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ABSTRACT 
Our current solutions to the obesity epidemic are only making individuals less 

healthy in their pursuit for thinness while creating an environment of prejudice towards 

fat individuals. In response, a group of fat individuals are banding together in informal, 

online communities, which they call “the Fatosphere,” rejecting the belief that they must 

lose weight to be healthy, a proposition that fails 95% of the time, and embracing ideas 

such as Health At Every Size, a non-weight-centric health approach with much better 

results than dieting. Using bell hooks’ ideology of domination as a theoretical basis, I 

examined these ideas through digital interviews of Fatosphere participants and a 

rhetorical analysis of Fatosphere blogs. In conclusion, I assert that fat individuals 

experience domination much as other oppressed groups with a significant exception: the 

belief that the majority of fat bodies can be permanently made thinner – a belief that has 

no scientific evidence backing it. This societal belief leads fat individuals to experience a 

particular bind – a Sisyphean bind – demanding that the individual succeed at a futile 

task, one that must be performed over and over again, before being considered worthy to 

receive what others are granted automatically.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Rhetoric, both visual and verbal, provides the essential vehicle through which 

individuals internalize and resist American cultural beliefs. These rhetorical dimensions 

of internalization and resistance are my focus in this project as I explore the language-

based processes by which fat individuals (those who are above what is considered 

“normal” weight in the dominant culture of the U.S.) internalize beliefs of inferiority, 

internally resist these beliefs of inferiority, and externally resist the dominant rhetoric that 

supports a belief of inferiority. The processes by which a fat individual internalizes 

negative views of fat and, in turn, resists negative views of fat are rooted in rhetoric. 

Specifically, I contend, internalization originates in the words and images fat individuals 

confront from childhood on. But because internalization is rhetorical, these individuals 

can use rhetoric to fight its effects.  

So how is this project rhetorical? Selzer (2003) said that no common definition of 

rhetoric exists. However, in the Western tradition of rhetoric, Aristotle’s definition of 

rhetoric as “the faculty of observing in any given case the available means of persuasion” 

is often treated as authoritative. Along these lines and considering that I examine medical 

rhetoric in this project, Segal (2005) offered a framework for the concept of medical 

rhetoric itself, suggesting that rhetorical study is essentially “the study of persuasion” and 

that “[p]ersuasion is a central element in many medical situations” (p. 1). Additionally, as 

rhetorical scholars, we often associate rhetoric “with the means of producing effective 

discursive acts” (Selzer, 2003, p. 280). Using a conglomeration of these ideas, for the 

purpose of this project, I will interpret rhetoric as persuasive discursive acts. As I show 
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throughout this work, fat prejudice is rooted in such persuasive discursive acts, as is 

resistance to such prejudice. 

The rhetoric of fat pervades our society, as evidenced by the popularity of the 

topic of obesity in the dominant culture of the U.S. today. This rhetoric comes from 

scientific texts based in empirical research conducted by experts and published in peer-

reviewed journals. But it also comes from pseudo-scientific texts that have no empirical 

backing yet bear the ethos of science because they are associated with or penned by an 

individual who is seen as an expert. Medical studies are often simplified and presented to 

the general population through the media – print and online newspapers and magazines – 

which changes the message to be “more human-oriented and better suited for increasing 

the narrative potential or emotionality of scientific news than for raising or adjudicating 

questions about its validity” (MacDonald, 2005, p. 292). By looking at these artifacts – 

including medical and pseudo-medical texts, scientific reporting in the media, and other 

similar texts – I examine the messages fat individuals receive, including the “subtexts that 

may not be readily apparent to the casual reader, listener, or viewer but nonetheless are 

part of the messages” (Lay, 2000, p. 7). I also look at the messages fat individuals receive 

from family, friends, health-care providers, society as a whole, and even strangers. By 

understanding these messages, I seek to understand how fat prejudice works. I then 

examine the way fat individuals resist such rhetoric and solutions for fat prejudice itself. 

In order to examine these messages within a theoretical framework that addresses 

prejudice, I will be using bell hooks’ ideology of domination, as explained in the next 

section. 
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HOOKS’ IDEOLOGY OF DOMINATION 

The theoretical framework for my project derives primarily from the works of bell 

hooks. hooks (1989) proposed a philosophy, in relation to such social constructs as 

sexism and racism, to explain a social dynamic of prejudice and domination within 

American society — specifically that our culture includes those who are considered 

privileged and acceptable while others are considered substandard or second-rate, with 

the privileged dominating the others. Foss, Foss and Trap (2002) called this concept 

hooks’ “ideology of domination” (2000a, p. 26). In this ideology, hooks (1995) 

contended that the oppressed, the dominated, “internalize and enforce the values” of the 

dominant regime, helping to perpetuate the prevailing dynamic. hooks (1989) noted that 

the dominated “can and do participate in politics of domination, as perpetrators as well as 

victims – that we dominate, that we are dominated” (p. 20). Though primarily a Western 

phenomenon (hooks, 1984), she asserted that our society, possibly even the world, is 

governed by this ideology of domination: 

We live in a world in crisis – a world governed by politics of domination, one in 
which the belief in a notion of superior and inferior, and its concomitant ideology 
– that the superior should rule over the inferior – effects the lives of all people 
everywhere… (hooks, 1989, p. 19) 

hooks offered a solution to this dynamic of domination, what she calls “love.” This is not 

the sentimental feeling we usually associate with the term, but rather a force that fights 

against dehumanization (Foss, Foss, & Trapp, 2002). hooks (1989) claimed that “to be 

either dominated or dominating is a point of connection, of commonality” providing a 
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common ground for ending domination (p. 20). Such dynamics of domination should be 

completely eradicated, in hooks view: 

Therefore, it is necessarily a struggle to eradicate the ideology of domination that 
permeates Western culture on various levels, as well as a commitment to 
reorganizing society so that the self-development of people can take precedence 
over imperialism, economic expansion, and material desires. (hooks, 2000a, p. 26) 

Colonization is a word hooks often uses to explain this idea of domination. When an 

oppressed individual comes to believe that they are bad for having the qualities that make 

them oppressed, their mind becomes colonized (hooks, 1995). To resist the internal 

messages of inferiority, oppressed individuals must decolonize their minds (hooks, 1995).  

In this research project, I contend that we can find this same dynamic, this 

ideology of domination, being played out currently in the American society surrounding 

fat. For that reason, I apply hooks’ concepts to the rhetoric of fat and those who are 

resisting it. Seen as inferior, fat individuals internalize this belief of their own inferiority. 

As a result, the entire dynamic that continues to perpetuate racism and sexism is again 

being played out, now with the added element of medical and societal rhetorics 

perpetuating the notion that fat individuals can change their status by losing weight. 

These fat individuals attempt to eradicate their fat, trying to be more like the apparently 

superior slim individuals.  

Using hooks’ ideology of domination to examine fat prejudice is an appropriate 

use of this concept because hooks (2000b) believes that any and all forms of domination 

are a problem and should be eradicated. As she noted when referring to race, class and 

gender oppression: 
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 the ideological ground that they share, which is a belief in domination, and a 
belief in the notions of superior and inferior, which are components of all of those 
systems. For me it's like a house, they share the foundation, but the foundation is 
the ideological beliefs around which notions of domination are constructed. 
(hooks, 1989, p. 175) 

To overcome this domination, those in the margin must be “understood, addressed, and 

incorporated" (hooks, 2000a, p. 163). Feminism, hooks (1981) argued, means eradicating 

this ideology of domination “so that the self-development of people can take precedence 

over imperialism, economic expansion, and material desires” (p. 194-195). This 

connection to feminist theory helps us understand how my project situates within 

technical communication, as well, as I will explain in the next section.  

For hooks’ ideology to be relevant in this work, it is important to understand how 

this concept is rhetorical. hooks (1989) herself argues that language plays an important 

part in both the process of internalization and in resisting the dominant rhetoric:  

We are rooted in language, wedded, have our being in words. Language is also a 
place of struggle. The oppressed struggle in language to recover ourselves – to 
rewrite, to reconcile, to renew. Our words are not without meaning. They are an 
action – a resistance. Language is also a place of struggle.  

Dare I speak to oppressed and oppressor in the same voice? Dare I speak to you in 
a language that will take us away from the boundaries of domination, a language 
that will not fence you in, bind you, or hold you. Language is also a place of 
struggle. The oppressed struggle in language to read ourselves – to reunite, to 
reconcile, to renew. Our words are not without meaning. They are an action – a 
resistance. Language is also a place of struggle. (p. 28) 

Persuasive language and other forms of rhetoric reinforce the dominant values (hooks, 

2003), leading the oppressed individual to internalize the belief in their own inferiority. 

However, language, especially persuasive language, can also be a source of resisting the 
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dominant rhetoric, whether it be finding a voice of freedom or finding a shared language 

with other oppressed individuals (hooks, 1989). hooks’ ideology of domination is 

embedded in ideas surrounding discourse and language, especially in relation to 

persuasion. Such situating of this concept makes it a rhetorical idea. 

I will also be grounding this work in theoretical concepts such as Foucault’s bio-

power and Burke’s identification to see where hooks’ theories may increase our current 

understanding of the part rhetoric plays in domination and resistance. Understanding this 

dynamic through hooks’ ideology of domination contributes to technical communication 

scholars’ current conversations on the rhetorical power of scientific and medical 

information and the rhetorical mechanisms through which individuals can negotiate with 

and resist such power. 

FITTING INTO TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION 

What does this study have to do with technical communication? Little, if we use a 

traditional definition of technical communication, a definition that usually has some 

connection to technology and workplace writing (Durack, 2004 p. 36). However, if we 

use the broader definitions that are emerging in recent technical communication 

scholarship, the connection becomes very evident. For instance, Salvo (2006) defined 

technical communication as “the communication that accompanies the invention, design, 

arrangement, and deployment of technology in culture” (p. 223). Defining such a broad 

field can be challenging, but Gurak and Lay (2002) remind us to look at the 

commonalities in our field: “an interest in the relationship between applied areas – in 

particular, sciences and technologies – and the ways in which language is used to convey, 
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construct, and communicate these areas” (p. vii). Longo (2006) asserted that technical 

communication is “the mechanism that controls scientific systems, thereby organizing the 

operations of modern institutions and the people within them” (p. 112). When 

considering more traditional workplace technical communication, my work explores 

medical rhetoric, an area that has been associated with technical communication for at 

least the last decade. Another area of interest to traditional technical communicators, this 

project is situated in a digital environment. My work also belongs to less traditional 

philosophies within technical communication: both cultural studies and feminist theories. 

Additionally, this project brings to light an area of technical communication that is 

currently increasing in occurrence: technical communication for the individual, an idea I 

will expand upon later in this chapter. I believe this work easily fits into the realms of 

technical communication for a number of reasons, reasons that range from the traditional 

way we view technical communication to ideas that push the envelope for what we 

consider relevant to our field.  

To begin, this project considers the part that medical rhetoric plays in the 

legitimizing of fat prejudice. These rhetorics include both pseudo-medical rhetoric, 

rhetoric that includes instruction manuals such as diet books, and true medical rhetoric, 

such as medical studies. Considering that both Technical Communication Quarterly and 

the Journal of Business and Technical Communication have published special issues on 

medical rhetoric (Heifferon & Brown, 2000; Barton, 2005; Koerber & Still, 2008), 

medical rhetoric appears to be an appropriate area of research for a technical 

communicator. “Language events within the medical professions,” said Heifferon and 
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Brown (2000), “are often literally life and death rhetorical situations that create an even 

greater need to bring the power of in situ language study to bear.” I believe that this 

project fits squarely into the area of medical rhetoric, a legitimate subfield within 

technical communication. 

The bulk of the research for this project happened in a digital environment, 

another area traditionally studied by technical communicators. From the time that 

computers became so much a part of our daily life (Bernhardt, 1993), through the advent 

of the World Wide Web (Gurak, 1997a, 1997b), to the current popularity of Web 2.0 

(Diehl, Grabill, Hart-Davidson, & Iyer, 2008), technical communication scholars have 

been fascinated with how we communicate using computer-based technology. Zappen 

(2005) explained that this combining of rhetoric and a digital environment creates a 

dichotomy: 

The concept of a digital rhetoric is at once exciting and troublesome. It is exciting 
because it holds promise of opening new vistas of opportunity for rhetorical 
studies and troublesome because it reveals the difficulties and the challenges of 
adapting a rhetorical tradition more than 2,000 years old to the conditions and 
constraints of the new digital media. (p. 319) 

Warnick (2005) argued that rhetoricians must be aware of how both visual and verbal 

aspects of online texts are different from print text and be aware of how online 

communication continues to change. Considering such change, Web 2.0, the explosion of 

social networking on the Web, is altering our concept of what technical communication 

is, as well as who are technical communicators. Durack (2004) argued that the field of 

technical communication should expand our definition of such communication beyond 

the workplace. Expanding upon Durack’s ideas in a recent article, Mackiewicz (2010) 
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argued that online product reviews are technical communication as well and that online 

product reviewers act as technical communicators. In much the same vein, Selber (2010) 

asserted that Web 2.0 combined with sociotechnical dynamics “resituate the genres of 

technical communication in new and unusual ways” (p. 96). In this project, I examine 

how individuals in an online environment negotiate a complicated and intricate 

relationship with medical rhetoric: critiquing, reframing and expanding upon ideas such 

as health and then disseminating this knowledge into the Web world. Because this 

research examines such rhetorical practices, I expand upon the concept of what counts as 

technical communication in the age of social networking.  

Additionally, the basis of this project lies in the theories and perspectives of 

cultural studies and feminist theory within technical communication, theories and 

perspectives that strongly influenced the research methodology itself. To start with, my 

work falls securely into the realm of cultural studies. Looking at cultural studies more 

closely, we must first understand that this is an area of technical communication not 

clearly defined, primarily because of its diversity (Grabill, 2006). Thralls and Blyler 

(2002) noted the danger of characterizing “cultural studies as a clearly demarcated 

orientation for research” (p. 187). They noted that there is little consensus regarding the 

approach, but that it is rather a “plurality of positions.” However, cultural studies may be 

seen as a branch of technical communication that focuses on “the critical study of the 

cultural conditions, relations, circulation, and effects of power-laden practices—in this 

case technical communication—that are socio-historically situated and that are involved 

in the shaping of subjects” (Scott & Longo, 2004, p. 1). Additionally, Scott, Longo and 
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Wills (2006) explained that cultural studies deals with technical communication’s role in 

“hegemonic power relations” (p. 1). Since I scrutinize prejudice backed by the powerful 

medical-industrial complex, I am definitely examining hegemonic power relations while 

critically studying power-laden practices. Finally, Koerber (2006) pointed out that 

technical communication research utilizing cultural studies stands apart from other 

projects within cultural studies because technical communication scholars have “an 

awareness of the capacity for rhetorical agency, resistance, and change” (p. 87).  

Although we cannot define this area exactly, Thralls and Blyer (2002) noted that 

cultural studies researchers do have some common characteristics. The first of these 

characteristics is a concern “with agency and social action: how people can intervene to 

change social and discursive practices” (p. 186). My work does this by considering the 

ways in which fat individuals negotiate life in American society, which research suggests 

is a society rife with fat prejudice (Puhl, Andreyeva, & Brownell, 2008). The second 

characteristic is that cultural studies researchers analyze “discourses and practices in 

order to account for the processes whereby meanings and values are socially produced, 

represented, and circulated” (p. 186). This characteristic is revealed in this project when I 

examine the process of prejudice, how it has come about, and what it takes to change it. 

Third, cultural studies researchers “examine practices in their contingent relationships to 

other practices, reconstructing connections across practices, including the relations of 

terms, texts, and practices to a wider network of historical institutions, discourses, and 

social structures” (Thralls & Blyler, p. 186). I address this within this project by 

examining the role medical rhetoric plays to the social dynamic of fat prejudice. Finally, 
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cultural studies researchers “focus on the relationships between the knowledge a society 

produces and the material conditions and ideological structures through which that 

knowledge is produced” (Thralls & Blyler, p. 187). This attribute appears throughout my 

work whenever considering the medical rhetoric surrounding the obesity epidemic. 

Looking at the characteristics of cultural studies, as defined by Thralls and Blyler, we see 

that my work falls within this area’s parameters. 

My research project is advocative in nature, another reason it belongs within 

cultural studies. Blyler (1998) argued for research that is emancipatory, that is deeply 

concerned about issues of ideology and power. Examining the dominant rhetoric of fat 

and reactions to it is an ideal location for emancipatory research as well as research on 

ideology and power. Koerber (2006) asserted that this type of research, research which 

examines rhetorical agency and resistance, is vital to the awareness of how technical 

communication research can differ from other fields. In the same piece, Koerber 

emphasized: 

Such research is important because the outcomes of resistance are always 
possibilities, not guarantees; just as sense can be disrupted through individual acts 
of resistance, it can be put back into place through new forms of disciplinary 
rhetoric that aim to further restrict what is possible and permissible. (p. 100) 

This “re-examining the links between technical communication and traditional sources of 

power and legitimacy” is apt work by technical communication scholars (Blyler, 2004, p. 

144), work that I am doing when considering the power dynamics of fat individuals in 

relation to the medical-industrial complex. We can also develop an even stronger 

understanding of the dynamics of oppression and domination, making us more cognizant 
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of such dynamics. Grabill (2006) supported such activities when he claimed that 

technical communication researchers should “be more openly critical of unjust 

conditions” allowing for “both deeper understandings of the relationships between 

cultural and technical practices and the ability to help intervene when possible” (p. 151). 

Scott, Longo and Wills (2006) stressed that “the most important function of cultural 

studies is to translate critique into ethical civic action” (p. 15), a situation I examine when 

considering solutions to fat prejudice. 

Through examining these fat individuals’ experiences through hooks’ view, we 

can see the different rhetorical acts that individuals execute in order to negotiate 

resistance to dominant institutions such as the medical field. Again, this research goal has 

been supported by Blyler (2004), who noted that rather than connections to traditional 

sources of power, critical interpretive research should connect “to grassroots movements 

for empowerment” (p. 160). Considering that the Fat Acceptance Movement is a 

grassroots movement, this project is all about empowering such movements. Along those 

lines, Herndl and Nahrwold (2000) argued for research that is committed to social action. 

Longo did warn, however, that “Adopting a cultural studies approach leaves a researcher 

open to criticism that the results of this type of speculative research are not objective and, 

therefore, are not valid.” She went on to explain that this potential problem can be offset 

by “[c]hoosing a coherent theoretical framework for a cultural study” (Longo, 2006, p. 

120-121). I followed this advice by choosing hooks’ ideology of domination as the 

theoretical framework of this project. hooks (1990) argued that cultural studies is an ideal 

environment for controversial subjects, “making a space for forms of intellectual 
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discourse to emerge that have not been traditionally welcomed in the academy” (p. 125). 

We can see that the research I embarked upon fits closely with the goals promoted in 

previous works by authors looking at cultural studies within technical communication. 

My project also falls into the realm of technical communication research informed 

by feminist theory. Though a wide and varied area that is hard to define, Lay (1991) 

provided common characteristics of feminist research within technical communication: 

1) Celebration of difference 
2) Theory activating social change 
3) Acknowledgement of scholar’s backgrounds and values 
4) Inclusion of women’s experiences 
5) Study of gaps and silences in traditional scholarship 
6) New sources of knowledge – perhaps a benefit of the five characteristics 

above. (p. 350) 

This project touches on all of these characteristics. The very nature of this research 

project celebrates the difference in bodies and contains a desire for social and political 

change in the way we view fat bodies. Fat studies’ authors often speak from their own 

experience. For example, Campos (2006) acknowledged his own experience with fat and 

examined how that may affect his viewpoint (p. 238-245). Though fat is not only a 

women’s issue, it does have significant gender dimensions. My project contains a strong 

inclusion of women’s experience because a considerable majority of the participants are 

female as the Fatosphere is primarily occupied by women, not surprising since research 

has suggested that women are affected by fat discrimination significantly more than men 

(Puhl et al., 2008). The Fatosphere bloggers are also primarily women, with a few notable 

exceptions such as Paul at Big Fat Blog and Red No. 3. My study also addresses gaps in 

traditional scholarship. Though examinations of fat are not completely new, given that 
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Orbach’s work was published in 1978, many areas where fat and the experience of fat 

individuals would prove to be relevant have not even been considered. In particular, no 

scholar in technical communication has published works on the fat individual’s 

experience. Given that hooks is a noted feminist theorist (Kirk & Okazawa-Rey, 2007) 

and that I can base much of my work in her theories, these ideas strengthen this study’s 

connection to feminist studies.  

Looking beyond technical communication to feminist theory more generally, 

Flynn (2002) considered three “different social, political, and intellectual perspectives 

and institutions” of feminism (p. 1): modern, antimodern, and postmodern. To modern 

feminism, Flynn attributed the characteristics of Marxism with the focus on equal rights 

for women. Flynn said that antimodern feminism is associated with what is often called 

radical feminism and encompasses the concepts of revolution, subjective knowledge 

rather than authority, and unattainable truth. Postmodern feminism, she argued, tends to 

“recognize truth as contingent and provisional rather than absolute and determinate” (p. 

11). This postmodern approach influences my own project since my own work questions 

“the neutrality of the humanistic and scientific researcher” and does not accept the ideas 

of rationality, objectivity, and impartiality (p. 11). Within this context, my work fits into 

the postmodern feminist perspective.  

These concepts of cultural studies and feminist leanings culminate in the idea that 

technical communication has relevance and implications for individuals in their daily 

lives. As we have found in the past that “the political is personal,” originally coined in 

Hanisch’s 1969 essay, we are discovering that technical communication is personal as 
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well. For the Feminism(s) and Rhetoric(s) conference, Koerber, Osbourne and 

McMichael (2009) proposed a panel – later presented by Koerber and McMichael – using 

this catchphrase from second wave feminism to examine technical communication 

through that lens: that we see technical communication as applicable to the individual. To 

consider such a concept, we can use Durack’s (2004) observations on an expanded view 

of technical communication since she argued that technical writing occurs in the private 

sphere along with the more traditional public sphere: 

Although many forms of technical writing exist and are employed strictly within 
and among organizations, there are also significant instances of its use within and 
origination form individual households in their interactions with government and 
industry. (p. 41) 

Examples of technical communication work that is applicable to the individual already 

exist in our field: Koerber’s (2006) rhetorical examination of breastfeeding rhetoric, 

Graham’s (2009) consideration of the part that brain scans play in diagnosing 

fibromyalgia, Palmeri’s (2006) look at the part that technical communication practices 

play in marginalizing individuals with disabilities, and others. As these examples show, 

viewing technical communication as a personal act is simply changing perspectives 

towards work already established in our field.  

So, then, seeing technical communication as relevant to the individual is just an 

expansion of our current thinking. Durack (2004) asserted that “we must challenge the 

dualistic thinking that severs public and private, household and industry, and masculine 

and feminine labor” (p. 41). We, too, must expand our thinking beyond the idea that 

technical communication is appropriate for workplaces, groups, and populations and add 
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the personal aspect to our area of study. After 10 years as a technical writer in the 

workplace and then writing this dissertation on a less traditional form of technical 

communication, I have come to believe that technical communication has a part to play 

wherever technology or science and communication meet. This means that we play a role 

in communication about technology, but also communication with technology. Since, in 

the dominant culture of the U.S. at this time, the individual must negotiate this 

intersection of communication and technology on a daily basis, technical communication 

scholars can find appropriate subjects of study in individuals’ lives. hooks (1984) 

suggested that when we see the personal as political we must be careful not to ignore the 

political at the cost of the personal. So, too, is it important for us to consider how 

technical communication affects the lives of the individual. 

When we consider the individual, as an outgrowth of cultural studies scholarship, 

hooks’ ideas can assist us in understanding the part that technical communication plays in 

power, agency, and resistance. Moreover, hooks’ concepts can add a new dimension to 

technical communication scholars’ understanding of the role of the individual in the 

domination process: in the internalization of dominant values as well as in resisting those 

beliefs and the dominant rhetoric. Previously, scholars have considered such social 

theorists as Foucault (for example see Henry, 2000; Koerber, 2006; Longo, 2000) and 

Latour (for example see Graham, 2009; Scott, 2003). Palmeri (2006) explains that, by 

drawing on such theorists, scholars in our field “have interrogated how technical 

communication participates in the discursive process of normalization” demonstrating 

“the need to intervene to contest and provide alternatives to technical communication’s 
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regime of normalization” (p. 49). hooks’ theories can add further dimensions to the 

concepts of power, agency, resistance and normalization. We can see this most especially 

when we compare hooks’ ideas to Foucault’s, since Foucault is often used by scholars in 

the field of technical communication to considered hegemonic power relations (for 

example see Henry, 2000; Koerber, 2006; Longo, 2000).  

Foucault and hooks have very different ideas on power, resistance, and agency. 

To start with, what do we mean when we talk of such concepts? Even in our definitions, 

we can see differences between Foucault and hooks. For instance, hooks (2000a) has a 

more traditional view of power, seeing it as “domination and control” (p. 84). Foucault 

(1978), on the other hand, saw power as much more convoluted, less associated with 

authority and more about production (Foss et al., 2002). He viewed power as “the 

multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which 

constitute their own organization” (1978, p. 92). hooks and Foucault also differ on how 

they see resistance. hooks (2003), though providing no official definition of resistance, 

appears to see it as working towards self-determination. Foucault, on the other hand, 

viewed resistance as “a centrifugal movement, an inverse energy, a discharge” (quoted in 

Lotringer, 1989, p. 224).  

The concept of agency is perhaps one of the greatest differences between these 

two theorists. Foucault viewed resistance as an inevitable part of the power structure 

(Biesecker, 1992; Longo, 2000) and gave the individual very little agency to change the 

power dynamic (Foss, et al., 2002). He (1978) claimed that the resistance-power 

interaction is a continuing dynamic that will never be resolved, just changed — a bit of a 
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fatalistic viewpoint (Foss et al., 2002). He talked of the grid of intelligibility, “the moving 

substrate of force relations which, by virtue of their inequality, constantly engender states 

of power” (Foucault, 1978, p. 93). On the other hand, hooks (1989, 2000) believed that 

resistance can lead to the destruction of the power structure and the individual can be the 

source for change by focusing on self-recovery. hooks (1990) suggested that marginality 

creates the ideal environment for resistance to this system of dominance, a place of 

radical possibility. She does, in fact, see an end of domination. hooks (1994a) believes 

that domination can be ended through the choice to connect, what she calls “love.” 

Considering these definitions, these theorists see power, resistance and agency quite 

differently from each other. 

Technical communication scholars have considered these ideas of power, 

resistance and agency and the part that technical communication plays in such social 

concepts. For instance, Scott (2003) argued that Foucault’s idea of disciplinary power can 

be applied to rhetoric, seen as disciplinary rhetorics when “subjects are constituted and 

shaped through language” (p. 7). He stressed that we can see the power of such rhetorics 

in technical communications such as HIV testing, working “not only through overt 

domination but also by inducing people to normalize and manage themselves according 

to their relation to risk” (p. 8). Koerber (2006) expanded on this idea, when considering 

breast-feeding women and the rhetorical implications of the discourse they face. “[O]ne 

could argue that the women are not really subverting disciplinary power,” Koeber 

asserted, “but rather are choosing among several preexisting subject positions made 

available to them within its framework” (p. 95), bringing us once again to Foucault’s 
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“grid of intelligibility” and his belief that an individual can change their position on the 

grid, but not the grid itself. Longo (2000) argued that technical communication has been 

used as a control mechanism, a tool for the dominant viewpoint, using Foucault’s idea of 

a panoptic environment, an extensive surveillance system, as an expression of power. 

Discourses of infertility, Britt (2001) emphasized, exemplify Foucault’s belief that power 

is actually productive by providing women the ability to control their fertility. Given this 

work already done by technical communication scholars, we can see that Foucault’s 

concepts help us understand how technical communication interacts with such ideas as 

power, resistance, and agency. I believe that hooks’ theories will provide an extension of 

and another viewpoint on such concepts and that technical communication scholarship 

will ultimately be enriched by expanding our theoretical toolbox in this manner. 

Throughout this project, I consider hooks’ ideas in relation to such theorists as 

Foucault and Burke, emphasizing work done previously by technical communication 

scholars. I take ideas such as normalization and disciplinary power and apply those to the 

experiences of fat individuals, considering how these concepts compare and contrast with 

hooks’ theories of domination. I show where hooks’ ideas can expand on our 

understanding of the role that technical communication plays in power, resistance and 

agency, the part it plays in overcoming domination.  

FAT ACCEPTANCE MOVEMENT 

In relation to both feminist studies and cultural studies, this project examines 

rhetoric from the Fat Acceptance Movement. A grassroots movement, this philosophy 

has its origins in U.S. feminism of the 1970s (Rothblum & Solovay, 2009). To 
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understand the ideas presented in this movement, we must first have an idea of what “fat 

acceptance” means and the basic tenets of that philosophy. Fat acceptance appears to be 

exactly that: the acceptance of fat by cultures around the world (in this framework, 

specifically the dominant culture of the U.S. as a whole). The Fat Acceptance movement 

is the cornerstone of resistance to the current dominant rhetoric regarding fat. This 

movement has also been called the “fat liberation movement” (Rothblum & Solovay, 

2009) with members being referred to as the “fat pride community” (Wann, 2009, p. xiii). 

The movement is exemplified by The National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance 

(NAAFA) which was founded in 1969. The movement has now resurged and expanded 

greatly in the last decade thanks to the advent of the Internet. In this section, I examine 

the use of the word “fat” and its political implications; I look at the fat studies field and 

its relevance to my work; I clarify exactly what the “Fatosphere” is and how it came to 

be; and, finally, I explain Health At Every Size (HAES), a philosophy often associated 

with fat acceptance.  

Throughout this project, I use the word “fat” when referring to the population of 

study for this project, rather than the medical terms “overweight” or “obese.” The word 

fat has different meanings in different situations. For instance, when the medical 

community is discussing fat, they usually mean excess adipose tissue, actual fat cells. In 

the fat acceptance community, however, fat is more likely seen as a body size that is 

bigger than the socially acceptable size, a definition that is fluid and situated. The 

organization NAAFA (2006) actually described a fat individual as “individual whose 

body weight exceeds that assigned to him or her by commonly accepted medical 
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standards or who is commonly regarded as having excess weight.” The fat acceptance 

movement prefers the word fat to words like overweight and obese since they consider 

these artificially-defined statements created by the medical community (Wann, 2009, p. 

xii). However, since the medical studies in this piece will all use these artificially-defined 

terms rather than the more amorphous word fat, when referring to such studies, I may use 

the terms overweight or obese. Another term that may appear in reference to body size is 

“societal ideal.” When a fat individual uses this term, they usually mean someone who 

would not be considered overweight by the majority of individuals within the U.S. When 

speaking of medical studies, the ideal is usually called “normal.” Controversy exists over 

terms such as “obese,” “overweight,” and “normal”; controversy that has been 

exasperated since their definitions have changed with time and since they are based on 

the BMI, Body Mass Index, which in itself is very controversial (Kuczmarski, Flegal, 

Capbell, & Johnson, 1994). BMI is “calculated as weight in kilograms divided by the 

square of height in meters” (Flegal et al., 2005). At this time, underweight is defined as a 

BMI of 18.5 or lower, normal weight is defined as a BMI of 18.5 to 24.9, overweight is 

defined as a BMI of 25.0 to 29.9, and obese is defined as a BMI of over 30.0 (CDC, 

2007). A more thorough discussion of medically-defined terms can be found in Chapter 

3. 

This project falls into the realm of Fat Studies, a new field of interest much in the 

vein of queer or ethnic studies that has grown out of feminist ideology. In The Fat Studies 

Reader, Rothblum and Solovay (2009) defined fat studies as “an interdisciplinary field of 

scholarship marked by an aggressive, consistent, rigorous critique of the negative 
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assumptions, stereotypes, and stigma placed on fat and the fat body” (p. 2). This field 

tends to be seen as the study of fat in a liberating manner, which is the primary goal of 

most authors in the Fat Studies arena. Authors in Fat Studies, for the most part, are 

attempting to question the dominant paradigm that fat is changeable and to question the 

way we currently treat fat individuals. Solovay and Rothblum (2009) provided three 

guidelines for fat studies’ authors: 

First, be suspicious of any non-neutral policy, attitude, or procedure where a line 
is drawn between fat and thin. … Second, be aware of and alert to seemingly 
neutral policies that have different effects on groups based on their weight. … 
Third, keep the actual lives of fat people at the heart of the analysis. (p. 2) 

Considering that my work seeks to honor all three of these guidelines, this project can be 

considered a Fat Studies’ project.  

The Fat Acceptance movement has received prominence in the last decade 

because of the advent of the World Wide Web. A group of fat acceptance advocates have 

created an online community of resistance – blog spaces and discussion groups they call 

the “Fatosphere,” a term that blogger Kate Harding (2007i) credits FatFu, another Fat 

Acceptance blogger, for popularizing when she founded the “Notes from the Fatosphere” 

RSS feed in May, 2007 (Meowser, 2010). At first, Big Fat Blog was the only fat 

acceptance blog actively discussing such concepts, but in 2007, Marianne Kirby of 

therotund.com and Kate Harding of Shapely Prose both joined in. By the end of the year, 

with the addition of a number of fat acceptance blogs, the Fatosphere had become an 

entity (Harding & Kirby, 2009). This community is made up of a variety of views on fat 

acceptance: “The great thing about the fat-o-sphere is that it’s a smorgasbord of different 
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takes on fat acceptance, body image, sexuality, disability and self-esteem” (Harding & 

Kirby, 2009, p. 183). Individuals often connect to the Fatosphere through one of three 

RSS feeds. “Notes from the Fatosphere” and the “Fat Chat Feed” are both administered 

by the Australian academician and fat activist Bri King. They basically contain the same 

information, though the “Notes” feed has a few more blogs (King, 2009b). King gives 

guidelines for acceptable blogs for the “Notes” feed: 

    * Your blog posts are primarily related to fat, that is fat commentary, fat 
fashion, living fat, fat and health/health professions, HAES or the like. Your 
submission will not be accepted if your blog entries are not at least 75% relating 
to fat/size acceptance – Notes is a fat acceptance feed for a reason. 
    * That you have been blogging at your blog on a regular basis for at least 3 
months about FA related issues. 
    * Blogs that express hostility to the Fat Acceptance movement in general, that 
promote the idea of fat as unhealthy or negative, or promote weight loss as ‘the 
answer’, or refer to intended personal weightloss etc will not be added to the fat 
feeds. Genuine self reflection is fine, blatant fat hate (yours or anyone else’s) is 
not. Neither is bagging out other people you happen to think are too skinny, too 
fat, too ugly etc. We are not about condemning people because of their physical 
appearance. 
    * Racist, sexist and ableist content will not be tolerated. 

Big Liberty (2010) administers “The Fat Liberation Feed,” which was a reaction to the 

strong liberal slant of the other feeds: “Originally started by fat libertarians, we 

recognized the need for a more politically balanced viewpoint of fat politics than allowed 

by the current status quo.” This community is proving to be a space where fat individuals 

can go to find connection with like-minded individuals as well as information on fat 

acceptance (Harding & Kirby, 2009). 

Another element of the Fat Acceptance Movement, HAES is a philosophy of 

living that has been adopted by many, though not all, individuals who consider 
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themselves part of the movement. Bacon, a nutrition professor at the University of 

California Davis and a consultant who is a leading advocate for the HAES (Bacon, 

2010c), lists the following characteristics on the HAES community Website as the core 

principles of HAES: 

• Accepting and respecting the natural diversity of body sizes and shapes. 
• Eating in a flexible manner that values pleasure and honors internal cues 

of hunger, satiety, and appetite. 
• Finding the joy in moving one’s body and becoming more physically vital.  

Though on the surface HAES can closely resemble intentional weight loss behavior, there 

is one large difference: the end goal. HAES is “based on the simple premise that the best 

way to improve health is to honor your body,” Bacon (2010a) wrote, whereas weight loss 

behaviors are only considered successful if the dieter loses and maintains a loss of 

weight. Bacon (2008) argued that, rather than attempting weight loss, people should 

allow their bodies to settle at a natural setpoint. She explained that a setpoint is: 

• The weight you maintain when you listen and respond to your body’s 
signals of hunger and fullness. 

• The weight you maintain when you don’t fixate on your weight or food 
habits. 

• The weight you keep returning to between diets. (p. 19) 

Basically, with the HAES philosophy, a person attempts to pay attention to their bodies’ 

needs (for food, for rest, for exercise) while allowing the body to settle at a weight natural 

for that particular body. 

This section provides an overview of philosophies, ideas, entities, and concepts 

tied in with fat acceptance, a foundational philosophy within the project. The fat 
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individuals within this study have an at least cursory understanding of the terms 

discussed in this section, though, as I show, they do not always have the same 

understanding. To understand the need for fat acceptance, we must understand just how 

prevalent fat prejudice is in the U.S., as I explain in the following section. 

IS IT TRULY PREJUDICE? 

Before we can examine the part that rhetoric plays in fat prejudice, we must first 

determine if the experience of fat individuals is truly prejudice. The Oxford English 

Dictionary defined prejudice as a “[p]reconceived opinion not based on reason or actual 

experience; bias, partiality; (now) spec. unreasoned dislike, hostility, or antagonism 

towards, or discrimination against, a race, sex, or other class of people.” In other words, 

does American society as a whole have preconceived negative attitudes towards a fat 

individual based solely on their body size? In “Confronting and Coping with Weight 

Stigma,” Puhl and Brownell (2006) summarized the perceptions of fat individuals: 

Negative stereotypes include perceptions that obese people are mean, stupid, ugly, 
unhappy, less competent, sloppy, lazy, socially isolated, and lacking in self-
discipline, motivations, and personal control (p. 1802). 

Different from prejudice, we must also consider stigma. Goffman (1963) defined stigma 

as “an attribute that is deeply discrediting” (p. 3).  For the fat individual, stigmatized 

experiences include:  

Encountering physical barriers (e.g., not being able to find medical equipment in 
an appropriate size), people making unflattering assumptions toward the obese 
individual, being avoided, excluded, ignored because of weight, and receiving 
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inappropriate comments from physicians. (Friedman, Ashmore & Applegate, 
2008, p. S73) 

Entire articles, even books, have been written detailing fat discrimination as a whole. 

Sondra Solovay’s Tipping the Scales of Justice looked at the legal ramifications and 

solutions to fat bias while J. Eric Oliver’s Fat Politics looked at fat prejudice from a 

political science point of view. Each of these books is considered on the side of fat 

acceptance. Scholarly works with no connection to fat acceptance include Puhl and 

Brownell’s “Bias, Discrimination, and Obesity,” “Confronting and Coping with Weight 

Stigma,” and their 2005 edited collection entitled Weight Bias. Another is Maranto and 

Stenoien’s “Weight Discrimination: A Multidisciplinary Analysis.” There exists a myriad 

individual studies that establish prejudice in a number of situations. For the purposes of 

this study, I highlight only a few of the most interesting and relevant statistics. 

Fatness can affect employment and wealth levels. Being fat can reduce a white 

female’s net worth significantly, less so for black women and white men, and none for 

black men (Zagorsky, 2005). Fewer obese employees are being hired in high-level 

positions while fewer obese individuals are being promoted (Puhl & Brownell, 2001). 

When given the same resume with different pictures of the same individual at different 

weights, college students ranked obese individuals as having “having less leadership 

potential, as less likely to succeed, and as less likely to be employed than normal-weight 

candidates” while assigning them lower starting salaries and considering them less 

qualified (O’Brien, Latner, Halberstadt, Hunter, Anderson & Caputi, 2008, S87). 

Interestingly enough, individuals with a BMI over 35 experienced higher levels of 

perceived mistreatment when they were of higher socioeconomic status (Carr, Jaffe, & 
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Friendman, 2008). Though we tend to believe as a society that poverty causes people to 

be fatter, Ernsberger (2009) argued that fatness actually causes poverty, saying that 

“intelligent fat people were far more likely to end up living in poverty than intelligent 

thin people” (p. 27). Considering these statistics, we can see that being fat can affect 

individuals’ opportunities for employment and wealth. 

We can find fat prejudice in medical situations as well. Doctors in Canada are 

moving fat patients to the bottom of the waiting list or refusing to treat them outright 

(Köhler & Righton, 2006). Schwartz et al. (2003) found that obesity experts – doctors 

treating obesity, obesity researchers, and the like – often have a strong bias against fat 

individuals. Additionally, as many as 40% of physicians have negative attitudes towards 

obese individuals (Jay, Kalet, Ark, McMacken, Messito, Richter, Schlair, Sherman, Zabar 

& Gillespie, 2009). Negative attitudes are so prevalent in the medical field, in fact, that 

fat individuals often hesitate to seek medical care (C. Adams et al., 1995). “Only drug 

addiction, alcoholism, and mental illness aroused more negative feelings than obesity” 

said Fabricatore, Wadden, and Foster (2005, p. 30). At least 50% of primary care 

physicians see obese individuals as noncompliant (Fabricatore, et al., 2005, p. 31), one 

study revealed, while another set of researchers said primary care physicians tend see 

obese individuals as “awkward, unattractive, ugly, and noncompliant” (Foster, et al., 

2003, p. 1168). In a study of implicit attitudes of those who treat obesity, physicians had 

a strong anti-fat, pro-thin bias and tended to see obese patients as “lazy, stupid and 

worthless” (Swartz et al., 2003, p. 1038). Physicians recommended psychological 

counseling to obese patients significantly more often than normal weight individuals, 
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“suggesting a belief that those who are overweight must also be unhappy and unstable” 

(Hebl & Xu, 2001, p. 1250). In short, a great deal of research suggests that fat prejudice 

is rampant in the medical field. 

Perhaps the most disturbing consequences of fat prejudice include the experiences 

of fat children and adolescents. Children as young as preschool, even those at risk for 

higher level weight, already have anti-fat bias, and those with a caregiver who have anti-

fat attitudes have higher levels of anti-fat bias (Rich, Essery, Sanborn, DiMarco, Morales 

& LeClere, 2008). As many as 25% of adolescents report weight-based teasing 

throughout their adolescent years by their peers (Haines, Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, van 

den Berg, & Eisenberg, 2008), and 48% report teasing by both peers and family (Libbey, 

Story, Neumark-Sztainer & Boutelle, 2008), with obese adolescents report significantly 

higher incidence of teasing (van den Berg, Neumark-Sztainer, Eisenberg, & Haines, 

2008). Though obese stereotyping is relatively consistent in all age groups, younger 

individuals experience more denigration in relation to attractiveness (Hebl, Ruggs, 

Singletary & Beal, 2008). Overweight adolescents who are teased experience a greater 

risk of disordered eating thoughts and behaviors as well as psychological problems such 

as anxiety, low self-esteem, depression and anger (Libbey, et al., 2008). And, most 

disturbing of all, prejudice towards fat children and teens appears to be growing, not 

diminishing. A recent study showed that fat children are six times more likely to be 

bullied than children who are not fat (Lumeng, Forrest, Appugliese, Kaciroti, Corwyn, & 

Bradley, 2010). 
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As we can see, scholarly pursuits in other fields have established the incidence 

and prevalence of fat prejudice. A number of studies provide documented evidence of 

discrimination and bias towards fat individuals: discrimination and prejudice that almost 

doubled between 1996 and 2006 and now rivals race and age discrimination (Andreyeva, 

Puhl & Brownell, 2008). However, looking at the dominant rhetoric, our society does not 

believe that fat individuals deserve protection from discrimination. By exposing the 

rhetorical dynamics that surround fat prejudice and those who try to resist it, this project 

seeks to identify reasons that our society has left these prejudices unchecked. 

COMPARING PREJUDICES VERSUS THE DYNAMICS OF PREJUDICE 

In some ways, this project has proven to be very tricky. One of those ways has 

appeared in the idea of comparing prejudice. Comparing prejudice can take the form of 

the “Oppression Olympics,” that is playing the “my prejudice is worse than your 

prejudice game” (urban dictionary). I have done my best to avoid this type of 

comparison; additionally, I tried to avoid even considering the question of whether fat 

prejudice may be as bad as other prejudices in order to prevent such undermining of the 

different oppressions. However, to understand the dynamics of prejudice as a whole, to 

some degree we have to look at how the experience of fat prejudice is similar to or 

different from other prejudices. Since I am using the works of bell hooks, work that 

focuses on sexism and racism, I am often comparing the experience of fat prejudice to 

these two types of domination. However, rather than looking at sexism or racism as either 

more or less horrific or appalling than fat prejudice, instead I have attempted to focus on 

the overall way in which racism and sexism work, as pointed out by hooks, and seeing if 
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those same dynamics appear in relation to fat prejudice. Rather than asking questions like 

“is fat prejudice as bad as racism or sexism?” I ask questions like “Does fat prejudice 

work like racism and sexism? How does it work differently?” Additionally, by looking at 

the dynamics of other prejudices which have been deemed socially unacceptable by our 

society as well as those that are accepted by at least a portion of our society (such as gay-

lesbian-bi-transgendered prejudice), I can garner possible reasons why fat prejudice is 

considered acceptable even by most progressives. hooks (2000a) addressed these ideas of 

comparing oppressions when she considered a question she is commonly asked: “whether 

being black is more important than being a woman” (p. 31). She (2000a) argues that such 

questions just reflect the dominant ideas; that the need is actually “to eradicate the 

underlying cultural basis and causes of sexism and other forms of group oppression” (p. 

33). I do want to be very careful not to demean or belittle any other forms of prejudice. 

All prejudices are horrific and should be eradicated. As hooks (2000a) noted, we should 

be working to eliminate all forms of prejudice. At the same time, by understanding how 

previously studied prejudices work, we can obtain insight into the workings of fat 

prejudice as well as prejudice as a whole. The idea, hooks (1984) asserted, is to see 

compatibility rather than opposition between forms of prejudice. I sought, as one goal in 

this project, to see how prejudice works as a dynamic. At times, this can appear as a 

comparison, though that is not my intention. In fact, one of my fundamental goals is to 

argue that all prejudice and oppression are unacceptable, no matter the format. And, an 

added benefit to the project just may be a clearer understanding of the dynamics of 

prejudice overall. 
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THE PROJECT STRUCTURE 

As the previous section reveals, other scholars and other studies have revealed 

that fat prejudice is thriving in the dominant culture of the U.S.. However, the dominant 

rhetoric saying fat is bad and allowing fat prejudice to exist is accepted for the most part 

even by progressives. This begs the question, “how can we, a supposedly enlightened 

society, allow such prejudice to exist with so little opposition?” In this work, I examine 

fat prejudice using bell hooks’ ideology of domination, looking specifically at how the 

process of prejudice works. I scrutinize the experience of fat individuals in relation to this 

ideology: the process by which fat hatred is internalized, what it takes to fight this 

internal dominator, how fat individuals can and do fight external forces, and how hooks’ 

concept of love plays out in relation to fat. I observe the ways in which fat prejudice 

works like oppressive situations that are acknowledged as prejudicial and how it works 

differently. I also examine the reasons that fat prejudice is either ignored or accepted as 

valid where other prejudices would not be. My research is presented in the following 

chapters: 

Chapter 1: Introduction and Literature Review. This chapter has examined how 

this project connects with other realms of technical communication while also providing 

a background on some of the issues surrounding fat within the dominant culture of the 

U.S. 

Chapter 2: Methods. This chapter provides a detailed explanation of the process 

by which the data in this project was collected. I also provide an overview of past 

projects that provide information for this work. 
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Chapter 3: The Process of Prejudice. Within this chapter, I consider the results of 

an online focus group, rhetorical analysis of blogs, and online interviews as well as a 

number of micro-studies dealing with medical rhetoric, looking at the part that medical 

rhetoric plays in the acceptance of fat prejudice. I examine the scientific evidence behind 

many of our assumptions regarding fat. I also consider an idea, called the Sisyphean bind 

(explained within the chapter), that defines some important aspects of the experiences of 

fat individuals in this study. 

Chapter 4: How Prejudice Works. Within Chapter 4, I report and analyze the 

results of the focus group, rhetorical analysis of blogs, and interviews focusing on how 

fat prejudice works in our society. I start with the connections between fat prejudice and 

other forms of prejudice. I also look at how our society perceives the fat individual as 

inferior. Finally, I look at how the fat individual comes to believe they are inferior, what 

hooks’ calls internalization. 

Chapter 5: Resistance. Using data from the focus group, rhetorical analysis of 

blogs, and interviews, I examine the framework for how resistance to fat prejudice works. 

Within this chapter, I look at how fat individuals are resisting the belief that they are 

inferior, specifically focusing on the rhetorical strategies fat individuals use to resist the 

belief that they are inferior. 

Chapter 6: The Solution. Within this chapter, I report and analyze data from the 

online focus group, rhetorical analysis of the Fatosphere, and online interviews, 

considering hooks’ concept of love and its relevance to the fat acceptance movement. I 
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consider ways that we might move completely beyond fat prejudice, actually all 

prejudices, within our society. 

Chapter 7: Conclusion. This chapter provides a conclusion to the document 

overall. Within this chapter, I reiterate my major findings and the importance of this 

work; I explain the limitations of this study; and I describe further potential research in 

this area. 

To reiterate some of the foundational precepts of this project, the purpose of this 

project is to consider how domination and prejudice work in the lives of fat individuals 

while also considering specifically the part that technical communication plays in the 

discourses surrounding these dynamics. As shown in this chapter, fat prejudice is alive 

and well in the U.S. When considering such methodologies as cultural studies and 

feminist theories, such prejudice is an appropriate area of study for a technical 

communication scholar, especially considering the ideas of power, resistance, and agency 

in relation to social discourse that intersects with technology. By using the concepts and 

ideas of bell hooks, I will examine this intersection, revealing new considerations for 

both technical communication and fat studies.   
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CHAPTER 2 
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

The goals of this research project were two-fold: to examine the rhetoric of fat as 

a dominant rhetoric in American society and to analyze how individuals resist such a 

powerful rhetoric. I chose to approach my research questions using qualitative methods 

because I sought to investigate individuals’ experiences along with rhetorical dynamics, 

with the desire to explore being the deciding factor (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). I 

sought to explore the lived experiences of fat individuals in the natural world while 

respecting these individuals’ humanity – all of which make qualitative methods the 

method of choice for such a project (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). To set the stage, I 

provide a summary of previous research that has informed the current project. Then, I 

provide details of the current project: the framework and research questions, the overall 

approach and rationale, some ethical and political considerations, other considerations in 

digital research, the site or population selection procedure, the data gathering methods 

and the data analysis procedures. All of these discussions together provide the 

configuration of my project overall. 

The basis of this project lies in the theories and perspectives of cultural studies 

and feminist theory within technical communication, as explained in Chapter 1, theories 

and perspectives that strongly influenced the research methodology itself. These areas of 

study determined the overall approach and rationale for this research project. I have 

utilized these concepts of cultural studies and feminist theory as a framework and 

structure for my research, allowing them to inform the choices I made in determining the 

way in which I approached my research. Additionally, by utilizing these theories, I place 
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my research within two established scholarly conversations. The authors noted previously 

have already established that work such as mine is legitimate and desired for technical 

communication researchers. 

PRELIMINARY RESEARCH 

Prior to beginning the dissertation research, I had already conducted three limited 

research projects using hooks’ ideology in terms of fat: 

• A textual analysis of blogs in the fall of 2006 

• An online focus group in the spring of 2007 

• A mini-study of medical articles in the fall of 2007 

These projects provided an opportunity to triangulate the findings of my larger current 

project. Breuch, Olson and Frantz (2002) explained that triangulation is the use of 

multiple methods for approaching a research project and that this is one way in which 

qualitative researchers can establish more validity and reliability to their findings. “The 

key to triangulation,” they claimed, “is that from a variety of angles, the data ultimately 

come to the same – or close to the same – conclusions.” By using multiple methods to 

approach the same issue, I can alleviate, or at least reduce, the shortcomings of each 

individual method. 

The first project, conducted between September of 2007 and December of 2008, 

considered more than 50 actual postings from online fat-centered communities:  
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• Big Fat Blog – a blog created to “point out just how insanely poorly fat people are 

portrayed in the media” (Paul, 2006) 

• Kate Harding’s Shapely Prose -- a blogging community with bloggers Kate, 

Fillyjonk and Sweet Machine 

• The Rotund – a blog written by a woman also known as OnceUpon 

• Fatshionista – a blog that centers on a discussion board concerning fat fashion.  

In this project, I examined fat individuals’ experiences to see if they reflected hooks’ 

ideology of domination or not, and to document what those experiences looked like in 

terms of rhetorical agency. I primarily looked for common themes within the Fatosphere 

posts that either exemplified or refuted hooks’ ideology of domination. 

The second project consisted of an online focus group conducted in the spring of 

2007 which spotlighted the internalization and resistance processes. Through this 

research project, I investigated the rhetorical processes by which fat individuals 

internalize this belief of inferiority, resist this belief of inferiority, and resist the dominant 

rhetoric that supports this belief of inferiority. To do this, I conducted the focus group 

spotlighting the internalization and resistance processes with participants from online 

resistance communities. Since volunteers came from the Internet, the study was limited to 

those with enough resources and expertise to have access to the Web. However, this 

limitation is in turn a boon; it provided the opportunity to explore online research 

methods, specifically an online focus group. The targeted communities included the Fat 

Studies Yahoo group, a group of mostly academics studying fat and how it is perceived 
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by our society; Big Fat Blog (BFB), a community that examines how fat is viewed in the 

media; and Fatshionistas, a support group for fat fashion. I requested volunteers from the 

resistance communities noted above. BFB and Fat Studies are body acceptance groups 

strongly rejecting the dominant rhetoric surrounding the medical and diet industry’s 

proclaiming the evils of fat. Fatshionista’s is a fashion-based community that does touch 

on activism at times but also has members who do not reject the dominant rhetoric 

completely. Yet, many of the individuals who participated in this group are part of the 

resistance movement. For the most part, the individuals who participate in these groups 

tend to want to speak out regarding their experiences of being a fat individual in a fat-

hating society. 

I received an acceptable response to the call for participants posted in these online 

communities. In all, twenty individuals expressed interest in participating; two after the 

focus group had already started. I invited eighteen individuals to participate in the group, 

sixteen actually joined, and thirteen participated. The group included twelve females and 

one male. The participants’ ages ranged from the early twenties to above fifty, with a 

fairly even distribution across the board. In considering physical location, twelve of the 

participants were scattered across the United States with one located in Australia. The 

majority of the individuals were educated to or beyond the undergraduate level with a 

number having obtained or working on graduate degrees.   

By conducting these focus groups online, I found some aspects of data gathering 

easier – such as tracking the flow of the conversation and not needing to transcribe the 

information – while other problems arose from the digital nature. One of the challenges I 
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faced was choosing the right technology for the actual conversation. I finally settled on 

using Yahoo Groups since it is known to most of the individuals who participated in 

addition to being easy to use and very reliable. In addition, by choosing to make the 

discussion group asynchronous, individuals were more likely to be able to find time to 

participate. Running an online group presented a number of challenges, some anticipated 

and some not. Three individuals signed up to participate in the group, and then never 

shared. Also, a number of individuals only shared once or twice. There is no way to know 

why that happened. Since the focus group was asynchronous, a number of conversations 

were going on at a single time, sometimes making the flow of conversation a bit 

confusing. Rather than a single linear progression to the conversation, a number of 

conversations were going on at once, making it a bit of a challenge to follow a single 

thread of thought. Overall, however, I believe this method proved an effective way to 

have a conversation among participants scattered across the world. 

After the focus group ended, I considered the data in terms of hooks’ ideology of 

domination. This means that I looked for phrases, stories, and words that showed how the 

belief that fat is inferior became internalized, how individuals resisted this internal belief, 

and how they are resisting the dominant rhetoric today. I also looked for relevant themes 

present in the conversation. Additionally, I looked for places where hooks’ ideology did 

not fit the fat experience. 

In the fall of 2007, the third project, I examined medical study reports – articles 

from leading medical journals – and responses to those articles in order to better 

understand medical findings and the medical community’s attitudes toward fat. The 
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information gleaned from these three projects has been used to augment this larger 

project, as well as sparking the research questions that guided the e-mail interviews and 

rhetorical analysis I have conducted for the dissertation. To begin this earlier project, I 

reviewed articles on the obesity paradox using PubMed as a search engine. In regards to 

articles that reported protective or positive influences of fat, a pattern emerged in the way 

the medical community responded to such information. Using selective sampling, I chose 

three articles that show a controversy surrounding fat and longevity and that have 

generated in-depth conversations within the medical community. This exploration looked 

closely at these three articles that focus on the connection between overweight/obesity 

and longevity, the methods they employ, the results found, the authors’ discussion and 

any direct responses to the article. By examining a slice of the medical rhetoric 

surrounding fat, I had a better idea of the attitudes perpetuating the dominant rhetoric at 

the beginning of the larger project. This previous work gave me a strong starting point for 

my dissertation research. 

These earlier projects provided a solid grounding for my dissertation as a whole. 

Through the work with the online communities and the focus group, I found many of the 

fat individuals’ experiences correlate to hooks’ theories regarding domination. 

Additionally, I found some discrepancies between the details of hooks’ theories and the 

experience of fat individuals. For example, hooks makes an interesting point that may 

prove to be a position where fat deviates from other forms of oppression. hooks (2000a) 

noted that “Exploited and oppressed groups … are usually encouraged by those in power 

to feel that their situation is hopeless, that they can do nothing to break the pattern of 
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domination” (p. 27). Fat individuals, on the other hand, are expected by the oppressors to 

change their status, to lose weight. In the focus group, for instance, Nicole noted that she 

received a great deal of pressure to have weight loss surgery in order to lose weight. Jane, 

Susan, and Julie all spoke of harassment by health care professionals trying to get them to 

lose weight, often using very coercive techniques. In this, fat individuals may differ from 

other oppressed groups such as racism and sexism. Society says that fat individuals can 

change their shape, a belief that more and more evidence is finding to be false (see 

Chapter 3), therefore they should change their body size rather than have society change 

to accept them as they are. Another problem fat individuals encounter that deviates from 

hooks’ theories is that resistance is frequently seen as simply an excuse for fat people, 

who are often perceived as lazy and slovenly (Puhl & Brownell, 2006), to not make the 

effort to lose weight. For instance, in an online article touting the dangers of fat, Michael 

Fumento, a senior fellow at the Hudson Institute in Washington noted in an attack on the 

anti-dieting movement, “say one thing for the fatlash activists and their journalist 

mouthpieces, they're singing a sweet Siren song that many fat people are dying to hear.” 

Fat individuals find it very challenging to fight this type of rhetoric.  

This preliminary research provided a framework for my further work in looking at 

fat individuals’ experience through hooks’ ideology of domination. This earlier research 

suggested trends and ideas that I have explored though more rhetorical analysis of the 

Fatosphere as well as through the online interviews. Overall, this research proved to be a 

solid foundation for my dissertation projects themselves. 
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DIGITAL INTERVIEWS AND A RHETORICAL ANALYSIS OF BLOGS 

When planning my methodology for the dissertation itself, I looked to further 

explore these discrepancies with hooks’ theories. The methods I chose for the dissertation 

included rhetorical analysis of blogs as well as e-mail interviews. These methods were an 

appropriate next step for building on the preliminary research because they allow for a 

more targeted exploration of relevant issues. For example, since interviews allow for a 

more in-depth examination of key issues and themes (Blakeslee & Fleischer, 2007), by 

conducting e-mail interviews I was able to delve into discrepancies that appeared in the 

previous research such as the notion of resistance as an excuse. I also explored the power 

structures and dynamics surrounding the fat experience, an act particularly well suited to 

rhetorical analysis (Lay, Gurak, Gravon & Myntti, 2000a). E-mail interviews and a 

rhetorical analysis of Fatosphere blogs were an appropriate next step in researching the 

fat experience.  

In an effort to avoid influencing the participants’ answers, for the e-mail 

interviews, I created three sets of questions that would provide an avenue for participants 

to discuss these differences, if they chose to do so: 

• Changed attitudes: How did you used to think and talk about fat in the 

past? If that has changed, what changed it? Do you ever struggle with 

these old attitudes today? If yes, how do you deal with those old attitudes? 

• Societal Changes: Do you feel like the Fatosphere is making a difference 

in real life? In American (or the country you live in) society? If yes, how? 
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• Medical community: What has your experience with the medical 

community been in regards to fat? Has the Fatosphere changed how you 

interact with the medical community? If yes, how? 

When analyzing the blogs, I specifically looked for more information and conversations 

on such discrepancies. I describe the process for analyzing the blogs in detail in the 

section within this chapter entitled “Data Analysis Procedures.” 

FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Because hooks’ ideology of domination has not been considered in the realm of 

fat and because we have not considered the part that technical communication and 

rhetoric plays in the fat experience, I crafted my research questions to explore these 

particular areas. When considering such ideas, I have found the following questions to be 

relevant and informative:  

• What are some of the ways in which hooks’ ideology of domination plays 

out in the experience of fat individuals in the United States as noted in the 

digital realm of the Fatopshere? In relation to technical communication? 

• In what ways is rhetoric being used to resist the internal belief that a fat 

person is inferior as well as the external dominant rhetoric reinforcing 

these beliefs?  
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• What part do cultural and medical rhetorics, such as those perpetuated by 

diet books and other forms of technical communication, play in the 

dynamics of fat prejudice?  

• How does an examination of bell hooks’ theories help us to understand the 

role that technical communication and rhetoric play in perpetuating and 

altering hegemonic power relations between fat individuals and larger 

health-related entities such as the medical establishment or government 

health-focused departments? What are the limitations of hooks’ theories, 

especially in terms of technical communication and rhetoric? 

• In what specific ways does the nature of knowledge sharing online and 

online communities affects the individual in resisting, both internally and 

externally, the dominant rhetoric? 

The methods that I chose allowed for an in-depth exploration of these questions. When 

considering how hook’s ideology of domination plays out in the experience of fat 

individuals as well as considering resistance to the dominant beliefs, interviews allowed 

for exploring individual’s experiences making such a method an ideal way to approach 

such questions (Blakeslee & Fleischer, 2007; Hughes & Hayhoe, 2008; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006). Additionally, interviews provided a tool for observing the individual’s 

experience of knowledge sharing online for much the same reason. Because rhetorical 

analysis can illuminate the persuasion behind discourse (Segal, 2005), such analysis 

provided answers to the part technical communication plays in perpetuating and in 

resisting fat prejudice. In addition, rhetorical analysis offered a vehicle to explore social 
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dynamics (Lay, et al., 2000a) offering a medium for investigating dynamics of fat 

prejudice as well as the workings of hegemonic power relations. The rhetorical analysis 

section of this project actually took advantage of two aspects of such analysis: textual and 

contextual analysis, as will be explained later within this chapter. These two methods 

were ideal for approaching these questions in particular.  

OVERALL APPROACH AND RATIONALE 

Since my first goal was to explore the personal experiences of fat individuals, 

specifically individuals active in the Fatosphere, I used e-mail interviews to explore these 

perspectives. I crafted a series of eight sets of questions to ask participants, a version of 

which were used in the focus groups described in the previous section entitled 

“Preliminary Research”:  

• Demographic questions 

o What name/pseudonym do you want to be known as in this study? 

o Gender/gender identity? 

o Sexual orientation? 

o Race/racial identity? 

o Age? 

o Where do you live? 

o What is your highest education level? 
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o How would you describe your body size? 

o If you know, how would the medical community describe your body size 

(underweight, normal, overweight, obese, morbidly obese)? 

o How long have you been involved with the Fatosphere?  

o In what capacity are you involved in the Fatosphere (blogger, commenter, 

and/or reader)?  

• Fatosphere question: How did you get involved with the Fat Acceptance 

movement? With the Fatosphere? How would you define the Fatosphere and Fat 

Acceptance? 

• Fat, Food and Exercise: Has the Fat Acceptance movement and the Fatosphere 

changed the way you think and talk about fat? Food? Exercise? If yes, how? 

• Fat Activism: Do you consider yourself a fat activist? If yes, how long have you 

been a fat activist? Where you a fat activist before you were involved in the 

Fatosphere? Has the Fatosphere changed your activism? If so, how? 

• Childhood Experiences: When you were a child, do you remember how you 

talked and thought about fat? Do you remember where you got those ideas? 

• Changed attitudes: How did you used to think and talk about fat in the past? If 

that has changed, what changed it? Do you ever struggle with these old attitudes 

today? If yes, how do you deal with those old attitudes? 
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• Societal Changes: Do you feel like the Fatosphere is making a difference in real 

life? In American (or the country you live in) society? If yes, how? 

• Medical community: What has your experience with the medical community been 

in regards to fat? Has the Fatosphere changed how you interact with the medical 

community? If yes, how? 

Interviews, “a structured conversation between a researcher and a respondent” 

(Hughes & Hayhoe, 2008, p. 84), are ideal for discovering individuals’ lived experience, 

opinions, motives, reactions, thoughts, perceptions, feelings, and, at times, actions 

(Blakeslee & Fleischer, 2007; Hughes & Hayhoe, 2008; Marshall & Rossman, 2006) and 

can provide “key information about the issues” that researchers want to examine “or 

about the themes that end up emerging in your research” (Blakeslee & Fleischer, 2007, 

131). Thus, interviews allowed me to explore themes present in hooks’ ideology of 

domination as expressed in the words and experiences of fat individuals. As Rickly 

(2007) noted, because “research – particularly research involving technology – is 

situated, messy, unpredictable, and chaotic, we need to adapt existing methods to the 

specific (rhetorical) situation, idea, and research question(s) being explored” (p. 393). 

This being the case, I considered e-mail interviews the best way to proceed because these 

bloggers and posters appear to be very comfortable writing and conversing in a digital 

environment; location is important when conducting interviews (Blakeslee & Fleischer, 

2007). Additionally, this method provided an element of convenience given that these fat 

acceptance bloggers are located all over the world.  
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Interviews do have their downsides, however. Interviewees may have faulty 

memories, their own biases or “desires to enhance – or diminish – their own roles in 

events, or an attempt to protect – or blame – other actors for the events or their aftermath” 

(Kynell & Bruce, 2002, p. 77). To overcome these downsides, I triangulated the results of 

the interviews with another method: rhetorical analysis of the blog posts and discussions 

found within the Fatosphere along with rhetorical analysis of scientific writing (research-

based articles), pseudo-scientific writing (specifically diet books) and articles on fat in 

popular periodicals. By considering these issues from so many different perspectives, I 

developed a more complete depiction of the experiences of fat individuals.  

My rhetorical analysis was a valuable complement to the interview process. Since 

we do not have a “generally accepted definition of rhetorical analysis (or rhetorical 

criticism, as it is also called)” (Selzer, 2003), I used ideas presented by Lay, et al. (2000a) 

that claimed the purpose of rhetorical analysis within the context of feminist theory is to 

look closely at artifacts (“word choice, arguments, warrants, claims, motives, and other 

purposeful, persuasive features of language, visuals,” etc.) in order to understand how 

such discourse not only creates our social conceptions “but also defines the policies and 

knowledge systems that are available” (p. 7). Though several competing concepts of 

rhetorical analysis exist, this definition proved particularly useful since the authors merge 

feminist theory with medical rhetoric. I used rhetorical analysis to look at strategies 

behind the arguments (Berkenkotter, 2002), as well as to understand “the designs the 

message has for readers who are living and breathing within a given culture” (Selzer, 

2003, p. 293). Basically, I sought to comprehend individuals’ attempts in different 
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circumstances “to influence others through language” (Selzer, 2003, p. 293), using 

rhetorical analysis as “a procedure for unmasking” and accounting for “the persuasive 

element in discourse” (Segal, 2005, p. 5). 

Selzer (2003) broke rhetorical analysis into a gradient with two extremes: textual 

analysis and contextual analysis. My project fell into a combination of the two, between 

the two extremes, as do most “rhetorical performances” (Selzer, 2003, p. 293). 

Contextual rhetorical analysis focuses on the framework of communications, demanding 

“an appreciation of the social circumstances that call rhetorical events into being and that 

orchestrate the course of those events” (Selzer, 2003, p. 292). The contextual part of my 

project contained the financial, social, and institutional environment surrounding the fat 

experience. I explored this context through the works of experts in fat studies such as 

Campos and Oliver as well as through empirical studies expounding on the fat 

experience, such as the work that Brownell has done for the Rude Institute (Brownlow & 

O'Dell, 2002). In other words, I looked at scholarly articles and research papers for 

situations that reflect ideas such as the inferiority of fat individuals, the superiority of thin 

individuals, domination, resistance to these ideas, and the concept of love, of connection. 

I also looked for such artifacts that disprove or contradict hooks’ ideas. 

In textual analysis, Selzer (2003) explained, the researcher takes some form of 

rhetorical concepts (he provides examples of classical – ethos, pathos, logos – and 

modern –Burkean pentad) and looks at the data through these conceptual lenses. For the 

textual analysis, I looked at the blogging communities and discussion groups that make 

up the Fatosphere along with examining medical articles, diet books, and articles in 
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popular periodicals through the lens of hooks’ ideology. In other words, I looked for 

words, phrases and situations that reflect ideas such as the inferiority of fat individuals, 

the superiority of thin individuals, internalization, domination, resistance to these ideas, 

and the concept of love, of connection. I also looked for such artifacts that disprove or 

contradict hooks’ ideas. I used this rhetorical analysis to explore how hooks’ ideology of 

domination is revealed through the words and experiences of bloggers and posters as well 

as within the ideas, concepts, and even words presented within the scientific and pseudo-

scientific literature. Because I had hoped to see the ways in which fat individuals 

formulate their arguments in order to resist the larger part of society as well as such 

powerful institutions as the medical field and since I was exploring the ways in which 

attitudes toward fat are changed through language, rhetorical analysis provided a glimpse 

into such argumentative strategies. I would add that in my research, especially when 

looking at internalization, I also considered how people attempt to persuade themselves 

through language. 

This research, along with the preliminary research I conducted, creates an 

especially powerful form of triangulation. Interviews allow for more probing behind the 

words of a participant while the rhetorical analysis provides a more detached approach. 

The focus group reveals a bit about the group dynamic present in fat acceptance while the 

examination of a few medical articles brings in the point of view of medical practitioners. 

Addressing this issue from so many points of view using a variety of tools added to the 

validity and reliability of this data.  The preliminary research I conducted adds to the 

triangulation of results. 
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ETHICAL AND POLITICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN DIGITAL RESEARCH 

This project has a number of ethical considerations I kept in mind throughout the 

process. The scientific and pseudo-scientific texts are published works and only needed 

to be cited appropriately. The interview process and the rhetorical analysis of the 

Fatosphere required an exempt IRB proposal. However, as many of these individuals 

have found the internalization and resistance processes emotional and traumatic, often 

eliciting anger and/or grief, it was my job to respect these individuals as they discuss this 

sensitive topic. I needed to make sure that I understood how to handle potentially charged 

situations while respecting the individual participants. One very positive note, many of 

these bloggers had been featured in articles in both the New York Times and the 

Washington Post, usually using their real names and discussing many of these subjects in 

a very public forum. These previous discussions provided support for the exempt status 

of this project.  

As I explored the digital realm, I was continually aware of the ethical issues 

involved as I peered into this world that people often assume is so different from “real 

life.” I was also aware that data-gathering in this new space complicated “participant 

anonymity, privacy, and security” (Hea, 2007, p. 282). Hea (2007) noted that: 

The Web must be understood as a constructed space with a range of ideologies, 
differences, and politics at play. The critical Web researcher must engage in the 
dual struggle of complicating positivistic notions of research sites and challenging 
the technological determinisms of electronic spaces. (pp. 274-275) 

As an ethical researcher, I had to be constantly aware of how I approached issues 

such as anonymity, privacy, and security as well as such issues as ownership and 
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copyright. I had to first look at overall ethical issues in online research. Researchers have 

an ethical obligation to protect the well-being of their participants (Blakeslee & Fleischer, 

2007), especially those considered part of vulnerable populations such as children, 

prisoners, pregnant women, and/or other disadvantaged populations (Department of 

Health and Human Services, 1991). What exactly determines harm can be very 

complicated, “particularly when our understandings of what is and isn’t harmful reflect 

our subject positions and our interpretations of the impact of our research and actions” 

(Banks & Eble, 2007, p. 37). That being the case, I took significant measures to prevent 

any harm from coming to participants (Banks & Eble, 2007) – measures described in the 

following paragraphs, including protecting any digital work and information of human 

subjects (Hawkes, 2007). 

One of the specific concerns in rhetorically analyzing the online communities is 

privacy. Since the “panoptic effect” of some cyberspaces means that these research 

participants may not even know they are being watched, this forced me “to ask some 

serious ethical questions” (Gurak & Silker, 2002, p. 233), and it created a concern of 

whether or not privacy is even possible for research participants (Banks & Eble, 2007). 

Basically, I questioned whether this is “the study of online texts” or “the study of human 

subjects online” (Sidler, 2007, pp. 82-83). In other words “whether the online discourse 

under study is a textual artifact or a site of human interaction” (De Pew, 2007, p. 54-55) 

determined how I approached informed consent for the interviews; the quotes from blogs 

and discussion boards proved to be a trickier situation. Sidler (2007) said that a 

researcher must obtain informed consent if the participant has any expectation of privacy 
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or any question regarding privacy. Banks and Eble (2007) noted that the researcher 

should “consider whether or not these blogs were considered by their writers to be private 

or public documents” (p. 38). Since the artifact resembled a recorded conversation, the 

situation with blogging communities and discussion groups, I treated it as any other 

research project involving “live people” (Gurak & Silker, 2002). In the end, I was 

ethically obligated “to protect subjects’ privacy while still maintaining an active and 

ongoing research agenda” (McIntire-Strasburg, 2007, p. 290). I did seek the permission 

of bloggers and commenters within my project in order to assure their privacy and 

protection even though this was not required by the IRB committee. I did this by asking if 

any of the bloggers on the Fat Studies Listserv would be willing to post a request to the 

community. After a discussion on the topic, the overall response from the listserv was 

that such permission was not necessary. 

Anonymity is an issue that arises when considering the privacy of participants. To 

some degree, the very nature of the Web provides a form of anonymity, though that is 

changing. At one time, researchers only knew the information provided by the 

participant, making it difficult if not impossible to trace the true origins of messages 

(Gurak & Silker, 2002). Today, a number of ways exist for individuals who know what 

they are doing to trace the source of messages and postings. As a researcher who wishes 

to protect the anonymity of all participants, however, I did not attempt to trace the 

participants in any way. In most situations I dealt with, specifically blogospheres and 

discussion groups, individuals had chosen pseudonyms already creating a level of 

anonymity. However, some individuals had become well-known through their 
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pseudonyms, complicating privacy issues. For the most part, it appears that those who are 

well known want their pseudonyms connected to their real names. I chose to go by 

whatever name the participants used when they posted their remark. For instance, one 

popular blogger, Marianne Kirby, is well known in the Fatosphere by her pseudonyms 

The Rotund and OnceUpon. With the publication of the book she coauthored with Kate 

Harding, Lessons from the Fatosphere, she started using her real name on her blog as 

well. Usually, then, I refer to a remark by whatever name she used at the time, noting her 

real name as well. 

Another issue, not yet addressed by published texts in technical communication, 

appeared when participants did not want anonymity. Today, many individuals are 

creating very public Web personas with widely recognized pseudonyms, and wish to gain 

public credit for their ideas, thoughts, and experiences. Other individuals have allowed 

their real life identities to become known, such as bloggers who have become published 

authors, and again want credit for their thoughts and ideas. Though these situations are 

not clear cut, I had to return to the ideas of care mentioned previously, keeping the 

interests of the participants as the priority. From my own viewpoint, the desires of the 

participant played a decisive role in the subject of anonymity. For the interviews, once I 

made clear the issues and dangers a participant faced in my project, I then respected the 

participant’s wishes, basically, allowing the research participant to make an informed 

decision on how anonymous they chose to be. I only had one individual complete the 

interview whose name might be recognizable, an individual who chose to be known only 

by a first name. As for the blog posts, I used whatever moniker the participant chose, 
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given that the Fatosphere is officially a public forum. However, as McKee and Porter 

(2009) noted, even though legally there are no issues, ethically a researcher should seek 

the permission of participants. As noted previously, I sought such permission through the 

Fat Studies Listserv, who, as a group, decided such permission was not necessary. 

I also reflected on the issue of text ownership when considering research methods 

that entail online interviews, focus groups, e-mails and the like. Ownership of such text 

can create two separate problems. The first appears when participants claim coauthorship 

of the researcher’s final publications (Gaiser, 1997). The second problem appears in the 

ownership of participants’ text. For instance, in an online interview with bloggers, the 

bloggers may wish to repurpose their answers into a blog post. Does the interviewee, the 

participant, have the right to do this or does the text belong to the researcher? For this, I 

turned to participatory research for guidance. Blakeslee and Fleisher (2007) stated that 

researchers have an ethical obligation to include their participants in the process. By 

including the participant, it made sense that the participant retains the rights to their 

generated text while allowing the researcher to quote or examine artifacts with the 

appropriate association without the participant being able to claim coauthorship of the 

final text. To make sure the participants were aware of this situation, I clarified the 

ownership of texts within the information sheet each participant received (see Appendix 

A).  

One note, I have chosen to quote the words of the individuals in this study 

exactly: misspellings, grammatical errors and all. In a few exceptions, I added or clarified 

text within square brackets.  
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SITE AND POPULATION SELECTION 

Sampling was another important part of this research project. One reason 

qualitative methods are sometimes seen as lacking rigor can be the sampling methods 

used, especially since qualitative researchers often do not articulate their sampling 

methods (Charney, 2002). For the interviews, I chose to use a convenience sample, 

“participants who are readily available and easy to contact” (Higginbottom, 2004, p. 15). 

This convenience sample came from individuals who responded to a call for participants 

posted on sites within the Fatosphere. Though I planned to use purposeful sampling, a 

sample determined by the aim of the research (Coyne, 1997), if I had enough interest. I 

had planned to use demographic information to get as wide a variety of participants as 

possible. Though 135 individuals expressed interest in participating, by a week after the 

start of the project only 85 responded to the information sheet. When only 69, responded 

to the demographics questions in that same time period, I decided to interview all willing 

participants – a move that proved to be a wise call since only 29 participants completed 

the interviews.  

Before determining the sample, I crafted the call for participants (see Appendix 

B). I started the call by posting it on the Fat Studies Yahoo group and on Fatshionista. 

The blogger Bri at Fat Lot of Good picked up the call and posted it on her site. Then, the 

blogger Sweet Machine posted a reference to Bri’s post on the very popular Shapely 

Prose blog. I received a number of e-mails from volunteers after that. I considered the 

participants who volunteered as the convenience sample. After I received e-mails from 
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volunteers expressing an interest in participating, I sent the information sheet (see 

Appendix A) which volunteers had to agree to in order to participate. 

For the rhetorical analysis of blogs and discussion boards, I used purposeful 

sampling only – both in choosing the actual blogs to examine and in looking for the 

appropriate texts and artifacts. The criteria I used to determine which of the over 100 fat 

acceptance related blogs to look at included the following: blogs and discussion boards 

that have regular postings, receive a great deal of traffic, overall support fat acceptance 

and were listed on either the Fat Chat or the Notes from the Fatosphere RSS feed. As for 

the artifacts themselves, I looked for blog posts, blog comments, discussion board 

comments and any graphics posted on within the Fatosphere that provide insight into how 

hooks’ ideology of domination might play out in the language and arguments in these 

groups. That being the case, I considered blog posts that discussed issues and events that 

lead to internalization, experiences of external prejudice, the fight to resist internalized fat 

hatred, resistance to the dominant rhetoric or exemplifications of hooks’ idea of love. I 

examined situations which did not fit into hooks’ ideology of domination as well. For 

example, hooks never addressed resistance being seen as an excuse for poor behavior, a 

situation experienced by many fat individuals when they attempt to resist the dominant 

rhetoric. I also considered many blog posts in the Fatosphere that were directly related to 

fat (many were more related to feminism or racism or just for fun), that were often linked 

to, had a large number of comments, coined an often used term, or were considered 

landmark in some way by the members of the Fatosphere themselves. For instance, Kate 

Harding’s (2007) post on The Fantasy of Being Thin (FoBT) garnered 376 comments, 
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has been linked to 176 times, and added a commonly referred term to the fat acceptance 

lexicon. Therefore, I considered this blog post as important to my research. This sampling 

scheme provided the needed framework for my project.  

I also used purposeful sampling in choosing the medical studies, diet books, and 

articles in popular periodicals to study. I looked for artifacts which somehow play into 

hooks’ ideology of domination: those either perpetuating the domination of fat 

individuals or supporting the resistance of fat individuals to the dominant rhetoric. 

Additionally, I looked for artifacts that contradicted hooks’ ideology or fell outside of the 

purview of this ideology. Because the number of available artifacts in these areas is very, 

very large, I chose only a small sample to examine, focusing on those works that seem to 

have the most impact on medical science, fat individuals, and our society as a whole. I 

determined this by considering those articles and studies that were quoted often in news 

accounts and other writings available to the general public. 

This study has a major limitation: the demographics of the population. In both the 

interviews and the rhetorical analysis of blogs, the population is overwhelmingly white, 

female, educated and at least middle-class. All of the interviewees where white with the 

exception of one African-American man and one Mexican-American woman. 

Additionally, a significant number of interviewees are educated beyond the high school 

level: 11 obtained Bachelor’s degrees, 9 obtained Master’s degrees, and 3 had graduated 

with a PhD. Considering that many of the individuals who suffer from fat prejudice are 

lower class and minorities (Solovay, 2000; Campos, 2004; Oliver, 2006), the interviews 

represent only a limited slice of those who suffer from fat prejudice. Also, the Fatosphere 
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itself tends to be white, educated and female heavy as noted by Kirby and Kinzel (2010) 

in a podcast. So, this study is limited by diversity within the population. 

DATA GATHERING METHODS 

Data gathering differed for the interviews, the rhetorical analysis of blog posts, 

responses to blog posts and online communities, and the rhetorical analysis of scientific 

and pseudo-scientific literature. By conducting these interviews through e-mail, data 

gathering was quite easy. As noted before, these bloggers are very comfortable with 

electronic writing on the whole; indeed it is the preferred form of communication for 

many of them. An additional benefit of e-mail interviews is that no transcription is 

needed.  

The data gathering for the rhetorical analysis of blog posts, responses to blog 

posts and online communities was much more complicated. In order to do a thorough job 

of it, I needed to wade through hundreds of blog posts and thousands of comments. 

Luckily, I already made a solid start through my preliminary research. The most 

important factors in this data gathering included keeping track of the source of any such 

comments. I started by looking for posts that reflected or contradicted hooks’ ideology of 

domination. I also considered posts that included topics which were repeated often or 

garnered a great deal of commentary. Because Nvivo, a qualitative research analysis 

software, does not handle html or Adobe’s Portable Document Format (pdf) well, I took 

these posts and copied the entire page into Microsoft Word. Then I imported them into 

Nvivo and hand-coded each post. 
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Data gathering for the scientific and pseudo-scientific writings worked like any 

library research: finding citations for the wanted materials and then tracking down the 

materials by checking them out from the library, downloading from a digital source, or 

requesting the information from interlibrary loan. EndNotes software, a bibliographic 

reference software, proved to be an invaluable tool not only in finding the information, 

but keeping track of it afterwards.  

DATA-ANALYSIS PROCEDURES 

By using NVivo software in the data-analysis phase of this project, I was able to 

organize and track the large amounts of data examined in the course of this venture. I 

looked at the gathered data from the interviews and online communities as well as 

various statistics from academic studies in terms of hooks’ ideology of domination. To 

establish that the dominant rhetoric exists, I examined medical studies, specifically those 

either touting the dangers of fat or those noting that fat is not unhealthy or harmful, and 

looked at both the research methods within those texts as well as the medical 

communities’ reactions to those studies. I also gathered facts and figures which help 

clarify that hooks’ ideology of domination can be applied to fat in American society 

overall. When examining the transcripts of the Fatosphere participants’ interviews as well 

as the rhetorical analysis of online communities, I looked for phrases, stories and words 

that revealed or disputed hooks’ ideology of domination. Preliminary data from the 

online focus group provided examples of such artifacts: participants mentioned such 

ideas as “coming out of the fat closet” (refusing to buy into the idea that fat needs to be 

changed), handling curious or rude comments on fat from children, and assuring good 
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health care and not just a diet from health care providers. Since I was using the 

qualitative analysis software Nvivo, I had to convert the Web pages from the blogs and 

discussion groups into a format readable by the software. Originally, I chose pdf since 

Acrobat Professional allowed the automatic import of Web pages as well as coding in 

NVivo. NVivo struggled with and often refused to import these pdfs. I solved the issue 

by copying the blog posts into Microsoft Word which imported easily into NVivo. NVivo 

provides two different avenues for coding, manual and autocoding. For autocoding, 

NVivo will code on command any paragraph of a particular MS Word style. I auto coded 

the interviews by question using such styles. I manually coded the blog posts and 

interviews for other issues. That is, I chose phrases and sections of text and applied a 

topic to that section; these topics are called “nodes.” In all of my coding, I looked for the 

dynamics surrounding domination: how the belief that fat is inferior becomes 

internalized, how individuals resist this internal belief, how the dominant rhetoric 

continues to dominate and how fat individuals resist the dominant rhetoric today. I also 

looked for threads or common ideas running through the interviews and rhetorical 

analysis such as those which appeared in the previously run focus group. In other words, 

I looked for themes within the posts and interviews. Because of my earlier research and 

my continual reading of these blogs, I was aware of what some of these topics might be; 

for example, I had encountered the idea of the “fat closet” within the focus groups. Some 

of these themes proved to be very general, such as internalization or resistance. Some 

proved to be more specific, such as “The Fantasy of Being Thin” or “Fat Acceptance for 

everyone.” NVivo provides two types of nodes: free nodes that have no relationship 

structure and tree nodes which have a tree-like or hierarchical structure. I coded these 
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topics as free nodes (see Figure 2.1) and then attempted to organize them into tree nodes 

(see Figure 2.2) using hooks’ ideology. In some cases, this involved merging nodes that 

proved to be closely connected or different ways of saying the same thing; in other cases 

this involved creating subtopics. My efforts to organize these topics revealed some areas 

where the fat experience differed from hooks’ ideology: for instance liberal and 

progressive attitudes towards fat. Additionally, some topics simply didn’t fit into the 

structure, such as some connections to feminism. Overall, the coding was an arduous, but 

enlightening process. 

 
Figure 2.1: Free Nodes 

 
Figure 2.2: Tree Nodes 
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Methods and methodologies provided the structure for research projects. By using 

feminist and cultural studies methodologies (Gabrill, 2006; Thralls & Blyler, 2002; 

Koerber, 2006; Lay, 1991), I centered this work in a particular philosophy, a philosophy 

that emphasizes advocacy and the human experience. Interviews and rhetorical analysis 

allowed me to delve into the individual’s experience while still examining the cultural 

tendencies. By using these particular methods and methodologies, I explored the fat 

experience and hooks’ ideology of domination as well as their intersections to technical 

communication and rhetoric. 

Within this chapter, I have provided the groundwork for the research in this 

project. Before this project was started, three limited projects set the background, 

providing a starting place, a preliminary foundation, for the further work described in this 

chapter: online interviews and a rhetorical analysis of blogs. I described the process by 

which these two extensive projects came about: the site and population selection, the data 

gathering procedure and the data gathering methods. I also examined the political and 

ethical implications of research in a digital environment. This chapter examines my 

research process in detail, the analysis and discussion of which will follow in the next 

four chapters.  
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CHAPTER 3 
THE ROOTS OF PREJUDICE 

Sarah Watson (2007) decided to become a triathlete, a laudable goal for anyone. 

However, Sarah was fat. Yet, she succeeded. She trained, she ran, she swam, and she 

biked. She participated in at least seven triathlons; she came in toward the last, but she 

finished. She decided to post her experiences on a blog, not to be anyone’s hero but to 

show that a person could be fat and fit. When Kate Harding’s (2007a) Illustrated BMI 

project came out, a slideshow presenting individuals of different sizes designed to “to 

demonstrate just how ridiculous the BMI standards are,” Sarah was originally pictured in 

a swimsuit at a swim meet. In response, Sarah received numerous attacking comments 

left at her blog. Based on that single picture, assumptions were made about her body 

including that she was  

unhealthy, weak, sick, in need of medical attention, grinding my joints to a pulp, 
not an athlete, not a triathlete, lying about what I eat (which I never discuss 
online), lying about the levels of exercise I do (which I also don’t discuss in 
intimate detail), self-hating, and a whole host of other things. (Watson, 2007) 

Sarah decided to take down her blog, a decision she explained in a guest post at Shapely 

Prose: 

I went and exercised. I had fun. I exercised for three years and then decided to do 
something a little unusual. I did a triathlon. And I liked it so much, I did seven 
more in one year. And wrote about it. And posted pictures. And talked about how 
I felt. And talked about how others made me feel. And talked about it from the 
perspective of the fat chick who’s usually last. And talked about the fun I had. 
And talked about the bad things. And I didn’t hold back. 
Somehow, that became permission for every asshat on the web to dissect my 
entire life based on a picture or reading one or two blog entries. (Watson, 2007) 
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Sarah did go back to blogging a few weeks later after changing her comments policy to 

reduce the number of what bloggers call “trolls,” which the Urban Dictionary defines as a 

“depraved individual who sits in front of a computer all day and posts flames of an idiotic 

or pseudo-intellectual nature on public forums and private Websites;” however, she 

stopped blogging completely a few months later. I do not know if she is still training or 

participating in triathlons. 

As Sarah’s story reveals, fat prejudice is thriving in American society today. Even 

when trying to live by society’s rules, fat individuals still face ridicule and prejudice in 

everyday life, ridicule and prejudice that have not been censured by society. Why do we 

allow such prejudice to persist, when, as a society, we usually condemn prejudice? In this 

chapter, I attempt to answer that question by analyzing the rhetorical dimensions of fat 

prejudice, reporting on data from interviews, focus groups, and rhetorical analysis of 

blogs and medical studies while considering the social and rhetorical context of this data. 

Through this analysis, I seek to shed some light on the roots of such prejudice, answering 

the question: “What part do cultural and medical rhetorics, such as those perpetuated by 

diet books and other forms of technical communication, play in the dynamics of fat 

prejudice?” The data reported in this chapter suggest that medical and cultural rhetorics 

consistently feed fat individuals the belief that they are expected to change to avoid 

prejudice, even though no evidence exists that such change is possible. Because of this 

expectation, fat individuals experience a Sisyphean bind, a concept explained in this 

chapter and the overarching theme to the roots of fat prejudice.   
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FAT PREJUDICE AND THE SISYPHEAN BIND 

The appeal to fairness and equity is of course logical. Most thoughtful people 
agree that discrimination just isn’t okay and should not be tolerated. However, 
appeals to fairness have proven surprisingly uncompelling to most people when it 
comes to fat rights. The main reason appears to be that most people believe that 
fatness is a personal choice, a result of poor lifestyle habits, and that individuals 
deserve to hold responsibility for their choice. After all, the argument goes, if fat 
people want to escape discrimination, they should just lose weight – and thinner 
people should not have to absorb the costs of someone else’s fatness, whether it’s 
about sitting in a cramped seat or the taxes incurred from health care costs. In 
effect, this attitude often justifies more discrimination, with the belief that the 
unfair treatment may motivate people to lose weight. (Bacon, 2009)  

As this quote from Bacon, a nutritionist and fat studies scholar, illustrates, the 

primary reason that fat prejudice is not acknowledged as oppression is this belief that fat 

is seen as permanently changeable. Whether it be Jenny Craig’s assertion that “we change 

lives,” the Mayo Clinic’s claim to provide “reliable information to achieve weight loss 

and maintain a healthy weight,” or the Ad Council’s campaign showing disembodied fat 

body parts as the reason for taking “small steps to get healthy,” the American public is 

inundated with the message that weight loss is possible and necessary to obtain health – a 

message that supports a $58.6 billion dollar weight loss industry, as will be explored later 

in this chapter. Fat individuals can often become temporarily thinner, leading the majority 

of persons, including fat individuals themselves, within the dominant culture of the U.S. 

to believe that fat people can become slim with the application of enough will power and 

effort (Crandall, D’Anello, Sakalli, Lazarus, Nejtardt, & Feather, 2001).  

When we look closely at this idea that fat is permanently changeable, which is 

one of my aims in this chapter, we can see that fat prejudice deviates from forms of 

oppression such as racism and sexism, especially in terms of hooks’ theories. hooks 
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(2000a) noted that “Exploited and oppressed groups … are usually encouraged by those 

in power to feel that their situation is hopeless, that they can do nothing to break the 

pattern of domination” (p. 27). Fat individuals, on the other hand, are expected by the 

oppressors to change their status, to lose weight. In data from the focus group, for 

instance, Nicole noted that she received a great deal of pressure to have weight loss 

surgery in order to lose weight. Also in the focus group, Jane, Susan and Julie all spoke 

of harassment by health care professionals trying to get them to lose weight, often using 

very coercive techniques.  

This fervor creates an incredible bind that fat individuals face when resisting 

oppression. These individuals are expected to lose weight in order to overcome 

oppression; society as a whole feeds individuals a message to be other than they are to 

not experience prejudice. Fat individuals are told to lose weight to gain the rights and 

privileges afforded other individuals, but no effective solutions for losing weight have 

been found as I will demonstrate within this chapter. This situation leaves fat individuals 

in an unachievable situation: they are expected to perform a task proven to be unrealistic 

at best and impossible in many cases in order to be treated like normal human beings. 

This situation contributes to a form of prejudice that I characterize in this chapter’s 

analysis as the Sisyphean bind. As suggested by the data reported in this chapter, the 

concept of a double-bind is appropriate to a point in explaining fat prejudice, especially if 

we consider the approach to double-binds provided by Britt (2001) – a situation in which 

individuals cannot win: “simultaneous and contradictory experiences of control and 

constraint, success and failure, and order and discontinuity” (Britt, 2001, p. 7). A double-
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bind includes conflicting messages with each negating the other (Bateson, G., Jackson, D. 

D., Haley, J. & Weakland, J., 1956). Fat individuals do experience mixed or double 

messages of this nature. For example, fat individuals are constantly told to exercise yet 

individuals in the Fatosphere have reported being verbally or physically abused when 

they attempt to do so, such as Sarah the triathlete at the beginning of this chapter. In data 

from a rhetorical analysis of blogs, specifically a thread discussing biking on 

Fatshionista, cjtremlett (2007) elucidates the experience of many fat individuals within 

this study:  

Y'know, for all the blathering about exercise and weight lose and the stereotype of 
fat people being lazy, you'd think they might think we were doing something right 
when they see us fat folks exercising. Instead, they just seem to pile on the abuse. 
How the fuck are we supposed to get that exercise you keep telling us to get when 
we can't do it without being harassed?   

Also from the data collected in the Fatosphere, Sirriamnis (2007a) expounds on this 

experience of ridicule in a conversation on exercise within the Fatosphere: 

We're "supposed" to be getting exercise, presumably so we don't "offend" the 
masses, yet the gym is the place where a lot of people seem to feel its ok to harass 
someone heavy, or at the very least make faces and flee as if our fat were 
contagious.   

As these comments suggest, fat individuals within this study do face a double-bind when 

exercising: they are told to exercise, yet experience bias and stigma when they attempt to 

do so. As another example, even when a fat individual goes out of their way to comply 

with society’s constraints, they are often thwarted. A situation discussed in the 

Fatosphere (van den Berg, 2009), take the example of Evan, a fat person attempting to fly 

Delta airlines. Trying not to impinge his body on others, he attempted to buy two seats. 
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Delta informed him that they may not give him the seats together or that they may take 

the second seat away (Alexander, 2009). Even when attempting to comply, in this study 

fat individuals are often given conflicting messages. Though fat individuals examined in 

this research project do experience double-binds, the data reported in this chapter suggest 

that there is also a dimension to their experience that cannot be described by our 

understanding of double-bind. Primarily, society inundates these fat individuals with 

consistent messages to lose weight and that such weight loss is possible to maintain.  

As of yet, we do not have a word for this bind in which these fat individuals find 

themselves. I choose to call the situation a Sisyphean bind: a demand that the individual 

succeed at a futile task, one that must be performed over and over again, before being 

considered worthy to receive what others are granted automatically. When I ran this 

concept past the scholars on the Fat Studies Listserv, Marilyn Wann – a fat activist, 

author, and the originator of the listserv – suggested a better term might be Sisyphean 

imperative. Going back to our example of Evan and Delta, even when trying to be a 

“good fat person” and not impinge himself on others, Go Pug Yourself (2009) fed him 

the message that weight loss was desirable and possible: 

I'm tired of these people crying discrimination every time someone doesn't bend 
over backwards to accommodate them. It's hard to lose weight but it can be done 
if you are willing to work hard and you have willpower.  

We can consider a task Sisyphean when it is “endless and ineffective” (OED), based on 

the story of Sisyphus and his rock as told by Homer in The Odyssey. Zeus bound 

Sisyphus, because of the human’s hubris, to the eternal task of rolling a rock up a hill 

only to watch it roll back down again. As I will demonstrate in this chapter’s analysis, a 
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great deal of recent research suggests that dieting usually creates more fat than it 

alleviates. Therefore, intentional weight loss particularly applies to the concept of a 

Sisyphean bind when considering weight cycling: the endless losing and regaining of 

weight, the situation which results from most attempts at dieting (Mann et al., 2007). Fat 

individuals can usually lose weight, at times through almost Herculean effort, only to see 

the pounds come back, even when they maintain weight-loss behaviors (W.C. Miller, 

1999). So, the very nature of dieting is a fruitless task that demands a great deal of energy 

with little, and even negative, results for the vast majority of fat individuals (Mann et al., 

2007). And yet society expects the fat individual to succeed at this futile task rather than 

have society change to accommodate fat individuals. 

In the remainder of this chapter, I analyze and report on data from the online 

focus group, online interviews, the rhetorical analysis of blogs as well as scholarly 

studies – data that helps to explain the rhetorical dimensions of the Sisyphean bind. 

Additionally, I examine the societal and rhetorical concepts and ideas that create the 

context within which this data was produced.  

Fat as Permanently Changeable 

One of the most important elements of the Sisyphean bind is our culture’s widely 

held assumption that fat is permanently changeable. The CDC (2010) claims that energy 

imbalance is the primary cause of obesity: “Overweight and obesity result from an energy 

imbalance. This involves eating too many calories and not getting enough physical 

activity.” This statement reflects a commonsense understanding that is probably held by 

many people in the U.S. Yet many fat studies activists refute this statement, and their 
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arguments are supported with a great deal of recent research. As Gaesser (1999) argued, 

little evidence exists that the “calories in equals calories out plus fat” equation has any 

merit. Additionally, medical science has not yet found an effective and safe way to keep 

weight off permanently for the majority of fat individuals (Gaessner, 1999; Mann, 2007). 

Weight loss attempts, whether they are called a diet or a life-style change, fail repeatedly 

(W.C. Miller, 1999). In a review of “studies of the long-term outcomes of calorie-

restricting diets,” Mann (2007), a social psychologist, has found that weight-loss dieting 

does not lead to long term weight loss and may even lead to weight gain, and as many as 

83% of individuals who attempt weight loss will gain instead (p. 220). Another study 

found that children who dieted tended to gain more weight than those that did not (Field 

et al., 2003). Voluntary weight loss in men was consistently associated with weight gain 

(Coakley, Rimm, Colditz, Kawachi & Willett, 1998). Even when maintaining diet and 

exercise, most dieting individuals gain the weight back (W.C. Miller, 1999). Weight loss 

surgeries such as bariatric surgery and lap-banding contain a high risk of complications 

(Lanthaler, Aigner, Kinzl, Sieb, Cakar-Beck, & Nehoda, 2010) as well as the risk of 

death: around 1% die in the first month, with an overall 5 year death rate of 6%, which 

includes a significantly higher heart attack rate and a suicide rate four times higher than 

the general population (Omalu et al., 2007). In fact, one recent study found that low-

calorie dieting is associated with higher levels of cortisol, which can lead to heart and 

blood pressure problems, as well as increased stress upon the body (Tomiyama, Mann, 

Vinas, Hunger, Dejager, & Taylor , 2010). Mann (2007) summed up the problems with 

dieting: 
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the potential benefits of dieting on long-term weight outcomes are minimal, the 
potential benefits of dieting on long-term health outcomes are not clearly or 
consistently demonstrated, and the potential harms of weight cycling, although 
not definitively demonstrated, are a clear source of concern. The benefits of 
dieting are simply too small and the potential harms of dieting are too large for it 
to be recommended as a safe and effective treatment for obesity. 

Campos (2004), a professor of law at the University of Colorado Law School and the 

author of a book called The Diet Myth in which he treats the obesity epidemic as a court 

case, claimed that “the perverse paradox at the heart of the diet myth is that this myth 

creates exactly what it most fears and loathes” (p. 248). In fact, more and more studies 

have shown that weight is mostly genetic and cannot be changed in the long run (A.J. 

Stunkard et al., 1986; A. J. Stunkard, J.R.Harris, N.L.Pederson, & G.E.McClearn, 1990; 

Wardle, Carnell, Haworth, & Plomin, 2008). Bacon (2008) argued that “weight gain is 

relatively easy, but the human body is just not designed to support weight loss” (p. 22). 

Most medical researchers recognize that attempts at weight loss are “risky and short-

lived,” but that the anti-fat industry – those who make money off of attempts at weight 

loss such as pharmaceutical companies, bariatric surgeons, weight loss programs, authors 

of diet books, and producers of diet foods – asserts that doing something is better “than to 

allow people to remain fat” (Fraser, 1997, p. 213), not recognizing that most attempts at 

weight loss actually exacerbate the problem (Mann, 2007). Such studies suggest that we 

have no evidence that healthy, permanent weight loss is possible and attempts to lose 

weight are actually making people fatter. 

At this point, I feel I should point out that weight loss is possible for most people, 

though not all. This effort often involves starvation, extreme exercise and a complete 

focus, all life energies, on losing weight (Kolata, 2007a; Gaesser, 2002) – none of which 
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lead to health or quality of life nor does it usually lead to permanent weight loss (Mann, 

2007; Kolata, 2007a). Yet, my research suggests that fat individuals are expected to go to 

these extremes. A common argument heard when debating the changeability of fat is 

“there were no fat people in concentration camps” (see Carpenter, 2010 and Gregory, 

2007 for examples). Such arguments lend credence to the belief often voiced in the 

Fatosphere that the emphasis on eradicating fat is not about health (for example see 

blogger welshwmn3, 2009). The blogger Random Quorum (2009) dealt with such a 

comment from her husband where he argued that some of the camp survivors may have 

actually been healthy. Considering that one study found those survivors “suffered from 

diseases of every organ system—the heart, the lungs, the stomach, and the skeletal 

system—from 50 to 800% more frequently than an extremely well selected comparison 

group” (Sigal, 1998, p. 579), health is probably not the result of such extreme starvation. 

This comment regarding concentration camps also implies that nothing short of torture 

should be used in the search for weight loss. Because fatness is seen as a choice rather 

than as a physical attribute and is believed to be a source of ill health, society believes 

that degrading, shaming and generally rejecting fat individuals is suitable since this lack 

of acceptance might motivate the individuals to lose weight (see the popular TV show 

The Biggest Loser for example). Fat people are being expected to take extreme measures 

such as starvation or mutilating a healthy stomach (bariatric surgery) in order to meet 

society’s ideals, couched in terms of health for the fat individual. Though these 

arguments may seem farfetched to the average person, it has been suggested that such 

camps may be the solution to obesity. For instance, Dr. Walker, the author of a nationally 

syndicated newspaper column, noted that the fat should be locked up in prison camps for 
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their own good and for the good of society (quoted within Solovay, 2000). Just because 

people can lose weight with extreme measures does not mean it is healthy, reasonable or 

a good idea. 

Though such expectations seem fantastical and extreme, my research suggests 

that fat individuals within this study experience such suggestions often. And, as noted in 

Chapter 4, such messages have a significant affect in the life of fat individuals within this 

study. Members of the Fatosphere reported situations in which such extreme measures 

were expected of them. In fact, while coding I defined a node as “weight loss – 

unrealistic expectations around,” seeing that the topic appeared repeatedly. For instance, 

many of the participants on the blog Shapely Prose voiced their aggravation in a post 

responding to a video editorial by Dr. George Lundberg (2004), Editor of MedGenMed, 

which argued that obese individuals should just stop eating: “All this while the simple 

answer is to stop eating; stop feeding the obese until they are no longer obese.” When 

wondering how an individual is supposed to get work done while fasting, blog 

commenter Sniper (2009) says “Oh, right. Being thin is more important than having a 

life.” On the same post, Bree (2009) notes that Lundberg is encouraging “pro-ana 

behavior,” that is pro-anorexic behavior. Auds (2009) has a very strong reaction to 

Lundberg’s editorial also in the same post:  

Fast?!? Holy shit. I love how quickly it goes from “hey, have some vegetables” to 
“the reason you’re fat is because you eat food ever.” Look everybody, I’m not 
saying you need to reenact a war crime that killed1/3 of the people forced to 
endure it to be thin, just you know, stop eating like 50% of your meals. You’re 
welcome! (THIS IS NOT A LICENSE TO EAT THREE MEALS A DAY) 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

74 

In a blog post considering the social source of fat-negative medical studies, Nuckingfutz 

(2008) noted that her weight loss support group also supported extreme measures to lose 

weight. When she complained that she was not losing weight while walking 30 plus miles 

a week, they suggested she do more: 

They told me I had to do MORE, that 6 miles a day “obviously wasn’t good 
enough.” WTF? Fuck that shit… I had more important things to do (like cleaning 
the house, taking care of the children, doing the laundry, cooking) than to spend 
my ENTIRE DAY doing nothing but exercise, just in the quest to become thin 

In a blog post on fat health care, Zan (2007) illustrates that even pharmaceutical drugs 

could be extreme measures by saying, “And Alli? Come on. Crapping your pants for a 

few extra pounds? Uh, no.” Participants found that they were often expected to take 

extreme measures, often unhealthy ones, in order to lose weight. 

Even when extreme measures were not expected, for fat individuals in this study, 

the cycle of losing and regaining weight led to frustration and dissatisfaction and, often, 

weight gain. In a blog post on Shapely Prose, Heather (2008) noted that she starved 

herself into her fattest weight ever. On the same post, Patricia (2007) commented that, 

even while maintaining changed behaviors, though her health was better, she regained the 

weight. In responding to a post entitled Reduced Fat on the Rotund, deeleigh (2007) said 

that eating healthy and exercising still left her fat: 

Maybe I’m superimposing my experience onto others, but I know that for me, 
walking a couple of miles a day and working out 3-4 times a week, plus eating a 
very healthy diet and moderating portions (though not counting calories) results in 
me having a BMI that’s still over 30. 
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In fact, fat individuals within this study even blame dieting for weight gain, often 

associating dieting with eating disordered behavior. In a post on how dieting and self-

acceptance are mutually exclusive, Kirby as The Rotund (2009a) notes that, “I’d tried the 

diet thing for 20 years! The only thing I’d gotten was fatter.” In the same blog post, 

Arwen (2009) declared that each diet put “at least 5 and usually 10 on me, often without 

me going off the diet.” On the blog Shapely Prose, Hope (2009) averts that “It is NOT a 

coincidence that when America become obsessed with dieting that more people started 

gaining weight… I personally have wrecked my metabolism through ED behaviors.” 

Weight cycling, the common result of dieting, can be a frustrating and frequent 

experience for fat individuals within this study. 

Failed Bodies 

Another important element of the Sisyphean bind, as revealed in my research, is 

that fat individuals often expressed frustration at the futility of weight loss attempts and 

the continual message that they just needed to do more. Before fat acceptance, 

individuals in this study found that weight loss support groups had been a source of these 

unrealistic expectations. On her Body Love Wellness Blog, Golda (2009c) told of a 

Weight Watchers leader who suggested cough drops might be the reason she wasn’t 

losing weight. In a blog post on Shapely Prose, Heather (2008) felt like she dieted herself 

into her highest weight ever. Considering the fat acceptance context of these comments, 

Bacon (2009) says it very well in key note speech to the 2009 NAAFA convention: 

The appeal to fairness and equity is of course logical. Most thoughtful people 
agree that discrimination just isn’t okay and should not be tolerated. However, 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

76 

appeals to fairness have proven surprisingly uncompelling to most people when it 
comes to fat rights. The main reason appears to be that most people believe that 
fatness is a personal choice, a result of poor lifestyle habits, and that individuals 
deserve to hold responsibility for their choice. After all, the argument goes, if fat 
people want to escape discrimination, they should just lose weight – and thinner 
people should not have to absorb the costs of someone else’s fatness, whether it’s 
about sitting in a cramped seat or the taxes incurred from health care costs. In 
effect, this attitude often justifies more discrimination, with the belief that the 
unfair treatment may motivate people to lose weight.  

As this quote from Bacon suggests, fat individuals in this study or their bodies often are 

seen as having failed rather than the diet, even though dieting itself fails the vast majority 

of the time (Mann, 2007). Heidi (2009) at the blog Hortus Delicarium reflected on this 

idea by saying, “If any other industry sold a method (at a premium price) that failed over 

90% of the time, they’d go out of business. Every single day, the diet industry and the 

media try to sell us the message that diets work and that we are the failures if we don’t 

lose weight and keep it off.” jm (2008) commented on the blog Shapely Prose about just 

how hard it is to change that kind of thinking: 

My FA journey is still in its infancy, and I struggle a lot with the idea that I am 
“giving up” and am therefore, a total failure. I know logically that this is 
ridiculous, but I’ve been so programmed to equate weight loss with success — as 
many of you know, it’s hard to change that kind of shit thinking overnight. 

This same idea of a failed body can occur in other instances as well, as data from the 

rhetorical analysis of blogs reveals. Whether it’s being sick, “I just recently found out I’m 

a type two diabetic and feel like a complete failure and just another unhealthy fat 

statistic” (A., 2008) or not finding clothes that fit, “Because “obviously” it was somehow 

my body’s fault, rather than the clothing line designers’” (Unapologetically Fat, 2009), 

fat individuals have to fight not to believe that their bodies have failed. When a chair 
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broke, living400lbs (2009) reminded herself that the chair, which was rated for her 

weight, failed rather than her body. Lori (2009) considers how society would view other 

products that fail 95%. of the time: 

the more I think about it, the more insane it seems. I honestly cannot think of any 
other human endeavor that over 95% of people who attempt it fail at. Can you 
imagine if we had literacy programs in schools that ended up with over 95% of 
students coming out illiterate, and then claiming that the problem was that those 
students just didn’t try hard enough? If there was a birth control method that 
failed over 95% of the time, and we said the problem wasn’t the method, but that 
people were just too stupid and lazy to use it correctly? If there were a language 
that 95% of people who tried to learn it failed miserably at, and we were told that 
the language itself was totally logical and easy to learn, but people were just too 
stupid to pick it up? It’s just crazy that we see weight loss failure as a willpower 
issue, and we buy that women who have succeeded at pretty much everything 
they’ve ever attempted in their life, including some really freaking hard things, 
fail at weight loss because they are just too lazy and stupid to remember it’s as 
simple as calories in, calories out. 

Adding to this increase in a sense of failure regarding the body, fat individuals as a whole 

have been reported to experience phobic fears about everyday living including : “feeling 

afraid to travel, feeling uneasy in crowds, feeling self-conscious with others, and having 

to avoid certain things or places because they are frightening” (Friedman, Ashmore & 

Applegate, 2008, S73). We have seen such tendencies before when considering women’s 

bodies: “Women even adopt this language themselves, viewing their own bodies as 

mechanisms that have failed them” (Kohlstedt & Logino, 2000, p. x). This evidence 

shows that fat individuals within this study experience a sense of failure at the fact that 

they cannot lose weight.  

Another related aspect of the Sisyphean bind and important to the context of this 

research is that the dominant rhetoric often proclaims that a large part of the obesity 
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problem is lack of education (The American Physiological Society, 2010). For example, 

Michelle Obama’s campaign to reduce childhood obesity includes information on 

nutrition and exercise (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2010). As data 

from the rhetorical analysis of blogs shows, fat acceptance advocates do not argue that 

nutritional education is not a good idea; rather, they argue that nutritional education will 

not make anyone thin (Frater, 2010). By the time they are adults, the fat individuals tend 

to be more aware of calorie-counts, nutritional value and fat content in foods than normal 

weight individuals (Burns, Richman, & Caterson, 1988). Oliver (2006a), in fact, calls this 

“a paternalistic condescension” that contains elements of racism and classism towards 

individuals who “are too ignorant to know that they should be thin” (p. 7). The fat 

acceptance movement does not argue against nutritional education, but against the idea 

that such education will reduce the levels of obesity in this country. 

In sum, the data reported and analyzed in this section have suggested that fat 

individuals within this study are expected to change the unchangeable rather than having 

society change its prejudice. They are expected to go to extreme measures to lose the fat, 

whether or not those measures are healthy. This leads the fat person to experience 

double-binds, the Sisyphean bind, and a sense of failure. Society’s demand that a fat 

individual become thin, seen as an attempt to make everyone the same, is actually just a 

way to make the fat individual into “the Other.” Cultural rhetorics reinforce the belief 

that fat is changeable and possible, creating an unwinnable situation for the fat individual. 

This belief that fat is mutable, changeable, is the basis for the oppression fat individuals 

face daily; this belief makes fat a socially acceptable prejudice (Solovay, 2000). At this 
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point, it is important to remember that the individuals within this study are primarily 

white, female, and educated, so it is possible that such expectation applies only to this 

particular slice of American culture. 

In the next section, I continue to explore the roots and the context of this 

particular form of prejudice by looking more closely at how the medical-health 

establishment has legitimized the cultural rhetorics I have examined in this section. 

MEDICAL AND HEALTH-RELATED RHETORICS: A CLOSER LOOK 

 [The doctor said] “PCOS [Polycystic Ovary Syndrome] isn’t a real disease, it’s 
been made up by fat women.” I said, “I just had a biopsy about eight months 
ago,” and she said, “we can’t trust the results of those tests. If they told you you 
have PCOS they are quacks and are not interpreting the results correctly. You 
need to do what I say.” (Susanne, 2009) 

When I told her that I hadn’t had a period in three months and that there was no 
possible way I could be pregnant, she immediately came back with “It’s because 
you’re overweight.” She then told me to “shut my mouth once in a while” and to 
lay off the junk food (Emily, 2008) 

These quotes reveal one of the greatest challenges for fat individuals with this 

study and another important element of the Sisyphean bind: the medical community and 

health-related rhetorics. As suggested by the data from the rhetorical analysis of blogs as 

well medical studies reported in this section, science and pseudoscience are being used to 

justify fat prejudice, much as they were used to perpetuate domination of African-

Americans in the past (hooks, 2003). In American society, we continually hear how 

obesity is killing us (for example see Wapner, 2010), how our children will be the first to 

die before their parents because of obesity (for example see Wapner, 2010), and how we 

must strive to be thinner at all costs (For example, see Jameson, 2010). These claims give 
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credence and power to attempts at eradicating fat. The medical establishment is a very 

powerful entity within American society (Conrad, 2007; Barton, 2005). Furthermore, it is 

a rhetorical system, as Segal (2005) noted, a “rhetorical as a system of norms and values 

operating discursively” (p. 3). Given that “medicine is a powerful scientific and social 

institution” (Barton, 2005, p. 245), resisting such an institution can be a daunting task. 

Yet, that is a task that fat individuals within this study face continually. In order to 

understand exactly how medical rhetoric has been used to legitimize fat prejudice, in this 

section, I look more closely at the rhetoric surrounding the idea that fat is unhealthy, the 

rhetoric surrounding the obesity epidemic, and current controversies within the medical 

community regarding fat – the rhetorical context of the current war on fat. 

Fat and Health: Dominant and Resistant Rhetorics 

By looking at medical rhetoric as well as cultural responses to such rhetorics, as I 

have done in the rhetorical analysis portion of this study, we can see how fat prejudice 

has come to be legitimized and even lauded in today’s culture. A quick search of pubmed 

reveals just how focused the medical research establishment has become on obesity. 

From 1995 to 1998, 4,979 articles were published that had obesity as a primary topic; 

from 2006 to 2009, the same number of years, 19,942 articles were published on the topic 

of obesity. Though cultural rhetorics most often portray fat as overwhelmingly unhealthy, 

there exists quite a bit of controversy in the medical community regarding that belief. The 

current hype over obesity in the U.S. is directly connected to our ideas of health and what 

that means. Wann (2009) says that these ideas behind health are “socially, not 

scientifically, driven” and can be used to enforce conformity (p. xiii). 
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Fat individuals often face pressure to attempt weight loss for the sake of their 

health because our society has an intrinsic belief that fat is unhealthy, a belief that has 

been inflated by “the Obesity Epidemic.” For example, the CDC (2010) lists the medical 

consequences of fat as: 

    *  Coronary heart disease 
    * Type 2 diabetes 
    * Cancers (endometrial, breast, and colon) 
    * Hypertension (high blood pressure) 
    * Dyslipidemia (for example, high total cholesterol or high levels of 
triglycerides) 
    * Stroke 
    * Liver and Gallbladder disease 
    * Sleep apnea and respiratory problems 
    * Osteoarthritis (a degeneration of cartilage and its underlying bone within a 
joint) 
    * Gynecological problems (abnormal menses, infertility). 

In reality, the medical establishment tends to be conflicted regarding whether or not fat 

actually causes these problems. Studies exist concluding that diabetes is caused by fat 

(Lazar, 2005); yet studies also exist arguing that diabetes causes fat (Sigal, El-Hashimy, 

Martin, Soeldner, Krolewski, & Warram, 1997; Yost, Jensen, & Eckel, 1995). Studies 

exist that argue fat is a primary cause of heart disease (Eckel & Krauss, 1998), yet a 

current study argues that fat is not one of the five top leading causes of heart disease 

(Batty, Der, Benzeval, & Deary, 2010). Additionally, some studies show the protective 

quality of fat in patients with heart problems (Romero-Corral, Montori, Somers, Korinek, 

Thomas, Allison, Mookadam, & Lopez-Jimenez, 2006) and those on kidney dialysis 

(Kalantar-Zadeh, Abbott, Salahudeen, Kilpatrick, & Horwich, 2005). In regard to gall 

bladder disease and fat, studies suggest that such problems can be caused by weight loss 
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(Sichieri, Everhart & Roth, 1991; Shiffman, Sugerman, Kellum, Brewer, & Moore, 

2008). Though the dominant belief assumes that fat is unhealthy, a great deal of argument 

on that fact exists in the medical community.  

The contextual analysis conducted for this study revealed a huge number of 

medical articles that tout the dangers of obesity. These articles detailed the efficacy of 

particular diets and dieting techniques, the supposed health dangers of fat to individuals 

considered overweight or obese, and other aspects of the obesity epidemic. The most 

prevalent of these included a study done in 1999 that attributed 280,000 deaths to obesity 

(Allison, Fontaine, Manson, Stevens, & VanItallie, 1999). Another often quoted work, a 

study supported by the CDC, claimed 400,000 would die yearly of overweight and 

obesity (Mokdad, Marks, Stroup, & Gerberding, 2004). Both of these were found later to 

be in error (Flegal, Graubard, Williamson, & Gail, 2005). A newer study produced in 

2006 stated that a small incidence of overweight led to a higher incidence of death (K. F. 

Adams et al., 2006). Many, many studies have been published stating that fat is, in some 

way, bad for us.  

On the other hand, many studies exist and more are being produced, which 

question the harmful nature of fat in itself. These works assist the Fat Acceptance 

Movement in combating the dominant rhetoric. For instance, the prevailing rhetoric says 

that fat individuals die earlier than “normal” weight individuals. However, in a CDC 

study, Flegal, Graubard, Williamson, and Gail (2005) actually found that overweight 

(medically defined as a BMI of 25.0 to 29.9) individuals live longer than underweight 

(medically defined as a BMI of 18.5 or lower) or normal weight (medically defined as a 
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BMI of 18.5 to 24.9) individuals. (For a more in-depth discussion of weight terminology, 

see Chapter 1.) Studies in Japan and Canada came to much the same conclusion as 

Flegal’s team (Tamakoshi, Yatsuya, Lin, Tamakoshi, Kondo, Suzuki, Yagyu, & Kikuchi, 

2010; Orpana, Berthelot, Kaplan, Feeny, McFarland & Ross, 2010). In fact, many 

athletes fall into the overweight and even obese categories (Campos, 2004). Yet, 

Americans continue to believe that excess weight causes health problems.  

Examining the data provided by medical studies reveals a very weak connection 

between health and weight, yet a strong connection between health and behavior. 

Interestingly, when studies control for factors such as weight cycling, fitness, and 

activity, researchers tend to find little or no connection between body size and poor 

health indicators (Campos, Saguy, Ernsberger, Oliver, & Gaesser, 2006). Weight cycling, 

a common result of dieting, may actually cause higher mortality rates (Gaesser, 1999; 

Mann, 2007). Because of the nature of weight loss attempts—usually eating more 

nutritious food and exercising—no evidence exists that intentional weight loss in itself 

leads to a healthier body (Gaessner, 1999). Though the dominant rhetoric in our society 

says that the only way to improve health in overweight individuals is to lose weight, 

studies suggested that many health indicators can be improved by exercise and changes in 

eating habits that do not involve calorie restriction, ideas that incorporated in the HAES 

philosphy (Bacon, 2005; Gaesser, 2003). As noted in Chapter 1, one way in which the Fat 

Acceptance community has challenged this dominant rhetoric is to adopt a health 

philosophy called Health At Every Size (HAES). Along these lines, some studies have 

been done on intuitive eating, an aspect of HAES that includes “Eating in a flexible 
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manner that values pleasure and honors internal cues of hunger, satiety, and appetite.” 

The results of a study involving college-age girls and intuitive eating noted improved 

self-esteem, which in turn leads to intuitive eating:   

General unconditional acceptance predicted body acceptance by others, body 
acceptance by others predicted and emphasis on body function over appearance, 
body acceptance by others and an emphasis on body function predicted body 
appreciation, and an emphasis on body function and body appreciation predicted 
intuitive eating. (Avalos & Tylka, 2006) 

Similarly, in a study comparing a set of women who dieted versus another set who 

practiced the HAES approach, the authors found that those individuals who practiced 

HAES maintained long-term behavioral changes whereas the dieting approach did not. 

Additionally, “reduction in dieting behavior, and heightened awareness and response to 

body signals resulted in improved health risk indicators for obese women” (Bacon et al., 

p. 929). For the most part, the fat acceptance movement and the Fatosphere have 

embraced HAES, though there is some controversy surrounding this, controversy that 

will be discussed in chapter 6.  

For those diseases and conditions that truly can be associated with higher weights, 

Fat Acceptance proponents argue that these situations are often examples of correlation, 

not causation. For example, one argument from the dominant rhetoric is that obesity 

causes diabetes. However, a number of studies show the opposite: such as the previously 

mentioned studies showing diabetes causes obesity (Sigal, et al., 1997; Yost, et al., 1995). 

Additionally, studies suggest that many of the ills, both physical and psychological, that 

fat people do experience are actually related to the stigma of being fat rather than the fat 

itself. For instance, doctors are likely to spend less time with fat patients (Hebl & Xu, 
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2001). Furthermore, doctors are less likely to order appropriate tests for obese patients 

(Østbye, Taylor, Yancy, & Krause, 2005), while ordering a number of unneeded tests 

(Hebl & Xu, 2001). Considering that thin people who live with fat people have an 

increased risk of illness and death (Gronniger, 2005), genetics and environmental factors 

are more likely the cause than fat itself (Ernsberger, 2009). In fact, diseases linked to fat, 

such as diabetes and heart disease, are also linked to poverty and minority status. Since 

minorities and poor individuals are more likely to be fat (Ernsberger, 2009), there are 

definite correlations there as well.  

In sum, although societal and media messages often portray fat as inherently 

unhealthy, a close look at current medical research literature reveals that a number of 

questions. Looking at the variety of studies on the connection between fat and health, we 

see an assortment of opinions and conclusions on medical problems associated with fat. 

Through these studies, we can see a great deal of controversy within the medical 

community regarding fat and health. As I demonstrate in the next section, if we look at 

the history of the Obesity Epidemic, we can see that the emphasis on fat as unhealthy has 

actually come about as a rhetorical move to keep profits increasing in the anti-fat 

industry. 

The Rhetoric of the Obesity Epidemic 

When we consider the inception and focus on the Obesity Epidemic, making fat 

about health instead of looks was an absolutely brilliant rhetorical move by the anti-fat 

industry, an industry that includes “diet soft drinks, artificial sweeteners, health clubs, 

commercial diet center chains, mail order and multi-level marketing diet plans, diet books 
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and exercise videos, diet Websites, diet food home delivery services, medically 

supervised programs (weight loss surgery, MDs, RDs, and nutritionist-based diet plans, 

hospitals/clinic programs, Rx diet drugs, bariatrician plans), retail meal replacements and 

diet pills, low-calorie entrees and low-carb foods” (Marketdata Enterprises, 2009) . In the 

early 1990s, an anti-dieting movement started growing, emphasizing the fact that diets 

did not work (Fraser, 1997). This was the era of Powter’s (1993) very popular book Stop 

the Insanity, a book emphasizing the fact that diets did not work, though it maintained an 

emphasis on diet-like behaviors. Additionally, a 1992 NIH (National Institutes of Health) 

consensus panel also found that weight-loss dieting does not work and was actually 

detrimental to the physical and psychological health of the individual, a statement that 

was later retracted (Fraser, 1997) and is no longer posted on the NIH consensus Website. 

The movement against dieting continued to expand through the early 1990s. 

The anti-fat community responded to this anti-dieting message with a vengeance. 

Researchers who had spoken out against dieting “found themselves once again 

underfunded” (Fraser, 1997, p. 224). Another dazzling rhetorical move on the part of 

those making money from weight loss attempts, instead of arguing that weight-loss 

attempts worked, a proposition that had been repeatedly proven to fail (Mann, 2007), the 

obesity researchers “raised the stakes by suggesting, with very sketchy substantiation, 

that obesity had become one of the nation’s biggest health problems – a “disease” 

(Fraser, 1997, p. 224). Now, fat became about health rather than aesthetics.  

By stating that obesity itself was a disease – rather than a genetic characteristic, a 

consequence of health behaviors or an effect of other factors such as illness or 
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prescription drugs – a number of groups were able to profit in some way from trying to 

contain that disease, as will be discussed in this section. Whereas beauty issues might not 

have appealed to certain groups, such as feminists or men, making fat about health made 

it a moral issue (Campos, 2004; Oliver, 2006a). Oliver (2006a) says that “we have 

created a disease out of a physical symptom that, in turn, we are unable to treat” and that 

“we are ascribing moral characteristics to what is largely a biological phenomenon” (p. 

11). Campos (2004) calls the obesity epidemic a “moral panic,” with fat individuals being 

relegated to the role of scapegoat (p. 235). This calling overweight and obesity a disease 

in and of itself creates a number of implications for the fat individual, implications that 

provide legitimacy to fat prejudice and discrimination and promote negative attitudes 

towards the fat individual. Whereas the proponents of Fat Acceptance believe that fat is 

just normal human diversity (Wann, 1999), calling fat a disease seeks to force the fat 

individual into a narrow ideal of what is “normal.” Since it is seen as a disease, it must be 

eradicated at all costs, making extreme measures such as the previously mentioned 

enforced fat camps suggested by Dr. Walker (Solovay, 2000) seem not so farfetched.  

Moreover, the anti-fat industry, this time working through the surgeon general and other 

government entities, again made a smart rhetorical move by calling the increase in rates 

of overweight and obese individuals in the U.S. an epidemic, a rhetorical move that has 

incredible implications for fat individuals and for attitudes about fat in this country. 

Oliver (2006a) claims that Dietz, the director of the Division for Nutrition and Physical 

Activity, started the idea of an epidemic; in fact, Oliver calls Dietz “patient zero” of the 

epidemic. By using a PowerPoint slideshow to reveal the growing “problem,” Dietz 
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portrayed obesity as a disease slowly engulfing the U.S. (see Figure 3.1). “Simply by 

virtue of the visual presentation of the data,” Oliver says, “the CDC maps could convince 

people that America’s weight gain was, in fact, a real ‘epidemic’” (p. 42). Looking at the 

slides in figure one, it does appear as if some great scourge is slowly creeping over the 

country. Then, in 2001, a report, actually a high profile Call to Action (Mitchell & 

McTigue, 2007), from Surgeon General David Satcher, reinforced this idea by declaring 

that we were indeed experiencing an obesity epidemic (Oliver, 2006a). Mitchell and 

McTigue (2007) state that the word epidemic “sounds an alarm bell” to the American 

people since it is a term “historically reserved for describing infectious disease 

outbreaks” (p. 394). Epidemic has two potential meanings with two significant 

implications: the first being a medical term implying an infectious disease that can be 

transmitted causing quick and imminent death and the second being a rhetorical metaphor 

suggesting “the rising prevalence of excess body weight as a universal problem requiring 

collective response” (p. 397). Secondly, using the term “epidemic” makes fat about 

public health, not about an individual’s wellbeing, and creates an atmosphere of urgency. 

These moves provide legitimacy for practicing fat prejudice as a culture, further 

reinforcing the Sisyphean bind, since people see this as a public health crisis that must be 

stopped.  



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

89 

 

 

 
Figure 3.1: Example of the CDC PowerPoint Slides on the Obesity Epidemic 
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Probably one of the most powerful implications of using the word epidemic 

comes in the idea that fat is spreading like a communicable disease (Oliver, 2006a). In 

other domination situations, privileged individuals, such as those who are white or male, 

do not have to worry about suddenly becoming an individual who may experience 

oppression, such as African-Americans or women. Since, theoretically, anyone may gain 

weight, Americans have become obsessed with the fear of becoming fat (Wann, 2009). 

Since we do gain weight as we age, since some drugs cause weight gain (Vanina, 

Podolskaya, Sedky, Shahab, Siddiqui, Munshi, & Lippmann, 2002), since depression can 

cause weight gain (Blaine, 2008), since illnesses such as hypothyroidism or Cushing’s 

syndrome can cause weight gain (The Mayo Clinic, 2010a & 2010b), there exists some 

truth to the belief that anyone can become fat at any time. This belief adds fuel to the 

thought that fat is contagious. One study even tried to suggest that fat is contagious 

through social networks (Christakis and Fowler, 2007). Additionally, another study 

suggested that obesity is caused by a virus (Atkinson, Dhurandhar, Allison, Bowen, 

Israel, Albu, & Augustus, 2005). In response to such worries as fat being a communicable 

disease, an Australian Healthcare Conference hosted a symposium discussing the idea of 

outlawing obesity. A blogger on Big Fat Blog, Kimbo_NYC (2006), compares this type 

of behavior to segregation: 

We are right to be concerned! If a "virus" is to be blamed for obesity, true or not, 
how long before they segregate us to our own water fountains, bathrooms, to 
specialized parts of society where we won't contaminate the healthy population. 
So lets all hope there is no VIRUS that causes obesity, even though it’s a handy 
explanation to conditions that may seem irreversible. 
Watch this convention closely, there were parts of the United States that were 
looking at special "FAT ONLY" sections of restaurants. Soon those "FAT 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

91 

ONLY" sections will be on busses, planes, parks, beaches, bathrooms and 
anything else they can stick the title on.  
And what is so frightening about that? Because they can claim they are giving us 
more room, reinforced chairs, toilets... It could all be done under the guise of FAT 
TOLERANCE. When we argue, protest and say "NO!" we will be painted as the 
unagreeable, unpleaseable fat society. 
Watch out Fats of America, because all of this could happen, and when it does, it 
will undoubtedly be "For Our Own Good."  

The most alarming statistic about this proclaimed epidemic is that we actually have not 

gained much weight as a nation; rather the belief that we are growing comes from 

rhetorical moves by the diet industry and medical establishment.  

One rhetorical move that has been central to creating the “epidemic that wasn’t” 

(Campos, 2004, p. 123) is that the anti-fat camp redefined what it means to be “normal” 

versus “overweight” and “obese.” Controversy exists within the medical field over the 

definitions of body size. This situation has been exasperated since their definitions have 

changed with time and since they are based on the BMI, Body Mass Index, which in itself 

is very controversial (Kuczmarski, Flegal, Capbell, & Johnson, 1994). BMI is “calculated 

as weight in kilograms divided by the square of height in meters” (Flegal et al., 2005). 

The BMI calculation was originally created by the Belgian Astronomer Quetelet who was 

trying to detect criminals and deviants by their “physical abnormalities”: not just 

identifying, but problematizing those outside of the norm (Oliver, 2006a, p. 17). Using 

such words as “normal” and “overweight” have a number of implications. The very 

definition of “normal” according to the Merriam-Webster dictionary implies conformity: 

“according with, constituting, or not deviating from a norm, rule, or principle” or 

“conforming to a type, standard, or regular pattern.” The implication of the word 

“normal” suggests that the majority would fit into this standard. In actuality, only 31.6% 
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of the American population falls into this category (NIDDK, 2010). Secondly, the 

medical complex has changed the size that these labels define. Before 1998, a man was 

considered overweight at a BMI of 27.8 and a women at a BMI of 27.3 (Oliver, 2006a). 

At this time, underweight is defined as a BMI of 18.5 or lower, normal weight is defined 

as a BMI of 18.5 to 24.9, overweight is defined as a BMI of 25.0 to 29.9, and obese is 

defined as a BMI of over 30.0 (CDC, 2007). By lowering the BMI of the weight 

categories, 37 million people became overweight overnight without gaining any weight 

(Oliver, 2006a), many of who are athletes (Campos, 2004). Bacon (2008) said that this 

change came through an NIH Obesity Task Force that was pressured to conform to 

standards from the World Health Organization (WHO). The WHO standards came from a 

recommendation by the International Obesity Task Force, an organization funded 

primarily by two pharmaceutical companies who market weight loss drugs: Hoffman-La 

Roche and Abbott Laboratories. Campos (2004) argued that the obesity epidemic is 

actually the results of statistical manipulation. By changing the definitions for overweight 

and obesity, an increase of a few pounds caused “a 61% increase in the obesity rate” (p. 

122). This change in definition gave impetus and momentum to the anti-fat propaganda 

being produced at the time. After the definition change, researchers and public health 

officials could honestly say the rates of overweight and obesity were growing alarmingly, 

not noting that weight actually was not (Oliver, 2006a). In actuality, as a nation, we 

weigh on average 6.5-11 pounds more than we did a generation ago (Campos, Saguy, 

Ernsberger, Oliver, & Gaesser, 2006); we are also about an inch taller (Campos, 2004). 

This, too, actually increases the BMI, since the way the BMI statistical model works 
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make taller people overweight at a lower height-weight ratio (Campos, 2004). Campos 

explained that standards for children’s weight have also changed as well: 

So we've gone practically overnight from a situation where 5% of America's 
children were defined as "overweight" according to an almost completely 
arbitrary definition, to one in which around 15% are now "obese" and more than 
30% are "overweight," by even more radically arbitrary definitions -- even though 
America's children weigh no more than they did ten years ago. 

By changing the definitions of “overweight” and “obesity,” the diet industry and medical 

establishment have created the appearance of huge weight increase when we have 

actually only experienced a slight enlarging of our population.  

Another impressive rhetorical move by the anti-fat industry was to emphasize the 

costs of obesity in health care. One argument could be made that, even if fat individuals 

are unhealthy, why should that matter to others? Exaggerating and even fabricating the 

costs of obesity to the health care system has given thinner individuals the sense of the 

right to police fat folk, as they see fat as costing them money through Medicare/Medicaid 

and insurance costs. For example, in a recent debate entitle “Is it ok to be fat?,” MeMe 

Roth (2010), a vocal anti-obesity proponent who is often quoted or interviewed as an 

obesity expert, claimed that thin people experience prejudice because they are expected 

to pay for obese individual’s lifestyle choices. Because of our systems of Medicaid and 

insurance, to some degree health care costs are shared by all. Rising health care costs are 

often blamed on fat individuals (Finkelstein, 2009; Thorpe, 2004). However, these 

statistics often contain the costs of trying to reduce fat: often including the costs of 

bariatric surgery and diet programs as well as the more insidious costs of medical fat 

prejudice. Thus, for instance, when examining a study that claims obese children cost 
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more than normal weight children, Sandy Szwarc (2007) at Junkfood Science noted that 

the $172 extra costs are caused by physicians requiring more tests. Finkelstein (2009) 

emphasized the fact that much of the costs of obesity comes from Medicare and 

Medicaid, not surprising since many fat individuals come from minority or poverty 

stricken groups (Ernsburger, 2009). In the rhetorical analysis of blogs, a member of the 

Fatosphere suggests how these rhetorics of cost and health care contribute to the demand 

that the individual lose weight: 

Fat, unlike a big nose, or eyes too close together, is ALL MY FAULT. And it 
isn’t just a hurting me (cuz you know fat is unhealthy). With the so-called obesity 
epidemic I am hurting everyone else with my strain on the health care system. 
That is a lot more societal punishment and stigma than my frizzy hair ever got. 
(puellapiscea, 2009) 

The medical establishment has made an individual’s fat body other people’s issue by 

conflating the costs of fat, saying that obesity is costing the general public more in terms 

of insurance and health care costs. This rhetorical action is yet another move that 

legitimizes fat prejudice. 

The Obesity Paradox 

Though the dominant medical rhetoric is often portrayed as united on the ideas 

that fat is unhealthy and changeable and that fat individuals must be either educated or 

coerced into weight loss (for example see Downey, 2005), actually a great deal of 

controversy exists in the medical community regarding this belief. Fraser (1997) noted 

that this controversy comes from obesity researchers holding conflicting points of view – 

“pro-diet medical researchers and anti-diet eating disorders researchers” (p. 213). 
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Additionally, she asserted that these camps interpret data in very different ways. The 

results of studies that find fat is either not problematic or even protective have been 

labeled as part of the “obesity paradox” by the medical community – studies that have 

found fat to either be protective or, at least, not unhealthy (Schmidt & Salahudeen, 2007) 

– an idea which is opposed to the prevailing belief that fat in even small amounts is 

unhealthy (Adams, 2006). The term “obesity paradox” first appeared in medical studies 

in a 2002 article by Grunberg et al. in the Journal of the American College of Cardiology 

on heart disease entitled “The Impact of Obesity on the Short-Term and Long-Term 

Outcomes After Percutaneous Coronary Intervention: the Obesity Paradox?” After that, 

the term becomes more and more common, as Figure 3.2 reveals, with a significant 

increase in articles discussing the obesity paradox in 2008. Whether or not a paradox 

exists in regard to obesity is no longer in  

question, as Schmidt and Salahudeen (2007) state: “When the 

obesity-survival paradox was initially described 10 years ago, 

the argument was whether the phenomenon existed. Now, as 

evidence has continued to mount, the argument has shifted 

toward, ‘What does the phenomenon mean?’” (p. 490). 

Additionally, there are a number of articles that can be classified 

as part of the obesity paradox, yet do not invoke the term. Flegal 

et al.’s 2005 article entitled “Excess Deaths Associated with Underweight, Overweight, 

and Obesity” is an excellent example of an article that said fat is not unhealthy and yet 

does not refer to the obesity paradox. When a study finds anything positive regarding fat, 

that study is considered part of the obesity paradox (Schmidt & Salahudeen, 2007). 

Year PubMed
2001 0 
2002 2 
2003 1 
2004 1 
2005 7 
2006 8 
2007 10 
2008 73 

Figure 3.2. Occurrence 
of Term “Obesity 

Paradox” on PubMed 
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The actual term “obesity paradox” has a number of rhetorical implications. The 

Oxford English dictionary defines paradox as “A statement or tenet contrary to received 

opinion or belief, esp. one that is difficult to believe.” So, by the very use of the word 

paradox, we understand that studies which fall into this realm are considered divergent 

and difficult to accept. This term also implies an abnormality, a deviation from 

normalized behavior or belief. By using this term, the medical community highlights the 

belief that fat is unhealthy in all situations, generalizing the health situation of fat 

individuals. Studies that fall into the realm of the obesity paradox are going contrary to 

the understood belief.  

To illustrate this controversy, I examined three medical articles detailing studies 

of obesity tied to longevity and the medical communities’ reaction to these studies: two 

revealing the dangers of obesity and one showing the protective qualities of obesity. In 

1999, Allison, Fontaine, Manson, Stevens, and VanItallie, published an article in the 

Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) entitled "Annual Deaths 

Attributable to Obesity in the United States." The authors were attempting to determine 

how many deaths could be attributed to obesity each year. Allison and his team used a 

formula much like the conventional attributable risk formulae, but accounting for 

“complications” (p. 1531). The overall population of the study consisted of individuals 18 

years or older within the U.S. The actual data from the study came from a number of 

sources including: the Alameda County Health Study, the Framingham Heart Study, the 

Tecumseh Community Health Study, the American Cancer Society Cancer Prevention 

Study I, the Nurses’ Health Study, and the NHANES I. For the actual statistical process 
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of the study, Allison et al. started with the Cox proportional hazards regression model 

using dummy codes for BMI categories as defined by the covariate age and sex as well as 

defining “dummy codes for smoking status” (p. 1533). In general, however, the authors 

ignored the covariates since they were trying to look at the general population overall. 

Allison and his team chose to keep early deaths in the ratio. Additionally, they ran the 

numbers with both smokers and nonsmokers. The researchers found that the risks 

increased with the increase in BMI and at the reference level, higher BMI level actually 

had “protective” qualities. They also found that for never smokers the numbers were even 

higher for higher BMI categories. The authors do note that this study does not take into 

account “confounding from other sources (e.g., prevalent chronic disease, unintentional 

weight loss, weight fluctuation)” (p. 1535). Finally, the authors note that the number from 

the NHANES III study and the CPS1 study show even higher numbers.  

In April of 2005, Katherine Flegal and a team of medical researchers supported by 

the Center for Disease Control published an article in the JAMA entitled “Excess Deaths 

Associated with Underweight, Overweight and Obesity.” This article detailed a research 

project which considered levels of BMI and the risks of mortality. The authors reported 

that obese individuals, individuals with a BMI of greater than 30, were connected with 

111,909 excess deaths, underweight individuals, individuals with a BMI of less than 18.5 

were associated with 33,746 excess deaths, and overweight individuals, individuals with 

a BMI of greater than 25 and less than 30, were actually associated with a reduction in 

deaths: -86,094. The researchers used a standard statistical survival model called the Cox 

proportional hazard model on the results of three different National Health and Nutrition 
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Examination surveys covering from 1971 to 1994. In the article, the authors explain that 

they ran the numbers a number of times using a variety of models and taking a variety of 

factors into account, such as smoking and weight loss caused by illness, provided tables 

of this data and concluded that these factors had no major impact on the estimates.  

Adams, Schatzkin, Harris, Kipnis, Mouw, Ballard-Barbash, Hollenbeck and 

Leitzmann published an article in 2006 within the New England Journal of Medicine 

entitled "Overweight, Obesity, and Mortality in a Large Prospective Cohort of Persons 50 

to 71 Years Old." In this study, the authors sought to determine whether or not 

overweight was associated with a higher risk of death. Adams et al. used information 

from the NIH-AARP Diet and Health Study, including a supplemental questionnaire 

requesting self-reported weights from as many as 20 years earlier. This study was 

developed by the National Cancer Institute in order “to improve our understanding of the 

relationship between diet and health” (National Cancer Institute). This team of 

investigators found many similarities to Flegal’s findings, and some significant 

differences. Adams et al. found that the highest risks did lie at the statistical extremes of 

weight, those with the highest and the lowest BMIs, much like Flegal’s team found. 

These investigators then considered each covariate including smoking status and 

preexisting disease in relation to obesity. Adams determined that excess weight 

accounted for about 18 percent of premature deaths in never-smokers: 18.1 percent of 

men and 18.7 percent of women. In discussing the results, the authors note that “obesity 

was strongly associated with the risk of death in both men and women in all racial and 
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ethnic groups and at all ages” (p. 776) and that even small increases in BMI increased the 

danger of death.  

Though these three articles looked at the same concept – how overweight and 

obesity affects longevity, they did so in very different ways using very different methods. 

There were problems and positives with all of the studies. Allison et al. used very old 

data from six distinctly different datasets, some of which contained self-reported 

information. Additionally, they correlated particular diseases to overweight and obesity 

then claimed that everyone who died of that disease counted as a death caused by obesity. 

These researchers did, however, look at a great deal of data in the process of their study. 

Flegal and her team appeared to use a very complicated statistical process in the course of 

their research. On the other hand, they explained their process in detail. Additionally, 

they used very reliable data gleaned through the NHANES. Adams et al. used self-

reported data, some of which was remembered from as much as twenty years earlier. 

Additionally, this data was primarily from white, middle- or upper-class and educated 

individuals – a poor representation of our overall population. At the same time, these 

researchers had a very large dataset to work from. 

In responding to these articles, the medical community questioned the methods of 

both those who supported the dominant rhetoric and those who did not. Flegal’s team as 

well as Adams et al. had their articles closely examined by experts in the field, experts 

who found fault with the researchers’ process. A team of M.D.s led by Dr. Walter C. 

Willett, chair of Harvard’s Department of Nutrition, stated that Flegal et al’s “analysis 

does not successfully disentangle” lower weight individuals who are “a mix of smokers, 
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healthy active persons, and those with chronic illness” (Willett, Hu, Colditz, & Manson, 

2005, p. 551). Specifically, Willett et al. state that Flegal’s team never considered those 

with weight loss previous to baseline at the same time as those who never smoked. 

Willett’s group goes on to use previous studies to argue that overweight individuals have 

a number of problems which lead to life threatening diseases therefore Flegal et al.’s 

information must be in error. Ding (2005), a member of the Department of Epidemiology 

at the Harvard School of Public Health, questions Flegal and her team’s use of a 

proportional hazard model and suggested instead a random-effects model. Another group 

of M.D.s led by Strickler (2005) question the use of the BMI as a gage. Greenberg 

(2005), a Ph.D. from the Department of Health and Nutrition Sciences at Brooklyn 

College, argued that Flegal’s team did not take two confounders into account: that elderly 

persons tend to lose weight before dying and the potential “regression-to-the-mean 

patterns in the BMI data” (p. 552). In an editorial printed in the same issue as Flegal’s 

original article, Mark (2005), a contributing editor to JAMA, questioned whether obesity 

can even be studied and suggested instead that researchers focus on the benefits of diet 

and exercise programs. In “an exercise in attack science”, a team of obesity researchers 

led by Willett held a daylong seminar with the single focus of refuting Flegal et al’s 

work, an act unheard of previously (Kolata, 2007a, p. 205). They attacked Flegal’s work 

for not excluding smokers and those already ill, a point which Flegal said is not true. 

Even the groups credentials as PhDs in nutrition were attacked because they were not 

MDs. Research that shows obesity is not a large problem definitely receives negative 

response from the medical community. 
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However, research supporting the dominant rhetoric is not immune from 

criticism. Appels and Vandenbroucke (2006), both M.D.s at Leiden University Medical 

Center in the Netherlands, criticize Adams for using a study which consisted “mainly of 

white, highly educated people” (p. 2699). They also noted that the response rate was 

poor, only being 18%. Appels and Vandenbroucke (2006) claimed that this study resulted 

in an “immortality bias” because “respondents could not have died between 50 years of 

age and enrollment” (p. 2699). These doctors claimed that all of these factors lead to 

“multiple selection biases.” Another doctor, Hoofnagle (2006), from the National 

Institutes of Health, says that the findings were skewed because of the elimination of 

those who had smoked, leaving only 30% of the original group. Hoofnagle claimed that 

“the use of relative risks and death rates per 100,000 person-years gives an inflated 

picture of the differences.” This doctor claims that the results actually showed only a 

minimal increased risk for overweight, never smoking individuals (p. 2699). Barzel 

(2006) of the Montefiore Medical Center asserted that the self-reported weight results “in 

some uncertainty in the validity of the actual data” (p. 2700). Additionally, Barzel notes 

that the BMI alone is not a valid factor since it does not take into account subcutaneous 

or abdominal fat. Spitzer (2006), a professor at the San Francisco Conservatory of Music, 

states that unlike Adams et al.’s claim, the population was not from the baby boomer 

generation. Spitzer says that the baby boomers were born after August, 1945 – the end of 

World War II, and the majority of Adams’ cohort was born between 1924 and 1945.  

Yet fat studies authors and fat positive bloggers argue that the medical community 

does not critique work that finds fat unhealthy adequately, noting that the results are often 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

102 

manipulated. Individuals in both groups have argued that both Allison (1999) and Adams 

et al. (2006) manipulated the results of these studies through such tactics. Oliver (2006a) 

argued that Allison’s study did not take other explanatory factors “such as genes, diet 

patterns, or exercise” into account (p. 24). In addition, he argued that Allison assumed 

that any excess death in fat individuals was caused by fat. “Even if an obese person died 

in a car accident or from a snakebite,” Oliver argued, “the cause of his or her death was 

attributed to body weight” (p. 24). Campos blasted Adams’ article in his weekly opinion 

column in the Rocky Mountain News. He starts his column in a tongue-in-cheek 

comment on the reliability of the study: “Confessions extracted under torture are 

notoriously unreliable. A new study in The New England Journal of Medicine illustrates 

this point well.” Campos goes on to say that Adams et al were so determined to refute 

Flegal’s finding that they “tortured” the data to get the desired results. He proceeds to 

step through his view of Adams manipulations of the data saying that throwing out all 

smokers did not lead to the desired conclusion so the authors, rather than using the 

participants’ current weight, used a self-reported weight from age 50. The law professor 

claims that Adams et al. finally found their desired results using these self-reported 

numbers: that those who were overweight at 50 and normal weight when they entered the 

study had a marginal increase in mortality. Campos ends his post by stating that, when 

read closely, the study actually refutes the desired results; however, the journalists 

reporting this information will not be able to figure that out Adams hid it so well. Bacon 

was quoted in The Washington Post as saying that she believed “the researchers were 

trying to manipulate their data to match their conclusion” (Stein, 2006). Bacon says that 

Adams found the same result as Flegal, so they “subjected their data to numerous 
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manipulations before finally arriving at a suitable conclusion.” She notes that they 

discarded all data on smokers or former smokers. When that did not support their 

conclusion they used only a portion of the “normal weight” group in comparison with the 

entire “overweight” group. When that did not support their desired outcome, Bacon 

claims, they then asked individuals what they weighed at 50. Since some of these 

individuals were in their 70s at the time and 40% of the participants did not answer the 

question Bacon implied the information was probably not accurate. Finally, Bacon lists a 

number of other reasons the information was weak: low response rate that is not 

representative of the nation as a whole, self-reported data, poorly constructed adjustments 

of potential confounders and finally that “weight loss is associated with a significant 

increased risk of death for middle-aged “overweight” people.” Bacon concludes by 

accusing the New England Journal of Medicine as providing propaganda rather than 

scholarship. Though the medical establishment only accused Flegal et al. of poor research 

methods, the body acceptance movement accuses Adams’ team of out and out data 

manipulation in order to get the specific desired results. 

Both Adams and Flegal have been accused of poor research methods which have 

led to inaccurate results. Is this a situation where a rival is simply trying to debunk 

information that does not support their point of view? Since these groups’ beliefs are 

foundationally oppositional, this may well be the case. Because each group holds such 

bias, any results supporting their point of view must be viewed as somewhat suspect. One 

note for consideration: Flegal and her team actually appear to support the dominant 

medical rhetoric. Though they do argue for their findings, they appear almost 
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uncomfortable with the results (Flegal, 2006). That may give more credence to the 

findings of this study than to Adams which supports the dominant view. Either way, we 

can see that, though the dominant culture more readily supports studies that sustain the 

status quo, controversy definitely exists within the medical community itself. 

Though the examination of these three articles was a very small slice of the 

medical rhetoric surrounding obesity, it does appear that the medical community is not 

willing to support research simply because it sustains the status quo though they do tend 

to be harder on studies that suggest fat is not associated with disease in itself. This look at 

three articles provides only a small step in understanding how the medical community 

handles controversy within its midst, especially controversy that questions the common 

belief systems of the dominant rhetoric. However, this limited project gives us a glimpse 

into the complex world of medical rhetoric. If nothing else, it reveals the depth and 

breadth of attitudes within the medical community. Though there may be a dominant 

belief system within this group, it is not held by all. While there may be a common train 

of thought, there are those who are willing to consider research that does not support it. 

The anti-fat industry’s rhetorical moves in creating the obesity epidemic have 

worked, perhaps beyond the originators’ expectations. As my rhetorical analysis of 

medical documents reveals, these moves include a number of technical and scientific 

communication techniques in order to accomplish the aim of denormalizing fat, moves 

such as: using loaded words like “disease” and “epidemic,” redefining terms to 

exaggerate population characteristics, using visuals to imply a spreading contagion and 

conflating the cost of health care for fat individuals. Examining the rhetoric behind the 
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obesity epidemic shows us just how powerful technical communication can be for these 

actions have helped legitimized fat prejudice and discrimination and place fat individuals 

in the Sisyphean bind. However, these are not the only ways in which technical 

communication and medical rhetoric has been used to legitimize fat prejudice, as the next 

section will reveal. 

Diet Books as Technical Communication 

Diet books and such pseudo-scientific literature are important to this study since 

they not only give the impression that it is medically and scientifically possible to lose 

weight (Kolata, 2007a; Campos, 2004; Gaesser, 2002; Gard, 2005) – a belief that has not 

only been proven to be incredibly hard or even impossible for the majority of fat 

individuals, but such works also give the oppression fat people experience a medical and 

scientific ethos. Both of these issues make it even harder for fat individuals to resist this 

hegemonic power dynamic surrounding the obesity epidemic. In a mini research project, I 

looked at four popular diets: 

• The South Beach Diet, by Arther Agatston, M.D., in the book The South 

Beach Diet Super Charged 

• The Atkins Diet, by Robert C. Atkins, M.D., in the book The Complete 

Atkins 

• The Sonoma Diet, by Connie Guttersen, R.D., Ph.D., in the book The 

Sonoma Diet 

• The Zone, by Barry Sears, Ph.D., in the book Enter The Zone 
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Within these books, I looked at the biographical statements of the authors, common terms 

and jargon used within the book, and the tone and voice with which the author wrote. 

These books not only present dieting with a scientific ethos and a degree of authoritative 

knowledge, that is knowledge that is privileged (Jordan, 1997; see the chapter summary 

for an expanded discussion of authoritative knowledge) but also act as instructions, 

firmly placing such works in the realm of technical communication. 

These books have an air of authoritative knowledge and scientific ethos. To begin 

with, all of the authors possess advanced degrees: two have obtained an M.D. (Agatston 

and Atkins) and two have obtained a Ph.D. (Guttersen in nutrition and Sears in 

biochemistry). These degrees suggest that the authors contain a degree of authoritative 

knowledge giving the ideas they present a form of power. The authors often use scientific 

or medical terminology to explain some portion of or reasoning behind the diet: Atkins 

speaks throughout his book of “ketosis” while Sears has a chapter on “eicosanoids.” They 

also invoke the idea of scientific testing: Sears explains that he tested his approach on 

professional athletes as well as individuals with diseases while Guttersen states that the 

diet went through tests by experts:   

Before these words reached your eyes, The Sonoma Diet was conceived, 
designed, tested, adjusted, and re-tested by experts to ensure maximum efficacy 
for its twin goals of weight loss and improved health and vitality. ( p. 18) 

Such elements provide these books a powerful scientific and medical ethos which in turn 

gives them an air of legitimacy. 
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Additionally, diet books themselves can be seen as instructions. Johnson-Sheehan 

(2010) explains that “instructions describe how to perform a specific task,” usually using 

a step-by-step procedure (p. 551). All of these books explain how to perform a specific 

task: they explain how to lose weight. Additionally, a number of them provide, if not 

exactly step-by-step instructions, then directions for performing a series of actions. For 

instance, the South Beach diet has three phases, the Sonoma diet has a comparable three 

waves which includes a series of steps needed to complete wave 1, and Atkins provides a 

series of pre-diet steps. Johnson-Sheehan also says that instructions use command voice, 

a common element in each of these books. For instance Agatston instructs the dieter to 

“Have one starchy carb and a piece of fruit daily the first week” of phase 2 (p. 250), 

Atkins tells his readers to “Find a very broad multiple vitamin” (p. 77), and Sears orders 

“Be especially careful about the type of carbohydrates you eat” (p. 84). Guttersen even 

says that her book contains “diet instructions” (p. 102). Diet books do indeed act as 

instructions. 

Diet books provide a compelling example of how technical communication is 

being used to legitimize fat prejudice and reinforce the Sisyphean bind. In the section 

entitled “Fat as Permanently Changeable,” I have already established that the mistaken 

belief that fat is mutable, changeable, is the basis for the oppression fat individuals face 

daily making fat a socially acceptable prejudice (Solovay, 2000). That being the case, the 

ethos of science and medicine supports the oppression of fat individuals, arguing that if 

fat individuals would like not to experience oppression, they must simply lose the fat. (Of 

course, this is not the only goal, or even primary goal, of diet books. We can assume that 
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authors are hoping to make money off the books as well.) Presenting the argument that 

fat is permanently changeable as based in science gives these authors of diet books an 

aura of credibility (Gard, 2005). Such diet books “all pay lip service to the scientifically 

unsupported idea that their readers should lose weight to improve their health” (Campos, 

2004, p. 140), situating the need for fat individuals to lose weight in the pursuit of health 

rather than in a strong cultural bias and morality (Gard, 2005). This pseudo-scientific 

discourse threatens “to eradicate or erase all other discursive readings of corpulence, all 

divergent interpretations of fatness” (Braziel & LeBesco, 2001, p. 5). We can see that the 

authors of such books – books that act as instructions – use their own science and 

medicine-based biographical backgrounds along with scientific and medical terms to 

provide credibility to the belief that fat is permanently changeable. Such books provide 

the voice of weight loss a very powerful ethos. 

Dieting as a Business 

Looking at the evidence laid out in this chapter, if we accept that fat is not the 

problem we hear it is, that dieting does not work, and that the obesity epidemic is not the 

problem we have been led to believe, then why is the medical establishment so 

determined to demonize fat? Perhaps the largest source of fuel for fat prejudice is that 

weight loss is such a lucrative business – one that needs to show little or no results in 

order to make large amounts of money (Kolata, 2007a). In 2009, MarketData Enterprises 

estimated that dieting and weight loss made a 58.6 billion dollar industry – a great deal of 

money for a product that fails the vast majority of the time. To put this number in 

perspective, the same company estimates that the U.S. Medical Laboratories market 
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makes 47 billion a year. Campos (2004) called obesity ‘the ideal disease,” saying that it 

“never killed those who suffered from it, that could not be treated effectively, and that 

doctors and their patients would nevertheless insist on treating anyway” (p. 41). Oliver 

claims that a number of people profited from labeling obesity as a disease: 

Weight-loss doctors use the disease model to promote their business: once you 
can label fat people as “sick,” then it is easy to convince them and their insurers 
they need treatment and medication. Government health agencies, such as the 
CDC, are under continual budget pressure, and they sustain their budget 
allocations by convincing their primary “customer” (Congress) that the nation has 
a real health problem. Thus, they inflate the number of deaths and the severity of 
illness that result from increased weight. Academic obesity researchers and 
scientists often exaggerate or play up the dire impact of obesity to help them 
secure more research funding, heighten the importance of their own work, or 
advance their own political causes. (Oliver, 2006b, p. 618-19) 

Bacon (as quoted in Stein, 2006) noted that “Fear-mongering about weight is worth 

billions to industry and is consistent with government policy. Few stand to gain from the 

news that overweight is benign, if not beneficial.” Pharmaceutical companies also have a 

great stake in trying to make people thin. Oliver (2006a) says “a diet pill is a nearly 

perfect product” since “anyone who wanted to stay thin by using a diet drug would have 

to stay on the medication perpetually” producing a life-time customer (p. 51). Of course, 

we have seen this medicalization – that is, “when nonmedical problems become defined 

and treated as medical problems” (Conrad, 2007, p. 4) – of a natural human functions and 

natural human diversity for the sake of money before: with pregnancy and infertility 

(Britt, 2001), as well as with menopause, baldness and erectile dysfunction (Conrad, 

2007). With everyone from pharmaceutical companies to government agencies to 
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academics even getting funding out of the need to eradicate fat, obesity is definitely a 

money maker. 

The anti-fat industry appears to be well aware of the profitability of dieting. 

Seeing the profitability of the diet roller coaster for white women, the diet industry 

started targeting other populations. In the 1990s, a study came out noting that, even 

though they tended to be larger than white women, African-American women also were 

more comfortable with their size (Wadden, Stunkard, Rich, Rubin, Sweidel, & 

McKinney, 1990). Government agencies and the diet industry saw this as a new market, 

even before this study was released (Fraser, 1997). For instance, men became the target 

in a 1995 campaign by Weight Watchers (Derdak, Stanfel, & Peippo, 2010). Considering 

data from the rhetorical analysis of blogs, participants in the Fatosphere often voiced 

frustration with the monetary implications of weight control. Meowser (2007) claims that 

even the junk food industry profits from diet mania: “half the shit they make wouldn’t be 

half as appetizing to people if they didn’t think they weren’t “supposed” to be eating it, 

nor would nearly as many binge-sized portions of it be consumed.” Companies seem to 

be very aware of the connection between dieting and junk food eating considering that 

Weight Watchers has teamed up with McDonald’s (Fox News, 2010) while Nestle 

bought Jenny Craig (Nestlé, 2006). Like other nonmedical situations that have been 

medicalized for the sake of monetary gain, weight loss and dieting have become focuses 

simply as a means to generate income. 
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CHAPTER SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS FOR TECHNICAL 
COMMUNICATION 

Throughout this chapter, I have attempted to provide the contextual connections 

between my research and the medical concepts and rhetoric, the persuasion, surrounding 

the obesity epidemic. This context provides a basis for understanding a bind faced by fat 

individuals, the Sisyphean bind. As I have demonstrated, like a double-bind, this 

Sisyphean bind seeks to normalize the individual. Britt (2001) saw the norm as “an 

argument about what is desirable” (p. 11) and the double bind as a “rhetorical mechanism 

through which normalization does its work” (p. 7). Normalization itself seeks to “identify 

the normal and the abnormal” while attempting to reform the abnormal (Britt, 2001, p. 2). 

Technical communication plays a part in this normalization process by “legitimating and 

subjugating knowledges, examining and controlling workplace practices, forming 

subjectivities, and marking bodies as normal or deviant” (Palmeri, 2006, p. 49). Fat has 

been labeled as “deviant” in our society, and, in return, it appears that society seeks to 

normalize the fat individual, to make everyone fall within a certain weight range. Yet, 

Foucault (1995) notes the function of normalization and the discipline used to enforce 

that normalization “is not intended to eliminate offenses” (p. 272), but rather to 

differentiate the compliant from the noncompliant. In this disciplinary system that 

searches to normalize all individuals, “bodies are individually and minutely observed, 

their activities measured, and their measurements compared and averaged” (Britt, 2001, 

p. 9). “Those individuals falling outside desirable values,” Britt (2001) says, “are 

subjected to reform” (p. 9), a fitting description of the current situation with the obesity 

epidemic. So, rather than seeking to make everyone the same, this dynamic is actually 
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striving to establish the inferior and the superior (the compliant and the noncompliant), an 

idea that falls in line with hooks’ ideology of domination, as we shall see in the next 

chapter. 

This ethos behind dieting provides a very commanding rhetoric, a potent example 

of what Foucault calls “bio-power.” Foucault (1978) defines bio-power as “an explosion 

of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies and the 

control of populations” (p. 140). In other words, bio-power is a force that establishes 

understood truths about bodies that, after being internalized, take on normalizing and 

regulatory functions, often working to oppress individuals (Herrle-Fanning, 2000; Scott, 

2003). Bio-power establishes and legitimizes authorities who create and perpetuate “a 

distinction between the normal and abnormal” (Lay et al., 2000b, p. 5) as well as 

establishing a binary system: “licit and illicit, permitted and forbidden” (Foucault, 1978, 

p.83). This type of power does not impose itself from without, but rather normalizes from 

within an individual by internalizing norms (Herrle-Fanning, 2000). Experts, “individuals 

who successfully claim ‘authoritative knowledge,’” start representing bio-power and, 

using the influence of bio-power combined with authoritative knowledge, start creating a 

framework for control (Lay et al., 200b, p. 5). The conventional point of view towards fat 

has taken on the guise of authoritative knowledge, that is knowledge that carries weight, 

“because they explain the state of the world better for the purposes at hand (efficacy) or 

because they are associated with a stronger power base (structural superiority), and 

usually both” (Jordan, 1997, p. 56). Obesity experts claim authoritative knowledge in the 

realm of our beliefs regarding fat. These experts are often very biased against fat 
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individuals (Schwartz, et al., 2003) and have a personal incentive for keeping fat hatred 

rampant: they earn their living attempting to eradicate fat (Campos, 2004; Oliver, 2006a). 

Authoritative knowledge becomes the language of the dominant rhetoric since it is highly 

valued. Another aspect to authoritative knowledge, other systems of knowledge are 

silenced or devalued (Lay et al., 2000). As Longo (2000) said, “Devalued knowledge, 

like a counterfeit coin, will not circulate widely in this economy; highly valued 

knowledge will circulate widely as the genuine coin” (p. 16). Additionally, “people begin 

to see this social order as the natural order, adding to the persuasive power of 

authoritative knowledge” (Lay et al, 2000, p. 6). So, by the very nature of authoritative 

knowledge, knowledge that sees fat as benign will be devalued. Diet books and the like 

take on the appearance of authoritative knowledge giving the oppression of fat 

individuals a powerful ethos.  

The research reported within this chapter suggests a number of implications for 

the field of technical communication. American cultural attitudes regarding obesity have 

created a situation in which prejudice and oppression have been legitimized by an ethos 

of scientific and medical rhetoric, rhetoric we are tempted to see as unbiased (Burke, 

1950). By using science-based rhetoric (such as the terms epidemic and disease), a sense 

of urgency, a moral panic (Campos, 2004) has been ignited within the population, that, in 

turn, places the fat individual in this study within the Sisyphean bind – a bind that the fat 

individual is not likely to escape without resisting the dominant rhetoric. In both of these 

situations, as Blyler (1998, 2004) noted, it is the job of a technical communication 

scholar to critically examine the power structures at work, seeking for an emancipatory 
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solution. And, the final implication, medical rhetoric – acting as a form of bio-power and 

being used as a “control mechanism” (Longo, 2006, p. 111) – appears to be being used to 

try to normalize marginalized populations, in turn, marginalizing them further. In these 

situations, technical communication scholars can provide particularly suitable service. By 

examining the hegemonic power relations involved in the medical rhetoric surrounding 

the obesity epidemic, technical communicators can assist fat individuals in that paradigm 

shift: in understanding the binds and pressures affecting them, the implications of the 

situation, and how to find peace with themselves beyond the dominant viewpoint – an 

idea explored in Chapter 5. 

Medical research contains a very powerful ethos, an ethos which has been used to 

reinforce the belief that fat is unhealthy. In turn, this belief that fat is unhealthy appears to 

have been used to legitimize and support the oppression of fat individuals. Individuals in 

this study are continually fed the message to lose weight in order to avoid prejudice. 

However, these people repeatedly find that weight loss attempts require time, energy and 

money and do not lead to permanent weight loss; in fact, they often lead to weight gain. 

This places the fat person within this study in a frustrating cycle of gain and loss without 

solution, a situation that I have called the Sisyphean bind. To add frustration to this cycle, 

though there exists dissention within the ranks of medical researchers, it appears that the 

dominant voice in the medical industry – the rhetoric that the average individual hears 

regularly – continues to perpetuate the belief that fat in itself is unhealthy, which in turn, 

as we shall see in the next chapter, creates a hostile environment for the fat individuals 

within this study. As we have seen in this chapter, fat prejudice seems to be legitimized 
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by the medical and diet industries, industries with money to gain from futile attempts at 

weight loss. In the next chapter, we shall examine how this legitimized prejudice plays 

out in the lives of fat individuals within this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 
THE PROCESS OF PREJUDICE 

The truth is, you can never get away from fatphobia, any more than you can ever 
get away from racism or classism or homophobia or ableism or any kind of 
insitutionalized social oppression. Short of being raised in the woods with your 
culture dictated by bears and wolves, there is no escaping it. (Lesley, 2009a) 

As Lesley’s words suggest, fat prejudice inundates our society much as other 

social oppressions do. Within this chapter, I examine ways in which that fat prejudice 

functions in our society, looking at what fuels American fat prejudice as well as how it 

works in the life of the fat individual. When considering hooks’ ideology of domination 

in relation to the fat experience, we must consider whether or not the dynamics that hooks 

describes fits the fat experience. To address this question, in this chapter I examine the 

route by which fat individuals come to see themselves as “bad,” a process that hooks calls 

internalization, and the forces that add to that internalization process. By looking at data 

from the online focus group, online interviews and the rhetorical analysis of blogs, I show 

the part that rhetoric can play in the fat individual’s experience of internalization. Such an 

analysis reveals not only the connections between fat and other forms of prejudice but 

also the willingness of our society to buy into this prejudice and the important ways in 

which fat prejudice does not fit hooks’ ideology of domination. Within this chapter, I will 

look at the connection between fat oppression and other forms of prejudice, evidence that 

fat individuals are seen as inferior, negative messages that reinforce the idea that fat is 

inferior and the end result of such negative messages: internalized fat hatred. Finally, I 

will examine the connection of such cultural issues to technical communication.  
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CONNECTIONS TO RACISM, SEXISM, AND OTHER FORMS OF PREJUDICE 

Personally, I think I see fat discrimination as a link in an overall chain of (in some 
ways) similar discrimination – racism, homophobia – and yes, misogyny. The 
discourses are, or can be, different, yes. But the underlying hatred.. oh, I think it’s 
all part of the same pile of steaming crap. (mara, 2009) 

To start with, as this quote from mara reveals, fat prejudice is a function of old 

institutions and old prejudices, working as both a substitute for and an outgrowth of other 

forms of oppression. This aspect of fat prejudice reflects hooks’ (2000) assertion that 

“Since all forms of oppression are linked in our society because they are supported by 

similar institutional and social structures, one system cannot be eradicated while the 

others remain intact” (p. 37). This idea is often called intersectionality in the Fatosphere 

and can be defined as “a theory to analyse how social and cultural categories intertwine” 

(Knudsen, 2006). In a contextual analysis considering other oppressions surrounding fat 

prejudice, sexism and racism are quite easy to connect with fat prejudice. Fillyjonk 

(2009a) says to add ablism and classism to the list as well. Additionally, as I demonstrate 

in this section, allowing fat prejudice to continue allows these other prejudices to stay 

active in our society. 

The crux comes when we consider that fat individuals have little or even no legal 

protection from discrimination. With this focus on fat prejudice – a prejudice that society 

does not censure, sexism and racism – prejudices society does censure – can continue to 

function. Though such events do happen far too often, an individual cannot legally 

experience discrimination for being female, African-American, or Latino. However, 

legally they can be fired, not hired or otherwise discriminated against based on their body 

size, whether or not they can do the job (Solovay, 2000). Additionally, Solovay (2000) 
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says that white males seldom experience fat prejudice to the level that fat individuals who 

are women or minorities do. Tutuer (2009), an obstetrician gynecologist, noted: 

When we are raised to believe that prejudice against those who look different is 
wrong, it is a relief to find a prejudice against those who look different that is 
right. Overt racism, sexism, ageism and even homophobia are out. Fortunately, 
discrimination against the overweight has never been more in. 

Though there is some protection through the Americans with Disabilities Act for fat 

individuals, many fat people do not consider themselves disabled (Solovay, 2000). By 

allowing fat prejudice to continue, other forms of oppression can continue as well. 

Fat prejudice can act as substitute for racism (Campos, 2004). Campos (2004) 

examines the tale of Anamarie Regino, a fat Hispanic child who was taken from her 

parents even after they religiously had her following a 550-calorie a day diet; Campos 

argues that the removal was based in racial and socio-economic bias. Solovay (2000), a 

lawyer who specializes in fat discrimination, says that members of minority groups are 

more likely than white males to experience weight-based prejudice. Genetically, minority 

groups, “including Native Americans, Blacks, Hispanics, and Jews,” are more likely to be 

fat (Ernsberger, 2009, p. 27), so it can be hard to define where racial prejudice ends and 

fat prejudice begins. Oliver (2006a) argues that fat is being used to justify social control 

of minorities: 

For some on the right, the obesity epidemic merely reinforces their beliefs about 
the cause of the ever-widening gap between the rich and poor or between whites 
and minorities. After all, if African Americans, Latinos, or the poor are becoming 
fatter than America’s predominantly white elite, it is only more proof that they 
lack the responsibility to take care of themselves. (p. 6) 
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For minority groups in America, fat prejudice can be used as a replacement for racism. 

Fat prejudice is also a form of sexism (Oliver, 2006a). In other words, fat 

prejudice is being used to justify situations, whether they be in everyday life or in 

workplace situations, to choose men over women, to judge women and find them 

wanting, and to control and constrain women. Campos (2004) claims that areas of the 

body often seen as too fat and needing slimmed “are the areas that make (women) look 

like women” (p. 91). Fat prejudice does affect women much more than men (Oliver, 

2006a). One study suggests that women are three-times more likely to be affected by fat 

discrimination; additionally, only 5% of men report fat discrimination while 10% of 

women. Men are somewhat protected from this discrimination, but women are largely 

unprotected (Maranto and Stenoien, 2000). Moreover, Puhl et al. (2008) found that 

women experience problems in relationships as well as job place discrimination at much 

lower weights than men: women start experiencing fat discrimination at a BMI of 27 

while men do not until a BMI of 35. Fat women are more likely to experience poverty 

than fat men, Ernsberger (2009) maintains. One study states that fat women are also more 

likely to experience mistreatment at the hands of strangers than are fat men (Falkner et 

al., 1999). This trend is not surprising since “sexist thinking about the body meant that 

everyone placed more value on female appearance than on the appearance of males” 

(hooks, 2003, p. 45). Fat prejudice can act as a stand-in for sexism. 

Some scholars assert that such intolerance of weight is being used to keep people, 

especially women, contained and constrained (Manton, 1999; Kirk & Okazawa-Rey, 

2007; Kilbourne, 2007). This becomes very evident when we look at women’s body 
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styles and history. As women have gained rights, their bodies have been more and more 

controlled (Manton, 1999). Women gained the right to vote in 1920; shortly thereafter the 

flapper body style, boyishly slim and lacking breasts, came into fashion. As women 

started gaining rights in the 1960s, the Twiggy style came in. From that time on, in fact, 

we can see the inverse correlation that as women gained autonomy and power, the 

accepted body size became smaller and smaller. Kirk and Okazawa-Rey (2007) assert 

that this constrained body image: 

is a very effective way of oppressing women and girls, taking up time, money, 
and attention that could be devoted to other aspects of life, like education or self-
development, or to wider issues such as the need for affordable health care, child 
care, elder care, and jobs with decent pay and benefits. (p. 129) 

Kilbourne (2007) notes that “the obsession with thinness is most deeply about cutting 

girls and women down to size” (p. 135), and, as Wolf (2002) said in The Beauty Myth, 

“Dieting is the most potent political sedative in women’s history; a quietly mad 

population is a tractable one” (p. 187). Using great deals of energy and resources to 

maintain an unattainable ideal, women are “undermined in self-confidence, mental 

health, and self-esteem” (Oliver, 2006a, p. 84).Women’s ideal body weight in the U.S. 

has been dropping since the early 1900s, where “we have now reached a point where the 

cultural ideal for women’s bodies is barely distinguishable from the bodies of women 

diagnosed with full-blown anorexia nervosa” (Campos, 2004, p. 148). In fact, white 

women are pressured to conform to the severest forms of beauty standards since they are 

“in the most advantageous position to challenge male power” (Oliver, 2006a, p. 85). Fat 

hatred is the flip side of this thin ideal, one of the results of the U.S.’s current obsession 
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with thinness (Campos, 2004). In order for thin to be the ideal, fat must be seen as 

unacceptable; in order to overcome our obsession with thinness, we must accept fat. 

Otherwise, the fear of fat will always engender the cult of thinness (Wann, 1999). As the 

blogger Fillyjonk (2008) notes, in the U.S. “a woman’s highest goal is to disappear.” 

Furthermore, as we shall see in a later section, when thin is such a cultural obsession, fat 

individuals continually receive the message that they are in some way wrong or bad for 

being fat. 

Fat prejudice also contains very strong elements of classism. The idea that anyone 

can eat healthy food and exercise if they so desired does not take into account the 

situation for many individuals who live in poverty. Many individuals may not have a safe 

place to exercise (Parks, Housemann, & Brownson, 2003). Access to healthy foods is 

often limited in poverty stricken areas (Powella, Slaterb, Mirtchevaa, Baoa, & 

Chaloupka, 2007), a situation that is being called “a food desert.” Additionally, many 

affordable foods provide high calories, but low nutrition (Drewnowski & Darmon, 2005), 

causing poor individuals to sit at the higher end of their set points. However, though 

poverty does appear to exacerbate fatness, fatness appears to cause poverty. Ernsberger 

(2009) declares that “there is some evidence that poverty is fattening, there is much 

stronger evidence that fatness is impoverishing” (p. 32), a belief that is echoed by Fikkan 

and Rothblum (2005). This can be a vicious downward cycle: a fat individual cannot find 

adequate employment causing lower income, which causes less access to health care and 

healthy foods, which causes higher weight, which causes less access to adequate 

employment leaving fat individuals more likely to experience poverty.  
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When looking at the roots of fat prejudice, we cannot ignore the moral and 

religious influences on the belief that fat is bad. Since, as noted in Chapter 3, the 

dominant rhetoric says fat individuals overeat and one of the famous seven deadly sins is 

gluttony, Christianity often imbues fat with a negative morality. In fact, a number of 

Christian weight loss programs have popped up in the last decade; Weigh Down (2010), a 

“Faith-Based weight loss” program that calls itself a ministry, is one of the most popular 

of these. For those with a white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant background, there exists a 

Puritanical history, exemplified by Victorian ideals, that still can induce guilt and 

pleasure, especially regarding women’s appetites (for sex, food, whatever) (Bordo, 2003). 

This appears in the textual analysis of blogs as members of the Fatosphere have discussed 

this connection to fat, eating and morality. Blog commenter Tal (2008) notes that “We 

overindulge (sin) and then deprive ourselves (penance) in a never-ending cycle of trying 

to be saintly, but failing in our inherent humanity.” Blogger Living400lbs (2009b) 

suggests some reasons that overeating is seen as a moral issue: 

Different reasons are given for why it’s morally wrong, but they often include: 
overeating is an expression of greed; overeating prevents others from eating; 
overeating is wasteful; and overeating is unhealthy.   

Adding a moral element to fat has provided more fuel for current fat prejudice, at least 

within this population. If a fat person is “sinning,” then it is easy to label them as bad or 

wrong. 

Moreover, Fatosphere participants found that intersectionality added 

complications to the external and internal issues surrounding fat. For instance, adding 

race into the mix can complicate issues of health and beauty. Linda (2009) at the blog 
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Ample Proportions asserts that adding issues specific to Native Americans, such as tribal 

health care, create additional problems to the acceptance of HAES. The blogger Julia 

(2008) stated that she never really fell for the beauty ideal since “As a Woman of Color, 

I’ve felt the pain of knowing that, because of my race, I cannot be beautiful.” Mean Asian 

Girl (2009), a guest blogger on Shapely Prose, talks about the search for beauty when, 

because of intersectionality, the beauty ideal is unattainable: 

Those of us who are fat, or use a wheelchair, or have teeth that aren’t white, or 
skin that isn’t either, or slanted eyes, or hair where we shouldn’t, or not enough 
hair where we should, or a variety of other characteristics or combinations 
thereof, would have to do a lot of erasing and adding and subtracting to reach 
some kind of beauty ideal. If we don’t, or sometimes even if we do, at some point 
someone in this society will tell us we’re ugly. We hear it enough and we start to 
believe it. That sucks, and it’s hard to overcome. Despite my own efforts, I 
certainly haven’t managed to do it. But self-hatred is a lot of work, too. 

Not only is fat prejudice a replacement for and an outgrowth of former prejudices, but 

other forms of prejudice complicate fat prejudice. 

If we’re hoping to — slowly, painstakingly — help birth a more enlightened 
society, we have to realize how deeply these attitudes run in our current one. 
Fatphobia is something of a fad right now, but only because it’s the latest in a 
long line of scapegoats; it may be trendy, but it comes from a deep-seated place. 
And as we try to tease it out, we have to recognize that its roots — xenophobia, 
parochialism, moralism, fear of the unknown — will try to anchor it. That’s why 
fat activism has to consciously undertake intersectionality. We’re not going to get 
anywhere just chipping away at fatphobia from above, when all the real action is 
under the surface. When you encounter anti-fat attitudes, think not only about 
how they manifest, but where they come from. We need to be ready to get at them 
from the root. (fillyjonk, 2008) 

As this quote from the blogger Fillyjonk suggests, in order to eradicate previous 

forms of oppression, we must eradicate fat prejudice. As noted previously, hooks (2000a) 

says that we must eliminate all forms of domination because they are intricately linked. 
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Additionally, she says we need to transform our entire culture, removing all systems of 

domination. hooks (2000a) asserts that liberation struggles must include the desire to end 

all oppressions, that to do so is the only way to insight revolutionary change. 

Additionally, we must acknowledge the unique situation of individuals who may have 

added layers of complexity because they experience more than one type of oppression: 

Because each individual starts the process of engagement in feminist struggle at a 
unique level of awareness, very real differences in experience, perspective, and 
knowledge make developing varied strategies for participation and transformation 
a necessary agenda. (hooks, 1989, p. 23) 

When realizing that our society established much of the same situation with fat that have 

been on-going with race and sex, hooks’ assertions makes a great deal of sense. By 

allowing fat prejudice to be practiced, we are actually allowing for other forms of 

prejudice to continue. And, most importantly, we are allowing the same dynamics – 

acceptable and unacceptable, dominated and dominating, superior and inferior – to 

continue. 

FAT PEOPLE AS INFERIOR 

Fat people have a triple whammy -- feeling low status, being low…, and then 
because of the anti-fat bigotry, having lower income and less prestigious job 
opportunities (LLW, 2006). 

As this quote from blog commenter LLW reveals, fat individuals are perceived as 

inferior in our society. Like minority populations such as African-Americans and Native 

Americans, like women, like those in the lower classes – populations who historically 

have been, and still can be, perceived as inferior, fat individuals are often seen as an 
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undesirable population. As noted in Chapter 1 when I provided statistics on fat prejudice, 

finding evidence that fat individuals are seen as inferior to their slimmer counterparts 

proved to be an easy task to accomplish. Evidence that fat individuals are seen as inferior 

can be found everywhere from school classrooms (Weinstock & Krehbiel, 2009) to 

doctor’s offices (Jay, et al., 2009), in the media (Giovanelli & Ostertag, 2009; Mendoza, 

2009), and in daily life (Puhl & Brownell, 2001, 2006). Fat individuals within this study 

often feel inundated with this message that they are inferior, that they are abnormal. From 

the Fatosphere, angrygreyrainbows (2009) talks of how, “Being excluded, alienated and 

treated like crap hurts, because we are human beings and don’t deserve being treated less 

than human… we don’t deserve to be treated like charicatures or things or whatever.” On 

The Fat Nutritionist blog, commenter erin (2009) talked of the struggle to believe she 

deserves respect since she has been told “because I am fat, I’m just not good enough.” 

One Big Fat Blogger sums up this experience of inferiority nicely in addressing 

relationship issues: 

Most of us here have already heard from enough sources for enough years that we 
are inferior in some way, we are weak-willed, self-indulgent, lazy slobs, & that 
we are ugly, sexless, undesirable, & should be grateful than ANYONE will look 
at us, regardless of how abusive & controlling that person may be or how much 
he/she may want to change us. (Patsy, 2003) 

From a young age, focus group participants Vicky, Julie, Jane, Laura and Melissa all 

received the impression that fat was to be avoided and even hated. Julie talked of hearing 

how awful fat was from many different sources: “from doctors, from friends, from media, 

from church ("The body is a temple -- don't defile it by overeating!"), and so on.” Jane 

explained her own early perceptions of fat: 
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I was taught that fat was bad and hateful and fat people were ugly, stupid, lazy, 
dirty, di[s]gusting. Being fat meant having ugly clothes that didn't fit. It meant my 
parents fretting about me. 

This section reports data from my rhetorical analysis of blogs, online focus group and 

interviews to help us understand the origin of such beliefs. As we shall see, these 

messages of inferiority come to the fat individual from many different places: the media, 

family members, strangers on the street, and even doctors. Such negative messages also 

appear in a lack of options for fat individuals. These messages work together, convincing 

the fat individual that they are inferior for being fat. 

Media Images 

Perhaps one of the most powerful external forces fat individuals face is the 

portrayal of fat in the media. hooks (2003) says that television can indoctrinate the 

uncritical dominated mind to absorb the values of the dominant culture: “Folks look to 

television to learn how to think and feel about themselves” ( p. 49). A contextual analysis 

of fat in the media reveals how shows like “The Biggest Loser” and “Dance You Ass 

Off” consistently feed fat individuals the message that they must lose weight. One of the 

greatest proponents of weight loss has been Oprah Winfrey. An African-American 

woman who has built an incredible media empire and is often seen as the most powerful 

woman within the media and one of the most powerful celebrities in the U.S. (Blakeley, 

2009), Oprah has been quoted in saying that weight loss was her "single greatest 

accomplishment” and often has focused on weight loss (quoted in Rosen, 1991). Kirstie 

Ally is another celebrity whose weight loss battle has been chronicled in the press. She 

has even made a sitcom, called “Fat Actress,” about her celebrity weight loss antics. Fat 
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characters in television or movies are often either portrayed as a villain or used for comic 

affect (Saguy & Almeling, 2008) such as Eddie Murphy’s Rasputia in Norbit and Fat 

Bastard in the Austin Power series. As for other media representations of fat, UK scholar 

and blogger Charlotte Cooper (2007) wrote a fascinating essay on the “headless fattie” 

phenomenon. Cooper says that news reports, articles and other media reporting on fat, the 

obesity epidemic, or the like are often accompanied by a picture of a fat person 

“seemingly photographed unawares, with their head neatly cropped out of the picture.” 

The blogger notes that fat people are presented as “as objects, as symbols, as a collective 

problem, as something to be talked about.” She goes on to explain the implications and 

repercussions of such portrayal: 

we are there but we have no voice, not even a mouth in a head, no brain, no 
thoughts or opinions. Instead we are reduced and dehumanised as symbols of 
cultural fear: the body, the belly, the arse, food. There's a symbolism, too, in the 
way that the people in these photographs have been beheaded. It's as though we 
have been punished for existing, our right to speak has been removed by a 
prurient gaze, our headless images accompany articles that assume a world 
without people like us would be a better world altogether. 

Cooper’s overall argument emphasizes that fat people are often presented without 

character, voice or humanity. As these experiences and insights reveal, fat individuals are 

inundated with the message that they are inferior from the media and press. 

Commenters and bloggers in the Fatosphere note that Hollywood is one of the 

bigger factors in the belief that fat individuals are seen as inferior. In a discussion of 

Kirstie Alley’s weight gain and subsequent self-attacks on the topic, Jane (2009a) voiced 

her frustration: 
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Self-loathing is not a fucking character-builder. It doesn’t make you stronger. It 
doesn’t make you better. It’s just an ever-deepening, creepy-ass trap; a trap that is 
a huge moneymaker for corporations that do not have and never will have good 
intentions. You’re not disgusting. You’re not freakish. You’re not ugly. And 
you’re never going to be perfect. And holy shit, that is so okay. 

Blog commenter Lori (2009a) adds that such fat celebrity self-loathing supports the diet 

industry and, in fact, acts as a diet advertisement. When discussing Carnie Wilson’s 

public weight loss and subsequent public weight gain on the blog Shapely Prose, 

vivelafat (2008) explains that such public failures leads to self-blame on the part of the 

celebrity: 

I feel for Carnie (although I am admittedly empathetic to a fault.) She was told the 
same tripe we all were, and to “fail” so publicly at something that is supposed to 
fail safe I would imagine would be very difficult. What’s worse is that, without 
FA, Carnie has no recourse but to blame herself. 

This self-blame reinforces the inferiority of fat individuals since it reinforces the beliefs 

that a fat individual must change to fit society ideals and any weight-loss failures can be 

blamed on the fat individual. 

Though the entertainment and media industries are powerful purveyors of the “fat 

is bad” attitude, semi-positive and positive portrayals of fat are starting to appear in the 

media, as a contextual analysis of this concept reveals. Drop Dead Diva, a show debuting 

in the summer of 2009, though still filled with stereotypical fat images such as constant 

eating and lack of exercise, seeks to humanize a fat woman and the struggles she faces. 

The premise of this show has a “model wannabe” after an accidental death returning to 

earth in the body of a plus-sized attorney. “Deb must come to terms with inhabiting 

Jane’s frame and learn to reconcile her beauty queen ways with her brilliant new mind” 
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(Lifetime, 2010). Huge, a show debuting on ABC Family in the summer of 2010, is also a 

show that attempts to show fat people as people, though with a less stereotypical view 

than Drop Dead Diva. Taking place a fat camp for teens, this show examines the issues 

surrounding being a teenager, focusing on issues faced by fat teens, “as they look beneath 

the surface to discover their true selves and the truth about each other” (ABC Family, 

2010). Crystal Renn and Ashley Graham, plus-size models, are currently in high demand 

in the modeling world (France, 2009). The women’s magazine Glamour had such a 

positive reaction to a single plus-size model, Lizzie Miller, in the September 2009 issue 

that they have chosen to use more in the coming months (Leive, 2009). Gabourey Sidebe, 

one of 2010’s best actress nominees, is proving to be an excellent example of a fat, black 

woman with confidence and style. Yet, as hooks (2003) noted regarding African-

American women, “In the world of fashion dark bodies are portrayed as “exotica” but 

never as naturally beautiful” (p. 48); so, too, are these women portrayed as some kind of 

exotic, sexualized, oddity rather than just the natural variety of women. For instance, 

after the success of Lizzie Miller’s single photo, Glamour magazine ran a photo of plus-

sized models in the November issue: naked, piled together in suggestive poses. At least 

fat persons are starting to be portrayed in a somewhat more positive light in the media. 

However, it does not balance the many negative messages fat individuals receive from 

many different places, as the following sections elucidate. Family, friends and even 

strangers consistently supply fat individuals with the message that they are bad for being 

fat.  
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Negative Messages in the Home 

Parents can add to this belief of fat as abhorrent; fat individuals often found that 

parents were a primary source for the negative connotations of fat. hooks (1989) says that 

this type of oppression in the home creates the feeling of powerlessness outside the home. 

In hooks’ example, she was speaking about male domination within the home opening an 

individual to racism or sexism outside of the home, showing that domination of any form 

opens an individual to dominating forces. She also says that patriarchal families are 

problematic: 

Patriarchal families are not safe, constructive places for the development of 
identitites and kinship ties free of the crippling weight of domination. Patriarchy 
is about domination. (hooks, 1995b, p. 73) 

Coercive domination within the home also creates contradiction as the home is a location 

of “care and connection” (hooks, 1989, p. 21). Commenters on the Fatosphere found that 

parents often present them the message that they must lose weight. Shinobi (2007) talks 

of being forced to play sports in an attempt to lose weight in a post on Shapely Prose. 

Also on Shapely Prose, Amanda (2007) says “I grew up with my family hammering at 

me to lose weight and live longer, I internalized it, and I brutalized myself.” Parents often 

encouraged and rewarded children for losing weight, if only by their attitudes. In a blog 

post on "The Self-Loathing of Our Parents," Big Liberty (2008) noted that most of her 

intimates, with the exception of her mother, complimented her profusely when she was 

starving herself. Emgee (2009) talked of this in a post dealing with self-loathing on 

Shapely Prose, "Trouble is, when I was skinny and they actually were nicer to me 

because they liked who I was when I was skinny, it only pissed me off because I was 
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always the same person, fat or skinny." Sometimes, parents encourage their children to 

lose weight so that the adult’s parenting skills would not be questioned, so that they 

would not be judged as a poor parent. As Gaesser (2002) says, women are often blamed 

for childhood obesity. OTM (2009), a blog commenter on Shapely Prose, shares her 

perception of her mother’s motivations: 

My mom, reacting to my misery and being very slim herself and so not really 
understanding the logistics of being fat, “supported” me by helping me diet, 
starting with the Seven Day Diet and then a nutritionist (who advised me to stop 
wearing pleated skirts, since they make me look fat) and on and on.  

I also think there was a certain element of shame in it for my mom, too. She was a 
single mom and we were pretty poor and we lived in an area that did not look 
kindly on single moms or poor folks and I think she saw my fatness as a bad 
reflection on her.  

Blogger Living400lbs (2009c) argues that society sees parents with fat kids as bad 

parents: 

Our culture makes it plain that Good Parents[tm] don’t raise Fat Kids, because Fat 
Kids are Officially Bad and Unhealthy and Incorrect.  So parents who want to be 
Good Parents will feel compelled to Do Something About The Fat Kid.  

Since parents, especially mothers, are often blamed for their children being fat (Boero, 

2009), this action is not surprising.  

For that reason, or perhaps other reasons, individuals in this study found that 

mothers often implied or even stated that fat was a condition to be remedied. Many of the 

fat individuals in this study were put on diets by their mothers, the interviews, focus 

group and textual analysis of blogs reveal. In her interview, Mary’s mother put her on a 

number of diets including Weight Watchers and Jenny Craig. Blog commenter Emgee’s 
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(2009) mother put her on a grapefruit diet, while Marianne from Cali (2009) explained 

that her mother: 

had me on every known wacky and toxic diet on the planet in elementary school. I 
wasn’t even a fattie then. I was on the stewardess diet and on Atkins before it was 
Atkins. Mom just wanted me in the “slim” pants instead of the “regular.” How 
sick is that. She used to tell me not to wear shorts because my legs were too fat. 

Blogger nutrimetry (2009) explained how she ended up gaining weight as a result of her 

mother’s pressuring her to lose: 

Similarly, before I was dragged into dieting hell, I was a size 12.  I was 15 pounds 
out the recommended weight range for my height. … After I was now a size 18, 
my mother presented me with a picture of when I was a size 12 for “inspiration” 
to lose weight because I “hadn’t always been fat”; I “had once been a size 12.” I 
was stunned that she didn’t see the irony in what she was doing. 

As these examples suggest, fat individuals in this study reported that mothers often 

imparted the message that fat was bad to their children. 

Fathers often played a part in encouraging fat individuals to feel inadequate or 

unacceptable, fat individuals in this study found. Sometimes this comes from fathers 

buying into the cultural ideas. Blog commenter OTM (2009) noted that her father who 

was a child psychologist bought her diet books. For their Christmas present one year, 

blogger Bigliberty’s (2009) father put his children on diets. Commenters Alyssa (2009) 

and Sarah B (2009) both noted that their fathers were fat, yet talked negatively about their 

daughter’s fat, a situation Emgee (2009) expanded upon on Shapely Prose:   

Yup, dad never hesitated to join in on the fat-bashing, even though I got his 
genetics and fat-tendency. After I gained the “freshman 15″ in college, he told me 
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I looked like a “fattening hog”. And he continues to tell me that “all you need to 
do is eat less,” to which I annoyingly respond, “Now why didn’t I think of that!” 

In her interview, Anne Lutz explained that, from the age of three, her father started telling 

her boys would not want to date her because of her fat. As these experiences show, 

individuals within this study found that father’s interaction with their fat children can 

help internalize the belief that fat is bad.  

Even when parents did not make negative comments towards their children, their 

own negative view of fat often affected their offspring, an experience of many of the 

individuals in this study. They may have modeled disordered eating to their children. 

Deneensue (2007) wrote on Fatshionista: “I've had body issues since I was little. My 

mother was constantly worried about her weight and always going on diets. Since the age 

of about 8 or so (maybe even younger, I'm not quite sure) my sister and I went on diets 

with her.” In her interview, Mary spoke of going on diets with her mother, “I went on 

diets with my mom several times (Weight Watchers multiple times, and Jenny Craig) -- 

starting in maybe 8th grade and going all the way through college. She is fat too and was 

probably the main source of my ideas about fat.” At other times, children pick up on their 

father's own issues with his body. As Big Liberty (2008) notes regarding her father, "Yes, 

he’s a self-loather. Does that mean I have to be, too?" By modeling disordered eating and 

negative body images, some parents add to their children’s internalized belief that fat is a 

condition to be avoided. 

Even though many participants in the Fatosphere received negative messages 

about fat from their parents, some did receive positive feedback as well. Blog commenter 
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Fashionablenerd (2008) said her mother “told me everyday that beauty came in ALL 

sizes.” Commenter Lori (2009a) explained that her parents didn’t judge: 

I don’t ever remember feeling judged by parents for my appearance. Seriously, 
it’s bad enough that the rest of the world does it; people should at least be able to 
feel secure that their parents do not base their opinion of them on who they look. 

Sticky (2009) commented on Shapely Prose that her father never said a word about her 

weight. Some parents were a source of a positive body image for fat individuals in this 

study. 

Though parents were instrumental in the formation of thoughts on fat, other 

family members played a part as well, individuals in this study found. Blog commenters 

The Bald Soprano (2009) and xenu01 (2009) both said that their grandmothers tended to 

be a source of body shame, with xenu01 calling her grandma a “diet pusher.” On Shapely 

Prose, Estrella (2009) noted that her brother often taunted her for her weight, getting her 

cousins involved as well. So, other family members can play a role in the fat individual’s 

internalized fat hatred as well, individuals in this study found. 

As the experiences of these fat individuals attest, family support of the dominant 

rhetoric reinforces internalized fat hatred. hooks (1989) states the incredible importance 

of eliminating domination within the home: 

If we are unable to resist and end domination in relations where there is care, it 
seems totally unimaginable that we can resist and end it in other institutionalized 
relations of power. (p. 22) 
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When the home front reinforces the dominant rhetoric, the individual is more likely to 

internalize the message of self-hatred. For fat individuals in this study, these negative 

messages within the home help to internalize the belief that fat is bad, therefore they are 

bad. This assists with the creation of internalized self-hatred. 

Sources Outside the Home 

It is hard to feel adequate, let alone proud of yourself, when everywhere you look, 
there is literally a sign saying there’s something wrong with you. (Harding, 
2007e) 

Fat individuals in this study who were lucky enough to have healthy attitudes on 

fat at home often experienced fat hatred from other sources. They faced forces outside of 

the home which reinforce the belief that the fat body is unacceptable and unworthy; these 

individuals experience oppression and prejudice in many different ways. These forces 

started from childhood and moved on into adulthood. Outside messages come from 

intimates – family, close friends, partners – to professionals – the medical industry 

specifically – to complete strangers on the street. The messages can look like caring, such 

as a friend or a doctor expressing concern over health costs of an individual’s weight, or 

abuse, such as name calling or employment discrimination. These interactions reinforce 

the beliefs of fat individuals in thisstudy that they are somehow inferior and 

unacceptable.  

We see this acknowledgement of oppression in fat individual’s experiences in the 

focus group and the textual analysis of blogs. In a post on Shapely Prose, for example, 

sannanina (2009) eventually realized that what she experienced was not her imagination: 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

136 

It took me years to allow myself to acknowledge that, yes, I am disadvantaged 
compared to thin people, not because it is inherently bad to be fat, but because 
society either does not consider that my body type exists or actively discriminates 
against it. 

Though Susan, a member of the focus group, grew up in a family where fat was not an 

issue, she experienced these feelings of powerlessness when she entered the world: 

Once when I was in the second grade, I was punched in the stomach by an older 
boy I didn't know--hard enough to knock me down and knock the wind out of me. 
When asked why he did it, he replied simply, "I hate her because she's fat." So I 
learned early that the world was dangerous for fat people. 

Whether it be a fiancé who will not marry a fat woman until she loses 50 pounds (Big 

Liberty, 2009) or boys who ask the fat girl out only because of a lost bet (University 

Princess, 2008; nuckingfutz, 2008b), fat individuals in this study can receive the message 

that they are unacceptable over and over from external forces. 

The Medical Community 

The problem is that doctors who see a fat person so often fail to look beyond the 
fat, and not only fail to see nothing but the fat, but in the process, deny treatment 
for whatever is actually wrong with you. (Interview with Ann K.) 

As noted in Chapters 1 and 3, fat individuals receive the message that their bodies 

are wrong or broken often from medical personnel, a fact that Ann K. pointed out in her 

interview quoted above. In fact, fat individuals in the Fatosphere experience so many 

difficult situations in dealing with the medical community that they created a blog just to 

discuss these medical atrocities. The blog First, Do No Harm (2009) allows fat 

individuals to email in stories of problems in dealing with doctors which they then post 

on the site. Story after story details everything from small incidences to life threatening 
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abuses fat individuals experience at the hand of doctors. Experiences include a 

pediatrician who ignored all the signs of anorexia because she had been overweight 

(Kitty, 2009) to the constant suggestion to try weight-loss surgery (Christine, 2009) to 

taking unneeded blood-pressure medicine (Jack, 2009) to having lactose intolerance 

blamed on being fat (Mareen, 2009). HappyWriter (2009) details an excruciatingly 

painful process of seeing doctor after doctor to be told her weight was the problem again 

and again, even experiencing behavior meant to humiliate and shame her into losing 

weight; eventually she was diagnosed with MS by a doctor who took her symptoms 

seriously. She explains: 

Ive had so much blamed on my weight, sometimes, I just prayed to get a doctor 
who would listen to me and see me as a person before they see the weight. I was 
finally diagnosed with MS, but I have to wonder – if it could’ve been caught 
earlier if I had a Dr who listened and taken me seriously. 

After a doctor at Johns Hopkins refused to remove a cancerous tumor on her kidney 

because of her size, Suzy Smith (2009) had to choose another doctor which delayed her 

surgery by two months. These stories detail just a few of the experiences of fat prejudice 

by doctors floating around the Fatosphere showing that fat individuals are often told that 

they are inferior in some way by medical professionals. 

Another way that fat individuals come to believe that they are inferior, according 

to the fat individuals in this study, is that people often accused them of lying about their 

diets and exercise amount. In a conversation on The Rotund entitled “On Disrespecting 

Doctors,” Marshmallow (2008) told a frustrating experience with not being believed by a 

doctor when seeking help for a foot injury. The doctor told her to eat less and exercise, 
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that would solve the soreness in her foot. When she explained that she already exercised a 

great deal, the doctor interrupted her saying, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but if you 

really did that much exercise? You would look very different now.” Even when the fat 

individual themselves are not accused of lying, their bodies are: 

At my last appointment (to have a routine physical) the doctor took my blood 
pressure 4 times (it is naturally low) then said that he didn't believe the results.  
When I mentioned that he had taken it four times, and that the nurse had taken it 
three, and asked him if his office was typically incompetent at taking blood 
pressure he backed off. (Interview with Anne Lutz)  

Fat individuals in this study receive the message that they are not honest about their 

habits, therefore they are inferior. 

Dealing with Others 

Perhaps the most disturbing of the participants’ experiences feeding fat 

individuals negative ideas of fat, many of these individuals have experienced hatred in 

some form directed at fat, their own or others. Welshwmn3 (2009b), a blogger at A Day 

in the Fat Life, discussed jokes involving dying fat people by noting, “People can say it’s 

okay to kill all fat people, and that’s not considered hatred?  Then what is, pray tell?” In 

examining the motivation behind the fat hate, participants suggested reasons that might 

explain the phenomena. Fat individuals in the Fatosphere often find that they are treated 

or seen as less than human or as other than human. In a response to a post written by 

Lesley on the Fatshionista blog, kdkaboom (2008) related an experience where she was 

described as “NOT a woman.” As a guess blogger on Shapely Prose, Lauredhel (2008) 

notes that just the term “The Obese” is dehumanizing: 
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The usage and context of the term “The Obese” bring home to us the fact that 
society thinks of fat people as a mob. A sinister, homogenised, shuffling, soulless 
mob. People who are fat are Othered, defined as something apart from normal. 
Our fatness is considered our key and defining characteristic; something that sets 
us apart from “regular people”. Our bodies are foreign, and undesirable, and 
frightening. This attitude is dehumanising, deindividuating, and what’s more, it 
gets on my wick. 

Milla (2008) responded by explaining that she was called “la gorda” (the fat one) 

growing up in school, making her feel less than human. When hooks (1995b) speaks of 

the Other, as she does in an essay on whiteness within the black imagination in the book 

Killing Rage, she sees such thinking as a source of separation between the dominators 

and the Other. When referring to the Other, hooks says that the dominated see them as 

subhuman. She also explains that stereotypes are a way to reduce the power of the Other, 

making them less threatening. By seeing the fat individual as subhuman – whether it be 

by negating their sexual properties, using dehumanizing language, or even suggesting fat 

people die as a joke – society has an easier time justify negative actions towards fat 

individuals.  

Commenters and bloggers in the Fatosphere will often relate experiences of 

complete strangers making observations on their body. In a comment on Shapely Prose, 

lanalee (2007) received a comment from a complete stranger on her diet: 

while taking a walk, this guy at the bus stop motions for me to remove my 
headphones and then delivers this gem: “Fruits and vegetables! That’s all you 
need!” I must have looked confused, because he went on to explain that “you can 
cheat a little with some tofu, but no meat or chips, and then I swear, it’ll all drop 
off; it’s the best diet out there.” I responded that I wasn’t looking for a diet, and 
then advised him that he didn’t know me, he didn’t know what I ate, and he didn’t 
know what I wanted my body to look like, so he should keep his fucking opinions 
to himself.  
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Becky (2008) notes that it is easy to say a person’s fat is no one else’s business, “but 

when you’re fat other people make it their business.” “Even silence,” volcanista (2009) 

notes, “can be intrusive commentary, in a way.” Beth (2007) summed up the fat 

individual’s experience of body comments by others: 

I’m so tired of my body being public property and the topic of everyone’s 
conversation. And they think they’re being nice. And they are expressing their 
own fears and their own lack of body acceptance and I get that. But it’s my body.  

Looking at these experiences, fat individuals within this study can receive negative 

messages from strangers. 

Lack of Options 

Society imparts negative messages regarding fat in subtle ways as well as overt. 

One of these subtle ways, fat individuals in this study often experience a lack of options 

in different areas of their life. In one short little sentence, hooks (2000a) reveals the 

definition of oppression; she notes that “Being oppressed means the absence of choices” 

(p. 5). In this case, hooks explains the difference between oppression and exploitation and 

discrimination, using women as her example. She argues that patriarchy provides some 

women some choices, making them forget that others are oppressed: 

Under capitalism, patriarchy is structured so that sexism restricts women’s 
behavior in some realms even as freedom from limitations is allowed in other 
spheres. The absence of extreme restrictions leads many women to ignore the 
areas in which they are exploited or discriminated against; it may even lead them 
to imagine that no women are oppressed. (2000a, p. 5) 
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For oppressed individuals, this means that they have less options, less resources than 

those who exist as the privileged. This lack of options may appear in everything from 

seemingly small issues such as clothes choices to issues with more dire consequences 

such as travel.  

Fat individuals in this study feel this lack of choices when it comes to clothing 

options, often expressing the feeling that fewer clothes options for fat individuals acts as 

punishment for being fat. We see this in the Fatosphere. For instance, when 

contemplating an idea she attributes to commenter BuffPuff, Kirby (2009b) asks, “if 

clothes are a form of self-expression and we are denied the means to express ourselves, 

what then?” Buffpuff (2009) herself explains that such lack of options reduce the 

visibility of fat individuals: “It’s the visibility factor that comes back again and again to 

clothes for me, and the reason why the consistent lack of choice affronts me so deeply.” 

Commenter Simply Mac (2009) bemoans the lack of plus size clothing for pregnant 

women while Liz L (2009) is frustrated with the lack of plus size costumes for belly-

dancing. Commenter Stichtowhere (2009) says that she has actually “hermitted myself on 

many occasions because” of lack of clothing options. Even fat men experience a lack of 

clothing options, as Nicholas Perkins (2009), a blogger on The Axis of Fat notes. hooks 

(1990) argues that marginalized individuals feel the lack of choice to experiment, since 

they often find that such unconventional thinking and actions “may not be recognized or 

valued” (p. 129). Given the lack of clothing options for fat individuals in this study, they 

have less ability to express themselves through looks, revealing their marginalization. 
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Fat individuals can also experience a lack of options when traveling. A number of 

airlines – Southwest (2010), American (2010), and United (2010) for example – require 

that passengers of size buy two seats. In February of 2010, director and actor Kevin 

Smith was ejected from a Southwest flight for being a safety hazard. In an editorial on 

Salon, blogger Kate Harding (2010) gave a detailed explanation of the problems with 

requiring a fat passenger to buy a second seat. Harding points out that requiring 

passengers of size to buy two seats can limit a fat individuals employment options if 

travel is required for employment. Additionally, Harding provides an anecdote in her own 

life where her sister, who could not afford two seats to fly, drove across country to her 

dying mother’s side: 

But that agonizing day of asking my mother to please hang on a little longer -- 
while she was wracked with pain beyond the reach of morphine, moaning like a 
wounded animal when awake enough to communicate at all --  is the first thing I 
always think of when the debate about whether fat people deserve affordable air 
travel comes up. You think of some lumbering beast who had the gall to "steal" an 
inch of your seat that one time. I think of a dying woman waiting for the last of 
her babies to say goodbye. 

In response to a podcast, or “fatcast” as they call it, on fat travel by bloggers Kirby and 

Kinzel, Heather (2010) argued that fat individuals are the airline’s scapegoats for, what is 

for everyone, uncomfortable travel. Just the fear of being ejected from a flight keeps 

some fat individuals from flying or, at least, makes them nervous to fly. Responding to 

the same fatcast, Mermama3 (2010) mentioned being “a nervous wreck” when 

considering a family trip to Disneyland that would require a flight on Southwest. Rachel 

(2010) also commented on that fatcast stating that she was “terrified and had nightmares 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

143 

for weeks leading up to the flight” for a business trip. Looking at this evidence, fat 

individuals in this study can experience a lack of options when traveling. 

External forces that reinforcing the idea that fat is bad can permeate many fat 

individuals’ experiences. Fat individuals in this study experience the message again and 

again that fat is horrific and to be avoided, whether it be messages from medical 

personnel or complete strangers. Fat individuals also receive the message that they are 

inferior through lack of choices. Repeatedly, fat individuals receive the message that fat 

is unacceptable. The fat individuals turn these negative messages towards their own fat, 

leading to internalized fat hatred – a situation I discuss in the next section.  

INTERNALIZED FAT HATRED 

At 11 or so years old, I was already convinced that no one would want to love me. 
That no one could ever possibly like me or find me interesting or, for goodness 
sake, think I was pretty. At 11 or so years old, I had already completely 
internalized the message that not only was fat a moral failing, it guaranteed that I 
didn’t deserve anything but scorn and mockery. (Kirby, 2008b) 

As this quote from the author/blogger Kirby suggests, fat individuals can start 

believing the messages that they are bad or wrong and come to hate themselves, 

particularly the elements of themselves that designate their inferior status – that is, their 

fat. hooks (1995) argued that part of the process of domination emerges as the oppressed 

internalize the belief in their own inferiority, an idea she gleaned from Freire (1970, 

2000), a scholar who influenced her greatly (hooks, 1994b). hooks (1995) asserts, in this 

instance speaking of the black individual’s experience, that the systems in place 

encourage the oppressed to abhor the very qualities that make them oppressed such as the 
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qualities of blackness: “Systems of domination, imperialism, colonialism, and racism 

actively coerce black folks to internalize negative perceptions of blackness, to be self-

hating” (p. 32). So, by hooks’ view, internalization is to be self-hating. In fact, this hatred 

of self can be so strong that Friere (1970, 2000) asserts “during the initial stage of the 

struggle, the oppressed, instead of striving for liberation, tend themselves to become 

oppressors, or ‘sub-oppressors’” (p. 45). Looking at this dynamic, through all of the 

negative messages, fat individuals can come to abhor their own and others’ fat; they can 

come to internalize all those messages that fat is bad.  

A great deal of evidence exists that fat individuals do, in fact, internalize this 

belief that fat is bad. Considering the context of fat internalization, the fact that the 

dieting industry earned 58.6 billion dollars per year in 2006 (Marketdata Enterprises, 

2009) certainly suggests that individuals are willing to spend a great deal of money in an 

attempt to eradicate fat from their bodies. Even fat individuals have a strong anti-fat bias 

(Schwartz et al., 2006), starting at as young as 3 years old (Cramer & Steinwert, 1998). 

Schwartz et al. (2006) provide a list of disturbing trade-offs individuals would make in 

order to not be fat: 

Forty-six percent of respondents reported that they would be willing to give up at 
least 1 year of life rather than be obese, and 15% reported that they would be 
willing to give up 10 years or more of their life. In addition, 30% of respondents 
reported that they would rather be divorced than obese, 25% reported that they 
would rather be unable to have children than be obese, 15% reported that they 
would rather be severely depressed, and 14% reported that they would rather be 
alcoholic. (p. 444) 

This self hate is so prevalent that children as young as 5 are starting to have body image 

issues (Shapiro, Newcomb, & Loeb, 1997) and as young as 12 are having liposuction 
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(ABC news). Overweight girls who internalize fat stereotypes have lower self-esteem, 

“psycho-social well-being” than those who do not (Davison, Schmalz, Young & Birch, 

2008, p. S30). This can be very dangerous since, as hooks (2003) attests, “underlying low 

self-esteem about the body” can be a source of self-sabotage (p. 46). 

Internalized fat hatred becomes evident when looking at how fat individuals in 

this study thought, and sometimes still think, of themselves as well as other fat 

individuals. For instance, participants in the Fatosphere have voiced self-hatred for being 

fat. NotOverreacting (2008) explained that she still struggles to find worth in herself 

because “When I look in the mirror I see a fat person, when I look in the mirror while 

naked I see an ugly fat person.” Some individuals have internalized the belief that by 

being fat they are less than human. Wish (2007) fantasized on Shapely Prose, “When I’m 

thin, I won’t be a monster anymore.” Kirby (2008b), writing as the Rotund, suggests that 

fat individuals “are culturally conditioned to police” themselves “way more efficiently 

than any outside force ever could,” leading to the belief that fat individuals deserve being 

treated as less than and not to “even begin to hope for something else.” In a blog post on 

The Rotund, Naamah (2008) notes that many fat individuals truly believe that they 

deserve to be treated as inferior: 

We, as fat people, are taught that we deserve pretty much whatever foul treatment 
we get, and that to expect better is foolhardy and pointless. … For every fat 
person who speaks ill of a doctor or of the medical profession in general, with or 
without reason, there are dozens more who honestly think they deserve the poor 
treatment they are getting. 

Fat individuals in this study often buy into the stereotypical view of fat. In her email 

interview, June observed her beliefs surrounding fat as a child: 
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I, like many women in this country, grew up thinking fat was bad, and therefore 
fat people were bad, lazy, greedy, smelly, messy, etc. 

And I was fat, therefore I must be those things, too. Well, maybe not bad. I never 
quite thought I was bad, but I've long believed that I was lazy and greedy and I 
was terrified of being "that smelly fat girl" in my classes. 

In a post on Shapely Prose, Elaine (2007) expressed an ingrained sense of fat loathing : 

SELF LOVE. I mean honestly, is it just me, or does self love feel fucking 
impossible?? … that fact that i feel toootally disgusting precludes self-love. and 
I’m not sure how to get over it. the fat is disgusting thing is so ingrained in me. I 
think of it as an absolute truth and have no idea how to deny it.  

The blogger Naturally Curvy (2008) calls herself a “closeted self-hating fattie.” 

Considering the experiences of individuals in the Fatosphere, fat individuals, even those 

participating in fat accepting environments, can have a prevailing sense of self-hatred and 

hatred towards their own bodies. 

Examining these narratives, we can see that fat individuals in this study can 

internalize the belief in their own inferiority. They see themselves as less than other 

members of society. When speaking of black individuals, hooks (1989) says that black 

individuals internalize the “values, beliefs, and underlying assumptions of white 

supremacy” leading the black individual to act “in complicity with the very forces of 

domination that actively oppress, exploit, and deny the vast majority of us access to a life 

that is not marred by brutal poverty, dehumanization, extreme alienation, and despair” (p. 

63). By internalizing the belief that fat is inferior, the fat individual buys into the idea that 

they themselves are inferior. In turn, they act in complicity with the forces of domination 

designed to keep them oppressed.  



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

147 

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS FOR TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION 

As this chapter reveals, fat prejudice can be connected to a number of forms of 

oppression and, in some instances, actually replaces those oppressions. Additionally, like 

the dynamics of other prejudices, fat individuals in this study experience messages that 

lead them to internalize the belief that fat is bad, that lead them to hate themselves. These 

messages come from inside the home – from parents and other family members – as well 

as outside the home –from people who believe they are showing care, from doctors, from 

friends and from complete strangers. Many of the participants found that this internalized 

message of fat hatred, a message of self-hatred, a very powerful force in their lives, 

leading them to internalize the societal beliefs. These beliefs lead fat individuals to aid in 

their own attempts at normalization, not just being policed, but leading them to police 

themselves. 

On the surface, the ideas presented in this chapter have purely cultural 

implications and no direct implications for technical communication. However, these 

rhetorics, steeped in culture, prepare the individual to being open to rhetorical moves like 

those discussed in Chapter 3, rhetorics that are directly applicable to technical 

communication. As Grabill (2006) said, “Culture is not found, wholly formed, it is 

created in at least two ways: by the participants in/of the culture and by the researcher 

making sense of the cultural moment” (p. 156). In this chapter, I have sought to make 

sense of cultural moments by examining the origins of fat prejudice, a cultural element. 

Additionally, Sauer (2006) said it is important for the technical communicator to 

“understand both the culturally specific origins of particular practices and the continuing 
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regulation of culturally constituted practices” (p. 171). This examination of 

internalization assists the technical communicator in understanding the cultural origins of 

the fat negative medical rhetoric seen in Chapter 3. In that vein, without the belief that fat 

is inferior, fat individuals would be less likely to buy into the belief that they should 

change to avoid prejudice rather than society changing. Without the internalized self-

hatred, fat individuals would be less likely to accept oppression and prejudice. And, 

understanding the connections between fat prejudice and other, socially-unacceptable 

prejudices, we can understand how fat prejudice has come to be accepted and perpetuated 

by scientific and cultural rhetorics. By understanding how domination is created, we have 

a better chance to combat it. We have now examined the power of the scientific and 

rhetorics in enabling fat prejudice (Chapter 3) and the foundations for accepting fat 

prejudice (Chapter 4). As we will see in Chapter 5, fat individuals find these internalized 

beliefs that are supported by culturally-condition technical and scientific rhetorics very 

challenging to overcome. 
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CHAPTER 5 
RESISTANCE 

[E]very day I have to wake up and prepare myself for a fight. Whether it’s 
battling against the self-hatred I’ve been conditioned with, the scorns of strangers 
I pass on the street, medical professionals if I am sick, or even family and friends 
who are “only trying to help and want me to be healthy and happy”. (Naturally 
Curvy, 2008) 

As this quote shows, in order to overcome dominance, fat individuals must resist: 

they must resist the “oppressor within” (hooks, 1989, p. 21), internalization in other 

words, as well as the oppressor without. In this chapter, I focus on the process of 

resistance faced by marginalized fat individuals – their experiences and their solutions – 

by considering data from focus groups, email interviews and a rhetorical analysis of blog 

posts. Using primarily participant’s experience, I examine specific ways in which rhetoric 

is being used to resist the internal belief that a fat person is inferior. I also consider ways 

that rhetoric is used in resisting the external dominant rhetoric reinforcing these beliefs. I 

study this resistance by focusing on the rhetorical implications of elements such as the 

use of language, practicing survival techniques and the part that conflict plays in 

resistance. Finally, I look at the concept of resistance itself, focusing on the implications 

to technical communication which this study reveals. As I disclose within the chapter, 

resistance is a process that can be very challenging for the fat individual. Participants’ 

experiences divulge the powerful struggle that fat people face to feel good about 

themselves, to live in a fat hating society, to face every day life, even to get efficient 

healthcare. Resistance must be a way of life for a fat individual who wants quality of life.  
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Considering hooks’ ideas of resistance in the life of fat individuals, I first 

determine what resistance means to hooks. hooks (2003) often uses the term “decolonize” 

when referring to resistance, a term she uses to describe being free from the dominant 

rhetoric. She says that to be decolonized “means to allow to become self-governing or 

independent” as well as “letting go of patterns of thought and behavior that prevent us 

from being self-determining” (p. 69). To resist, then, means working towards self-

determination. Resistance also comes about in the form of practicing critical 

consciousness which hooks (2003) said is “a process by which we reflect from that 

interrogative standpoint on our awareness of reality” (p. 70). hooks (1989) ties the idea of 

critical consciousness to rhetoric by saying that such conscious changing can come from 

“feminist discussion” (p. 24). She argues that it is “in dialectical struggle” that starts 

educating for critical consciousness (p. 24). “Critical discussion,” hooks suggestion will 

lead to “the transformation of the world” (p. 25). In this chapter, I will examine how 

resistance plays out in Fat Acceptance and the Fatosphere by examining the process by 

which fat individuals fight internalization, how they resist the external forces touting the 

dominant rhetoric, the part that language plays for the fat individual in resisting 

dominating forces, how conflicts reflect domination as well as resistance, and, finally, the 

implications that this study of resistance holds for technical communication. This chapter 

provides a look into the workings of resistance in terms of the fat experience. 

FIGHTING THE “OPPRESSOR WITHIN” 

In order to resist the dominant rhetoric, a fat individual must first resist 

internalized fat hatred. hooks (1989) claims that fighting internalization is the first move 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

151 

in the fight against oppression: “It is necessary to remember that it is first the potential 

oppressor within that we must resist – the potential victim within that we must rescue – 

otherwise we cannot hope for an end to domination, for liberation” (p. 21). This emphasis 

on resistance to internalization forms one of the areas that hooks can add to our 

understanding of the structure and dynamics of dominating rhetoric. As noted previously, 

hooks (1995b) argued that part of the process of domination emerges as the dominated 

internalize the belief in their own inferiority, as the dominated become self-hating. hooks 

(1989, 2000) believed that recovery from domination is not only possible but desirable. 

“In resistance,” hooks (1989) says “the exploited, the oppressed work to expose the false 

reality—to reclaim and recover ourselves” (p. 3). She claims that a change in 

consciousness can lead to revolutionary change: 

True politicization—coming to critical consciousness—is a difficult, "trying" 
process, one that demands that we give up set ways of thinking and being, that we 
shift our paradigms, that we open ourselves to the unknown, the unfamiliar. 
Undergoing this process, we learn what it means to struggle and in this effort we 
experience the dignity and integrity of being that comes with revolutionary 
change. If we do not change our consciousness, we cannot change our actions or 
demand change from others. (hooks, 1989, p. 25) 

The oppressed individual must change those voices and beliefs that live inside their own 

beings as a way to ending the domination process. hooks (1989) suggests that we do this 

by shifting paradigms “that we learn to talk – to listen – to hear in a new way,” once 

again tying such a shift to rhetoric (p. 15). So this change within must happen in order for 

the entire process of domination to change; an individual must experience this change 

within in order to diminish the process of domination. As fat individuals in this study 

found, this may be the hardest form of resistance, this struggle with resisting 
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internalization. For example, in the Fatsionista community, slinksgirl (2008) described 

such a struggle: 

So, tell me. How do you bridge that gap? How do you get from the point of 
wanting to love yourself and actually doing it? It's not that I hate fatness. I look at 
all of you and I think, "These girls are so lovely", not "She would be pretty if she 
lost some weight." So, what is breaking between "lovely just as they are" and "I 
am NOT lovely just as I am"?  

As this quote from slinksgirl shows, when first approaching fat acceptance, fat 

individuals often experienced a dichotomy, a struggle, of wanting to believe fat is 

acceptable yet not believing fat is acceptable. This internal conflict shows up in a number 

of different ways within the participants’ experiences. Many individuals found a struggle 

between wanting to accept themselves as they are yet desiring to be slimmer. Throughout 

the focus group, for instance, Vicky discussed her conflicting feelings over fat. On the 

one hand, the NoLose program has helped her reach a state of fat acceptance somewhat, 

yet she still chose to have weight loss surgery. Also in the focus group, Jane told of old 

feelings of fat and how they influence her behavior without her even realizing it; Rachel 

mentioned wanting to accept herself at her current weight while still wanting to be 

slimmer; and Nicole noted that she felt ashamed of her own fat, but wanted other fat 

individuals to accept themselves as they were. She spoke a number of times of trying to 

negotiate this internal conflict between thinking fat is bad and accepting fat. Once 

individuals start learning about fat acceptance, they often walk through a time of wanting 

to diet yet wanting to accept their own fat. In a post on the difficulty of not dieting, 

blogger fillyjonk (2007) addresses the struggle of thinking a diet is required to be more 

healthy verses body acceptance, using the psychological term “cognitive dissonance”:  
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What we’re saying is that it’s possible to care about your health MORE than you 
care about your weight, to care about your health independent of caring about 
your weight — but that it takes vigilance, and that you will constantly experience 
cognitive dissonance when you know you’re taking care of yourself but people 
tell you that losing weight is what you need for self-care.  

This cognitive dissonance is a mental place where the individual knows that diets don’t 

work, but that the internalization and societal pressure are so powerful, the fat individual 

does it anyway. Fat individuals will diet even when they know it will fail, in an attempt at 

self-care and for their health. In the same post, Fillyjonk (2007b) addresses this desire to 

diet when talking about how hard not dieting proves to be. She emphasizes that a focus 

on health rather than weight helps with such thinking: 

Learning to trust yourself and your body, learning to trust that taking care of 
yourself is taking care of yourself regardless of what size you might end up, is the 
only way to resist that cognitive dissonance, but you have to push through it first, 
and (especially at the beginning) that is very very hard.  

In a post on Shapely Prose, commenter Artemis (2007) observed this cognitive 

dissonance with her mother when she expressed interest in Campos’s The Obesity Myth, 

yet was dieting for a upcoming wedding. Blogger Kirby (2008a) wrote a post noting that 

even though one might be fully committed to Fat Acceptance, there were still days when 

the cognitive dissonance was present. According to fat individuals in this study such as 

these, part of the process of resisting internalization includes this mental place of wanting 

to be slimmer while wanting to accept the fat body as is. 

Another aspect of the process of moving toward fat acceptance is that individuals 

often experience anger toward the general belief in fat hatred and dieting, as well as at 

themselves for buying into those beliefs. hooks (1995) understands this rage that the 
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oppressed individual feels; she explores black individuals’ anger in her book Killing 

Rage. She observes that when white people cannot hear black individuals’ rage, then they 

cannot be “subjects together...if it is the sound of that rage which must always remain 

repressed, contained, trapped in the realm of the unspeakable” (p. 12). hooks sees anger 

as healthy rather than pathological, a part of the healing process, a “necessary aspect of 

resistance struggle” (p. 16). She notes that repressing rage is contained in the colonization 

process. hooks argued that black individuals found that they must move beyond their rage 

to succeed. This rage is also the catalyst for resistance:  

Even the most subjected person has moments of rage and resentment so intense 
that they respond, they act against. There is an inner uprising that leads to 
rebellion, however short-lived. It may be only momentary but it takes place. That 
space within oneself where resistance is possible remains. (hooks, 1990a, p. 15) 

hooks’ view of rage and anger as a natural part of the resistance process is one that 

resonates with the experiences of many fat individuals in this study. 

For instance, in a post on Shapely Prose discussing a medical study which 

demonstrated no correlation between fat and blood pressure or cholesterol levels (Stefan, 

Kantartzis, Machann, Schick, Thamer, Rittig, Balletshofer, Machicao, Fritsche, & 

Häring, 2008), a number of individuals expressed this anger. EntoAggie (2008) expressed 

her rage at the “pervasive hate that fills this society like a sickness” in the name of health. 

Redblossom (2008) noted her anger at the assumption that a person’s health can be 

determined by how they look, “It’s like, holy fear-mongering, Batman,” she said. 

TropicalChrome (2008) spoke of how her anger scared her: 
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Because for years and years I wasn’t ALLOWED to be angry that people treated 
me like shit because I DESERVED it. It’s something I can deal with only a little 
bit at a time because I’m terrified that the well of anger will never run dry.  

hooks (1995) explained her fear of her own rage: “I understood intimately that it had the 

potential not only to destroy but also to construct” (p. 16). However, in later work, hooks 

(2003) claimed that walking through pain is part of the process of healing from 

domination, “We know that we are in pain. And it is only through facing the pain that we 

will be able to make it go away” (p. xiii). When speaking of progressive black activists, 

she (1995) argues that the rage can be healed, that: 

Activists must show how we take that rage and move it beyond fruitless 
scapegoating of any group, linking it instead to a passion for freedom and justice 
that illuminates, heals, and makes redemptive struggle possible. (p. 20) 

Many fat individuals in the Fatosphere echoed hooks’ idea that the rage may be used to 

fuel resistance to domination. In fact, a number of individuals see this anger as a stage on 

the fat acceptance journey. In a post on Shapely Prose, Miriam Heddy (2008) noted that 

the anger does get better “if you find an outlet for it that feels productive.” She goes on to 

encourage individuals to “turn that anger (which is a form of energy) into something that 

goes, even a little bit, toward changing the world (or even some small corner of it).” In 

the same post, Branwyn (2008) argued that such rage can be used constructively to speak 

out again fat hatred and to change people’s minds. Again in the same post, Dorothy 

(2008) argued that expressing anger is healthy, especially when the next step is to do 

something useful with it. Fat individuals in this study found that, though anger can be 

disconcerting and scary, by directing it constructively, such anger can fuel positive 

actions. 
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The “Fantasy of Being Thin” 

One of the reasons fat individuals continue to diet is that they can tie a great deal 

of hopes and dreams into the idea that someday they will be thin; overcoming this belief 

can be very challenging for some fat individuals. When looking at this desire for thinness, 

blogger Kate Harding (2007c) proposed that this desire comes from the many ideas that 

fat individuals wrap up in the idea of thinness, what she calls The Fantasy of Being Thin 

(FoBT), a concept which has struck a chord with the fat acceptance crowd. Harding 

(2007c) wrote the post from which this term originated for Shapely Prose: a post that 

garnered 552 comments, a large number for a Fatosphere blog. Harding (2007c) explains 

that the FoBT is a form of resistance “that comes from other fat people and amounts to, 

“DON’T YOU TAKE MY HOPE AWAY!”” Harding observes that, before she embraced 

fat acceptance, this fantasy, this magical thinking, dominated her life, because: 

the Fantasy of Being Thin is not just about becoming small enough to be 
perceived as more acceptable. It is about becoming an entirely different person – 
one with far more courage, confidence, and luck than the fat you has. It’s not just, 
“When I’m thin, I’ll look good in a bathing suit”; it’s “When I’m thin, I will be 
the kind of person who struts down the beach in a bikini, making men weep.”  

When telling a person that dieting does not work, Harding asserts, “that doesn’t just 

mean, ‘All the best evidence suggests you will be fat for the rest of your life, but that’s 

really not a terrible thing.’ It means, ‘You will NEVER be the person you want to be!’” 

In the same post, Meowser (2007) explained that the FoBT came from the desire to 

conform: 

I and the shrink yesterday were talking about the fact that if you have a shot at 
conforming and “fitting in,” what a powerful lure it is. People want acceptance 
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and the magic bullet that will get them acceptance. They don’t want to know that 
there isn’t one. But people like me, who will never be “normal” no matter what 
we look like, we know, we can stop trying and be our authentic selves. 

The FoBT then, is actually an element of normalization: the desire to be normal, to be 

accepted. Commenters found that this fantasy hid magical thinking about relationships 

(Jane, 2007; Sarah, 2007; Maya’s Granny, 2007), about health (wellroundedtype2, 2007), 

about careers (Rachel, 2007), and about realizing dreams (Dorianne, 2007; ambertides, 

2007). Additionally, questioning this fantasy of being thin is an example of resistance 

supported by community within a digital environment. This posting would have much 

less power if so many individuals in the Fatosphere had not shared their FoBT. Because 

this sharing has taken place in a digital environment, many people joined in, giving the 

term power and relevance. 

Commenters found that resisting this fantasy, that letting it go, was a freeing 

experience. MTeresa (2007) states that, when she let go of the FoBT, she let go of an old 

view of herself:  “In a sense I’m not shedding weight, I’m shedding an outdated and 

untrue visions of myself.” For Entangled (2007), letting go of the FoBT meant 

understanding that people do and would continue to judge, no matter what the other 

individuals size was. For Maya’s Granny (2007), resisting the FoBT meant learning how 

to play the piano at 65. Suzanne (2007) stated that she even became healthier when she 

quit focusing on magical thinking. So, many fat individuals in this study found that 

letting go of the FoBT freed them in some way. 
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The Ongoing Battle 

Even after reaching fat acceptance, fat individuals often battle with resisting 

negative thoughts about their own bodies, what Hirschmann and Munter (1995) call “Bad 

Body Thoughts.” Hirschmann, a psychotherapist, and Munter, a psychoanalyst, have 

worked for many years with women suffering from eating disorders, specifically 

compulsive overeating, and body dissatisfaction. These authors argue that individuals, 

women specifically, turn most negative feelings and thoughts in the direction of their 

bodies. These negative thoughts, they argue, are the first thing that must change for a 

woman to find self-acceptance. Individuals participating in the Fatosphere speak about 

fighting bad body thoughts. Angrygreyrainbows (2009) explains how easy it is to fall into 

body shame:  

I think a big part of it is that this culture is so chock full of body-hating BS that 
even those of us who make a big part of their life all about acceptance can still fall 
into the pit of body-shame. 
… 
Descent into bad body thoughts is never a fun thing and it’s a relief to break out.  
Besides… how many more amazing things can I accomplish when I’m not 
funnelling this ridiculous amount of energy into body obession and all that 
silliness.  I am so tired of wasting my energy on an illusion… for compromising 
the quality on my life for believing lies about fat.  

Once the individual becomes aware of the mechanism behind such thoughts, it is possible 

to resist them. Fat individuals in this study explain how they resist such thinking. For 

instance, in her interview car explains how she fights that negative thinking about her 

body:  

I still have trouble. Not nearly as much, but I have days I feel terribly fat. I have 
days I hate every item in my wardrobe, and want to cry when I go shopping and 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

159 

can't find anything that makes me look good. I sometimes see pictures people 
have taken of me that make me feel ugly. When that happens, I know in the back 
of my mind that it will pass, that it's temporary. One thing I do now for it is 
exercise, which makes me feel powerful and healthy and functional and happy. I 
splurged on a good treadmill that doesn't make me scared that I'm so big I'll break 
it, and I know that taking the time for myself will make me feel better. Sometimes 
I just give in, and decide that I'll pay closer attention to myself and what I eat and 
be satisfied knowing I'm doing the best I can for my body. I try to be kind to 
myself rather than mean, because I hate how being mean felt. I think the best way 
I handle it is just knowing and labeling those thoughts as not good. Even in the 
midst of it I can tell myself "you're being unreasonable", and even if I let myself 
go with it for awhile I know I'll be over it eventually. 

In a post on Shapely Prose discussing survival techniques in a fatphobic world, Godless 

Heathen (2008) suggested looking at positive images of fat individuals, such as “people’s 

photos on Fatshionista, … while avoiding media consumption.” As suggested through the 

participant experience reported in this section, dealing with internalized negative body 

thoughts can be very challenging for fat individuals, yet participants in this process have 

found ways to overcome this negative thinking.  

Resisting the oppressor within can be a great challenge for fat individuals. 

However, when fat individuals are willing to walk through the process of coming to fat 

acceptance, they are capable of moving beyond the internalized self-hatred. Fat 

individuals in this study that do move through this process find that they experience 

common stages that include: hating fat and not hating fat at the same time, the cognitive 

dissonance of not believing in dieting yet wanting to be slimmer, experiencing anger at 

the dominant system, overcoming fantastical thinking about thinness, and the return of 

negative body thoughts even after reaching fat acceptance. Once a fat individual finds 

ways to resist internalization, however, they then must oppose external forces, 

specifically society and the dominant rhetoric. In the next section, I shift my focus to look 
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more closely at these external forces and strategies that fat individuals in this study are 

using to resist them. 

RESISTING EXTERNAL FORCES 

And I thought how fucking unfair it is, that even when a fat person IS living the 
life they want to live, when they have ‘let the fat person inside out’ as it were, 
society still tries to tell that person that actually, it’s a fiction. They’re not really 
doing all the things they think they are. They can’t possibly be popular, or self-
aware, or fit, it’s just a figment of their, and society’s, imagination. (downside-up, 
2007) 

This quote from blog commenter downside-up shows just how hard it can be for a 

fat person to resist the external belief that their bodies are fundamentally wrong. Added 

to the difficulty in resisting the internal oppressor, resisting external forces can be a 

frustrating, exasperating, and even treacherous situation for fat individuals. Nevertheless, 

succeeding at resisting the external oppressor can be an empowering and liberating 

experience. hooks (1990b) has much to say on resisting these external forces, these 

outside entities that seek to continue the oppression. “To be in the margin is to be part of 

the whole but outside the main body” hooks says (2000a, p. xvi). Fat individuals are 

putting into practice many ways to resist the dominant rhetoric as the data from 

interviews, the rhetorical analysis of blogs, and the previous focus group shows, 

including the following: being visible, fighting against backlash, and practicing fat 

activism. 
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Visibility as a Form of Resistance 

One of the primary ways in which fat individuals resist the dominant rhetoric is 

by being visible, an idea that is championed by blogger Marianne Kirby of The Rotund. 

Kirby (2009c) says that just being seen in public is an act of rebellion for a fat individual. 

When fat individuals step out in radical ways – be it exercising in public, eating in public, 

going to the beach, or wearing bold accessories – this act of being visible aids in 

normalization, Kirby notes. In response to a post of Kirby’s on wearing bright colors, 

buttercup (2009) notes that the Fatosphere has helped her see the fat body, her own and 

others, as normal. Being visible “is the single most important thing we as fat individuals 

can do” to fight fat oppression, Kirby asserts. The fat community recognizes this need for 

neutral and positive visibility. The Coalition of Fat Rights Activists (COFRA, 2008) 

created a project for this very purpose, a project they call “Dare to Show Your Face.” The 

goal of this project, paul of Big Fat Blog declares, “is to show the world that we are 

people, first and foremost, no matter what our shapes. Fat people have voices, they have 

stories, they have faces.” COFRA started this project as a response to the headless fatty 

phenomena so often presented in the news (Cooper, 2007). In a fatcast, Kirby and Kinzel 

(2010a) talked about just how important it was to be visible. Kirby noted that “visibility 

normalizes things.” In other words, by being visible, the fat body becomes a daily 

occurrence rather than an oddity, everyday life rather than “The Other.” However, there 

is a cost to being visible; for a fat individual, being visible may mean everything from cat 

calls to bullying. Kirby (2009c) notes that being visible creates an opportunity for 

commentary: 
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It’s not always easy to be visible - it opens you up to commentary. Some people 
will respond to your challenge by hurling insults (or even milkshakes) or 
catcalling or mockery. But I tend to view these instances as confirmation that I am 
seen.  

Blogger Lesley (Kinzel, 2008a) believes that catcalling or taunting is the price for being 

visible, a price that is worth it because “I never wanted to avoid life out of fear. And I’m 

still there, still fighting to be fearless.” Because being visible is a political act for a fat 

individual, clothing can act as a form of resistance: “But, in my experience, being fat 

means your clothes are never just clothes - they’re a political statement even if you don’t 

want to make one” (Kirby, 2009b). When discussing fat individuals covering themselves 

up, blogger Golda (2009a) explains why having comfortable clothing is important: 

Because hiding your body sends a message to others and to yourself. It sends a 
message that you are uncomfortable with how you look and that your body is 
unacceptable. It sends the message that making yourself acceptable to other 
people is more important than your own needs. And I can tell you that the more 
you try to be acceptable to other people by ignoring what you need, the more you 
will feel unfulfilled, angry, self-hateful, uncomfortable, and, at least in the 
summer, sweaty. 

Along these lines, members of the Fatosphere often find that being seen exercising for the 

joy of it can be a form of resistance. For instance, Kirby (2007g) observes that, by 

exercising in public, fat individuals break down barriers to exercise for others: 

But when fat people are visible, in marathons and dance classes and yoga studios 
and anywhere else people are moving their body because it is good for them to 
move, we break down - a little more with each viewing - the idea that fat is a 
barrier to exercise.  

On the same post, Kimberly (2007) found thin individuals in an exercise class were even 

more embarrassed than she was. Marybethorama (2007) added that she “proudly paraded 
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my fat self through the locker room *naked*” and that “Now I exercise my much larger 

self in public outside. Just being visible is a form of resistance for fat individuals.” 

Whether it be by wearing eye-catching clothes or by exercising in public or just being in 

public, fat individuals in this study found that they can resist the dominant rhetoric by 

being visible. 

Fighting Against the Backlash 

I guess “nothing about us without us” doesn’t apply if most people don’t see you 
as part of a stigmatized group in the first place, right? … We’re just people who 
voluntarily and stupidly made ourselves ugly and untouchable and marked 
ourselves for an early and agonizing death. We can’t be believed when we write 
about ourselves, because we’re just looking for any possible excuse not to have to 
give up the daily gallons of soda and bathtubs full of fries we’re all 
psychologically addicted to. …Most of the public discourse about us has long 
been taken over by cranky people on diets. Meowser (2009b) 

Fat individuals in this study find their attempts at resistance undermined. As the 

quote from Meowser above illustrates, these individuals often face being accused of 

using fat acceptance as an excuse not to lose weight. hooks (1990b) asserts that the 

responsibility for resistance lies with those who are oppressed; that the margin is a space 

of “radical possibility” (p. 341). By this belief, fat people are those who should be 

speaking up, speaking out against their own oppression. However, fat individuals often 

find this to be very difficult since they are often perceived as lazy and slovenly (Schwartz 

et al., 2003) and resistance is seen as an excuse. For example, Mari Paulus (2004), the 

director of Conscious Weight Loss, made the following comment in regards to “Fat Girl 

Speaks: A Celebration of Size, Self and Sexuality”: 
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The problem with this message (for compulsive overeaters) is that hating what 
they are doing to themselves is a big part of the driving force for them to remain 
free of the addiction. The more they “accept it,” the less energy they have to fight 
for freedom from it. … [T]his is a free country and we’re free to say what we 
want, so I’ll say this: Fat people celebrating to this extreme, advocating “fat 
positivity”, is an attempt for compulsive overeaters to try not to think about what 
they are doing to themselves. But in doing so, they provide an incredible 
disservice to those who are trying to take responsibility so they can protect their 
long-term health and happiness. 

Because of this backlash against some fat individuals who speak out, it is perhaps not 

surprising that many of the most prominent of authors and authorities in the fat studies 

movement are individuals who are not considered fat – Paul Campos, J. Eric Oliver and 

Glenn Gaesser come immediately to mind – in addition to being all white males. Thinner 

scholars within fat studies find that their research is more likely to be taken seriously. 

Paul Campos, in a talk at UCLA, said that he could talk about the obesity myth without 

ridicule because he is a man and he is socially not overweight, even though his BMI 

places him in the overweight category. He said a woman would have more issue speaking 

at the same BMI. In an email conversation, Linda Bacon, a nutritionist who studies the 

HAES movement, noted her experience with this trend:  

I’m also thin (or at least not fat).  In the conventional media my words about fat 
acceptance unfortunately seem to carry a lot of meaning compared to my fat 
compatriots. … I’ve heard frequently from fat and thin people that they are more 
likely to trust my words about nutrition and other issues than a fat person’s.  Even 
within the fat community, I am granted privilege.  …  There seems to me to be 
more desperation among fat folks to have thin allies, than is true for other 
stigmatized groups. 

Fat allies can find that they have more credibility regarding fat prejudice than fat people 

themselves. In a guest post on Shapely Prose, Volcanista (2009) states that she has 

“automatic credibility on the subject of fat prejudice, despite never having experienced it 
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firsthand, while actual fat people are just wrong/deluded/lying. THAT makes sense.” 

hooks (2003) addresses something like this when considering black individuals speaking 

out regarding their “woundedness.” She notes that the dominant culture “began to counter 

this exertion of agency by introducing a sophisticated politics of blaming” (p. 29). At 

times when fat individuals in this study speak out, when they practice personal agency, 

they are blamed for being in the position to be discriminated against.  

Fat individuals in this study narrate the experience of having resistance seen as an 

excuse to stay fat. Blog commenter Sticky, (2009), when trying to talk about HAES with 

a friend, was told “I was in denial and compared my eating to being addicted to heroin. 

Then she told me Jesus says heal thyself.” In a post on Big Liberty, Chrissy (2008) 

observed that her father thought that fat acceptance was about “making excuses for our 

weight” even though she felt that FA had motivated her to become more healthy.  
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Being accused of using fat acceptance as an excuse is so common, in fact, that it 

has its own Fat Hate Bingo square (Stuart, 2007b). Fat Hate Bingo is a game thought up 

by Red No. 3 in response to “repetitive talking points that get trotted out in every single 

conversation about fat” (see 

Figure 5.1). Charlotte Cooper 

(2009) often proclaims the 

cry of “nothing about us 

without us,” procured from 

the disability movement. She 

notes that obesity 

conferences seldom have fat 

individuals represented and 

how problematic this is: 

Can you imagine a 
conference about 
disability where 
disabled people were 
not central to the 
proceedings? Or a 
gathering about race 
or sexuality where 
minority ethnic or 
queer people were 
required to sit in the 
audience and listen 
politely whilst a 
bunch of white or straight experts told them that their lives were worthless? It 
would not only be insulting and patronising but also ludicrous. I'm not saying that 
such events don't exist, unfortunately they probably do, but they are likely to be 
regarded as unsuccessful and profoundly flawed. Not so in the world of the 
obesity expert! 

Figure 5.1: Fat Hate Bingo Card 
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Fat individuals in this study are often accused of making excuses when they resist the 

dominant rhetoric. Because of the belief that fat people could become smaller if they so 

choose, their voices are muted when they speak out. This tendency is so strong, in fact, 

that many scholars who are not fat looking at fat issues find their research privileged over 

fat studies scholars who have actually experienced fat prejudice. Likewise, thin allies feel 

that they are given more credence than fat individuals themselves. Therefore, fat 

individuals who choose to resist the dominant rhetoric must be aware of such tactics to 

avoid having their resistance undermined. 

Fat Activism 

Fat individuals in this study also resist the dominant rhetoric by practicing fat 

activism. What exactly entails fat activism seems to be unclear, as revealed in both the 

Fatosphere and the interviews. For example within the interviews, happyhedonist notes 

that she isn’t an activist because “All I do is refute the junk science and hateful bullshit 

attitudes when it comes up in conversation.” Yet, Finley does consider herself an activist, 

“in a limited way,” because she tries “to increase awareness of fat issues among my 

friends and family and encourage them to accept their bodies as they are.” Anna F. 

doesn’t consider herself an activist, though she will talk about fat acceptance if the 

subject comes up, while Mustardseed did the same, but felt like activist was “putting it 

too strongly.” Sara didn’t know if she was an activist, though she would speak out against 

dieting and weight loss. Jeanne, who does speak up at injustice and also writes stores and 

manufacturers about fat fashion, asked “Can you be a passive activist?” Andromeda 

argues that it depends on what “activist” means: 
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If you mean participating in protests and fundraisers to get the word out there, or 
even writing letters to the editor, then no. However, if you mean championing the 
point of view that fat people deserve to be treated like everyone else and 
given equal rights, and not shying away from expressing this point of view to 
dissenters I encounter, then yes, I am. 

Blogger Fillyjonk (2009b) notes that there is disagreement on what exactly fat activism 

means, “both what it should mean for the community, and what it means for us 

personally,” yet speaking up for one’s self is important in any situation. She goes on to 

give a list of examples of fat activism she had witnessed: 

Some people are awesome in-your-face street activists who never pass up a 
teachable moment. Some people write — for blogs and newspapers, for 
experienced activists and brand-new 101ers. Some people organize; others are 
activist through art [potentially NSFW] or radical visibility. Some people will 
drink a bowl of gravy for fat acceptance. Not everyone wants to speak up every 
time — and even when we’re speaking up, we may disagree on tone and 
approach, honey versus vinegar. 

For those who are more vocal on fat acceptance, blogger paul (2007b) with the help of 

commenters on Big Fat Blog put together a media guide for bloggers who wanted to be 

outspoken activists. hooks (as quoted in Boyce, 2006) agrees that activism “does not need 

to be some kind of organized ‘against’ protest.” In fact, she argues that a person should 

focus on “your own reality” first. Otherwise, she argues “When you’re fucked-up and 

you lead the revolution, you are probably going to get a pretty fucked-up revolution.” 

Although they have different views on what counts as activism, fat individuals in this 

study are resisting the dominant rhetoric in a variety of ways. 

Individuals in the Fat Acceptance movement continue to resist the dominant 

rhetoric, but they can find a daunting and wearying task. Though it is not clear exactly 
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what makes a fat activist, this section gives us an idea of the actions fat activists take. Fat 

activists speak out against body shaming and diet talk while continuing to fight the 

message to diet. A fat activist may choose to be visible, and, even when being told that 

fat acceptance is an excuse or when thin allies are given more credence than they, they 

continue to speak out and step up. If nothing else, we can see a fat activist as someone 

who rejects the dominant rhetoric and takes steps to fight the belief that fat is bad and 

unacceptable. 

THE POWER OF RHETORIC 

There are many ways to change the world. One of them is through language. 
That’s why groups reclaim former slurs - to reclaim the word changes the power 
of that word, repurposes it and changes the world. 
I don’t talk about my body in terms of flaws. Even if I weren’t into 
fat/body/size/whatever flavor you call it acceptance, I wouldn’t because to define 
things in terms of negative qualities is to define something as negative. I just 
don’t have time for that kind of crap. I have too many other things to do to spend 
my mental and emotional energy in considering my body to be a negative Thing, 
a flawed object, a no-good construction that is somehow separate from my self. 
(Kirby, 2008c) 

Another way fat individuals are changing their own and others perceptions of fat 

is by changing their language. As the quote above from blogger Marianne Kirby 

illustrates, changing how the fat body is discussed changes perceptions of the fat body. 

When looking at the transformation, a transformation of “consciousness and being,” an 

oppressed individual goes through when choosing to resist the dominant rhetoric, hooks 

(1989) maintains that language plays an important part in this effort, that we are rooted in 

words, that oppressed individuals must create a shared language, and that such a 

transformation requires a paradigm shift, a new way “to talk – to listen – to hear” (p. 15). 
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“Language is also a place of struggle,” hooks says, urging the oppressed “to recover 

ourselves— to rewrite, to reconcile, to renew” (p. 28). She notes that words in themselves 

perform as a resistant act. hooks asserts that, in order to resist the oppressors, the 

oppressed must learn a new way to speak: 

The most important of our work – the work of liberation – demands of us that we 
make a new language, that we create the oppositional discourse, the liberatory 
voice. Fundamentally, the oppressed person who has moved from object to 
subject speaks to us in a new way. (p. 2) 

Therefore, the individual must establish “the liberatory voice” and no longer define their 

status as oppressed. Fat individuals, then, must find a new way of talking about their 

bodies and the condition of being fat. By changing how they talk about their bodies, fat 

individuals in this study perform an act of resistance in and of itself.  

Language as resistance takes on two different aspects within this study: how 

individuals within the fat acceptance communities talk among themselves as well as how 

fat individuals talk to those emitting the dominant rhetoric. Through debate on blogs and 

discussion groups, individuals within fat acceptance have created a lexicon specific to 

their experiences which allow them to relate to each other, to redefine their own 

experiences and to, in response, resist the external rhetoric reinforcing previous beliefs of 

the inferiority of the fat body. hooks (1989) explains that this often happens with 

oppressed groups: 

Within any situation of colonization, of domination, the oppressed, the exploited 
develop various styles of relating, talking one way to one another, talking another 
way to those who have power to oppress and dominate, talking in a way that 
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allows one to be understood by someone who does not know your way of 
speaking, your language. (p. 15)   

Data from the focus group, interviews and the rhetorical analysis of blogs reveal that The 

Fat Acceptance movement have used language to resist the dominant rhetoric by 

redefining terms for themselves, by reclaiming the word “fat,” by coming out of “the fat 

closet,” by resisting medical rhetoric and by employing humor. In response to these 

rhetorical strategies that are proving to be effective, The Fatosphere and Fat Acceptance 

movements are seeing their language co-opted, a situation they address as well. Yet, as I 

demonstrate in the paragraphs below, fat individuals are using these strategies in an effort 

to find their “liberatory voice.”  

Redefining Terms  

Participants in this study have redefined terms, most especially those associated 

with health and medicine, in order to resist the dominant rhetoric. In The Medicalization 

of Society, Conrad (2007) notes that defining medical norms “in itself a cultural form of 

social control, in that it creates new expectations for bodies, behavior, and health” leading 

to medical expectations that “set the boundaries for behavior and well-being as well has 

how medical norms guide behavior” (p. 153). Britt (2001) follows this same line of 

thinking by noting that definition has the power “to frame experience” (p. 3) and that 

defining terms is a vital part of normalization. hooks (1989) argues that the exploited 

must find their own standards and truths. She says that oppressed individuals must “work 

to expose the false reality—to reclaim and recover ourselves” for resistance to be 
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effective (p. 3). She goes on to say that oppressed groups can redefine values, can decide 

how much they will compromise:  

Even in the face of powerful structures of domination, it remains possible for each 
of us, especially those of us who are members of oppressed and/or exploited 
groups ... to define and determine alternative standards, to decide on the nature 
and extent of compromise. (p. 81) 

By establishing medical definitions of acceptable body size (see Chapter 3), the 

medical establishment creates social control. The social control implied by these 

definitions is exemplified by one of the sizes being labeled “normal.” As noted earlier, 

using the word “normal” implies that the standard weight of the American population 

falls into this category when in actuality only a small percentage actually does. Wann 

(2009), in the foreword to The Fat Studies Reader, notes that such labels as overweight 

and obese “medicalizes human diversity” (p. xiii) and that they “are neither neutral nor 

benign” (p. xii). On a discussion on “Fat Semantics” on The Rotund, commenter Halle 

(2007) says that she is offended by medical terminology, especially the word 

“overweight”: “Over what weight? Whose weight chart? I could rant for hours about 

that.” Blogger Red No. 3 (2007) notes that the term overweight “defines us not by what 

we are, but by what we have failed to be.” Fat Studies author Wann (2009) says that 

overweight “implies an extreme goal: instead of a bell curve distribution of human 

weights, it calls for a lone, towering, unlikely bar graph with everyone occupying the 

same (thin) weights” (p. xii). Instead of these medical terms, members of the Fatosphere 

have adopted their own terms for body size. “Inbetweenies,” a term that seems to have 

originated in the Fatshionista community and is therefore associated with clothing size, 
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are those individuals that fall between acceptably skinny and very fat, usually women 

between American size 12 and 18. They can still buy clothes in the average stores and are 

on the low end of sizes available in plus-size stores. Members of the Fatosphere call 

larger individuals (usually over American size 20) “deathfat,” a term which originated 

with Lesley at Fatshionista. She explains the term: 

I am super duper really for real maaaaad fat. I am the kind of fat where doctors 
are friendly until they get me on a scale, and then after that they get Very Somber 
and talk to me Seriously about my Weight Problem (which is why I no longer get 
on said scale at the doctor’s office). I am the kind of fat where I can’t always find 
stuff to fit me even in plus-size shops. I am the kind of fat a lot of people mean 
when they say, well, some people are just bigger, but people who are really fat are 
just not normal or healthy, and maybe those people SHOULD lose some weight. 
Those people are talking about me. 

Lesley explains that she took the name from the medical term “morbidly obese” which 

the medical establishment defines as “being in excess of 100 lbs. or 100% over maximum 

recommended weight” (Fikkan & Rothblum, 2005, p. 23). Therefore, by refusing to 

accept the dominant’s labeling of their bodies, fat individuals in this study resist the 

dominant rhetoric, and claim diversity of the human race by reclaiming the word “fat,” as 

I will explain in a later section. Additionally, since defining technical terms is seen as 

technical communication (Johnson-Sheehan, 2010), these individuals are producing 

technical communication and playing the role of technical communicators in this 

situation.  

Fat individuals in this study also resist the dominant rhetoric through redefining 

the term “health” itself, another important word in this study. The World Health 

Organization (WHO, 2007) defines health as “a state of complete physical, mental and 
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social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” In the AMA policy, 

the American Medical Association defines it as “a state of physical and mental well-

being.” On the other side, many individuals in the fat acceptance movement resist 

defining health broadly and believe that each individual should determine what health 

means for themselves (Kirby, 2009d). “Health”, author Wann (2009) asserts, “can be 

used to police body conformity and can be code for weight-related judgments that are 

socially, not scientifically driven” and that the current idea of health reinforces “social 

control around [weight] and can be very damaging to well-being.” Blogger Michelle 

(2009), The Fat Nutritionist, discusses her own issues with the WHO definition of health, 

noting that it creates for a controlling culture: 

It’s the silent assumption that anyone experiencing less than ‘ideal’ health is not 
only possibly to blame for their predicament, but that their lives are tainted, 
somehow broken, and possibly less meaningful than the lives of the ‘healthy.’ 
I propose that our definition of health should have less to do with how sick or well 
we are, and more to do with how we live inside and with our unique physical 
condition. 
A person’s state of health is what it is, and the thing to strive for is not less 
disease, or even longer life, but the ability to inhabit, accept, and cope with 
what is. 
…  
Are we banishing disease and improving quality of life, or are we blindly, almost 
compulsively, seeking to bring people in line with powerful, if latent, cultural 
ideals?  

Michelle’s ideas of health take the morality and control out of such a concept. Blogger 

Harding (2007d) argues that health can be seen individually, that it should be defined 

“according to an individual’s own body and its limitations.”  By changing their 

perceptions of the word “health,” fat individuals in this study seek to resist societal 

control; they seek to resist the dominant rhetoric. 
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Another way fat individuals can resist the dominant rhetoric, members of the fat 

acceptance movement have reclaimed the word “fat.” This resistance to the dominant 

language, a resistance of words, became apparent through conversations on the word 

“fat.” Though fat is not a new word, by changing how they speak of it, fat individuals can 

change the way they perceive fat. Before choosing to resist the idea that fat is inferior, a 

number of the participants saw the word “fat” as a weapon hurled at them. In the focus 

group, Vicky explained the power of “the f-word”: 

The word ‘fat’ was barely in my vocabulary.  Neither were the words obese, 
overweight, overeat, compulsive, heavy, big.  I avoided those words because they 
felt like weapons.  They only served to hurt me.  Thrown about carelessly in 
conversation.  An accidental shooting.  I felt gravely wounded when those words 
reached my ears.  Whether I said them or heard them--whether they were about 
me or intended for me was irrelevant.  I’d wished I could have kept my fatness a 
secret for the rest of my life.  As if it was possible. 

Many of the other focus group participants used to feel the same way about the word fat. 

Julie, Melissa, and Nicole all spoke of being afraid of the word until they learned to rebel 

against it. Once they do rebel, fat individual in this study can change their perceptions of 

the word fat to be harmless with some seeing it rather as a badge of honor, a source of 

power. Again in the focus group, Melissa and Nicole both said they had been afraid of the 

word fat but now chose to see it as nontoxic, “as just an adjective.” Julie claimed a bit 

stronger transformation. She now sees the word as empowering: “Now, I am loud and 

proud in uttering the f-word and in drawing attention to my fat body and the many needs 

it has that are *not* fulfilled in this fat-hating culture.” Until she found “the words to 

reclaim her body,” Julie felt like she “existed only in the negative, only in the visual 

shadows.”  
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Individuals in the Fatosphere have embraced the word “fat.” Blogger Harding 

(2007f) talks of seeing the word fat as a “value-neutral adjective” rather than “a terrible 

thing”. When discussing the euphemism fluffy as a replacement for the word fat, blogger 

Btsu (2007a) says on The Rotund: “Fat is substance, though. It has weight and presence. I 

know its a tall order, but I don’t want people to run from that. We aren’t hellilum 

balloons. We have space and that’s a good thing.” In a conversation on a manifesto for fat 

acceptance, members of Big Fat Blog debated using the word “fat.” Cleis (2004) noted 

that it was “important to include and reclaim the word "fat" as positive, affirming, and 

joyous.” Paul (2004) concurred in the same post with saying, “That word needs to belong 

to us again; it needs to drop its negative connotation and the best way to do that is to 

combat ignorance.” Again on Big Fat Blog, turtlegurl (2006) goes on to say: 

It is not a dirty word, it is just a three-letter adjective, & no more evil than 'tall' or 
'short' or 'blonde', etc. We need to own it & speak it proudly until it stops being 
more shocking than the other 'f' word ever thought of being.  

The Fat Acceptance movement had decided to reclaim a word that had been used to hurt 

and attack them previously (Saguy, 2010). By reclaiming a single word, fat individuals in 

the fat acceptance movement use language to resist the dominant rhetoric. 

Part of reclaiming the word fat, fat individuals in this study found, was 

understanding the connotations associated with this word. Before fat acceptance, 

participants in the Fatosphere found the word associated with “’stupid, smelly, dirty, and 

ugly” (spoonfork38, 2009). Blogger Red no. 3 (2007) explained how changing the 

connotations of the word is important for fat acceptance: 
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At its heart, fat is really just an adjective. A description. Its neutral on its own. 
Negative connotations are introduced to the word rather than being inherent in it. 
Fat is just fat and its a word we have to reclaim. As long as "fat" is unspeakable, 
then fat people will be dehumanized and stigmatized. We need to make the word 
neutral again. We need to win it back from those who'd rather use the word as a 
club to beat us with than a word to describe us. 

“[T]he word is so loaded in our society that it can’t be a simple anything,” Kirby (2007e) 

said noting that she rejects any negative associations with the word. So, members of the 

Fatosphere are attempting to change the connotations of the word to be more neutral or 

even positive. 

Yet, the Fat Acceptance movement did not choose to embrace the word “fat” 

immediately. The conversation surrounding what to call the movement was illustrated by 

the previously mentioned conversation on Big Fat Blog considering a manifesto for fat 

acceptance. Commenter Micdee69 (2004) suggested “size acceptance” instead of fat 

acceptance because “covers all sizes. Its all about personal body image and how one 

percieves oneself.” However, commenters responded that size acceptance would not 

work. “Size Acceptance is OK and great,” said commenter William writing as shryve 

(2004), “but I do not really see any "Size" hate out there that compares to the Fat Hatred.” 

Blogger paul (2004) responds with “It's my personal belief that one can't have size 

acceptance as a movement until fat acceptance happens.” Today, even though most Fat 

Studies scholars and Fat Acceptance bloggers advocate accepting everyone of all sizes as 

part of natural human diversity, Fat Acceptance is the term most often heard in the 

Fatosphere and within Fat Studies. By hooks view, these individuals are resisting 

domination through language. By changing their perceptions of a single, little, three-letter 

word, fat individuals speak out against the oppressive ideals they face in this culture. In 
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fact, using the word “fat” often signifies an individual who is “out” as fat (Saguy, 2010), 

an idea we will explore in the next section. 

Coming Out as Fat Accepting 

One very interesting phrase that popped up often in this research illustrates 

another such change: members of fat acceptance communities talk about coming out of 

the “fat closet” or “coming out as fat,” or “coming out as fat accepting.” This term can be 

seen as problematic since, as Ruth Ginzberg (2010) said in a discussion on the Fat 

Studies listserv, borrowing from others is always problematic: 

I think its always potentially problematic when one marginalized/oppressed group 
starts using language or metaphors (sometimes very hard-fought-for language, 
metaphor or imagery) that some other oppressed or marginalized group has fought 
to make meaningful to themselves.  It can also be problematic if viewed as a form 
of comparing (or some might think, co-opting) oppressions. 

By borrowing such a term, the fat individual may be assuming that they understand the 

experience of an individual in the GLBT movement. Additionally, when they say 

“coming out as fat,” they appear to mean “coming out as fat accepting.” Yet, the 

consensus on the Fat Studies listserv appears to be that, though the term “the fat closet” is 

problematic in a number of ways, the idea of “coming out” is an accurate reflection of the 

fat experience. And a number of fat studies scholars have used this term including 

LeBesco (2003), Wann (1999) and Saguy (2010). In an article discussing this very 

phrase, Saguy (2010) argued that “coming out as fat” is a refusal to cover, what 

Goffman(1963) defined as withdrawing “covert attention from the stigma” (p. 102), or 

what Yoshino (2006) calls “flaunting” (p. 19). Fat Studies author Saguy (2010) suggested 
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that this narrative of coming out may have migrated based on two possible functions: first 

off, that there is a great deal of overlap between the queer and fat acceptance movements 

(fat acceptance has a significant queer population according to LeBesco, 2003). Another 

option may be simply the cultural assimilation of the term (Saguy, 2010); as Yoshino 

(2006) noted “we all have secret selves” (p. 73). Saguy (2010) suggested that it is 

actually those with some form of an attachment to the queer community – “residents of 

San Francisco…, queer-identified activists, and queer theorists” – who “were among the 

first to talk of coming out as fat.” Obviously, fat individuals cannot hide their fat like a 

gay person may be able to hide their sexual orientation. Rather, coming out of the fat 

closet appears to means changing the way fat individuals talk and perceive fat and 

themselves. Saguy purposed a few different aspects of coming out as fat. She noted that it 

involved “revealing a hidden self identification” as well as “a person who is easily 

recognized as fat affirming to herself and others her fatness as a nonnegotiable part aspect 

of self, rather than a temporary state to be remedied through weight loss.” Additionally, 

the fat individual who is “out” rejects “cultural attitudes that fatness is unhealthy, 

immoral, ugly, or otherwise undesirable” and “claims the right to define the meaning of 

one’s own body and to stake out new cultural meanings and practices around body size.” 

To members of the Fatosphere as well as participants in the focus group, coming 

out as fat accepting appears to mean to quit dieting, to accept themselves as fat without 

self hatred, to even like and love their fat. In a post on The Rotund, On Reserve (2007) 

explains that it means to “let someone know that I’m about 99% ok with being fat.” 

Commenters to the same post talked of coming out as fat as meaning that they are “happy 
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with their size” (Becky, 2007) or that they do not consider fat a moral failing (Kate217, 

2007). In the focus group, a few of the participants also talked about coming out of the 

“fat closet.” Julie said it is a bad metaphor, “but to some extent it feels right, since my 

body size was often in everyone's foreground but never mentioned;” fat was “the dirty 

little secret that everyone knew but no one mentioned.” Susan spoke of being out with the 

truth that the current beliefs on fat health and fat beauty were the “big fat lie.” Jane noted 

that being in the fat closet meant “not ever talking about it to anyone and living in fear 

that someone would mention that I was fat.” So, coming out as fat accepting means such 

things as a “right to live in and love my body” (Julie) and going public about 

“considering myself fat” (Ann). Coming out as fat accepting means changing the way fat 

individuals talk and perceive fat and themselves; it means finding that liberatory voice. 

Resistance to Medical Rhetoric 

Another area in which fat individuals in this study must practice survival 

techniques, many have found that resistance is required when dealing with the medical 

industry in order to obtain good health care. For instance, fat individuals often “get a diet, 

rather than a diagnosis” when dealing with the medical community (Wann, 1999, p. 35). 

In her interview, car expressed frustration at doctor’s stubborn refusal to accept the 

scientific evidence that fat does not immediately equal a health risk. “The "easy" answer 

is still that fat is bad and unhealthy,” she said “and it seems that stories that show it's not 

that simple are just buried.” In order to resist fat bias, fat individuals must learn to 

transverse cultural, medical and scientific rhetoric – often learning to formulate science-

based arguments just to receive basic necessities like health-care. In a post on Shapely 
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Prose, Piper (2008) argues on “how important it is as a fat person to arm yourself with 

knowledge” when dealing with doctors. A common technique when dealing with doctors 

used by some individuals in the Fatosphere, they send a letter to a new doctor. The text of 

this letter can be borrowed from Hanne Blank (Blank, 2010) introducing herself and 

explaining her boundaries and requirements regarding her weight. Blog commenter 

Sticky (2009) did much the same thing in person: 

When I met with the new doctor for the first time, I immediately launched into a 
speech about how I don’t need diet advice, need her to treat me beyond weight, 
blah blah. I ended it with asking if she felt she could treat me without focusing on 
my weight. She said yes, and that was that. I was very nervous and teary about it 
though. I even wrote a few things down to say. 

On Shapely Prose, blog commenter JupiterPluvius (2009a) has no problem with saying 

“This appointment is over. I need to leave now.” One Fat Acceptance member, Stef 

(2010), maintains a fat friendly health care professional list (found at http://cat-and-

dragon.com/stef/fat/ffp.html) that allows people to find doctors that will treat them 

without making an issue of their weight. Fat individuals have a number of different 

techniques that assist them in resisting the dominant rhetoric when dealing with health 

care situations. 

The nature of the Fatosphere as a digital community adds another element to 

resisting medical rhetoric and an example of the power of the Fatosphere for the 

individual: the social construction of knowledge online. To combat the dominant rhetoric, 

bloggers often take common assumptions about fat or anything in the media dealing with 

fat – a research study, a newspaper article, an online posting, or an advertisement – and 

examine such ideas and conclusions together with their readers. The members of the 
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community examine the wording, the research methods, and the conclusions of such 

artifacts looking for flaws, fallacies or legitimacy within them. They will quickly point 

out any obvious or hidden fat prejudice within the pieces. Together, then, the community 

will come to an understanding of the relevance of data or lack of legitimacy within the 

piece, slowly building an accepted core of knowledge that the community agrees upon. 

An excellent example of this, the Fatosphere closely examined a study of the Amish 

which concluded that genetic predisposition to fat could be overcome by exercise. The 

authors of the study argued that genetically fat individuals could stay thin by participating 

in “about 3 to 4 hours of moderately intensive physical activity, such as brisk walking, 

house cleaning, or gardening” (Rampersaud, Mitchell, Pollin, Fu, Shen, O’Connell, 

Ducharme, Hines, Sack, Naglieri, Shuldiner, and Snitker, 2008). In a post on the blog 

Fatistician, Shinobi42 (2008) asserted that it is unrealistic to expect the average American 

to live like the Amish. In posts on their own blogs, bloggers Bronwen (2008) and April D 

(2008) both emphasized that expecting an individual to exercise 3-4 hours a day is not 

realistic. On the blog A Day in the Fat Life, Bronwen argued that such extreme measures 

were not feasible: ‘So, now, besides eating a starvation diet, I also have to exercise for 

four hours a day? Ummmm, in what universe is that really a viable solution?” On a post 

entitled “Better Things I Could Do With the Time,” April D provided a list of other 

things she could do with the time including belly dance and do her homework. And 

bloggers also questioned how the results would be spun in the media. Blogger Living 400 

lbs (2008) argued that the study is “not about weight loss,” but that the media would 

portray it with that spin anyway.  “Yeah, whatever you do,” Shinobi42 (2008) said, 

“don’t interpret this study to mean anything about how it might be unrealistic to expect 
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every person on earth to be thin while living a modern lifestyle.” Additionally, blogger 

Sandy Szwarc (2008) at Junkfood Science explains problems with the data itself: 

Despite the great import being given this study’s findings as a prescription for 
weight management, a prudent precaution is to remember that it was an 
epidemiological data dredge study. Anytime we throw enough variables into a 
computer, it’s bound to find some correlations, but that doesn’t mean they mean 
anything. This study is no different. 

As another example, fat individuals have learned to gather fat-supportive facts and 

present them to doctors as an argument for good care. The community at Big Fat Blog 

put together a fact sheet, called Big Fat Facts, on weight loss and fat health from a fat 

acceptance point of view. Together, individuals in the Fatosphere are learning to 

reinterpret the dominant rhetoric in a more fat-friendly light.  

Humor as resistance 

Humor has proven to be one of the strongest ways that fat individuals combat 

oppression, a strategy and experience that hooks does not discuss in her ideology of 

domination. We see humor employed as a strategy of resistance most especially in the 

Fatosphere. Some members of fat acceptance are aware that they use humor to undermine 

the dominant rhetoric. For instance, the term “death fat” discussed previously is a term 

proposed by Lesley (Kinzel, 2008b) as an alternative to the medical term “morbidly 

obese.” In “Death Fat Contextualized,” Kinzel (2009f) explains that the term “death fat” 

was supposed to be funny, a way to undermine medical terms with negative connotations. 

The blogger explains: 
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Laughter relieves stress; for example, the stress of being a fat person who is 
routinely told - by an individual and/or by cultural discourse as a whole - that you 
are morally suspect, intellectually-inferior, physically-disgusting, and/or 
ultimately doomed to die (unlike, uh, everyone else).   

On the same post, JupiterPluvius (2009b) enthusiastically responds that “death fat” is 

“subversive and sarcastic and delightful!” In the same discussion on death fat, 

BrokenKali (2009) notes that humor helps “point out that it’s not our bodies that are the 

problem, but attitudes.” The Fatosphere provides many of examples of fat individuals 

using humor to undermine the dominant rhetoric. Some terms are meant to undermine the 

belief that fat people have voracious appetites. The term “baby donuts” is perhaps the 

most prominent of these examples. Baby donuts first appeared in a conversation on 

Shapely Prose discussing an article written by Paul Campos (2007) addressing the 

ridiculousness of the term “overweight.” The conversation (Harding, 2007g) that inspired 

the term went like this: 

Stephanie: Because, clearly, people with a BMI over 30 aren’t human or anything. 
*grmph*…*goes to eat another sandwich, with processed cheese and white bread 
and OMG mayonnaise* 

Kateharding: Well, personally, I eat babies, but that’s just me. Not all fat people 
do. 

Fillyjonk: Don’t fill up on babies! Leave room for donuts. 

Kateharding: Oh, never fear. I’m all about the baby-flavored donuts. With extra 
high-fructose corn syrup. And extra baby. 

Spins: Kate, have you got any fresh babies. I only have baby jerky, but apparently 
that’s too full of salt to be healthy for me. 

Yellowhammer: Mmmm, extra baby. 
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Sniper: Also, what about fat vegetarians who don’t get to chow down on nice, 
fresh baby? Are there any substitutes? Bofy? Tofinfant? 

RHC: ok, the eating babies and donuts and baby flavored donuts was just too 
funny. Thank GOD for you guys. With gems like these, I can read those asinine 
comments on the Campos article and still laugh. 

The term is often used as a sarcastic replacement for a combination of the meme of fat 

people sitting around eating donuts all day along with the fear of fat people (because they 

might eat your baby). Another common phrase associated with the appetites of fat 

individual’s is “two whole cakes” originated by blogger Lesley Kinzel. Lesley (2009g) 

explained exactly what the phrase meant to her: 

To me, two whole cakes represents the absurd hyperbole associated with weight 
and body size. It acknowledges that there are folks out there, in numbers, who 
sincerely believe that all fatasses everywhere do things like sit down and eat two 
whole cakes on a regular basis, whence their fatness is maintained or improved 
upon. The over-the-topness of not one, but two whole cakes highlights the 
ridiculousness of beating myself up for choices that, ultimately, are not going to 
ruin my life or anyone else’s. 

Other terms are meant to underscore the fear-mongering of the obesity epidemic. The 

phrase “Booga Booga Booga obesity epidemic” coined by Meowser (2008b) is meant to 

undermine the fear induced by headlines claiming early death for fat individuals. Also, 

“teh obese” (a homage to the misspellings found at ICanHasCheezeburger.com) is meant 

to undermine the dehumanizing factor of the commonly used term “the obese,” a term 

Laurelhel (2008) argued is dehumanizing: 

The usage and context of the term “The Obese” bring home to us the fact that 
society thinks of fat people as a mob. A sinister, homogenised, shuffling, soulless 
mob. People who are fat are Othered, defined as something apart from normal. 
Our fatness is considered our key and defining characteristic; something that sets 
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us apart from “regular people”. Our bodies are foreign, and undesirable, and 
frightening. This attitude is dehumanising, deindividuating, and what’s more, it 
gets on my wick. 

Humor is a powerful way that fat individuals in this study have found to fight the 

dominant rhetoric. Interestingly enough, hooks never mentions humor as a strategy for 

undermining the dominant rhetoric; however, from this study, it certainly seems effective. 

Co-opting the Language of Fat Acceptance 

One problem with language that the Fat Acceptance movement currently faces with 

resistance is actually revealing the success of the movement. This movement is gaining 

momentum; more and more individuals are choosing to love and accept themselves and 

seek health at any size rather than continue the restrict-binge-shame-restrict cycle of 

eating. Seeing this, the diet industry is co-opting the terminology of acceptance used by 

this movement to encourage individuals to love themselves skinny, what paul (2006), the 

originator of Big Fat Blog, calls “fat acceptance lite”. In response, the fat acceptance 

movement is being required to reconsider their expressions and language to separate 

themselves from the diet industry yet again. Paul calls this a backhanded compliment: 

“fat acceptance has made inroads to the point where the people on the other side of the 

fence need to take our message to sell anything, anymore.” It does seem to be a cycle of 

two steps forward and one step back for those resisting the established dominant rhetoric. 

Technical communication author Koerber (2006) points this out as a dynamic of the 

resistance process: “just as sense can be disrupted through individual acts of resistance, it 

can be put back into place through new forms of disciplinary rhetoric that aim to further 

restrict what is possible and permissible” (p. 100). In discussing an article by Schwartz 
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and Brownell (2006) regarding body image, one Big Fat Blogger commented “people 

seem to think that loving your body means losing weight so that you CAN love it... rather 

than accepting it how it is” (lauramacsd; 2006). The dominant rhetoric has also adopted 

the fat acceptance mantra “diets don’t work.” As our society sees more and more 

evidence that dieting does not work, as noted in Chapter 3, we see more and more twists 

on the concept of a diet, concepts that are rooted in words, in rhetoric. Blogger paul 

(2007c) notes that a Weight Watchers add campaign in 2007 co-opts fat acceptance 

language. On Weight Watchers Website (www.weightwatchers.com), they proudly 

proclaim, “Stop dieting. Start living. Weight Watchers works because it’s not a diet.” 

Paul suggested a flyers campaign – distributing them at Weight Watchers locations or 

pasting them on top of their posters – that proclaimed such lines as: “diets are mean;” 

“live or diet” and “Diets don’t work.” All of the flyers proclaimed that Weight Watchers 

actually is a diet. This co-opting of the fat acceptance movement language is an attempt 

by the dominant rhetoric to reassert the previously powerful position, to once more 

establish the inferiority of fat individuals and to make money off of the desire to not be 

seen as inferior. 

Living in a fatphobic culture while choosing to resist the dominant rhetoric can be 

a daunting task for the fat individual, as revealed in the data discussed in this section. 

However, many fat individuals have found ways of resisting that rhetoric, survival 

techniques if you will. These survival techniques keep fat folks from buying into the 

belief that they are wrong or broken for being fat. Whether it be reading Fatosphere 

blogs, learning how to talk with parents, knowing ways of dealing with doctors, or just 
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learning to laugh about it, fat individuals are finding ways of resisting the dominant 

rhetoric. 

CONFLICTS WITHIN THE FAT STUDIES MOVEMENT 

Look, in the end, it comes down to a very old saying: 
If you don’t stand for something, you’ll fall for anything. 
We stand for fat positivity. For rejecting the constant barrage of societal messages 
telling us we’re defective, worth less, hideous, deformed, and a plethora of other 
adjectives. We stand for taking care of your own health, whatever your personal 
definition of that is and without it being a relative meter stick for defining your 
worth as a human being. We stand for doctors treating us with dignity and care 
instead of with weight loss pamphlets and canned speeches. We stand for 
goddamn options when it comes to clothes, ffs.  
We stand for something. And when we stop standing for it, the whole community 
falls. For anything. (Kirby, 2009f) 

Like other social justice movements, conflict abounds within the fat acceptance 

movement. These conflicts both reflect domination and show the power of resistance. As 

individuals fight the internalized belief system, they slowly move further and further 

from the standards of the status quo to their own belief systems that do not reflect the 

domination process. The process of moving away from these standards is revealed when 

we examine the conflicts and conversations that appear in the fat acceptance movement. 

These conflicts reflect the dominant ideals and reveal the extent to which those ideals are 

ingrained in the dominant culture of the U.S. and in fat individuals who are attempting to 

resist those cultural beliefs.  

As noted in Chapter 3, because of the fact that fat individuals can often lose 

weight for a time, there exists an added dimension to the experience of fat individuals in 

terms of oppression. However, we can always see the desire for thinness as the desire to 
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establish standing within the status quo. hooks examines two areas that closely resemble 

the dynamics of this desire for standing: African-American individuals’ pursuit of white 

standards of beauty and women’s pursuit of patriarchal power. For example, the 

dynamics of fat individual’s desire for thinness closely resemble a discussion by hooks 

on the color caste system within the black communities. hooks (1994, 2003) asserts that 

the system where individuals of lighter skin are privileged within the black community 

has been established by the dominant culture. She (1995) notes that lighter skinned 

individuals are seen as more desirable and: 

Being seen as desirable does not simply affect one’s ability to attract partners, it 
enhances class mobility in public arenas – in educational systems and in the 
workforce. (p. 129) 

In order to change this, hooks says that current ideals of beauty and desirability must be 

critiqued while diversity should be embraced. She also maintains that children are this 

systems “most vulnerable victims” (p. 41). The oppressed, hooks (2000a) argues, must be 

aware that ideals of the dominant culture can permeate even resistance movements in 

subtle ways. The dominant cultural ideals appear in conflict within the fat acceptance 

movement in many different conversations, but three areas are especially relevant: “in-

betweenies” verses the “death fat,” “good fatties” verses “bad fatties” and whether or not 

an individual can pursue weight-loss and be part of the fat acceptance movement. 

A repeated topic of conversation in the Fatosphere, and one that appeared in the 

focus group, includes levels of fat. A few ideas came out of this conversation: is there 

such thing as too fat, how fat is fat and the different experiences of individuals based on 

how just how fat they are. Death fat individuals feel that they are often considered too fat 
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to be part of the movement. In a post on Not a Pretty Girl, Natalie (2007) explains how 

she sees death fat and how she feels marginalized even within fat acceptance: 

And that’s one of the elephants in the room of fat acceptance. It’s okay to be fat, 
but not too fat. If you’re really fat, you’ll be grudgingly accepted, but you’ll be 
made aware of the fact that really, your body’s not acceptable to them, either. If 
you’re bigger than size 26 or heavier than 300 pounds, you’re off in no-man’s 
land. There’s lip service paid to being accepting of all fat people, but I’m here to 
say that I’m not really feeling the love. 

In the focus group, Vicky noted that though body acceptance has become more 

widespread, there appears to be a limit on acceptable. She sees it as “Be fat, but not 

THAT fat.” In a post on The Rotund, commenter Peggynature (2009) says that 300 

pounds seems to be the magic number where acceptance stops: 

Something about that number, 300, carries really intense psychological weight 
with it. People really do believe that people are bed-ridden, or lifted out of houses 
on cranes, at 300 lbs (and that’s not to denigrate people who do experience those 
realities — it’s just that they tend to weigh closer to 1000 lbs. than 300.) 300 
seems to be the magic number at which acceptance of fat ENDS for most people. 

Conversely, In-betweenies sometimes feel that they are not fat enough to be accepted into 

the FA movement. On Not a Pretty Girl, commenter Fat Brown Girl (2008) notes that at 

size 14 she feels “shunned for not being “fat enough”. When I talked about my 

difficulties, it was like my problems didn’t count until I weighed more.” In the online 

focus group, Jessica mentioned not feeling welcome in fat acceptance groups because she 

wasn’t fat enough, a situation Julie had witnessed at fat acceptance events. In a post on 

Shapely Prose, Firefey (2009) and Individ-ewe-al (2009) talked about in-betweenies 

having “passing” privilege, which is being able to fit in with the accepted culture. Yet, in-
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betweenies can experience a particular type of pressure to lose weight, as blogger 

Nudemuse (2009) explains: 

One of the things that probably bothers me the most at this size is the assumption 
by the world at large that I am a work in progress. That I am at the midway point 
between some 'horrifying' before picture and the 'lovely' after picture. I think at 
the size I am which is probably a little larger than average in spots (I'll get to that 
later, that has to do with proportion) it is assume that I am actively losing weight. 

So, in-betweenies may be considered more acceptable, but have their own set of issues. 

Though the conversation on levels of fat does repeat from time to time – for example, in 

September, 2007 (fillyjonk, 2007b; Natalie, 2007) and again in May of 2009 (Kirby, 

2009e), the Fatosphere appears to have negotiated this issue to a comfortable 

understanding as illustrated by Kirby’s (2009e) post on “Smaller Fats and Larger Fats: 

Once More Round the Mulberry Bush.” In this post, Kirby argues that smaller fat 

individuals belong in fat acceptance:  

A size 14 is considered fat by American society so a size 14 is fat. In other 
countries, the lines are drawn in different places. It does not lessen our 
experience, no matter what size we are, when a person who is culturally 
considered fat describes themself as fat. 

Kirby argues that larger fat individuals often respond negatively to smaller fat individuals 

because “When a person who is not culturally defined as fat calls themself fat, it can be a 

totally anger-inducing thing because it lowers the bar for what fat IS, culturally speaking, 

and it is also an appropriation of labels.” Yet, she notes, since women are taught to hate 

any extra weight, this will continue to happen. Kirby goes on to stress that the experience 

of a truly fat individual is different than that of an in-betweenie: 
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There is a difference between not being able to find anything that fits you well 
and not even having the option of ill-fitting clothing period. … Larger fats, 
meanwhile, get to worry about things like load capacity. The Wii Fit board is 
apparently only rated up to 300 pounds. That actively barrs many larger fat people 
from playing with it. 300 pounds is the common limit to scales. 300 pounds is the 
common limit for people expecting you to be utterly bed-ridden. 

Apparently, Kirby was responding to someone who claimed that, by acknowledging such 

differences, it creates a hierarchy within fat acceptance, a fact that Kirby argued against. 

Instead, she says that it is important to recognize the differences and respect them. Julia 

(2009), on the same post, declares that “Listenign and acknowledging the diversity of 

experience helps us learn empathy and understanding. It strengthens us,” while Lori 

(2009) explains that “there is a big difference between noting privilege (which I do think 

those of us who have more “socially-acceptable” fat bodies have) and dismissing another 

person’s lived experience.” The conflict between death fat individuals and in-betweenies 

does reflect the dominant belief that less-fat individuals are superior.  

Another area of conflict within the fat acceptance movement that reflects the 

dominant rhetoric, participants in the Fatosphere often struggle with the idea of the “good 

fatty” verses the “bad fatty.” They often fight the stereotypical view of fat individuals: 

“mean, stupid, ugly, unhappy, less competent, sloppy, lazy, socially isolated, and lacking 

in self-discipline, motivations, and personal control” (Puhl & Brownell, 2006, 1802). In 

an attempt to combat these stereotypes, many of the fat individuals discuss their own 

healthy eating and exercise habits. One of the reasons these individuals discuss such 

topics is that many have experiences of not being believed. For example, as discussed 

before, blog commenter Marshmallow (2008) that her doctor did not believe her when 

she described her eating and exercise habits. In the fat acceptance communities, fat 
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individuals feel safe to discuss their healthy eating and exercise habits, knowing that in 

this arena they will be believed. However, these discussions have created conflict in the 

Fatosphere and other fat acceptance realms, conflict which reflects the dominant rhetoric 

suggesting that health is an obligation of the person. In a society that assigns health a 

morally elevated value as much as U.S. society does (Campos, 2004), fat individuals who 

practice healthy behaviors will be more accepted than those who do not. Blogger Kate 

Harding (2008c) points this out in a post entitled, “Good, Bad, Straw”:  

In our efforts to find wider acceptance for fat people, it could be tempting to say, 
“Okay, well, they’re ready to accept the ‘good’ fatties a little now, so the rest of 
you wait over there, and those of us with normal blood pressure and no eating 
disorders will come back for you later.” 

Harding goes on to argue that the good/bad fatty dichotomy is a “straw fatty” argument. 

Such statements are relatively common in the Fatosphere since the need to fight for the 

rights of all fat individuals, whether they are healthy or not, appears to be a basic tenet of 

Fat Acceptance. However, individuals in this study do acknowledge that it is easier to sell 

a fat individual who is focused on healthy behaviors than one who is not. In the same post 

as Kate’s comment above, Meowser (2008) talks about selling fat acceptance: 

But unfortunately, at this point in time, “But I DON’T stuff my face with donuts 
and I’m still fat” is a better opening shiv in the war against the haters than, “So 
WHAT if I stuff my face with donuts, is it any of your business?” Because people 
DO think it’s their business.  

By proving that individuals can be fat and fit, fat acceptance is more likely to gain 

ground. When considering the feminist cause, hooks (2000a) argues “that society is more 

responsive to those “feminist” demands that are not threatening, that may even help 
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maintain the status quo” (p. 23). So, behaviors that are more in line with the status quo 

are more likely to be supported, therefore, “healthy” behaviors are more likely to be 

supported. Yet, arguing that fat individuals deserve rights because a person can be fat and 

healthy can create an entirely different set of problems on the societal level, problems I 

explore in Chapter 6. Once again, this situation presents a fat individual an opportunity to 

step off the grid, to step out of the mindset of health as morality. As blogger Deeleigh 

(2008) says, “But the true rebellion is in making our own decisions and managing our 

own lives, not in living our lives as a reaction against healthism and the weight loss 

mentality.” Blogger Lesley (Kinzel, 2008b) explains that those who society labels 

“morbidly obese” do not have to make up for their body size with healthy behavior: 

This here is a call to the morbid to out ourselves. You don’t have to bike ten miles 
a day to make up for it. You don’t have to be “healthy” by anyone’s standards but 
your own. You don’t even have to be totally 100% really for real in love with 
your body. You don’t have to post pictures (unless you want to). You DO have to 
make an effort to not apologize. To not feel guilty (or ashamed). To just be 
yourself. 

 So, the Fat Acceptance movement has chosen to fight for the rights of all fat individuals, 

not just the ones who are trying to be healthy.  

Another conflict that appears in the Fatosphere is one that may well be unique to 

this type of oppression: can individuals who choose to diet be part of the fat acceptance 

community? This conversation comes up repeatedly in the Fatosphere. And, in line with 

that question, can a person be a fat activist and yet be trying to lose weight? The 

Fatosphere buzzed with both these questions after Hanne Blank, author of Big, Big Love, 

started attempting to lose weight and blogged about it in September, 2007 (a blog that is 
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no longer available). Harding (2007h) and Kirby (2007c), argued that dieting does not 

belong in the Fatosphere and that you cannot be a fat activist and still diet. On the other 

hand, blogger Natalie (2007) at Not a Pretty Girl accuses fat acceptance members of 

moral judgment; she says, “The party line is that if you do lose weight, you need to be 

apologetic about it and explain that it was accidental, that it just happened.” Natalie 

makes an argument commonly heard in these conversations, that weight loss for health 

should be acceptable: 

I need to start taking better care of my body. And that means forcing myself to 
exercise (which I’m doing a terrible job at so far) and refraining from eating so 
much crappy food (limited success on that front). And you bet your damn bippy 
that if I manage to lose some weight…I’m going to be happy about it. 

Kirby (2007), writing as The Rotund, explains her thinking in a comment to Natalie’s 

blog: 

it is emphasized time and again that it isn’t about making value judgments of 
people who choose to diet. It’s about the way intentionally seeking to lose weight 
and promoting a fat accepting attitude have two very different goals. And no one, 
absolutely no one, has claimed that fat activists have never felt a desire to be 
thinner. In our society, that is pretty much completely unavoidable. 

Natalie no longer blogged about fat after this interchange. Both Kirby (2007c) and 

Harding (2007h) argue that dieting should be avoided because it doesn’t work, while 

HAES has better success with improving health. Additionally, Harding asserts that 

“Deliberately trying to lose weight is, by definition, not accepting your own fat.” Another 

argument for diet talk being allowed in the Fatosphere is so common as to garner a Fat 

Hate Bingo square (Stuart, 2007b, see Figure 5.1): “you’re endangering the rights of 

dieters!” Kirby (2007c) emphasizes the idea of “unprivileging” dieting. That is, “making 
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it not the default pursuit of women and men whose bodies differ from what is perceived 

as the social ideal.” Through the years, the general consensus in the Fatosphere appears to 

be “love the dieter, hate the diet” stance towards dieting. In other words, a person who is 

dieting is welcome in the communities, as long as they do not talk about their diet or how 

much weight they have lost. Additionally, the general consensus appears to be that a 

person who is dieting cannot be fat acceptance activist since a person who is dieting does 

not accept their own fat. 

When the conversation crops up yet again in November, 2008, Lindley (2008) at 

the blog LivingXXL explains that diet talk, not dieters is the problem: 

If you're dieting, I don't care. It's none of my business. But can you please take it 
elsewhere? The fat acceptance community is just not the place to discuss it. There 
are a billion other places on the web where you can talk about dieting. … 
However. The rest of us need our own safe space, one that's free of diet talk. 

Surprisingly, finding a safe space from diet talk is a great challenge to the Fatosphere. In 

response to Lindley’s post, an anonymous (2008) commenter wrote “You sound like you 

expect to be insulated from things because you don't like them.” In response to such 

comments, one anonymous commenter, calling themselves A fat person (2008) raged in 

response: 

Fat activists have no right to be free from your hatred and bigotry. How dare we 
try to find one small place of refuge in a world that is obsessed with talking about 
how we ought not be and about all the ways we should try not to be. How 
FUCKING rude of us to want to have our beliefs respected enough to not be 
repeatedly subjected to to discussions which belittle and marginalize us. How dare 
we try to carve out some little niche where we can go to not be bombarded with 
diet talk and calorie counting and "cheat days" which reduce our bodies to an 
objectionable other under a false veneer of "betterment". A betterment defined by 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

197 

attacking and insulting that which we are and that which we are overwhelming 
likely to continue to be no matter how many carbs get counted.  

This need for a diet-talk free zone is so important to many of the Fatosphere bloggers that 

somewhere, either in their main pages or in their comments policy, most of the bloggers 

announce that they are a diet-free or diet-talk-free zone. For instance, on the main page of 

Fatshionista.com, Lesley Kinzel (2010) calls her blog “diet-free.” Kirby (2007d) calls her 

blog an “anti-dieting zone.” Rachel (2010b) at TheF-Word.org has a long list of 

unacceptable comments including: “Comments promoting weight-loss for the sake of 

weight-loss, commercial diets or other dieting behaviors” and “personal “success” stories 

of how you lost weight, and we can too!” This argument in the Fatosphere shows just 

how powerful the dominant rhetoric can be and how hard bloggers must fight to keep that 

rhetoric from their own safe spaces. 

Sometimes, talking about fat acceptance feels like I’m trying to empty out Lake 
Michigan with a teaspoon.  I really need a bigger spoon. (welshwmn3, 2009b) 

Even with the strides they have made in their own lives, members of the fat 

acceptance movement admit frustration in changing such a tenacious thought like antifat 

bias or the dieting mentality in society as welshwmn3’s quote suggests. Participants in 

this study voiced frustration at just how big of a problem that fat prejudice proved to be. 

When interviewed, Athena wondered if fight body shaming is a losing battle: “I think that 

fat shaming is so internalised that loads us are dieting even when talking up body 

acceptance”, she said, commenting that body shame is actually increasing in power and 

that overcoming it is very hard: “It's such bloody hard work sometimes.” The battle to 

resist the dominant rhetoric does appear daunting for fat individuals. Sometimes, these 
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changes take awhile to become evident. Fat Studies author Bacon (2009) discusses this in 

her essay on thin privilege:  

But another lesson I’ve learned over time is that resistance isn’t valuable only 
when it sparks an immediate and visible change. The power of resistance is to 
create a safe zone – even if it’s just for a moment - where fat-phobia isn’t 
tolerated, to set an example. You may not necessarily change the other, but you 
plant a seed. I can’t tell you how many times people have told me over the years 
that they heard this message once, but it wasn’t until years later that some other 
event catalyzed a new awareness. Without those earlier seeds, the later events 
wouldn’t have had their impact. 

Even though the dominant rhetoric still has an incredible amount of power, fat 

individuals are speaking out anyway. If nothing else, they have created a safe zone – a 

diet-talk and fat hatred free zone where all bodies are accepted. They also continue to live 

a life of resistance. One Big Fat Blog commenter considers this an act of rebellion: 

Sleeping for 8 hours a night is not only good for you, it's an act of rebellion. 
Working 40 reasonable hours a week (or LESS!), likewise. Wearing comfortable 
shoes that permit you to think productively. WOOF! Eating satisfying amounts of 
the foods you like. Exercising for the joy of it. REBELLION. (DebraSY, 2006) 

It may be a long road, but this resistance movement is making a difference, if only in the 

lives of fat individuals in this study.  

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS FOR TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION 

This project has a number of implications for technical communication. For 

technical communicators in the area of cultural studies that are interested in the part that 

technical communication plays in the hegemonic power relations, the ways in which fat 

individuals resist such a powerful rhetoric of oppression can teach us much about how to 
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go about ending domination in our world. Add in hooks’ ideas and ideals that have not 

been explored within the auspices of technical communication before, we can see 

potential ways to reduce and possibly even end domination within our society. In 

addition, I will examine the implications of a digital environment as a location of 

resistance. Technical communication has a role to play in the elimination of a dominating 

world. 

When considering hooks’ idea of resistance, we can see a major difference 

between her philosophy and the ideas of Foucault, often the theorist of choice when 

considering power relations (for examples see Biesecker, 1992; Longo, 2000; Koerber, 

2006; Palmeri, 2006; Britt, 2001). Foucault provided few solutions to the internalization 

of bio-power, which is not surprising since he sees resistance as an inevitable part of the 

power structure (Biesecker, 1992; Longo, 2000) and gave the individual very little 

agency to change the power dynamic (Foss, Foss, & Trapp, 2002). He sees resistance as a 

permanent part of the power dynamic, one that shifts the status quo but never moves 

beyond it – the grid of intelligibility (as noted in Chapter 1; Biesecker, 1992; Longo, 

2000; Foss, Foss, & Trapp, 2002). Foucault claimed that the resistance-power interaction 

is a continuing dynamic that will never be resolved, just changed — a bit of a fatalistic 

viewpoint (Foss et al., 2002). Actually, Foucault’s grid of intelligibility is in evidence 

within this project. As fat individuals learn to speak out and resist the dominant beliefs, 

they find that the dominant condition seeks yet again to establish supremacy. Whether it 

be by having Fat Acceptance language co-opted or Fat Acceptance being seen as an 

excuse, fat individuals in this study see that the dominant rhetoric finds ways to 
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undermine resistance. We do see Foucault’s grid at work in this situation, yet hooks’ 

ideas are also in evidence. 

On the other hand, hooks (1989, 2000) believed that resistance can lead to the 

destruction of the power structure and the individual can be the source for change by 

focusing on self-recovery. Unlike Foucault’s fatalistic point of view, hooks (1994) 

desired an end to the domination dynamic, providing a more utopian – perhaps a bit too 

utopian – solution to power relations that will be addressed in the next chapter. This 

situation is a location where hooks can add to our understanding of resistance because she 

provides an alternative to theorists such as Foucault who see resistance as futile. hooks 

(1989) says that such resistance is healing, that sustained resistance provides strength and 

power, that it “can protect us from dehumanization and despair” (p. 8). In this project, 

participants’ started healing by resisting the oppressor within and then healed even more 

by resisting external forces of oppression. Resistance also takes on a form of normalizing 

the oppressed condition. By having fat bodies be visible, whether in purposefully activist 

situations or just daily life, the fat body can be seen as a normal human variant rather than 

a deviant condition that must be corrected. The road to fat acceptance, and consequently 

resistance, for the individual is a complicated one filled with emotions (anger, for 

instance), frustrations (for example, conflicts within the FA movement), and negotiations 

(such as whether or not to allow diet talk). However, by resisting, fat individuals are 

healing, becoming empowered, and believing they deserve what all humans deserve: to 

be seen as more than just a deviant body. Consequently, hooks’ idea of resistance as 

healing is exemplified by the Fatosphere and Fat Acceptance populations.  
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Though accepting the fat body seems like a never-ending battle, headway is being 

made. Koerber (2006) commented that enough disruption of the cultural norms may 

cause the norms to change (p. 99), a situation that fat activists continue to strive for. 

Ratcliff (2005) exemplified the fat individual’s experience of disrupting the norms: 

Even as a person invokes personal agency to interrupt unethical discourses or 
unethical cultural structures and practices, that person cannot control the effects of 
her or his interruption. Sometimes, the interruption is successful; sometimes, 
partial; sometimes, unsuccessful. Whether successful or not, interruptions have 
consequences. (Ratcliffe, 2005, p. 75)  

At times, such as when resistance is seen as an excuse for staying fat or receiving catcalls 

when choosing to be visible, these consequences can be painful for the fat individual. 

Language, too, is one place this disruption becomes evident within this project. hooks 

(1994b) argues that language can change things: “language disrupts, refuses to be 

contained within boundaries” (p. 167). She (1989) asserts that by breaking the silence, by 

using the liberatory voice, oppressed individuals find connection as well. Fat individuals 

in this study found that language can be a source of power, a survival mechanism in a fat 

hating world.  

One way individuals in the Fatosphere avoid victimization is to come to an 

understanding of the fat condition outside of the dominant rhetoric. We see an 

understanding of this when together members of the Fatosphere deconstruct the dominant 

rhetoric and reconstruct a shared knowledge in terms of fat acceptance. When 

considering knowledge creation in online environments, the first thing to understand is 

that such “knowledge is always situated”, and, since online experiences “disrupt the sense 

of bounded space” (Smith, 2007, pp. 144-5), then online environments become an 
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important element in such knowledge creation. Gurak (1997b) claimed that online 

discussions can “be used to focus and shape an alternative vision” (p. 65), a situation that 

we see when bloggers in the Fatosphere deconstruct the dominant rhetoric and then 

reconstruct it in terms of Fat Acceptance. Additionally, this deconstruct/reconstruct 

dynamic exemplifies the belief that such online discourse produces an ideological 

disruption, a location of resistance, in the dominant rhetoric, that “online interaction can 

be politically meaningful” (Koerber, 2001, p. 236). So, the nature of the online 

environment adds to the power of the Fatosphere as a source of resistance. 

Group identity is an important factor in the knowledge creation online as well. 

Authors of online texts attempt to appeal to the user’s group identity as well as their own 

individual identity (Warnick, 2005), an identity that users create as authors “not only of 

text, but of themselves, constructing new selves through social interaction” (Zappen, 

2005, p. 322). These group identities also work to constrain members of online 

communities. As Koerber (2001) noted, whether it be online or real life, “people are 

subject to multiple discursive constraints” (p. 237). The conflicts in the Fatosphere reflect 

such constraints, where the group constructs its identity and parameters together. 

This chapter shows resistance working in the lives of fat individuals: fat 

individuals are learning to resist the self-hatred of internalization; they are learning to 

resist the external dominant rhetoric; they are learning to use language and survival 

techniques to make this resistance possible. This resistance can be quite a challenge for 

the fat individual, as blog commenter wriggles (2007) attests: 
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I think fat acceptance is much harder than dieting, it is the road less travelled. It is 
condemned as ill-disciplined but I find it’s not about that. … It takes huge resolve 
to go against the establishment, the public and family and friends. Anyone who 
thinks you don’t need discipline for that is an idiot. (wriggles, 2007) 

hooks (1994) argues that resistance to domination must be learned and then practiced. Fat 

individuals are practicing resistance in many different ways. These lessons are leading fat 

individuals to what hooks claims is the solution for domination – the incredible power of 

love, as we shall see in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 6 
OVERCOMING OPPRESSION 

I realized, in that moment, that I have achieved something amazing. I have an 
incredible ability to love myself and to love how I look, for richer, for poorer, for 
thinner, for fatter, and til death do I part from this body. I can look in the mirror 
and love the woman I see no matter what size she is and no matter what society 
might think she should look like. 
This ability to see myself with love goes beyond dresses and goal weights. I 
weigh more than I ever have, and I love myself more than I ever have. I’ve 
stripped away the conditions I previously attached to self-love, and it feels so 
good that I feel unstoppable. (Golda, 2009c) 

As Golda found, it is possible to love the fat body. Given that American society’s 

currently unsuccessful attempts at weight loss are not the solution to fat prejudice, hooks 

provides a potential solution to oppression of all kinds, what she calls “love.” Members 

of the Fat Acceptance movement have put this ideal of love into action in order to 

overcome domination, as I will reveal in this chapter. In previous chapters, I focused on 

how cultural and medical rhetorics have been used to exacerbate fat prejudice. In this 

chapter, I look for ways that such rhetorics have been used to combat and overcome fat 

prejudice, and I look for ways in which fat individuals in this study use the intersection of 

technology and communication to find peace with themselves as well as with the society 

in which they live. Within that theme, I examine specific parts that online communities 

play in hooks’ ideal of love.  

As noted in Chapter 1, hooks’ ideal of love is not the sentimental feeling we 

usually associate with the term, but rather a force that fights against dehumanization 

(Foss, Foss & Trapp, 2002, p. 272). In hooks’ (1994a) ideals, everyone is understood, 

appreciated and valued. “This vision of relationships,” hooks (2000b) said, “where 
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everyone’s needs are respected, where everyone has rights, where no one need fear 

subordination or abuse,” is a vision that contradicts the dynamic of domination (p. 103). 

The resistors’ job is to create “a critical discussion where love can be understood as a 

powerful force that challenges and resists domination” (hooks, 1989, p. 26). hooks 

(1994a) argued that love can lead to liberation for both the oppressed and the oppressor: 

The moment we choose to love we begin to move against domination, against 
oppression. The moment we choose to love we begin to move towards freedom, 
to act in ways that liberate ourselves and others. That action is the testimony of 
love as the practice of freedom. (p. 255) 

In hooks’ eyes, the concept of love is a solution to oppression. This idea of love closely 

resembles Burke’s (1950) idea of identification. Burke argued that humans are by nature 

divided and that, through communication, can find a way to identify – that is find a 

location of connection – with each other. Ratcliffe (2005) explains what this means in 

terms of listening, an important part of rhetoric: 

understanding means listening to discourse not for intent but with intent – with 
the intent to understand not just the claims but the rhetorical negotiations of 
understanding as well. (emphasis in the original, p. 28) 

Ratcliffe went on to argue that we can choose conscious identification – that is we can 

knowingly choose to connect. So what would hooks’ vision of love, this choice to 

connect, look like in terms of fat acceptance? Specifically, the fat acceptance movement 

calls for all individuals, but most especially fat individuals, to accept their bodies while 

asking, even demanding, that fat individuals be treated with respect and value. This love 

takes many forms as the data from interviews, a focus group and the rhetorical analysis of 

blog posts reveals: finding love for the fat body (one’s own body and others’ bodies) in 
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and of itself, the acceptance and love for all bodies, choosing loving actions towards the 

body (HAES), and creating a loving and accepting environment to discuss fat acceptance. 

Data reported and analyzed in this chapter suggest that such love can improve health 

issues that weight-loss attempts have not been able to effect while also providing a 

solution for issues of fat prejudice, including eliminating internalized fat hatred for fat 

individuals, which plague American society. By looking at the Fat Acceptance 

Movement and the Fatosphere through hooks’ concept of love, we can see what it means 

to love a fat body in a fat hating world. In this chapter, I will examine what it means to 

love the fat body, how Health At Every Size is a form of love in action, how fat 

acceptance holds implications for everyone in American society, how the online 

environment acts as a safer space, how self-love and activism can interact, and finally, 

what are the implications of love for technical communication. 

LOVING THE FAT BODY 

And I realised, the reason that I was able to see this young woman's beauty, 
despite the fact that she clearly didn't meet modern social standards of beauty, and 
despite the fact that she was dressed in a way that a year or so ago I would've 
thought was just "unnecessary" for someone with her body type, was that I've 
finally, finally stopped looking at fat people in a judgemental way (Maddie, 2009) 

As the quote above attests, fat individuals in this study found that loving the fat 

body can be a place of empowerment and strength. hooks (2003) noted that loving a body 

that is not touted as beautiful by the dominant rhetoric can be a powerful position for the 

oppressed. She recounted the potent effect that celebrating “the beauty of blackness” had 

on her: “This call for self-acceptance laid the foundation for a psychological revolution 

by emphasizing the importance of self-acceptance” (p. 42-43); hooks argued that seeing 
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black as beautiful could be empowering (hooks, 1995b). Yet hooks’ theory also suggests 

that this loving of the fat body can be seen as menacing to the status quo. She argued that 

“Loving a body seen as other can appear to be a threat” (hooks, 2003, p. 52). When a 

online discussion of research showing that fat individuals can be healthy (Stefan, 

Kantartzis, Machann, Schick, Thamer, Rittig, Balletshofer, Machicao, Fritsche, & 

Häring, 2008) turned to the topic of anger and rage at being fed the opposite belief, blog 

commenter KMTBERRY (2008) noted that loving all bodies can help with those feelings 

of rage. Similarly, hooks (1995b) argued that self-love can be a “radical political agenda” 

(p. 119). Another commenter, Maddie (2009) notes that as she accepted herself, she 

found acceptance for other fat individuals: “it seems that the internal has turned outwards, 

and now I can look at other fat people without judging them.” Participants in the focus 

group also discussed what it meant to accept and love themselves and to be loved and 

accepted. Julie noted that members of the “fat pride movement” often had better body 

images that most everyone within our society, loving and accepting her body’s 

“physicality, the actual and symbolic space it takes up, and the messages it conveys to 

others about my strength and power.” Vicky spoke of being supported and surrounded by 

love at a NoLose conference, feeling proud of being fat. Jessica talked of loving her fat. 

For these individuals, love has helped them come to accept their own fat bodies. 

Being loved for themselves has helped many fat individuals in this study find self-

love as well. In the focus group, Nicole, Melissa and Susan all mentioned that being 

loved by a fat partner helped them come to love and accept themselves even more. In a 

discussion looking at self-loathing on the blog Shapely Prose, commenter estrella (2009) 
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notes the power of being loved for herself, both to her self-perception and her perception 

of attraction: 

In recent years I’ve been with someone who – for the first time ever – makes me 
feel downright sexy. He loves my body and takes every chance to tell me. He’s 
slim and muscular (and prone to occasional dieting) but always makes me feel 
hot. This has done wonders (WONDERS!) for my body image – not because it’s 
important what other people think, but because I’ve actually started to realize how 
subjective real attraction is, that the standards of beauty plastered all over the 
media are not necessarily what everyone truly finds attractive. 

Blog commenter Emily (2009) notes in a conversation on The Rotund that being loved by 

her partner helped her love herself more and take better care of herself. Being loved by a 

significant other can help fat individuals find acceptance within themselves, individuals 

within this study found. 

My self-worth is not determined by the size of my ass, the span of my belly, the 
jiggleliciousness of my upper arms, my stretch marks, or how this might 
determine how attractive or unattractive I am to others. (Jane, 2009b) 

Learning to love the self can take many forms including the ability to know 

oneself outside of the condition of domination. hooks (1989) explains that domination 

destroys an individual’s ability to know their own self. As an individual recovers from 

this violation, they find that internal being yet again, seeing themselves as more than just 

“the condition of domination” (hooks, 1989, p. 31). Participants in the focus group spoke 

of this experience of having their entire being defined by being fat and having to redefine 

themselves when the dominating condition is taken away. Both Vicky and Nicole 

experienced this condition of defining themselves as other than fat when interacting with 

individuals in an advocacy group. Nicole spoke of perceiving herself as a person rather 
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than a fat person for the first while playing Pictionary at NAAFA event. Vicky talks of 

having to look at herself as a person rather than a fat person: 

[T]he Nolose conference was the first time I ever spent concentrated time in the 
presence of so many fat people who were not trying to lose weight—or weren’t 
discussing it anyway even if they were. There was so much power and acceptance 
there. Being among all these fat people forced me to look at who I was as a person 
as opposed to who I was as a fat person. The primary way I identified myself in 
the world was, all of a sudden, in this group, not the primary way I was identified. 

This shift from being a fat person to just a person transforms the way a fat individual sees 

themselves and their place in the world. 

The actual experience of discovering love and acceptance for themselves can be a 

liberating experience for the fat individual. Blogger April D (2009) explains how she 

found acceptance by letting go of limitations on such acceptance: 

So many of us attach limitations or "only when" conditions to self-acceptance!! 
For me it has been a variety of things from particular weights, fitting into a certain 
piece of clothing, getting a specific grade... and you know, even if/when I DID 
reach whatever limiting condition I'd put on my own self-love and happiness...I'd 
change the rules on myself and make up a whole NEW set of even more narrowly 
restrictive conditions... 
Huzzah for getting to the "unstoppable" feelings finally and putting aside that 
feeling that there is always some other limit, just out of reach, beyond which true 
happiness lies!  

Where some fat individuals used to think self-acceptance would come with weight loss, 

many individuals within this study now choose to accept themselves as they are today. 

Blog commenter Peggynature (2008) argues that “The promise of self-acceptance is not 

the same as the promise of a new diet,” stating that the diet promises sweeping life 

changes that prove to be unrealistic where self-acceptance provides true change, but at a 
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slower pace. In a post on The Rotund, commenter Twistie (2009) asserts that accepting 

the body as is instead of needing it to change is a huge mental health boost. Individuals in 

this study found that self-acceptance and self-worth are not a constant, rather they require 

continual work to maintain. In the same post on The Rotund, commenter Caseyatthebat 

(2009) explains her process for reaching self-acceptance: 

I find more self-acceptance at the higher range, which leads to better self-care, 
which (for me) leads to the lower range, which… you get the picture. Maybe 
genuine self-acceptance is like walking on solid ground after being on choppy 
seas, and it requires some time before one fully gets one’s land legs.  

Blogger and commenter Wellroundedtype2 ( 2009d) says that she found detachment on 

her weight to be her goal since “my weight goes up sometimes, it goes down sometimes, 

but what I can control is how kindly I treat myself about it.” That self-acceptance also 

provides fat individuals in this study compassion for others who are still in the struggle to 

care for themselves: as one blog commenter said, “I can empathize with anyone, of any 

size, who projects society’s hate onto herself” (AW, 2009). Self-acceptance leads fat 

individuals in this study to happier, more contented lives. 

Not only is acceptance and love important for the fat individual, it is important for 

the children in our society as well. When discussing the misguided direction of the 

obesity epidemic, a common response is often, “won’t someone please think of the 

children?” The response is so common, in fact, it has its own Fat Hate Bingo square 

(Stuart, 2007b, see Chapter 5, Figure 5.1). Fat children are, perhaps, the greatest 

casualties in America’s war against fat (see Children and Adolescents in Chapter 1 for the 

discrimination and issues fat children face). Along with loving their own bodies, fat 
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individuals within this study found that they needed to act as advocates for fat children, 

teaching all children to love their own and others bodies. In a discussion considerin fat 

children on Shapely Prose, Summer (2008) says that parents must speak up for their 

children: “I do feel we have to be vocal advocates for our children and take on the powers 

that be.” “I think one of the best things you can do as a parent,” withoutscene (2008) 

argues in the same post, “is to NOT DIET or obsess about weight.” Heather (2008) goes 

on to say that she does not allow her daughters to talk about other’s weight or others to 

talk about her daughters’ weight. “There is plenty of time for the world to teach them to 

hate themselves,” she explains, “my daughter is NOT going to be poisoned if I can help 

her.” Continuing the discussion, commenter fashionablenerd (2008) describes her way of 

handling a child’s bad day:  

This is what parents who have fat kids can do: keep telling their kids that no 
matter what, their worth isn’t measured by pounds. Even if you think it’s not 
gonna stick (especially when they have a REALLY bad day and come home in 
tears), they’ll remember that there was someone in their lives that accepted them. 
And that self esteem and acceptance is the best gift you can give to anyone.  

This love and advocacy of children who are struggling with body image is supported by 

hooks’ ideals. When speaking of the family, specifically the black family dealing with 

patriarchy, hooks (1995b) argues that love should be the central guiding principle. By 

focusing on combating the negative images of the dominant rhetoric and supporting the 

self-esteem of children, individuals in this study show love for their children and show 

their children how to love themselves.  

Loving the fat body is an important experience to fat individuals practicing fat 

acceptance. By loving the fat body, fat individuals in this study find a source of 
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empowerment and liberation. Additionally, they learn to know themselves beyond just 

being a fat individual; they learn to know themselves outside of domination. Even 

advocating for fat children can be a form of loving the fat body for the fat individual. 

Discussions in the Fatosphere and Fat Acceptance often show Health At Every Size 

exemplifying that love for the fat body, as we shall see in the next section. 

LOVE IN ACTION: HEALTH AT EVERY SIZE 

And HAES is a practice based on working with your body where it is, and trying 
to improve your health regardless of whether it results in weight loss. It’s not a 
state of being. This means people who weigh 600 lbs., people with disabilities, 
etc., can certainly practice HAES, though both the specific measures they take 
and the ultimate result may not be the same as those of someone smaller and/or 
who doesn’t have disabilities. (Kirby, 2007b, writing as The Rotund) 

As this quote from Kirby exemplifies, Health at Every Size (HAES) is a practice, 

a practice in loving the self. Freire (2000) argued that a solution to domination “cannot be 

achieved in idealist terms” but rather must be seen as a situation that can be transformed 

through action (p. 49). HAES is, in fact, a loving action on the part of the individual. Fat 

individuals take action and practice hooks’ idea of love when they treat their own bodies 

lovingly and respectfully. The tenets of HAES are explained in Chapter 1; in this section, 

I will look at how HAES plays out in the experience of fat individuals as well as some of 

the struggles fat acceptance and the Fatosphere have experienced around HAES, keeping 

in mind how HAES interacts with hooks’ idea of love. As this study reveals, HAES is 

proving to be a powerful tool of both self-love and self-acceptance within and without the 

fat acceptance movement. 
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To start with, members of the Fatosphere and the Fat Acceptance struggle to 

understand exactly what HAES comprises. Of course, there is the definition provided by 

Bacon (2010a) that appears to be the overall accepted point of view: 

• Accepting and respecting the natural diversity of body sizes and shapes. 
• Eating in a flexible manner that values pleasure and honors internal cues 

of hunger, satiety, and appetite. 
• Finding the joy in moving one’s body and becoming more physically vital.  

For another view, posting on The F-Word, guest blogger and nutritionist Deborah 

Kauffmann (2008) explained her definition of HAES: 

HAES is an approach to health and healthcare that promotes acceptance of natural 
body weight and an understanding that people come in all shapes and sizes. The 
HAES approach supports pleasurable and healthful eating that is based on internal 
cues of hunger and fullness as well as joyful movement. 

But what exactly does this mean to a fat person’s daily living? Blogger Fillyjonk (2008) 

explains how she sees HAES: 

Anyone who’s read fatosphere blogs for any length of time will tell you that we 
are huge proponents of nutritious eating and regular movement, though for their 
own sake rather than for weight loss. Even the people who aren’t all-HAES-all-
the-time are interested in encouraging people to normalize their relationship with 
food — to stop seeing it as a source of sin or fear or love or comfort, not to turn 
around and make gluttony the main focus of our lives.  

She (2007b) also says emphasizes that HAES means “to care about your health MORE 

than you care about your weight, to care about your health independent of caring about 

your weight” which “takes vigilance.” Kauffman (2008) states that practicing HAES “just 

means taking care of ourselves without focusing on weight loss,” which appears to be the 
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overall attitude towards HAES in the Fatosphere and Fat Acceptance movement as a 

whole. 

Fat individuals in this study who practice HAES often feel healthier, and can be 

healthier as determined by the dominant rhetoric, than those who diet. As noted in 

Chapter 3, HAES has a longer term positive outcome on health than dieting, improving 

health indicators (blood sugar, blood pressure, heart rate, cholesterol) for a longer period 

of time (Bacon et al, 2005). When Kate Harding (2007b) attacked diets under other 

names such as “lifestyle change” or “a whole new way of eating,” saying that such 

changes didn’t lead to weight loss either, Louise (2007) felt like this posting took away 

her hope of permanent weight loss as exemplified by the following comment: 

I’ve been putting the hard work into changing my habits for two years, slowly 
getting healthier, loosing weight, and being thrilled by the benefits. Your post 
depresses me horribly. I rather wish I hadn’t found your blog. 

Responses to this comment help clarify that feeling good is an emphasis of HAES. 

Blogger Sweetmachine (2007) responded by highlighting that feeling good is enough of a 

reward for eating better while fillyjonk (2007a) explained that success in HAES terms is 

more consistent then dieting: 

Plus, that way you actually get to appreciate your healthiness and good feelings. If 
you’re too focused on weight loss, on days when the scale goes up you feel 
crappy — even if you should be feeling nourished by your healthy foods and 
energized by your workouts. If you stop measuring your success and self-worth 
by numbers, you get to enjoy your real successes a lot more. 

Fat individuals in this study found that, by focusing on how they feel rather than on 

weight loss, they feel healthier and more accomplished.  
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Members of fat acceptance and The Fatosphere often struggle with the differences 

or lack of differences between HAES and dieting. This dilemma came out in a 

conversation on diets not working. In a post on Shapely Prose, Entangled (2007), in 

discussing her exercise habits, made the following comment: 

I am trying to fight, but I lost a significant (though in reality not that large) 
amount of weight over the past two years. Mostly because I decided I was going 
to teach myself to run. I didn’t really change my eating habits (beyond stopping 
when full, not stuffed), but I got SERIOUSLY, DEPRESSINGLY, 
OBSESSIVELY anal about them. 

On the days on which I concentrate on my habits – the fact that I can now run five 
miles, that I finished my first 5K in under 32 minutes, that my intense intervals 
are upwards of 7.5 mph – I feel great. When I concentrate on the visual results of 
those efforts, I feel like crap. Terrified that things will change, depressed that it 
matters, obsessive about food again. 

She thought her comment might be “teetering towards diet-talk.” Blogger Harding 

(2007b) responded positively, explaining how she saw diet-talk: 

the diet talk I prohibit is the “Just do X and you’ll lose the weight, and you’ll feel 
better because you LOST WEIGHT!” Your comment, as I see it, was Health at 
Every Size talk. :) 

This difference between HAES-talk and diet-talk reflects another discussion that pops up 

on the Fatosphere: the fact that some individuals will lose weight when practicing HAES. 

Commenter Caseyatthebat (2009) explains that she experienced “some weird internal 

reverse-size acceptance” because of losing weight: 

I tell myself that I will eat healthfully, move my body in a joyful way and accept 
the result, but in my head the “result” should be no weight loss, and I’m having a 
hard time accepting that, for me, it might mean some weight loss. 
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When discussing the fantasy of being thin, commenter Mizerychik (2007) explained that 

she was one of the five percent of those who lost weight and kept it off for more than five 

years which made her feel like she didn’t belong in the Fatosphere or the Fat Acceptance 

community: 

I’m one of the 5%, and since reading more and more of the body acceptance 
movement, I kind of hate myself for it. Sometimes I feel like a traitor for reading 
this blog or that I don’t belong, like I shouldn’t comment because I am that freak 
of nature that often gets mentioned.  

Members of the Fatosphere responded by emphasizing acceptance. Commenter Phledge 

(2007) responded by saying “don’t feel bad about that” emphasizing that mizerychik’s 

body was meant to be that way, while Meowser (2007a) took the opportunity to expound 

on the philosophy behind HAES: 

“Anti-dieting” does not equal “stay fat at all costs so you’ll fit in with the rest of 
us fatasses.” You, mizerychik, are a perfect illustration of what I’m talking about 
when I say, if you’re truly meant to be a lot smaller than you are (or were), there’s 
nothing I or anyone else can possibly do to stop you. 

In her interview, Mustardseed puts it succinctly when she explains that HAES includes 

“accepting healthy thinness as well if that's what comes naturally.”The differences 

between HAES and dieting can be confusing because many of the tenets appear to be the 

same; however, as these conversations and comments show, motivation tends to be the 

difference behind them. 

Another place that controversy around HAES comes into account is when dealing 

with eating disorders. Kauffman (2008) explains that HAES can be beneficial for 
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someone with compulsive overeating or binge eating disorder, if they have help from a 

HAES nutritionist: 

It is extremely important for someone struggling with binge eating or compulsive 
eating to seek out a HAES nutritionist since dieting is one of the major causes of 
this type of disordered eating. Nutrition treatment for compulsive eating should 
involve assisting the client in eating enough total food according to internal cues 
of hunger and fullness, balancing the major nutrients (protein, fat, carbohydrate), 
including all liked foods, and eating mindfully to obtain the most pleasure from 
meals. It should also include HAES education regarding nutrition, the problems 
with dieting, principles of weight management and the relationship between 
weight and health. 

Blog commenter Mshell67 (2007) came to Shapely Prose trying to figure out how a binge 

eater fit into fat acceptance: 

I’m feeling awful right now because I feel conflicted about my eating. I definitely 
have an eating disorder (I woke up at 3:00 am and ate frosting out of the can) and 
other such shit. So yesterday I felt like crap about myself and ate myself into a 
binge-o-rama. So, my question is, would it be awful if I went to a counselor to 
discuss my binge eating issues in order to tame them a bit? What happens if I 
happen to lose weight? Am I a failure as a fat activist? Where do I fit in in this 
framework? Discuss please!! :) 

In response, Kirby (2007h), writing as The Rotund, argued that mshell67 should go see a 

counselor, that suffering from an eating disorder and being a fat activist was not mutually 

exclusive. “Breaking away from disordered eating,” she said, “is not the same as 

controlling and limiting your diet for the express purpose of losing weight.” Fillyjonk 

(2007e) responds noting that fat acceptance should be supporting those with eating 

disorders: 

I think you should expect — nay, demand! — that the fat acceptance movement 
buoy you up in your mission to eat in a way that is not harmful to you. Honestly, 
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the fight against diets and the fight against binge eating or compulsive eating are 
two sides of the same coin: both are about healing our relationship with food, 
which is so drastically fucked up so early in life, and both are served by 
embracing HAES and unhitching health from weight. 

Btsu (2007b) thinks counseling would be a great idea, as long as it is a fat neutral 

environment. Considering these conversations, members of the Fatosphere see HAES as 

a possible solution to eating disorders. 

From the outside, Health At Every Size can be seen as a form of hedonism. 

Blogger fillyjonk (2008) explains her experience with common responses to HAES 

(emphasis in the original): 

But we’re constantly being reviled — or at least treated with suspicion — for 
pimping overindulgence and inactivity. Why? Because we advocate treating 
yourself well, and that gets people’s Puritan hackles up. Treating yourself well — 
doesn’t that mean engaging in constant sinnery? Things that are good for you are 
supposed to feel like constant punishment, so if you’re not punishing yourself, 
how can you ever do yourself good? 

Yet, HAES is a solution that many members of the Fatosphere and Fat Acceptance have 

found to heal their past unhealthy relationships with food and their body. HAES is an 

action that shows both love for the body and love for the self. Though some controversy 

appears in the Fatosphere over exactly what HAES means in daily life, how it is different 

from dieting, and how individuals with eating disorders deal with HAES, it appears to be 

working for many members of the Fatosphere and the Fat Acceptance community. 

However, HAES brings with it some pitfalls for Fat Acceptance, as will be discussed in 

the following section. 
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Rights for the Unhealthy 

the reality is that society is much more willing to accept a fat person who 
exercises than one who doesn’t — and more willing still to accept a person who’s 
trying to lose weight. In our efforts to find wider acceptance for fat people, it 
could be tempting to say, “Okay, well, they’re ready to accept the ‘good’ fatties a 
little now, so the rest of you wait over there, and those of us with normal blood 
pressure and no eating disorders will come back for you later.” Anyone who’s 
worked in any social justice movement is familiar with that pitfall and why it 
must be avoided. Those who hew most closely to the dominant group’s values 
(and/or appearance) are always the first candidates for “acceptability” — but 
taking that offer of acceptance while selling out those who are further away from 
the dominant group only reinforces the very values you’re trying to dismantle. 
That’s social justice 101. (Harding, 2008c) 

Though HAES is often the loving solution for the individual, fat activists warn 

that this area can be dangerous territory. If fat individuals are only allowed civil rights 

when they choose healthy behaviors, behaviors that may be defined as healthy by outside 

forces and may not have the fat individual’s best interests at heart, a whole new slew of 

problems exist. Considering the context of this idea, though the dominant rhetoric stills 

says that fat is undesirable and unhealthy and must be eliminated, in 2009 and moving 

into 2010, even the media started to put forth the idea that HAES just might be possible 

or even ideal. A number of news outlets, including The New York Times (Katz, 2009) and 

The Los Angeles Times (Marnell, 2009), have run articles considering HAES or at least 

how fat individuals could be healthy without attempting to lose weight. It appears that 

society is more willing to consider the idea that fat individuals deserve rights as long as 

the fat individuals are attempting to be healthy by society’s standards. Yet, a number of 

problems exist with this reasoning. The first problem is that if individuals should only 

deserve rights when they are attempting to be healthy, how do you tell? Do fat 

individuals have to wear monitors that prove they eat healthy foods (and, of course, you 
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must define what healthy foods actually are) and exercise regularly? If the only fat 

individuals who deserve rights are those trying to be healthy, then what about the slender 

people who don’t exercise and eat junk food? This reasoning steps into a great quagmire 

of Big Brother type surveillance that has many potential pitfalls. Additionally, this 

immediately leaves out individuals who may be fat because of a health problem rather 

than the other way around. If an individual were to become fat because of an accident or 

disease, should they deserve rights or not? They are not healthy, yet that is no fault of 

their own. This also slips into the danger of creating yet another prejudice: healthism. 

Crawford (1980), the originator of the term, explained healthism: 

Healthism represents a particular way of viewing the health problem, and is 
characteristic of the new health consciousness and movements. It can best be 
understood as a form of medicalization, meaning that it still retains key medical 
notions. Like medicine, healthism situates the problem of health and disease at the 
level of the individual. Solutions are formulated at that level as well. To the extent 
that healthism shapes popular beliefs, we will continue to have a non-political, 
and therefore, ultimately ineffective conception and strategy of health promotion. 
Further, by elevating health to a super value, a metaphor for all that is good in 
life, healthism reinforces the privatization of the struggle for generalized well-
being. 

If we allow healthism to take the place of fat prejudice, we once again create the same 

dynamic, the same ideology of domination, that hooks argues against. This also can take 

the fat individual into the good fatty/bad fatty debate explained in Chapter 5. Fat 

acceptance cannot be based on behavior or we will continue to perpetuate the dominant 

rhetoric. 
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FAT ACCEPTANCE FOR EVERYONE 

The fact is, fat activism is good for everybody, even people who are not fat, even 
people who don’t know it exists or who don’t think they need it. It’s good for 
everybody to hear about fat activism, even in circumstances and scenarios when 
they weren’t expecting to get hit with a dose of body love and social justice. 
Because everyone’s got a body story; everyone’s got an issue or an injury or a sad 
point or a sore spot. Fat activism starts with fat people but extends to everyone 
who lives in a culture in which beauty standards are dictated by a fatphobic 
culture; even folks who aren’t fat have to live with the fear of getting fat, which is 
a powerful thing. (Lesley, 2009c) 

hooks (1989) claimed that “to be either dominated or dominating is a point of 

connection or commonality,” providing a common ground for ending domination (p. 20). 

She exemplifies this type of interaction by claiming both the dominated and the 

dominating will gain from “a political struggle to end sexist oppression” (p. 34) and this 

transformation must take place in both the dominators and the dominated (hooks, 2000a). 

hooks notes that fear is the power behind domination. hooks (2001a) describes fear as  

the primary force upholding structures of domination. It promotes the desire for 
separation, the desire not to be known. When we are taught that safety lies always 
with sameness, then difference, of any kind will appear as a threat. When we 
choose to love we choose to move against fear – against alienation and separation. 
(p. 93) 

When examining fat and the dominant culture of the U.S., this connection between fat 

individuals and others takes on a particular relevance. As noted in Chapter 3, because of 

the belief that anyone can become fat, the fear of fat pervades the dominant culture of the 

U.S. Additionally, the continual quest for the perfect body affects much of our culture, 

most particularly women, if we consider the context. According to the American Society 

of Plastic Surgeons (2010), cosmetic surgery is up 69% since 2000. American women 

have practically made hating their bodies a pastime. Women bond through talking about 
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diets and denigrating their bodies (Hirschman & Munter, 1995). Wann (2009) noted that 

“every person who lives in a fat-hating culture inevitably absorbs anti-fat beliefs, 

assumptions, and stereotypes, and also inevitably comes to occupy a position in relation 

to power arrangements that are based on weight” (p. xi). This being the case, when fat 

individuals in this study fight to accept themselves and their bodies as they are when 

considered so very socially unacceptable, they provide an excellent example of body 

acceptance to those who may struggle with body issues at a smaller size. 

In response to body denigration, slender people could be seen as the enemy. For 

instance, American actress and comedienne Mo’Nique (2003) wrote a book entitled 

Skinny Women are Evil where she argues for seeing skinny women as the enemy to be 

fought against. However, non-fat individuals are harmed by fat hatred as well. Fat 

activists argue against seeing skinny individuals as the enemy repeatedly, claiming that 

thin bashing is part of fat hatred. In a conversation on privilege, blog commenter Kitty 

(2009) notes that “even “backlash” against thin women is based in fat hatred because it 

comes from resentment at the thin-bashing person’s “failure” to be as close to the thin 

ideal as the person they’re bashing” (emphasis in the original). In the same post, 

pyewacket (2009) expounded on this idea and explained her thoughts on how thin 

bashing was an element of fat hatred: 

My own (former, I hope) backlash against thin women was based in fat hatred. I 
think it worked something like, 
1. people hate my fat and assume I’m functionally and morally a slug. 
2. I feel some vague sense of burning injustice about this. 
3. Thin women are held up as the paragon of what I will never be. Ergo, jealousy. 
4. The narrow line of acceptably thin is crossed and some chick starts showing 
rib-bones, which I KNOW is unhealthy because I’ve Read Articles Saying So, 
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and yet she is still considered hotter than I am by leaps and bounds. 
5. I sneer at this sellout Tool of the Establishment who is sacrificing her health for 
vanity (and oh God, the irony now). 
6. The sneering spills over onto other thin people with less skeletal definition, 
because assumed moral superiority is like scratching the itch caused by the 
burning injustice in step 2. 

Blogger fillyjonk (2007a) explained the Shapely Prose viewpoint on thin women by 

admonishing a commenter that “we don’t insult or demean anyone’s bodies here.” She 

went on to explain that negative epithets directed at thin women, such as calling them 

“sticks” or “boys” – anything with a negative connotation towards the thin women’s 

bodies, was not acceptable on that site. The Rotund, Marianne Kirby (2007f), summed it 

up nicely in a post entitled “Thank you, thin person”: 

The truth is that thin people have just as many body issues as fat people. They 
don’t have them, necessarily, on a culture-wide level that leaves them struggling 
against ingrained body hatred to the degree that fat people do. But they do, as 
individuals who are products of the same world we fat people live in, have body 
issues.  

hooks (1984) says that such a simple stance as seeing the perceived superior individuals 

as the enemy encourages individuals to ignore other forms of dominance and the role that 

individual plays in domination. For instance, when speaking of feminism, she (2000a) 

notes that seeing men as the enemy is simplistic, that by doing so women do not 

“examine systems of domination and our role in their maintenance and perpetuation” (p. 

27). hooks (1984) emphasized that the idea is to move beyond contention to connection, 

where “dehumanization that characterizes human interaction can be replaced with 

feelings of intimacy, mutuality, and camaraderie” (p. 35). Again, hooks’ ideas resemble 

Burke’s identification which, according to Ratcliffe’s feminist interpretation, “demands 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

224 

that differences be bridged” (Ratcliffe, 2005, p. 53). This goal of connection is seen in the 

Fatosphere as well. Blogger Lesley (2009c) on Fatshionista notes that “fat activism is 

good for everybody, even people who are not fat, even people who don’t know it exists or 

who don’t think they need it,” as “everyone’s got a body story; everyone’s got an issue or 

an injury or a sad point or a sore spot.” Blog commenter Ailbhe (2009) illustrates this 

beautifully when she talks of being harassed for being thin: 

I came here in tears one day because someone told me at the pool that they hated 
me for being thin, and I knew that *only in FA circles* was I guaranteed people 
who understood it wasn’t a compliment and that I truly have no reason at all to 
even slightly associate my being thin with health. 

Blogger and commenter Vesta44 (2009b) explains that she would like “all bodies to be 

accepted as-is” and that is no better or fairer to thin individuals to be accepted for only 

how they look. In a posting on Shapely Prose discussing thin privilege, Morag (2009) 

wanted to know why thin individuals would frequent a fat acceptance site. The answers 

ranged across a spectrum of reasons: fighting the beauty myth and diet culture, dealing 

with eating disorders, handling fat family members, and helping other women, especially 

daughters, in loving themselves. For instance, LadyGrey (2009) frequented the site 

because she wanted to get beyond her judgment of fat people while Ailbhe (2009) 

explained that she came mainly for her daughters: 

I’m thin, but in my family of five sisters I am The Fat One (me and my 26-inch 
waist, I kid you not), and my daughters are similarly differently sized, and I want 
to know… how to make sure I don’t fuck up any more than I have to. Clearly the 
world is very fucked up when sick, underweight girls are told they are either 
lucky or still too fat. Or both, sometimes. 
If we can save the world while we’re here, that’s good too 
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However, the overwhelming reason thin people read fat acceptance blogs tends to be self-

acceptance and learning to love their own bodies. Commenter Marste (2009) explained 

that she frequents Shapely Prose to “be reminded that my body size does not define my 

worth.” Lis (2009) said that she identified “really strongly, with the sense that my body 

was always “wrong”, no matter what size I was.” In terms of the dynamic surrounding fat 

prejudice, this would mean body acceptance for all, no matter their size. 

Body dissatisfaction of thin or normal weight individuals can be a potentially 

dangerous area, however. The fact that non-fat people do experience body dissatisfaction 

as well can be used to undermine the experience of the fat individual. This topic has been 

discussed a number of times in the Fatosphere, but was put into perspective by blogger 

Kirby (2009e) when she noted that: 

When a person who is not culturally defined as fat calls themself fat, it can be a 
totally anger-inducing thing because it lowers the bar for what fat IS, culturally 
speaking, and it is also an appropriation of labels. But because women especially 
are led to believe that ANY spare flesh (including, you know, the body fat 
required to keep people alive) makes them fat, we’re going to keep running into 
this.” 

A common response to a fat individual speaking up about fat prejudice is the tendency to 

hear something along the lines of “but thin women have body image issues as well,” in a 

way co-opting and undermining the experience of the fat individual. Guest blogger 

volcanista (2009) tries to explain this tendency for skinny people to think they understand 

the fat experience: 

So, do some thin people get shit for being thin? Of course! People’s bodies – 
especially women’s bodies – are treated like public property all the time. And 
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standing out in any way, especially in a physical way, often just seems to invite 
additional ridicule and mistreatment. Maybe that’s why some thin people posit 
that they are the same, the fat experience and the thin experience. Getting teased 
and bullied for the shape and even the existence of your body, something you 
fundamentally can’t change, and in many cases (for both the thin and the fat) 
something you might try to change about yourself in hopeless and self-damaging 
ways – well, that shit hurts, and it’s a deeply personal, formative experience. So I 
think that for some thin people, there’s resentment when they hear a fat person 
complaining, like the fat person is trying to invalidate or one-up their own painful, 
skinny past. For others, there can be this pull to try to identify with the painful 
experiences of a fat person: to think you understand, to find a comrade who was 
also pushed around by the kids on the playground.  

Though body image issues are an issue for most women in the U.S., the fat experience 

includes oppression. Fat acceptance is for thin people as well, but it is important not to 

allow that fact to undermine discussions on thin privilege and fat oppression. 

While the focus of fat acceptance tends to be women and women outnumber men 

in the Fatosphere greatly, fat acceptance is for men, too. To place this in context, eating 

disorders are increasing in men of all ages (Academy for Eating Disorders, 2009). Of 

those who suffer with anorexia and bulimia, 10% are men and as many as 25% of those 

with binge eating disorder are men (Weltzin, Weisensel, Franczyk, Burnett, Klitz, & 

Bean, 2005). Some research suggests that gay men are especially vulnerable to eating 

disorders (Russell & Keel, 2002). One male, William, completed the interview; he 

explained that fat men need fat acceptance as well: 

I have always been a guy who is more conscious of my weight and how I fit into 
society. I am quick to take offense when someone who is not a Fat Guy starts 
taking about how accepted Fat Men are in Society compared to Fat Women. 

Blogger Nick (2009), writing on the Australian blog Axis of Fat, explains that men need 

a voice in the fat acceptance movement: 
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I think fat men of Australia, and the WORLDDDDDDDD need a voice. … I also 
think there are many fat men out there who, despite seeming very jovial and 
laughing off the jibes from their “mates”, are feeling lost and alone in a world 
where thin is beautiful and considered normal. 

I’ve been through depression, the name calling, the school yard taunts, the art of 
hiding what I eat from people because of the shame. I’ve lived for years and years 
doubting that I’m a decent person because I’m fat. I’ve wondered, “Why me?” 
and tried all of the diets that I could get my hands on. I’ve had “caring and 
thoughtful” family members, friends, work colleagues, internet folk, doctors and 
people I don’t even know suggest that I need to lose a “little” weight. 

Accordingly, fat oppression is not limited to women. In fact, fat men in this study 

experience a situation particular to their gender: getting called “big guy.” This came up in 

the original post on the Fantasy of Being Thin when Rowan (2007) wrote out his fantasy: 

I’m thin, no one will ever use ‘big guy’ as my default name. 
Anytime someone who doesn’t know my name wants to address me, from cop to 
homeless person, that’s the name I have. That is all I am. that descriptor. At this 
point in my life, I’d almost rather die than have another day when someone calls 
me that.  

Blogger fillyjonk (2007c) said that her boyfriend received that epithet as well. “I think 

any mode of address that diminishes the addressee to a single physical attribute,” she 

explained, “whatever it is, really sucks.” Rowan also has issues with the term “teddy 

bear” to explain a man who is “mysteriously attractive and fat at the same time” since it 

implies that the man is “A giant piece of stuffing.” Men need Fat Acceptance as well as 

women, even though women are the dominant voice in the movement. 

As a Woman of Color, I’ve felt the pain of knowing that, because of my race, I 
cannot be beautiful. “Classic beauty” is defined as whiteness. It may be possible 
to be “unconventionally” attractive, but even that dubious honor tells me my 
features are abnormal. From this position of pain also comes the opportunity to 
push back against mainstream standards, and embrace other ideas of beauty. For 
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me, learning to love my fat body is tied up in learning to love my black body. 
Valuing my thick tightly coiled hair and full lips, has gone hand in hand with 
loving my rounded belly and big strong thighs. (Julia, 2008) 

As the quote above suggests, fat acceptance is for those who have fat bodies that 

may intersect with other social justice issues – people of color, queer individuals, or those 

who are other abled for example – as well. Learning from the feminist movement in the 

1970s, which ignored the special needs of minority and lesbian women (Kirk & 

Okazawa-Rey, 2007), Fat Acceptance advocates strive to be aware of privilege while 

balancing the needs of a diverse population. Considering that the research contributors in 

this study were primarily white, middle class, and educated women, as is most of the 

Fatosphere, this situation is important to note in relevance to this research project. Kirby 

and Kinzel (2010b) state that people of color and those who deal with other forms of 

intersectionality are underrepresented in the Fatosphere. Blogger Julia (2008) argues for 

individuals in Fat Acceptance to remain aware of other forms of oppression and 

marginalization:  

Fatphobia is just one way in which people are marginalized for having a body that 
doesn’t match societal standards. Many of us are also fighting multiple forms of 
marginalization and oppression including racism, ableism, transphobia, and 
homophobia. For me, an important part of Fat Acceptance, and really any 
movement for social justice, is understanding that ending marginalization for 
reasons other groups is an effort that deserves both energy and support. It’s also 
important to accept that some people may prioritize other forms of oppression in 
their lives, and we shouldn’t criticize them for ignoring the “real” problem of fat 
hatred. We all need to remember that there is no hierarchy of oppression and that 
none of us can be free when one of us is oppressed. (Julia, 2008) 

Beyond just the acceptance of all, there exist benefits to intersectionality that a 

homogenized group will not acquire. For instance, marginality, the location where bi- or 
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multi-cultured individuals often find themselves, provides “the ability to see both cultures 

more clearly than people who are embedded in any one context” (Kirk & Okazawa-Rey, 

2007, p. 64). As noted before, hooks (2000a) argued that all forms of oppression must be 

eliminated for oppression to end. Thus, it remains important for individuals in the Fat 

Acceptance movement to continue supporting other marginalized groups while being 

aware of intersectionality. 

Many fat activists recognize that fat acceptance means a more accepting culture 

overall. Contributors often emphasized that bodies should be loved simply because they 

are human bodies. Blogger Sweet Machine (2009) asks “Why can’t we love the body 

because we’re humans, and humans are embodied?” All humans need body acceptance. 

“The great majority of women who have benefited in any way from feminist-generated 

social reforms,” hooks (2000a) argued, “do not want to be seen as advocates of 

feminism” (p. 23). Like hooks’ primary argument in her book Feminism is for Everybody, 

fat acceptance is for everyone. Many people do and will benefit from fat acceptance that 

may never support it. Because the obesity epidemic has affected so many people within 

the dominant culture of the U.S., our culture as a whole will benefit from this cause. 

ONLINE ENVIRONMENT AS A SAFE(R) SPACE 

Mostly, my attitude has been shaped by my exposure to the Fat-o-sphere.  On a 
particularly bad day, I googled something like 'I hate my fat body' and found 
Shapely Prose.  I kept reading and started giving myself and other fat people a 
break.  And seeing us all as human beings. (Interview with Athena) 

As this quote from Athena suggests, the Fatosphere has been a source of fuel for 

the Fat Acceptance movement and a source of love for the fat individual. hooks’ idea of 
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love gets acted out in this conglomeration of blogs and discussion groups in a number of 

ways. Overall, this digital environment creates a safe space, or at least a safer space 

(Kirby & Kinzel, 2010b), for fat individuals to come to understand fat from a different 

point of view and to find support for facing life in a fat-hating culture. Yet, issues exist 

within this idea of a safe place. To start with, I examine the idea of safety and what it 

means in an online environment. Additionally, I consider the implication of regarding the 

Fatosphere as place. Furthermore, I look at this environment as a public space with a 

private feel and the connotations of that concept. Finally, I consider the support that fat 

individuals find within the Fatosphere and the connection of such support to hooks’ 

concept of love. The Fatosphere becomes a source for love by providing a kind of safe, 

supportive space for the fat individual.  

To consider the context of this idea of safe space, we need to look at the concept 

of space or place in a digital environment. This space is virtual, yet Saco (2002) argues 

that “all space is in a sense virtual because it is discursively constructed” (p. 23). Still, 

cyberspace is distinct because it comprises a “different kind of physicality” (Saco, 2002, 

p. 23). Saco asserts that the danger is comparing it to the idea of real and unreal. The 

difference between physical space and virtual space is simply that physical space “is 

present to our bodily senses” while virtual space is a simulation that is not accessible by 

the body (p. 25). “The sense that cyberspace is bodiless is the crux of the problem for 

those skeptics who resist accepting it as a real social space,” Saco argues (p. 29). 

Therefore, virtual space is a real space, just a different kind of real space. For instance, 

Ley (2007) found that participants in her study of women in online mothering and 
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pregnancy support groups made their online community “a place of their own, complete 

with its own identity, culture, social norms, and group boundaries” (p. 1389).  

Considering that Fat Acceptance is all about the body, this idea of bodiless 

interaction has some specific implications. By lurking in the Fatosphere, a newcomer to 

Fat Acceptance can explore ideas related to the movement without making themselves 

known to others, a situation that might be more daunting face to face. This same scenario 

can apply to individuals who are not fat. Where they may have to worry about lack of 

acceptance in a face to face scenario, body size is not an issue online unless the person 

chooses to make it so. It may be that individuals who experience prejudice based on 

appearance find a safe space in a bodiless environment. 

And, yet, online spaces are often tied to physical culture and “do not evolve in 

isolation from existing social and cultural processes and institutions” (Orgad, 2006, p. 

878), a point that Charlotte expounds upon in her interview: 

This question makes me think of how Fat Liberation is seen to be located in the 
US, and that fat activism in "other" countries is marginalised, seen as a secondary 
afterthought, or measured against an American ideal. In those "other" countries 
too, Fat is seen as an American import.  

Fat acceptance may well work differently in other cultures and countries, a discussion 

beyond the scope of this project.  

Saco (2002) expanded on this idea of the tie between physical culture and space 

by rejecting the idea that “space is neutral” (p. 6). This concept of place also ties context 

to identification, as Ratcliffe (2005) explains by saying, “People are always historically 
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and culturally situated, so too, are their embodied identifications – hence the linkage of 

identification with place” (p. 49). The Fatosphere as a place, therefore, becomes not only 

a location but the place for a fat individual to find a sense of connection, community and 

identity. 

Secondly, we need to consider the idea of safety. In episode 1.5 of the Two Whole 

Cakes Fat Cast, Kirby and Kinzel (2010b) explore the idea of the Fatosphere as a safe 

space. The two bloggers argue that there is no such thing as a truly safe space, that the 

Fatosphere cannot exist without some uncomfortable discussions popping up at times. 

For instance, white privilege and inbetweenies versus death fat are two common 

discussions that can create heated arguments and hurt feelings, especially for those who 

are new to the movement and the Fatosphere. Yet, Kirby and Kinzel say that such 

conversations are vital to the Fat Acceptance movement and must continue to be 

discussed. What Kirby and Kinzel also argue, however, is that the Fatosphere is a place 

an individual can visit that is protected from diet talk and from the dominant rhetoric 

saying fat is bad. This idea supports an assertion by Parks and Floyd (1996) that online 

communities do actually provide a safe haven for groups stigmatized by society. In fact, 

this appears to be one of the reasons that most bloggers in the Fatosphere have such strict 

comments policies: to protect their space from the dominant rhetoric. I asked bloggers 

who participate on the Fat Studies listserv about their experiences with moderating 

comments, trolls and comments policies. Of the four bloggers who responded, all said 

they moderate their blogs which seems to discourage trolls. Frater (2010b) of Fat Chicks 

Rule, explained why she started moderating: 
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When I first started, anyone could post (I deleted spam after wards). I figured I 
wanted people to see what kind of nasty comments fat people got. After I did my 
petition to United, I got many many nasty comments and because of complaints 
from my regular readers, I started moderating. With the basic rules: No spam, 
trolls or hate.  Debate is fine as long as it doesn't include insults. 

Blogger Pattie (2010) noted that she did not moderate comments as a form of protection, 

but rather as production: 

My policy is not about protection. It is about cultural production. The negative fat 
meme gets repeated all the time. I will not participate or allow cultural production 
under my control to be used to spread the meme. 

This moderation acts as gate-keeping, creating a space free from the dominant rhetoric 

and, therefore, creates a form of safety for the fat individual.  

Part of this idea of safety must include the concepts of public verses private 

spaces. The Fatosphere can appear as a private community, but the reality is, with the 

exception of a few discussion boards that require the member to log in – such as 

Fatshionista’s Live Journal community and the discussion board at Big Fat Blog – the 

blog postings exist in the public domain. The comment policies of the bloggers, as noted 

above, often protects the perception of this space as a public forum. In fact, when dealing 

with uncontrolled public forums, such as comments on a newspaper article like Kolata’s 

(2007b) “Genes Take Charge, and Diets Fall by the Wayside,” participants in the 

Fatosphere often refer to “sanity watcher’s points.” (The term “sanity watchers” came 

from the blogger fillyjonk (2007d) as a play on Weight Watchers point system, 

suggesting that each individual has a limited number of points each day to deal with 

fatphobic comments.) Considering the difference between the controlled Fatosphere 
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forums and other forums that are uncontrolled, the Fatosphere may be a public forum, but 

it appears to project a feeling of privacy. hooks (1989) emphasizes that we need to be 

aware of where this concept of public and private meet: 

The public reality and institutional structures of domination make the private 
space for oppression and exploitation concrete—real. That’s why I think it crucial 
to talk about the points where the public and private meet, to connect the two. (p. 
2) 

McKee and Porter (2009) note that the ideas of public and private take on different 

meanings online, becoming a continuum of grey areas with no clear demarcation between 

the two. These authors argue that the concepts of public and private depends upon “the 

type of venue,” which includes the technology being used (blogs, chat rooms, discussion 

boards, etc.), how the users perceive of the space, “the sensitivity of the topics being 

discussed” and the “vulnerability of the participants” (p. 87). Since blogs are not usually 

seen as private, the technology behind most sites in the Fatosphere implies a public 

location. However, many topics covered in this community tend to be sensitive and, 

because of prejudice, fat individuals could be considered a vulnerable population which, 

in turn, blurs the line between public and private. Therefore, the Fatosphere falls 

somewhere in the grey area of public verses private.  

Love also appears in the form of support for the fat individual within the 

Fatosphere. The fact that fat supportive communities are booming in popularity on the 

Web can be somewhat explained by the nature of online communities, if considering the 

context of this concept. Turkle (1999) noted that the anonymity of the Web can give the 

individual a “chance to express often unexplored aspects of the self” (p. 272), an idea 
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seconded by Etzioni and Etzioni (1997). Turkle (1999) expanded by saying this supports 

new theories regarding nonpathological and even healthy “multiple selves.” “ online 

support groups,” Ley (2007) explains, “are simultaneously social, cultural, technical, and 

therapeutic spaces” (p. 1390). Along these lines, Kirby emphasizes the support she finds 

in the Fatosphere “to belong to a community of people with similar DANGEROUS 

RADICAL beliefs so that when I have this experience I know that I am not alone in 

having this experience;” an ideal that Kinzel agreed with (Kirby & Kinzel, 2010c). hooks 

(2003) argued that, by creating a distinct culture of their own, African-American 

individuals were able to “decolonize their minds and build healthy self-esteem,” that they 

“did not have to change externals to be self-loving” (p. 12). Likewise, fat individuals find 

that by being part of a community with a fat-positive culture, they find support. Online 

support groups appear to be ideal locations for finding support in groups that works both 

like real life support groups and yet have characteristics unique to online groups. This 

support creates a dynamic which provides the fat individuals in this study the self-esteem 

and confidence to, in turn, resist external forces perpetuating the dominant rhetoric, as I 

shall explain in the next section. 

THE UPWARD SPIRAL 

From then on it was its own positive feedback loop; the more time I spent hanging 
out in the FA community, the better I felt about myself, and the more I felt license 
to be the "me" that I was discovering, and the more I delved into FA and 
especially HAES. (interview with car) 

As this quote from car reveals, resistance communities create an upward spiral of 

resistance. When reading hooks’ ideas of dominance, resistance appears to be a linear 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

236 

process. First, the individual resists the internal belief of inferiority and then resists the 

external forces. However, a closer look reveals that resistance follows a more spiral path 

than a linear one: internal resistance provides power for external resistance making 

internal resistance easier providing more internal strength to resist external forces. “It is 

that political movement which most radically addresses the person – the personal,” hooks 

(1989) said, “citing the need for transformation of self, of relationships” (p. 22). The 

political movement assists in transforming the self which in turn helps the individual to 

“be better able to act in a revolutionary manner, challenging and resisting domination, 

transforming the world outside of the self” (hooks, 1989, p. 22). In considering this 

dynamic, hooks linked self-recovery with the need for critical consciousness and 

resistance. This upward spiral can be understated; it is not obvious at all. But when 

looking closely into hooks’ works and words of participants in fat acceptance, it becomes 

evident. 

This upward spiral of resistance appeared subtly in focus group participants’ 

discussions of advocacy groups as well as within the Fatosphere. In the focus group, 

Rachel noted that she found it easier to accept herself after watching other individuals 

fight discrimination. Jane added that being involved in an advocacy group helps her “not 

demonize fat,” blame fat for her problems, and in turn gives her a language to disagree 

with others. Also in the focus group, Vicky identified herself as more than just a fat 

person after her first NoLose conference. Even more evidently, contributors in the 

Fatosphere often experience empowerment from reading about fat acceptance. Blog 
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commenter Stacey Stardust (2008) explained how she came to speak out regarding fat 

acceptance: 

I guess now’s as good a time as any to point out that reading about FA and 
deconstructing the “thin=good, fat=bad” paradigm has really made an incredible 
difference in my life in terms of being able to talk back to fatphobia, both the 
outward and the internalized kind.  

In response to a Shapeling (the term readers of Shapely Prose decided to call themselves) 

struggling with the idea of giving up the fantasy of being thin, commenter luckyliz (2007) 

suggests finding a new dream and allowing “all the people here give you hope.” In a 

comment on The Rotund, Cree (2008) says that, since joining the FA community, “the 

world is a completely different place” and that these communities have given her a sense 

of empowerment and agency.  

For these reasons, being part of a community provides the individuals in this 

study the power to fight internalization which in turn helps the individual resist the 

dominant rhetoric. hooks (1990a) speaks of the power of communities such as these in 

terms of being on the margin, being in resistance: 

For me this space of radical openness is a margin – a profound edge. Locating 
oneself there is difficult yet necessary. It is not a “safe” place. One is always at 
risk. One needs a community of resistance. (p. 149) 

Resisting the internalized and external expression of the dominant rhetoric can be a 

challenge for any fat individual. However, by being part of a supportive community – the 

Fatosphere and Fat Acceptance – the fat individuals in this study can find the power to 

start the upward spiral of resistance. 
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CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION 

I really would love for body love, and body acceptance, to be unconditional. I 
think that, and exactly that, is what we are all feeling the lack of. (Mara, 2009) 

As this quote suggests, within the context of this study, hooks’ concept of love 

appears to be a solution to fat prejudice as well as the problems associated with the 

obesity epidemic in the dominant culture of the U.S. Love can appear as fat or body 

acceptance, Health At Every Size, or as a safe space within which to be accepted. 

However, whether it is private or public, it is political, as previous social justice debates 

have taught the Fat Acceptance movement. hooks (1989) argues: 

we need to concentrate on the politicization of love, not just in the context of 
talking about victimization in intimate relationships, but in a critical discussion 
where love can be understood as a powerful force that challenges and resists 
domination. As we work to be loving, to create a culture that celebrates life, that 
makes love possible, we move against dehumanization, against domination. (p. 
26) 

hooks (2001a) asserts that fear is the source of oppression and that to move against fear 

means to choose love, to choose to connect: “The choice to love is a choice to connect – 

to find ourselves in the other” (p. 93). She spoke of this as a “recognition of the Other” 

which provides a “negotiation that seems to disrupt the possibility of domination” (hooks, 

1994a, p. 241). hooks called this a “subject-to-subject” encounter in contrast to the 

exercised domination which looks more like a “subject-to-object” encounter where the 

Others are seen as objects rather than individuals within the dominant culture. Ratcliffe 

(2005) asserts that such “conscious identifications … provide grounds for revising 

identifications troubled by history, uneven power dynamics and ignorance” (p. 19). As 

noted in Chapter 1, Foucault (1995) saw no solution for domination, but rather suggested 
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that domination will continue to exist. In contrast, hooks argues that the end of 

domination is possible if both sides are willing.  

The idea of love may seem alien to a field like technical communication that 

focuses on the connection between communication and areas such as technology, science 

and medicine; yet, it is not. Technical communication scholars who focus on cultural 

studies argue that critical research must be aware of hegemonic power relations, seeking 

to liberate oppressed populations and give voice to silenced groups (Herndl, 2000, 

2004a,2004b; Blyler, 1998, 2004). As Grabill (2006) states: 

technical and professional writing research needs to be more openly critical of 
unjust conditions, thereby enabling both deeper understandings of the 
relationships between cultural and technical practices and the ability to help 
intervene when possible. (p. 151) 

By questioning the dominant rhetoric and giving voice to the silenced, technical 

communication scholars connect the dominators with the dominated, thereby practicing 

love, practicing connection. For the fat individual, hooks’ idea of love means reframing 

medical ideas such as health from a weight-loss focus to a concept like Health At Every 

Size. Such reframing points back to the concept of technical communication for the 

individual, discussed previously in Chapter 1, to technical communication on a personal 

level. Additionally, discussed in Chapter 1, this reframing actually shows the fat 

individual acting as a technical communicator. As Mackiewicz’s (2010) product 

reviewers took on the role of technical communicator, so too do these fat individuals. As 

this work reveals, fat individuals must negotiate medical information on a personal level 

so as to achieve the optimal level of health; not accepting or rejecting all medical 
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rhetoric, but seeking to understand what can be used by the fat individual and what 

should be rejected as dominating rhetoric. Fat individuals in this study argue not to 

dismiss discussions on nutrition, health, and exercise, but rather to move the conversation 

away from the issue of weight. Additionally, they must reframe the dominant rhetoric in 

order to find self-love, self-acceptance and self-esteem. Such negotiating and reframing is 

love in action. Love also means using technological spaces such as online communities to 

support marginalized populations. This echoes Blyler’s (1998) work that argues for 

technical communication research as an emancipatory act supporting marginalized 

communities.  

However, we cannot lose sight, that for the fat individual, hooks’ concept of love 

boils down to fat acceptance: accepting the fat body without need for it to change. As 

Wann (2009) argues, “Weight discrimination will continue to thrive so long as efforts to 

end it focus on changing people’s bodies rather than changing people’s minds” (p. xviii). 

In the case of fat bodies, by examining the dominant rhetoric and resistance to it and by 

seeking to give voice to the dominated, scholars in technical communication and rhetoric 

can bring more love into the world.  
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSION: THE RHETORIC OF THE OBESITY EPIDEMIC 

This project has sought to explore a number of different aspects of the rhetoric 

surrounding the fat experience. I have attempted to understand the experience of the fat 

individual in relation to rhetoric through an online focus group, a rhetorical analysis of 

blogs and a series of online interviews. Using bell hooks’ ideology of domination, I have 

examined how the dynamics of fat acceptance works, paying close attention to the part 

the medical rhetorics play in that dynamic. I have examined the process by which a fat 

individual starts to resist the dominant rhetoric, specifically noting the part that Fat 

Acceptance and the Fatosphere play in this experience. Throughout this process, I have 

watched for the part that technical communication plays in both the dominant rhetoric 

and the resistance to this rhetoric. I believe that this work has revealed a number of 

findings that have significance for the fat individual, American society and the technical 

communication field. To that end, in this chapter, I shall reiterate my major findings, 

explain the limitations of this study, suggest future directions for research, and, in the 

end, explain the importance of this project. 

MAJOR FINDINGS 

Throughout the project, I have attempted to understand the fat individual’s 

experience framed by hooks’ ideology of domination. The first major finding, I have seen 

that, for this population, fat prejudice does fit this ideology. As shown in the review of 

literature, fat individuals are perceived as inferior within the U.S., a position that affects 

work opportunities and medical care, even daily life for adults and children alike. Fat 
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individuals within this study receive the message from the time they are young that fat is 

unacceptable and unwanted; a message that comes from family, friends and even 

strangers. They internalize this belief and come to abhor the qualities that set them apart 

from individuals who are considered an acceptable size. In order to overcome these 

beliefs, they must resist their own internalized fat hatred as well as the fat hatred of the 

outside world. In the end, the solution is hooks’ idea of love: the choice to connect those 

who are fat to those who are not, to love the fat self, to become part of a support 

community. So, hooks’ basic ideology – inferiority, internalized hatred, resistance and 

love as a solution – does indeed fit the fat experience, at least of those individuals 

examined in this study. 

On the other hand, hooks’ ideology does not fit the fat individuals’ experiences in 

this study in some ways, my second major finding. For instance, humor works as a 

powerful tool for resistance to fat hatred, yet hooks does not mention it as such. The 

primary difference, however, between the fat experience and the experiences describe by 

hooks is the expectation of change on the part of the fat individual. This expectation of 

change leads the individual to the Sisyphean bind, which, when we consider the part that 

medical rhetoric plays in this bind, indicates the primary implications of this work for 

technical communication. The Sisyphean bind, the bind that fat individuals find 

themselves in when society promises acceptance and respect if they will only become 

“normal,” leads the fat individual internalize fat hatred, believing themselves that they 

should be other than they are. In addition to the mistaken belief that all fat individuals can 

lose weight, the diet and medical industries have claimed that fat in itself is unhealthy and 
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must be lost to improve health. These beliefs are greatly debatable. In fact, Health At 

Every Size appears to be much more effective than dieting (Bacon, 2010a), a finding that 

appears within this research project time and again. These elements of difference to 

hooks’ ideology creates a frustrating and damaging situation for the fat individuals in this 

study, a situation that has been used by the medical and diet industries to obtain a great 

deal of money. This situation is where we see the greatest implications to technical 

communication: in the medical rhetoric surrounding the obesity epidemic. Though the 

medical community does not unanimously buy into the belief that fat can be and should 

be changed, the overwhelming rhetoric argues that fat individuals should change to be 

more acceptable rather than society changing to be more accepting. On the surface, this 

pressure to lose weight is seeking to normalize the fat individual, but, in reality given that 

weight is seldom changeable, sets them apart as deviant, as the “Other.” Because fat 

individuals can lose weight for a time, the belief that fat is permanently changeable 

undermines fat individuals attempts at resistance as well. For instance, where hooks 

(1990b) argues that those in the margin should be the start of resistance, fat individuals in 

this study who practiced resistance have been accused of wanting an excuse not to 

change. This expectation of change is the primary difference between fat prejudice and 

prejudices such as racism and sexism. 

The Sisyphean bind leads us to the implications of this project for technical 

communication. I found that technical communication can be used to legitimize and 

reinforce prejudice, yet another major finding. By providing an ethos of science behind 

the dominant rhetoric that fat is unacceptable, the medical and diet industries have 
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legitimized fat prejudice. Through using familiar terms with powerful medical 

connotations– for instance, words such as “disease” and “epidemic” – when discussing 

fat individuals, these industries have created a sense of urgency and morality which in 

turn supports the oppression of fat individuals. Medical rhetoric can act as bio-power, 

techniques for subjugating bodies (Foucault, 1978), reinforcing the dominant rhetoric 

saying fat is bad. My research suggests that technical communication scholars should be 

aware of how technical communication is being used to reinforce the dominant rhetoric. 

Conversely, to negotiate such oppression, fat individuals must learn to reframe 

their experiences; technical communication can assist with this reframing, my fourth 

major finding. Longo (2000) argues that there are “two types of delegitimated 

knowledges:”  

erudite learning that may have been previously legitimated knowledge, but has 
been subsumed (or conquered) by other subsequently legitimated knowledges; 
and naïve “know-how” that was previously legitimated as sufficient for carrying 
out everyday practices, but also has been subsumed by other subsequently 
legitimated knowleges (usually some sort of science or theory).  (p. 16) 

I would add a third delegitimated knowledge: that which goes against the dominant status 

quo or, to phrase it another way, resistance rhetoric. As individuals are exposed to ideas 

behind the Fat Acceptance movement, they reframe concepts such as “health” and “self-

care.” They choose to see the workings of a fat body differently than medical discourse 

usually reflects. They negotiate the medical rhetoric – not rejecting all medical rhetoric, 

but rather attempting to change the conversation, to change the focus. They change their 

beliefs about themselves, others and what the fat individual is capable of. This creates a 

new way of knowing, a new way of looking at the world. Like the other deligimated 
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knowledges mentioned by Longo, this knowledge is devalued by society, even, in some 

ways, considered a blight on our thinking. Yet, the technical communication scholar can 

help legitimize this knowledge, with projects like this one, pointing out the ways that 

such alteration of the surrounding rhetoric can improve the lives of all individuals, not 

just those who are fat, instead of increasing oppression. For instance, by refocusing the 

end goal from weight loss to Health At Every Size, a fat individual can find improved 

health. By finding a new way of knowing, by changing the way they talk and think about 

fat, the fat individual can resist oppression. And the technical communicator can help in 

this process. Additionally, this reframing provides as example of how, with the advent of 

Web 2.0, we see the individual acting as a technical communicator. 

We must also consider what this project can offer our ideas of hegemonic power 

relations. This project actually reinforces some ideas we have already explored in 

technical communication. For instance, we see Foucault’s (1978) grid of intelligibility at 

work in the experiences of fat individuals as they attempt to resist the dominant rhetoric. 

So, too, do we see Burke’s (1950) concept of identification in correlation to hooks’ 

concept of love. Another major finding, I discovered that, when we add hooks’ ideas to 

our current understanding of hegemonic power relations, we add new perspectives to how 

such dynamics work. For instance, hooks (2000a, 2000b) focuses on the power of 

internalization and the incredible difficulty the oppressed individual has in overcoming 

that internalized oppressor. She provides solution as well: love, a solution that is, granted, 

a bit utopian. Unlike Foucault’s fatalism, hooks argues that the individual can overcome 

both the internal and the external oppressor by focusing on the idea of love: the choice to 
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connect (hooks, 2001a). A community of resistance, hooks (1990a) contends, can be 

instrumental in providing the individual power to resist as well. If we will add hooks’ into 

our toolbox of theorists, we have a richer, more diverse way of considering hegemonic 

power relations. 

This brings us to the sixth major finding of this project, online communities can 

play a significant role in assisting the individual to resistance the dominant rhetoric. To 

start with, online communities can assist the fat individual in reframing knowledge, that 

is, in socially constructing a new way of looking at the rhetoric surrounding fat. We can 

also see that online communities play a part in an upward spiral of resistance. The 

individual finds acceptance and support within the online community which provides 

self-esteem and support to resist the dominant rhetoric. This resistance leads to more self-

esteem which leads to a greater ability to resist the rhetoric. This online community 

provides a location for both learning and practicing resistance – actions that hooks (1994) 

says are vital to overcoming the dominant rhetoric.  

This project has provided insight into a number of areas. Whether it be for our 

culture overall, for medical rhetoric, for cultural studies, for technical communication or 

for fat studies, this project has shed light on some of the rhetoric surrounding the obesity 

epidemic and its implications for our lives, most especially for the lives of fat individuals. 

Yet, this project has just scratched the surface of the rhetoric surrounding fat.  



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

247 

LIMITATIONS 

This work has a number of limitations. To start with, this project has also been 

limited by the nature of qualitative studies. Because I used qualitative studies in this 

project, these findings cannot be applied to a general population. Along that lines, since 

this work – the rhetorical analysis of blogs, the interviews and the online focus group – is 

based in the Fatosphere, the population of this research is limited by the population of 

that community. This community does appear to be predominantly educated, able, white, 

middle-class and female. Therefore, this work is limited to primarily those who are 

educated, able, white, middle-class and female. This can be a gross limitation, since those 

who may be the most affected by weight discrimination tend to be those in minority 

groups (Solovay, 2000) and the poor (Ernsberger, 2009). Additionally, those who lack 

higher education could also benefit from a wider study. 

My project has also been limited by sampling. For the focus group and the 

interviews, the population was determined by those who volunteered; the self-selecting 

nature of volunteers limits this study. For the rhetorical analysis of blogs, ideally, I 

should have looked at every post on the Fatosphere over the last five year period. Given 

the thousands of posts available, looking at each one simply was not feasible. So, I had to 

rely on purposeful sampling, as mentioned in Chapter 2.  

This study on fat prejudice has also been limited by primarily using the concepts 

of a single theorist: hooks. Though I did touch on ideas presented by Foucault and Burke, 

I did not consider these theorists’ concepts in depth. By using only hooks’ theories, I 

limited this study to a single viewpoint, for the most part. 
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This work has also been limited to the U.S. culture, though I have mentioned 

some bloggers, and interviewed four individuals from outside the U.S. As Charlotte 

pointed out in her interview, fat acceptance is very tied to the U.S. culture currently while 

“fat activism in "other" countries is marginalized.” By limiting this work to the dominant 

culture of the U.S., I have taken out any issues that may be culturally specific. 

One of the most frustrating limitations to this study, the Fatosphere, Fat 

Acceptance and even the dominant rhetoric are all moving targets. The rhetoric 

surrounding fat is an incredibly dynamic situation with new studies coming out daily and 

new voices joining in the resistance. However, some powerful voices have left the 

resistance as well. For instance, paul from Big Fat Blog, an activist that at one point was 

instrumental in starting the Coalition of Fat Rights Activists (COFRA), ended up leaving 

fat acceptance because of time limits. Kate Harding (2009b) and the bloggers at Shapely 

Prose left the Fatosphere in November, 2009, giving the reason of unrealistic 

expectations: 

A lot of people refuse to accept our self-identification as bloggers — no more, no 
less — and keep insisting that as long as Shapely Prose remains the most visible 
blog in the fatosphere, we have an obligation to “lead” it in ways that are never 
clearly defined and involve some highly mobile goalposts.  So we made the 
difficult, much-discussed and verrrrry well thought-out decision to reduce our 
visibility in the fatosphere — by simply not being part of it anymore. 

At the same time, other voices are becoming stronger within the Fatosphere, many from 

outside the U.S. such as Devon (2010), The Fat Nurse, from the U.K. and Bri King 

(2010) from Australia.  
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The dominant rhetoric is changing as well. More articles questioning the obesity 

epidemic seem to be appearing in the media, as noted in Chapter 5. Also in Chapter 5, the 

dominant rhetoric is also finding new ways to combat the voice of Fat Acceptance, such 

as co-opting fat acceptance language. Since The Obesity Epidemic is often in the news 

and the Fat Acceptance community continues to grow, these rhetorics will continue to 

change often, making this a challenging area for any research.  

This project is also limited in the types of rhetorics considered. Though I 

mentioned a few images surrounding the Obesity Epidemic, such as Cooper’s (2007) 

headless fatty phenomena, I did not explore the implications of fat oppression in terms of 

visual rhetoric, a potentially fascinating study. Yet, there are many areas of research that 

may be the next steps after this project, as explained in the next section. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

There are many future directions for research, after this project. At this point, 

technical communication as a field has not dealt with obesity, fat, or fat studies. 

Considering that much of the dominant rhetoric reinforcing fat prejudice receives its 

power from medical and scientific discourse, there exists a great many research directions 

for technical communication scholars. I have only skimmed the surface of the part that 

medical rhetoric plays in fat domination. For instance, medical studies could be examined 

for language that implies assumptions and biases regarding fat individuals. When 

considering the cultural aspects of fat, visual rhetoric is another area that could benefit 

the fat individual’s experience, building on Cooper’s (2007) idea of the headless fatty. In 

fact, technical communication as a field could use more research on the part this type of 
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communication plays in domination and oppression overall. Considering the implications 

of my research suggesting the power of medical rhetoric in oppression, this area could be 

expanded upon significantly. 

On the other side, technical communication scholars have the opportunity to 

explore and investigate ways in which our field can help overcome such domination 

carrying out the dictates from Blyler (1998) and Herndl (2000) for technical 

communication scholarship that is critically conscious and emancipatory. For example, 

my reading suggests that, individually, even when shown the scientific evidence that fat 

is realistically unchangeable for the majority of individuals, people choose to continue 

believe that fat is changeable, that a person would be a normal weight if they “just ate 

right and exercised.” There are a number of questions that a technical communicator 

could explore in this situation: For instance, how do people come to hold such beliefs? 

Or, can we change the way we present the information that will make a person more 

willing to stop judging the fat individual, such as using narrative or positive images? 

These ideas could be expanded to other oppressed populations and how technical 

communication could overcome domination in other areas. 

Additionally, technical communication scholars could expand on the idea of 

technical communication for the individual. In the realm of fat studies, how can research 

in technical communication assist in eating disorders, primarily compulsive and binge 

eating? How can technical communication assist the individual in resisting the dominant 

rhetoric? In other areas of technical communication, there exists many, many different 

directions for research on this concept of technical communication for the individual. We 
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could ask such questions as, how often does the individual encounter technical 

communication in daily life? What kind of effect do such encounters have on the lives of 

individuals? What kinds of skills are required for the individual to negotiate such 

technical communication? A technical communication researcher could go many, many 

different directions with this idea of technical communication for the individual.  

Along these lines, we need more research on the concept of the individual acting 

as technical communicator. With Web 2.0 playing such a large part in the average 

individual’s life today, the individual is playing the part of technical communicator more 

and more, as Selber (2010) and Mackiewicz (2010) point out. A researcher could 

examine this phenomenon and its implications. What does it mean for the individual to 

play the part of the technical communicator for individuals? For society? For our field? 

What skills come into play? Building on ideas such as Mackiewicz’s (2010) look at 

credibility, a researcher could take this concept many different directions. 

We could also expand the implications to online communication suggested by this 

study. For instance, a researcher could expound upon the implications of discussing the 

body in a bodiless context. Another area of study could be the interaction of resistance 

rhetoric and knowledge making online. How do these two concepts interact in changing 

the view of the dominated? The overall culture? A researcher could also take a deeper 

exploration into the idea of a safe space and such implications to resistance rhetoric.  

In addition to new directions for technical communication, this research should be 

expanded to include more people of color, those who are other abled, men, those in 

economically disadvantaged as well as those who lack education options. For instance, 
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how does race and class complicate love as the solution? Does education provide the fat 

individual more resources for resistance? One study suggests that men experience much 

less weight bias (Puhl, et al., 2008), so does hooks’ ideology of domination play out 

differently for men and women? These are just a few ideas that could be addressed by 

looking at these other populations. 

Future research could be done in other cultures and countries as well. The rhetoric 

arguing that fat is unwanted already exists in some and appears to be moving into other 

cultures and countries. For instance, the number of British and Australian bloggers in the 

Fatosphere appears to be increasing. Fat prejudice is starting to be an issue in most of the 

developed world and even creeping into some underdeveloped nations such as Venezuela 

and India (Crandall, et al., 2001). Research has been conducted looking at what part 

culture plays in the acceptance, or lack of acceptance, of fat (Crandall, et al., 2001). We 

could question how culture affects resistance, especially in terms of technical 

communication. Technical communicators could explore whether or not culture comes 

into play when attempting to combating fat prejudice or other kinds of oppression. We 

could also explore hooks’ ideology of domination and how it interacts with culture. For 

example, how might hooks’ concept of love be different in different cultures? 

Additionally, research could be conducted on the dynamics of domination in other 

oppressed populations. A researcher could explore such ideas as how the both ideology of 

domination and the Sisyphean bind work in these populations. This research might 

include how such concepts play out differently in other populations. For instance, though 

it is changing slowly, overall American society appears to have a lack of tolerance for 
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those who identify as gay, lesbian, bi or transgendered. For example, do GLBT 

individuals experience the same type of situations in resistance and love? As our medical 

knowledge increases, does the Sisyphean imperative come into play in disabled 

populations? Many potential studies exist in other oppressed populations. 

A researcher could address hooks’ ideology in the general population through a 

quantitative study as well. Questions could be asked such as: does the ideology of 

domination play out in the general population? Or, what percentage of fat individuals 

experience internalization? It would be fascinating to know if this ideology of domination 

can be generalized to the fat population within the U.S. 

There are many, many research projects still to be done in these areas. Scholars 

have only started looking at the idea of fat acceptance as a whole, and it is a complex 

concept with many issues and questions still to be explored. Technical communication is 

a young field as well, which means we have many areas to investigate within it. Putting 

the two together, we can see a plethora of research projects and new areas to explore, an 

exciting adventure overall. Additionally, we are still learning about domination and 

oppression. So we could expand in that area also. This project has only skimmed the 

surface of many of these ideas; we have much more research to do in many different 

areas. 

FINALE 

This project has examined the dynamics of fat prejudice in the dominant culture 

of the U.S., emphasizing the part that medical rhetoric plays in this dynamic. Following 
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in the footsteps of cultural studies scholars in technical communication, I believe it is 

imperative that, as scholars, we be aware of the part that such communication can play in 

domination and oppression. Conversely, we should explore ways in which our field can 

combat such prejudice. On a broader scale, given the prevalence of rhetoric in the media 

on fat, the dominant culture of the U.S. is obsessed with trying to eradicate fat. 

Considering our current culture, this project has relevance to just about everyone in the 

U.S. and even to some outside cultures.  

hooks argued (2000a) that we need to transform our entire culture, removing all 

systems of domination (p. 165). When realizing that our society established  much of the 

same situation with fat that we continue to fight with race and sex, hooks’ assertions 

makes a great deal of sense. Fat individuals face the same process of internalization that 

other oppressed groups face with the added complication of the expectation of change. It 

follows that their resistance to such forces should take much the same shape as other 

resistance forces. And, in the end, love – connecting to the other – will prove to be the 

final solution. Whether it be race, sex, sexual orientation or body size, by hooks’ 

arguments we should seek to end all forms of oppression within our society. And rhetoric 

provides the ideal vehicle with which to end these oppressions: 

When we end our silence, when we speak in a liberated voice, our words connect 
us with anyone, anywhere who lives in silence. (hooks, 1989, p. 18) 

This project seeks to make individuals aware of how oppression works and seeks to give 

voice to those who fight fat oppression, specifically. If we continue to allow any 



Texas Tech University, Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, December 2010 

255 

oppression to exist, no matter how compelling the reasons may seem, we are perpetuating 

domination.  

Through this work, I have offered new ways to look at both fat and technical 

communication. We still have so much to learn about both areas, let alone the intersection 

of the two; this work is only a beginning. However, it is a place to start. 
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APPENDIX A: INFORMATION SHEET 
We emailed the following information sheet to anyone who agreed to participate: 

You are invited to participate in a research project entitled “The Dynamics of Fat 
Acceptance: Rhetoric and Resistance to the Obesity Epidemic ".” Dr. Amy 
Koerber of the Department of English is in charge of the study. Her phone 
number is 806.742.2501. You can also contact Melonie (Lonie) McMichael, who 
will be running the interviews; her phone number is 806.281.8806. 

This research project has two different aims: first, to understand how attitudes 
towards fat are developed and, secondly, to understand what it takes to change 
these attitudes. If you agree to be a participant, we will ask you to participate in an 
email interview at your own convenience in March and April of 2009; the 
interview should be completed by April 30, 2009. You will be asked to respond to 
a series of questions through email. How long this will take will depend upon the 
depth of your answers to the question. You may participate as little or as much as 
you like. 

Some of the questions may be of personal nature. We would prefer that you 
answer all of the questions. However, if there is a question you don’t want to 
answer, you may skip it. We see no risks to the participants beyond those of 
everyday life. We would ask that, for the purposes of this project, you use a 
pseudonym or nickname by which you have not been previously known. 
However, we will respect your choice of name, whatever that might be. 

By participating in this interview, you are allowing us to study or quote from any 
of your answers. However, you will own full rights to the text you write. You can 
take the text and put it in a book or paper you are writing or put it in a blog post, 
though we would ask that you wait to publish any of your answers until after the 
interviews are completed – that way you will not influence others in their 
answers. Though you will have full permissions on your own writing, you will not 
be able to claim co-authorship or publication rights on any works published by the 
authors of this study.  

Though you will not receive anything for participating in this project, your 
answers may help us understand what it will take to change the current attitude 
towards fat people. Participating in this project is completely up to you. No one 
can force you to participate, and you will not lose anything if you choose not to 
participate. You can quit anytime you would like. Again, you may also skip any 
question you are not comfortable answering. We see no risks to the participants 
beyond those of everyday life. 
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Melonie (Lonie) McMichael will answer any questions you have about the study. 
For questions about your rights as a participant or about injuries caused by this 
research, contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the 
Protection of Human Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech 
University, Lubbock, Texas 79409. Or you can call 806.742.3884.  

By agreeing to participate in this study, you certify that you have read this form 
and that all of your questions have been answered. If you agree to these terms, 
please email lonie.mcmichael@gmail.com from the email address you plan on 
using for the interview, noting your agreement. Your participation is greatly 
appreciated. 
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APPENDIX B: CALL FOR PARTICIPANTS  
The following call for participants was posted on the Fat Studies Listserv as well as on 

the Fatosphere, specifically on the blog Fat Lot of Good by the blogger Bri. 

We are looking for individuals to participate in email interviews examining the 
current attitudes towards fat and at changing those attitudes. All walks of life are 
welcome – gender or gender identity, sexual orientation, religion, race, ethnicity, 
political leanings, and social status do not matter. We are looking for individuals 
who somehow participate in the Fatosphere – bloggers, commenters and readers – 
and that consider themselves part of the Fat Acceptance Movement.  

These interviews will take place through email in March and April of 2009. The 
interviews will involve a series of questions that you may answer in your own 
time as long as the interview is completed by April 30th, 2009. You may refuse to 
answer any question or end the interview at any time.  

For the sake of anonymity, we encourage you to create a new email address 
strictly for the purpose of this interview. Free email accounts are available 
through Yahoo (www.yahoo.com), hotmail (www.hotmail.com), or Google mail 
(www.gmail.com). In any published material, you will be quoted using the 
pseudonym of your choice. Please contact us from the email address you choose 
to use at lonie.mcmichael@gmail.com if you are interested. Please note where 
you viewed this posting. 

This is a fat friendly research project. 
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APPENDIX C: 
QUESTIONS FOR PARTICIPANTS 

The following questions were asked of each of the participants in the interviews in series: 

once I received an answer I sent the next question. I sent the demographic questions in a 

single email. 

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS 

• What name/pseudonym do you want to be known as in this study? 

• Gender/gender identity? 

• Sexual orientation? 

• Race/racial identity? 

• Age? 

• Where do you live? 

• What is your highest education level? 

• How would you describe your body size? 

• If you know, how would the medical community describe your body size 

(underweight, normal, overweight, obese, morbidly obese)? 

• How long have you been involved with the Fatosphere?  

• In what capacity are you involved in the Fatosphere (blogger, commenter, 

and/or reader)?  
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GENERAL QUESTIONS 
• Fatosphere question: How did you get involved with the Fat Acceptance 

movement? With the Fatosphere? How would you define the Fatosphere 

and Fat Acceptance? 

• Fat, Food and Exercise: Has the Fat Acceptance movement and the 

Fatosphere changed the way you think and talk about fat? Food? Exercise? 

If yes, how? 

• Fat Activism: Do you consider yourself a fat activist? If yes, how long 

have you been a fat activist? Where you a fat activist before you were 

involved in the Fatosphere? Has the Fatosphere changed your activism? If 

so, how? 

• Childhood Experiences: When you were a child, do you remember how 

you talked and thought about fat? Do you remember where you got those 

ideas? 

• Changed attitudes: How did you used to think and talk about fat in the 

past? If that has changed, what changed it? Do you ever struggle with 

these old attitudes today? If yes, how do you deal with those old attitudes? 

• Societal Changes: Do you feel like the Fatosphere is making a difference 

in real life? In American (or the country you live in) society? If yes, how? 

• Medical community: What has your experience with the medical 

community been in regards to fat? Has the Fatosphere changed how you 

interact with the medical community? If yes, how? 
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