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Introduction

Roc Rochon

Through the narratives of activists, movement practitioners, therapists, fitness coaches, and trainers, Deconstructing the Fitness-Industrial Complex: How to Resist, Disrupt, and Reclaim What It Means to Be Fit in American Culture is a reclamation of our stories and the body. Each contribution to this anthology offers in-depth insights of lived experiences in relation to the sociohistorical context of the fitness industry. As you journey through the pages of this book, you will understand more about the practice of deconstructing the harm of the current fitness industry, as well as the liberatory practices that are shifting the future of fitness and health. For all of those who have been disembodied, erased, unseen, and who live/lived liminal experiences within the current fitness culture, we hope that through this storytelling you recognize the imperative of future possibilities. 

A Brief History of the Movement

When the Body Image 4 Justice (BI4J) initiative, founded by Justice Roe Williams, began in August 2013, our focus was creating a revolutionary wellness center that met the needs of our diverse trans bodies, including creating access for trans individuals to be their authentic selves without abusing their bodies to do so. For us this meant creating access for trans individuals to receive bodywork and healthcare access, such as massage, personal training, hormone replacement therapy (HRT), medical transition prep, and knowledge about gender-affirming healthcare options in the greater Boston area. BI4J had recognized that the resources available were neither culturally relevant nor meeting the needs of Black, Indigenous, Latiné/x, Asian, and other racialized groups of people. We created our own lane by reimagining spaces for cross-cultural and social justice dialogue. We were interested in engaging and amplifying the leadership of Black people and racialized people by making a space for trans bodies to feel safe and respected by working with bodywork practitioners. Our belief was, and still is, that if we meet the needs of Black transgender people and other racialized people, we will carve pathways to better meet the needs of all systemically oppressed groups who need access to healthcare. 

In 2014 the first phase of this program was focused in the greater Boston area, facilitating workshops at the Black Trans Advocacy Conference and the Philadelphia Health Conference. Through building partnerships across the country, we were able to organize our first LGBTQAI+* Health and Wellness conference weekend, where we brought in massage, reiki, educational nutrition access, and personal trainers. This core group created focus groups to determine our long-term goal and vision, to bring forth a wellness center with a gym attachment. The focus groups captured several aspects regarding trans health, including gym use, locker room use, shower use, backroom use, access to massage, acupuncture, HRT, preparing for surgery, coping with binders and packers, navigating medical industry, and insurance coverage policies.

The second phase of the BI4J initiative was a fundraising campaign to create a temporary space for transgender individuals to have a safe environment to become physically active through both one-on-one and group training opportunities. This space would be open to all LGBTQAI+ people who were seeking a safe and restorative community space in Boston. The grand opening was in October 2015. 


By organizing on the ground in Boston and spreading this work at national conferences, new BI4J chapters launched in New York, Georgia, North Carolina, Florida, and Texas to expand our vision nationwide. At the time we were developing a curriculum as a training guide for gym staff, fitness coaches, massage therapists, acupuncturists, and more. Our programming model for implementation had four essential components: 

	Active health and fitness

	Mental health and wellness

	Curriculum development and training for trainers, bodyworkers, and practitioners 

	Sharing knowledge and networking through local and national conferences



My comrade Justice Roe Williams frequently reflects on the ways in which we value Black trans and nonbinary experiences collectively. When sharing about his life, he often begins from drawing upon his experiences being introduced to the Four I’s of Oppression and the 10 C’s Model at Springfield College in Massachusetts and their application in his life.1 Elaborating on this framework has become a guide for his approach to inclusive fitness. Justice uses the 10 C’s to help facilitate the discussion of learning about ourselves and validating our own lives. The 10 C’s represent five areas of awareness: color, culture, class, character, and context. The remaining five areas represent avenues to create and sustain change: confidence, courage, commitment, conflict, and community. A key component to Justice’s application of the Four I’s framework is to understand the ways that we have learned about ourselves, our bodies, and the ways we are in relationship with others in our local community and in the world. These two frameworks inspire Justice’s practices and the ways he thinks about social change. He places emphasis on understanding that these systems are undoubtably intertwined and are often at play in relational work. Here Justice explains the Four I’s in the way that he would facilitate or teach them:

The first I stands for internal, which is our relationship to oneself that is developed through what we have learned in relation to the other three I’s. The second I is interpersonal, which is the relationship we have with others developed by what we have learned about ourselves and others. The third I is institutional, which is the relationship we have with social and political institutions such as family, religion, education, healthcare, or government to name some. Our relationship to institutions are developed by what we have learned about ourselves in connection to those institutions. And lastly, the fourth I is ideology, which is the lens from which we see ourselves, understand others and the institutions in our lives. Within this framework ideology presents us with the possibilities of transformational change.

When Justice learned this framework, it was presented as the Four I’s of Oppression, a great way to understand that how and what we learn about ourselves and others is mediated through institutions that operate with rigid binarized hierarchies, fixed meanings about social identity, and identity politics. The Four I’s are rooted in taking action: learning to question and confront what it is that we believe and why begins with ourselves and is the responsibility of each of us. 

The historical context of Body Image 4 Justice and the overall visioning is what connected Justice and me and in large part influenced the roots of Rooted Resistance, which I established in 2016 in Tampa, Florida, to reimagine bodywork for racialized queer, trans, and nonbinary people in the United States South and in connection with the land. Years prior, BI4J was gaining more visibility in the greater Boston area due to the extended workshops hosted by Justice at Mike’s Fitness in Jamaica Plain for the queer and trans community, namely coaches, massage therapists, and bodyworkers who were working with trans bodies. During this time, I was living in Amherst, Massachusetts, and was seeking to be in community with Black queer and trans people. Through both a Facebook and Google search I found an interview video clip posted by the Boston Neighborhood Network News (BNN). In August 2013 the BNN had aired an interview between news host Chris Lovett and Justice,2 centered around the Body Image 4 Justice first annual LGBTQAI+ Health and Wellness Weekend, which was co-sponsored by the Hispanic Black Gay Coalition, Massachusetts Transgender Political Coalition, Queer Asian Pacific Asian Alliance, and Mass Equality, among others. Thinking back to this moment, my initial reaction to finding this video clip was joy filled. I remember viewing the clip and nodding along, saying to myself “that’s right, that’s right.” I was overwhelmed with emotion because I had finally found someone in the area who was speaking to my experiences and creating new possibilities. Justice was a lifeline for me. He affirmed for me that continuing to incorporate embodied movement and other forms of healing touch healthcare in my life was a birthright, that I belonged in bodywork spaces, and that such resources were acts of kindness and love for my body. I contacted Justice almost immediately through a Facebook personal message, and shortly after we connected in person in Boston. We have been in each other’s lives ever since.

From that point on we started collaborating more through grant writing to secure funding for BI4J. Justice and several BI4J members attended educational workshops in western Massachusetts that would help us expand our network and knowledge. By March 2014 we made an announcement that Body Image 4 Justice, under Black trans and nonbinary leadership, was expanding to western Massachusetts, specifically in Springfield. In the subsequent summer Justice continued to travel to different conferences such as the Philadelphia Trans Health Conference, the National Black Trans Advocacy Conference, FitCom, and the Trans Bodybuilding Competition, where he met Ilya Parker, Noori Jerrard, Sahleem Israel, Rell Freeman, and Preston T. Martin, which began our connection and support as a possible team. 

A January 2016 Justice Bodies Collective weekend retreat in North Carolina hosted by Coach Justice brought a group of trans masculine and nonbinary Black people together. It was an oasis to have a safe, intimate, reflective, and supportive environment that ultimately strengthened our collective and encouraged us to continue creating individually. We discussed what the collective vision of Justice Bodies would be moving forward, and we outlined a business plan. Our big initial visioning was to open a gym that was led by and centered around Black queer, trans, nonbinary people. We sought to create a model of what embodied inclusive fitness can look like in our communities. Immediately following the retreat, we collectively launched a fundraising campaign centered on our overarching goal of funding a gym. Simultaneously, Ilya, Roc, and Justice continued to do work in our home state locations. 

Decolonizing Fitness (formerly known as Forseca Fitness) is an online educational resource for coaches, trainers, and studio owners established by a Black trans person, IIya, in memory of his good friend “Big J” Forseca, who passed away of lung cancer. He was transgender, chronically ill, and disabled. He was also cash poor and could not afford most of the medical care he needed living in North Carolina. When he was able to access medical care, he often dreaded going to the doctor because he experienced so much discrimination. Sadly, this is the story of many queer and trans people living in the South, and especially those of us who are located in rural areas across the United States. As Ilya writes on Decolonizing Fitness:

As someone who personally suffers from chronic hypertension which has now begun to compromise my kidney function, I have experienced firsthand medical discrimination with trying to find trans affirming, educated, and weight neutral medical staff. Several doctors have chosen to focus on my gender and body size as opposed to the conditions that I am seeking medical care for which has left me without receiving adequate and compassionate care.

Decolonizing Fitness was birthed from the need for queer, trans, nonbinary chronically ill and disabled folks to have better access to affirming and supportive health, wellness, and fitness services. Decolonizing Fitness is about helping people develop celebratory, safe, and sustainable movement practices, and providing consultation services to businesses, organizations, and fitness facilities that are interested in improving their accessibility and diversity. Ilya’s vision is to assist trans people who want to use movement and training to enable their bodies to more accurately reflect their true selves. Unfortunately, so many vulnerable populations cannot afford or are afraid to access medical providers. Incorporating education and services that will at least aid folks along their path of feeling better in their bodies, IIya uses his lived experiences, skills, and knowledge from working in the medical industry to create space for people who are often overlooked and devalued. 


Justice continued work through BI4J and Justice Bodies in Boston and had the grand opening at his small studio Garage Gym in Hyde Park, Massachusetts. This Garage Gym was specifically created to provide community and fitness support for trans, nonbinary, and gender queer community members. Justice facilitated individual and group workout training sessions through a sliding scale or free specifically for trans people who did not feel comfortable in gyms and wanted an environment to feel comfortable in their bodies. Garage Gym would end up being the foundation of Justice’s Queer Gym Pop Up, which gained national attention on National Public Radio (NPR) in the fall of 2019.3 

We are determined to expand the programmatic components of each of our services into a fitness curriculum and certification program that seeks to transform oppressive practices in fitness, health, and wellness to be embodied healing justice practices. While this is no simple task, we believe in beginning at the premise that fitness, health, and wellness organizations that employ bodyworkers and practitioners alike have a responsibility to their participants and clients. They need a level of awareness and political analysis regarding how body-image struggles affect people across identities, how people internalize such harmful messages about the body, and how commonplace these issues are.

Creating Fitness 4 All Bodies

In mainstream fitness and coaching environments, there is a prominent white, cisgender, and masculinist network of people, such as Mike Boyle and Dan John, who promote a hegemonic ideology around strength, conditioning, and sport performance.*	Justice attended the three-day Perform Better Functional Training Summit in July 2015, which provided trainers and coaches educational opportunities and hands-on learning experiences with people in the fitness industry. The workshops were led by able-bodied white cis men and women. The environment and curriculum maintained hypermasculinst values and perpetuated conformity to the gender binary, including trans erasure through instruction. These modalities are facilitated and taught by promoting a prescribed set of binarized Eurocentric standards that are placed on all bodies to be “fit” and “well” with the particularities of anti-Blackness at the root of their decision making. Trainers, coaches, fitness instructors, and gym and studio owners are some of the gatekeepers of the fitness-industrial complex. The very people who have the ability to make significant organizational, facility, personnel, and policy changes within their operations oftentimes do not believe in the value of the radical transformation and change—yet change would make their approaches to “health” and “wellness” more accessible and connected to the lived experiences that people have in their bodies. In part this is due to the commercialization of fitness, exercise, health, and wellness—brand and name recognition are seemingly connected to a particular consumer status. We have observed this within the fitness industry and certification programs. While there are a wide range of personal and group certifications and specializations available, only a few usually get tossed around within the fitness world. Some examples are the National Academy of Sports Medicine, the American Council on Exercise, and the International Sports Sciences Association. We believe this is illustrative of an elitist hierarchy within the fitness, exercise, health, and wellness industry, where people associate certification programs with a spectrum of rigor and status. 

Thus, Fitness 4 All Bodies (F4AB) was developed as a collective of trans, queer, and nonbinary trans people who are organizers and educators engaged in racial and gender justice in fitness, sport, and physical culture. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic we hosted the first Fitness 4 All Bodies panel discussion in Boston. Since then, we have developed a Fitness 4 All Bodies virtual webinar panel series that engages trainers, coaches, body practitioners, and gym owners who are seeking to challenge whiteness and anti-Blackness in the images and ideas associated with our bodies. Panel discussions and live one-on-one chats range from topics such as a training for coaches, using sorties to eradicate toxic masculinity in fitness culture, deconstructing fitness through reclaiming our bodies, embracing our strength because strong is for everybody, and a movement toward healing and resistance led by Black women, Black trans women, and femme embodied nonbinary bodies in the fitness industry. Our webinar series requires critical reflection about the root causes of why we create space, coach, and train in the ways that we do.

Sustaining this work requires both individual and collective commitment and can lead to transformation change and organizational and institutional culture revitalizations. We are struggling far beyond the present for the future possibilities of what the inclusive fitness movement will be. Our curriculum approach and our embodied practices amount to a paradigm shift that rejects capitalist ways of being—the competitive-advantage approach is not what inspires us. Rather, we embrace what we feel as our social and cultural responsibility to develop interventions within our communities that address systemic and institutional oppression in fitness, health, and wellness. Additionally, we share our personal narratives and experiences to create a more inclusive culture at a trainer’s or coach’s gym or training studio.

A Massachusetts Department of Public Health study comparing LGBTQI+ health with heterosexual and non-transgender counterparts found that trans people had worse outcomes with respect to self-reported health, disability status, anxiety, suicide ideation, and lifetime violence victimization.4 Our lives are not disposable, and we know that queer and trans people’s experiences around health and wellness have been silenced in our society. Body Image 4 Justice seeks to improve such horrific and unacceptable outcomes for queer and trans people through community building and wellness services. 

Our work is rooted in transforming the world by debunking both mythical and internalized notions of fitness and bodies. Our ethnographic narrative approach locates “the body” through giving presence to our subjugated identities and experiences within different fitness, medical, and sporting environments. Our collective supports coaches and fitness professionals in developing and refining their social justice lens and critical understanding of diverse and gender-variant bodies in their work, while addressing exclusion and discrimination at the individual and organization levels within the fitness and health industries. We draw on physical cultural studies and Healing Justice to further centralize our work, which is grounded in and narrated through our lived experiences as Black trans men, transmasculine, and nonbinary people who are forced to engage with oppressive social institutions that seemingly promote health and wellness. 

 Our collective commitment to creating liberatory fitness and healing movement spaces has also been predicated on personal and lived experiences as a praxis to body liberation for transgender, nonbinary, and gender nonconforming people. Our work addresses both the ideology of oppression in the fitness industry, as well as the institutional frameworks that maintain and perpetuate oppression through policy and the privatization of the health industry inclusive of fitness, sport, recreation, and leisure sectors. We offer that our experiences and narratives not only will expand Trans Studies as a field of inquiry but will contribute to the extent in which Black Trans life is conceptualized and theorized as foundational to the understanding of social relations and importantly creating new expansive social relations through such inquiries. Our anthology uses personal stories and experiences to expand understandings of the body and embodied movement through fitness, health, and well-being broadly. 

For instance, Ilya Parker’s Decolonizing Fitness is more than practicing anti-racism and de-centering Western standards. Instead, engaging with the word decolonizing is grounded in the belief that land, power, money, and resources should be returned to the hands of Indigenous Peoples.5 My project Rooted Resistance centers on reimagining space for queer and trans racialized people in the United States South through embodied movement on the land as a form of healing liberation. Not only is this approach a refusal to commercialized notions of the body, but the premise of Rooted Resistance is predicated on the belief that our bodies and beings are worthy of freedom praxis. Each of us works to address the ideology of oppression in the sport and fitness industry through foundations of grassroots community-based interventions that promote body liberation, racial and gender justice, and a nontoxic culture. Our approach is built through Black feminists’ cooperative foundations, such that the personal is political, which allows us to reimagine the ways in which trans people interact with socially constructed and restricted visions of fitness, exercise health, and wellness spaces. As such, we recover imaginative possibilities through a liberatory praxis.

Our shared identities and life experiences have led us to conceptualizing our internal representations of the world and how they affect our external approaches to centering trans community, sharing knowledge through dialogue and the body. This culminative project is well over a decade’s worth of reimagining what Justice Roe Williams describes as “activism being rooted in connectivity . . . Connectivity to the self and to others.” Body Image 4 Justice was created because Justice felt that body image was a great connector in regard to people’s lived experiences. A more locally focused Body Image 4 Justice has evolved into Fitness 4 All Bodies, an organization and movement that is growing nationally and internationally. A part of our collective power is opening up space for dialogue and discussion about how we see our bodies in ways that challenge toxic ideas we have internalized about ourselves. In other words, refusing the institutional and naturalized ideas about our bodies, gender, and masculinity, we create new, more in-depth ways of being, understanding, celebrating, and loving ourselves and each other. Through dialogue we begin to recognize that our experiences are not always unique solely to our individual selves; rather, they are comprised of interrelated oppressive patterns and institutional practices that are not siloed experiences for trans people. Through this process of unearthing internalized oppression, our narratives make it easier to express to the larger community and society the ways in which we have internalized these ideas about our bodies and that we are reclaiming our truths. 

Fitness 4 All Bodies’ purpose is centered around making sure that Black trans community members not only had a fitness space to belong, but a space to discuss and heal through unresolved experiences that are often internalized. We centered the specific needs of our overall vitality. Centralizing the body encapsulates the social construction of race, gender, sexuality, disability, nation of origin, ethnicity, and language, to name some. Each part of our fleshy bodies is conceptualized through social and cultural relations, and in this case institutions and organizations that provide healthcare services. Physical cultural studies situate the social significance of (dis)embodied physical culture as having ongoing consequential social and cultural effects both structurally and institutionally.6 We observe and experience this within the fitness, exercise, health, sport, and wellness industries broadly, whereas reinforcements of Eurocentric racial, gendered, and body hierarchies are commonplace in physical education curriculum including standardized testing, fitness certification trainings, programming, sporting practices, and commercialized gyms and studios. 

The Storytelling in This Book

As we proceed, we would like to honor that the words fitness, health, leisure, and wellness are antithetical to the social institutions that we are forced to engage in within society. We recognize the range of feelings that can surface for people who have historically been told and shown that their bodies do not belong or cannot exist in these spaces as they are. The process of shifting this paradigm in fitness and health must be an ongoing practice. 

This anthology is about both honoring the roots of this work and about combining all our contributions to the inclusive fitness movement. The first section, “Ideology: The Ideas and Beliefs We Have Formed around Bodies,” seeks to make explicit the learned ideas about our bodies, knowing that making these narratives explicit is the first step toward challenging and transforming them. This is first accomplished by Justice Roe Williams himself defining the concept of the “fitness-industrial complex” in Chapter 1. The fitness-industrial complex acts as the framing lens for the work of Fitness 4 All Bodies with the purpose of making explicit how the fitness industry is both product and perpetuator of white supremacist logic of the body. In Lawrence Koval’s piece, “Unknowing the Gym: Moving toward Imagination as Liberation,” they examine the origins of the gym as a historically politicized site that manufactures a cisgender, white, heterosexual, and masculinist system—building bodies to labor in service to the nation. Koval explores how gym culture perpetuates the performance of masculinity and femininity as belonging to one gender and structurally advances narrow ideas pathologizing fatness, Blackness, and disability. Unknowing the gym can lead to unveiling the links between the ways that carceral systems are constructed and the construction of gyms and how people move through gyms that oftentimes get chalked up to be “leisurely” spaces of escape.

In M Camellia’s piece, “My Body, Anarchy,” they explore agency and motivations within the realm of the physical body, employing the lens of yogic philosophy in an accessible way. These ideas are contextualized within tenets of informed and enthusiastic consent that are typically related solely to the realm of sexuality, applying them to contemporary fitness/wellness culture and our internal and external work to liberate our individual and collective bodies. Through personal narrative, Camellia reflects on their own experiences as a fat, Trans, and chronically ill person who is also continually recovering from disordered eating and exercise. Within that shell, the piece looks at the ways dominant culture currently drives modern fitness culture from a position of external authority, re-creating itself on increasingly micro scales until it’s embedded in our tissues, and weaponizing our minds against our already-oppressed bodies as a means of perpetuating the white supremacist, capitalist status quo. 

Beyond examining how systems of oppression are internalized and mirrored within our industries, businesses, models, fitness/wellness classes and services, and our bodies and behaviors, this essay also seeks to put forth potential balms. Among them are self-inquiry practices that investigate external sources of motivation with respect to our physical bodies (think inaccessibility/gatekeeping, hierarchical fitness, yoga class structures, “fitspo,” desirability politics, etc.) and aid in reorientation toward an innate desire for liberation and the accompanying responsibilities; a framework of de-vilified pleasure, particularly for those facing systemic oppression, that reframes it as a vital litmus test to gauge our desire and connect us to our personal agency; and examples of what a broader personal consent praxis can offer us collectively in the near term.

Our second section, “Personal Experiences with Others and Institutions,” gives our community members space to share how the fitness-industrial complex has created personal experiences and been enacted upon the body. John R. Bridger begins with “Push-Ups and Privilege,” depicting a story of a little rural Alaskan kid with hoop dreams who grew up understanding the necessity of collective community care. Now a mental health practitioner who finds solace in the weight room, Bridger had introspection that led him to recognize how he often masked his athlete identity to distance himself from manifestations of white patriarchal masculinity embedded within fitness culture. Recognizing the shame that accompanied his cisgender, white, tall, able-bodied privilege, Bridger started living a compartmentalized life until finding community members online who were probing and reframing their masculinity. Learning to challenge the foundations of toxic masculinity and commercial weight training spaces have shifted his relationship to self and the internalized belief that vulnerability and care are characteristics that men did/could not embody. Individual stories are in relationship to structural forces, which can shift our ability to both know and love ourselves. In her essay “Learning to Love My Body beyond Perception,” Adele Jackson-Gibson critically addresses layers of other perceptions on her physicality, further contextualizing these experiences through the enclosure of whiteness and the rigid notions of what it means to be a Black queer woman who is athletic. Reclaiming her story through a reflexive examination of racial and gendered physicality, this piece uncovers the harm associated with pushing the body to the limit and rediscovers boundaries through integrative restorative practices. Noticing, listening to the body, being still, and being immersed in a community of care can transform the way we think and act toward the body—moving toward a more loving relationship with ourselves is a window into the inextricability of our connectedness.

In the final section of this anthology, “How We Empowered Ourselves to Move Forward and Help Our Communities Polish Their Armor,” we get insight into what hopes, dreams, and visions exist when it comes to creating fitness rooted in philosophies of care and healing. We are living in a time when trans and gender variant folks are more visible than ever, yet trans folks are still being violently targeted by people in their own communities. Many of us trans individuals are forced to hide who we are in order to remain safe. Trans, queer, and gender diverse people need to be in physical and virtual spaces where we are met with compassion. We need to be encouraged and supported when we engage in movement practices that allow for us to embrace all of who we are. 

Asher Freeman’s essay “Landmines” arises from using weight lifting as a way to come into their body and begin addressing years of gender dysphoria. Their story begins after losing their dream job and learning how enmeshed their identity had become with paid work. As they stepped into their life as an unemployed person, the physical and emotional discomforts that had been previously overshadowed by busy work life became too loud to ignore. This follows their
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