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Abstract

This dissertation used an interdisciplinary approach to examine facilitators and barriers of
the Fat Liberation Movement (FLM). Drawing on scholarship related to identity,
organizational identification, social movements, and public policy, this study examined
four research questions about how issues of discourse, identity, political action, and
internal routines impact the progress of the FLM. Through content, thematic, and frame
analysis, the researcher analyzed 3 viral Facebook posts; 27 episodes of The Biggest
Loser, My 600 Ib. Life, and My Big Fat Fabulous Life; and 27 blog posts from the blogs
The Militant Baker and Dances with Fat as well as the online magazine My Body is not
an Apology. In addition, the researcher conducted 25 in-depth interviews with active

members of the FLM.

Findings from the study revealed three discursive tensions (unnatural/natural, fact/fiction,
and acceptable/unacceptable) to illustrate the ways that fat rejection and fat acceptance

discourse competed in interaction.



The primary facilitators of the movement were: the use of fat acceptance discourse;
identity; identification processes through virtual communities; political action efforts; and

internal practices and strategies through the use of social media and blogs.

The primary barriers of the movement were: the use of fat rejection discourse; the
acceptance of intersectional identities; a lack of collective organization, and a

decentralized leadership hierarchy.

Through the examination of the FLM, rich data emerged to explain several actions
movement members participate in through verbal and nonverbal communicative
behaviors including language (reclaiming the word “fat”), and physical activity
(uninstitutionalized institutionalized political actions), adding to or taking away from
movement’s progress. Additionally, frameworks around discourse, organization
identification and political action have been extended to the context of a marginalized

grassroots movement operating primarily online.

Future directions for research seek to build on matters of identity and identification
within the discipline of communication around organizational identification, membership
negotiation, and discourse. Practical implications have also been given as
recommendations to improve the actions of the movement and its members regarding

communication, inclusion, and social movement practices.
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INTRODUCTION

Used as a descriptor, the word fat is simply describing the size of something.
However, when coupled with bodies, negative connotations emerge which dehumanize
fat individuals and are often used as justification for ill treatment (Lyons, 2009). For
example, in a lawsuit brought against the Texas airport bus company for discrimination
against the hiring of a fat prospective employee, a doctor testified he made judgments
about the plaintiff’s health based on her body size before actually conducting an
examination (Kirkland, 2008). Although the examination results showed the plaintiff to
be in good health, she was denied, a medical examination certificate because of frivolous
claims that she waddled when she walked and took an extremely long time to make it into
the doctor’s office when called (Kirkland, 2008). In short, the plaintiff was stigmatized
because of the size of her body under the social construct that fat on bodies is bad, and
more so, that fat on bodies is not good for business. Unfortunately, instances such as
these are not very common. It is the goal of this dissertation to unpack instances such as
these highlighting weight stigma and fatphobic practices in modern day society.

In an interpretive study conducted by Tretheway (1999) with women from the
chamber of commerce, it was revealed that women do not see fat bodies as professional.
Furthermore, the employees also acknowledged that discrimination against fat people
was spoken about openly amongst colleagues as bosses had commented that they would
not hire an individual simply because they were fat (Tretheway, 1999). The perpetuation
of weight stigma due to the social construction of fat is an ongoing instance in today’s
Western culture, often ridiculing, demeaning, and discriminating against fat bodies based

on their size (Puhl & Brownell, 2003). Despite research findings that suggest treatment



such as this does not promote psychological or physical well-being in those that are
subjected to it (McClure, Puhl, & Heuer, 2011; Puhl & Heuer, 2010), fat individuals still
directly and indirectly experience stigma in macro and micro contexts.

Since the late 18" century, diets have emerged as a popular way for individuals to
rid themselves of fat and improve their social status among their peers (Stearns, 2002).
Despite a 95% failure rate, the acceptance of dieting still permeates throughout society
due to weight loss discourse (Lyons, 2009; Stearns, 2002).

Fat rejection discourse can be defined as a bigger, more dominant frame of
thinking that encompasses society and conversations about fat and weight. In short, it is
what society accepts as normal, just like it is assumed men should be breadwinners in the
family, we also assume weight loss is the best way to combat fat. Arroyo and Harwood
(2014) highlight fat rejection discourse in the context of “fat talk,” reporting that women
are more likely to experience dissatisfaction with their bodies when comparing body
features to show compassion for their “imperfections.” Fat rejection discourse is also
prevalent in the media through its focus on personal responsibility and willpower for
achieving a certain body type or figure (Brochu, Pearl, Puhl, & Brownell, 2014; Kim &

Willis, 2007).

Birthed out of the feminist, queer, and civil rights era (Cooper, 1998), the Fat
Liberation Movement (FLM) was developed for fat individuals seeking freedom from
societal norms and discrimination practices impressed upon people in their social spheres
due to the size of their bodies. Since its inception, the FLM has continuously challenged
dominant discourses and behavior that favor “normal” bodies, myths of acceptability, and

weight bias (Aphramor, 2010; Cooper, 1998; Herndon, 2008; Heuer, McClure, & Puhl,



2011; McClure et al., 2011; Puhl & Brownell, 2003). Additionally, research utilizing
feminist theory and perspectives has helped to draw attention to the explicit and implicit
treatment fat women often experience which has been reported as erasing their identities

as feminine, sexual beings.

A thorough investigation of the communication literature revealed that, despite
boasting a history of interdisciplinary collaborations with fields such as sociology,
psychology, and anthropology, fat liberation is still extremely understudied in the field of
communication. Hence, there remains a prime interest in examining the FLM since
weight stigma is a communication problem in today’s Western culture, where individuals
often ridicule, demean, and discriminate against fat bodies (Puhl & Brownell, 2003).
Furthermore, fat individuals encounter other communicative dilemmas as they are often
exploited in the media (e.g., news outlets, movies, TV shows, etc.) and have difficulty
forging interpersonal and romantic relationships (Kim & Willis, 2007; Puhl & Brownell,
2003; Puhl & Heuer, 2010). Lastly, within the field of communication, scholars could
find great heuristic value in the extension of theories regarding issues of identity and
identification within the FLM, as both bodies of scholarship can be situated as vital
components in understanding collective action through social movements and social

change.

It is the goal of this study to examine the legacy of the FLM by assessing the
factors that keep it hindered from public exposure, while highlighting the factors that
facilitate its growth. While reviewing the evolution of the movement, its history is found
to be intriguing but also disappointing due to the lack of initiative by entities in positions

of power to change the perspective of the public about fat individuals and their plight in



society. Furthermore, with additional research of the movement’s involvement in public
policy endeavors, it became clear that although the FLM has been present over the past
five decades working towards social change, the endeavors of fat activists have been
marginalized due to larger societal discourses about weight from medical communities
and weight loss industries, which speaks to external struggles inhibiting progress.
Moreover, questions are still left to ponder about the internal workings of the FLM since
investigation has been lacking in this context. There is a need to explore the practices or
strategies of the movement, feelings and productivity around membership, and the ever-
changing landscape of media and the dissemination of ideas to those who are interested in
hearing them the most. Hence, it is the goal of this dissertation to lessen the gap of
knowledge in this area, addressing the previous questions through qualitative inquiry,
amplifying the voices of those within the movement, while examining the discourse of
their opponents.

The literature review will begin with a history of the FLM. Then, the movement
will be considered in the context of current discourses about bodies, identity, and social
acceptability. Topics of public policy and political action also will be reviewed in light of
the progress of the movement. Research questions will be offered about each of these
topics. Next, the study’s methods will be discussed, and results presented. The
dissertation will conclude with a discussion connecting the data with theoretical and
practical implications, while also offering directions for future research and addressing

limitations.



CHAPTER 1

MAPPING THE HISTORY OF THE FAT LIBERATION MOVEMENT

The FLM has three waves of emergence and establishment, marking its
development throughout the past 40 years as a movement that advocates for fat
individuals to be represented accurately in everyday life, research, academia, and fashion
(Cooper, 1998; Sokol, 2015). The following map of the movement is not exhaustive but
provides history and context for the dissertation’s focus on the third wave of fat liberation
by identifying significant gains the movement has made through the incorporation of Fat
Studies as a discipline of study, the acceleration of fat acceptance and celebration through
social media, and the interpersonal connections solidified through liberation

communities.

The First Wave

The first wave of the movement occurred between 1967 and 1989 (Cooper, 2008)
as individuals organized to bring awareness to the ill treatment fat people were
experiencing in society. For example, the first documented organized protest against the
maltreatment of fat individuals was orchestrated in 1967 as 500 demonstrators staged a
“fat-in” in Central Park located in New York City. Those who attended staged the
demonstration by showing up eating ice cream, burning diet books, and setting fire to
portraits of the popular model, Twiggy (Fletcher, 2009; Sokol, 2015). Protests like this in
the 1970s laid the foundation of social activism that would help to define the movement

along with the work of many other individuals and organizations (Cooper, 1998).



National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance (NAAFA). In 1969, one of
the most well-known organizations for fat rights, the National Association to Advance
Fat Acceptance (NAAFA), was created by William Fabrey as a response to the
maltreatment and discrimination practices his wife received from others due to her body
size (Cooper, 1998). Modeled after the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP), NAAFA was the first professional organization dedicated to
the advancement of fat rights, advocacy, and support services for its members and still
functions up to this present time (Cooper, 1998). Subsequently, due to intergroup
conflicts regarding NAAFA’s commitment to the fat community and an adoption of a
dating service in 1972, some members left NAAFA to pursue more radical types of

activism, forming what was known as the Fat Underground (Cooper, 2008).

The Fat Underground. The Fat Underground took a feminist perspective in
explaining why fat is problematic and used as a tool to oppress fat women’s ability to
express themselves sexually and sensually (Fishman, 1998). Founded by Sarah Golda
Brachman Fishman and Judy Freespirit, the Fat Underground focused on distributing
writings and books to help fight issues of fat discrimination (Fishman, 1998). In 1973,
FreeSpirit and Fishman (also known as Aldebaran), drafted what is known today as the
Fat Liberation Manifesto, stating that fat liberation was not just about human dignity and
respect, but also committed to the removal of discrimination and practices that limit fat

people from living their best lives (Cooper, 1998). An excerpt from the manifesto reads,

We demand equal rights for fat people in all aspects of life, as promised in the
Constitution of the United States. We demand equal access to goods and services
in the public domain, and an end to discrimination against us in the areas of
employment, education, public facilities and health services (Laurenyay, n.d.,
para. 1).



Many other works were released throughout the decade of the 70s helping to
establish the work of fat liberation. A germinal piece of the movement, Shadow on a
Tightrope: Writings on Women on Fat Oppression, was published by Schoenfielder and
Wieser (1983) showcasing writings of fat activists of different races, helping to solidify
the claims of discrimination and stigma fat individuals endure. The importance of this
book continues with those in fat liberation today as the original distribution by those
affiliated with the Fat Underground helped to spread the message of fat activism far and
wide (Fishman, 1998; Simic, 2016). Additionally, the Fat Underground was also widely
acknowledged for the eulogy of Mama Cass Elliot, a famous fat singer who died from a
heart attack in 1974 (Cooper, 2008; Simic, 2016). During the funeral, members of the
group took the time to speak of the singer's influence and expose the fatphobic medical

practices that potentially lead to her death (Simic, 2016).

During the first wave of fat liberation, activists were building their case against
societal norms by addressing issues pertaining to health, political power, and sexuality.
They were also networking outside of the fat community with organizations that
supported queer identities as well as fostering the expansion of fat activism through
smaller community collectives in reference to fashion, dating, and exercise (Cooper,
2008; Simic, 2016). Furthermore, during the first wave, emphasis was being placed on
solidifying the legitimacy of the movement, which NAAFA helped to achieve, along with
the publishing of pieces like, Shadow on a Tightrope. Nevertheless, as times changed, the
methods of fat liberation did also, ushering in what is now known as the second wave of

fat liberation.

The Second Wave



The second wave of fat liberation is illustrated by the inclusion of other countries
and a rise in published works around the topic (Cooper, 2008). Well into the late 80s and
90s, more individuals were publishing books on fat acceptance, national conferences
were created, and more organizations emerged to fight against the injustices of the fat
community. Unlike the first wave, the second wave of fat liberation tactics included
celebrities to speak against fat oppression, and fat activists utilizing the media on their
own terms to produce material that accurately reflected the lived experiences of the fat
community (Cooper, 2008). Additionally, works geared towards fat liberation became
more visible in public policy as NAAFA introduced The Council on Size and Weight

Discrimination to fight against size discrimination (“Home,” n.d.).

Fat liberation takes on media. One of the most impactful strategies of the
second wave were the ways fat activists used the media and fashion to aid in the
dissemination of their message of size acceptance (Cooper, 2008). In 1984, Alice
Ansfield created the magazine Radiance which showcased fat bodies and served as an
organizing agent for women in the Bay Area (Cooper, 2008). Additionally, the early 90s
exercise program, Great Shape, emphasized the importance of body movement while
acknowledging the barriers to people of size, and this inspired many more exercise
programs within the fat community in the Bay Area in California (Lyons, 1990). Yoga for
Round Bodies, an exercise video, was an extension of this phenomenon that allowed
individuals to practice body movements in their own homes. In other forms of media
activism, cartoonists were creating fat characters that challenged the societal idea of

normalized bodies (Edison & Notkin, 1994).



International activists also took part in the second wave of fat liberation as UK
celebrities Dawn French and Victoria Wood used comedy as a way to fight against fat
oppression, and US celebrities like Ricki Lake and Carney Wilson were on screen as a
successful talk show host and singer who bared their history regarding their weight and
the struggles that ensued (Cooper, 2008). All the celebrities mentioned would later
succumb to the pressures of society and ascribe to dieting and weight loss surgery
(Cooper, 2008; Murray, 2011). Still, for those during the time, media utilization proved to
be a great asset. So much so, that a culture was created all its own regarding fat liberation

through the use of zines.

Zines. A zine is defined as a homemade piece of media, usually published or
disseminated online through networking amongst individuals or groups (merriam-
webster.com). In the case of fat liberation, the topics covered in zines were atypical
(including sex, sexuality, and body celebration) and utilized for political action (Simic,
2016; Stokes, 2013). Using zines, activists were able to unite as well as point out
differences about fat liberation by sharing personal antidotes, expressing manifestoes of
their own, and exerting a call to action (Stokes, 2013). Many of the techniques utilized by
zines and other media products that drew on the previous foundations of fat liberation,
expanded ways in which activists could share their information with others. As the
second wave continued, fashion became a key element as designers and retailers realized

there was a market for what is known today as plus-size clothing.

Fashion. Fashion expanded during the second wave as both designers and
retailers found a niche market for larger bodies. It is from this expansion, the term “plus-

size” was introduced to the fashion market and corporations began to mass produce
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pieces for larger bodies (although still limited in size) (Cooper, 2008). Amplestuff
Catalogue was created by NAAFA founder, Will Fabrey, while Pretty Big Magazine
served as a directory for those interested in independent designs (Cooper, 2008). Fashion
shows also began to tailor events specifically to fat bodies. In 1998, Full-Figured Fashion
Week (FFFWeek) was created by Gwen Devoe as an alternative to New York Fashion
Week to showcase clothes, styling tips, and business education to those in the fat
community and aspiring entrepreneurs looking to be involved in plus-size business

(Dunn, 2016).

Through examples like zines and fashion, it is clear to see how these entities
coupled with work from organizations like NAAFA and The Fat Underground assisted in
facilitating support and a voice to those fighting for fat liberation. By uniting works done
in the mainstream with art and video as well as through personal networks utilizing zines,
the second wave of fat liberation solidified and expanded on work previously done in its
inception. Moreover, as the second wave was coming to a close, there was a push from
activists to focus on the celebration of fat bodies, in addition to their oppression (Cooper,
2008). From this era comes the fat positivity component of fat liberation, which is seen

most often today in the third wave.

The Third Wave

As Cooper (2012) states, the third wave of the FLM starts from the year of 2000
and can be seen as an evolution of the past two waves, utilizing technology to reach and
include broader audiences through social media platforms, radio shows, and TV (Levy-
Navarro, 2009; McAllister, 2009; Sokol, 2015; Wann, 2009). Additionally, colleges and

universities such as Oregon State University, Tufts University, and Dickinson’s College
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have added Fat Studies programs as a discipline of study (Osler, 2016). Lastly, there has
been a shift in the way activism is being done in the third wave which marks a clear
distinction between the work of national organizations and smaller collective groups

called communities.

Fat Studies. Emerging from the culmination of the last two waves of fat
liberation, Fat Studies is an interdisciplinary area of study that questions and challenges
the dominant narrative about weight, health, and acceptance of fat bodies. As Cooper
(2010) states, the opposition to fat liberation through academia and elsewhere are
plentiful. Thus, having a discipline that further examines the origin of fat shaming and
weight discrimination is helpful for society in general. The popularity of Fat Studies,
whether through the notions of body positivity or curiosity, is helping inspire students to
enroll in courses. Reports from Dickinson College and Oregon State University show
classes being filled to capacity each time a course is offered (Watkins, Farrell, &
Humeyer, 2017). There is also a sense of the “For Us, By Us,” mantra offered through
Fat Studies as the scholarship centers fat activists and authors (Watkins et al., 2017). By
incorporating a discipline such as Fat Studies in an institutionalized setting, fat activists
position themselves to have a dialogue regarding rights and liberties for students of size,
not limited to fat accommodating classrooms (i.e., adequate seating and equipment), fat
positive classrooms (i.e., a change in language and labels), and an overall improvement
of the lived experience for fat students nationwide. In many ways, the existence of a Fat
Studies discipline echoes back to the foundation laid by activists in the first and second
wave of fat liberation and further substantiates a need to know more about the FLM and

how it operates. One area of particular interest in this dissertation is the formation and
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operation of national organizations and smaller groups within the fat liberation movement

known as “communities.”

National organizations vs. “communities.” During the first and second wave of
fat liberation, national organizations and communities such as NAAFA and The Fat
Underground served as social justice sites for members wanting to be involved in fat
liberation work. Very much like the first and second waves of feminism, the FLM found
itself lacking diversity and inclusion of members (Null, 2012; Stokes, 2013). As Null
(2012) reports, much of what has been done via fat liberation is overwhelmingly
“White.” Consequently, national organizations began to experience an exodus of
members to fat liberation “communities” which facilitated interpersonal relations and
community building among more diverse groups (Cooper, 2008; Stokes, 2013). As
Williams (2017) notes, the community space Fat Women of Color (on the social media
platform Tumblr) has been used as a way to illustrate how fat women, femmes, and
transgender women, create material for their specific demographic because they do not
feel like they belong in White dominated spaces. Furthermore, one respondent of Null’s
(2012) study substantiated this claim by stating she left NAAFA after there was a

disregard from board members for creating a space for Black members.

Moreover, those within the movement who are disabled or of a different sexual
orientation also find it hard to fit into national organizations and seek to find
communities. These entities are less formal, yet more dynamic by way of creating
personal relationships and connections which is visible through the first type of fat

liberation “community” mentioned, The Fat Underground (Bronstein, 2015; Cooper,
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2012). As an attempt to foster more inclusivity, the Association for Size Health and

Diversity (ASDAH) was created along with NoLOSE in the third wave.

ASDAH and NoLOSE. ASDAH was created in 2003 and promotes fat
acceptance and holistic health practices from what is known as the Health at Every Size
(HAES) paradigm. Although ASDAH advocates for fat bodies, according to the website,
the organization believes that HAES principles can be practiced by anyone of any shape
for optimal health (“About ASDAH,” n.d.). In recent years, due to the scrutiny of
members, ASDAH revised its principles to ensure the inclusion of people relating to
sizeism, ableism, weight stigma, socio-economic status, and other factors that may
impact an individual’s ability to have access to resources that promote total health. These
principles demonstrate the organization’s understanding of the importance of
intersectionality, a term coined by Crenshaw (1989) to explain the disparities women
experience amongst one another despite being a part of the same in-group.

Through Crenshaw’s (1989) analysis of Black women’s lived experience in the
justice system and in society, she determined that although these women shared a
common space with their White counterparts, they were still subjected to rules and
regulations that hindered their ability to experience the same treatment or actions that
White women spoke of due to race and socio-economic status (Crenshaw, 1989). Tying
this concept back to ASDAH, by understanding the added burdens others may receive
due to the oppression rendered by having over-lapping marginalized identities (Van
Amsterdam, 2013), the organization attempted to take such differences into account
before sharing resources online, such as blog posts, pictures, or comments on identity

sensitive topics with group members (“About ASDAH,” n.d.). Additionally, other
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organizations like NoLOSE utilized the concept of intersectionality by creating a space
for those who are interested in fat activism and identify as part of the LGBTQ community
(“About NOLOSE,” n.d.). Originally beginning as the National Organization for
Lesbians of Size, NOLOSE was founded by Dot Nelson-Turnier in reaction to negative
backlash from other lesbian readers of the publication, Lesbian Connection which
featured a fat woman on the cover (“About NOLOSE,” n.d.). Nelson-Turnier recruited a
board of directors and eventually made NoLOSE a safe haven for all genders and trans
individuals by 2011 (“About NOLOSE,” n.d.).

Within NoLOSE, the tenets of the organization embrace intersectionality as both a
reality illustrating the ways that oppression works against fat people with other oppressed
identities, and an ideology that can be used to educate others (“About NOLOSE,” n.d.).
From its inception, one can see the evolution of the organization’s growth, as it has
transformed to become more accepting of queer identities, genders, and the added
oppression that comes with being a person of size. Furthermore, the goal to utilize
education as a tool of activism is also present as NoLOSE is focused on advocating for
fat people of color, and trans and queer identifying individuals through the work of anti-
racism, anti-imperialism, anti-ableism, and classism (“About NOLOSE,” n.d.).

Nevertheless, considering that both NoLOSE and ASDAH have made changes
that are reflective in the past ten years, there is a possibility that the effectual
incorporation of intersectional ideas has come a little too late for those looking for equal
representation. Moreover, although a lack of diversity and inclusion may be an
explanation for member departures, another strategy to consider may be based on matters

of self-preservation.
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A need for community. Research asserts that the third wave of fat liberation is
comprised of many channels designed to build community and lead to social change even
if one’s goal is not policy reform (Bronstein, 2015; Simic, 2016). As Nash and Warin
(2017) argue, fat oppression is ongoing and relentless, which presents a greater need of
communal support for those participating in fat liberation efforts due to the exposure they
receive today versus four decades ago (Cooper, 2008). Thus, having a support system
available through smaller communities tailored to specific needs of its members could
prove invaluable for those who need it. Realistically speaking, these efforts would be
extremely difficult to manage through two or three national organizations. Additionally,
with the use of the internet becoming more frequent and wide spread, communities can
be found instantaneously online to assist members in day to day struggles or lend a hand

in activism efforts using new media (Williams, 2017).

Unlike the media discourse of the second wave, new media such as social media
platforms and blogging have provided a space for fat activists and the fat liberation
movement. As Williams (2017) suggests, most of what is happening in regard to fat
activism is now happening online. Bronstein (2015) echoes this sentiment by
acknowledging the emergence of the Fatosphere, a large network or community of
bloggers, activists, “fatshionistas,” and resources connected online to resist societal
norms that promote fatphobia. The origins of the Fatosphere are not clear, but its

emergence can be dated back to the early 2000s.

Dickins and colleagues (2011) first published a study on the Fatosphere and its
positive effects on fat people coping with life. Study findings indicated that the

Fatosphere served as a space of comfort and information for the fat community by
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providing support against instances of fat shaming and advice on everything from
relationships to where to buy clothes (Dickins et al., 2011). Participants were also able to
find acceptance of their bodies which led to increased physical activity and mindful
eating (Dickins et al., 2011). Bronstein (2015) echoed these effects through a study that
utilized the Fatosphere mailing list, a free email subscription program that enabled users
to find relief from the struggles of being fat in society, look for fashion tips, or to have a
space that allowed them to voice their frustration among a supportive community. In this
regard, the Fatosphere can also be seen as an interconnected community of fat members
that support one another by publishing material accessible to those who need it at will.
These findings demonstrate the need for more intimate interactions which helps to offer
another possibility as to why there has been a departure (or at least a straying away) from
national organizations and a cleaving to online spaces that promote a communal

environment.

In summary, the three waves of the Fat Liberation Movement have laid a
foundation for fat activism, while addressing qualms in regard to inclusivity, adapting to
the emergence of new media, and capitalizing on the interest of weight stigma in
academia with the introduction of the Fat Studies discipline. With the inception of
NAAFA, the FLM was able to solidify themselves as an official entity who stood for fat
persons and their right to not be discriminated against. From this foundation, the Fat
Underground community was created and positioned fat liberation as both a fat and
feminist movement, merging ideologies and communities to combat societal norms and

expectations of women in reference to body size, sex, and sexuality.
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During the second wave of fat liberation, there was evidence of those in other
countries taking a stand for fat rights, as well as additional efforts to push policy reform
through the Council on Size and Weight Discrimination (CSWD) (cswd.org). Outside of
formal organizations, fashion, art, and media all helped to change the way fat activists

disseminated information and how they networked within the fat community.

The third wave of fat liberation reflects the current state of affairs. Fat Studies has
emerged as an interdisciplinary area of study that gives scholars the ability to question
and challenge dominant views of fatness through the institution of higher education.
Through the previous work of national organizations and communities, Fat Studies
presents a glimmer of hope for researchers and educators alike who hope to see bigger
changes in society as well as the classroom that incorporate fat students. Additionally,
with further inspection, it is a valid claim that by examining intricacies within each wave
of the movement, progress often was hindered due to the blind spots in FLM’s agenda. In
particular, there seemed to be a disregard for racial, able-bodied, and sexuality
differences during the first and second waves. As a result, some members no longer felt
connected to the organizations they joined under the movement. Thus, community
building has become a focus of fat liberation in the third wave. By utilizing social media
platforms, fat activists have been able to connect with broader audiences, utilizing greater
inclusivity and creating smaller fat communities that embrace former members of
national organizations that seek connection outside of dominant White spaces and greater

support for self-preservation.

Taken together, the FLM did much on its end to facilitate growth and add

meaning to its existence, but due to the push back of dominant discourses, internal
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conflicts regarding issues of identity and identification, there is still much to learn about
this movement. With this in mind, the dissertation seeks to understand how the FLM
could be around for so long with little to no recognition. Obviously there have been
barriers and facilitators, but specifically, who or what is creating them and why? Based
on the historical mapping of the movement, the overarching research question for this
dissertation is posed: what are the facilitators and barriers to the Fat Liberation

Movement?
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Power of Discourse

From a discursive or social constructionist perspective, identification can be
viewed as an ongoing process that individuals go through to define themselves and
communicate with others (Cheney & Tompkins, 1987). Through this perspective, identity
is co-created between individuals within interactions through the use of communication.
Identification in this view is heavily biased towards the agency of individuals and less of
outside influences (Larson & Gill, 2017). In other words, identities are shaped and
identification is enacted through discourse. Understanding the relationship between big
“D” Discourse and little “d” discourse aids in the understanding of identification in
several contexts (Larson & Gill, 2017; Kitzinger, 2005; Watson, 2008).

Big “D” discourses. Big “D” discourses are more dominant frames of thinking
that encompass society and conversations (Larson & Gill, 2017; Sveningsson, &
Alvesson, 2003; Tracy & Tretheway, 2005), while little “d” discourses are framed as talk
that is more local and attributed to action. As Antaki and Widdicombe (1998) posit, little
“d” discourses are designed to accomplish a task or goal, as they not only spread
information, but also transmit it in a way that creates subsequent action.

In regard to identification, dominant discourses are the forms of communication
used to shape expectations of what a person should or should not “be” (Tracy &
Tretheway, 2005). Within organizational settings, this influence is clear as big “D” or
dominant discourse plays a substantial role in the action and conversation of employees.

For example, Tracy and Tretheway (2005) used the study of organizational discourse and
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identity to highlight the ways that employees are often guided within organizations to
diminish the value of their “personal selves” in hopes of achieving a more positively
framed identity in the workplace. In short, dominant discourse can be likened to an aroma
that permeates a house and impacts everyone residing there whether they welcome it or
not. However, it should not be assumed that because the aroma is present, all react to its
influence in the same way. Though dominant discourse is all encompassing, some do
choose to push back by dis-identifying with the notions of normalcy, striving to create a
different reality through talk and communication (Cooper, 2008).

Little “d” discourses. In the same vein, little “d” discourses are framed as talk
that is more local and attributed to action. Like dominant discourses, little “d” discourses
are also constituted by communication (Larson & Gill, 2017). They have the power to
create, inform, and recreate order through talk and interaction, although the lasting
impact may be smaller.

In regard to identity, little “d” discourses are the localized talk that may or may
not reinforce dominant discourses commonly known in society. For example, Kitzinger
(2005) has developed scholarship examining heterosexism and the assumptions made by
heterosexuals when speaking to same sex individuals. As she notes through the analysis
of tape-recorded phone calls, lesbians often have to choose to use language indicative of
“coming out” (i.e. little “d” discourses) to correct and repair statements made by
heterosexuals since they live in a world which often takes heterosexuality (i.e. dominant
discourses) for granted (Kitzinger, 2005). Additional scholarship in conversation analysis
has critiqued traditional modes of identity research for being too quick to assume that the

identity presented by those who self-identify or who are categorized in a group by way of
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membership categorization, is part of the communication taking place without examining
the context or actual conversation (Schegloff, 1987: 2007; Zimmerman, 1998).

In the context of the FLM, the discourse shared among members are in opposition
to Big “D” discourses, playing a dominant role in how members of the movement
participate in practices that foster a fat positive identity. Little “d” discourses are
employed by the belief in fat acceptance by members, helping to shape what is said,
written, and done daily. For those in the FLM, tensions may arise as they attempt to
assert themselves against the impending forces of dominant discourses that could act as a
barrier to the movement’s agenda, as well as win over others through localized talk about

fat liberation and its goals. Pondering the points above, RQ1 asks the following:

RQ1: How do tensions between big “D” and little “d” discourse impact the
progress of the Fat Liberation movement?

Identity, Identification, and Fat Liberation

Cognitive Approaches

Identity and identification processes have been central constructs of study in the
communication discipline for decades. The ways that identity pertains to fat liberation,
social identity theory, identification, and the discursive approach to understanding
identity are discussed below.

Social Identity Theory. Social identity theory (SIT) posits that individuals learn
about their identity in the world based on how they see themselves and how they are
perceived by others (Larson & Gill, 2017). Through a combination of these perspectives,
individuals then begin the process of social categorization, assigning themselves and

others to social groups that highlight prototypical characteristics of members (Ashforth &
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Mael, 1989; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Within the context of fat liberation, SIT does well in
explaining why individuals would self-identify as fat for two reasons. First, SIT separates
the difference between personal and social identity, giving the individual agency in
attributing meaning to his or her own personal characteristics (such as one’s abilities and
interests) (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Second, it provides room for social identification
which allows the individuals to “find” oneself through group membership (Ashforth &
Mael, 1989). Hence, according to SIT, fat individuals who are part of the movement may
find characteristics within themselves that align with the ideals of the fat liberation
movement and/or a sense of belonging within the collective. Now, this is not to say that
members of fat liberation have no qualms about what happens within the movement. As
Hogg and Taylor (2001) argue, self-identification is different from internalization,
exposing the personal values and expectations one may have. Furthermore, within
organizational identification, a subset of self-identification, many identities coexist,
which may cause friction between members or within oneself (Hogg & Taylor, 2001;

Scott, Corman, & Cheney, 1998).

Ashforth and Mael (1989) posit that organizational identification is a “specific
form of social identification” (p. 22) that enhances support and commitment and
reinforces the “specialness” of group identification that causes members to feel important
and compete with outside groups. Through the process of organizational socialization,
group members also learn how to label themselves and others as well as internalize the
values and goals of the organization (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Scott, 2007). Considering
that fat liberation is controversial as it combats societal norms of beauty and body norms,

organizational identification becomes more vital to the support of individuals who agree
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with the movement’s objectives because being a part of fat liberation communities and
national organizations provides support and activism strategies for members that help
them to define who they are, what they deserve, and what steps to take to achieve their

goals (Nash & Warin, 2017; Stokes, 2013; Williams, 2017).

Social Categorization Theory. Adding on to the foundation of SIT, social
categorization theory (SCT) approaches identity from a more collective perspective,
arguing that individuals in groups aspire to a group prototype for representativeness
(Hogg & Terry, 2001). Like SIT, SCT promotes group cohesion, behavior, and shared
history, yet it is less concerned about individuality, but rather in understanding the
cognitive process that individuals use to depersonalize themselves, exchanging their self-
categorization to a social one which is illustrated in behaviors through the perceived
meaningful prototype of the in-group (Hogg & Terry, 2001). For those engaged in fat
liberation work, this theory also fits well to explain the emergence of fat bloggers,
activists, and celebrities who have become the “face” of the movement, spurring actions
(i.e., wearing two-piece bathing suits, wearing crop tops, standing up against online

“trolls) in members said to represent the movement (Bronstein, 2015).

Nevertheless, SIT and SCT do fall short when addressing identity outside of
cognitive contexts (Larson & Gill, 2017). From a discursive perspective, social
construction is utilized to inform society about language and what it means, but this has a
very limited role in the process of communicating identities through SIT and SCT
(Fairhurst, 2008; Larson & Gill, 2017). Moreover, within the tenets of SIT and SCT there
are clear indicators that social identities and categorizations are socially constructed

between individuals and groups, consisting of a plethora of meanings and interpretations
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that are negotiated through discourse (Larson & Gill, 2017). SIT and SCT leave this out.
Additionally, through both perspectives of SIT and SCT, identity is seen as fixed and
typically stable, providing little room for fluctuation (Alvesson, Ashcraft, & Thomas,
2008) which is problematic, because from a discursive approach both identities and
organizations change over time (Larson & Gill, 2017). Lastly, the discursive approach
emphasizes the possibility of embodying multiple identities simultaneously, which
complicates how SIT has been addressed in the past (Alvesson et al., 2008). For those
who view identity as a fixed entity negotiated through cognitive processes, particularly in
the way that individuals make sense of their connections to other groups, SIT and SCT
prove to be useful theories. However, work in the communication field highlights
identification processes through the paradigm of social construction which provides a

different perspective and centers interactive practices.

Discursive approaches

Identification and the Feminist Perspective. Those who utilize a feminist
perspective of identification seek to expose the ways that gender influences how
individuals are treated. Work in organizational communication reflects this idea as
Alvesson (1998) conducted an ethnography to study how the role of masculinities and
femininities at work were constructed and negotiated through dominant discourse at a
Swedish advertising agency. His findings illustrated that men were placed in positions of
authority in the workplace despite the work they were completing was defined as
feminine according to societal discourse. Furthermore, men participated in little “d”
discourse throughout the advertising office by utilizing identity work, which consisted of

behaviors and talk to reaffirm their masculinity and sexuality, while simultaneously
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grappling with performing a job categorized as feminine (Alvesson, 1998). Other
research studies help to expose the ways that women are exploited in regard to work
despite an organization’s commitment to equality (Witz & Savage, 1992), referring to

what Deetz and Kersten (1982) call deep structures of organizing.

Identities through this perspective are defined through gender in action (i.e.
nursing is a “woman’s” job, a boy crying is said to be weak and acting like a girl). Such
constructions are negotiated through societal discourse often laden with gendered power
dynamics. In the case of fat liberation, exposing how dominant discourses often strip fat
women of their femininity and complicate how identity is framed is evident through
Patterson-Faye’s (2016) work on Black fat women and sexuality, as the author uses Black
feminist thought to showcase the ways that fat Black women are often dehumanized and
painted as asexual because of their size. By likening Black fat women today to the
historical depiction of Mammy(ies), through her analysis of semi-structured interviews of
33 women, Patterson-Faye (2016) was able to make a connection between the
intersections of body size, race, and gender, addressing previous critiques of the feminist
perspective on inclusion and intersectionality. Additionally, in a study by Bergman
(2009), clear distinctions were made in the treatment she received as a fat woman when
perceived by others to be a man. Shopping for clothing and food was positively different,
as a man’s masculinity is not negatively impacted by weight or body size in these
contexts. Furthermore, in the context of violence, Royce (2009) draws parallels between
partner violence experienced by women and how much this is driven with fat oppression

as motivation.
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Other studies using feminist theory draw attention to more subtle ways femininity
is reinforced or tailored to those of smaller sizes. In Viladrich, Yoh, Brining, and Weiss’s
(2009) work on femininity and body image, Latinas were tested to measure their desires
on body size and what is considered a “normal” feminine body. A mixed method
approach (focus groups and surveys) with 44 participants revealed a need for more
diverse bodies in the media and that the Latina body is in contrast (and regarded as less
feminine) to the White woman body ideal. Also, in a participant observation, Gruy (2012)
conducted a study assessing the emotional labor individuals undertake in a women’s plus
size clothing store. Working as a retail associate, Gruy (2012) witnessed the positive
impact the personalization of clothing had on plus size women when shopping for
clothes, but also the struggle many women faced in regard to sizing and acceptability.
Gruy (2012) reported that many plus sized women found the store to be a “safe space” to
make clothing purchases which ultimately made them feel better about their shopping

experiences.

It is important to note, in relation to the aforementioned pieces, the instances of
overlapping, oppressed identities and the treatment ensued by the individuals involved.
As previously mentioned, Crenshaw (1989) articulated the importance of intersectional
identities through her seminal study documenting the lived experiences of Black women
seeking justice against discrimination practices in the courts. Within communication, the
feminist perspective is criticized as being too narrow in assessing the way that gender is
defined and how researchers should seek to measure it moving forward (Larson & Gill,

2017). Thus, viewing identities through an intersectional framework has been mentioned
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as a remedy to this, allowing flexibility in gender and expanding the way identities are

examined.

Identification and intersectionality. Through the third wave of the FLM, more
identities have been sought after, making multiple targets a possibility that can be both
exhilarating and challenging. As previously mentioned, a remedy for the way the feminist
perspective has been framed in the past is to defer to the perspective of intersectionality
to explain the ways that identities are layered, overlapped, and oppressed (Larson & Gill,
2017). There is additional need to investigate the ways that identification is happening
within the movement as a whole, giving credence to self and organizational
identification. Moreover, intersectionality assessed through the lens of communication
provides a viable way to examine multiple identities shared through interaction (West &

Fenstermaker, 1995; Larson & Gill, 2017).

In addition to Faye-Patterson’s (2016) piece on Black women, the depiction of
“mammies” and sexuality, additional research adds to the conversation, noting that fat
Black women are categorized as the “other” within the Black community as thinner
Black women can better align their experiences with that of White women when it comes
to size acceptance (Null, 2012; Shaw, 2005). Furthermore, Null (2012) points out that
members of the LGBTQ community may also experience “otherness” within the fat
community depending on how they define their sexuality. Within this context, some
Leshians express dissatisfaction with their bodies like those who are heterosexual despite
being more likely to cast off traditional images or standards of beauty (Pitman, 1999;
Null, 2012; Smith & Stillman, 2002). Moreover, those who are bi-sexual are more likely

to hold firm traditional standards of beauty (Pitman, 1999), which only reinforce White,
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fatphobic ideologies since traditional beauty standards are drenched in dominant
discourses that perpetuate these ideas (Null, 2012). Again, this idea is present in
Viladrich and colleagues’ (2009) assessment of Latina body ideals as a typical feminine
Latina body shape was not considered “normal” when compared to Eurocentric or White
standards. As Null (2012) asserts, fat White women often are not challenged to think
about the ways that their identities intersect like other groups, thus creating a blind spot
on their part to understand the ways that fat multiple identities are further hindered

through society.

Like Williams’ (2017) assessment of the Tumblr site, Fat Women of Color,
researchers are concluding that being fat and living with multiple oppressed identities
may mean something different for individuals who experience weight oppression as
opposed to a common idea that the experience of fat oppression or acceptance means the
same thing for everyone (Nash & Warin, 2017; Null, 2012; Stokes, 2013). Furthermore,
parsing out and identifying differences in identity that are in need of additional support
and resources foster greater interpersonal connections and identification with groups and
members (Stokes, 2013; Williams, 2017). Thus, delving into the identification processes
that are negotiated and managed in marginalized spaces should be of interest for
researchers, as they help to add to the conversation about identity and give a voice to
those often muted by the dominant discourse in the fat liberation movement. One way to
ensure “fat” voices are receiving recognition in the movement is to have some

researchers participating in embodiment practices, documenting their experiences.

Identification and embodiment. For those invested in fat liberation work,

identification is visible through the communicative behaviors that help activists define
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themselves and the work they submit as a form of resistance to push back against societal
discourse and social norms. An example of this is the way fat liberation is first offered to
those who possess fat bodies. They are typically first partakers of liberation, learning to
identify their bodies as something that should be treated with value and honor
(McAllister, 2009). Previous research illustrates this point further as individuals share
narratives of embodiment to illustrate how they came to accept their bodies by
challenging the discourse that fat bodies are inherently bad (Cooper, 1998; Dickins et al.,
2011; Lupton, 2013; McAllister, 2009).

Researchers like McAllister (2009) and Lee (2014) utilize the methods of auto-
ethnography to take readers into their own personal journey of fat liberation and
embodiment. Lee’s (2014) writings speak of what it means to be fat, queer, and sexual,
noting that none of these identities are suitable for what is typically considered normal in
society. Conversely, McAllister (2009) describes her experience as a fat burlesque
dancer, citing that neither dancing, sexuality, or the open display of fat bodies in public
spaces is normalized or often welcomed. For both authors, liberation is personal first, but
has great social implications when shared with others. Lee (2014) speaks of her liberation
which ultimately leads to a greater appreciation of self and inclusion of others in her
social circles. McAllister speaks to the ways that her burlesque show has become popular
with other fat women, causing them to embrace their own bodies, highlighting the ways
that identification can be both a personal and shared meaning. Moving forward,
identification and the critical perspective will be discussed to highlight the ways that

power and influence control some identities more than others.
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Assessing identification grounded in feminism, intersectionality, and
embodiment, through (a social constructionist lens) departs from the assessments of SIT
and SCT, situating little “d” discourse and dominant discourse as way to understand
identification processes, and highlighting the use of these communicative tools through
different perspectives utilized for the study of fat liberation. Intersectionality should be of
great interest to researchers as the ability to examine multiple identities and experiences
are present, along with heuristic value of adding to literature on marginalized groups.
Within fat liberation research, special attention should be given to that of Black fat
women, women of color, and those who identify as members of the LGBTQ community
to further investigate how the meanings of fatness differ and what group identification
means for them. Thus, an opportunity to investigate the ways that identification plays a

part in how members see themselves and their place in the movement, prompts RQ2:

RQ2: How do identity and identification processes impact the progress of the Fat
Liberation Movement?
Fat Liberation and Social Change

After assessing the history, organization, and identification components of fat
liberation, the last section of the literature review will focus on fat liberation within the
context of social change, as it is the primary goal of the movement.
Social Construction and Fat Liberation

The social construction framework also can be utilized to understand how public
policy problems are socially constructed, negative and positive target populations are
classified, and how stigma and privilege play an integral part in who is benefited or

disadvantaged through agenda setting (Sabatier, 1999). It is important to understand that
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unlike Kingdon’s policy entrepreneurs (2010), which can be likened to advocates,
utilizing their resources to improve the likelihood of policies and/or solutions getting put
on the agenda, the social construction framework takes away some agency from interest
groups, and places focus on the policy itself. In other words, despite one being well liked
by his or her peers or having a considerable amount of time to dedicate to raising
awareness, their policy proposals can be disregarded based on who the policy is for
(Sabatier, 1999; Schneider & Ingram, 1997). Considering that fat is despised and
negatively regarded in society, it would not be uncommon for initiatives to be rejected on
the grounds that fat people are undeserving of additional protection or care. As Schneider
and Ingram (1997) note, the social constructions of target populations are defined
similarly up through the chain of policymakers, often being taken as normal and
uncontested. Furthermore, these constructions have lasting implications as institutions
and culture are influenced and reinforced through the ways that public policy is
implemented (Sabatier, 1999; Schneider & Ingram, 1997).

Schneider and Ingram argue there are two components to defining a target group.
The first is to determine one’s political power (Sabatier, 1999). Are they organized? Are
they wealthy? Do they have networks in government? The second is to determine how
involved they are in civic duties (Sabatier, 1999). Do they vote? Do they know their
elected officials? How likely are they to get involved and reach out to them? Based on
these factors, target groups are then said to be placed in one of four categories:
advantaged, contenders, dependents, and deviants, which all have consequences of being

defined as such. I will cover each one briefly.
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Advantaged Populations. Advantaged populations are groups that are well-liked
in society, with high amounts of political power (Ingram & Schneider, 2005; Sabatier,
1999). People in these groups are often seen as deserving of benefits (i.e. military service
members, police officers, senior citizens), and any negative consequence in policy is
usually optional (Sabatier, 1999). Members of advantaged populations are typically
notified about policies and are welcomed to discuss the details of such to ensure they are
included in the decision-making process (Sabatier, 1999). In other words, the benefits in
policy are designed to serve them; all they have to do is show up to get them.

Contenders. Contender populations are people not well-liked in society, but have
a lot of political power (Sabatier, 1999). People in these groups are often seen as less
deserving of benefits (i.e. Wall Street, big banks, Dakota Access Pipe Line [DAPL]
contributors), but cannot be denied because of the political power they hold (Sabatier,
1999). For this population, public policy has granted them benefits, however, the right to
these allotments are deliberately hidden in paperwork (Ingram & Schneider, 2005;
Sabatier, 1999). There are no public announcements. Negative consequences are not
voluntary. Those that are in the contender group know this. They hire lawyers to ensure
they receive the benefits they fight for (Sabatier, 1999).

Dependents. Dependent populations are those that do not have a lot of political
power, but are felt sorry for (Ingram & Schneider, 2005; Sabatier, 1999). People in these
groups are seen as deserving (i.e. children, the homeless, the poor), but lack political
power to fight for additional benefits (Sabatier, 1999). Due to the implications of
impression management, benefits in public policy are granted to them so those in

government do not appear as though they do not care (Sabatier, 1999). Their access to
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benefits may or may not be easy and they are left to the mercy of those in government to
determine what they should get.

Deviant Populations. Deviant populations are lacking in both political power and
societal liking (Ingram & Schneider, 2005; Sabatier, 1999). People in this group (i.e. fat
people, felons, terrorists) receive the least amount of benefits in public policy and are
often blamed for the brunt of societal ills (Ingram & Schneider, 2005). They do, however,
lead all groups regarding the number of policies passed that harbor negative
consequences (Sabatier, 1999). With the lack of political power and individuals who will
fight on their behalf, deviants are often left to deal with the implications of policies on
their own (Sabatier, 1999).

It is important to note, with exception to the Deviant population, target groups are
not permanent (Sabatier, 1999). It is possible to be advantaged in one policy, but
dependent in another. Also, in instances where there are clear distinctions between
groups, there is little likelihood of altering who is constructed as deserving and who is not
(Ingram & Schneider, 2005). To mitigate these effects, there has been an influx of “moral
entrepreneurs” fighting on behalf of undeserving groups and using public awareness and
support as an agitator to influence policymakers (Ingram & Schneider, 2005).

In the context of fat liberation, the prevalence of weight stigma in society is
uncontested, making Deviant the most fitting label for fat people. Furthermore, the moral
panic of the “obesity epidemic” fuels the fire for politicians, policymakers, and business
(including the pharmaceutical industry) to “cash in” on the plight of fat individuals
(Lyons, 2009; Monaghan, Colls, & Evans, 2013). With a message that is guised and

framed under health, weight loss discourse makes for great influence in the public, as
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well as in government regarding policy. The health community is positively constructed
in society with great political power to lead the way in receiving benefits in public policy
when compared to the deviance of fat liberation. Additionally, pharmaceutical companies
may find themselves framed in the target group of contenders, but because they have
lobbyists and lawyers who advocate with policymakers on their behalf, they are more
likely to receive benefits in public policy over fat individuals’ rights against
discrimination.

Consequently, it is extremely difficult for public policy to be passed for fat people
despite the need being there. Through the social constructions of fat and deservedness,
weight stigma is perpetuated by excluding fat people based on non-significant differences
in health outcomes when compared to smaller bodies, and ultimately diminishing their
quality of life (Ingram & Schneider, 2005). Additionally, these constructions continue to
perpetuate institutionalized fatphobia and provide no relief from weight stigma and
discrimination, as the probability for securing rights to special populations is difficult to
do even with no contention present (Ingram & Schneider, 2005).

Perhaps what is most telling about the power of social constructions is that,
despite the long history of mobilization in fat liberation organizations or the political
power they may possess, because Deviant populations are typically considered
permanent, the possibility of them fighting and receiving policy written in their favor
with benefits, is still incredibly slim. As Ingram and Schneider (2005) posit, changing a
negative identity is extremely difficult if not impossible. Thus, through the social
construction framework, the social construction of fat keeps individuals oppressed and

less likely to have public policy in their favor placed on the agenda.
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Political Action

Political action can be defined as behaviors utilized by individuals or groups to
influence political power within the sphere of politics. As Stekelenberg, Klandermans
and Akkerman (2016) note, political action can encompass several types of behaviors.
Past research typically separates the type of action based on institutionalized (i.e., voting,
creating ballots, signing petitions) or uninstitutionalized practices (i.e., marching,
demonstrations, protests), as well as if these practices are done by individuals or
collectively as a group (Van Deth, 2014; Stekelenberg et al., 2016). Diemer and Rapa
(2016) argue individuals of marginalized groups are more likely to participate in
uninstitutionalized practices of political action when they perceive inequality is present.
Furthermore, motivations for political action can vary based on issues like group
cohesion, civic duty, or knowledge about the political system (Diemer & Rapa, 2016;
Kanas & Martinovic, 2017, & Stekelenberg et al., 2016). For those involved in fat
liberation, past initiatives are well documented of groups’ involvement in
uninstitutionalized political actions such as, “fat-ins” and protests (Cooper, 2008).
Campaigns also have been started on social media platforms as well as in the fashion
industry to confront weight stigma and change the public’s mind about fat. Lastly, there
have been laws passed that protect fat people from discrimination based on their weight,
illustrating that through the use of institutionalized political action, change can also be
had (“Home,” n.d.). Today, both political avenues are still being utilized but there seems
to be less of a focus on institutionalized actions from those within communities compared

to national organizations.
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Uninstitutionalized Political Action within Fat Liberation Communities.
Throughout the history of fat liberation, individuals and groups have ranged from
conservative to radical approaches of fat acceptance. Fat liberation communities such as
The Fat Underground focused more on the production of manifestos and zines to spread
knowledge about fat oppression (Stokes, 2013), while NAAFA went on to create the
Council of Size and Weight Discrimination to address fat oppression through policy
reform (“Home,” n.d.). Furthermore, as Russo and Amna (2016) state, political talk is
more likely to cause political action when there is intimacy among members and those
members are politically engaged. In the context of communities like The Fat
Underground who fostered interpersonal connections and face to face gatherings (Stokes,
2013), a call to political action would be more effective in this setting. This is important
because a call to action from leaders within a community would be considered more
personal than a notification blast from an organization. Kanas and Martinovic (2017) also
echo this sentiment as group identification is a considered deciding factor in whether
political action is carried through.

Those who belong to fat liberation communities do so by self-identifying as a
member while also participating in many acts of uninstitutionalized political action by
way of art, burlesque shows, and book writings all geared towards serving the fat
community and educating the public (Stokes, 2013). Furthermore, newer collectives such
as Fat People of Color use pictures and short stories to voice their struggles and triumphs
with being fat while spreading awareness (Williams, 2017). By using their physical
visibility as a political tool, fat people showcase their bodies through unconventional

means to get the attention of the public about the detrimental impacts of weight stigma.
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Previous studies on political action highlight these same tactics as activists utilize the
visibility of homeless persons to change the discourse around homelessness and
displacement (Middleton, 2014). Additionally, political action tactics studied overseas
highlight the ways that communities come together to raise awareness locally and tackle
problems that have national implications (Ensign, 2016; Kanas & Martinovic, 2017).

What’s missing in the literature regarding uninstitutionalized political action in fat
liberation are the intricate details of how members are summoned to participate.
Arguably, there is a consensus within fat communities that activism on a more personal,
local level yields social change (Stokes, 2013). Yet details lack in who gets recruited to
participate and why. It is hard to tell if members of an organization already know one
another or if there are direct efforts that bring members together to further social change.
Nevertheless, previous research demonstrates less commitment to institutionalized
political actions within the movement which can be for numerous reasons not limited to:
less trust of the political system due to marginalization (Diemer & Rapa, 2016), the acts
of policy entrepreneurs to stifle advancements of agendas (Kingdon, 2010), and the social
construction of what it means to be fat in society. However, despite these barriers,
institutionalized political action is still utilized and can often be found through the use of
public policy.

Institutionalized Political Action within Fat Liberation. Using the justice
system or participating in civic duties all have their place within fat liberation. For
example, individuals have used the courts to get justice regarding weight discrimination
in employment (cswd.org; Lyons, 2009) locally and statewide. There are also instances

where members of the movement are encouraged to write letters to those in Congress or
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popular media to advance the movement’s goals or prevent a bill that would do specific
harm to fat persons (cswd.org). Still, due to the pervasiveness of fatphobia, greater
possibilities may exist for the movement by viewing the quest for fat liberation through
collaborating with other special interest groups that serve as an umbrella for their needs
without the stigma. Hence, the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) provides a reality
of such.

Advocacy Coalition Framework. Created by Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1999),
the advocacy coalition framework (ACF) is a comprehensive research model that is
designed to address both belief systems and policy change in the presence of persistent
friction between government, interest groups, and the media. In short, Sabatier (1999)
explains that the ACF is used to explain and address many of the shortcomings in
researching the policy process. Comprised of five foundational tenets: (a) scientific
findings substantiating concerns, problems, causes, solutions; (b) longitudinal
information of at least ten years regarding policy change; (c) policy subsystems becoming
the foci of attention opposed to the policy itself; (d) subsystems consisting of anyone of
any group, (e) and an assumption that the goals sought after come with a theory or plan
on how to accomplish them. These tenets situate the ACF as a revolutionary method to
examine and evaluate policy practices.

ACF envisions beliefs of policy subsystems as the way policies are created and
translated (Sabatier, 1999). Comparing this to Schneider and Ingram’s social construction
framework, it is easy to see the similarities. Both have a foundation in the subjective way
the world is viewed through the eyes of actors. Within this framework, three types of

beliefs within subsystems exist. The first belief system is labeled deep core beliefs



39

(Sabatier, 1999; Weible, Sabatier, & Flowers, 2008). This system is very much similar to
the impact of discourses discussed earlier. Deep core beliefs are the assumptions
individuals believe about the world to be normal (Weible & Sabatier, 2007). They are not
likely to change, they are broad and encompass values about the role of government and
who has a right to participate civically.

The second belief system is known as policy core beliefs (Sabatier, 1999; Weible
et al., 2008). These beliefs are best described as beliefs that encompass whole policy
subsystems (Weible & Sabatier, 2007). Within this system, Sabatier and Jenkins (1999)
also identify what is known as policy core policy preferences (PCPP). PCPP directly
relates to how policy subsystems are expected to function (Weible & Sabatier, 2007).
Similar to Kingdon’s (2010) policy entrepreneurs, individuals in this system help to
bolster their claims while diminishing others and help to envision strategy for the
coalition to move forward and accomplish goals (Weible & Sabatier, 2007). Arguably
PCPPs are what holds most coalitions together (Weible & Sabatier, 2007). Taken
together, policy beliefs are less likely to change, but are more flexible than deep seated
beliefs.

Lastly, there are secondary beliefs (Sabatier, 1999; Weible et al., 2008).
Secondary beliefs are used to explain issues of the budget or rulings outside of the other
two tiers (Sabatier, 1999). They do not encompass the same space as policy core beliefs
and therefore receive less push back from those within the subsystem when change is
expressed (Weible & Sabatier, 2007).

Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1999) also identify two outside influences that

impact subsystems: stable parameters and external shock. Practically identical to
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Baumgartner and Jones’ (1983) punctuated equilibrium theory (PET), ACF incorporates
these factors into their framework noting that parameters that remain stable are less likely
to change under the influence of subsystems, while “shocks” can cause changes due to
changes in environment, leadership, or the public Sabatier, 1999; Weible et al., 2008).

ACF has undergone several revisions to help suit the needs of those interested in
studying the policy process (Weible et al., 2008). For example, additional paths to
examine policy change have been added as well as the application of the framework in
several countries, encompassing several different topics to substantiate its usefulness. All
these factors taken together make ACF arguably the most useful, yet the most complex
framework when researching public policy and agenda setting.

Advocacy Coalition and Fat Liberation. In the context of fat liberation, ACF
offers great possibilities for fat liberation organizations in the realm of public policy.
Heavily reliant on collective action, ACF would frame fat liberation organizations as an
asset, in this case, the advancement of fat rights. To illustrate such, two of the original
ACF tenets (scientific findings and the focus of policy subsystems) are aligned with that
of fat liberation movement.

In line with ACF’s first tenet of scientific backing, the FLM lays claim to an array
of scientific articles substantiating the harm done by weight stigma and dieting
(Aphramor, 2010; Cooper, 1998; Herndon, 2008; Heuer et al., 2011; McClure et al.,
2011; Puhl & Brownell, 2003). These articles give the movement credibility as they are
typically peer reviewed and assessed by like-minds in the same fields. They critique and
critically analyze the discourses surrounding fat, weight loss, and acceptability, providing

activists and the public policy community with real-life data to substantiate their
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arguments for fat acceptance. Moreover, the FLM has done well to solidify its existence
through the past four decades to arguably become a subsystem of its own (Cooper, 1998;
Sokol, 2015). However, based on its involvements in health through organizations like
ASDAH, and anti-bullying campaigns found on the CSWD website, herein lies continued
opportunities for fat liberation organizations to align their goals and values with other
subsystems involved in women’s rights, bullying, and disability rights.

Similar to the review of uninstitutionalized political action, the movement in this
context also lacks in the accessibility of steps to understand how organizing or calls to
action take place. Are there petitions for public policy and fat acceptance? Who is
sparking the debate about weight stigma within the levels of government? Does the
movement ever make it that far?

In summary, this dissertation is concerned with social change as it occurs through
both institutionalized and uninstitutionalized methods of political action by members of
the FLM. The FLM has seen success in both arenas of political action as awareness is
currently being spread to educate the masses and ordinances have been passed by law that
prevent weight discrimination. Uninstitutionalized political action highlights the ways
that fat liberation communities call members to action by utilizing their talents of
dancing, art and storytelling to frame a narrative about the fat experience in the US and
call for a change in fatphobic attitudes. Institutionalized political action illustrated
through the use of the advocacy coalition framework showcases the particular struggles
the movement faces to ensure that weight stigma has consequences through the eyes of
the law and how they can collaborate with others to have their grievances heard. With a

lack of recorded organization about political action and social change, and despite the
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acknowledgment of barriers and facilitators, there still leaves much to question about the
intricacies of how the FLM use different tactics to create social change. Based on the
preceding information, RQ 3 is posed:

RQ3: How do institutionalized and uninstitutionalized political actions impact the

progress of the Fat Liberation movement?
Understanding social movements through culture and framing. Melucci’s

(1996) assessment of social movements help to give greater understanding to the term
collective identity, which simply states that the work of social movements is facilitated
through that of shared experiences or the social statuses of the individuals involved.
Through collective identity, individuals gain solidarity with one another through similar
pains, whether perceived or actual, and a sense of belonging (Flynn, 2015; Melucci,
1996). Like fat liberation in this context, group members are not focused on self-
achievement, but rather on the collective, organizing to connect interpersonally with
members and achieve group goals (Stokes, 2013). Thus, through this process, members
become connected through the group’s identity, creating a culture that consists of work

practices and group behavior.

Research focusing on collective identity and culture base their examination
around the “why” behaviors of a collective as opposed to the “how” (Carty, 2015).
Arguments surrounding the emergence of collective identity are situated in the transition
of social classes in America with the rise of post industrialism and the shifting of social
classes, while other arguments center on the possibilities that some individuals are not
interested in being involved in social change simply for personal gain (Carty, 2015).

Other researchers posit there are cultural similarities that bring individuals together and
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inspire them to act collectively, particularly using frames which help to manipulate

information in the movement’s favor (Flynn, 2015; Johnston, 2014).

Frame alignment is illustrative of this idea as activists look to recruit and increase
membership loyalty by clearly displaying the ways in which their organization objectives
align with the stories and interests of those they seek to connect with (Benford, 1993;
Carty, 2015). Very much like that of The Fat Underground, women gathered to share
stories and manifestos of triumph to both promote self-acceptance while also
disseminating information about the ills of society in relation to fat oppression (Cooper,
2008). By reframing fat bodies to be something that is worthy of dignity and respect, the
FLM has grown throughout the years, attracting more members and maintaining the ones
they previously had. Both national organizations and communities have increased
through the power of shared experiences and the framing of personal stories that
highlight oppression, discrimination, celebration of fat, and the rejections of societal
norms (Cooper, 2008). As Carty (2015) notes, framing is a useful tool designed to
connect social movement organizations (SMOs) with members, potential members, and
the public through the use of alignment with group norms and expectations, networking
with those who possess shared beliefs, and connecting the goals of the group to the
beliefs deeply held in the public for consensus. One way social movement organizations

utilize these strategies is by adopting the use of new media.

Social movements and the digital age. Melucci (1996) referred to information
sharing as the most important difference between new social movements and those of old.
Today, technology is seen as mobilizing agent, enabling new social movements to

collaborate, congregate and move to action quickly and efficiently using smart phones
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and other mobile devices (Carty, 2015). Social media is also seen as a useful platform for
organizing as it appeals to a younger demographic of users, is easy to transmit messages,
and can reach a large mass of individuals at one time (Bimber, 2003). It also allows for a
sense of community to be created among users despite never meeting in person (Larson
& Gill, 2017). Research done on the Fatosphere helps to substantiate these claims, as
those involved in fat liberation use social media platforms and email lists to stay abreast
on the latest news being shared in the community (Bronstein, 2015). There is also a sense
of community online as noted in Williams’ (2017) examination of Fat People of Color
site on Tumblr which is used as a support system and educational tool for those who
subscribe. Membership of new social movements is not limited to county, municipality,
or state. Rather, new social movements have the ability and capacity to become global
entities with the press of the “send” button (Bimber, 2003). Furthermore, activists have
the capability to summon help from other countries and expose wrong doing on larger
scale, producing a type of political leverage to have need and grievances met by the state.
For example, “Black Lives Matter” demonstrations have been held globally in response
to the information shared from activists in the United States (Tharoor, 2016a).
Furthermore, recommendations regarding reparations and treatment of Blacks in the U.S.
have been garnered by the United Nations in part due to the uproars made about the
killings of unarmed Black men by the police (Tharoor, 2016b). Similar to previous shifts
in social movement research symbolized by political leverage, new social movements
have also found a way to make today’s technology strategically work towards their cause
by airing out their grievances to garner public attention through non-traditional tactics.

By persuading their masses to participate, social movement organizations position
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themselves to mobilize under a new pretense. Nevertheless, additional questions persist
regarding the intricate ways the FLM specifically operates today which may subsequently
modify the way social movements are studied in modern times. Considering these things

RQ3a poses:

RQ3a: How have internal practices and strategies impacted the progress of the Fat

Liberation movement?

In summary, this dissertation is concerned with social change as it occurs through
both institutionalized and uninstitutionalized methods of political action by members of
fat liberation groups. The FLM boasts a long history, yet it lacks the same documentation
as more popular social movements regarding issues contingent on its success (both

internally and externally) as well as its failure.

The following methods section seeks to lay out the details of answering the

research questions related to this problem utilizing qualitative methodology.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS
To explore the research questions, a mixed methods approach was taken using

both content and thematic analysis to examine the data. Considering the research
questions for the study were interested in exploring both sides of fat rejection and fat
acceptance in public and private settings, incorporating methodologies that examine both
was of importance. Furthermore, the dissertation was interested in the written, verbal, and
visual meanings of fat rejection and acceptance, not suitable for just one type of
methodology. Thus, a content analysis seemed most feasible to measure aspects of fat
rejection and acceptance in TV shows, as it is designed to analyze what is visible and
invisible in cultural settings (Krippendorff, 1989), and a subsequent thematic analysis
served as a method of triangulation to add validity and depth to the study, combing
through written text in blog posts, Facebook posts, and interview data.

The following methods were used to explore facilitators and barriers to the
movement through anti and pro fat discourse situated in (a) fat positive blog
posts/magazines; (b) TV shows; (c) social media platforms; and (d) in-depth interviews.
For clarity, barriers are defined as talk, pictures, and discourse that impede the expressed
mission of the Fat Liberation Movement. Facilitators are defined as talk, pictures and
discourse that advance the movement’s goals. Specifically, when looking at barriers to
the movement, the researcher identified words used negatively to describe fat along with
the context and outcomes of how fat bodies are talked abou