Body Ideals

Reflecting on Influences Over Time
By Heather Leblanc, MSW, RSW
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As a social worker at BANA, a central part of the
psychotherapy | do here revolves around helping clients
with their body image and equipping them with tools to
challenge what is keeping them stuck in the realm of
body shame.

Over the years that | have been doing this work, | have
found that while my clients were making powerful
changes in their recovery journey, they were still
struggling to challenge their deeply embedded anti-fat
bias. This was not shocking considering that the society
we live in promotes a relentless pursuit of thinness.

\While traditional CBT tools were invaluable, they didn't
quite get to the core of what was maintaining this fear of
fatness. This became a consistent struggle for myself,
and | often felt that a core maintaining mechanism was
going unaddressed in therapy. Through conversations
with clients, | found that the same messages kept
coming up, echoing common myths about folks in larger
bodies.

| set out on a journey of personal exploration to see
where these myths came from and why they were so
embedded in our social consciousness.

What | discovered was that our current beliefs were
enmeshed in racist, ableist, and classist ideals originating
centuries ago that were reinforcing the idea that some
bodies are inherently “wrong".

What resulted from this research was the creation of the
following timeline.

This timeline was constructed in an attempt to present
hundreds of years of information in a digestible format that
would open up the opportunity for conversations, critical
reflection, and learning.

Since having presented some of this information in sessions,
what | have heard from my clients is that understanding the
origins of anti-fat bias has empowered them to divest from it
and its influence on their everyday lives.

Please note, the content you will be reading is an incredibly
condensed delivery of what is intended to be explored over
months of in-depth conversations in a therapeutic setting.

The timeline has been dissected and presented in a way to serve
as a starting point of various historical events that have laid the
foundation for our modern society and views,

Please browse the linked list of reading recommendations at the
end of the article to continue your learning.
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This timeline would not have been possible without the
work of Black and Brown authors and researchers as
well as the work of fat activists and fat liberationists.

The information that | am sharing with you, the reader,
has come directly from those with lived experience,
such as Aubrey Gordon, Sonya Renee Taylor, Da'Shaun
L. Harrison, Esther Rothblum, and Sondra Solovay.

| would like to especially highlight the work of Sabrina
Strings and her book "Fearing the Black Body: The
Racial Origins of Fat Phobia,” which proved to be a
seminal piece of literature which transformed my
understanding of anti-fat bias and anti-Black bias and is
what started this entire research journey.

Soon after reading it, | began weaving her knowledge
into my sessions and | found that clients were taken by
it, just as | was when | was first introduced to her
research,

Strings’ work is foundational and served as the
launching point for the remainder of the research that
was woven into the timeline. | highly encourage anyone
who is committed to anti-oppressive practice and
dismantling anti-fat and anti-Black bias to purchase
the authors’ books, and | have linked them for your
ease in the recommended reading list.
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The devastating truth is until we are able to heal %
our internaliged sti we will not allour ourselves
the to be seen and loved for who we are”
(Kinsey, 2022).
When reading the following article, 25
| encourage you to first reflect on 52
intersectionality and your unique f
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We do not exist within a vacuum, ‘%;,( " . %
exempt from society at large. It is crucial %% Y

to understand social identities within a
broader framework as they interact on

multiple levels and cannot be analyzed
in isolation from one another.

Inevitably, the ideals we have internalized
throughout our lifetime are not only influenced

by what we experience in the present day, but

also by the historical dominant power structures that
have directly led to the structure of today's society.

Despite the degree of privilege some identities and
positionalities are afforded, we are all negatively
impacted by issues such as racism, misogyny, ageism,
and anti-fat bias. These forms of oppression serve to
subjugate those deemed as "other” and “inferior” while
also controlling those who are not “othered".

Therefore, the aim of exploring the sociocultural and
political impacts of Western body ideals through the
timeline is to create dialogue and empower people to
divest from these narratives.

With this in mind, my unique positionality has given me
opportunities to both benefit from and be
disadvantaged by our socio-cultural systems of power
and oppression.

The way | interact with and share this information will
be colored by these factors and may be similar or
different to the experiences of those reading this.
Please critically reflect on these systems of oppression
for yourself.
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Note: the categories within this wheel are only examples in the Canadian context,
and we should not limit ourselves to them. Intersectionality is a broad concept,
and this tool is only a beginning point.
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1200 BCE
to 323 AD

TENT GREEC

Ancient Greece is the foundation of Western society
with an enduring impact on modern civilization.
Reflect on the following points and the implications
that are still present today.

medicaisystem, and so on.

—>During this time, we saw the introduction of an early
classification system based on climate and
geography. An importance was placed on the body
and studying it and then used as a way to justify
regional peoples’ superiority.

—Ancient Greece was misogynistic and ableist, with
philosophers like Aristotle and Plato positioning men
at the top of society's hierarchy, viewing women and
disabled individuals as inferior.

—Greek society relied on citizen-soldiers, making
physical strength crucial for their ability to conquer
surrounding areas. Physical prowess was a way to
achieve honor. Strength was associated with
masculinity and being the ideal virtuous citizen,
making the male form the focal point of society.
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The Farnese Hercules

Glycon of Athens, Lysippos

—Philosophers associated physical ability with moral
and intellectual superiority, diminishing citizens who
did not fit this ideal (i.e. ageing and disabled bodies).
Early ideas around eugenics appeared in Plato's
works; euthanasia practices, discouraging procreation
within the lower classes, and mating guidelines for an
ideal society.

—The nude male figure was the focal point in this
war-based society; depictions were influenced by
mythology (ex: Hercules, Achilles & Odysseus) and
the Homeric hero (encouraging toxic masculinity
through stoicism, courage, strength, and
fearlessness). Consider how, today, we still see the
Greek influence in male body ideals (ex: enhancing
the Apollo/Adonis belt—something that was
commonly seen on statues with mythological
reference points. Although this is largely influenced
by genetics, it is presented as an achievable ideal for
alb.

—Sculptures and paintings of men were abundant.
These pieces of art of the “prototypical’ man were not
necessarily accurate, but instead depicted idealized
conceptualizations with lean bodies, defined muscles,
large chests, and small penises.

Greek bronze
bust of Aristotle

Lysippos

Panathenaic
amphora
depicting athletes
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1200 BCE
to 323 AD

ENT GREEC

—Polykleitos used mathematical measurements to
map out a “perfectly balanced” body, creating a
narrow definition of beauty and leading to scrutiny
of those in larger bodies. These measurements
were based on what he believed to be symbolic of
the Greek ideals of balance, harmony, and
proportions.

—The introduction of gym culture and the
Olympics normalized assessing and comparing
each other's bodies in public, reinforcing the idea
that a muscular physique was essential for male
identity. Showing your body off in the nude was the
ultimate way to present yourself as a manin
society and receiving criticism in public was
common, making the body an opportunity for
public discourse. Gymnasiums became a
fundamental part of a man'’s life and frequenting
them was a part of your civic duty, including for
famous scholars like Socrates and Plato who were
known to spend time teaching at gymnasiums.
Women were not welcomed at gymnasiums,

—>Softness and curvature were associated with
femininity and demonized in men. In some art,
curvy women were depicted as this was indicative
of fertility and health. Generally, femininity was
seen as having very little to offer in a war-based
society. Men trained and worked tirelessly at
gymnasiums to avoid association with femininity
and to uphold their societal role.

—Socrates has written on how it is not only your
involvement in war and society that is integral
to your civic duty, but also how your body

looks while doing so (making the body a part

of the political realm).

—Ancient Greece's influence on
modern diet culture is notable,
particularly in medicine, where
concepts of morality and health
were intertwined.

—Early philosophical thoughts regarding mind-
body dualism appeared in Plato's Dialogues,
where the mind and body are seen as separate
entities. Plato believed the mind could dominate
the body, as they were not interconnected and
one could exert control over how their body
developed.

—>Ancient Greece experienced extreme prosperity,
leading to a complex relationship with the idea of
‘abundance”. The Greeks were focused on ideas of
moderation and balance, driven by a fear of hubris
and moral decay. An overabundance of anything
was linked to moral failing (sex, food, drinking,
body fat). Those in fatter bodies began to be
scrutinized for focusing too much on one pleasure,
hypothesizing that this would lead to the
destruction of social harmony.

—Fatness was linked to a disease of the spirit (as
opposed to a disease of the body, which we see
now in dominant narratives). Hippocrates, the
father of modern medicine, introduced dieting and
other efforts to reject *too much pleasure” in the
name of health (the Greek word 'diaita’ translates
to ‘way of life, regimen’).

—This period also saw the link between racial
hierarchies and diet culture, with non-

Greek diets leading to perceptions of
inferiority as a human.




500 AD
to 1500 AD

" — Rise of Christianity made the naked body something shameful that should be hidden, marking a sharp shift in the
ideals we saw in Ancient Greece. Christianity emphasized the spiritual perfection over the ideal physical form,
devaluing physical beauty. The ideal man was one who was living in harmony with the universe.

— Christian teachings focused on rejecting bodily pleasures, promoting fasting as a way to achieve spiritual purity.
Disabled or ailing bodies were seen as being possessed by spirits or being punished for sins. The body, therefore, was
the source of temptation and moral failing, increasing body-based shame.

— |deas surrounding your geographical location and how you looked continued and were indicative of your character
and morality, justifying the brutality of the Crusades in the Middle East.

— Saints and Christian knights were depicted as the ideals of the time. The Christian knight was shown as courageous,
strong, fair, tall, and handsome and celebrated for their acts against those in the Middle East

‘Have you seen this archetype show up in movies or books throughout your life?
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1400 AD
101500 AD

— In the 1400s, Columbus’ voyages significantly impacted world history, including through the propagation of
colonialism, racism, and diet culture.

— Columbus feared illness and death when encountering new areas due to unfamiliar resources and food compared to
Europe. This fear led Columbus to believe that eating the same food as Indigenous peoples could make him sick. As a
result, European food was positioned as superior to Indigenous food, labelling it as “safe and good" versus “dangerous
and bad". Colonizers associated any illnesses they experienced with the "uncivilized" food options available to them.

— More ties between race and body types emerged, as colonizers theorized that the bodily differences they observed
were linked to the superior food they consumed . To avoid any likening to Indigenous peoples, colonizers would restrict
their eating or impose their European food on Indigenous peoples.

This reflects the beliefthat "you are what you eat”

— Colonizers aimed to civilize® those deemed as others, which required them to continue eating “correct’ food. The
demonization and scrutiny of their differences was used to justify this and other atrocities, such as the slave trade and
sex trafficking, enacted against Indigenous peoples. This time also saw traveling circus shows where people with
disabilities would be displayed for paying customers at various ports and then abandoned.
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The Landing of Christopher
Columbus at San Salvador
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— Wealthy men in high society were particularly interested in studying and categorizing the human form, focusing on

body parts and proportions and adhering to Eurocentric standards of beauty. Artists and philosophers sought to define

the "ideal” man and woman, as seen in Leonardo da Vinci's Vitruvian Man, which illustrates perfect bodily proportions and o
harmony, reminiscent of Polykleitos' ideals from Ancient Greece.

— Notabile artists like Durer, Raphael, Botticelli, and Urbino had varying views on femininity (some believed beauty wasin |
symmetry, others in the diversity of bodies), but shared the belief that men defined women's beauty. These ideals of

female beauty, dictated by men, favored shapely bodies with larger limbs and well-rounded proportions. The Venus
archetype was popularized as an ideal body type. Fat women were revered, associated with health and divinity; softness

and pronounced hips were seen as superior to thinness.

— The introduction of enslaved Africans to parts of Europe intensified curiosity about physical differences, leading to the
inclusion of Black people in art, although always depicted as the feared or distasteful "other". Despite being favorably
depicted for their voluptuous bodies, Black women were still portrayed as socially inferior. The art served as a way to
reinforce negative public opinion of Black folks.

— \With the intensification of the slave trade, scholars increasingly aimed to define differences between regions and
people through racial categorization.

Portrait of
Maddalena Doni
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RENAISMANCE 2398660

— During the early to mid-1500s, Henry VIII influenced social policy regarding people with disabilities, LGBTQIA+
individuals, and those of low socioeconomic status. Laws were enacted that forbade intercourse between men,
hospitals for disabled people were abolished, and the Poor Laws were introduced—a set of laws aimed to address the
poor, old, disabled, unemployed, and sick which shaped narratives around personal and moral failings if you were
unable to work. Art from this era depicted disabled and aging individuals as burdens to society.

— Men's body image shifted focus from upper body strength to the lower body, emphasizing the groin and legs. Upper
body strength was indicative of labour and being poor and so the focus shifted. Fashion encouraged men to display
their strength through fitted tights, bejeweled codpieces, and heels to showcase calf muscles.

— The Renaissance continued to celebrate voluptuous, curvy bodies for women, with artists like Rubens (the
Rubenesque women) honoring these forms. At the same time, we see the exclusion of Black women from art as the
slave trade continued to expand to other parts of Europe and the idea of Black being the “other".

— Like in previous centuries, those in power looked for ways to differentiate between themselves and those without
power. Black bodies were ascribed uncivilized and unattractive statuses, while white bodies were seen as pure and
superior, contributing to negative stereotypes that still prevail today.

— Artists believed a voluptuous body was ideal, but fat male bodies began to be associated with poor character and
intelligence at this time. This shift in perception is hypothesized to being linked with the increase in slavery and those in
power looking for ways to differentiate themselves from any similarities they may see in body types with Black slaves.

If having a larger body can happen with those who are enslaved, it is no longer a sign of prosperity and wealth,
so this can no longer be popular for white men who do not require fat to give birth.

— Fatness and racist stereotypes blended and fathess for white men came to signify greed and low morality.
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— England gained immense power during this time, with Elizabeth | (the Virgin Queen who painted her face white)
epitomizing purity and civility, further associating whiteness with attractiveness and Blackness with sexual deviancy
and immorality. Black characters begin to pop up in famous bodies of work as comedic relief or as examples of things
to avoid (ex: Shakespeare).

— Female nudity in paintings increased, shifting focus from male nudity seen in Ancient Greece to women, influenced
by the male gaze. Several Greek art pieces were reinterpreted during this era and reflected new societal values.

— Wealthy Europeans continued to seek out ways to distinguish themselves from those deemed “other" and engaged
in the pursuit of defining what was intellectual and noble and how they could categorize where someone fell in the
social hierarchy. Intellectuals sought out ways to “master themselves" and to avoid being associated with base desires
(i.e. hunger) and “savagery”.

— Influential figures like Shakespeare and Descartes began to promote fasting as a means to enhance mental clarity,

linking it to moral superiority. Philosophers, scientists, and physicians began to focus their research on what fatness said
about one's character and mental abilities, paving the way for common stereotypes of fatness equating to stupidity and &%
laziness. :

— Descartes introduced his influential work of mind-body dualism (reminiscent of Plato's), which stated that the mind
and body are separate entities. This work emphasized control over the body through exceptional intellect and
willpower, cementing the idea that fasting and higher intelligence are connected.

Although we know today that the mind and are interconnected, Descartes’ work significantly influenced S e
science, psychology and more. MWmmmmmsmmmcmmmmgmwm alth? |

— At this time, only men were expected to adhere to thinness for intellectual credibility, while women were primarily e
viewed in terms of their physical appearance and childbearing utility. Although fasting was not universally accepted by 3
the general populace as it was a privileged activity to engage in, the influence of high society and intellectuals shaped
cultural narratives that impacted history.

























































































































