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Introduction
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You know the one: the person with the slumped posture and sad demeanour in the infamous side-by-side shot waiting for the ‘glow-up’ (read: weight loss) that’s guaranteed to make them happy, successful, admired and desired.

Growing up, I was bigger than my friends. Not fat, but chubby, and I was hyper-aware of it. I very strongly believed that there was something wrong with the way I looked, that it was holding me back, and this belief pushed me to start dieting around the age of 11. I dedicated the majority of my life from that point on to trying to achieve my ‘glow-up’, reducing my body – this powerful vessel that allows me to navigate the world – to a series of problem areas waiting to be fixed and shrunk.

I resent the amount of invaluable time, energy and money I spent doing countless diets over the years – Atkins, Dukan, South Beach, Mediterranean, Weight Watchers, Slimming World, Keto, Blood Type, Beyoncé’s Lemonade diet (don’t ask), Paleo … I could discuss them further but I’m reluctant to give them airtime because, quite frankly, they don’t deserve the ink and paper. But you get the point: you name it, I’ve tried it. Pretty much every damn diet that existed before I broke free of dieting. As you’re here, reading this, I imagine you might have a few to add to that list, given the amount of fads that have since emerged.

After some initial ‘success’ with a few (because diets do often offer very short-term success, which is why they can feel so irresistible) in my teens and early twenties, every single one of these diets ultimately – inevitably – left me miserable, despondent and utterly frustrated at myself for what I perceived to be my own failure. I wanted thinness more than anything, so why didn’t I have the willpower to make it happen? It wasn’t until years later that I would learn that it was never my fault, but we’ll get on to that.

Growing up in a world dominated by diet culture, I was convinced that I needed to be thin to be liked, successful and worthy. All of the ‘beautiful’ people that existed in my world – brought to me courtesy of magazines, TV, film and pop music – were thin. I very strongly believed that I needed that too, not because I wanted to be on TV or be a popstar but because I thought that’s how you gained approval and validation, and I was desperate for both.

Dieting became my personality, my entire sense of self, and my life revolved around it. I was a true chronic dieter, riding the fleeting highs and persistent lows and living off the hope I felt buoyed by when I discovered a new diet. My life was deeply impacted by this diet cycling: I avoided social situations that involved food for fear of slipping up and ruining the diet I was currently on, meaning that many of my relationships suffered, my work was average at best because I had finite headspace after dedicating so much precious time to ‘staying on track’ with what I ate, and I had limited energy because I was often depriving my body and brain of what it needed to function well.

Through sheer desperation, I began to make the diets more and more restrictive and ended up trying a juice diet. I was supposed to drink five juices a day as a replacement for food – which was incredibly painful; I distinctly remember desperately trying to go to sleep at 7pm to avoid the all-consuming hunger pains and sheer desperation to have food in my tummy – but I slowly found myself cutting this down to four glasses of liquid vegetables a day, then three, then two, then one … Until I decided that even that was too many calories and I settled on sucking boiled sweets to sustain me. I seemed to be unlocking a mental state even darker than my perpetual dieting and I was inching closer and closer to an eating disorder. I ended up needing treatment for anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa.

At the time, I was a fashion and beauty editor at a magazine. It was the job I’d always dreamt of and I’d worked hard to get there – I had interned for years in three different cities and sent out more CVs than you could shake a stick at – but I wasn’t able to appreciate it: I was so desperately unhappy, because of my eating disorder, that I found very little pleasure in anything at that time. I also had an Instagram account with around 40,000 followers, all of whom were following me for my ‘aspirational’ fashion and beauty pictures. My life looked so glamorous but things really weren’t what they seemed. I vividly remember a trip to Dubai in 2015 to interview Jessica Alba for a cover story. I was flown business class, put up in a five-star hotel, and wined and dined at some seriously swanky restaurants – my family, friends and followers couldn’t believe it. I was the luckiest girl in the world! Nobody had any idea that I spent the entire trip going back and forth to bathrooms, desperately battling bulimia. On the flight home, having purged – made myself sick – for the fifth time and pulled a rib muscle in the process, I wondered if I was going to feel physically strong enough to lift my case off the baggage conveyor belt and get myself home from Heathrow.

Struck by my increasingly frail appearance not long after, in 2015, my poor, deeply concerned mum gently but firmly demanded I see a doctor. She referred me to a psychiatrist and that marked the beginning – but certainly not the end – of my damaging relationship with food and my body finally taking a turn for the better.

My recovery was long, hard and painful – as recovery from anything that has damaged us tends to be – and my initial diagnosis morphed into binge eating disorder before I eventually, years later, found true food freedom and body acceptance. But getting treatment and setting my sights on recovery was, hands down, the best thing I have ever done for myself.

I was lucky enough to be able to access professional help and my therapist opened my eyes to diet culture, this arbitrary world where I had lived my entire life, where nothing mattered as much as thinness and thinness was unquestionably the key that unlocked happiness. An all-pervasive ideology that was built and thrives for one reason only: it makes a lot of people in the diet industry a lot of money.

As I began to challenge diet culture – both inwardly, through challenging my deeply held belief that I needed to be thin, and outwardly, by acknowledging and debunking the overwhelming amount of messages we are bombarded with that tell us all bodies need to look a certain way to be desirable, or just acceptable – I discovered a wonderful alternative: the self-acceptance community.

In 2016, ‘plus-size’ model Iskra Lawrence shot to fame, making headlines for shaking up the fashion industry and its lack of diversity. I remember seeing her pictures and thinking how beautiful she looked and how incredible it was to see a woman who wasn’t size 0 being chosen for campaigns and magazine covers. I was tasked with interviewing her for a magazine piece and met her at a restaurant to chat. She was stunning – genuinely, one of the most beautiful women I had ever laid eyes on – but it wasn’t because of how much she weighed; it was down to her confidence, self-assuredness and total lack of apology for being herself. I could hardly keep my eyes off her. The realisation that her beauty was about so much more than how she – or her body – looked was strange for me and it undoubtedly contributed to shattering a belief system I had relied on since I could remember. I left the interview feeling excited and inspired; I followed her on Instagram straight away and, in turn, discovered a new whole online space full of women who refused to bow down to society’s beauty ideal and were totally unapologetic about falling outside of it.

I have to admit that I found it hard to understand, initially – I was confused as to how these women were so proudly putting their (societally perceived) ‘flaws’, on display … Did they really not mind them? I had spent most of my life worrying about my cellulite, my thighs – did these women really find their bodies acceptable? I don’t know what images of beauty you grew up surrounded by, but for me, it was undoubtedly and exclusively tall, thin, tanned white women with perfectly smooth, unblemished skin. While we are now, slowly, beginning to see more images of women whose bodies do not look like this, at the time, it was incredibly rare and it surprised me. I remember clearly thinking that I could never, ever show my body like these women were showing theirs.

The more of these images I consumed, the more I became desensitised and I began to see the beauty in them, questioning whether the ‘flaws’ were actually flaws … Because why IS cellulite viewed so negatively? Most women have it. Why are stomach rolls not OK? People have fat; they have skin folds. What is wrong with not having pin-thin legs? They fulfil their purpose pretty damn well, regardless of their shape and size.
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The more I questioned and challenged, the more I began to distance myself from body image pressures and what I now recognised as diet culture – and not an irrefutable law of what beauty has to look like. It was intentional but it also felt effortless – I found myself unable to align with anything that diet culture represented. I became invested in learning as much about it as possible and encouraging the women around me to break free from it, too.

This started off on a small scale – I have four sisters and, saddened by the huge role diet culture was playing in their lives, as well as my mum’s, I started to pass on what I’d learnt. Seeing the positive effect that even considering dumping diet culture had on them propelled me to take it to Instagram.

When I was unwell and even well into my recovery, my account had only ever featured images that were heavily edited – I’m talking thinning, smoothing, blurring and the rest. Because, despite my newly acquired knowledge about diet culture, eating disorders, with their notoriously vice-like grip on the sufferer, don’t tend to pack up and leave very easily with their body image concerns. But having those frank conversations about diet culture and body image with my family finally gave me the courage to take the plunge and make a change.

On 19 June 2016, I shared a post that detailed some of the weight and body struggles I had experienced throughout my life. It wasn’t perfectly worded or explained – I don’t think I had yet the capacity or knowledge – but it was a step in the right direction. The response was overwhelming: overnight, I received hundreds of messages from women who had similar stories. I was stunned to discover that so many were struggling with their body image, too … It wasn’t just me. I had always thought it was just me.

Buoyed by the support, I felt compelled to continue. I slowly became more comfortable with being vulnerable and delved further and further into the story of my eating disorder and the body image struggles that had held me hostage my entire life. Any topic that I thought that might be helpful for someone suffering like I had, I researched and wrote about. My first viral post was about Bridget Jones – again, not worded perfectly; I still had a lot to learn. I explored how Renée Zellweger’s character in the film was portrayed as fat and desperately in need of a makeover when neither was true. It was a narrative that had affected me – Bridget’s weight was written across the screen and it was significantly lower than mine, yet she was depicted as ‘overweight’, something we’re conditioned to fear over all else, and desperate to ‘fix’ herself (through calorie-counting and gruelling exercise – remember the exercise bike scene?).

[image: ]

Over the next few years, I must have had thousands of conversations with women all over the world about food, weight and body image through social media. I was asked to be on the digital cover of Cosmopolitan in early 2021, when they dedicated an edition to body confidence, and became a global ambassador for Dove, a beauty brand known for shaking up the industry with their ‘Real Beauty’ campaigns featuring women of different shapes and sizes. These were things I never would have dreamt of when I was suffering from an eating disorder and convinced that my only chance to make my body ‘acceptable’, and for me to be successful, was to make it smaller. The glaring irony being, of course, that lovely things started happening for me at exactly the point I broke free of this belief. I am at a much higher weight and the happiest and most successful I have ever been.
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I want you to be able to break out of diet culture, too. I would love for you to stop seeing your body as a ‘before’ picture, like I used to. It’s hugely damaging to your mental health, often your physical health, too, and your wellbeing. If you’re waiting until you’ve lost *insert random number of pounds/kilos* to wear that dress or you think you’ll go to the beach but only after getting rid of the cellulite then – and I’m sorry to be blunt – you’re wasting invaluable time on an arbitrary goal that is unlikely to offer you true fulfilment. Despite what we’re taught, real fulfilment only really comes from making a life that is meaningful – from building precious relationships and forming connections to pursuing passions, discovering your purpose, building a sense of self and living with compassion. Having a thinner waist is not going to be your legacy, I promise.

But where to start? Easier said than done, right?! Yep. I get it. I speak to women on Instagram every day who are desperate to improve their body image and ditch diet culture but … how? We have grown up in a world that teaches us to value thinness above all else, so to suddenly accept a body that sits outside of that category overnight is a tough ask. I’d go as far to say it’s impossible. The answer certainly can’t be boiled down to a single reply on Instagram, so I knew that this book was something I had to do. I believe wholeheartedly that it’s only by learning the truth about diet culture and making peace with our bodies that we can move forward – and pass on that message to the next generation so that they don’t struggle in the way that so many of us have.

I’ve always wanted quick fixes – welcome to my all-or-nothing brain that is a constant work in progress! – so getting to a place where I am happy in my own skin took a while – and it wasn’t easy. I had to learn to swap my ‘quick fix’ plan for a ‘jigsaw puzzle’ approach. The individual pieces don’t provide you with the full picture, an instant recipe for happiness and acceptance, but when they come together? They create something. Something magical, that makes sense.

So now it’s time for you to tackle your very own jigsaw puzzle, and I’ve done my absolute best to fill this book with every piece you might need in order to get you feeling better in your own skin and quit dieting. We’ll start with understanding and identifying diet culture, as well as challenging the effectiveness of dieting, before moving on to questioning our beliefs around thinness, fatness and health. We’ll go on to cover body trends, comparing yourself to others, curating your space and how to put that all together in a way that works for you.

I speak from my own experience – some of which I share in these pages – and as someone whom I hope you will feel understands. However, I am not a nutritionist or a psychologist, so I have spoken to some experts in their field to further strengthen your understanding of the often complicated topics that come into the conversation around diet culture.

It would be wrong of me to not acknowledge the fact that I talk about body acceptance and anti-diet culture as a non-disabled, straight-sized, cis white woman. My body is not marginalised and I benefit from a great deal of privilege, which inevitably informs my understanding and experience of body image. For this reason, I have enlisted the voices of women whose bodies are marginalised to help educate us further on fatphobia, weight stigma and the oppression of marginalised bodies and, crucially, what we can all do to help.

I have tried to write the book that I so desperately needed back when I was obsessed with diets and giving up my social life to attend endless gym classes. When I believed that everything would be better if I was thinner and nothing would be enough if I wasn’t. I’d like you to think of this book as your body image bible, one that you can read, digest and put into action in your own time. And if one part doesn’t seem to fit, that’s OK – you can put it to one side, concentrate on other areas and come back to it when the picture is more complete and it might make more sense.
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Chapter 1: Dismantling diet culture: a history of diets
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And let me take a shot at guessing roughly how each week on a diet goes for you:

Monday: Determined. So determined.

Tuesday: I feel incredible … This diet is the one! It’s going to work this time, I can feel it.

Wednesday: So full of energy! Nothing can stop me!

Thursday: I think I’m still good. Determined not to break it this time, but I am excited for a cheat day – I’ve got a list of everything I want to eat.

Friday: Bingeing on everything I’ve dreamt about eating during the week.

Saturday: Same as Friday.

Sunday: Same as Friday and Saturday but with an added layer of self-loathing, shame and disgust at myself for failing – again. Form a new plan for a new diet. Next week, it’s going to be different.

And so the cycle continues. Again, and again, and again.

A poll of 2,000 adults commissioned in 2019 found that, on average, in the UK we try two fad diets a year, despite the fact that over half the respondents said they felt very confused over which diets were actually sustainable.1 In other words, we’re attempting to cut out all carbs, or sustain ourselves on cabbage soup or juice twice a year, every year, even though we don’t know if it’s going to work or not, so desperate are we to lose weight.

Of course, it never works, so we end up back on a Sunday, feeling full of that all-too-familiar shame, regret and sheer desperation. As I’m writing this, I feel as if I’m watching a slideshow of all the Sundays I have spent like this – the majority of Sundays of my life, undoubtedly. Isn’t that sad? And even though I feel worlds away from that now, the flashbacks are visceral – I can feel that pain. It’s all-consuming in its negativity and I’m suddenly reminded of how grateful I am to be free of dieting – and how important it is for you, too, to be free of dieting.

When I first started to interrogate diet culture, I became determined to understand it better – exactly what it is and where it’s come from. I read everything I could about its origins and quickly started to see why it is so pervasive in our society today. I firmly believe that in order to dismantle diet culture and escape its powerful influence over us, we first need to understand it, and the root of that understanding is in its history. This knowledge will be an important piece of the armour that will shield you from it. So, bear with me as I take you on a journey – I promise it’s fascinating.
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Put simply, diet culture is a set of beliefs that puts thinness, shape and size above all else and equates it with health, success, happiness and moral virtue. Part of the way it does this is by glorifying a particular way of eating and demonising certain foods and food groups. The diet industry capitalises on these social narratives and the ‘thin ideal’ by selling products that claim to move consumers closer to it.

Let me expand – because there’s a lot more I need to say about diet culture. The word ‘diet’ comes from the Greek diaita, which, in its original meaning, refers simply to a way of living, rather than a restrictive weight-loss regimen. And yet diet culture is rooted in the idea that being thin is the best and most morally superior thing a human can achieve, and therefore encourages individuals to stop at nothing to achieve thinness. It demands we devote precious time, energy and – crucially – money to shrinking our bodies, with a total lack of concern around the means used to do so or the ramifications.

It hasn’t always been like this, though; for most of our existence, humans have been preoccupied with getting enough food to survive, not denying ourselves food in order to lose weight. For this reason, fat used to be a signal of wealth and health and it carried a higher social status – it equalled fertility and resistance to disease and famine, whereas thinness signified poverty, illness and potentially death. As a result, countless kings, pharaohs, gods and goddesses in the ancient world were depicted with fat bodies. Fatness is still considered desirable in certain parts of the world, of course – in many African cultures, being fat is a symbol of good life and wealth. In parts of Mauritania and Nigeria, girls and soon-to-be brides are even force-fed to make them plump and therefore ‘attractive’. Perfect proof that the idea that thin is best/most attractive is simply conditioning and not an innate human preference.

So when did we, in the West at least, begin to see certain smaller body shapes as desirable and make associations between food and moral value? It’s impossible to pinpoint exactly but we know that the Greek philosopher Hippocrates, considered to be the ‘father of medicine’, contributed to popularising the idea that fat = unhealthy and therefore ‘bad’ around 400BCE, writing, ‘Sudden death is more common in those who are naturally fat than in the lean.’

[image: No image description]

What’s thought to be the very first diet book came out in 1558: Luigi Cornaro was a 40-year-old fat Italian man who, tired of his size and inability to have sex, limited himself to 12 ounces of food a day and 14 ounces of wine. His book, The Art of Living Long, advised others to do the same. Fourteen ounces of wine! I’m not sure what would be worse, my acid reflux or my vision …

In the early 1800s, poet, politician and self-confessed rake Lord Byron – who was also the premier male sex symbol in England at the time – was very vocal about his desire to stay thin, which saw him turn to extreme methods. He would starve, binge eat then try to ‘sweat it off’ under layers of clothing, eating nothing but either biscuits or potatoes drenched in vinegar. Eventually, he turned to drinking quantities of vinegar, combining this with water several times a day in an attempt to ‘flush out’ fat. The poet also openly condemned people – especially women – who ate what was, in his opinion, ‘in excess’. Yuck. He was, of course, very unwell and in 2011, Professor Arthur Crisp, emeritus professor of psychiatric medicine at St George’s Hospital medical school in London, said that he believed Byron suffered from ‘severe anorexia nervosa’.

Diet culture turned another corner when British man William Banting decided to lose weight in 1862 due to health concerns and a growing cultural dislike for fatness. He found a doctor – an ear, nose and throat specialist called Dr William Harvey – who agreed to assist him with an experimental diet that cut out all food containing starch and sugar and, in 1863, he wrote a booklet called Letter on Corpulence, Addressed to the Public, which detailed the particular plan for the diet he followed. It was incredibly popular and sold out several times – so many people followed it that the term ‘I am banting’ meant ‘I am on a diet’.

The diet itself was low in carbs, and high in meat and fat. Similar to Atkins, but with six glasses of alcohol a day to help counteract the constipation accompanied by eating practically nothing but meat (seriously). In 2015, South African scientist Tim Noakes adapted the original diet and documented his version in a book titled Real Meal Revolution – the diet swept South Africa
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	I woke up, checked Instagram and saw a before and after picture of Adele’s weight loss, with the caption: ‘So inspirational!!!’

	Went to a gym class, saw a sign that read: ‘Summer body transformation in eight weeks: sign up now!’

	Got lunch from a shop in town and spotted the ‘low calorie’ options for ‘healthier choices’.

	WhatsApped with a friend, who said she was ‘being good’ because she had a wedding coming up and wanted to get into a certain size dress – so no carbs for her for the foreseeable.

	Watched a video on YouTube, got served a Noom ad.

	Ate a snack that read: ‘only 98 calories’ on the packet, front and centre.

	Scrolled TikTok before bed, saw one ad for intermittent fasting and one ad for gym leggings to get rid of cellulite.
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