and pointing at you saying, “This could 
be you too!” This is prevalent in the 
Jewish Community especially for young 
women because we are told all in one 
conversation that we need to eat more 
because we look to thin, but once 
women eat more they are asked if they 
should really eat that. And because of 
assimilation, we feel the need to follow 
the norm to not stick out like a sore 
thumb, and conform to often impossible 
Western beauty standards. 

To lose weight

To maintain or not change weight

To exercise more

To minimize or enhance parts 
of my body

To go on a weight loss diet

To gain weight

To not wear a certain outfit because 
it is “too revealing”

To not wear a certain outfit because 
of my weight

I’ve never felt criticized in these ways

41.11%

10.00%

20.00%

12.22%

42.22%

10.00%

25.56%

10.00%

30.00%

31.89%

22.16%

23.78%

18.92%

24.32%

46.69%

14.59%

11.89%

47.57%

How often do you experience 
criticism from family members 
about your body shape or weight?

Young women Moms
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Food
For young women, criticism comes 
in many forms — it can be verbal, but 
it can also be implied by nonverbal 
action (such as body language 
and eye contact). Almost 50% of 
young women say they experience 
criticism about their food choices 
from family members, while 63% of 

young males say they do not witness 
female members being criticized. 
62.3% of young women share that 
they experience criticism from family 
members. Many young women 
described how they didn’t feel like they 
“deserved” the food. Girls talked about 
nonverbal criticism, and there were 
many contradictions when describing 
criticism they received. 

Overall, many young women shared 
about how family members (usually 
parents) expressed verbally or 
nonverbally that they shouldn’t eat 
certain foods or certain amounts of 
foods, and this led to guilty feelings. 
One young women commented, 
“Sometimes it feels like they do not 
think I deserve to be eating certain 
foods. Constant comments about what 

Demographics
The purpose of this project is to understand what factors 
of Jewish culture cause the disproportionate amount 
of disordered eating within the Jewish community. This 
survey did not address the number of Jews with eating 
disorders, because those can only be diagnosed by a 
licensed clinician. Additionally, this survey did not collect 
quantitative data about the ratio of Jews with disordered 
eating, because previous research studies conclude 
that Jews are disproportionately affected by disordered 
eating. What this survey did achieve was the collection of 
anecdotal data describing Jewish people’s experiences 
with disordered eating and negative body image.

Initially, we created the survey questions by considering our 
own experiences, as 11 high-school-aged research training 
interns. We discussed our feelings, experiences in Jewish 
and non-Jewish spaces, biases/privileges, and topics we 
were interested in exploring in great depth. We designed 
a survey that asked questions about the survey-takers’ 
demographics so we could gain an understanding of their 
lives in numbers. During analysis, we used this quantitative 
data to analyze trends in participants’ responses. We 
also asked questions that dealt with gender roles and 
family dynamics because our initial research suggested 
that negative body image stems from patriarchal power 
systems. Finally, we asked open-ended questions about 
participants’ experiences. The answers we received to these 
questions were the most eye-opening because the personal 
anecdotes were very intimate and poignant. Additionally, 
these anecdotes best helped us to understand what specific 
elements of Jewish culture cause a disproportionate 
amount of body insecurities among women.

The survey was distributed to Chicago area Jewish teens 
and their parents through a variety of different channels. We 
chose to focus solely on the Chicago area because different 
geographical areas have different norms and variations 
of achievement culture, and we wanted to keep variables 
controlled. Interns sent links to their friends (we all had a 
variety of Jewish connections because we all are involved 
in a multitude of activities, as you can learn about in the 
positionalities section) and promoted the survey on social 
media. Jewish youth group chapters passed on the word 
about our research in email blasts. Additionally, our parents 
shared the link to the survey with other parents by word of 
mouth or on Facebook, which was crucial because initially, we 
did not have a large enough sample size of data from parents.

We wanted to collect data from young women, because 
we fit into that group, making us more passionate about 
and connected to the research we performed. We collected 
data from young men to see if they felt body insecurities 
due to some pattern of behavior in the Jewish community. 
We collected data from parents to learn about their 
relationships with their bodies, because those (un)healthy 
habits are often passed down intergenerationally — L’dor 
v’dor. Also, we want to know if any work is currently 
being done to reduce disordered eating within the Jewish 
community. In the end, we collected demographic data 
from 25 dads, 113 moms, 91 young men, and 238 
young women. However, for the content data, there were 
several people who did not complete the entirety of the 
survey.  The descriptive statistics represent 25 dads, 93 
moms, 60 young men, and 195 young women, a total of 
373 participants. Every survey participant was from the 
Chicago area.

Part III: Our survey & analysis
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I eat, how it’s unhealthy or contains 
a lot of carbs or fat, comments about 
how I don’t deserve to be eating 
because I didn’t exercise, etc.” Another 
girl noted, “I know I’m healthy and in 
good shape, but sometimes can be 
shamed for eating something bad, such 
as a cookie.” 

Young women are being told that 
certain things are “bad” to eat, that 
they don’t deserve it, and they are 
internalizing these messages. Across 
the board, the largest amount of 
criticism experienced was about eating 
food that is perceived “unhealthy” or 
“bad.” 42% of mothers experienced 
this; 64% of fathers and 32% of 
young men noted their female family 
members being criticized for eating 
what is considered unhealthy. While 
the idea of unhealthy food varies by 
person, Jewish family members, are 
very conscious on the healthiness 
of their food, which goes hand in 
hand with whether they feel they 
“deserve” to be eating. The result is 
an internalized sense of certain foods 
as “good” or “bad,” linking young 
women’s’ self-perceptions as “good” or 
“bad.” This is just one example of how 
important language is when discussing 
healthy eating habits with young 
people.

Another version of criticism young 
women felt in relation to their food 
choices was not verbal. Seemingly 
unintentional, yet very hurtful actions, 
can have many connotations, in 
this case nonverbal actions showed 
judgment regarding food choices. 
When describing criticism, one girl 
shared, “It hurts because it feels so 
hypocritical. Sometimes, I don’t want 
to eat in front of them because I’ll 
get ‘the look.’” Along the same lines, 
another young woman said, “A lot of 
times when going to eat something 
my mom will look at me and ask me if 
I really need to be eating that. Though 
she thinks she is just looking out for my 

health, it hurts. Also sometimes when 
I’m eating something she puffs out her 
cheeks like I’m fat.” Nonverbal actions 
such as getting “the look” and puffing 
up cheeks only enforces criticism about 
food choices. Words are not the only 
thing capable of hurting us.

Lastly, some young women tended 
to contradict themselves when they 
reported feeling criticized in an effort 
to protect their parents. When young 
women shared their experiences they 
often said “but…” in their comments, 
as if it was difficult to realize the weight 
of this criticism. For example, “it feels 
bad when my mom shames me for 
what I eat, but I know she’s just looking 
out for me.” Using contradictions 
elevates the criticism, making it seem 
as though it has a lesser impact and 
importance than it really should. Using 
contradictions is something that we, 
as females, have been taught to do by 
society. Society teaches us to take up 
less space, and that our ideas are not 
as valued and should not be heard. 
By saying BUT instead of AND we 
invalidate our own experiences, rather 
than acknowledging the experiences 
we are allowed to have. Instead of 
allowing ourselves to share experiences 
of criticism full heartedly, we are 
taught that because we are young and 
because we are female, we must make 
excuses for people who harm us, and 
that our experiences are somehow 
irrelevant. Therefore, when many 
young women shared their criticism 
it involved contradictions, such as, 
“Nothing too dramatic sometimes my 
mom will just say “you shouldn’t eat 
that if you want to stay thin” stuff like 
that... also my brother just sometimes 
jokingly calls me fat but nothing too 
personal or sensitive.” As a young 
woman, this survey respondent is 
taught to play off the significant impact 
of the comment. This may be because, 
society teaches us to believe that it is 
not the fault of the perpetrator, thus 
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13.37%
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How much more or less do you 
worry about your weight and body 
shape than your peers?

Young women Moms

“ My mom will look 
at me and ask me if 
I really need to be 
eating that. Though 
she thinks she is just 
looking out for my 
health, it hurts. Also 
sometimes when I’m 
eating something 
she puffs out her 
cheeks like I’m fat.” 
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she talks defensively as to not offend 
the perpetrator of the comment. 
She is being taught that comments 
like hers are “no big deal” or “not 
too dramatic,” normalizing the idea 
that criticism about food choices are 
acceptable. Another young woman 
noted, “Occasionally they will jokingly 
comment on the amount of or type 
of food I choose to eat, but they 
don’t actually comment negatively, if 
that makes sense.” Additionally, one 
young female shared, “It just feels 
like whenever I eat in front if family 
something on my plate is criticized. 
Too little salad, too many carbs, too 
little protein, there’s always a comment 
even when I don’t serve myself and 
it’s portioned out by another family 
member...”  In this statement, this 
young person seems to feel that many 
times the criticism she has received 
has given conflicting messages: not 
knowing what the right amount of 

food is, what is seen as too much, and 
what is seen as too little. Passionate 
comments left by young females 
relating to criticism demonstrates 
the times criticism has been sending 
conflicting messages, which leads to 
internal distress. It can be difficult to 
look past these conflicting messages 
and realize the influence criticism over 
food choices can have. By receiving 
criticism in a joking sense, it appears 
to contradict and outweigh all the 
negative comments being made, but 
this does not erase the damage it does. 

The Perfect Jewish 
Vegetarian 
Something interesting to note is how 
keeping Kosher and being vegetarian 
intersect with criticism about food. 
Many young women and mothers 
commented that their family has 
judged or criticized their choice to be 

vegetarian or kosher. For vegetarians, 
they were strongly encouraged to eat 
more meat, a prominent food in many 
Jewish traditions. A young women 
shared, “I tend to eat in a vegetarian 
manner (I keep kosher and don’t often 
eat meat) and my parents encourage 
me to eat more meat.” For some 
young women, they commented that 
they felt that being vegetarian implied 
healthier eating habits, therefore 
they felt the need to eat vegetarian, 
“Many of my Jewish female family 
members including aunts, cousins, and 
half sisters are vegan or vegetarian 
and attempt to convince others to try 
this lifestyle as well. They often worry 
about what they eat in order to lose or 
maintain a certain weight.” Another 
young women shared that there was 
a clear relationship between being 
a vegetarian and struggling to make 
healthier choices, “I am a vegetarian so 
sometimes I end up eating very starchy 
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foods which I know are not very good 
for me. So I get anxious trying to not be 
miserable restricting myself to eat less 
or just going overboard on the carbs.” 

Not only did being vegetarian increase 
the levels of criticism, so did keeping 
kosher. Following the laws of Kashrut 
can look different for everyone. For 
some it means strict meat and dairy 
kitchen appliances and eating only 
Kosher meat, and for others it means 
refraining from pork and shellfish but 
eating non-Kosher meat outside the 
house. No single Kosher lifestyle looks 
the same; whatever keeping Kosher 
means to you, its effect on young 
women and their relationship to food is 
evident. One young girl commented “I 
don’t eat Kosher so I usually get told I 
need to.” For some, the idea of keeping 
kosher was being pushed onto them 
as an important aspect of Judaism. 
In comparison, a young women left a 
completely different comment, that she 
gets judged by her family for keeping 
kosher. These two opposite responses 
prove that the idea of keeping Kosher 
can represent vastly different things for 
Jewish people. Another girl observed 
a combination of these feelings saying, 
“I feel like I have always been conscious 
of the health value of the certified 
kosher foods that I was exposed to by 
my school growing up (I do not follow 
the rules as strictly) and how they 
seemed so sugar and fat loaded, and 
that seemed to go against the rules 
of kashrut, which I use as a guide to 
stay healthy. I also feel like the rituals 
surrounding food have always made 
me appreciate it...and be conscious 
about what I am putting in my body…” 
Whether you are vegetarian or keep 
Kosher, or don’t follow any of these 
eating styles, it is clear that these 
eating habits strongly impacted young 
women’s eating choices, highlighting an 
interesting aspect of criticism felt in the 
Jewish community. 

Jewish Holidays 
Jewish holidays are a time of 
celebration and joy. They are a time 
to come together with family, and 
remember our past. And what is a 
Jewish holiday without food? The 
intention of Jewish holidays was never 
meant to become a time of negative 
feelings, but a heavy reliance on food 
has created a commonly felt anxiety 
in the Jewish community. Messages 
being pushed onto young females that 
they should look a certain way (refer to 
body image analysis) directly contradict 
with the importance placed on eating 
Jewish food during the holidays. While 
holiday meals occurs every so often, 
a traditional Shabbat dinner happens 
every Friday. Shabbat can be compared 
to a mini-Thanksgiving, with large 
quantities of food being served and 
eaten every Friday, and anxiety can be 
felt at weekly feasts of food with family 
and friends. One young woman shared, 
“I feel anxious knowing that over the 
holiday I will probably be eating a lot of 
food that can be very unhealthy. The 
idea that there will be so much food and 
feeling as though there is a pressure to 
eat a lot so that my family can tell that 
I am enjoying the food but at the same 

time not eating too much because of 
that small voice in the back of my head 
worrying about my body image/weight.” 

Conflicting messages about the 
importance of enjoying Jewish meals, 
while being conscious of food and 
body shape leaves teens with the 
feelings of guilt and anxiety. Several 
other comments were shared by young 
women discussing their relationship to 
Jewish food. “Since so many of Jewish 
cultural practices are passed down 
through food, it’s hard to NOT feel guilty 
while participating in holiday feasts 
especially because of the types of food 
commonly eaten (challah, matzah balls, 
keugle, lots of carb based foods).” 

“I always feel that I’m obligated to eat 
a lot at the Jewish holiday meals that 
my family celebrates with family. In my 
household, it’s usually assumed that if 
you don’t eat something, it’s because 
you don’t like it, not because you’re full.” 

While the meaning of the holiday may 
not be centered around eating, an 
emphasis on food weighs heavily, “I’m 
anxious during the breakfast for Yom 
Kippur that I will overeat because I’ve 
been hungry all day. When we sit down 
for Passover, the whole experience 
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Compared to other things you might worry about in your life, how 
important is your weight to you?

Young women Moms

15.05%

46%

37.63%

14.87%

40%

43.08%

2.05%
1.08%

It is the most important thing in my life

It is more important than most, but not all things in my life

It is a little more important

It is not important
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is based around food and it is all I 
think about throughout, sometimes 
unable to understand or focus on the 
seder.” Not only are young females 
experiencing anxiety during Jewish 
holidays and Shabbat, mothers shared 
similar experiences. One mother noted, 
“It is so easy to overeat during the 
Jewish holidays and it can be hard 
to control your portions and choices. 
Also, there are a lot of communal 
meals during holidays and it may feel 
like others are watching your food 
choices.” For this mom and others, 
feelings of judgement and guilt are 
present during the holidays. Another 
mother opened up and shared the 
feeling to restrict food in preparation 
for big Holidays meals “...On Shabbat, 
taking extra dessert or challah for my 
“n’shama y’teirah” (extra soul that 
one receives) — Friday night is a meal 
where I do splurge and eat challah 
with abandon. I try to limit bread the 
rest of the week.” Preoccupation with 
food rather than the Holiday deducts 
from meaningfulness for many Jewish 
women.  

It is also worthwhile to note the 
discrepancy between females and 
males. When both mothers and 
young women were asked to share 
their personal experiences around 
holidays, anxiety clearly resonated. 
Yet this was not the case for fathers 
and young men. Only 5% of young 
men and only 4% of fathers noticed 
criticism around holiday times. This 
shows that anxiety surrounding food 
during Jewish holidays is mainly felt 
among females rather than males. 
Another factor that may contribute 
to why females are experiencing 
significantly more criticism than men, 
relates to who typically makes the 
food during holidays. 70% of young 
females said their mother makes the 
holiday meal, directly correlating to 
the 83% of mothers who said they 
were the ones cooking. 70% of young 

men chose their mothers and 76% of 
fathers said that their spouses are the 
ones preparing Holiday meals. Being 
surrounded by the cooking of holiday 
meals and having to eat the food 
creates a stronger relationship with 
food, which can explain why females 
personally experience more anxiety 
around it. The relationship females hold 
with food is extremely complex and the 
Jewish holidays send many messages 
to females about how they should look, 
what they should be eating, and how 
they should be feeling. Holidays add 
another level of complexity to females 
relationship with food; however your 
feelings are towards the holidays, 
it is important to work towards 
disconnecting yourself from the ever 
so prominent messages being sent at a 
time of joy and tradition.

Gender Roles
Just like nearly every other area of 
society, strict gender roles are an 
intrinsic aspect of Jewish spaces. These 
gender roles are only accentuated in 
Jewish food spaces. In our data, we 
have observed that women tend to 
take on positions in the private sphere, 
or the home, whether it is cooking or 
cleaning. When asked, 83% of moms 
responded by saying that they are 
the ones who have to prepare holiday 
meals. When those women aren’t 
preparing the meal, 44% named other 
female family members as the primary 
preparer of holiday meals, whether it 
is a mother, grandmother, aunt, sister, 
or cousin. These statistics echo what 
we know about gender roles within the 
a family system. 29% of dads feel that 
they help with the meals, however, 
female participants name only 16% 
of their male spouses and partners or 
fathers to help with preparing these 
meals. The dynamic in the homes 
perpetuates the gender roles and then 
it is passed onto the next generation. 
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Refer to food as “bad” or refer  
to eating certain foods as “bad”  
(i.e. “I’m so bad, I had a cookie”)

Restrict their own food intake

Talk about their own weight 
loss diets

Control what kinds of food you 
or other family members eat

Complain about their weight or 
body shape

Attempt to convince you or 
other family members to try 
their own weight loss tips

Experience worry about their 
own weight or body shape

Shame you or other family 
members for their body shape 
or weight

82.80%

92.47%

79.57%

47.31%

34.41%

83.87%

49.46%

59.69%

32.98%

68.59%

79.06%

69.11%

63.35%
75.27%

21.99%

25.65%

Have you overheard or witnessed 
Jewish female family members 
saying or doing any of the 
following?

Young women Moms
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Body Shape/Size
Directly related to criticisms for food 
choices, young women often feel 
criticism regarding their weight, and 
it’s not always about being seen as 
“too heavy.” 11% of young women 
have been encouraged to gain weight. 
This encouragement may come in 
forms of comments such as people 
saying, “You need to put some meat 
on your bones.” On the opposite side 
of the spectrum, 30% of young women 
have been encouraged to lose weight 
by family members. This relates to 
messages where 14% of teenage girls 
have been told to go on a weight loss 
diet. Also, 45% of young women have 
been told to exercise more. All of these 
statistics mentioned are significantly 
lower for young men and substantially 
higher for mothers. Mothers and young 
women are both able to recall personal 
instances of these types of criticisms. 
One young women remembered 
an instance where she experienced 
criticism for both food choices and 
body shape/size simultaneously, “I 
had some ice cream and my brother 
was like and “that’s why you get fat.” 
Having a negative connotation for 
being plump, curvy, too skinny, or not 
exercising enough leads women to 
experience more criticisms. Another 
comment from a mother captures the 
pestering that many people experience, 
“Did you go to the gym today? Are you 
going tomorrow? Will you come with 
me to exercise? You need to exercise. 
That isn’t a good fit for you. It draws 
attention to your belly, etc.” Even if 
women frequently exercise, they are 
still not free from condemnation. 
One young women described her 
experience, “Even when I am exercising 
2-3 times a week or playing a sport 
2 hours everyday I still keep my body 
shape (pear) which is different from 
most girls on my team. This makes it 
very easy for my mom to point out. 
Even though she does not criticize 

my body shape she does criticize me 
having a stomach.” This comment is 
also indicative of how young women 
are so used to criticisms, they dismiss 
small comments. Being judged for 
having a stomach is a criticism related 
to body shape or size, and it should be 
recognized as such.

One interesting piece of data that 
might be indicative of a large cultural 
trend is based on the percentage of 
people who have been on a weight 
loss diet. 70% of young women report 
they have never been on a weight loss 
diet. However, by the time women 
are middle-aged adults, the number 
jumps down to 20%. During the period 
between teenage years and adulthood, 
more women will start to diet. There 

are varying motivations for going on 
a diet such as to eat in moderation, 
to improve health, or due to societal 
pressure to lose weight. Nevertheless, 
the group ranking weight with the 
highest importance was moms, then 
young women, and then young men. *

Females face more pressure from 
themselves and others to conform 
to society’s standards. Weight loss 
diets are often advertised to promote 
happiness, make you healthier, give 
you more energy, and flush toxins out 
of your body. It is typical for people, 
especially women, to desire happiness 
through a means that you alone can 
control. Going on a weight loss diet 
seems like the ultimate solution for 
women to improve their life. Instead, it 
is just another way to control women 

and keep current patriarchal systems 
of power in place, causing women to 
exercise more emotional/mental labor 
over their body sizes than anything else 
in their lives.

Another type of criticism young women 
receive for their body shape or weight 
pertain to clothing choices. 24% of 
young females claim they have been 
encouraged to not wear a certain outfit 
because of their shape, and a staggering 
46% of women have been encouraged 
to not wear a certain outfit because it’s 
too revealing. On the contrary, only 2% 
of young men have been encouraged 
to not wear a certain outfit because of 
their shape, and only 4% of young men 
have been encouraged to not wear a 
certain outfit because it’s too revealing. 

This paradox may be a result of society 
continuously sexualizing women’s bodies 
(see section on gender roles for more 
information). Women, especially Jewish 
women, are expected to always appear 
“modest.” These expectations may 
result in criticisms if others feel young 
women are not following the norms. 
Critiques over clothing choices have a 
direct impact on how young women feel. 
One teenage girl explained, “My mom 
says that things I wear that fit fine are 
too tight. She expects that everything 
I own is too small. She says that I only 
look good in black leggings. She always 
stares at me and it gives me anxiety. 
I hate how my mom makes me feel 
about myself.” In order to avoid these 
judgements, some young women take 
their own precautions. Another young 
women described, “I have learned to 

Part III: Our survey & analysis

of young women report they have 
never been on a weight loss diet. 

However, by the time women are middle-
aged adults, the number jumps down to 
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censor myself not to wear too revealing 
of clothing.” A different comment from 
a young women revealed, “They don’t 
necessarily criticize me but if my outfit 
is revealing they are just trying to help 
me out.” These comments indicate 
how teenage girls have internalized 
demeaning messages sent to them. 
Afraid of being called a whore, slut, or 
attention seeker, young women have 
learned that it is normal to compromise 
what they want to wear for a more 
“respectable” outfit. Young women are 
shamed for what they are wearing, and 
those messages may be taken personally.

Both young men and moms claim 
they do not receive criticisms for their 
body shape/size or weight. However, 
across the board, including young 
women, most people hold mothers 
largely responsible for criticisms. 
38% of young women, 20% of young 
men, and 39% of moms blame their 
own mothers or stepmothers for 
perpetuating negative messages about 
their body shape. Young women made 
comments such as, “My stepmom will 
often encourage me to go on a diet and 
make snide comments to my family if 
I say no. It makes me feel miserable.” 
Another young woman reports, “My 
mom constantly criticizes my diet and 
says I will get fat one day or develop 
diabetes. She thinks I’m destroying my 
body if I eat one KitKat. She doesn’t eat 
anything sweet so she doesn’t get that 
I’m addicted. It doesn’t show on me 
because I have a fast metabolism... it 
might show one day.” 

Multiple other comments from 
young women mention their mom 
perpetuating disapproval. When asked 
the question “How does your parenting 
style on this issue [ e.g., body image/
size, weight] compare to your own 
mother’s?,” most moms believe that 
their parenting styles are completely 
different from that of their own 
mothers. They try to promote a positive 
attitude, while also promoting healthy 

habits. Most of the comments by the 
mothers were along the lines of, “ [I] try 
to support more of a spectrum of body 
types, but also prioritize physical health 
and exercise.” Nevertheless, not all 
moms do that. One mother recognized 
that her and her mother’s parenting 
style were, “Sadly similar at times.” 
Also, one mother wrote, “I talk to my 
family a lot about healthy food choices, 
and the positive effects on their 
thinking, sports, health, etc. I never 
talk about weight, calories, body shape, 
or quantity of healthy foods. I like to 
think I haven’t been “critical,” but I 
suspect they experience me that way 
sometimes.” Many young women blame 
their mothers for criticizing their body 
image and food choices, yet mothers 
claim they say nothing negative. To 
account for these discrepancies, it 
is likely that mothers are trying to 
be helpful when they say certain 
comments, but those comments are 
received negatively by their daughters.

Only 22% of young Jewish females 
surveyed said they do not experience 
anxiety around food choices, body 
shape or size, or weight, meaning 78% 
of young Jewish women do experience 
anxieties. That number is significant, 
and points to a potential health concern 
in our communities. For the majority 
who feel anxiety, young women are 
most comfortable talking to their 
friends — whether they are Jewish or 
not. Comparatively, young men are not 
as comfortable talking to their friends 
regarding issues of anxiety surrounding 
food choices, body shape or size, or 
weight. Only about 19% of young men 
are comfortable talking to Jewish 
friends, and only 10% are comfortable 
talking to non-Jewish friends. 40% of 
young women are comfortable talking 
to non-Jewish friends, and 32% are 
comfortable talking to Jewish friends. 
Overall, young men (52%) claim they 
do not experience anxiety around the 
aforementioned subjects. However, 

Part III: Our survey & analysis

Going on a 
weight loss diet 
seems like the 
ultimate solution 
for women to 
improve their 
life. Instead, it 
is just another 
way to control 
women and 
keep current 
patriarchal 
systems of 
power in place, 
causing women 
to exercise more 
emotional/
mental labor 
over their body 
sizes than 
anything else in 
their lives.
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both young women and young men 
are about equally comfortable talking 
to their parents regarding anxiety over 
food choices or body image. 62% of 
moms claim their daughters have come 
to them with concern over her own body 
shape, body size, or relationship to food. 

Most concerns mothers have heard 
their daughters express is related to 
self-perception around body size and 
shape. One mother says her daughter 
has said, “She has told me she feels fat, 
despite the fact that she is in the 5th 
percentile for weight for her age.” Other 
comments echo that same statement, 
“I have a daughter that occasionally 
has expressed fear of getting fat. It is 
upsetting, because I do not want her 
to feel inhibited in her consumption of 
food.” Even if daughters have not come 
to them directly, moms have noticed 
their daughters expressing concern, 
“My daughters haven’t actually come to 
me with a big concern, but when we’re 
shopping, they will complain about their 
bodies in various ways at times — size 
of legs, their height, a big bottom, etc. 
But they have never approached me in 
a real serious way about dissatisfaction 
with their bodies.” The responses to 
the question we asked young people 
about who they felt most comfortable 
talking too in regards to anxiety around 
food choices and body shape tell us a 
portion of a story of who we feel most 
comfortable with. The connection 
between the mothers understanding 
and the young people’s experience 
shows that young people, young female-
identified people in particular, are still 
struggling with being open about their 
feelings and instead attempting to cover 
up their discomfort.  There also seems 
to be a notion of shame associated in 
young women being less open about 
their experiences with their moms, 
noticed by using negative self-talk 
as a way to cover up these difficult 
conversations.

Part III: Our survey & analysis

Conclusion 
Through this analysis, we have learned that social, community, and 
family pressures have an effect on young Jewish women. We want to 
take a moment to say, it is important for you, young women, to talk to 
others to relieve the anxiety you may feel regarding your food choices, 
body shape, body size, weight, or anything else you individually struggle 
with. You do not necessarily have to talk to your mother or a guardian if 
you experience anxiety around these subjects, but it is important to find 
someone trustworthy to talk to. 23% of young women have anxiety around 
these issues and do not talk to anyone about them! Even if you do not 
experience anxiety about your body shape/weight or food choices, young 
women deal with a lot in life. Whenever you are struggling, talking about 
what you are feeling can help to relieve stress and anxiety. Recognize that 
you are not alone, and your feelings matter! 

As our data, and a number of other sources have proved, the anxiety 
that occurs in Jewish food spaces is not a single situation; it occurs 
in every generation, in most, if not all, families, and far too often. We 
cannot remain complacent any longer. We must break the cycle of the 
intergenerational transmission of food and body anxiety and sexism in 
food spaces in order to better our Jewish community and society as a 
whole. In order to do so, we must educate ourselves and harness our 
strengths. Once we have the language and tools we need to describe 
our own experiences, it is vitally important to help our friends and 
female family members take seriously their own experiences, too. Use 
your knowledge to better your communities, friends, and family. Lastly, 
practice self care and self love. The best way to end this cycle is to 
respect yourself and know your own worth.

We cannot remain complacent any 
longer. We must break the cycle of the 
intergenerational transmission of food  
and body anxiety and sexism in food 

spaces in order to better our Jewish 
community and society as a whole.  
In order to do so, we must educate 

ourselves and harness  
our strengths.
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As a child, do you recall 
struggling with or being 
anxious about your own 
body shape, body size, or 
relationship to food? 
• I was frequently compared to other family 

members (cousins, siblings, etc) who 
“weighed less” than me and it caused me 
to start dieting in middle school.

• I started gaining weight in high school 
and sometimes eating compulsively and 
I recall feeling unhappy about my body 
in high school. In college I developed 
bulimia. 

• I thought my thighs were too wide and I 
felt I ate more than my peers. 

• Feeling self-conscious about my plump 
figure 

• I was a professional dancer! NUF said, 
I can remember using “sweet n low” 
as young as sixth grade because I was 
concerned about calories in sugar and 
worried about getting “fat” 

• I have been overweight my whole life. I 
recall being put on my first diet at age 
8. Food was something to be eaten in 
secret. 

• Having “Sephardic thighs” As Jews we 
show love through food. There can never 
be too much food when entertaining and 
it would be embarrassing to not have 
enough.   Thought I was fat. Looking 
back, I was not.

• I felt fat, especially as a teen. I don’t think 
I felt this way until early adolescence. 

• As a tween/teen I started to notice and 
feel “fat”. That’s what I said but probably 
it was just that I had a belly and many of 
my friends had flat stomachs.

•  ...but my sister had bulimia. 

• Social reminders were present that girls 
should “watch their figure”, talk about 
junk food making you fat (vs. being 
unhealthy).

• I was always overweight as a child, 
and this concern about my body was 
exacerbated when I went through puberty 
and developed sooner than most girls in 
my peer group.

• Always on a diet from young age; lots of 
conversation about FOOD As a teen, felt 
uncomfortable with ‘round’ figure 

• From 6-12th grades I struggled with body 
image issues and did all I could to keep 
my weight down. 

• Disordered eating and body image issues 
as teenager 

• I was a dancer, so I was pretty body 
conscious, but my mother also somehow 
instilled in me some anxiety around my 
weight

• Always wanted to be thinner. Saw 
myself as bigger than I was. Always felt 
imperfect and less than others. Had times 
of extreme calorie limit and exercise in 
college. Not anorexic but ever dissatisfied 
and using managing my body to control 
my feelings.

• From the time I began middle school, I felt 
uncomfortable and ashamed of my body.  

Have you ever felt criticized by 
someone in your family about 
your food choices? 
• This was when I was a teen. And they 

were right — I was starving myself to lose 
weight 

• My parents were always dieting and 
restricting their food intake, so while they 
didn’t criticize me in a direct way, there 
was a subtle pressure not to eat too much 
or highly caloric foods.

• ...as a child. As an adult, one of my 
daughters has asked me on a few 
occasions whether I needed to continue 
eating after I had said that I was full.

• When I’m dining with my mother. 

• They are trying to be supportive of a 
healthier me, but I don’t want to hear it at 
that moment. 

Anecdotal data from moms

It feels terrible to be 
told not to eat more by 
your mother. It seems 
like an indictment of 
your body and your 
choices.

I make statements 
about the food choices 
and limits of my 
children and I hate that  
I do it. 

I am on my daughter’s 
and son’s case too 
much. I know I am but 
can’t help it. I feel that 
I have it embedded in 
my head.

I find I criticize my 
daughter more than my 
sons on food choices, 
not about body shape 
or weight.
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• I don’t experience criticism anymore. The 
last time was immediately after having a 
baby. 

• Husband constantly saying that he just 
wants us to be healthy. 

• As a child, my mom would blow out her 
checks when she thought I was eating too 
much. A gesture that said “you are fat 
and/or that will make you fat if you keep 
eating it.”

• When I was young, it was nastier. My dad 
would call koshon (pig in French). Now 
it’s ‘do you really want to eat that” from 
my kids, or ‘you don’t need dessert’ or ‘I 
want you to be healthy again’ from my 
husband, when I’m about to indulge in 
sweets or startches.

• My spouse notices late night snacking 
and will sometimes comment that it is 
gross. 

• Are you sure you want to eat that? 

• Being told I should eat more or less. Or 
I’m too thin or should eat meat/chicken 
although I am pescetarian.

• My mom was always on my case about 
eating and now I’m overweight and I feel 
that I’m doing the same to my kids.

• My mother-in-law often asks me if I’m 
going to eat all that when my food comes. 
It’s usually a big salad.

• Made to feel that my food choices 
criticized or insulted them. Made to 
feel that I was impolite, rude. Made to 
feel that I don’t fit in. Having to explain/
defend over and over and over to the 
same person about the same choices. 
Having my logic/feelings dismissed. 

Have you ever criticized any 
of your family members about 
body shape, body weight, or 
food choices?
• Yes. I have criticized my daughter for 

eating habits that seem unhealthy. I have 
criticized my sister, mother and father for 
poor food choices.

• I have done that to my daughter. 

• Yes. When my kids were younger, I was 
very controlling about what they ate. Now 
I will often comment if I think they are not 
making wise choices for their meals or 
snacks.

• I would not call it criticism although I can 
imagine it feels critical when I preach 
about our family needing to eat healthier.

• Yes, 1 of my daughters eats a lot and a 
lot of carbs. I tell her often she needs to 
watch the amount she eats.

• In early 20’s, my younger sister 
developed eating disordered behavior, 
rarely ate, over exercised and lost an 
unhealthy amount of weight.

• I try not to. I did worry about one 
daughter who wanted to eat a vegan diet 
when she was going through puberty. I 
wouldn’t say that I criticized her, but I did 
make her talk with me about it.

• Yes, my husband, who is overweight. 

• Husband 

• Food choices, only if my daughter keeps 
telling me that she wants to look good for 
bikini season otherwise I don’t care.

• My daughter is very thin so I encourage 
her to take in as many calories as 
possible.

• Yes — my son makes poor food choices 
and is overweight for his age.

Has your daughter ever come 
to you with a concern about her 
own body weight, body shape, 
or food choices?
• She has expressed discontent with her 

body. 

• My daughter has been in treatment for an 
eating disorder. 

• My younger daughter has expressed 
concern about being too fleshy in her legs 
and stomach.

• “I’m getting fat.” 

• She does have distress about her shape. 
She often feels discouraged about her 
weight or proportions compared to 
others. She feels a little out of control 
with food when she is trying to make 
changes, asks for a dietician and diets to 
help her.

• She is the tallest kid in her grade, even 
taller than the boys! she is tall, and broad, 
but NOT fat, she perceives tall and broad 
as fat. It really hurts me that she feels 
this way.

• When my daughter was about 12 she was 
exactly average on the doctor’s growth 
charts but she was always saying that 
she felt fat. She would get so upset when 
getting weighed at the doctor however 
she was not at all overweight. As she has 
gotten older doesn’t seem as concerned, 
but not sure?

• She is overweight — at least 40 pounds — 
but hasn’t shared her concerns with me 
and I don’t want to bring it up.

• Both my daughters have expressed 
concern about being too fat. My oldest is 
currently diagnosed with restricting and 
she has lost several clothing sizes.

• She has told me she feels fat, despite the 
fact that she is in the 5th percentile for 
weight for her age. She has also told me 
that kids at school insult each other by 
calling each other fat.

• She is comfortable with her body, with 
its beauty, strength and ‘imperfections.’ 
She believes she is fine exactly how she 
is, whether it is 5 or 10 pounds heavier 
or lighter.

• She says she is too fat. 

• My daughter recently told me she wants 
to go “on a diet”. And that she “doesn’t 
like her legs.” 

• Teenager not happy with her figure. I’ve 
encouraged her to make healthy choices 
and exercise as stated above.

• She thinks she has a tummy. 

• Often complains about “being fat” and 
she’s a size 2. 

• I have a daughter that occasionally 
has expressed fear of getting fat. It is 
upsetting, because I do not want her to 
feel inhibited in her consumption of food. 
I do not see her limiting herself in her 
intake of what she likes to eat, in general, 
though she can be a particular eater.

• She was worried because a friend had 
started calling herself fat and had said 
that my daughter was lucky because she 
was skinny. 

How does your parenting style 
on this issue compare to your 
own mother’s?
• I am much more careful about what I say 

and try to say very little. 

Anecdotal data from moms
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• My own mother never encouraged me to 
become more physically active or made 
suggestions to guide me toward healthier 
food choices. I try to do both of these 
things with my kids.

• I try not to comment or assess but offer 
body image positivity. 

• I am way less judgmental. 

• My mom is beautiful and athletic, but 
she was always dieting and talking about 
weight when I was growing up. It was a 
way of bonding with other women too 
-- most of my mom’s friends were always 
dieting too and yo-yo’d quite a bit. I tend 
to downplay weight and to play up good 
nutrition, nourishing foods, and fitness. 
As mentioned, I try to not to make weight 
an issue in the household.

• Totally different. My mom was always 
concerned about what others, “boys” 
would like (i.e., get married) i don’t give 
a crap about that. I want my girls to feel 
good about who they are at any size, 
shape etc. It isn’t about someone else 
it’s about how you feel, physically and 
mental/emotionally!!!!

• My mother talked about dieting and 
how she was fat all the time. I want my 
children to have a different idea about 
eating healthy.

• I think I mention food choices more than 
my mom which doesn’t always feel good 
but I do worry about unhealthy eating 
choices.

• I believe that my parents’ focus on my 
size has led to real issues with food to this 
day.

• I tell them they look fantastic just have 
to be careful with food choices. I try not 
to be as opinionated as my own mother 
was/is towards me.

• My mother complained about and 
criticized her own body habits quite a 
bit. I do not discuss body habits with my 
children. I do encourage healthy eating 
choices and provide a varied diet.

• More engaged, too much maybe. 

• My mother was of the belief that you 
clean your plate. I have never forced that 
on my children. 

• I try never to talk about my own body 
disparagingly in front of her, and I try 
never to say “I’m on a diet” in front of her. 
I try never to say “that’s enough food” at 
mealtimes although I have probably done 
that occasionally. I do talk openly about 
the fact that body weight and ideas of 
beauty are a social construct.

• My mother was a healthy eater although 
she didn’t do a particularly good job of 
transferring her knowledge to me. She 
was definitely judgmental of certain 
things I/we ate, although truthfully not 
until I was older. She will say things like 
“you don’t want those chips” or things 
like that. Which will usually make me 
eat more! I think my approach is more 
conversational and educational, although 
I did learn a lot from my mom. Hopefully 
my style is feels less judgmental.

• I don’t pressure her to eat just a little bit 
more :) 

• Totally different. My mother only knew 
to talk about dieting, as was the societal 
norm. I am so glad we can talk about 
“health” today and be much more 
accepting of different body types.

• My own mother always told me to lose a 
few extra pounds. I would never tell my 
daughter that. 

• I do not criticize or complain. I will tell her 
when clothes are not flattering, but not 
due to weight. 

• My mom was regimented about her 
eating, still is, I’m less restrictive, I eat b/c 
I like too. I feel like she never has enjoyed 
food.

• I am probably more critical than my 
mother. My mother (now a 70 year old 
woman) has struggled with her weight my 
whole life. She is significantly overweight 
with little periods of fluctuation through 
the years. Because of her struggle, she 
made a conscious effort not to judge me 
for my eating habits or body image... her 
mother (my grandmother) did that to her.

• My mom was obsessed with her weight 
24/7. She had three wardrobes for her 
various sizes which were S/M/Obese. My 
mom has been on every diet known to 
the world in the last 50 years.

• I’m probably worse and meaner. I hate 
that I do it but I can’t help it. 

• I think I am more critical than she was. 
Trying to balance a son who needs to gain 
weight and a daughter who doesn’t and 
explaining why she can’t have what he is 
having is challenging.

• Similar. Positive and encouraging but my 
mother is more obsessed with not gaining 
weight and criticizing others for being 
overweight in her opinion.

• My mother struggled her entire life 
with food and weight and I have too. 
Thankfully, my daughter is a healthy 
weight and a mostly healthy eater. So we 
haven’t had to discuss weight issues or a 
healthy diet.

• No foods are taboo. I encourage them 
to eat balanced foods and when they’re 
hungry. If a food is off-limits, it will lead to 
sneaking and binging. 

Do you ever feel a sense of 
anxiety or preoccupation with 
food during any specific Jewish 
holiday? If so, which one(s), 
and can you tell us a little about 
that?
• Passover. The restrictions cause me 

anxiety and I feel guilt for “breaking” it. 
Also Yom Kippur — same thing — guilt if I 
don’t fast or fast long enough.

• Any holiday. 

• During holiday and Shabbat meals with 
extended family, it’s easy to revert to 
overeating. 

• I hate the restrictions and getting the 
house ready for Pesach. 

• I certainly don’t love not eating during 
Yom Kippur. I feel a little anticipatory 
anxiety a day or two before this holiday, 
which is often worse than the actual 
holiday.

• I love to cook for Shabbat and it is the 
focus of my week. 

• Not anxiety but more lack of self control. 

• Somewhat during Passover as I don’t 
wish to eat carbohydrates and much 
matzo. 

• Not really anymore. When I was a kid, I 
would worry about food on Passover — 
that I wouldn’t have anything to eat.

Anecdotal data from moms
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• Yes — Passover causes me stress because 
there are so many foods that people 
insist on having that I might not feel like 
preparing.

• Seriously? Um, EVERY holiday. 
Sometimes it’s really joyful, like making 
hamantaschen together, and sometimes 
it’s pretty stressful, like turning over our 
entire kitchen for passover and shopping 
and cooking non-stop, or hosting 5 nights 
of Sukkot.

• All of them! They are all about food. Even 
YK since all you do is think about break-
fast! 

• The holidays are all about food. The 
anxiety is more about preparing all the 
foods the right way and having more than 
enough food for everyone.

• Pesach—I don’t eat wheat so what to do 
about matzoh?  

Is there anything else you 
might like to tell us? Did 
anything else come up for you 
while you were taking this 
survey you want us to know?
• The Jewish culture seems to place an 

unusual amount of emphasis on food. 
Food is a wonderful part of our culture 
but also seems to have too much focus.

• My brother-in-law is black hat. I think 
if he took this survey he would answer 
quite differently than my husband and I. I 
kept thinking how differently their family 
thinks about food vs. ours.

• My current relationship with food is 
very complicated. I no longer enjoy 
preparing food on a daily basis and 
feel overwhelming by planning and 
shopping. Our family also has unique, 
and very different dietary needs due to 
health issues (e.g., low/no carbs, sensory 
issues with food, intolerance to certain 
nutrients). Finding foods to satisfy 
everyone is very difficult.

• When my mom feels overweight, she 
tends to point out overweight people and 
calls them fat. But only when she feels 
bad about herself. I recently noticed that I 
ask my daughter if clothes make me look 
fat. I’m trying to be aware of it and ask if 
my outfit looks good instead of asking if it 
looks bad.

• When I was in college, I went on 
Jenny Craig during the summer. I was 
“successful” because I lost weight (my 
parents were very complimentary, but 
my sister was very concerned because I 
was obsessed and bringing their crappy 
food out to restaurants with me- which 
is what they encourage but I can now 
see as super dysfunctional and yucky! 
The program did NOT teach how to make 
good choices and healthy habits and 
after I returned to school, I very quickly 
gained back all the weight I had lost and 
doubled it. While I wasn’t a great eater 
before then, I can now look back and see 
that period of time is when my eating 
because disordered. (I don’t consider 
myself to have an eating disorder but 
disordered eating.) My current situation 
of dietary restrictions for health reasons 
is perceived by some to be a continuation 
of that disordered eating. I also consider 
myself to be a recovered sugar addict.

• I remember when I was a teen, my 
Jewish friends and I (who were mostly 
slim at the time) would joke that we had 
Jewish bodies compared to our non-
Jewish friends. That meant that we had 
more shapely thighs and tushes (and 
sometimes breast) than our non-Jewish 
friends. We also joked how our moms or 
grandmas ‘shtupped’ (meaning: stuffed 
with food!) us, requiring us to make 
choices about which of it we would eat. 

• I feel badly about myself and I think I have 
now let that trickle down to my kids; I 
wish I could rewind the past 7 years and 
go back and do it all differently but it just 
sort of happened and I’m so aware of it.

• My mother has always made me feel 
badly about my weight. However, she is 
the one who will always bring junk food to 
my house.

• I try very hard not to ever comment on 
my daughters weight or shape or when 
she was younger ever mention my own 
diet or obsession with my weight.

• I have had this experience MANY times: 
older women and sometimes peers 
pushing me to eat more than them. It’s 
like they are trying to get me to fatten up. 
I often feel manipulated when I realize 
that I just got talked into eating a big 
dessert by someone who then doesn’t eat 
it herself. It’s a competitive thing, and I 
feel like they set me up to lose the “self-
control” competition.
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Passover. The 
restrictions cause 
me anxiety and I feel 
guilt for “breaking” 
it. Also Yom Kippur — 
same thing — guilt if I 
don’t fast or fast long 
enough.

My mother was of the 
belief that you clean 
your plate. I have never 
forced that on my 
children.

I find I criticize my 
daughter more than my 
sons on food choices, 
not about body shape 
or weight.

Sometimes I see 
her refusing needed 
nourishment 
occasionally because 
she thinks she’s eaten 
to much junk and 
doesn’t want more 
calories.
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Do you experience criticism 
from family members about 
your food choices? 
• My mom often criticizes me about what 

I eat/when/ the quantity. It is very hurtful.

• It happens less now because I moved to 
college but before I did it would be every 
few weeks.

• My mom constantly criticizes my diet 
and says I will get fat one day or develop 
diabetes. She thinks I’m destroying my 
body if I eat one KitKat. She doesn’t 
eat anything sweet so she doesn’t get 
that I’m addicted. It doesn’t show on me 
because I have a fast metabolism… it 
might show one day.

• My dad thinks that I should eat less.

• My papa is very critical on how much or 
how little I eat what I eat and if it looks 
like I’ve been gaining or losing weight 
recently and it makes me feel very 
uncomfortable and feel like i have to 
change my eating habits.

• Comments from my mother because 
of our genes (commonly Ashkenazi 
chubbyness/shortness?).

• I feel like any time I eat with female 
members of my family they criticize me 
for eating too much or too little and there 
is no safe balance where it’s okay to eat 
something.

• I have a history of binge eating and all 
throughout my life my mom has been 
critical of what I ate, now more than ever.

• It’s just if I get a lot of food because I’m so 
hungry.

• My mom barely gives me a lunch and I 
constantly have to ask my friends for 
food at lunch because I’m always hungry. 
I play a sport so I have training in the 
morning and I’m always extremely tired 
or unmotivated because of the lack of 
food. My mom says I don’t eat healthy 
when I do. I have a problem with fruits 
and vegetables and I’m trying to control it 
but she doesn’t care. My mom makes me 
feel disgusting and bad about myself.

• When I eat a lot during holidays they say 
I will get fat.

• They’ll eat horribly but if I don’t get a 
salad when we eat out they’ll give me a 
condescending comment.

• It’s a negative feeling where they tell me 
don’t eat this or else you will become fat, 
or this because its not organic.

• My Grandma talks about how she 
weighed only 90 pounds at her wedding 
and how I weigh twenty more at 15.

• It is not much- just a little, “You know, 
now that you are not running, you can’t 
eat as much as you used to!”

• I would get comments saying oh, you look 
skinnier today and you look good!!

• I have been critiqued about my food 
choices by mostly my dad for a really long 
time.

• My dad says that if i eat too much I’ll have 
a heart attack and he says that because 
he had one but i eat relatively healthy 
and never overeat.

• My mom told me it looked like I lost a bit 
of weight after i stopped eating a lot of 
sugar (does that count?).

• Subtle comments here and there. Nothing 
major, but still upsetting.

• My mom tells me not to over eat or I’ll 
get fat.

• A lot of times when going to eat 
something my mom will look at me and 
ask me if I really need to be eating that. 
Though she thinks she is just looking out 
for my health, it hurts. Also sometimes 
when I’m eating something, she puffs out 
her cheeks like I’m fat.

• My family members are very judgemental 
about body shapes and weight.

• They ask me if I’m sure I’m that hungry, if 
I’m sure I need that much.

• …My Abba didn’t care, my mom cared a 
lot. She would constantly comment on 
how I’m eating too much, and how my 
stomach sticks out when I wear clothing, 
etc, and she would never back down. 

• Basically, they tell me I need to eat 
healthier in order to stay small and 
skinny.
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My mom told me I need 
to dress more like a 
“model” and less like a 
boy, so she told me to 
start wearing crop tops 
only. 

Just tell me I’m too 
big to be wearing that 
outfit

 Sometimes, I don’t 
want to eat in front of 
them because I’ll get 
“the look.”

My papa constantly 
makes comments 
about what I eat how 
much or little i eat and 
like how my body looks.

I would get comments 
saying oh, you look 
skinnier today and you 
look good!!
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• Often, I overeat due to sadness and 
stress, but it doesn’t bother anyone that 
much.

• Constant comments about what I eat, 
how it’s unhealthy or contains a lot of 
carbs or fat, comments about I don’t 
deserve to be eating because I didn’t 
exercise, etc.

• I know I’m healthy and in good shape, 
but sometimes can be shamed for eating 
something bad, such as a cookie.

• My body shape is considered pear 
shaped. Which can get really big as my 
mom says. After being shamed for having 
a stomach my mother decided to have 
me track my food so that I could see how 
my diet affects how I look.

• My biological mother would encourage 
me to skip meals, and go to bed hungry. I 
was 11 when this started.

• I was poking my stomach and my dad said 
I was gaining weight. But my dad’s over 
weight as well.

• Said I was eating too much or that I’ve 
had enough of something.

• Sometimes my parents will ask if I know 
how many calories are in something and 
that’s a very triggering moment for me.

• Not necessarily criticized but shamed into 
eating less.

• It just feels like whenever I eat in front 
if family something on my plate is 
criticized. Too little salad, too many 
carbs, too little protein, there’s always a 
comment even when I don’t serve myself 
and it’s portioned out by another family 
member. I have struggles with my weight 
constantly having grown up in a family 
where my cousin was always very skinny 
and had a fast metabolism but I was on 
the fatter side.

• My aunt always tells me to eat more and 
gain weight because I’m “to skinny.”

• My sister has an eating disorder so there 
is less of this talk going on now/for the 
past several months.

• Even little comments fly around all the 
time, but when the holidays roll around 
I am made out to know that I should be 
exercising a lot to balance the food I will 
eat.

• Used to be almost every day and then 
not as often after i developed an eating 
disorder.

• Generally happens after I eat less at a 
meal and am told I’m too skinny.

• At age 15 I moved in with my sister, and 
I’m living in a more stable/ healthier 
environment. But anytime before 
that, living with my bio mom, it was an 
everyday occurrence.

• It just depends on how often I see my 
grandparents.

• He just tells me I need too lose weight, I 
know he’s joking but it bothers me.

• Sometimes my mom says I am too skinny. 

Do you experience criticism 
from family members about 
your body shape or weight?
• I had some ice cream and my brother was 

like and “that’s why you get fat.”

• My aunt tells me I’m too skinny every 
time she sees me.

• My mom says that things I wear that 
fit fine are too tight. She expects that 
everything I own is too small. She says 
that I only look good in black leggings. 
She always stares at me and it gives me 
anxiety. I hate how my mom makes me 
feel about myself.

• My stepmom will often encourage me to 
go on a diet and make snide comments 
to my family if I say no. It makes me feel 
miserable.

• They say I am “tubby.”

• They get upset when I don’t work out 
and comment that I’ve gained weight at 
college.

• They tell you go lose some weight, people 
don’t like fat people, get skinny although I 
am about the same size as the rest of the 
average people at school.

• I am constantly being told that I need to 
work out to live a healthy lifestyle. But 
when my weight comes up, my mom tells 
me that a lower number than I am at 
right now is what I should strive for.

• I am on weight watchers and it sometimes 
feels like my results are being judged.

• They ask how I’m so skinny but eat so 
badly.

• Nothing too critical — I’ve just been told 
not to wear revealing clothes because it 
doesn’t match my body shape.

• Being too revealing when I feel confident 
in what I wear.

• My mom thinks that I should only wear 
big shirts and sports bras because I’m a 
C cup and she thinks my classmates will 
stare at my chest.

• She thinks I’m not skinny enough for 
revealing clothes.

• Comments comparing me to my friends.

• I have a little space between my thighs 
and then they touch so it’s like a triangle 
and my mom once said a pair of shorts 
didn’t look good because my thigh space 
looked weird in them.

• It makes me feel embarrassed and 
ashamed of everything I do.

• Get told to lose weight a lot.

• Looking at old photos with the family, 
my sister said that I looked the same 2 
years ago and my dad commented, “but 
she was skinnier back then.” I also get 
comments about how my clothes fit, how 
I’ve gained weight or lost weight, etc.

• I was always told by my mother that if I 
wanted to be a model, I had to be thinner. 
Every day she told me how untoned my 
legs were, and that I looked flabby but 
skinny. I was scared to tell my mom that I 
gained weight, because I didn’t want her 
to be disappointed in me, so I weighed 
myself every single day to make sure I 
didn’t budge. When I got to 8th grade, my 
mom told me I need to dress more like a 
“model” and less like a boy, so she told 
me to start wearing crop tops only. Some 
days she would tell me that I would get 
fat in the future, and I would let my body 
go.

• My papa constantly makes comments 
about what I eat how much or little i eat 
and like how my body looks.

• Just telling me I’m fat.

• I’ve been overweight since I was little and 
have consistently been told to lose weight 
or exercise because I’ve gained weight 
or have been told that I look like I’ve lost 
weight and been praised for it even if it 
was in an unhealthy way.

Anecdotal data from young women



A study on food, Jewish women, and the bodies we inhabit28

Do you ever criticize your 
family members about their 
body shape, weight, or food 
choices?
• I do, but only jokingly. My father is trying 

(and succeeding) to lose weight, and I 
joke around with him. Often though, he 
starts these jokes.

• Yes, I criticize my mom for eating 
diet foods and my sister for eating 
unhealthily, even though I eat much 
worse.

• Sometimes, and I feel bad about doing it.

• No. My mom criticizes my dad a lot but 
instead of bringing him down about his 
food choices or lack of exercise, I try to 
encourage him by being kind and giving 
helpful comments for when he does.

• A few times I have said to my sister 
something like, “oh, you already had 
dinner, you don’t need a “second dinner”” 
but nothing super mean.

• I tell my brother to gain weight bc he’s in 
college and he lost like 25 pounds.

• Sometimes I will criticize my sister or 
friends if they don’t have a filling main 
course at meals.

• Yeah when my dad is pissing me off.

• I do unfortunately. I tell my sister not 
finish certain helpings, or that we are 
about to have dinner so she doesn’t need 
to be eating now.

• I tell my mom she is so skinny because 
she is.

• No. I try not to. Sometimes, I want to 
snap and say “if you’re eating that, why 
can’t I?” But they just find some snarky 
retort so that they always win.

• No, because I know how it feels.

• No, because I understand how those 
comments are hurtful. 

• I never have, if anything I tell my mom 
she needs to eat more because of how 
much she exercises and how little she 
eats.

• I sometimes point out my little sister’s 
belly, but only in a joking way. Our family 
doesn’t really criticize outright, but we all 
know where everyone stands.

• A few years ago my sister lost a ton of 
weight and I mentioned it more than I 
probably should’ve.

• My older sister who is very overweight. :(

• No I don’t because I know how it feels.

• I try not to. It really hurts to feel shamed 
publicly and especially by family who are 
supposed to love you no matter what. I 
do often think in my head that my mom 
should not criticize me when she has the 
same body type as me, but I never say it 
out loud.

• Yes. I told my older brother that he was 
fat, and that he was repulsive & I never 
wanted to be like him. That was a while 
ago though.

• No. My mom is often calling herself fat 
(she’s not at all) and I’m always trying to 
make her feel better.

• I comment on how my mom is skinny, but 
I don’t mean it as a criticism.

• No, I try to avoid talking about food and 
body weight with my family as much 
as possible because otherwise I seem 
hypocritical when I ask them to stop. 

Describe some of the ways 
in which you observe female 
family members engage with 
their body shape, weight, and 
food choices: 
• My mom might be trying to cut down 

on carbs and then we’ll go to dinner as 
a family and she’ll have something with 
carbs and be like “I was doing so well until 
this.”

• Many of my Jewish female family 
members including aunts, cousins, and 
half sisters are vegan or vegetarian and 
attempt to convince others to try this 
lifestyle as well. They often worry about 
what they eat in order to lose or maintain 
a certain weight.

• Food and body image are very talked 
about subjects in my family.

• I grew up going to a Jewish day school, 
so I heard kids talk about it every now 
and then.

• Some of my friends are worried about 
their weight and body shape and go on 
diets. some have convinced other friends 
to join them.

• My grandma has talked about my cousin 
having to lose weight.

• It seems like every Jewish holiday my 
aunts and older female cousins gather in 
the kitchen to talk about how to eat less 
and weight loss fads.

• Many older members of my family on 
both sides are critical.

• A lot of this was related to my sister’s 
eating disorder — some of it happened 
before, and a bit of it continues to happen 
behind closed doors.

• My mom and aunt share dieting tips. 
Sometimes they try to convince the other 
to go on a certain diet with them. I think 
it’s because it’s easier to accomplish your 
goals if someone else is doing it with you 
and not because they think the other 
needs to lose weight.

• These all mostly come from my mother.

• All of these are referring to my mom.

• I have a lot of family members that feel 
bad after they eat a lot of food or they 
feel like they made a mistake when they 
eat dessert even though they really 
wanted it. Then they talk about how they 
wish they were skinnier or that they need 
to be healthier.

• All of these apply to my Bubby, my 
grandma on my dads side of the family. 
She always was on my moms side when I 
was borderline overweight and constantly 
would say that I can’t eat this if I asked 
or I shouldn’t eat some amount of 
something, it didn’t matter whether we 
were with other family or not. 

• My bubbe has done the aforementioned 
things.

• There is always a new fad for dieting and 
my mother likes to rope us in to that.

• My mom is very critical of the whole 
family and always tells people what to eat 
based on her weight watchers diet which 
my grandparents and sister are also a 
part of.

• I feel like I’ve heard general concern 
about looking fat. I’ve also heard a 
lot about extra weight gain during 
pregnancy. 

Anecdotal data from young women
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Have you ever felt urged by 
men or boys, whether they 
are related to you or not, to 
maintain a certain body shape 
or weight?
• I feel the need to be skinny for boys. 

• My friends that are boys (not all but some) 
joke about how skinny I am all the time, 
and I am insecure about it.

• My father. 

• To keep my current body shape.

• I feel unattractive because I’m overweight.

• My dad comments on body shapes too 
much. 

• Some guys tell me to eat more soy to get 
bigger breasts. Its weird. 

• I want boys to like me so whenever i take 
selfies i suck in my stomach and once my 
boyfriend told me on our date to wear a 
sweatshirt because I was too fat for him.

• I feel as if I have to look a certain way 
to impress men based on the “idea of 
a perfect women” that the media has 
portrayed, and society has connected 
with.

• Nothing they directly said, but I get the 
vibe that boys are less attracted to me due 
to my body shape (I’m not overweight, but 
my body is weird and I have a lot of fat in 
my stomach and thighs).

• Many people comment on my boob size. It 
has unfortunately become a fairly regular 
thing. 

• I feel like there is a certain body image 
and that’s what everyone is supposed to 
look like and i sometimes struggle with it 
and like men and boys see it too which is 
the worst part.

• An ex-boyfriend used to try to have me 
gain weight even though I wanted to lose 
it. 

• Everyone always tells me that it is 
important to stay thin and in shape.

• Societally, we have so many things we’re 
supposed to look like (thigh gap, flat 
stomach, toned muscles, small waist, big 
hips) and many of these ideals are held 
up by worrying about a man’s perception 
of us (though a lot of these ideals are 
perpetuated by women as well). 

Do you ever feel a sense of 
anxiety or preoccupation with 
food during any specific Jewish 
holiday?
• I feel very anxious around sweet tables, 

especially at shivas or at Passover. 
Anywhere where there is a lot of food and 
desserts.

• Yes, like Yom Kippur when I fast and I eat 
a lot of food at sunset.

• During Yom Kippur I get anxious because I 
want to eat and drink enough beforehand 
to feel full, but I don’t want to look like I’m 
eating too much.

• Hannukah and Yom Kippur, it’s easy to 
overeat. 

• I’m a vegetarian so a lot of the times, I 
can’t eat certain foods. 

• I do because I always feel conscious about 
how much food I’m eating- especially at 
my grandmothers house because she 
makes comments.

• Hanukkah-everything’s cooked in oil. 

• Yes because every time my mom puts 
me and my younger cousin in charge of 
making desert which makes me upset 
because i can’t eat it without my dad 
getting mad.

• Yes, I always feel that I’m obligated to 
eat a lot at the Jewish holdiay meals that 
my family celebrates with family. In my 
household, it’s usually assumed that if 
you don’t eat something, it’s because you 
don’t like it, not because you’re full.

• At all Jewish holidays I try not to over-eat. 

• Yom Kippur because I feel pressured to 
not eat although it isn’t healthy for me.

• Breaking of the fast for Yom Kippur- that 
I’m going to eat too much/eat the wrong 
stuff. 

• I feel a little nervous because we always 
have a lot of food and it doesn’t feel good 
to stuff myself but the food is so good so I 
normally do.

• Passover! im always worried i wont have 
enough food with me and be hungry and 
not be able to eat so i carry around a ton 
of food.

• Yes-Chanukah and all of the sweets makes 
me anxious; Yom Kippur and fasting and 
modified diet of pesach.
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I feel guilty and 
embarrassed. 
Sometimes I go back 
to eat later and sneak 
food because I don’t 
want my mom to make 
a face or tell me to do 
something else.

I feel the need to be 
skinny for boys.

My mom has bad self-
image; causes her to 
under-eat.

An ex-boyfriend used 
to try to have me gain 
weight even though I 
wanted to lose it.

My grandparents have 
often said I need some 
“meat on my bones.”
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• If there’s a lot of meat, I feel like my 
grandparents want me to eat it, and my 
grandpa often tries to pressure me.

• I am a vegetarian so sometimes I end up 
eating very starchy foods which I know 
are not very good for me. So I get anxious 
trying to not be miserable restricting 
myself to eat less or just going overboard 
on the carbs.

• I’m anxious during the breakfast for 
Yom Kippur that I will overeat because 
I’ve been hungry all day. When we sit 
down for Passover, the whole meal is 
based around food and it is all I think 
about throughout, sometimes unable to 
understand or focus on the seder.

• I feel it with most holidays, but Yom 
Kippur in particular because after not 
eating all day you tend to want to eat a 
lot to break the fast which can lead to 
judgement or guilt.

• I feel anxious knowing that over the 
holiday i will probably be eating a lot of 
food that can be very unhealthy. The 
idea that there will be so much food and 
feeling as though there is a pressure to 
eat a lot so that my family can tell that 
i am enjoying the food but at the same 
time not eating too much because of 
that small voice in the back of my head 
worrying about my body image/weight.

• Passover flips me out when it’s during the 
school year because Matzah isn’t filling at 
all, so I feel like I never stop eating and I 
get a little ferclempt.

• I don’t eat meat, so sometimes it’s 
stressful for me to make sure I’ll being 
eating healthy during holiday meals, 
especially. Yes. Since so many of Jewish 
cultural practices are passed down 
through food, its hard to NOT feel guilty 
while participating in holiday feasts 
especially because of the types of food 
commonly eaten (challah, matzah balls, 
keugle, lots of carb based foods).

• Yes it’s usually based around calories 
especially around Passover when I’m told 
I eat too many carbs far too often.

Anything else you want us to 
know?
• My family is sort of sexist in different 

ways than this survey represents, 
especially my Orthodox grandpa who 
clearly favors my cousin because he is 
a boy. Like he cares way more about 
my cousin than me or my sister or my 
younger female cousin.

• I am in therapy for the topics talked about 
and it is very common for young teens to 
go through this. Thank you for making a 
survey about this!

• I think I have an eating disorder because I 
make myself throw up after every holiday 
meal. 

• I was treated in an eating disorder clinic 
at ages 11-12 due too dangerously low 
weight but no eating disorder; I had 
feeding therapy early in life as well.

• A lot of times family members make 
“positive” comments about how much 
weight my sister has lost, but in reality, 
it makes her feel bad when they make 
such a big deal of, “Julia lost soooo much 
weight.”

• I go through periods of restriction and 
binging. 

• I feel like gender roles are extremely 
prevalent in Jewish culture, and 
unfortunately, I see it in my family as well 
but I also went to a Jewish school and the 
male teachers and rabbis had extremely 
sexist attitudes and the female teachers 
assumed the roles women were supposed 
to play within Jewish culture.

• I think Jewish law body shames women, 
by telling us we need to cover up, we are 
hearing that our bodies are not good 
enough.

Food and body image 
are very talked about 
subjects in my family.

I am in therapy for the 
topics talked about 
and it is very common 
for young teens to go 
through this.

Something that I think 
parents need to realize 
is that restriction 
causes their kids to 
sneak food and eat 
unhealthily.

My grandma often 
says she was bad and 
then says she must 
only eat salad for the 
week. My aunt once 
cried because she felt 
like my cousin (her 
daughter) was ugly 
(due to her weight) and 
would not get a job or 
be loved.  
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Whereas Jewish women have a significantly higher chance 
of developing an eating disorder in their lifetime compared to 
other demographics, and;

Whereas many Jewish holidays revolve around food or lack 
of food such as Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashanah, and;

Whereas the ideal Jewish woman is often pictured as 
someone who can cook and remain in the kitchen while men 
do work and talmudic study, and;

Whereas Esheit Chaiel states that “[esheit chaiel] is robed in 
strength and dignity, and she smiles at the future.” 

Let it be resolved that clergy at Jewish institutions receive 
training on how to assist people with disordered eating habits 
or eating disorders, and;

Let it be further resolved that synagogues provide classes 
for Jewish adults about how to support Jewish teens in their 
community, and;

Let it be further resolved that synagogues and other youth 
serving institutions provide a safe and open space for Jewish 
young people to talk about issues they face regarding food, 
and;

Let it be further resolved that the autonomy of teenage 
girls is respected and that they are trusted and not controlled 
by others, and;

Let it be further resolved that when one makes comments 
about someone’s food choices or bodies they apologize and 
make a conscious effort to do better in the future for the 
benefit of themselves and others, and;

Let it be further resolved that when one hears someone 
making comments about someone’s food choices or bodies 
they should gently let the person know that what they said is 
not appropriate, including when something is said by a family 
member if it is safe to do so, and;

Let it be further resolved that nobody shall be judged if 
they remove themselves from a situation they view as toxic, 
and;

Let it be further resolved that if and when one reads the 
research we have conducted or other research about this 
topic, they take the research to heart and do not assume 
that the statistics do not apply to their communities or 
families, and;

Let it be further resolved that Jewish institutions and 
families teach young people how to conduct meaningful self-
care and support them in their endeavors regardless of their 
size or food choices.

Part IV: Takeaways

Let the concluding resolution be that young Jewish women matter and 
are integral parts of their community no matter what shape or size, and 
that young Jewish women are treated thusly.

Through our time as Research Training Interns we have explored how Judaism impacts the 
eating habits and perception with body image in Jewish communities. Our research is unique 
in that it is entirely youth led, designed, and written. In addition to conducting research, we as 
interns have determined that providing suggestions for Jewish organizations and institutions 
about how to communicate with and support their members is an imperative step in our 
research process.
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About our video project
While half the RTI’s and one of our facilitators were working 
on a research paper, the other half of RTI’s and our other 
facilitator have been working on a video that delves into 
people’s personal experiences and thoughts on disordered 
eating. Preparation for this video ranged from filling out time 
slots with interviewees, to coming in early and leaving late 
due to setting up for the video. Coming together to get this 
video made actually began with us splitting up to pick up 
our individual pieces of the process. Over a dozen people of 
all ages and genders volunteered to be interviewed for this 
video in which they shared with us their most vulnerable 
thoughts concerning their relationship to food, gender, 
their bodies, and Jewish culture. Collecting data through 
a survey was a key part of this process, but being able to 
hear personal stories and experiences from people face to 
face was another level of significance. It was completely and 
utterly breathtaking. 

Based off of age and gender, we had different questions 
prepared for different levels of intensity. We eased the 
interviewees into this with questions as simple as “name 
your favorite Jewish holiday,” and “latke or sufganiyot?,” 
and then we brought out more intense questions such as 
“how do you think social media impacts the way people view 
themselves?,” “what do you think is the most beautiful thing 
about yourself?,” and even “how do you think roles would 
change if you were the opposite gender?.” We felt questions 
like these allowed those being interviewed to think intuitively 
and deeply about how they honestly feel. These questions 
were also written to help people understand that disordered 
eating in the Jewish community is a real issue, and for them 
to become more aware of things they may or may not have 
noticed in their daily lives. 

The reason we decided to make a video is to be able to 
have something that is concise and to the point while also 
impactful, and that can be spread and shared all over the 
world with just the click of a button. Videos are such a 
powerful tool that make it easy to get views and facts across 
while all being on the digital database. We’re hoping our 
video will make an impact big enough to make it known that 
people are struggling with disordered eating, and the Jewish 
community in specific is the largest minority affected by this 
issue. Our video (What They Told Me: An RTI Film) can 
be found here.

Lastly, as a cohort, we want to personally thank all the 
families, parents, and teenagers that volunteered to be 
interviewed for this video. Your responses are all extremely 
valuable to us, and we are so grateful to you for sharing your 
voices with us! 

https://vimeo.com/273149189
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These articles provide further reading on 
many of the topics covered in this paper. 

Resources for parents on their daughters relationships 
with body image:

http://www.pamf.org/parenting-teens/emotions/self-
esteem&body-image/bimage-resources.html

This resource highlights specific parts of body image that 
teens focus on.

Resource for teens that is interesting for everyone

“Ascetic Aesthetics” chapter from the book “If All the 
Seas were Ink” by Ilana Kurshan.

This book reflects upon a Kurshan’s experience doing Daf 
Yomi, a practice when a person studies a page of the Torah 
every day until they finish it. Kurshan writes about her 
struggles with anorexia because she denied herself things 
to gain a certain aesthetic.

“Holy Eating” chapter from the book “If All the Seas were 
Ink” by Ilana Kurshan.

Kurshan, who is a vegetarian, discusses how she tries to 
model healthy, respectful, and mindful eating habits for 
her children.

“Oy, You Should Eat!” by Leslie Goldman article form the 
Huffington Post.

Goldman writes, “To be Jewish is to have an eating 
disorder [...] There is just the day-to-day stuff of living 
amongst Jews: Neuroticism. Pressure to succeed. 
Perfectionism. Hypochondria combined with a strong 
desire to either produce a doctor or marry a child off to 
one.”

Article of opinion on Jewish women and food/body 
image/achievement culture: 

“My Jewish Love/Hate Relationship With Food” by Emily 
Shire.

“Jewish Women & Food (Eat, Eat, Diet, Diet)” by Susan 
Josephs

“Starving for Passover” by Caroline Rothstein

“Walking into the New Year” by Caroline Rothstein

“Stop Telling your Daughter She Should Eat Less Cream 
Cheese” by Stephanie Goldfarb

Resources
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If you, or someone you 
know needs help, the list 
of Chicago-based and 
national resources are a 
great place to start:

Response Center: Located in 
Chicago, Response is specifically 
devoted to supporting 
adolescents (ages 12 through 
24) and their families in the 
Jewish and general community. 
We provide prevention, 
outreach, counseling and sexual 
health services in a teen-friendly 
environment that empowers 
youth to make healthy life 
choices.

No Shame on U: Dedicated 
to eliminating the stigma 
associated with mental health 
conditions and raising awareness 
in the Jewish community and 
beyond.

Crisis Text Line: Crisis Text Line 
is free, 24/7 support for those 
in crisis. Text 741741 from 
anywhere in the US to text with 
a trained Crisis Counselor. Just 
text 741741 for immediate help.

National Eating Disorders 
Association: The NEDA Helpline 
is available Monday-Thursday 
from 9AM to 9PM ET, and 
Friday from 9AM to 5PM ET. 
Contact the Helpline for support, 
resources and treatment options 
for yourself or a loved one.

Testimonials

RTI has positivity impacted my life in so 
many ways. I was exposed to so many 
different opinions and viewpoints that 
I would not have thought of. The skills I 
learned during our sessions will help me 
in college and in any future endeavor. This 
experience has opened my eyes to things I 
haven’t noticed, given me leadership skills, 
as well as breaking me out of my shell. Yes, 
we did have a lot of work to do, but it was 
always so inviting, inclusive, and fun. I would 
also like to thank Stephanie and Rebecca 
for being the best mentors, and for always 
being there for all of us in and outside RTI.

~ Sarah Gruettner

RTI is an extremely important environment 
to me: to say that it is empowering or 
educational would not be saying enough. 
Most notably, I feel what I got out of the 
program is verbal and emotional tools that 
are so handy in allowing me to advocate 
and communicate for myself about topics 
that I truly care about. Not only that, but 
the topics that we discuss are ones that can 
sometimes be so daunting that I lose the 
words to express myself, and RTI not only 
opened up discussion in a safe environment, 
but also taught me how to understand and 
use the most effective rhetoric/thought in 
approaching these very real issues. This 
combined with the obvious psychological 
benefit of gathering with a bunch of 
interesting and fun people and snacking 
while joking and learning created an 
amazing experience for me this year.

~ Thalia Myers-Cohen

RTI has been an incredible growing 
experience for me educationally and 
personally. Being able to learn and discuss 
the history of women rights as well as 
Jewish history in depth has broadened my 
knowledge and awareness on certain issues 
that are being faced today. Being able to 
hone in on my video skills to raise awareness 
on such an important yet undiscussed topic 
is something I find very special. I have RTI 
and only RTI to thank for making me into the 
current radical Jewish feminist I am! 

~ Lily Emalfarb

My experience in RTI has been very 
meaningful and helped me grow into a 
more observant and thoughtful person. 
Through RTI I feel equipped with language 
to describe my own experiences. RTI has 
taught me to examine society, challenge 
systems ad conduct feminist research. 

~ Mia Strubel-Iram

RTI has been such an incredible experience. 
I have grown in incredible ways due to this 
program. I have grown as a researcher and 
as a political activist, I have undergone 
immense spiritual and emotional growth, 
and perhaps most importantly, I have grown 
my circle of friends and resources. RTI has 
empowered me, inspired me and motivated 
me to continue fighting for causes I am 
passionate about.

~ Abby Tzinberg

My participation in RTI has meant a lot to 
me because it increased my understanding 
of the underlying power structures that 
shape our society. I enjoyed narrowing 
in on the power structure of disordered 
eating and examining its effects within 
our community. I also liked learning how 
to research at a graduate level and having 
complex discussions about the data.

~ Hannah Adams

RTI has been an amazing experience for 
me this year. I have learned research and 
analysis skills, and how to apply those 
to fight for social justice issues. RTI has 
allowed me to be challenged in ways such 
as spending the time to thoroughly analyze 
surveys and sources to draw conclusions. I 
am pleased to have had the opportunity to 
work with and learn from other incredible 
Jewish female teens to produce an 
incredible research paper.

~ Rebecca Lustig

RTI has completely changed the way I think 
of myself as an activist, feminist and as 
a person. RTI is the first feminist space I 
have ever been in which accepts my whole 
self. The political education RTI offers is 
completely unique and gave me the tools to 
speak up and create change. Because of RTI, 
I was able to speak to my school principal 
one-on-one about systemic rape culture in 
my high school.

~ Leah Seidman

The year for me has been filled with a crazy 
schedule and the typical junior year stress. 
However, the time I have spent in RTI has 
grounded me throughout the year and 
provided me the tools to manage the year. 
RTI has given me a support system of strong 
women who have taught me invaluable things.  
Between the political education, survey 
formulation, research analysis, and writing we 
did, I feel confident going forth in the world to 
make my communities more just.

~ Leah Hurwitz

RTI has taught me so much about Jewish 
culture and how that relates to food and 
body image. We have done such incredible 
research that has the potential to make a real 
difference. I have also loved the people that I 
have been able to meet through this program!

~ Adele Lowitz

I enjoyed the community-building aspect of the 
program along with the awareness I gained of 
issues that girls my age face. Taking a “deep 
dive” into a focused subject was not only 
educational but changed my view of young 
women and how they are seen by society. RTI 
will always stay with me.

~ Nicole Feitler

http://www.jcfs.org/response/about-us
http://www.noshameonu.org/
https://www.crisistextline.org/
The NEDA Helpline is available Monday-Thursday from 9AM to 9PM ET, and Friday from 9AM to 5PM ET. Contact the Helpline for support, resources and treatment options for yourself or a loved one.
The NEDA Helpline is available Monday-Thursday from 9AM to 9PM ET, and Friday from 9AM to 5PM ET. Contact the Helpline for support, resources and treatment options for yourself or a loved one.
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1. Doing something decently is 
better than not doing it at all. 
Often, in the achievement culture 
we live in, we strive for perfection, 
which is simply not attainable.  
It’s better to get stuff 
done than to stress 
yourself out in the 
hopes of reaching 
unlikely goals.

2. You are the best version of yourself. Because who else 
could be? You’re doing great! Give yourself unconditional 
love, whether you think you deserve it or not. 

3. This too shall pass.  
You WILL get through  
minor and major  
struggles. 

You’ve gotten this far.

4.What works for others will not 
necessarily work for you. And 
that’s OK! 

Everyone’s body is different, and 
everyone has experienced the 
world in the different way. Spend 
time self-reflecting to figure out 
how you can take the path that 
most directly matches your  
moral compass.

5. Make yourself small, 
manageable goals, 
and then 
hold yourself 
accountable.

6.Your first obligation is to 
yourself. Don’t feel pressured  
to live up to others’ 
expectations for you.  
Put yourself first. 

You’re worth it.

7. Remove clutter from your life. 
If possible, avoid interactions with 
people who are toxic. Keep quality 
friends who support you at your 
high and low points rather than a 
large quantity of friends. Remove 
unnecessary physical clutter from 
the spaces you inhabit. Refine your 
to-do list; instead 
of attempting many 
tasks in a day, focus 
on those that will 
have an important 
impact.

8.You are worth it. Your feelings 
are valid. Self-respect is crucial to 
self-care because it protects you 
from settling for less when you 
deserve the best.

9.Take care of yourself in a holistic 
manner. Enrich your mind by 
engaging intellectually challenging 
activities. Strengthen your body 
by eating well and 
exercising. Maintain 
a healthy work/life 
balance. 

Spend time with  
family, friends,  
and yourself.

10. Remain mindful. We often become so absorbed in 
social media and the small stuff that we forget to see 
the big picture. Find joy in every moment. Take time 
each day to enjoy the company of others or yourself 
without any screens. Be an active observer.

12. It’s ok to make mistakes. 
That’s what life is about. Take the 
time to learn from your mistakes 
and do better in the future. What 
determines success is not the 
error, but how you recover from it.

11. Be passionate,  
but also practical.

12 Commandments of Self-Love/Care
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