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-

moting radical acceptance of marginalized bodies, to its co-optation as a 

push for self-love for all bodies, including those bodies belonging to socially 

-

ment involves a single-minded emphasis on beauty and aesthetic adorn-

ment, and that this undermines the original focus of social and political 

equality, pandering instead to capitalism and failing to rectify unjust insti-

ultimately marginalises further the bodies for which it initially sought jus-

tice and acceptance. 

Cheryl Frazier and Nadia Mehdi
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1 Introduction

1  See Alptraum (2017), Anon (2018) and Dionne (2017).

2  See Hobbes (2018), Eaton (2016) and Torish (2012).

3  It is worth noting that much of the historical ‘body positivity’ movement was aimed 

at protecting more than just fat bodies—original strains of the movement also sought to 

promote acceptance of queer, trans, and other marginalized bodies. Although our focus 

in this paper is more simply on fat bodies, many people at the front of this movement be-

long to multiple marginalized groups and seek protection and acceptance for all of their 

identities under this movement. As such, some of the language used throughout this 

movement.

acceptance of marginalized bodies.1

to remove the temptation to say that people needed to be healthy – and 
2 In recent 

-

inal aims and become a push for self-love for all bodies, including those 

bodies belonging to socially dominant groups.3

assert that the appropriation of the ‘body positivity’ movement is at 

focus of the ‘body positivity’ movement from dignity, respect, and fair 

movement is through the lens of co-optation, and that this co-optation 

the goals of the original ‘body positivity’ movement and further margin-
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is necessary given the increasing or changing pressures of norms of 

problematic.

4  See Eaton (2016), Burgard (2009), Hobbes (2018) and Torish (2012). 

2 A Brief (and Incomplete) Overview of the Body Positivity 

Movement 

from a medical establishment that tortured and sought to eradicate 

challenge misconceptions regarding fatness and health and the notion 

-

ment created an important space for fat people to communicate and 

-

regularly disadvantage fat people.4

that openly and unabashedly teases, bullies, shames, and stigmatizes fat 
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than thin counterparts, and increased negative employment outcomes, 

Additionally, the ‘body positivity’ movement originally aimed to com-

-

ened health outcomes for said patients.

establish concrete legal protections that could prevent one’s livelihood 

the radical roots of the original movement. Body positivity 

have been marginalized are no longer the centre of their 
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and important aims, they fail to recognize the systemic injustices the 

real 

beauty as multiracial and multi-height, but still free of transgender 

body positivity became pride in thin, fair, feminine, 

able bodies 5 Investigating this shift in the body 

-

broadening beauty norms ignores several marginalized bodies that the 

aesthetic adornment undermines the original focus on social and polit-

rectify unjust institutions and policies.

5  Here, Your Fat Friend is referencing the “Real Beauty” campaign created by the cos-

metics company Dove which featured models possessing a more diverse range of bodies 

than was standard, but which failed to include a truly diverse range of bodies (impor-

tantly failing to include fat bodies). 

3 The Co-Optation of the ‘body positivity’ Movement

In light of this, it is our contention that the ‘body positivity’ movement 

members interact, and highlights the harm that can come from advan-

dismantle oppressive societal structures and institutions or to support 
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6 But co-opting a movement has 

et al

-

et al 

-

ment changing over time, the current ideology behind the ‘body positiv-

ity’ movement violently undermines the aims of the original movement. 

-

institutional injustices are committed. As Your Fat Friend argues:

6  It is important to note that Droogendyk  account centers on co-opting in 

provides a fruitful starting point for assessing the ways in which co-option functions and 

is harmful to members of disadvantaged or marginalized groups. 

-

ing cry, love your body, presumes that our greatest challeng-

grounds for ejecting us from employment, health care, and 

 from a disadvantaged 
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positivity’ to advocate for themselves, using it for their own purposes. 

used it originally. Indeed, the contemporary ‘body positivity’ move-

 this from a 

as co-opting 

7  See Puhl and Heuer (2009); Eaton (2016); Mull (2018).

4 Three Key Harms

-

ity’ movement is that the movement’s original goals have been erased 

without having been resolved or accomplished

-

they are perceived as lazy, detestable, and noncompliant, and that is if 

they receive treatment.7
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8 Moreover, fat people face regular microaggressions and bullying 

as a fat person.9 

-

ignores the unaccomplished goals of the original movement.

appearing inclusive and body positive, 
10 

Further, many discussions of body positivity go as far as openly deni-

-

-

‘acceptable fat’ to denote a range of fatness that is sometimes deemed 

8  See Cheap Air (2013); Hetrick and Attig (2009); Huff (2009).

9  See Your Fat Friend (2018); Rimm (2004); Weinstock and Krehbiel (2009).

10  At the time of this ad, Everlane sold underwear up to a size XL for a 84 cm [33 

inches] waist, which corresponds to a UK 14 or US size 10 (considered straight-size, 

rather than plus-size).
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positivity’ movement are potentially dangerous and irresponsible as 

-

ness, harm larger fat people by pushing them out of a space designed to 

-

Finally, these societal attitudes, informed by an anti-fat ‘body positivity’ 

movement, help reinforce oppressive structures in society, resulting in 

previously mentioned, an anti-fat society results in other legal, insti-

one of the only movements originally centred on advocating on their 

‘body positivity’ movement and turning it into a movement that advo-

cates for self-love as opposed to acceptance of fatness is ethically imper-

missible, as it threatens the lives of already marginalized people.

5 Two Objections

the ‘body positivity’ movement as a harmful co-optation. Firstly, some 
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-

relationship to oneself – has come to appeal to more people, and, as 

such, the radical political aims of the movement to restructure society’s 

treatment of fat people have become a smaller focus as the movement 

-

-

everyday grooming or cosmetic surgery, appears to be valued because 

-

beauty failureas in traditional accounts of moral failure.11

11  We can see evidence of the all-encompassing nature of the beauty ideal on one’s 

self-conception in statistics about current relationships to our bodies. Widdows writes 

(2018, 69) and that “there are a whole host of things that girls report they do not do 

pictures taken, to taking part in sport, and to speaking up in class. If we add this to the 

evidence the harms of body dissatisfaction, then unquestionably worries about appear-

ance severely limit what girls can be and do” (Ibid). 
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of the aesthetic and moral imperative the beauty ideal has come to 

it is more inclusive, recognising that all

beauty ideal is clearly oppressive and the ‘body positivity’ movement 
12 

-

-

to undermine the aesthetic and ethical imperative of the beauty ideal, 

but unless it addresses its anti-fat rhetoric then the serious ethical 
13

alter the beauty ideal, as it currently stands it is more likely to create a new ideal standard 

of normative beauty. Whilst this new standard might have slightly larger goalposts, it will 

not ultimately change the game.
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Framing the shift as an incidental evolution in the ‘body positivity’ 

-

ity’: a movement primarily centred on bodies that are already accepted 

-

tional injustices are committed in virtue of their body and appearance. 

all bodies being a part of the ‘body 

positivity’ movement is that society has not discriminated against or 

disenfranchised all bodies as such. Although there is nothing inherently 

ideology behind the ‘body positivity’ movement undermines the aims 

of the original

conditions to, love their bodies, and acceptance of all bodies is an 

important aim, the use of the hashtag or language of ‘body positivity’ 

empowerment -

-

more entrenched, is the capacity to demand a broader understanding of 

beauty not important, both personally and politically?

fatness politically might turn out to be a precondition to altering it aes-
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-

or may be unhealthy or unintelligent.

the co-opted movement’s search for aesthetically directed self-love, 

movement.

6 Conclusion

-

-

-

ple, has further entrenched the fatphobia it initially sought to eradicate. 

Moreover, this marginalization helps foster further social stigma around 

against fat people. 

hurting the very groups it aimed to protect. As Dionne argues, 

-

-

-
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bodies, but some bodies are still treated better than others. 

-

-

body-based hierarchies and challenging our learned assumptions about 

to confront a fat-phobic society and address the aims of the initial ‘body 

positivity’ movement. 
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