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I N T R O D U C T I O N

In 2016, the forsa Institute for 
Social Research and Statistical 
Analysis released an opinion 
poll whose title translates as 
The XXL Report: Opinions and 
Views on Heaviness and Obe-
sity (fig. 1). The cover shows 
a young, white, fat woman in 
a white one-piece bathing suit 
with long, loose brown hair 
swimming alone in a public 
pool as if sunken by her own 
weight after a dive. Her position 
is reminiscent of a literal fish in 
the water as well as the current trend of “mermaiding,” underwa-
ter swimming courses popular with children and teens. The title 
of the awareness campaign, Schwere(s)los, reinforces the image’s 
melancholy that goes beyond its color palette. It is a pun on the 
German word for weightless (schwerelos) and an idiom (schweres 
Los) meaning a heavy burden, a raw deal, or a hard lot in life. The 
wordplay is reinforced by the aquatic setting. To viewers, the young 
woman is made to appear confined—in the pool, in her body, and 
on the cover of the report. Despite its intention as an image of 
fat self-empowerment, the cover ultimately establishes a gaze that 
transmits norms and normalcy and visually conflates the swimmer 
with a zoo animal. 

 Visual references between marine mammals and generous 
female bodies appear to be ubiquitous and quite popular in the 
advertising industry. One example is PETA’s 
misogynist 2009 ad campaign Save the Whales: 
Lose the Blubber, Go Vegetarian (fig. 2). The 
animal rights organization adopts a provoca-
tive strategy for its ad imagery. They portray 
the torso of a white woman who is far from embodying classical 
or contemporary body norms. Wearing a red-and-white polka-dot 
bikini, she holds her hand at her waist and gazes out to sea. Her 
body is cut off on the billboard and only partially visible, reducing 
the woman to her body. The text produces and certifies a visual 
link between the woman and a whale. The representation of this 
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bikini-wearing woman becomes an anonymous, deindividualized 
“headless fatty” – Charlotte Cooper’s name for this type of image 
(2007) – who is now bidden to adopt a vegetarian diet. Proposing 
the term “hyper(in)visible” and the concept of the “hyper(in)
visible fat woman” in particular, Jeannine H. Gailey examines 
the interplay between fat women’s views of their own bodies and 
what society expects of their bodies and how it labels them (Gailey 
2014). Her investigation grapples with a paradox that is central to 
visual fat studies: although the fat female body is hyper-visible in 
one sense, at the same time mainstream visual culture scarcely 
offers any examples of positively connoted, respectful visualiza-
tions of bodies that depart from contemporary body norms. 

 In this field of inquiry, we must keep in mind that the treat-
ment of bodies itself is inherently linked to the linguistic frame 
of reference and is often reduced to the language’s descriptions, 
classifications, etc. On that basis, it is vital that we examine pejo-
rative words, hateful invocations, and their effects. In her book 
Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative, Judith Butler 
situates the term “perlocutionary speech act,” as popularized by 
J.L. Austin, in the context of insulting and injurious speech:1) “To 
be injured by speech is to suffer a loss of context, that is, not to know 
where you are. Indeed, it may be that what is unanticipated about 
the injurious speech act is what constitutes its injury, the sense  
of putting its addressee out of control. The capacity to circumscribe 
the situation of the speech act is jeopardized at the moment of  
injurious address. To be addressed injuriously is not only to be open 
to an unknown future, but not to know the time and place of injury, 
and to suffer the disorientation of one’s situation as the effect of 
such speech. Exposed at the moment of such a shattering is pre-
cisely the volatility of one’s place ‘place’ within the community of  
speakers; one can be ‘put in one’s place’ by such speech, but such 
a place may be no place.” (Butler 1997: 3–4) 

 It is a challenge to extend Butler’s theses about hate speech 
to visual language and the developing discourses around fat bod-
ies. If images can injure, if they land like a punch—but repre-
sentations of fat bodies are absent or faceless in the discourse,2 ) 
marking a visual gap—then we are compelled to ask what precon-
ceptions and fears this is linked to. Is there an underlying fear 
that representations of high body weight might be contagious?3 ) 
(Visual) hate speech is, “in the very speaking of such speech, the 
performance of the injury itself, where the injury is understood as 

1)
P e r l o c u t i o n a r y  a c t s  a r e  s p e e c h  a c t s 
“ t h a t  p r o d u c e  c e r t a i n  e f f e c t s  a s  t h e i r 
c o n s e q u e n c e ;  b y  s ay i n g  s o m e t h i n g ,  
a  c e r t a i n  e f f e c t  f o l l o w s .  T h e  i l l o c u -
t i o n a r y  s p e e c h  a c t  i s  i t s e l f  t h e  d e e d 
i t  e f f e c t s ;  t h e  p e r l o c u t i o n a r y  m e r e l y 
l e a d s  t o  c e r t a i n  e f f e c t s  t h a t  a r e  n o t 
t h e  s a m e a s  t h e  s p e e c h  a c t  i t s e l f .” 
( B u t l e r  19 9 7 :  3 ) .

2 )
O n e  ex a m p l e  o f  t h i s  v i s u a l  v a c a n c y  
i s  t h e  2 0 17  w e b s i t e  o f  t h e  n e w l y  
e s t a b l i s h e d  G e r m a n F e d e r a l  M i n i s t r y 
o f  F o o d  a n d  A g r i c u l t u r e ,  w h o s e 
i m a g e s  c o m p l e t e l y  exc l u d e  r e p r e s e n -
t a t i o n s  o f  f a t  p e o p l e .  S e e  
w w w. b m e l . d e / D E / E r n a e h r u n g /_Tex t e /
B Z f E _ E r o e f f n u n g . h t m l  (J u l i  2 0 17 ) .

3 )
F o r  m o r e  o n  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  c o n t a g i -
o u s n e s s ,  s e e  L o r e y  ( 2 0 11) .
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social subordination.” (Butler 1997: 18). Extending Butler to the 
visual realm therefore promises to deliver rewarding and insight-
ful perspectives on the discourse around fat bodies.4 )

 Today the public display, imposed invisibility, and devalu-
ation of fat bodies goes along with a discourse that exhorts the 
population collectively to lose weight. This discourse – which is 
produced by politicians and society and peddled by diverse media, 
all declaring war on fat in the name of (public) health – is now 
coming up against a growing chorus of protest from academics 
and activists. Since the late 1960, various groups (such as the fat 
acceptance movement, Health at Every Size, and Susie Orbach’s 
“fat is a feminist issue”) have challenged the stigmatization and 
patronization of people who do comply with prevailing body norms 
as unhealthy, inactive, lazy, etc. Since the mid-2000s, fat studies 
has emerged as an independent, transdisciplinary research field.5 ) 
In questioning norms, forms of knowledge production, and (state) 
mechanisms of regulation during discussions of the treatment and 
visibility of various body types, fat studies ties into the questions 
and assumptions of feminist and queer research fields. Since the 
1970s or earlier, feminist art, film, and media scholars have been 
problematizing not only the positions of women in a patriarchal 
visual system, but also beauty ideals and labels. Researchers have 
observed that standardizing codes regarding the size, weight, and 
circumference of human bodies always coincide with labels of cat-
egories of difference such as gender, ethnicity, sexual identity, 
social origin, etc. In recent years, researchers in sociology, gender 
studies, and queer studies in German-speaking countries have 
begun investigating self-directed technologies and strategies of 
self-optimization in the context of a neoliberal gender regime (e.g. 
Villa 2008; Kreisky 2008; Body Politics 2015; Rose and Schorb 
2017). However, the topics of art and visual culture have thus far 
remained marginal. The volume Lookismus. Normierte Körper. 
Diskriminierende Mechanismen. (Self-)Empowerment (Lookism: 
Standardized bodies, discriminating mechanisms, [self-] empow-
erment; 2017) makes initial observations about how today’s body 
positivity movement reflects critically – and sometimes through a 
(queer) feminist lens – on the topics of fat empowerment, fat accep-
tance, and the diet industry in blogs, social media, and other online 
spaces. The scholars question even the declaredly empowering 
paradigm of “riot not diet” because it requires a “strong, indepen-
dent, cool ideal” of radical self-acceptance and self-love without 

4 )
F o r  ex a m p l e s  o f  w h a t  ex t e n d i n g 
B u t l e r  t o  t h e  v i s u a l  r e a l m m i g h t 
l o o k  l i k e ,  s e e  L i n d a  H e n t s c h e l ’s 
c o n c e p t i o n  o f  v i s u a l  e t h i c s  ( 2 0 0 8 ) 
a n d  A n d r e a  S e i e r ’s  m e d i a  s t u d i e s 
r e s e a r c h  ( 2 0 0 7 ) .

5 )
O n e  c e n t r a l  f i g u r e  i s  E s t h e r  R o t h -
b l u m ,  w h o c o - e d i t e d  t h e  F a t  S t u d i e s 
R e a d e r  w i t h  S o n d r a  S o l o v ay  i n  2 0 0 9 
a n d  h a s  b e e n  e d i t o r  o f  t h e  F a t  S t u d i e s 
J o u r n a l  s i n c e  2 0 12 .  T h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e 
t o  t h e  f i e l d  o f  i s s u e s  o f  v i s u a l  r e p r e -
s e n t a t i o n s  o f  f a t  a n d  f a t n e s s  w a s 
a l r e a d y  a p p a r e n t  i n  t h e  s e c o n d  i s s u e 
o f  t h e  j o u r n a l ,  w h i c h  c o n t a i n e d  a 
s p e c i a l  s u b - i s s u e  e d i t e d  b y  S t e f a n i e 
S n i d e r  ( F a t  S t u d i e s  J o u r n a l  2 0 13 ) .
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giving voice to the pain – and sometimes failure – caused by “(sex-
ist) lookist norms and [instead] developing collective modes of 
behavior based on shared experiences of suffering” (Schmechel 
2017: 79). In their recent edited collection Fat Studies in Deutsch-
land (Fat studies in Germany, 2017), Lotte Rose and Friedrich 
Schorb contend that advocates of “fat agency” use the “stigmatiz-
ing term ‘fat’ very consciously” and consistently reject “produc-
tions of knowledge about the ‘harmfulness of being overweight’” 
and optimized techniques of weight loss (Ibid.: 9). Instead, they 
ask how and when supposed “facts” about high body weight and, 
by extension, measures of bio-political regulation and government 
are scrutinized, fact-checked, and justified (Ibid.). 

 Issue 62 of FKW engages with these debates in fat studies 
as well as debates over contemporary systems of beauty from a 
gender studies perspective as it deconstructs the visual represen-
tations and absences of fat bodies, whose very definition implies 
standardization. This issue will consider in greater detail how fat-
ness is addressed in various visual fields; the consequences of 
these depictions; and how art, visual culture, and techniques of 
media and self-regulation intersect. 

 The first article makes clear that the idealization of the slen-
der body and the concomitant devaluation and prejudice against 
the fat body have deep historical roots. In The Faces of Fatness in 
Early Modern Europe, Sara Benninga shows that the fat body in 
northern Europe of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was por-
trayed negatively as a religious and societal symbol of transgressed 
moral and social boundaries. By reading a variety of Christian 
visual portrayals in parallel with written theological sources, Ben-
ninga identifies the symbolic meaning ascribed to the corpulent 
body, the other sins and vices it was linked with, and these images’ 
embeddedness in social structures and notions of body and soul. 
Through portrayals of gluttony as a sin, the figure of the large-bel-
lied farmer (sometimes shown with his wife), female figures with 
exposed full bodies, and images of food sellers, aristocrats, and 
friars, Benninga gives evidence that corpulence was considered a 
negative symbol of various vices and a sign of inadequate control 
over one’s bodily needs. 

 While Benninga explores the devaluation and stigmatization 
of the fat body in the Early Modern period, Brittany Lockard 
discusses two paintings by the contemporary artist Jenny Sav-
ille. Saville’s large-format works on the female body have been 
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interpreted almost universally as fat-positive. Lockard is skeptical 
about this interpretation; her essay rereads both the paintings 
themselves and their art-historical reception. She demonstrates 
how the literature on Saville’s opulent women’s bodies perpetuates 
gender norms, at least implicitly, as the writers often juxtapose 
them against the viewer’s bodies, which they imagine as “thin,” 
or confuse the size of the canvas with the size of the body. The 
difficulty of describing or classifying bodies becomes clear here, 
raising the question of whether familiar and established art-his-
torical descriptions are pejorative. Using the paintings Plan (1993) 
and Propped (1992), she discusses whether this presumptive fat 
positivity bears out. Lockard argues that merely portraying the 
fat body does not, on its own, challenge its stereotypes. She goes 
on to show that the attitudes demonstrated by the images towards 
generous bodies are ambivalent at the least. Although Saville’s 
representations are intended as critical, the author contends that 
they counter the constant measurement and social control of the 
female body inadequately, if at all, and might even freshly evoke 
such measurement and control. 

 Evangelia Kindinger’s essay ‘I Wanna Be Fat’: Healthism 
and Fat Politics in TLC’s My Big Fat Fabulous Life examines a 
reality TV series whose protagonist, Whitney Thore, consciously 
sets out to be fat and healthy. In an age that idealizes slender, mus-
cular bodies, this is a surprising goal, especially when voiced on 
reality TV, which is notorious for formats focused on makeovers 
and self-optimization that corroborate the perennially proclaimed 
obesity epidemic. The author therefore pursues a double strategy. 
She asks to what extent My Big Fat Fabulous Life advances and 
practices fat politics or agency in liberating ways or whether, in 
fact, the fat politics and fat pride the show represents only serve 
to transmit into viewer’s heads, via lifestyle TV, the neoliberal 
discourse of a subject who is constantly demanded to optimize 
herself. Through the examples of melodrama and horror films, 
media studies has shown that less-reputable genres, programs, 
and formats have an advantage: they can air positions that are 
not (yet) accepted or remain controversial in wider society. Thus 
Kindinger’s essay lends fascinating insight into the “politics of 
media” on television (Stauff 2005).

 By contrast, Lucienne Auz discusses artworks that deal 
with a more direct form of fat shaming. Fat shaming – a term that, 
interestingly, still lacks a German equivalent – refers to pejorative 
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and usually prejudicial language about fat bodies. The fact that 
pejorative statements about fat bodies are especially articulated 
under the shelter of the Internet’s presumed anonymity has 
been discussed in a variety of ways, including by the artist Haley 
Morris-Cafiero. Auz’s essay Staring Back: A Response to Body 
Shamers in Haley Morris-Cafiero’s Self-Portraiture analyzes the 
photo series Wait Watchers, for which Morris-Cafiero styles her-
self as a tourist in various places and has her picture taken without 
passersby noticing. In her art, she is less interested in her own 
representation than in other people’s looks and gestures reacting 
to her body. The various attitudes towards her body become clear-
est when the photographer publishes her photographs on various 
online media outlets. In another work, In the Time of Trump, Mor-
ris-Cafiero takes on the comments that express the most vehement 
hatred and resistance toward her portrayal of her body, which 
departs from the ideal of thinness. She looks through their user 
profiles, constructs a character based on them, and photographs 
it together with her posts. Auz discusses how Morris-Cafiero’s 
artistic practice goes beyond opening up a space for negotiating 
assumptions and attributions about a body classified as fat, but 
also pursues the question of how identities are manufactured 
socially on the Internet through gazes, gestures, comments, and 
staged images. 

 What do coloring books have to do with fat positivity, queer-
ing, and intersectionality? Cat Pausé explores the answer in 
her article Candy Perfume Girl: Coloring in Fat Bodies. Begin-
ning with the history of the coloring book as a normative ele-
ment of a white British middle-class upbringing and childhood 
recreation, she asserts that coloring books in wide-ranging man-
ifestations – whether as “serious” printed books or homemade, 
home-produced zines – are currently undergoing a Renaissance 
as an adult pastime, and to subversive effect. The idea that a color-
ing book, which calls for repetitive and normative behavior, could 
be subversive and revolutionary calls for an explanation. Taking 
many recent coloring books as examples, Pausé demonstrates how 
these can provide and popularize positive representations of fat 
bodies. She also elaborates on how much of the line art pokes at 
the boundaries of so-called good taste by offering up abundant 
skin, flesh, double chins, sex, etc., for people to color in – always 
in conjunction with categories of difference such as gender, eth-
nicity, sexual identity, social origin, age, and ability. In view of the 
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absence of images of “super-fat bodies” or bodies with disabilities, 
however, the author acknowledges that these coloring books are 
still the exception and not the rule. 

 In addition, the 62nd issue of FKW includes three reviews 
presenting recent publications on current research topics in the 
area of cultural gender studies. Birgit Haehnel reviews Irene Below 
and Burcu Dogramaci’s co-edited volume Kunst und Gesellschaft 
zwischen den Kulturen. Die Kunsthistorikerin Hanna Levy-Dein-
hard im Exil und ihre Aktualität heute (Art and society between 
cultures: The art historian Hanna Levy-Deinhard in exile and 
her relevance today). Levy-Deinhard escaped the Nazis in 1933 
and went into exile in Brazil by way of Paris. This ninth volume 
in the series Frauen und Exil (Women and Exile) does more than 
remember the life of a woman researcher whom Germany has 
forgotten. It also identifies how Levy-Deinhard’s research into 
the colonial art of Brazil holds the seeds of a vision of global art 
history. 

 Katrin Köppert discusses the essay collection un/verblümt. 
Queere Politiken in Ästhetik und Theorie (un/abashed: Queer pol-
icies in aesthetics and theory, 2014) edited by Josch Hoenes and 
Barbara Paul, which explores a range of queer aesthetic strategies. 
Köppert explores the potential productiveness of contemplating 
various un/abashed expressions of anti-authoritarian politics, 
particularly in view of the commonness of statements like “I’ll say 
what I want.”

 Forms of speech or, more precisely, types of cultural repre-
sentation are also the subject of the third review. Jonas Diekhans 
writes about Insa Härtel’s book published in collaboration with 
Sonja Witte and titled Kinder der Erregung. “Übergriffe” und 
“Objekte” in kulturellen Konstellationen kindlich-jugendlicher 
Sexualität (Children of arousal: “Assaults” and “objects” in cul-
tural constellations of childhood and teenage sexuality; 2014). 
The subject here is not childhood sexuality itself, but its presen-
tations in Western societies. Diekhans posits that the authors use 
an extensive corpus of texts and images and an analysis of psycho 
and analytic theory to elaborate on intriguing dimensions of social 
discourse around childhood and teenage sexuality, which they 
submit for public discussion.

 For the FKW issue on visual fat studies, we have the plea-
sure of working with the Austrian choreographer and performance 
artist Doris Uhlich, who invites us to a “fat dance” featuring the 
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sounds of the media artist and DJ Boris Kopeinig. In the booklet 
accompanying the CD exclusively produced for FKW, she offers 
Tips and Tracks for Flesh Dancing: “Start with clothes. Or half 
naked. Or a little naked. Or naked. Soon you will enjoy being more 
than naked” (Uhlich 2017: Booklet). 

 On that note, FKW wishes you an enjoyable read and a fan-
tastic dance. 

Translated by Jake Schneider

//  I m a g e  C r e d i t s
F i g .1:  C o v e r  o f  T h e  X X L  R e p o r t ,  O p i n i o n s  a n d  V i e w s o n  H e a v i n e s s  a n d  O b e s i t y ,  2 0 16 , 
i n :  w w w. d a k . d e /d a k / b u n d e s - t h e m e n / x x l - r e p o r t - s o - w e r d e n - d i c k e - m e n s c h e n - a u s g e -
g r e n z t -18 4 6 12 4 . h t m l  (J u l i  2 0 17 )
F i g .  2 :  P E TA’s  a d  c a m p a i g n ,  S a v e  t h e  W h a l e s :  L o s e  t h e  B l u b b e r,  G o  Ve g e t a r i a n ,  2 0 0 9 , 
i n :  w w w. n u t r i t i o n u n p l u g g e d . c o m / 2 0 0 9 / 0 8 / l o s e - t h e - b l u b b e r - a d - i s - l o w - b l o w - f r o m - p e t a 
(J u l i  2 0 17 )

// R e f e r e n c e s
B a r t k y,  S a n d r a  L e e  ( 19 9 0 ) :  F e m i n i t y  a n d  D o m i n a t i o n .  S t u d i e s  i n  t h e  P h e n o m e n o l o g y  o f 
O p p r e s s i o n .  N e w Yo r k  /  L o n d o n ,  R o u t l e d g e
B o r d o ,  S u s a n  ( 19 9 3 ) :  U n b e a r a b l e  We i g h t .  F e m i n i s m ,  We s t e r n  C u l t u r e ,  a n d  t h e  B o d y. 
B e r k e l e y  /  L o s  A n g e l e s  /  L o n d o n ,  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  C a l i f o r n i a  P r e s s
B u t l e r,  J u d i t h  ( 19 9 7 ) :  E x i t a b l e  S p e e c h .  A  P o l i t i c s  o f  t h e  P e r f o r m a t i v e .  N e w Yo r k  /  
L o n d o n ,  R o u t l e d g e 
C a l ì ,  D a v i d e  /  B o u g a e v a ,  S o n j a  ( 2 0 10 ) :  Wa n d a  Wa l f i s c h .  d i c k  u n d  r u n d ,  Z ü r i c h ,  A t l a n t i s 
Ve r l a g
C o o p e r,  C h a r l o t t e  ( 2 0 16 ) :  F a t  A c t i v i s m .  A  r a d i c a l  s o c i a l  M o v e m e n t .  B r i s t o l ,  H a m m e r O n
C o o p e r,  C h a r l o t t e  ( 2 0 0 7 ) :  H e a d l e s s  f a t t i e s .  h t t p : //c h a r l o t t e c o o p e r. n e t /p u b l i s h i n g /d i g i -
t a l / h e a d l e s s - f a t t i e s - 0 1- 0 7/  (J u n i  2 0 17 )
E r d m a n F a r r e l l ,  A m y ( 2 0 11) :  F a t  S h a m e .  S t i g m a a n d  t h e  F a t  B o d y  i n  A m e r i c a n  C u l t u r e . 
N e w Yo r k  /  L o n d o n ,  N e w Yo r k  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s
F o r t h ,  C h r i s t o p h e r  E .  /  L e i t c h ,  A l i s o n  (e d s . )  ( 2 0 14 ) :  F a t .  C u l t u r e  a n d  M a t e r i a l i t y .  L o n d o n 
/  N e w Yo r k ,  B l o o m s b u r y
G a i l e y,  J e a n n i n e  A .  ( 2 0 14 ) :  T h e  H y p e r ( i n )v i s i b l e  F a t  Wo m a n .  We i g h t  a n d  G e n d e r  
D i s c o u r s e  i n  C o n t e m p o r a r y  S o c i e t y .  L o n d o n  /  N e w Yo r k  /  S h a n g h a i ,  P a l g r a v e  M a c m i l l a n
G i l m a n ,  S a n d e r  L .  ( 2 0 0 8 ) :  F a t .  A  C u l t u r a l  H i s t o r y  o f  O b e s i t y .  C a m b r i d g e ,  P o l i t y  P r e s s
G u t h m a n n ,  J u l i e  ( 2 0 11) :  We i g h i n g  i n .  O b e s i t y ,  F o o d  J u s t i c e ,  a n d  t h e  L i m i t s  o f  
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