
We are obsessed with weight, both ours and others. The number on the scale is a threat. A simple three-lettered 

word now drives a national war. It defines who we are and how we think of others.  

Most people, upon hearing the word fat, immediately 

think lazy, poor, stupid. They blame the person, as if 

being fat is a lifestyle choice. They try to disguise the 

word fat by using words like overweight, thick, or big-

boned instead. Fat is misunderstood. Fat people are 

misrepresented and mistreated. They’re stigmatized 

and oppressed, blamed and feared. Fat is seen as a 

disease. It’s the silent killer.  

 

Setting the Record Straight 

It’s time we started seeing fat for what it really is and fat people for the beautiful, strong individuals they are. 

It’s time we put an end to the lies and stereotypes we’ve been socialized to believe. It’s time we started valuing 

and appreciating people for who they are, not for what size they wear or how much they weigh. It’s time we got 

the facts on fat. 

Getting the Fa(c)ts on Fat    

Despite being in the majority, fat people are 

marginalized and disrespected. Fat people are the 

enemy. We run in fear at the mere mention of the 

word fat. We camouflage it with labels like 

overweight and plus-sized. We blame fat people for 

our society’s problems and our own insecurities. 

We assume they’re incapable and opt for slimmer 

employees in the workplace. Lose weight and you’ll 

feel better the doctors proscribe. Fat is a threat, and 

we are at war with it.  

Fat is not bad. In fact, fat isn’t even a bad word! Fat 

people can be healthy. Fat bodies are beautiful 

bodies. And they deserve respect.  

 

 

 

Fat is Not a Bad Word 
 

“We the people” it begins, promising us the 

freedom of speech, enabling us with the power of 

words. We have the right to say what we want. 

With that, also comes a responsibility. We have a 

moral duty to use words appropriately, for good. 

We’re raised to say what we mean and mean what 

we say, or say nothing at all. Words have power and 

influence. Words can change lives. Words like fat 

on the other hand… 

 

It’s the elephant in the room. We treat it like a curse 

word. We act like it’s a disease we risk catching by 

merely muttering the word.  

 

Fat, despite popular belief, is not a bad 

word. 

 
Fat doesn’t warrant “quotations” or special fonts. 

You don’t need to whisper it to your neighbor or 

cover it up with words like “thick” and “big-

boned.” Fat is just that, it’s fat. The term itself is a 

neutral descriptor, used to express an individual’s 

physical state. It’s no different than referring to 

someone as small, tall, blonde-haired, or blue-eyed. 

Employing it in everyday, non-discriminatory 

Over two-thirds of all 
adults in the United States 
are defined as “overweight” 
or “obese.” Thus, they are 
discriminated against, 
forced to live in a society 
which idealizes a thin, 
unrealistic ideal.1 

“There is no wrong way to 

have a body”  

-Glenn Maria 

fat [fat] adjective, fat-ter, fat-test, noun, verb, fat-ted, 
fat-ting 
adjective 
1. having too much flabby tissue; corpulent; obese: a fat 
person. 
2. plump; well-fed: a good, fat chicken. 
3. consisting of or containing fat; greasy; oily: fat gravy; fat 
meat. 
4. profitable, as an office: a fat job on the city commission 

definitions provided by dictionary.com 
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contexts offers neutrality and assumes an unbiased 

attitude. 

Society, however, begs to argue otherwise. We are 

raised to regard it as derogatory. We are taught to 

replace it with “nicer” terms and labels.  

 

Charlotte Cooper1 shares her thoughts on this 

language choice, and refers to it instead as a form of 

social cleansing. We are socialized to omit the word 

“fat” because, she explains, because it “is too 

abrasive and politicized in this context.” In reality, 

and as Marilyn Wann2 agrees, such terms only work 

to further drive the stigma and fear associated with 

being fat.  

 

“Large, big-boned, overweight, chubby… plump, 

and obese are all synonyms for fear.” 

 -Marilyn Wann 

 

Furthermore, efforts to disguise the word fat only 

promote the use of discriminatory labels like 

“overweight” and “obese.” These O-words situate 

normatively-sized, thin people as the standard by 

which everyone should measure. They divide 

people into categories of inadequacy. In doing so, 

and in trying to cover the field of fat studies with 

terms like “weight studies” and its associated 

“weight stigma,” they establish hierarchies and seek 

to undermine the field of fat discourse and research. 

To this, Wann adds “large, big-boned, overweight, 

chubby… plump, and obese are all synonyms for 

fear.” 

 

It’s time we put an end to this fear of fat, and 

embraced it as another way of describing someone’s 

physical being.  

 

Thereby, moving forward in this discourse as well 

as in the field of fat studies, the term fat is merely 

used to depict size. It is not meant to cast stigma or 

promote stereotypes. While I, among other authors 

in this field, choose to openly use the term fat in this 

context, we must all also acknowledge and respect 

an individual’s preference not to identify as fat.  

 

Be careful what you say. Words have power, and 

while they are free, they come with the moral 

responsibility to use them well. 

                                                           
1 Cooper, C. (2016). Fat Activism: A Radical Social Movement. 

Bristol, UK: HammerOn Press.  

Fat is Not Unhealthy 
 

Okay, so fat isn’t a bad word. But it’s still 

unhealthy, right?  WRONG! 

 

 

Health is not some number on a scale, nor can we 

accurately assess health by mere appearance. Who 

are we to judge or comment other people’s bodies, 

labeling them “inadequate” or “lazy,” because of 

their size? 

This notion of fat as “unhealthy” and “bad” dates as 

far back as the 1800s. It has been reinforced since 

then due to a constantly growing diet and weight 

industry and the always-emerging field of medical 

science. As a result, we are literally bred to 

inherently relate fat with health and assume because 

someone is fat, s/he is automatically unhealthy. It is 

a social construction. 

Again referencing Marylin Wann in her 

contributions to The Fat Studies Reader (2009), as 

well as Linda Bacon’s Health at Every Size 

principles, health is more than a how much you 

weigh or what size you wear. Our reliance on the 

BMI system, to which they both regard as flawed 

and a major contributor to these false assumptions 

of health, says little about an individual’s actual 

psychological wellbeing and longevity, let alone 

2 Wann, M. (2009). In Rothblum, E. & Solovay, S. (Eds.), The Fat 

Studies Reader. New York, New York: University Press.  

Did you know? 
Studies show fat people may actually live longer! 

Check out this article by Kelly Tatera from  
The Science Explorer to learn more: 

http://thescienceexplorer.com/brain-and-

body/overweight-people-actually-tend-live-longer-

normal-weight-individuals 

 

  

http://thescienceexplorer.com/brain-and-body/overweight-people-actually-tend-live-longer-normal-weight-individuals
http://thescienceexplorer.com/brain-and-body/overweight-people-actually-tend-live-longer-normal-weight-individuals
http://thescienceexplorer.com/brain-and-body/overweight-people-actually-tend-live-longer-normal-weight-individuals


cholesterol levels, blood sugar, etc. It also fails to 

consider the person’s family history 

and personal life style 

habits.3  

 

“Weight,” 

Wann agrees, “is an 

inaccurate measurement for 

predicting individual health or longevity, 

much less someone’s eating or exercise habits.” 

“Health,” she adds, “can be used to police body 

conformity and can be code for weight-related 

judgements.”  

 

Thus, we continue to assume because an individual 

is fat, s/he must be unhealthy.  

 

Reality check: 

All bodies are built differently. We all carry 

weight and excess fat in different places. 

THAT’S BIOLOGY. 

 
Some of us aren’t meant to be a size 2, nor should 

we ever even try to reach such a size! We live in a 

society which has been bred to believe “thin is in” 

and those who don’t meet a particular BMI-

assigned weight standard must be unhealthy.  

 

 “Being thin does not equate to good 

health…When it really comes down to it, 

living a healthy life can only be successfully 

executed by truly taking care of oneself”  
-Oz Garcia, The Huffington Post 

 

Side note: The same can be said about beauty. Let’s 

put an end to fat stigma and stop this unrealistic 

assumption of skinny as inherently healthy and 

beautiful. Truth is: skinny ≠ healthy. Fat ≠ 

unhealthy. All bodies = beautiful. 

 
                                                           
3 Rutter, B. (2015, April 8). Fat can be healthy, so don’t tell me 

you’re dieting for health reasons. The Guardian. Retrieved from  

Final Thoughts… 
 

Health is a feeling. 
It’s a way of life. It’s attained by listening 

to your body, adopting your own healthy habits, and 

finding happiness and joy in what you love to do. 

Who are we to judge others as they take their own 

paths towards health and happiness? Who are they 

to judge us on ours?  

 

Skinny, fat, tall, short, and everywhere in 
between, every body can be a healthy body 

and every body deserves respect. 
 

 

Don’t be afraid to challenge the standard. 

Speak up for fat people and together, we can 

end fat stigma and weight discrimination. 
 

 

Additional Resources… 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/apr/08/fat-

healthy-dieting-health-reasons-overweight-lifespan-weight 

For more information about the 

Health at Every Size movement, 

visit https://haescommunity.com/ 

 

 

To read more by this author, visit 

her blog at 

https://dauntless267.wordpress.com/ 

 
 

 

This article was written by Ellen Ballentine for 

Women’s Studies 505.02. All thoughts and 

opinions are her own and do not reflect that of this 

course or the university. ` 
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