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BOOK REVIEWS

「ファット」の民族誌-現代アメリカにおける肥満問題と生の多様性

[Ethnography of ‘Fat’– obesity epidemic and diversity in the United States], by
Yoko Ikari, Tokyo: Akashi Press, 2018.

Ethnography of ‘Fat’ – Obesity Epidemic and Diversity in the United States (2018) is
a Japanese-language ethnography written by Yoko Ikari, a Japanese anthropologist. Ikari
was variously involved in the lives of activists in the fat acceptance movement in the San
Francisco Bay Area, while at the same time struggling with her own internalized fat
phobia.

In this ethnography, she first delineates how the category of “obesity” was established
in the United States and was incorporated into individuals’ daily experiences. She moves
on to discuss how the fat acceptance movement worked to transform the negative
associations attached to “obesity” into positive ones by employing the word fat.
Among the intriguing viewpoints that Ikari presents, this review pays special attention
to the following three points: (a) “obese” individuals used a scapegoats for being at risk
of medical problems (Chapter 1), (b) “fat” as a unique category (Chapters 3 and 4), and
(c) ways of maintaining a fat acceptance community (Chapter 6).

Ikari points out that in the United States “obesity prevention programs” in general
tend to blame weight on various diseases, such heart attacks and strokes. At the end of
the 20th century, epidemiologists focused on the concept of risk, eager to prevent
individuals from future diseases and early death. By blaming fat individuals for having
a poor health, however, nonfat individuals are able to maintain a sense of being in
control and personal security, although both beliefs are in fact illusory.

Fat acceptance movements were strongly influenced by feminism and other civil
rights movements. Ikari describes how these social movements were more successful
than the fat acceptance movement. She explains that the rights of fat individuals were
protected by neither the Civil Rights Act nor the Americans with Disabilities Act. The
Americans with Disabilities Act also conflicts with the demands of fat activists who
disagree with the idea that their bodies are medically impaired. Participants in civil
rights’ movement tend to envision “the other” in a dichotomy, so as to be able to identify
who they are. In contrast, fat individuals are unable to claim such an “other,” because
their position in such a dichotomy is relational. As Ikari states: “The self–defined by fat–
is never solid. The category ‘fat’ always emerges in relation to others and, thus, is
unstable. Because of that, the whom that ‘fat’ points to and what it denotes is always
ambiguous” (185, translated by the reviewer).

Given the negative attitudes about them in society, how do fat activists maintain
community? To answer this question, Ikari criticizes previous literature on fat accep-
tance movements that tends to focus on the political aspects of these movements. To
illustrate omissions in previous scholarship, Ikari employs the theory of social activism
proposed by Deborah Gould (2009) and examines informal conversations among parti-
cipants at the National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance conferences. Ikari con-
cludes that these participants initially shared neither a common goal nor a common
identity. Rather, many were torn between accepting their body size and the desire to lose
weight, influenced by negative stigma attached to “obesity” in their daily lives. However,
through affective interactions among members—for example, preparing two chairs for
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a fat conference participant and participating in the fat fashion show, they learned how
to be fat in a positive and inclusive way. Ikari demonstrated that the fat acceptance
movement was made possible not by a shared or solid political identity but through these
affective interactions.

Ikari could have described the lives of fat individuals in more detail rather than via
abstract theoretical discussions. Instead Ikari describes the lives of fat activists in the
United States in a limited and fragmented manner. Japanese readers, who may hardly
ever see supersize women, would probably want to know more about what struggles
these women have been through. These questions are critical to an understanding of the
worldviews of activists; however, this ethnography barely answers them. This may be
because Ikari admits feeling guilty about her body size, which was much thinner than the
activists and so she was watching herself to check whether or not her comments and
behaviors bothered the women. Additionally, she was often the only Asian woman
among White activists. I am certain that a few detailed life stories of fat activists
would make Japanese readers feel a greater affinity with the activists.

Despite several weaknesses, however, Ikari grasps the uniqueness of fat in a thought-
provoking manner. I hope that this ethnography will not be the end of her research so that
Ikari will continue to report on the insights gained from fat activists to Japanese society,
where “obesity” is also highly stigmatized.
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Fighting Fat: Canada, 1920–1980, by Wendy Mitchinson, Toronto, Canada:
University of Toronto Press, 2018, 456 pp., $36.95 (paperback), ISBN 9781487522742.

In Canada and most Western nations, being fat is something that is widely frowned upon
and often ridiculed. When people see someone who is fat, they think that they know
something about that person’s body—that they are weak willed, undisciplined, or out of
control. What Wendy Mitchinson proves in Fighting Fat is that we know almost nothing
about fatness—how it is caused, how to lose weight, and if bigger bodies are different from
thinner ones. The history of “obesity” is, as Mitchinson herself says, a “quagmire.” Among
patients, practitioners, or researchers, none understand the nature of weight.

While fat appears in the title, obesity is the more commonly used term in this book,
which focuses on medical approaches to dieting. Mitchinson is a historian of medicine.
Her source base is medical journals, magazine articles, and advertisements published in
Canada between 1920 and 1980. Like her previous work on the medicalization of
women’s bodies and pregnancy, these sources provide a Canadian perspective on the
transborder politics of embodiment. Before completing this book, Mitchinson, Deborah
McPhail and I collaborated on an interdisciplinary collection called Obesity in Canada:
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