
Primer on language 

The way we talk about something influences the way we feel, which makes it 
important to be thoughtful about the language we use. The words we use when 
talking about body size are occasionally neutral but usually negative and 
judgmental.  

The word “obese” medicalizes and pathologizes a type of body that exists naturally 
in the range of human diversity. The term “overweight” implies that there is a 
proper weight to be and one is over it. Both words suggest that a body is wrong 
and needs to be fixed or corrected. Using these words to label individuals often 
results in shame and humiliation while also reinforcing weight stigma.  Many 
writers in the fat liberation field chose to regard this terminology as profanity or 
slurs, writing them accordingly: overw*ight, ob*se, ob*sity. 

The word “fat” should be a neutral descriptor, like “tall, short, thin,” but it is not. It 
has been weaponized to cause distress. Reclaiming the word “fat” is a political act 
in the same way that slurs aimed at other marginalized groups have been reclaimed 
as an act of strength. Using the word pushes us to grapple with our own 
internalized beliefs and feelings while, at the same time, recognizing that others 
may object to the term. Individuals get to choose how to describe themselves. 
Other terms, such as “larger bodied” are also often used. 

There is no one umbrella term for groups or philosophies that push back against 
the societal insistence that large bodies are bad and need to be fixed. “Fat 
liberation,” “fat acceptance,” “body positivity,” “weight neutral,” “Health At Every 
Size,®” and “anti-diet” are all terms that overlap but do not mean the same thing. 
Terms that are primarily used in the medical field include “weight-normative 
approach,” “weight-centered health paradigm,” or “weight correction focus” which 
all refer to frameworks that focus on weight loss as a path to improved health. 
“Weight neutral,” “weight inclusive” and “health centric” refer to care that accepts 
body-size diversity while encouraging healthy behaviors rather than focusing on 
weight or weight loss. 
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