Wisdom Tales: Using Storytelling Traditions to Understand and Treat Eating Disorders
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Traditional folk tdes and multicultural myths can beused as powerful tod s in the treatment of eating di sorders because they are repostories of
ancient wisdom about the human condition and because they teach the Ianguage of synmbadlism, imegery, and metaphor. These wisdom tales
can hdp dients ganinsight into their disordered eating behavior and can fundion & effective catalyss for bringing ébout change in eding
patterns.

Through gtorytdling, clients can | earn the language of metaphor, which can help themintuit the existence of deeper meanings and truths.
Asthey beconme proficient with thislanguage, they arebetter ableto undersand how food can be asymbad for enotiond nouri shment, how

eating canbe an attermpt to feed i nner hungers, and how food regtridion can be an attenpt to deny these hungers.

Our ancestors
used
fraditional tales
as
vehicles for
fransmitting
ancient wisdom
accumulated
over
millennia to
inform,
instruct, and to

heal.
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Accessing the Truth Within

According to Marion Woodman, Jungian andyst
and author on addidions and eating disorders, the
healing power of metaphor lies in its ability to
provide us with imeges tha can transform
unonscious meterial into cnscious avareness. She
believes gorytdling and the use of metaphor have
more of an i mmediate impact than abgtract analyss
when working with eating disorders.“ Solong asit' s
theory, it'sremoved fromthe actual feeling...ifl put
it in a story formor use images, the mind may not
hear it, but the body responds. And if it's
reverberding in the body, sooner or laer it' s going
to ge through to consciousness.”

Our ancegors used traditional tdes as vehides for
transmitting ancient wisdom accurrulated over
millenniato inform instruct, and to hed. Myths, for
exanple, are stories that have sayed aivein human
imaginaion over long periods of time becausethere
is a ring of truth in them about shared humen
experience. Acoording to Joseph Campbdl, myths
guide us in the “ experience of bang alive” They
are told to enlighten us about our origins, our inner
realities, and what it means to be human.

Season for Growth

For example, the Greek myth about the mother
goddess of the harvest, Demeter, and her daughter,
Persephone, can be vauable in treating eding
disorders. In the tde, Persephone is kidngoped by
Hades and taken to the Underwor d to be his queen.
Demeter becomes so distraught over the loss of her
daughter tha the land becomes barren and no food
can behaveged. Zeus, king of the gods, eventually
agrees to help Demeter rescue her daughter,
cautioning her that Persephone can only retum if she
has not eaten anything in the Underworld. As it
tums out, Hades fed Persephonethree pomegranate
seeds and, dthough she could be reunited with her
mother, shewould haveto return to the Undewor d
three monthsof each year thereafter.

Gifs and women struggling with eating disorders
can often rel&e to Persephoné s experience.  They
know wha itis like to fee estranged from their
mothers (dther thdr biologica nothers or their
internd mothering capadties), to be ovetaken by
unoonscious forces that seem to cme out of
nowhere, andto have dak noods thathold them

hogage. The pivotd role food plays in this sory
can be eypecidly conpelling and poignant by
providing away to work with resistance tha may
be encountered when exploring eaing behavior. In
thergpy, discusson of the first quesion Demeter
asks her daughter when they are reunited (* Wha
did you eat?”) can help a client discover wha
underlies her own readions to that quegion and
explore issues around her own eding behavior. It
becomes obvious tha what appearsto be adnple
question can actualy be fraught with tremendous
meaning. Through this exploration, a client can
begin to examine the symbolic meaning of her
relaionship with food and find connedions
between eating behavior and her relaionships with
others.

Lesson Learned

Persephoné s journey to hdl and back can
provide a beacon of hope and underganding for a
client's persond journey into the darkness of an
eating disorder. By underganding her own tde of
separgion/individuation, identity formation, and
integration, she can see that her gory of innocence
log and wisdom gainal is not unlike that of a
goddess. By plumbing the depths of her dakest
enotions in the underworld of her unconscious, she
can gantheunderganding and skills necessary for
nourishing hersdf and for navigaing nore
confidently and safely through life.

The practice of psychathergpy, which actively
invites clients to tdl and reell thdr sories, to
recount tales of woe or success, and to replay the
mini drames of their lives, may be one of the few
places where gory telling and dory lisening
remain valued and utilized. The cliniciar s office
may provide a nodern context for integrating
current psychological theories with the wisdom of
our ancestors and for introducing traditiond
storytelling & a way of meking sense out of
patterns of behavior and enotions that gpear to
have no meaning.
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