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“When we first began to use these [maps] in 1998, invariably the audience responded with 
a growing murmur, then a gasp as the increase in the prevalence unfolded…After people 
have seen the maps, we no longer have to discuss whether a problem with obesity exists. 
These maps have shifted the discussion from whether a problem exists to what we should 

do about the epidemic.” (Bill Dietz, quoted in Fat Politics, p. 42)



Weight stigma 
researchers & fat 
activists are 
facing a big 
problem:

The fight against 
weight stigma is being 
co-opted by the 
people responsible for 
weight stigma.HOW DID WE GET HERE?



My argument: weight stigma research has constructed weight 
stigma as a problem of knowledge about fat bodies rather 

than a problem caused by obesity elimination efforts. 

As a result, anti-obesity actors and institutions have been able 
to co-opt the problem of weight stigma to expand obesity 

elimination efforts.



To date, weight stigma is considered a 
problem of inaccurate knowledge about:

The causes of weight gain: People blame obesity on a lack of individual 
willpower rather than the “accurate” biological or social-structural causes

The relationship between weight and health: People inaccurately assume 
fat people are unhealthy and blame them for that.

The efficacy of weight loss efforts: People inaccurately assume fat people 
can lose weight and view those who don’t negatively



“There is no nice, 
unstigmatizing 
way to wish that 
fat people did 
not…exist.”  
- Marilyn Wann, 
Preface to the Fat 
Studies Reader



Anti-obesity efforts 
constitute a structure of 

oppression: 
the anti-obesity assemblage



The anti-obesity assemblage 
is a network comprised of 

anything (idea, person, 
object) that works to enable 
or enact the elimination of 
fat people from the world.

This can include standards, 
people, institutions, 

technologies, practices, 
representations, and 

discourses.

the anti-obesity assemblage
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Obesity Elimination 
is Enabled By:

The transformation of 
fatness into “obesity”

The transformation of fat 
people into an 

eliminable threat

Generating new 
knowledge about 

“obesity” 

Obesity Elimination 
is Enacted By:

Facilitating the pursuit of 
thinness via individual 
disciplinary practices 

Facilitating the pursuit of 
thinness via disciplinary 

standards & spaces 

The Anti-
Obesity 

Assemblage
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Enabling Obesity 
Elimination Causes:

Widespread devaluation 
and discrimination.

Diminished ability to 
imagine living a good life 

while being fat. 

“Obesity” becomes the 
defining characteristic of 

fat people.

Enacting Obesity 
Elimination Causes:

Widespread physical and 
mental suffering of fat 

people. 

Suffering attributed to 
obesity itself, feeding 

back into the AOA.

The Anti-
Obesity 

Assemblage



Debunking obesity science is expanding 
the anti-obesity assemblage

The BMI is a 
bad measure 

of health

The majority 
of weight loss 
attempts fail



Case 1: the BMI



June 2023: 
The AMA expands the Anti-Obesity 
Assemblage by demoting the BMI

AMA: Use of BMI alone is an imperfect 
clinical measure

“The AMA also will support:
• Further research on the application of the 

extended BMI percentiles and z-scores and 
its association with other anthropometric 
measurements, risk factors and health 
outcomes.

• Efforts to educate physicians on the issues 
with BMI and alternative measures for 
diagnosing obesity.”

https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/public-health/ama-use-bmi-alone-imperfect-clinical-measure
https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/public-health/ama-use-bmi-alone-imperfect-clinical-measure


Case 2: weight loss dieting fails 95% of the time

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/02/health/biggest-loser-weight-loss.html


The Anti-Obesity Assemblage responds…

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/obr.12551


“Fad diets, often oriented toward achieving appearance ideals 
rather than improving physical health, are often promoted in 

media. Cyclical in nature, these diets promise unrealistic benefits 
and may promote disordered eating behaviors.”

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2022.01.004


“ In contrast to self-directed diets, which often promote reaching an 
“ideal” body size by implementing overly restrictive changes, 
supervised evidence-based behavioral weight management 

encourages sustainable changes to promote long-term health.”



Debunking “obesity” science without 
calling for the divestment from obesity 
elimination efforts can lead to:

• Expanding the anti-obesity assemblage by 
adding resources
• Increased media attention

• Increased funding & partnerships

• Anti-obesity actors increasing their authority 
and expertise by absorbing critiques

• Distraction from messages of valuing fat 
people and dismantling the anti-obesity 
assemblage

• Activist burnout 



Inaccurate knowledge about 
“obesity” is only one small part of a 
very big problem. It’s time to tackle 

the whole problem. 

It’s time for weight stigma 
researchers to start fighting the anti-

obesity assemblage. 



Thank 
you!

Contact  me at :
rafox@ucsd.edu

www.rachelefox.com
@rachel_e_fox
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