


[image: ]







[image: ]









For Rita and Henry








CONTENTS

Introduction

How to Use This Book

A List of Terms

PART ONE: “BEING FAT IS A CHOICE”

MYTH 1 “Being fat is a choice. If fat people don’t like how they’re treated, they should just lose weight.”

MYTH 2 “Any fat person can become thin if they try hard enough. It’s just a matter of ‘calories in, calories out.’”

MYTH 3 “Parents are responsible for their child’s weight. Only bad parents let their children get fat.”

MYTH 4 “Thin people should help fat people lose weight.”

MYTH 5 “Weight loss is the result of healthy choices and should be celebrated.”

PART TWO: “BUT WHAT ABOUT YOUR HEALTH?”

MYTH 6 “Obesity is the leading cause of death in the United States.”

MYTH 7 “The BMI is an objective measure of size and health.”

MYTH 8 “Doctors are unbiased judges of fat people’s health. Fat people don’t like going to the doctor’s office because they don’t like hearing the truth.”

MYTH 9 “Fat people are emotionally damaged and cope by ‘eating their feelings.’”

PART THREE: “FAT ACCEPTANCE GLORIFIES OBESITY”

MYTH 10 “Accepting fat people ‘glorifies obesity.’”

MYTH 11 “Body positivity is about feeling better about yourself, as long as you’re happy and healthy.”

MYTH 12 “We’re in the middle of an obesity epidemic.”

MYTH 13 “Fat people don’t experience discrimination.”

MYTH 14 “I don’t like gaining weight, but I don’t treat fat people differently.”

PART FOUR: “FAT PEOPLE SHOULD . . .”

MYTH 15 “Fat people shouldn’t call themselves fat.”

MYTH 16 “People who have never been fat have ‘internalized fatphobia.’”

MYTH 17 “No one is attracted to fat people. Anyone who is has a ‘fat fetish.’”

MYTH 18 “Fat people should pay for a second airplane seat.”

MYTH 19 “Skinny shaming is just as bad as fat shaming.”

MYTH 20 “Anti-fatness is the last socially acceptable form of discrimination.”

Acknowledgments

Notes






INTRODUCTION

As is the case for many fat people, myths about my body have followed me for nearly all my life, rattling behind me, loud as a string of tin cans. Since grade school, I have been taught that some bodies are meant to be seen, and that mine isn’t one of them. I’ve worn plus sizes since adolescence. I’ve worn the larger end of plus sizes, size 26 and up, since college. In that time, my politics around fatness have been increasingly clearly articulated to my friends, family, colleagues, and acquaintances. They know that I am fat, and that I have long since stopped trying to make myself thin. Some have worked to better understand and respect my experience as a fat person. Despite all that wind at my back, even in my closest relationships, I am followed closely by a series of nagging myths about what it means to have a body like mine. Even those who have known me for years still wonder aloud about my health and mortality. Some wince or correct me when I refer to my own body as fat. And holidays with family still include open complaining from thin members who sat next to a fat person on a plane.

Even after years of researching, writing about, and trying to understand anti-fatness, I continue to be caught off guard by their comments. They’re rarely a surprise, but I still sometimes find myself straining to explain why what they just said was profoundly misguided and hurtful. And I know I’m not alone. Fat friends regularly reach out to troubleshoot moments of anti-fatness in their closest relationships. Many of us are followed nearly everywhere by anti-fat myths about fat people. And most of us do our best to muddle through those conversations, but we’re also aware that’s just what we’re doing: muddling through.

Still, myths about fatness and fat people abound. Only bad parents let their children get fat. Any fat person can become thin if they try hard enough. Fatness is the leading cause of death in the United States. Anti-fatness is the last socially acceptable form of discrimination. These myths persist not because they are factual nor because they help us better understand people who are fatter than us. Instead, they allow us to confirm what we already think we know about fatness and fat people. Cultural conversations prompt us to regard thinness as a major life accomplishment; these myths lend credence to that belief. Many of these myths center around treating fat people as failed thin people, implying that thin people are superior to fat people. These myths aren’t just incorrect or outdated perceptions: they’re tools of power and dominance.

Like many current and past community organizers, I struggle with the strategy behind myth busting. Debunking myths starts with repeating those myths. Doing so can seem like uncritically accepting an opponent’s premise. Depending on the myth in question, it can also mean quietly assenting to debating the humanity of the community being discussed. And political researchers have long known that facts don’t change our positions on social issues—human stories do. Most of us don’t make up our minds on key social issues because we’ve reviewed all available research, looked at crosstabs, written executive summaries for ourselves. We make decisions about when and whether to support social issues based on their human impact, as it’s presented to us. Those of us who aren’t directly, personally impacted by those social issues are much less fact-driven than we like to think. Why, then, give these myths more airtime?

On the other hand, these myths continue to persist, despite the deep harm they cause and the erroneous and oppressive beliefs they’re built upon. Every day, fat people are pushed to defend our health, our desirability, our bodies, our place in the movements we built. Even if the premises of those myths are flawed, they continue to restrict and confine the spaces that fat people are allowed to occupy. As a former community organizer, I know that when many of us don’t feel like we’ve got the facts we need in conversations about oppression, we can clam up. We avoid conversations about oppression and marginalization that don’t directly impact us, and not feeling well versed in a topic certainly doesn’t help us take those essential conversations head-on. If you feel ill-equipped in tackling regressive conversations about fatness and fat people, research and resources can help provide a touchstone. In the pages ahead, I hope you’ll find a place both to anchor and spur your own thinking. I hope, too, that you’ll use the recommendations herein to find or continue your way to more fat perspectives on these topics. Myth busting can be a fraught strategy, but it is ultimately one that widens the path for more of us to take action against anti-fatness.

It’s a complicated time for our public discourse around fatness, fat people, and weight loss. Increasingly, the rhetoric of dieting and weight loss is seen as falling out of favor. Even one of the most enduring diets in the United States, Weight Watchers, has changed its name to WW, and reoriented its marketing toward more holistic “wellness” branding. Weight-loss methods aren’t marketed as diets but as “lifestyle changes,” “detoxes,” “cleanses,” and “cognitive behavioral therapy.” That shifting language allows the weight-loss industry to cloak its same old diets in the languages of holistic wellness and self-care. We may talk about diets differently today, but social mandates to become thin are as strong as ever. Alongside that shift in the diet industry is a growing popular interest in critical conversations about fatness. Recent years seem to have brought a new wave of thin people thinking more broadly about their own body politics and, more precisely, about their role in ending anti-fatness. And that influx of new attention is prompting vital conversations about the goals and strategies of fat activist movements. What are fat people’s visions for harm reduction, justice, and liberation? What strategies will most effectively get us there? Can differing or conflicting strategies coexist? Under what circumstances? Do thin people have a role to play in ending anti-fatness? What should their role be—or not be? As I write this in early 2022, a range of answers to each of those questions is being advanced by fat activists every day. These conversations are at once endemic and vital to any movement for social justice. They collectively drive us toward clearer visions of a more just world and more focused strategies to deliver us to those visions. And against that increasingly complex backdrop, fat people are still navigating anti-fatness on a daily basis. We are still besieged with incessant and unsolicited instruction about our perceived health, our clothing, our love lives, and more.

What lies ahead is an offering for anyone, fat or thin, struggling to interrupt moments of anti-fatness in their daily lives. It’s a compilation of research and thinking on some pernicious and persistent myths that perpetuate anti-fatness, disregard fat people’s humanity, and pathologize our bodies. It’s an invitation to revisit the anti-fat biases nearly all of us carry with us and to reground our ideas about fatness in personal experience, data, and the fundamental dignity of fat people. As with any resource or offering, take what’s useful here, and leave what’s not. Put this to use as you see fit. But however you use this book, let it propel your advocacy for fat people beyond what you find comfortable or easy. Let it drive you toward confronting anti-fatness more regularly and confidently.

Whatever you do next, let it be more meaningful to fat people, more effective in dismantling anti-fatness, and sustained enough to make a lasting impact.






HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This volume exists as an introductory guide to deeper thinking about immensely popular anti-fat myths, offering springboards into interrogating anti-fatness. It draws on a mix of quantitative academic research and qualitative, personal, and cultural sources. And it’s designed to point you toward more and deeper conversations about fatness, fat people, and systemic anti-fatness. It should be read in concert with other works by fat people about fatness and anti-fatness. Some of those works are referenced and cited throughout this volume.

The scope of this book is narrow, aiming squarely at responding to profound and common anti-fat myths. This shouldn’t be considered a movement vision document, charting a path forward to justice or liberation. Nor should it be considered an encapsulation of where most or all fat people stand on a given issue or topic. Like any community, fat people are far from monolithic. Getting a range of fat perspectives will require reading many more works by many more fat people. Many more works by many more fat people need to be published too. This should not be the only book you read by a fat person about fatness and anti-fatness. Read Sonya Renee Taylor’s The Body Is Not an Apology, Da’Shaun Harrison’s Belly of the Beast, Charlotte Cooper’s Fat Activism, Roxane Gay’s Hunger, Caleb Luna’s Revenge Body, Kiese Laymon’s Heavy, Nicole Byer’s #VeryFat #VeryBrave, Esther Rothblum and Sondra Solovay’s The Fat Studies Reader, Rachel Wiley’s Fat Girl Finishing School, and more. Whether you’re new to thinking critically about anti-fatness or a longstanding fat activist, be sure to locate this book, accurately, as just one of many fat perspectives available to you. Writers who aren’t fat have made substantial contributions here too. Sabrina Strings’s Fearing the Black Body: The Racial Origins of Fat Phobia is an indispensable history linking anti-Black racism to anti-fatness. J. Eric Oliver’s Fat Politics analyzes the emergence in the 1990s and 2000s of the United States’ so-called obesity epidemic. Each of these works offer vital analysis of the mechanics and history of anti-fatness. And each will deepen your thinking about anti-fatness and your clarity in countering anti-fatness.

This book is organized by the myths it aims to tackle. As such, it can be read straight through, cover to cover, or it can be read in pieces. It can also be used as a reference volume, a quick resource when you find yourself stymied by common anti-fat myths.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

In some sections, you’ll find reflection questions. These are designed to help in unpacking some of your own anti-fatness. Anti-fatness is ubiquitous, endemic in the United States—and that means that, even without intending to, many of us replicate and uphold anti-fatness. Because anti-fatness is so popular and so unquestioned, we carry it forward without questioning or even examining it. These questions are gentle provocations intended to expose some of the roots of your anti-fatness to you. Consider these questions as beginnings, not endings.

Note, too, that these questions are designed to be taken on alone, or with a small group of peers who consent to reflecting on anti-fatness with you. Reflecting on our biases requires getting uncomfortably honest with ourselves and examining thoughts about fatness and fat people that are directly harmful to those who are fatter than us. Discussions about anti-fatness can also prove challenging for people with eating disorders or body dysmorphic disorder, for whom conversations about fatness and anti-fatness can be triggering. For those reasons, be thoughtful about when and whether you invite others into your own reflection. Should you decide to engage others in your reflections, do so only with their enthusiastic and unreserved consent.

If you feel the urge to pull others into that reflection, think critically about who you want to involve, and why. If you’re inclined to do that reflecting with people who are fatter than you: Why do you think that is? Why do you need those who are fatter than you to hear your harshest thoughts about them? What outcomes, if any, are changed by doing that work with others instead of alone? Do other participants benefit? Or will entering that reflection space require them to hear insults to their own bodies or hear their most anti-fat fears given voice and credence? Should you decide to involve others in that reflection, be sure to ask for their consent, and be prepared to graciously accept if they decline.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR ACTION

In other sections, you’ll find a list of opportunities for action. These are chances for you to engage in some harm reduction in anti-fatness, both interrupting your own role in anti-fatness and stemming the seemingly unending tide of anti-fatness aimed at fat people. These lists are far from exhaustive and focus on addressing unambiguously anti-fat attitudes, actions, and approaches.

The best way to engage with these opportunities for action is to do something. Too often, we read or hear about critical issues of social justice, decry their injustice, and then fail to take meaningful action to stop that injustice. We stop short because those issues can seem overwhelming, next steps feel unclear, or the path forward is simply exhausting, more work than we’re prepared to take on. Remember that awareness can lay a foundation for change, but learning more about anti-fatness does not, in itself, change the conditions that fat people deal with every day. In order to change things, we’ve got to be willing to stretch out of our comfort zones, speak up about things we haven’t spoken up about before, and think more expansively about our own power and influence.

Sometimes, too, our power may not be clear to us. Each of us may forget the influence that we have over those we know and love. We may also forget that we’ve developed a sharp skill set for shifting the thinking and actions of those closest to us. Those working or learning in schools may not realize they can request more accessible seating options for fat and disabled students and faculty. Those in workplaces with human resources departments can advocate for the end of anti-fat “workplace wellness” programs, or workplace “biggest loser” weight-loss competitions. Health-care providers and administrators can make sure that medical equipment like blood pressure cuffs and exam tables are built for fat bodies, and start difficult, vital conversations about tackling anti-fat bias in health care. And nearly all of us can do more to interrupt vicious anti-fatness when it rears its head in public. None of these actions in and of themselves will end anti-fatness, but they can help stem the tide of anti-fatness that fat people contend with every day. Take these opportunities for action as footholds, options for next steps in your work to support fat people, but don’t stop there.

FURTHER RESOURCES AND CITATIONS

Each chapter includes citations for primary research sources. Those serve not only as bibliographies but as resource lists. Should you want to deepen your learning on a particular topic, consider those sources for further reading. They are by no means exhaustive, but they can offer a starting point. Note also that academic and medical research cited may include anti-fat language, premises, and frameworks, as many institutional perspectives on fatness do. Engage with these sources critically, and take care in reading them.






A LIST OF TERMS

Talking about fatness and thinness means navigating choppy waters. Even attempting to pin down what thinness is and what fatness is can prove challenging. In some ways, the terms are solid: fatness and thinness reflect externally observable characteristics that lead to concrete differences in interpersonal, cultural, and institutional experiences. In other ways, they are liquid: fatness and thinness are deeply subjective, defined differently by different people, in different households, and in different cultural contexts. What is considered “fat” or “thin” in one nation or neighborhood may vary greatly in the next. And in some ways, these terms become vapor, too ethereal to grab onto. Many of us maintain different definitions for what we consider fatness in ourselves and what we’re willing to name as fatness in those around us but still reveal anti-fat biases even to those who fall short of our expressed definitions of fat. Thinness, too, can be tough to wrap our arms around: it is a concrete state of being that allows for more unfettered access to clothing, health care, public spaces, and social acceptance. But those who receive that access still may not consider themselves thin, reserving thinness as some kind of out-of-reach ideal, defined by its unattainability. Still, those same people need to be able to locate themselves within a conversation about the social and political realities of moving through the world as fat and thin people. And still, we need to have an anchored conversation about how anti-fatness operates, who pays its biggest prices, and how our experiences relate to those of others.

What follows is a list of terms to anchor the analysis you’ll read in the pages ahead. The definitions here reflect only how these terms are used in this book, which may differ from other fat people’s definitions of these terms and concepts. As such, these shouldn’t be regarded as definitive definitions but as part of an operating guide to terms as they’re used in the chapters that follow.


FAT is a neutral descriptor for predominantly plus-size people. While fat is frequently used to insult people of all sizes, many fat people—those of us undeniably, indubitably fat by any measure—reclaim the term as an objective adjective to describe our bodies, like tall or short. It is used, accordingly, in a matter-of-fact way throughout the pages ahead. Fat stands in contrast to an endless parade of euphemisms—fluffy, curvy, big guy, big girl, zaftig, big-boned, husky, voluptuous, thick, heavyset, pleasantly plump, chubby, cuddly, more to love, overweight, obese—all of which just serve as a reminder of how terrified so many thin people are to see fat bodies, name them, have them.

Fat hasn’t become a bad word because fatness is somehow inherently undesirable but because of what we attach to it. We take “fat” to mean unlovable, unwanted, unattractive, unintelligent, unhealthy. But fatness itself is simply one aspect of our bodies—and a very small part of who each of us is. It deserves to be described as a simple fact, bearing little relevance to our worth or worthiness but a great deal of relevance to how we’re treated by individuals and institutions.

Body size, like so many aspects of human experience and identity, exists on spectra and scatterplots. As such, there are no hard and fast rules for who qualifies as “fat enough to be fat.” When I look for my fat people—the community I call home—I look for people who are united by experiences of widespread exclusion. I don’t just look for people who’ve been called fat, as all of us have, but folks who are shut out of having their basic needs met because of the simple fact of their size. Not just people who struggle to find clothing they like but people who struggle to find clothing at all. Not just people who feel uncomfortable on buses or airplanes but people who are publicly ridiculed for daring to board public transit at all. For my fat people, our size isn’t just an internal worry, it’s an inescapable external reality. We aren’t held captive by our own perceptions but by others’ beliefs that we are immoral, unlovable, irredeemable. All of us have felt the sting of the rejection of our bodies—either at our own hand or another’s. But not all of us have been repeatedly, materially harmed by the universality of that rejection. That’s an experience shared by those of us who are unquestionably, undeniably fat. But that’s one of many, many approaches to defining fatness. There are nearly as many definitions of fat as there are people in the world.

OBESE AND OVERWEIGHT are terms that have been most popularized by their use in the body mass index (BMI). While both terms existed before the mid- to late-twentieth century rise in use of the BMI, our current understandings of both exist within the BMI’s medicalized context. Obese and overweight reflect BMI weight classifications popularly believed to present added health risks not shouldered by thinner people. And because the BMI was developed exclusively for the bodies of white, Western European men, our current concepts of the health risks of fatness are directly tied to age-old racist constructs of health and size. The United States is also home to a culture of deep ableism and healthism—one that looks to individual health status as a referendum on work ethic and character. Thinner people are seen as working hard to achieve their thinness, therefore as dedicated and tenacious. Fatter people are seen, consequently, as failing to put in the effort needed to become thin, or healthy and virtuous. We are defined as categorically unhealthy, and therefore as categorically irresponsible.

These are terms that are also reductive and judgmental by their very definitions. The term “obese” is derived from the Latin obesus, meaning “having eaten oneself fat,” inherently blaming fat people for our bodies. A growing number of fat activists consider the term to be a slur, and many avoid it altogether. The term “overweight” implies that there is an objectively, externally determined correct weight for every body. Both terms are derived from a medical model that considers fat bodies as deviations in need of correction. Both are also defined terms used frequently within medical and academic research. Both terms are used sparingly throughout this book, but neither are fully absent.

SMALL FAT AND VERY FAT are used here to refer to different sizes of fat people. Different levels of fatness invite different experiences. People who wear smaller plus sizes (say, a US size 18) may frequently be on the receiving end of unsolicited diet and weight-loss advice. But people who wear extended plus sizes (a size 34, for example) may face open street harassment, hear jeers from passing cars, or find health care inaccessible to them because providers hold profound biases and medical equipment, like MRIs and exam tables, aren’t built for their bodies. Naming these gradations of experiences is essential to pinpointing the differing faces of anti-fatness and to identifying the relative privileges and blunted edges of anti-fatness that smaller fat people may receive by virtue of their proximity to thinness. Throughout this book, I use “smaller fat people” to refer to those who wear plus sizes on the smaller end of the plus-size spectrum (for example, a US women’s size 24 and under) and “larger fat people” to refer to those who wear larger plus sizes or extended plus sizes (for example, a US women’s size 26 and larger). There are vast differences of experience within those categories, so consider their use to be broad guideposts for how anti-fatness can impact fat people at different sizes.

THIN AND NON-FAT describe those whose bodies are thinner than fat people’s, and who receive social, cultural, and institutional privileges on the basis of that thinness and proximity to thinness. Those same people may describe themselves as “feeling fat” or may not describe their own bodies as thin. But the privileges we receive are based more on how others perceive us than how we perceive ourselves. Because fatness is often defined relative to thinness, thinness itself often goes unnamed, treated as a default not worth commenting on. But tackling biased myths against fat people requires naming thinness too, so that we can identify the ways in which these myths allow some thin and small fat people to evade and perpetuate anti-fatness by aligning themselves with thinness instead.

ANTI-FATNESS is an umbrella term used here to describe the attitudes, behaviors, and social systems that specifically marginalize, exclude, underserve, and oppress fat bodies. They refer both to individual bigotry as well as institutional policies designed to marginalize fat people. Anti-fatness and anti-fat bias are also sometimes referred to as fatphobia, fatmisia, sizeism, weight stigma, or fattism.

While “fatphobia” has become a popular term to describe anti-fat beliefs and behaviors, mental health advocates and Mad Pride activists alike have been clear: oppressive behaviors aren’t the same as phobias. Phobias are real mental illnesses, and conflating phobias with bigoted beliefs and behaviors invites further stigma and relies on ableist language. For more on these troubling dynamics, I strongly recommend Denarii Monroe’s excellent piece for Everyday Feminism, “3 Reasons to Find a Better Term Than ‘-Phobia’ to Describe Oppression.”1 Accordingly, throughout this book, I’ll be using the terms anti-fatness and anti-fat bias in place of “fatphobia.”

DIET CULTURE is a system of beliefs and practices that elevates thin bodies above all others, often interpreting thinness as a sign of both health and virtue. It mandates weight loss as a way of increasing social status, strengthening character, and accessing social privilege. Diet culture disproportionately benefits people whose bodies are naturally predisposed to be thin and people with the wealth and privilege to pay the high prices of customized diet foods, personal trainers, weight-loss surgery, and more. Even as “wellness” gains popularity as a way to talk about weight loss, it bears a striking resemblance to diet culture.

While many interventions are being made into diet culture, many oppose diets on the grounds that they fail to deliver weight loss, often implicitly and explicitly reinforcing anti-fatness in the process. Uprooting diet culture is essential to ending anti-fatness, but that won’t end anti-fatness on its own. Indeed, diet culture can be countered in ways that continue to lift up thin people and advocate for weight loss. As such, anti-diet projects and those aimed at diet culture are rightly met with skepticism from many fat people, who are clear that ending diet culture alone won’t save us. In order to deliver a changed world for fat people, the work to end diet culture must be driven by a broader commitment to ending anti-fatness and supporting justice and liberation for fat people.

STRAIGHT-SIZE CLOTHING refers to clothing sizes that can be purchased from nearly any clothing retailer. US straight sizes, usually sizes 00 to 14, are available at almost every store in a given shopping mall. Straight size is a way of referring to people with relative size privilege, instead of using value-laden terms such as “normal” or “regular” or inaccurate terms like “average” (in the US, the average size is plus size).

PLUS-SIZE CLOTHING cannot be reliably purchased in department stores or mainstream clothing retailers. It must be purchased from either a limited plus-size section or a specialty plus-size retailer, such as Torrid or Lane Bryant. In the US, this generally refers to women’s sizes 16 to 28.

EXTENDED PLUS-SIZE CLOTHING cannot be reliably purchased from mainstream retailers or from most plus-size retailers. In the US, women’s extended plus sizes are usually size 30 and up. Even basic essentials such as raincoats and sweatshirts are often unavailable in extended plus sizes. When extended plus-size clothing is available, it is almost exclusively available for purchase at exorbitant prices and only online. In some cases, extended plus-size clothing requires custom sizing or construction. Even retailers that proudly describe themselves as “size inclusive” often don’t offer extended plus sizes.
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MYTH 1

“BEING FAT IS A CHOICE. IF FAT PEOPLE DON’T LIKE HOW THEY’RE TREATED, THEY SHOULD JUST LOSE WEIGHT.”

In 2016, Us Weekly published a story about plus-size model Rosie Mercado.1 It wasn’t about her career in modeling or about her professional accomplishments. It was about her weight loss.

Mercado’s story as told by Us Weekly has a familiar arc. It paints a bleak before picture of her life as a fatter person, from challenges with the built environment (“I couldn’t fit in certain cars”) to self-esteem issues (“I felt that I wasn’t worthy of love”) to stories of public humiliation. In school, her classmates “would say things like ‘There goes that fat bitch,’ or ‘Why doesn’t she just lose weight?’”2 In adulthood, those experiences of public humiliation continued. When Mercado boarded a flight to New York, a flight attendant loudly announced that she wouldn’t fit in an airplane seat, which the magazine says she took as “a wake-up call—one that changed her life forever.”3 This is where the article reveals the prestige, asserting the model turned that degradation into weight-loss motivation, losing 240 pounds. Mercado is careful to state how much effort she puts into weight loss. “My first 100 pounds I did by myself by running, walking and Zumba. [ . . . ] I walk 15,000 steps every single day.”4 In this story, and so many others like it, weight loss is presented as the result of a series of choices that can only be made by people with strong and admirable character: those with tenacity, determination, and a dogged work ethic.

Stories like Mercado’s are frequently lifted up in popular media, offered ostensibly as inspiration for the rest of us, presuming that nearly every reader longs or intends to lose weight. Those human-interest weight-loss stories are often accompanied by advertisements for specific methods of weight loss. From fad diets to “lifestyle changes,” juice cleanses to intermittent fasting, surgery to Cool Sculpting, all bill themselves as choices that we are free to make, and if we choose wisely, thinness will be delivered to us. Nearly everywhere we go, we are reminded that our bodies are a choice, and that our choices are being judged. Chain restaurants offer “healthy options,” and snack-food marketing refers to low-calorie options as “guilt free,” both of which serve as coded ways to tell us which foods will or won’t supposedly make us fat. Diets may be eschewed but only in favor of “lifestyle choices.” We are told that our choices are our own, and our bodies are reflections of the rightness of those choices. If we are thin, we will be presumed to have made good choices. If we are fat, we must have chosen poorly. Our bodies are believed to be meritocracies, direct reflections of the work we’re willing to put in. We are expected to judge ourselves on what we’re told are the objective measures of our bodies, and we are reminded that others will judge us based on our bodies too.

The belief that anyone can and should lose weight is widely held. After twenty years of the “obesity epidemic,” those human-interest stories and marketing campaigns for weight loss have been accompanied by public policy interventions designed to reduce population-level rates of fatness. In other words, our cultural attitudes stigmatizing fatness have been fortified, lent legitimacy by mainstream “anti-obesity” campaigns that aim to reduce the number of fat people. (As of 2022, no nation or jurisdiction has done so, revealing this strategy to be at once profoundly anti-fat, punitive, and ineffective.) Most adult Americans have become accustomed to never-ending headlines about the “obesity epidemic” and evening news stories that feature footage of fat people filmed from the neck down. We watch hours of news that show fat people as faceless threats, disembodied torsos made up only of the fat rolls that are expected to define us. And when those news programs take a commercial break, advertisements tell us about the many miracle weight-loss cures that are supposedly available to us. Fat people are reduced to our bodies, our bodies are recast as burdens, and then we’re offered up a thousand ways to make those burdensome bodies disappear. In that context, for fat people, weight loss is less a suggestion than a mandate. All of us can lose weight, but in an “obesity epidemic,” fat people must lose weight.

Whatever our size, many of us have been trained to see it as a choice and to see fatness as an irresponsible and immoral one. It is an overtly biased belief in its own commitment to assigning value to differing body types and its insistence on blaming fat people for what it contends are our burdensome bodies. Moreover, research shows that belief—the belief that fat people can and should become thin—is a predictor of individual anti-fat bias. Questions about the controllability of weight are used in most academic tools to assess anti-fat bias, including the Fat Phobia Scale5 and the Attitudes Toward Obese Persons Scale.6 But how is such a commonly held belief, held as an objective truth, an indicator of bias?

Nearly every cultural message about fatness and weight loss insists that anyone can choose to lose weight, and many of us deeply believe that to be true. In truth, some fat people do choose fat bodies; some do not. But this cultural insistence that fatness is a choice isn’t about the veracity of that claim: it’s about minimizing fat people’s experiences, dismissing our needs, and perpetuating anti-fat bias. And in its determination to do so, it steamrolls over copious evidence that challenges the belief that thinness is a choice that’s always available to fat people.

Medical researchers who specialize in fatness are clear that fat people are fat for a wide range of reasons, but public perceptions still lag behind.7 In 2016, the New York Times published a report with the headline “Americans Blame Obesity on Willpower, Despite Evidence It’s Genetic.”8 Indeed, our cultural beliefs about weight loss and weight gain are miles apart from what research shows and what some fat people have long maintained: that our body size isn’t solely, or even primarily, the result of choices. Many health conditions lead to the accumulation of fat that is resistant to traditional methods of weight loss. Lipedema causes fat to accumulate and swell in one’s legs, buttocks, and upper arms and that fat does not respond to traditional dietary or exercise interventions for weight loss. The condition’s cause is unknown, and there is currently no cure.9 While this under-discussed health condition may seem niche, researchers estimate that it impacts up to 10 percent of those assigned female at birth.10 Polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS) is an endocrine disorder impacting androgen production and is also resistant to traditional weight-loss methods.11 According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, PCOS affects 6 to 12 percent of Americans assigned female at birth—as many as five million people.12 Even type 2 diabetes, commonly thought of as a result of weight gain can instead be a cause of it: treatments like insulin13 and sulfonylureas can lead to weight gain, as can many others.14 According to the American Diabetes Association, 11 percent of Americans had type 1 or type 2 diabetes in 2019.15 These health conditions have high levels of prevalence, and all of them complicate our brutally oversimplified understanding of weight gain and loss. As fat people have long known, our assumptions about the ease of weight loss are not only judgmental, they’re inaccurate and stigmatizing, reducing chronic health conditions and disabilities to character flaws revealed by the “choice” of having a fat body.

Research shows, too, that we are surrounded by images and messages about fatness and fat people that foment anti-fat bias in many of us. In 2011, researchers from the University of Connecticut’s Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity studied over four hundred images of fat people alongside stories in major news outlets about fatness and the “obesity epidemic” and found nearly three-fourths of the images showed fat people in “a negative and stigmatizing way.” While thin people were depicted as individuals, whole people with faces, lives, and expertise to offer, fat people were “more likely to be portrayed as headless, without clothing (e.g., bare stomach), eating and drinking, and portrayed from unflattering side or rear views.”16 Their research also found that fat people were “far less likely to be portrayed as experts, advocates, journalists, or professionals compared to thinner individuals.”17 In a 2013 study analyzing 371 videos of news coverage related to fatness and fat people, a commanding majority of images reinforced biased attitudes toward fat people, showing us as inactive, eating foods commonly considered to be “unhealthy,” and wearing ill-fitting clothing.18

Media images of fat people are also deeply racialized. A 2012 study in Social Science & Medicine looked at news coverage of fat people in Time and Newsweek from 1984 to 2009, including images and written descriptions of fat people. In that span of twenty-five years, fat elders of all races were “starkly underrepresented,” an omission that quietly reinforces the idea that fat people don
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