




Situating Myself:

ÅFeminist scholar of religion  

ÅDoctoral and masterõs degrees from 
Harvard Divinity School

ÅBooks: Starving for Salvation (Oxford, 1999)  
        The Religion of Thinness (Gurze, 2009)

           Shameful Bodies (Bloomsbury, 2017)
      Hurting Kids (Cascade, 2024)



How do we encourage  
healthy eating and body 
image in a cultural 
environment that 
repeatedly promotes a 
disordered relationship 
with food and our flesh?  



ÅòLetteró of the Code of Ethics: 
categories and principles

ÅòSpiritó of the Code of Ethics:
 òDo no harmó

(ahimsa: nonviolence; 
an ethic of love)



Intentional 
vs. 

Unintentional Harm*

*Minimizing unintentional 
harm requires 

1) self-awareness 
2) critical thinking



Two features of U.S. culture that 
challenge a nonviolent 
approach to nutritional health: 

1) The idealization of slenderness as the 
one-and-only embodiment of health, 
happiness, virtue, and beauty, and 

1) The corresponding demonization of fat 
the embodiment of disease, ugliness, 
unhappiness, and shame 



Deepening Ethical Reflection 
via Cultural Criticism:

How does our cultureõs devotion 
to thinness and demonization of 
fatness complicate your efforts to 
promote nutritional health?  



Common beliefs about 
food, weight, and 
health reflect an ethic of 
control/aggression 
énot an ethic of non-
violence/love















Popular cultureõs 
morality of 

thin and fat bodies; 
òbadó and ògoodó 

foods



















Popular weight -loss 
rituals reinforce the 
òvirtueó of thinness 

(and the òviceó of being fat)







Food and Weight-loss Rituals





The Racist Roots 
of Fat Phobia 







Throughout western colonial historyéthe dark body 

has been represented [by the dominant culture] as the 

least virtuous and aesthetically least appealing 

éConstructing colonized peopleôs cultures and body 

images as pathological, backward andéugly has been 

central toéwhite supremacy 

!Ƴƛƴŀ aƛǊŜΣ ά{ƪƛƴ .ƭŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΥ tƻƛǎƻƴΣ .ŜŀǳǘȅΣ tƻǿŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Colour [ƛƴŜΣέ Resources for 

Feminist Research 28 , 3-4 (2001): 13-38, quote from p. 15 ςquoted in Eli Clare, Brilliant Imperfection, 77.











Popular images 
idealize thinness 
as the epitome of 

health, happiness, 
beauty, and virtue







Thinness is  
commonly 
associated 
with social 
privilege 





Salvation myth: 

You will be 
happier, 

healthier, 

and more 
successful 

when you are 
thin











Commercial/corporate 
interests shape dominant 

cultural norms & 
narratives about weight 
and òhealthy eatingó 





INDULGE!!
(You deserve it!)










