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Chapter 1 Introduction: Why Queering Fat Embodiment?

Jackie Wykes

DOI: 10.4324/9781315603285-1


Queer (and) Fat

Is fat queer? The specious stereotype of the fat lesbian who ‘turns to women’ because she’s ‘too ugly to get a man’ suggests it may be. Conversely, even the most cursory analysis of contemporary Western media culture reveals that only slender bodies are presented as legitimate objects of heterosexual desire.

These brief examples begin to make apparent some of the ways in which compulsory heterosexuality and compulsory thinness are mutually constitutive. This concept is particularly indebted to Robert McRuer’s Crip Theory (2006), which in turn draws on Adrienne Rich’s ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence’ (1980). Rich’s seminal essay showed how heterosexuality is ‘a political institution’ which not only works to structure social, political, economic and cultural life according to an asymmetrical system of binary gender, but also how it structures identity and desire through ‘control of consciousness’. McCruer drew on Rich’s insights to suggest, further, the ways that ‘compulsory heterosexuality is contingent on compulsory able-bodiedness, and vice versa’ (2006: 2).1 This collection aims to build on these ideas by examining how compulsory heteronormativity works to regulate fat bodies and subjects, and how this regulation might be challenged through fat scholarship and activism.

1 Several scholars have pointed out parallels between the construction of fatness and disability – and indeed, the ways that fatness is constructed as a disability – in contemporary Western culture. For further discussion, see Meleo-Erwin in this volume.
Of course, fat scholarship and fat activism are not necessarily distinct categories. Indeed, many of the contributors to this collection straddle the boundaries of academic and activist worlds, as do the editors. Even leaving aside individual personal investments (which are present – if not always explicitly acknowledged – across all areas of scholarship, identity-based or not), fat studies often has the explicit aim of changing the ways that (fat) people – including the scholars themselves – feel and think about, and act toward, (their own) fat bodies, and thus could be considered a form of activism in and of itself.

The genesis of fat studies as a scholarly field can be traced back to the fat liberation movement that emerged in the US in the late 1960s and early 1970s, growing out of the civil rights and, especially, the women’s liberation movements. Early fat activists formed fat women’s consciousness-raising and problem-solving groups to address the specific needs and problems faced by fat women, which mainstream feminism often ignored or was even hostile to.2 These groups later evolved into fat activist collectives such as the Fat Liberation Front and the Fat Underground, and developed insightful critiques of the connections between women’s oppression, fat oppression, the medicalisation of the fat body, and the interests of capital vis-à-vis the multimillion dollar dieting and body-modification industries. The Fat Liberation Front also published and distributed these ideas via pamphlets, many of which are collected in the anthology Shadow on a Tightrope: Writings by Women on Fat Oppression (Schoenfielder and Weiser 1983). The insights and critiques developed by these early activists groups continue to inform fat activism and scholarship today.

2 See, for example, mainstream feminism’s embrace of Susie Orbach’s Fat is a Feminist Issue.
Fat studies as an institutional area of academic enquiry began to emerge in the late 1990s and early 2000s. While a few non-academic books concerning fat politics had appeared before that time (Schoenfielder and Weiser 1983, Millman 1980), fat studies as an identifiable – albeit interdisciplinary – scholarly field developed out of two key contexts: 1) the advent of the ‘obesity epidemic’ in public discourse; and 2) the material turn in cultural studies, specifically the turn toward ‘the body’ as an important site for interrogating the operations of power.

The idea of the ‘obesity epidemic’ began to emerge in public discourse in the late 1990s. While the idea that the general population was getting fatter had already been around for several decades, the late 1990s saw the advent of fatness as a ‘global epidemic’ and a subject of mediated anxiety. Charlotte Cooper argues that the ‘fuzzy origins of what has come to be known as the global obesity epidemic’ were ‘crystallised’ by the World Health Organisation at a summit titled Obesity: Preventing and Managing the Global Epidemic (1997) and in the subsequent release in 2000 of a report by the same name (Cooper 2010: 1022).

The construction of fatness as a global health crisis worked to produced fat bodies and fat subjects as both ‘diseased’ on an individual level, and as parasitic on a social level, monopolising healthcare resources while failing – or refusing – their responsibility as good neoliberal citizens to enact ‘proper’ self-management through weight loss. Fatness was thus constructed as moral failing (see, for example, the UK House of Commons report on obesity, which asks ‘should obesity be blamed on gluttony, sloth, or both?’ (HoC 2004, 23)). As Samantha Murray argues, the discourse of the ‘obesity epidemic’ not only ‘mobilised the moral panic that surrounds an epidemic as an urgent imperative for citizens to lose weight’ (2008: 20–21), but produced a rationale for fatphobia in the name of “health” and, moreover, worked to make fat bodies into targets for increased monitoring, surveillance, and intervention.

Meanwhile, feminist and queer scholarship was turning toward the problem of the body, and, in particular, theories of embodiment that emphasised the material specificity of the corporal body in the construction of sexuality and subjectivity (Butler 1990, 1993, Grosz 1994). However, fatness was largely elided in scholarship on the body prior to the emergence of fat studies. Even in work that explicitly engaged with ‘embodied difference’ or ‘subversive’ bodies, fatness was rarely mentioned, and the question of fat subjectivity and identity was almost never addressed.

Even more curious was the lack of engagement with fatness in both popular and academic texts that specifically addressed questions of weight. Prior to the emergence of fat studies, several decades of feminist work had analysed the constructions and constrictions of the female body in Western culture (Orbach 1978, Chernin 1981, Bordo 1993, Wolf 1990). Much of this analysis examined body size and weight, but was typically centred on eating disorders and ‘the tyranny of slenderness’ (Chernin 1981).

While this work yielded valuable insights into the construction of (female) bodies and compulsory thinness that informed, and in some ways enabled, the emergent field of fat studies, it persistently centred on a normatively slender body, marginalising or erasing fat bodies except as the constitutive and often invisible ‘other’ against which the norm was defined. As LeBesco argues, this focuses on compulsory thinness ‘excludes the fat-identified subject’ and acknowledges only ‘a subject whose desire to be “normal” determines her identity’ (2004: 16). Fat studies, in response, has positioned the materially fat body at the centre of inquiry.



Queering Fat

The potential queerness – and queer potential – of fat has long been an important part of the political project of fat activism and scholarship. For example, Kathleen LeBesco’s foundational work draws out a number of similarities/parallels in the medical, psychological, social, and representational treatments of fatness and queerness (2001, 2004, 2009). LeBesco argues that both fatness and queerness are, or have been, medicalised, pathologised, and stigmatised. Both are – or have been – at the centre of moral panics in which they are conceived of as perverse, excessive, unnatural, and a threat to the social order. Both have been targeted by public health campaigns and other interventions that seek to manage, ‘cure’, or eliminate them. These discourses produce fat and queer bodies (and fat queer bodies) as ‘unfit’ both physically and morally.

Importantly, however, ‘queer’ is not simply a way of describing ‘same sex’ desire or object choice (even if we leave aside for a moment the problematic concept of ‘same sex’ with its binary assumptions and neat alignment of sex and gender). Rather, queer can be either (or both) a description and an action; an orientation and a practice; a mode of political and critical inquiry which seeks to expose taken-for granted assumptions, trouble neat categories, and unfix the supposedly fixed alignment of bodies, gender, desire and identities. As Eve Kosofky Sedgwick argued:


“queer” can refer to: the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically. (1993: 8)



Sedgwick goes on to suggest that ‘a lot of the most exciting work around “queer” spins the term outward along dimensions that can’t be subsumed under gender and sexuality at all [such as] race, ethnicity, postcolonial nationality’ (1993: 8–9). However, she also cautions against disavowing the originary meaning of ‘queer’ to denote ‘same-sex sexual object choice’ since ‘for anyone to disavow those meanings, or to displace them from the term’s definitional centre, would be to dematerialise the possibility of queerness itself’ (Sedgwick 1993: 8).

Questions of sexuality are always implicated in questions of the body, since ‘any account of embodiment is also always an account of sexuality’ (Grosz 1994: viii). Indeed, as many of the pieces in this collection show, body shape and size are profoundly implicated in questions of gender and sexuality, often in ways that are far more complex and intimate than the conventional discourses of ‘body image’ and ‘self-esteem’ can allow.

The pieces in this collection do not simply draw parallels between fat and queer experiences, investigate the intersection of fat and queer, or even argue that fat necessarily is queer (although these ideas are explored). Rather, the chapters in this collection point to the ways that heteronormativity operates as a regulatory apparatus which underwrites and governs the discourse on – and management of – the fat body.

Furthermore, fatness cuts across lines of gender, sexual orientation, class, race, and ability. While these ‘identity-constituting, identity-fracturing discourses’ many not necessarily be subsumed under gender and sexuality, they are, however, mutually implicated in the discursive and material construction and circulation of meaning, identity, and power that fall under the critical rubric of queer critique.3 Importantly, ‘identity-constituting’ discourses such as heterosexuality, able-bodiedness, whiteness, middle-classness and slimness are unmarked – they appear natural and universal and thus have a profoundly normative and disciplinary power. By ‘bringing forth’ these discourses and making their hidden assumptions visible, queering can work to destabilise normative categories and denaturalise dominant ways of seeing, doing, and being.

3 See, for example, Mason Stokes’ The Colour of Sex (2001), which examines the ways that whiteness is central to the construction of normative heterosexuality; and while Stevi Jackson’s ‘Heterosexual Hierarchies’ (2011), which explores the interrelations of class and sexuality.
Fat identity is not contiguous with any one category (although body size and shape may cluster according to structural factors such as income and ethnicity), but rather intersects with different vectors of identity in mutually constitutive ways. Indeed, as Elena Levy Navarro argues in the introduction to Historicizing Fat in Anglo-American Culture, fat has often been understood as a natural, universal, and trans-historical category, thus obscuring ‘how fat as a classification serves to secure power relations’ (2010: 2). This is not to suggest that fat somehow negates or overdetermines other categories, but rather to emphasise how anti-fat rhetoric is deployed in ways that reinscribe and naturalise extant social inequalities in and through the body (see also Metzl 2010).

This approach moves toward an understanding of the multiple and intersecting ways that power operates on bodies and desires. Importantly, it also points towards the ways in which non-normative bodies challenge and disrupt – that is to say, queer – the disciplinary power of normative categories.



Queering Fat Embodiment

While queer theory has long been influential in fat studies scholarship, this is the first collection of work focused specifically on the critical and political potential of queering fat embodiment. The chapters collected here take a range of approaches to queering fat embodiment, exploring the multiple and overlapping connections and intersections between fat and gender, sexuality and desire, fat embodiment and trans embodiment, fashion and consumption, visuality and art, gay masculinities, neoliberal capitalism, disciplinary medicine, disability, and fat activist politics.

Given the identity-effects/personal investments/etc., it is unsurprising that many of the pieces in this collection are deeply informed by lived experience. As Longhurst notes in this volume, ‘the process of constructing knowledge is always embodied’. A number of the papers collected here explicitly acknowledge this when they use personal stories to explicate theoretical arguments. At the same time, Longhurst argues, ‘[o]ur subjectivities are made and remade through our research’. This recalls the inextricability of the relationship between fat activism and scholarship – the pieces in this collection seek to bring about transformation, both for the researcher and the reader.

Similarly, James Burford and Sam Orchard’s dialogically structured ‘Chubby Boys with Strap-Ons: Queering Fat Transmasculine Embodiment’ not only draws on the authors’ personal experience, but presents ‘a co-constructed conversation’. The authors create a deliberately ‘messy text’ which aims to ‘resist dichotomous thinking by proliferating different, and indeed divergent accounts. As they note, ‘[w]orking in this way frees us as authors to disagree with each other, and ourselves’ Burford and Orchard extend this queer approach to knowledge production to the process of reception and meaning-making in the practice of reading, explicitly inviting readers to speak the text aloud, to pay attention to the affective experience of reading, and to speak back.

The pieces in this collection are exploratory and questioning; they suggest ways of thinking about fat embodiment that are contingent, contextual, and relational; they are ruminations and provocations rather than definitive theories or answers. They question orthodox ideas about fatness from both mainstream culture and from within fat studies itself. This volume contains reflective personal narratives, autoethnographic theorisations, and formal scholarship, bringing together different genres and modes of inquiry into the queer potential of fat embodiment. Queering is, after all, interested in troubling the distinctions between categories, and by refusing ‘proper’ divisions, we hope to encourage productive reflection and connections across and between the collection and its readers.

In the opening chapter, ‘Queering Body Shape and Size’, Robyn Longhurst outlines four possible approaches to queering fat embodiment: Judith Butler’s work on performativity; Michael Brown’s work of the closet; Elspeth Probyn’s rethinking of shame as an important and potentially productive emotion; and Sara Ahmed’s theorisation of the embodied spatial aspects of ‘orientation’. In outlining these approaches, Longhurst is seeking to ‘un-fix’ fatness ‘by exposing the fluid and spatially contingent nature of these subjectivities’. Her analysis is informed by her own experiences changing weight as well as her theoretical commitments.

Longhurst’s attempts to un-fix fatness challenges one of the orthodoxies of fat politics – that is, that body size is largely beyond individual control. In response to the idea that fatness results from a failure of will, fat activists and critical obesity scholars have argued that body size is more or less fixed, an immutable fact of genetics (see, for example, Campos 2004). This biological determinism may be an understandable response to stigma, but, as LeBesco has argued elsewhere, it is both predicated on a lack of agency, and works to reinscribe the underlying logic which posits fat bodies and subjects as inferior and out-of-control (LeBesco 2004: 114). By ‘un-fixing’ fatness, Longhurst’s work promises to ‘open up psychological, discursive and material spaces’ for ‘a diverse range of perpetually shifting corporeal forms’.

Kimberley Dark’s chapter, ‘Becoming Travolta’, illustrates the queer potential of un-fixing fatness, reflecting on the complexities of fat embodiment, gender, sexuality and identity. Dark tells the story of how, as pre-adolescent girls, she and her friends repeatedly enacted scenes from Grease, reflecting on how her fatness meant she was always assigned the role of Travolta – ‘I was the biggest of the group, therefore the most convincing guy. Or maybe I was the least convincing Sandra Dee’. Working through the performance to the performative, Dark’s narrative shows not only how the specificity of the fat body circumscribes what sorts of (gendered and sexual) roles are available to – and intelligible for – fat girls, but how the continual reiteration of these roles works to materialise sex and gender in and through the body.

Dark illuminates the ways that fatness works to put particular forms of femininity ‘out of reach’, but suggests that ‘becoming Travolta’ doesn’t necessarily preclude being Olivia: ‘for me, the role of male lead AND the female glamour were imprinted utterly’. Rather than negating the possibility of femininity, Dark suggests that fat embodiment can open up the queer potential of sexuality and gender.

Stefanie Jones’s chapter, ‘The Performance of Fat: The Spectre Outside the House of Desire’ spins Butler’s performative analytic out along multiple axes of race, class, and sexuality to argue that ‘the regulation of fat … is integral to the maintenance of other systems of differentially distributed power’ while at the same time ‘the construction of fat is informed by systems of race, class, and sexuality and the desire associated with them’.

Jones argues that desire is central to the apparatus of neoliberal capitalism, arguing that the ‘threat’ posed by fatness is the threat of exclusion from heterodesire and the dominant order. Highlighting the slipperiness of ‘fat’ as a signifier, Jones argues that ‘because it can be used to critique any imagined difference from the social ideal, there are few on whose bodies the term will not stick’. Fatness, then, is deployed as a regulatory category that induces subjects to undertake the ‘uncompensated, unending work of individualist self-improvement [which] is a condition of both the body and of labor under neoliberal capitalism’. The persistence of the fat body in the face of this regulatory apparatus ‘stands against a simple dichotomy of desire and satisfaction of that desire’.

While Jones recognises that ‘fat embodiment twists up and complicates the binaries of heteronormative desire in such a way that can easily be claimed as queer’, she argues for a utopian understanding of queer as shifting and contingent. A ‘truly queer’ fat embodiment, then, would not prefer ‘a certain formation of desire’, but rather (re)create ‘a dynamic of desire that works actively against the processes of heteropatriarchal white-supremacist (and … ablist) capitalism’.

LeBesco’s ‘On Fatness and Fluidity’ also challenges to the supposed fixity of the fat body. LeBesco draws out the parallels between fat embodiment and trans embodiment in order to rethink the possible meanings of intentional weigh loss as a practice of body modification. She argues that dominant narratives construct both weight loss and transition as a permanent, unidirectional move from one side of a binary identity to the other, and proposes the concept of ‘sizef*cking’ as an alternative possibility with the potential to destabilise binary categories.

LeBesco cautions against an uncritical celebration of an abstracted fluidity which embraces trans and genderqueer as purely theoretical models and ignores the lived reality of embodied subjects. Not only would such a move risk implicitly devaluing ‘inflexible’ subjects, but it ‘disregard[s] both hegemonic constraints on gender diversity in public interactions and the disruptive effect of transgressive fluidity not on the gender order, but on individual lives’.

In ‘Chubby Boys with Strap-Ons: Queering Fat Transmasculine Embodiment’, Jamie Burford and Sam Orchard interrogate their own experiences of fat and trans embodiment via ‘a conversation between two people who (at the time of writing) shelter under the broad trans* umbrella, and focus on accounts of fat embodiment in trans* cultural work’. Their text constructs a complex and contingent network of relations between body size, gender, and desire as they reflect on their ongoing negotiation of identity and embodiment in relation to romantic and sexual relationships, queer communities, biomedical authority, media outlets, self-representation, and more.

They insist on the social embededness of the embodied self, and articulate the ambivalence of being fat and trans in a fat phobic and transphobic world. At the same time, they discuss the productive and enabling possibilities of queering fat transmasculine embodiment by ‘proliferating alternative, and (to some) incoherent images and accounts of masculinities’.

Cat Pausé’s chapter, ‘Causing a Commotion: Queering Fat in Cyberspace’, also speaks to the potential of proliferating alternatives to enable new ways of thinking about fatness. Pausé looks at online fat activism, arguing that the Internet opens up new possibilities for building fat community across spatial and temporal disjunctures. She presents a series of case studies that demonstrate the potential for online activists to queer normative ideas about fatness through the refusal of mainstream discourses of health, beauty, and desire, and the creation and dissemination of new ideas about fat bodies and identities.

Jenny Lee’s memoir piece, ‘Flaunting Fat: Sex with the Lights On’, also reflects on the enabling possibilities of fat (and) queer community while exploring the social, cultural, and familial imperatives which delineate fat and queer identities.

Lee talks about ‘coming out’ both as fat and queer, and suggests that, by denying bodily appetite, dieting serves to keep the fat body ‘in the closet’. In particular, her reflections on the connections and divergences between her desire to modify her body through weight loss and her partner’s desire to undertake gender transition illuminate the constitutive relationship between body size and gender, specifically the imperative for women to be thin – while ‘his desire for change included shedding other people’s expectations that he would conform to his allocated female gender and upbringing, whereas my desire for change was about conforming to what I thought a woman should be’. Lee’s identification as fat/queer in the closing section of her piece serves to underscore how understandings of body size, sexuality and gender are mutually constructed.

Zoë Meleo-Erwin’s ‘Queering the Linkages and Divergences: The Relationship between Fatness and Disability and the Hope for a Liveable World’ moves from the discussion of gender and onto disability. She traces the medical, cultural and material connections and disconnections in the construction of fatness and (as) disability, and outlines the ways that fat scholars and activists have used the ‘social model’ of disability to argue that fat subjects are ‘disabled’ by ‘the ways in which the social and built environment create barriers for those with impairments by reflecting and privileging the able-bodied’. While acknowledging the value of the social model in enabling ‘the development of a social and political identity, the creation of community, and the opening up of employment, education, community based housing, transportation, access to more of the built environment, etc.’, Meleo-Erwin argues that it ultimately rests on neoliberal ideologies which enforce ‘normative ideals of autonomy, control, self-determination, and proper citizenship’.

Rather than arguing that fat bodies should be considered disabled, she suggests that fat (and) disabled bodies belong under the umbrella of queer. In making this argument, Meleo-Erwin calls for an examination of how ‘concepts such as health, illness, normalcy, pathology, and cure are ideological’ and function as normative categories of regulation and control. Queering the construction of fatness and disability, she argues, ‘makes room for counter-notions that allow for difference, interdependence, and even vulnerability and choice’ and thus create ‘the hope of liveable worlds’.

Shifting back to a more explicit focus on gender and sexuality, Scott Beattie’s ‘Bear Arts Naked: Queer Activism and the Fat Male Body’ considers the queer potential of eroticised images of ‘the hairy bear body’ to disrupt normative ideas of masculinity, health and desire by ‘blur[ing] the boundaries of techniques representing masculine and feminine through depiction of hardness and softness, muscle and fat’.

Through a series of interviews with ‘bear artists’, many of whom identified as straight women, and most of whom ‘denied any overt political agenda [and] had little if any connection the bear subculture’, Beattie problematises notions of artistic production, authenticity, essentialist identity, subcultural formation, and the politics of activism, arguing that ‘[b]ear arts can be understood as an aesthetic and discursive force rather than a social and political one without diluting its power to effect change’.

Finally, Margitte Kristjannson’s chapter, ‘Fashion’s “Forgotten Woman”: How Fat Bodies Queer Fashion and Consumption’, analyses the complex relationships between fatness, femininity, class, taste and consumption.
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