
www.msvu.ca/atlantisAtlantis 38.2, 2017 144

Virgie Tovar is an author and activist who speaks and 
writes on the topics of fat discrimination and its inter-
section with gender, race, and sexuality. She is the editor 
of the anthology Hot & Heavy: Fierce Fat Girls on Life, 
Love & Fashion (Seal Press, 2012), the organizer of Ba-
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fessor of Publishing at Simon Fraser University, where 
her research and teaching focus on the histories and fu-
tures of print and digital media in Canada. She is the 
co-creator of Witch, Please, a feminist podcast on the 
Harry Potter world, and the creator of the podcast Se-
cret Feminist Agenda.

Could you start off by explaining to the reader what 
you do? How would you define your work? 

I primarily identify as a public intellectual work-
ing around issues of fat politics and fat liberation. I’m a 
fat activist, but my primary contribution to the move-
ment is theoretically unpacking fatphobia. I use the ac-
ademic training that I have in order to deconstruct and 
intersectionally approach issues like fatphobia and fat-
shaming. Surprisingly, I’ve ended up professionalizing 
my activism, and now I lecture at universities, as well as 
teach a four-week online class that offers a crash course 
in fat positive feminism [Babecamp]. 

And what led you to this surprising career path? 
I grew up a fat kid, I come from a fat family, and 

there was pretty much no way I wasn’t going to be fat, 
with the exception of really extreme intervention of 
some kind. That means, in this modern age, that I grew 
up being taught to feel ashamed of my body and to feel 
a sense of worthlessness. I deeply internalized that ed-
ucation that I think a lot of fat women, and even not so 
fat women, receive, and for years and years I played out 
that internalization through self harm, through extreme 
dieting and exercise. 

Through a series of happy coincidences, I end-
ed up getting taken off that path. One of the very first 
interventions in my education in fatphobia was actu-
ally dating men. It wasn’t a particularly radical act, to 
date straight dudes, but they were able to disrupt this 
narrative that I’d been taught: that I was completely un-
desirable, that no one would ever want to date me or 
sleep with me. Then I was introduced to feminism at 
university, and ultimately went to grad school, where I 
researched fat women. That became the final interven-
tion, when I was introduced through the research to a 
community of fat activists—fat-positive queer people in 
the Bay area. Being introduced to that community be-
came the coup-de-grâce; I needed to see the politic be-
ing lived, and that was what this group of activists gave 
to me. 

“I Needed to See the Politic Being Lived”: Virgie Tovar 
on Fat Activism and Digital Platforms
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I wouldn’t have come to the research without 
these really personal, touchstone moments, but through 
the research I was able to meet all of these people. And it 
became really clear that I wanted to write a book about 
them that introduced them to the world. Before I went 
to grad school, I had pitched a single-authored mani-
festo called Fatties of the World, Unite. At the time—this 
was 2008 or 2009—there was no market for that kind of 
work at all. You know, there had not been an anthology 
published on the topic since Shadow on a Tightrope [a 
1995 collection of essays edited by Lisa Schoenfielder 
and Barb Wieser]. Even though the editor really liked 
the work, really liked my voice, the marketing team ulti-
mately decided that it was not ready for the market—or 
the market was not ready for it. 

As I was completing my Master’s degree, I started 
to hear and see the rumblings of fat activism, and I was 
like “oh my god, this thing is about to explode.” And so 
I reached out to the editor again and said ‘hey, this thing 
is about to blow up; I don’t know if you’re seeing what 
I'm seeing, but y’all need to get on this train now if you 
want to publish this book, because it’s a ground-break-
ing book and the world needs to meet these women 
who are doing this fucking incredible work.’ The idea 
of the anthology had really emerged alongside some of 
my own maturity around writing. The problem with a 
single authored work is that it’s so easy for somebody to 
read it and think ‘this person is special, this person just 
has some strange thing about her that makes her able 
to stop dieting forever, but I can’t. I felt that, with the 
anthology, you can have thirty people who are telling 
you a story. Thirty people is a lot of people! That makes 
the work they’re doing feel more tenable, when there’s 
a lot of people talking about it. So anyway, the antholo-
gy emerged [Hot & Heavy: Fierce Fat Girls on Life, Love 
& Fashion (2012)], and even before the book was pub-
lished, I was getting invited to speak at universities on 
the topic. It was through the anthology that my work 
became organically professionalized.  

You stepped into the public as somebody who could 
talk about this thing that people wanted to talk about. 

And who could talk about it in an intersectional 
and a “non-intimidating” way, that wasn’t academic in 
nature. That’s why I’m so bad a being an academic. I 
have the training, but the aesthetic is so deeply repug-
nant to most people, including myself. 

Inside and outside the academy, it seems like we all 
hate it! 

Yes. And I was always unwilling to do the work 
of showing that every single thought I have has a gene-
alogy that begins with white masculinity. I refuse to do 
that. And there’s just no way to succeed in the academy 
if you’re not willing to do that. So I decided we’re not 
compatible. 

So let’s talk intersectionality. The keywords of this 
special issue are feminism, publics, and the digital. 
Let’s start with feminism. I wanted to begin by asking 
if you define your work as feminist, but you already 
have. So now I’m wondering if you could define the 
feminism of your praxis. What does feminism mean 
to you?

That’s such a good question, gosh. I actually see 
feminism as almost an aesthetic more so than an ide-
ology, if that makes any sense. Of course, I’m certainly 
familiar with traditional definitions of feminism, but 
when we talk about things like closing the wage gap, we 
leave out some very important parts of the conversa-
tion. There’s kind of a silent understanding that we just 
need to make edits to the system as it exists now, that it’s 
largely a good system. And I don’t know that I’m willing 
to concede that. I was recently asked to do a talk at a his-
torically all-dude college, and the students there were 
talking about the limitations of the feminism they saw 
on campus. They were like, ‘we only ever talk about the 
wage gap,’ and I was like, ‘yeah, I guess the problem with 
that is it completely obscures the fact that capitalism 
and misogyny are BFF’s!’ You cannot interrogate gen-
der inequality without looking at all these systems upon 
which those inequalities pivot. I think of feminism as 
an aesthetic because there are types of feminism that 
are emerging now, that will emerge, that cannot be en-
capsulated by a definition. And that’s what’s exciting to 
me about it. 

I think that my feminism manifests in my work 
in myriad ways. Let’s work this from top to bottom. To 
begin, I have taken my academic training and refused to 
accept the privilege of being entrenched in the academy. 
I’m sharing this information and making it accessible to 
the public on the Internet. I think of that as feminism. 
The Internet, which at one point in its inception was 
about nerds and people at the periphery getting togeth-
er and mobilizing, has become a commoditizable space. 
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But I still think that even the use of cyber feminism, 
the use of the Internet as a tool to convey ideas and to 
demand justice, is a feminist act. 

I also think about things like my outfits as fem-
inism. I think of fashion as a deeply feminist battle-
ground. Even something like my nails—my choice of 
how long to keep them, what colour. What am I con-
veying with my fashion? Who am I speaking to when 
I’m wearing certain outfits? To me, that’s feminism. 

And then, politically, the work itself is ultimate-
ly about feminism, it’s ultimately about women’s liber-
ation, because fat is a women’s issue. Yes, absolutely, all 
genders experience fatphobia, but we’re really talking 
about the second-class citizenship of femininity. Dis-
cussing this work in the way that I do is so deeply tied 
to the liberation of women. Almost all my professional 
work is with women; specifically, a lot of my work is in 
conversation with women of colour and queers because 
my work comes from a queer tradition. I’m a straight 
lady who was like, hey guess what, queers know every-
thing. Queers are creating some of the best theory in 
the world, and so let’s listen to them. I’m a social justice 
oriented person, but if I weren’t, I think that just based 
on an objective assessment I would come to the same 
conclusion: that queer people and people of colour are 
creating some of the best theory in existence. So I think 
that conversing with that work, insisting on centring 
that work, is also deeply feminist. 

Those are a lot of things. 

And that’s wonderful, because feminism is messy like 
that. But I love your definition of feminism as an aes-
thetic. I’d like to return to that point when we speak 
later about Instagram. But first, I want to ask you 
about your self-identification as a public intellectual. 
I’m interested in hearing more about how you define 
your public. When we speak publicly, we generally 
have an addressee, or an audience, in mind. We know 
who we think we’re talking to—and who we think 
we’re not talking to, right? You’ve already framed 
your public as being non-academic (which immedi-
ately means a much larger public). So how else would 
you define your public? Who are you talking to?  

I’m talking to women. You know, this is a bit 
personal, but I grew up in a dysfunctional home, where 
I was the hero child, the golden child, and it was my 
job to save everyone. And I feel like I bring in this deep 

sense of needing to protect people into my work. I was 
also raised by Mexican immigrants who I watched get-
ting humiliated every day; I watched them and I felt it, 
even before I understood the language of what was hap-
pening. So in a lot of ways the people who I’m talking 
to are the people like me; I’m talking to women, I’m 
talking to people of colour, I’m talking to fat people. I’m 
trying to encourage the people who feel they have to 
apologize.

One of my own critiques of my work is that 
sometimes the people I want to be speaking to don’t ac-
tually need to hear what I have to say. They may not be 
benefiting from it in the same way that people who are 
less well versed in all of these issues might. In my mind, 
I’m speaking to the group of people who are the vic-
tims of the things that I’m talking about, like sexism and 
racism and fatphobia and xenophobia. I understand 
that other people see my work, but I'm not necessarily 
talking to them. You can sit at the table, you can listen, 
but you’re not my primary audience, I’m not as invested 
in discussion with you. Last night, for example, I gave a 
lecture [as part of the Berkeley Public Library’s 2016 Fat 
Positive Summer Festival] to a room full of women and 
queer people and people of colour. In those moments, 
when the room is exactly what you want the room to 
look like, I think, I did something right in advertising 
this. I don’t know what I did that was special, but this is 
exactly the room that I wanted. 

It’s like your community has heard you. 
Yeah! Totally! There are so many cultural forces 

that seek to gaslight marginalized people into believing 
that we’re overstating things or that we’re being para-
noid or that we’re just not understanding reality as it 
actually exists. For me to be able to get up there and, 
I think quite articulately and succinctly, convey that 
there’s evidence to back up people’s experiences – that 
means a lot to me. In that way, the work is deeply thera-
peutic for me and also, I hope, for others. 

This is an aside, but have you by any chance listened 
to the most recent episode of This American Life? 
[589: Tell Me I’m Fat] 

Yeah, I just wrote an article about the whole 
thing! [http://www.ravishly.com/2016/06/23/take-cake-
american-life-really-bad-talking-about-fat] 
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Did you? I found it really moving, and I’m trying 
to figure out how to send it to my parents because I 
think it will help them to understand me better. But 
what struck me was the lack of space that they gave to 
gaslighting. It seemed to be justifying of the experi-
ences of living in a fat body, to be saying, ‘you’re not 
imagining it, it is happening.’

Well, I’m biased against the episode because I 
feel like This American Life has wasted a lot of my time. 
I literally got an email from Sarai Walker [author of Di-
etland] just a few minutes ago, and she was like ‘they 
wasted my time too!’ They just keep pre-interviewing 
a few people. And for me, those are billable hours. You 
got two interviews, NPR, you’re never getting another 
one for free. But I think my issue—and this is what I 
say in the article—is that I was troubled by the posi-
tion of Elna Baker’s story as the central narrative. Of 
course, I understand that it’s NPR and the personal 
story was always going to be the central narrative. But 
they end up repeating this framework that I find deeply 
sexist in which the marginalized person—the woman 
—is the one on trial; they’re the one whose privacy is 
always presumed as non-existent. The result—and this 
is a big problem I have with NPR in general—is this 
kind of white male voyeurism, this idea that there’s an 
invisible listener who’s not actually being indicted even 
though it’s their complicity that’s primarily responsible 
for the suffering being described. My boyfriend is an 
NPR-listener, and I often ask him: what is it about this 
violence and poverty porn that you enjoy so much? Be-
cause there’s no call to action. It’s just you, listening to 
marginalized people talk about their lives so you can 
discuss it over dinner. This is sociopathic to me! 

And of course then you feel good about yourself for 
listening. It’s the catharsis of the middlebrow reading 
experience. 

Yeah! So to expect, or even encourage, this 
woman who I think is a producer of the show [Baker], 
in the name of truth or in the name of justice, to humili-
ate herself—that’s horrifying to me. I know about politi-
cal strategy, how people will choose these really moving 
narratives of victimization because they’re affecting, but 
NPR doesn’t intend to act on this in any way! It’s not 
like there’s going to be legislation now, or a demand for 
human rights! That’s not what’s happening! 

The listeners just get to move on. I keep thinking of 
a Roxane Gay quote: “the only thing women are al-
lowed to be experts on is themselves.” Women’s voices 
are framed as only ever speaking autobiographically. 
And yet! NPR produces texts that I can send to my 
middle-class white parents! 

Yes! 

Alright, sorry, we got off script. But this topic of gas-
lighting brings me to my next question. The Internet 
is both an amazing space that allows us to do things 
we wouldn’t be able to do otherwise, and a garbage 
pile. Let’s start with the garbage. I’m interested in 
hearing you speak about the kinds of resistance that 
you might have encountered to your activism, specif-
ically in online spaces. 

In general, I would say I don’t have to deal with 
a lot of it online. I do have a dedicated Reddit hate-page, 
which I never really thought I’d have! I have a theory 
that being a woman of colour, a cyberfeminist of colour, 
is actually a protective factor. I find that most of the peo-
ple who are extremely awful online are actually white 
men, and there’s kind of this idea that women of colour 
don’t matter. The culture already understands women 
of colour as always already marginal and disinteresting 
and dehumanized. White men are particularly invest-
ed in policing and engaging with white femininity. So 
honestly, I was shocked that I got on the Reddit radar, 
because I assumed I was like a proto-human, even lower 
than a white woman to them. 

As an analytical person who always brings a 
scholarly lens to things, I find the mechanism they’re 
activating on Reddit really interesting. They got real-
ly mad at me for a blog post I wrote about deciding to 
block an old friend of mine. I’d met him when I was 
living in New York when I was very young, like 22, and 
it was clear that we were interested in each other, but 
also that he was holding back. And then, a decade later, 
he ended up with this thin, white, upper middle-class 
woman who does marathons and has made him thinner 
and all these kinds of things. And I thought: I’ve sensed 
you since I was 22 and now I get to see you! So I wrote 
about the decision to bet on my intuition about what 
the fuck happened instead of betting on the possibility 
that this was a nice guy and I was interpreting it incor-
rectly; I decided to act on my intuition rather than gas-
lighting myself. So I wrote about the decision to block 
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this guy for what I called stealth bigotry. And that was 
what broke the camel’s back for Reddit. 

The mechanism they used to attack me wasn’t 
based on my looks; they actually attacked me based on 
my interpretation of reality. They tried to collective-
ly gaslight me. It wasn’t comments about whether or 
not they found me attractive, whether or not they felt 
like they could fuck me, or whatever the typical male 
method of policing women is, which when you’re a fat 
woman is usually about you being ugly or disgusting. 
This was more sophisticated. It was literally the desire to 
undermine my interpretation of facts; they used words 
like ‘delusional.’ My moniker on Reddit is ‘The Queen 
of Delusion.’ From a linguistic standpoint, I found that 
super interesting, to be honest. But of course Reddit is 
a space that’s for bratty white boys with privilege, so I 
don’t think it’s any coincidence that they activate this 
particular kind of sexist tactic. It’s a tactic that men of 
influence, white men of influence, have often used. The 
psychological has long been the battleground that white 
masculinity has fought against the feminine. 

It’s reminiscent of accusations of hysteria.  
Yes, exactly. So, that’s one example of the gar-

bage online. In general, I haven’t dealt with a whole lot 
of stuff. In part, that’s just because my platform isn’t as 
big as other people’s. I think that, if I was dealing with a 
volume of 100,000 people versus my 10,000, that would 
be different. And also, as I mentioned, I think being a 
woman of colour on some level grants me this kind of 
stealth status because white dudes aren’t as invested in 
policing women of colour’s femininity, I think. Anyway, 
I’ve deeply internalized the idea, at this point in my life, 
that other people’s bigotry is their problem. 

For example, recently Fox News did a story on 
me in which they claimed that I’d said something that 
I didn’t in fact say. I was doing a telecommuted lecture 
with another person for a university—she had a med-
ical background, and was an academic, and was like a 
white, thin, straight woman. And Fox News said that I 
talked about thin privilege. I actually didn’t even use the 
phrase ‘thin privilege,’ it was the other woman who did, 
and they didn’t even mention her. I’m not that invested 
in discussing thin privilege. I don’t discuss thin people 
in my work, it’s not of interest to me. But I think for her, 
as a thin person, she was able to discuss this in a way 
that was very personal to her. So they used her words 

and said that I said them, and this created this incredi-
ble deluge of intense misogyny and hatred on Twitter. It 
was fascinating because I was just like, whoa, you look 
really foolish, sirs! That was my reaction—all I can do 
is sit back and be amused and horrified. I don’t need to 
substantiate or deny anything you have to say because 
you’re clearly a sociopath, and I don’t have to do the 
labour of exposing you as one because you’ve already 
done it. 

I feel like that’s generally my attitude: just sit back 
and watch the crazy theatre, because there’s nothing else 
to be done. What’s hard is that a lot of fat activists, a lot 
of fat people are encouraged to deeply internalize the 
idea that we’re inferior, and we behave sometimes out 
of that sense of inferiority rather than just being like 
‘you’re a bigot, and that’s your problem, and I’m sorry 
that you exist, I’m sorry that you’re a bigot.’ You know, 
there’s nothing to be done about it. 

The last thing I’m going to say is that, because 
I’m on more ‘feminine’ platforms—Instagram is prob-
ably my favourite platform—and these men are such 
misogynists, they wouldn’t dare post anything because 
it would threaten their sexuality or something. They 
wouldn’t post something on Instagram because it’s a 
feminized platform. I actually don’t like Twitter because 
I have to be terse, and that’s totally not a feminine thing! 
I am a highly superlatively ridiculously feminine per-
son, so I have no interest in a platform that seeks to lim-
it my ability to speak to 140 characters. I see Twitter as a 
coded masculine space. I know a lot of feminists are on 
Twitter, and I’m not trying to belittle their work. But for 
me, I interpret the medium or the platform as very mas-
culine, and the idea that you have to convey thoughts in 
a short, quippy way is a very masculine thing to me. It 
smacks of utility and all that fucking masculinist bull-
shit that I don’t care for. And the fact that I don’t like 
Twitter is a protective factor because these men are such 
homophobes, they’re unwilling to actually come to me, 
in my house. 

So tell me more about the platforms that you do like 
to engage on. What platforms do you use a lot? 

I use Instagram and Facebook almost exclusive-
ly, but I’m starting to feel a little bit out of fashion! Like 
everybody is on Snapchat now, but I’m kind of slow to 
change platforms. 
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And what has drawn you to those platforms? 
Well, Instagram is visual, and I love to tell sto-

ries with photographs. I’m very image driven. It’s also a 
platform that, perhaps because it’s visually driven and 
not verbally driven, has become less of a forum for op-
posing opinions. I feel like I can more easily find the 
community that I’m interested in creating and watch-
ing. Facebook, on the other hand, I treat like a microb-
logging platform. Most of the time at this point, I can’t 
afford to microblog because in general I have so many 
writing deadlines that, if I have an idea, I need to turn it 
into a 500-word essay. But I like that I can have this not-
all-the-way half-baked analysis, or instead of having an 
argument driven or nuanced discussion, I can just vent 
in all caps. For example, I was just venting about the 
Brock Turner case in all caps. Especially considering 
the specificity of the work I do, and what people have 
come to expect of me writing-wise, I’m not gonna write 
a piece on Brock Turner, because I’m not in the best po-
sition to do it. There are plenty of other feminists who 
should be writing about it and who could do it better 
than I do. And yet, I would like to discuss it, I would like 
to discuss how it endangers me, and the specific ways in 
which it does so. So Facebook has become a platform 
where I can experiment with ideas that have not been 
fully developed; I use it as a sounding board in general. 
If I need advice, I go to Facebook and I ask people what 
they think I should do. It’s also great as a dissemination 
tool. I would say like almost every person who’s taken 
Babecamp found out about it through Facebook. 

I find your comments on Instagram really intrigu-
ing, because I’ve noticed something similar about 
it. There seems to be a greater possibility for creat-
ing communities on there. Even though, logically, it 
should work in a way very similar to Twitter, it really 
doesn’t. I would like to talk a little bit about your in-
terest in visual platforms. When we look at the histo-
ry of the Internet, we see that it wasn’t always a visual 
medium, and it wasn’t inevitable that it turned out to 
be so driven by images. I’m wondering if that aspect 
of the way that the Internet looks in 2016 might ac-
count, in part, for the acceleration of body positive 
activism online. Is there a link between the visual and 
this particular kind of activism? How has Instagram 
as a platform been connected to the rise of a more 
mainstream fat activism? 

 This goes back to something I mentioned at the 
beginning of this interview. For me, the coup-de-grâce 
of getting involved in fat activism was meeting people 
who were doing the thing I was interested in doing that 
had only been theoretical before that point. It’s the em-
bodiment element, it’s the witnessing element. When 
someone has a body that is like yours, or close enough 
to yours, and you see it doing things that you’ve been 
told you cannot do, that bodies like that do not do, it 
becomes part of a body of evidence. The embodiment 
itself is so important: seeing people in amazing outfits, 
seeing how people use jewellery or use makeup, those 
kinds of things, are extremely important. As somebody 
who has watched this newest, Internet-focused iter-
ation of fat politics emerge from nearly the inception 
to now—and again, fat politics isn’t new at all—what’s 
so neat is that, when it first started, there were a lot of 
women who didn’t know any single human being, as 
a friend or in their community, who did that kind of 
activism. But when we go to the Internet and we see 
women, they become part of our community. I can be 
emboldened through their behaviour because I know 
that somebody else is doing it, and if I forget that, I can 
go back to the Internet and look, and see, and remind 
myself. That lone person who didn’t know a single other 
fat girl who wore short shorts or whatever, I think that 
that is changing. I think that a lot of it is because peo-
ple can look to somebody else and get inspiration. And 
to return to the feminism conversation, I think it’s this 
deep act of intimacy between women, often, or between 
feminine people, that you can get inspiration from what 
they’re doing or wearing, and make meaning for your-
self. 

There has also been some critique levelled against the 
fat activist communities on Instagram. Of course, 
there have been critiques from outside the commu-
nity that I’m not interested in, but there have been 
critiques from within the community, particularly 
from queer women and people of colour, saying that 
the form that body positivity takes on Instagram is 
overly focused on consumerism and normative gen-
der presentations. Many fat celebrities, as public fig-
ures, still play into a lot of traditional notions of gen-
der performance. Do you agree that that is a face that 
body positivity has taken on Instagram? Or do you 
take issue with that critique? 
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I see the validity of the critique. I have problems 
with the consumerism argument because I don’t think 
that consumerism and the deployment of fashion as a 
political tool are the same thing. Certainly, queers of 
colour know this. Queers of colour know that fashion 
has long been deployed as a political tool, especially 
within queer communities. In some ways, though not 
exclusively, queers are one of the communities that have 
most proactively and through necessity created codes 
and gestures through fashion. 

I’m actually about to write about this for a jour-
nal, so this is like the preview of it: I did a very small 
content analysis looking at fat dyke literature in the late 
1980s and the 90s and comparing it to some of the rep-
resentation of largely straight white cisgender women in 
the fat movement now, and fascinatingly enough, these 
women are deploying the some kinds of aesthetics as 
fat dykes from the 80s and 90s. They’re deploying this 
unapologetic use of food as a way of conveying anti-as-
similation, the insistence upon sex positivity, an open 
sexuality, and the use of clothing—short clothing, loud 
clothing—except that they’ve de-queered it. It’s funny 
to me, but when I look at some of the visible fat straight 
white women online, I see a look that is wholesale coopt-
ed from queer high femininity, and I think that a lot of 
people are doing it without any understanding of the 
political lineage of the look. This is all part of the his-
tory of straight people misinterpreting queer gestures. 
We know the history of that, that’s a thing. And I don’t 
think that it’s done with malice; it’s done with complete 
ignorance of the gesture. 

But I thought you were gonna ask me about the 
homogeneity of the size of the people who have become 
the face of the fat movement. I have some things to say 
about that: it’s fucked up, and it’s cyclical.

Yes, it’s like the body positive movement has sort of 
expanded acceptable bodies by one or two steps only; 
you can be fat, but you can be this fat and no fatter. It 
reminds me of what you were saying earlier on about 
the wage gap, as in, if we continue with the system of 
‘some bodies are okay and some bodies are not’ and 
just slightly expand the circle of what bodies are okay, 
we haven’t actually done anything to the system. 

Right! And I think that’s what’s so hard—there’s 
almost a depoliticization of fat politics that’s happening. 
When something that had been deeply political becomes 

unseated from that politic, becomes something you can 
take on or take off like a garment, that’s when things be-
come really scary. What I’ve noticed getting a lot of trac-
tion specifically within fat visibility is a focus on beau-
ty. For example, I was tracking different hashtags and 
I was fascinated to find that #effyourbeautystandards 
has over a million tags on Instagram. It’s interesting to 
linguistically break down the phrase “eff your beauty 
standards,” like the choice of the infantilized “eff ” rather 
than “fuck,” which is kind of this weird nod to respect-
ability, and then “your”—it’s talking to somebody out-
side the movement, I guess. And then this invocation of 
beauty. If you’re trying to get justice and your vehicle is 
beauty, then that’s not going to work out for you. 

On the one hand, I’m not surprised that the 
beauty thing is happening. On the other hand, I sort 
of see this as part of an ideological progression. I think 
there are some people who will always be obsessed with 
the beauty thing, and they’re not going to move past 
that. And they’re always going to be the ones who get 
the most traction, because they’re activating a tenet of 
our current society that’s very powerful. But the people 
who really resonate with that beauty message for a few 
years might become the people who ultimately identify 
more as open feminists later on. 

I just wanted to tease open, at least to some degree, 
the fact that even within the community of body pos-
itivity on a platform like Instagram, there are still 
forms of conflict and resistance. There are politicized 
debates within the community about what it means 
to be fat positive or what it means to be fat or what 
it means to fuck with beauty standards. So, my last 
question is: is there anything that you think is perti-
nent to this topic that I haven’t brought up? 
 One of the things that I found really cool, when 
I really looked at what fat activism was doing online: 
from the most assimilationist gestures to the most rad-
ical, they all had one thing in common, which is that 
they demanded the fat body is permanent. And I found 
that really surprising! I was kind of amazed. It’s argu-
able that they’re saying that but they’re conveying a dif-
ferent thing visually. I could buy into that argument or 
be convinced. But largely, it’s a big deal that all the way 
from the top to the bottom, they’re all saying that fat-
ness is a thing that’s not going away. That’s a thing that 
just kind of struck me. I think we’ve hit a pivotal tipping 



point in fat politics now; where there had been maybe a 
few traceable ideologies I think there’s going to become 
even more and I’m a little excited and a little scared to 
see what’s next.
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