The Inner Corset
A Brief History of Fat in the United States

Laura Fraser

Once upon a time, a2 man with a thick gold watch swaying from a big, round paunch
was the very picture of American prosperity and vigor. Accordingly, a hundred years
ago, a beautiful woman had plump cheeks and arms, and she wore a corset and even
a bustle to emphasize her full, substantial hips. Women were sexy if they were heavy.
In those days, Americans knew that a layer of fat was a sign that you could afford to
eat well and that you stood a better chance of ﬁghgngoff infectious diseases than
most people. If you were a woman, having that extra adig&é blanket also meant that
you were probably fertile, and warm to cuddle up next to on chilly nights.

Between the 1880s and 1920s, that pleasant image of fat thoroughly changed in
the United States. Some began early on to hint that fat was a health risk. In 1894,
Woods Hutchinson, a medical professor who wrote for womens magazines, defended
fat against this new point of view. “Adipose,” he wrote, “while often pictured as a veri-
table Frankenstein, born of and breeding disease, sure to ride its possessor to death
sooner or later, is really a most harmless, healthful, innocent tissue” (Hutchinson,
1894, p. 395). Hutchinson reassured his Cosmopolitan readers that fat was not only be-
nign, but also attractive, and that if a poll of beautiful women were taken in any city,
there would be at least three times as many plump ones as slender ones. He advised
them that no amount of starving or exercise—which were just becoming popular as
means of weight control—would change more than 10 percent of a person’s body size
anyway. “The fat man tends to remain fat, the thin woman to stay thin—and both in
perfect health—in spite of everything they can do” he said in that article,

But by 1926, Hutchinson, who was by then a past president of the American Acad-
emy of Medicine, had to defend fat against fashion, too, and he was showing signs
of strain. “In this present onslaught upon one of the most peaceable, useful and law-
abiding of all our tissues,” he told readers of the Saturday Evening Post, “fashion has
apparently the backing of grave physicians, of food reformers and physical trainers,
and even of great insurance companies, all chanting in unison the new command-
ment of fashion: “Thou shalt be thin!” (Hutchinson, 1926, p. 60).

Hutchinson mourned this trend, and was dismayed that young girls were ridding
themselves of their roundness and plumpness of figure. He tried to understand the

11




T

12 LAURA FRASER

new view that people took toward fat: “It is an outward and visible sign of an inward
and spiritual disgrace, of laziness, of self-indulgence,” he explained in that article, but
he remained unconvinced. Instead, he longed for a more cheerful period in the not-
so-distant past when a little fat never hurt anyone, and he darkly warned that some
physicians were deliberately underfeeding girls and young women solely for the pur-
pose of giving them a more svelte figure. “The longed-for slender and boyish figure
is becoming a menace,” Hutchinson (1926, p. 60) wrote, “not only to the preseﬁt but
also the future generations.”

And so it would. But why did the fashion for plumpness change so dramatically
during those years? What happened that caused Americans to alter their tastes, not
only to admire thinner figures for a time, but for the next century, culminating in fin
de siécle extremes of thinness, where women’s magazines in the 1990s would print
ads featuring gaunt models side-by-side with photo essays on anorexia?

Many things were happening at once, and with dizzying speed. Foremost was a
changing economy: In the late 1800s, for the first time, ample amounts of food were
available to more and more people who had to do less and less work to eat. The ag-
ricultural economy, based on family farms and home workshops, shifted to an in-
dustrial one. A huge influx of immigrants—many of them genetically shorter and
rounder than the earlier American settlers—fueled the industrial machine. People
moved to cities to do factory work and service jobs, stopped growing their own food,
and relied more on store-bought goods. Large companies began to process food prod-
ucts, distribute them via railroads, and use refrigeration to keep perishables fresh.
Food became more accessible and convenient to all but the poorest families. People
who once had too little to eat now had plenty, and those who had a tendency to put
on weight began to do so. When it became possible for people of modest means to
become plump, being fat no longer was a sign of prestige. Well-to-do Americans of
northern European extraction wanted to be able to distinguish themselves, physically
and racially, from stockier immigrants. As anthropologist Margaret Mackenzie notes,
the status symbols flipped: it became chic to be thin and all too ordinary to be over-
weight (personal communication, June 12, 1996)

In this new environment, older cultural undercurrents suspicious of fat began to
surface. Europeans had long considered slenderness a sign of class distinction and
finer sensibilities, and Americans began to follow suit. In Europe, during the late 18th
and early 19th centuries, many artists and writers—the poets John Keats and Percy
Bysshe Shelley, and authors Emily Bronté, Edgar Allan Poe, and Anton Chekhov—
had tuberculosis, which made them sickly thin. Members of the upper classes believed
that having tuberculosis, and being slender itself, were signs that one possessed a del-
icate, intellectual, and superior nature. “For snobs and parvenus and social climbers,
TB was the one index of bemg genteel, dWe, writes essayist Susan
Sontag in Tliness as Metaphor (1977 p. 28). “It was glamorous to look sickly” So in-
terested was the poet Lord Byron in looking as fashionably ill as the other Romantic
poets that he embarked on a series of obsessive diets, consuming only biscuits and
water, or vinegar and potatoes, and succeeded in becoming quite thin. Byron—who,
at five feet six inches tall, with a clubfoot that prevented him from walking much,
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weighed over two hundred pounds in his youth—disdained fat in others. “A woman,”
he wrote, “should never be seen eating or drinking, unless it be lobster salad and
champagne, the only truly feminine and becoming viands” (quoted in Schwartz, 1986,
p. 38). Aristocratic European women, thrilled with the romantic figure that Byron
cut, took his diet advice and despaired of appearing fat. Aristocratic Americans, try-
ing to imitate Europeans, adopted their enthusiasm for champagne and slenderness.
Americans believed that it was not only a sign of class to be thin, but also a sign of
morality. There was a long tradition in American culture that suggested that indulging
the body and its appetites was immoral, and that denying the flesh was a sure way to
become closer to God. Puritans such as the minister Cotton Mather frequently fasted
to prove their worthiness and to cleanse themselves of their sins. Benjamin Franklin, in
his Poor Richard’s Almanack, chided his readers to eat lightly to please not only God, but
also a new divinity, Reason: “Wouldst thou enjoy a long life, a healthy Body; and a Vigor-
ous Mind, and be acquainted also with the wonderful works of God? Labour in the first
place to bring thy Appetite into Subjection to Reason” (Franklin, 1970, p. 238). Franklins

calculations. “The Difficulty lies, in finding out an exact Measure;” he wrote, “but eat for
Necessity, not Pleasure, for Lust knows not where Necessity ends” (p. 238).

At the end of the 19th century, as Hutchinson observed, science was also helping
to shape the new slender ideal. Physicians came to believe that they were able to ar-
rive at an exact measure of human beings; they could count calories, weigh people
on scales, calculate “ideal” weights, and advise those who deviated from that ideal
that they could change themselves. Physicians were both following and encouraging
the trend for thinness. In the 1870s, after all, when plumpness was in vogue, phy-
sicians had encouraged people to gain weight. Two of the most distinguished doc-
tors of the age, George Beard and S. Weir Mitchell, believed that excessive thinness
caused American women to succumb to a wide variety nervous disorders, and that a
farge number of fat cells was absolutely necessary to achieve a balanced personality
‘Banner, 1983, p. 113). But when the plump figure fell from favor, physicians found
new theories to support the new fashion. They hastily developed treatments—such as
thyroid, arsenic, and strychnine—to prescribe to their increasing numbers of weight
loss patients, many of whom were not exactly corpulent, but who were more than
willing to part with their pennies along with their pounds.

As the 20th century got underway, other cultural changes made slenderness seem
desirable. When many women ventured out of their homes and away from their strict
roles as mothers, they left behind the plump and reproductive physique, which began
to seem old-fashioned next to a thinner, freer, more modern body. The new con-
sumer culture encouraged the trend toward thinness with fashion illustrations and
ads featuring slim models; advertisers learned early to offer women an unattainable
dream of thinness and beauty to sell more products. In short, a cultural obsession

with weight became firmly established in the United States when several disparate |

factors that favored a desire for thinness—economic status symbols, morality, medi-
cine, modernity, changing womens roles, and consumerism—all collided at once.
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Thinness 18, at ity heart, a peculiarly American preoccupation, Huropeans admire
slenderness, but without our Puritanism they have more relaxed and moderate at
titudes about food, eating, and body size (the British are most like us in both being
heavy and fixating on weight loss schemes). In countries where people do not have
quite enough to eat, and where women remain in traditional roles, plumpness is still
widely admired. Other westernized countries have developed a slender ideal, but for
the most part they have imported it from the United States. No other culture suffers
from the same wild anxieties about weight, dieting, and exercise as we do because
they do not share our history.

The thin ideal that developed in the United States from the 1880s to 19208 was not
Just a momentary shift in fashion; it was a monumental turning point in the way that
women’s bodies were appraised by men and experienced by women. The change can
be traced through the evolution of three ideal types: the plump Victorian woman,
the athletic but curvaceous Gibson Girl, and the boyishly straight-bodied flapper. By
1930, American women knew how very important it was for them to be thin. From
then on, despite moments when voluptuousness was admired again (e.g., Marilyn
Monroe), American women could never be too thin.

NOTE

This chapter is adapted from the book Losing It: America’s Obsession with Weight and the In-
dustry That Feeds on It (New York: Dutton, 1997). © Laura Fraser. Hillel Schwartz’s Never
Satisfied provided a good deal of background material for this chapter, and is an excellent
resources on the history of dieting. Lois Banner’s meticulously researched American Beauty
traces American beauty ideals, and was also very helpful in preparing this chapter.
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Fattening Queer History
Where Does Fat History Go from Here?

Elena Levy-Navarro

Lt recently, fat studies has been largely dominated by an interest in contemporary
pulitics of fatness. Although such work has been and continues to be important, other
sl justice movements teach us that we need to turn to history as well. The turi
W history, 1 performed in a self-conscious way, can sustain a fat-positive movemen!
S It helps us to imagine, and thus to create, alternatives to what sometimes
van all-too-oppressive present. In this chapter, I draw on the field of queer
Histatography to suggest some of the ways that histories can work with fat activigm
W tntervene constructively in our own historical moment. I realize that the gay and
slilan community is not free from fat-phobia; indeed, those especially interested in
n-are often even vociferously fat-phobic. The queer historiography that |
diseuisn hiere embraces a more expansive definition of “queer” that is more expressly
Welsive of all who challenge normativity, including fat people. In what follows, I
sonsider what I believe should be the two main tasks of fat histories. First, we need
Wl historles to look to the past in order to critique the constructs that oppress us
Hw We should, for example, give “obesity” a history so that we make it clear that
e category currently applied to our bodies is not natural or “real” Second, we need
He creative historical interventions to complement such genealogical ones because
suly the latter can help us imagine new relationships with our bodies and the bodies
ol athers

Fean begin to reflect on the role that history can play in creating fat-positive com
uniten because there already exist a significant body of fat histories, including con
st tonist fat histories. Recent interest in the subject in the United States is fueled

By the contemporary fat-panic that has taken hold, especially since the terrorist at
*and
the "obesity epidemic” poses the greatest threat to the na

ek of o/, Bureaucrats and public officials draw on our own generalized f
anslety, warning

Hanul wecurity of the United States, US. Surgeon General Koop has repeatedly called
I the "terror within” (Carmona, 2004) ,,

- this atmosphere, fat histories have proliferated: Bodies Out of Bounds, w
ol essays that Ineludes some on historical toples, edited by Jana Bvans Bra
1t earnen Fat Historv (10a%
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