
Obeasts, Meta-activism and Big Bothering

Carl Dyke1

Methodist University, Department of History

“[Fat] appears, at first sight, a very trivial thing, and easily understood. Its analysis shows that it is, in 
reality, a very queer thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties.”

- Karl Marx, Capital, 18672

Activism is about taking sides. The good side, of course, is the one we take. Yet in the world of fat there 
seem to be two sides making contradictory claims to goodness. The medical establishment and its 
advocate Michele Obama argue that because fat is associated with various unpleasant and expensive 
health troubles, there should be less of it.3 The fat acceptance establishment, on the other hand, argues 
that because fat is associated with various pleasant, healthy human beings, there should be – well, not 
more of it, but more acceptance of it and less fretting about it.4 Who can argue with either of these 
reasonable points, both well-supported by ample5 evidence?

1 As usual 'Carl Dyke' is the nom de plume of an evolutionary intellectual assemblage that also includes the 
personal names Rachel Herrick, Chuck and Linda Dyke, Alex Dyke, Bassett and Elizabeth Ferguson, Ann, John 
and Ellen Ferguson, Barbara R. Smith, Nancy Clarke, Rod McGrew, Kyriakos Kontopoulos, David Luft, Jeff 
Weintraub, John Marino, Cynthia Truant, Ivan Kovacs, Bob Dunn, John McCreery, David Kilmer, John Doyle, and 
others no less important but too numerous to name.

2 Section 4, “The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof.” Available at 
http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/. Marx was talking about commodities here, of course; 
the rationale for my interpolation is below.

3 See, e.g., Finkelstein, Trogdon, Cohen, and Dietz, “Annual medical spending attributable to obesity: 
Payer- and service-specific estimates.” Health Affairs 2009; 28(5): w822-w831. Retrieved at 
http://content.healthaffairs.org/content/28/5/w822.long, 9/24/2012.

4 See, e.g., Marilyn Wann, FAT!SO? : Because You Don't Have to Apologize for Your Size. Ten Speed Press, 
1998. See also Linda Bacon, Health at Every Size: The Surprising Truth about Your Weight. BenBella, 2008, 
2010.

5 Puns happen sometimes. It’s not always anyone’s fault.

http://content.healthaffairs.org/content/28/5/w822.long
http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/


Certainly not artist Rachel Herrick.6 Rachel is in favor of both health and pleasant humanity, each of 
which have historically been secured in a wide variety of ways. 
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This is trivially self-evident. So when activists start choosing up sides about one or another specific way 
of being healthy and pleasant, it seems that something else must be at issue. Metaphysical subtleties 
and theological niceties, perhaps. In this sense Rachel and her art are meta-activist. She is not taking 
sides, but noticing, thinking and making art about the taking of sides.

The fat activisms, pro and con, share fat as their common ground. Their basic formulae are ‘fat bad’ and 
‘fat good’ (or, for the subtle, ‘fat not bad’). So fat is a definite thing to be fought over, a marked attribute 
or ‘stigma’. Insofar as fat is associated with persons, fat is transformed by the terrible alchemies of 
common sense into a stable and contestable identity for those persons, asserted positively or ascribed 
negatively, just like race, gender, sexual orientation, age or disability. And like any stigma, fat is a wicked 

6 For the record, I am married to artist Rachel Herrick. I’m a big fan, we talk about these things a lot, and 
she makes a visible effort to nod sometimes like what I’m saying makes sense to her. But I am not an 
official spokesman for Rachel’s art. The analysis presented here is my own considered interpretation, not 
to be confused with hers.

7 Image at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Venus_von_Willendorf_01.jpg, retrieved 9/24/2012.



simplifier. When fat is around it is the default topic, an “undesired differentness… breaking the claim 
that… other attributes have on us.”8 Like DuBois' black skin, fat turns human beings into problems.9 

In Goffman’s sense then, and DuBois’s, Mead’s10 and Hegel’s11 before him, fat is not so much a thing as a 
relationship, a symbolic representation of relative position and status on the intersecting hierarchies of 
attributes assigned meaning and access to 'goods' by our particular cultural order. It's part of the 
assemblage of our reality, and as such it's as real as real gets. But as with all of our assemblages, it could 
have been (and was, as we see from Fraulein von Willendorf) assembled otherwise. All of our critical 
codes tell us that fat is not a Thing or Essence in a permanent, Platonic sense, but rather a more local 
arrangement of stuff.12 If we want to accomplish something other than what the current arrangement 
accomplishes, we might want to remain attentive to the locality of that arrangement, keep thinking 
about what the current order of thought does and does not accomplish.13 And because these local things 
have a tendency to transform in our imaginations and practices into Things, and from there dictate 
stories about the timeless, immutable Nature of Reality, it would be helpful to embed some contingency 
in the language we use to talk about them. So because it's not a Thing but sometimes we treat it like 
one, we could instead call fat a thingish.14 

As Marx said about gods and commodities, we get ourselves into the worst trouble when we reify vital 
human relationships into dead objects, fetishes that we then oppress ourselves with. “The concept of 
reification is used by Marx to describe a form of social consciousness in which human relations come to 
be identified with the physical properties of things, thereby acquiring an appearance of naturalness and 

8 Erving Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity. Touchstone, 1986 (1963), 5.

9W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk, 1903. At 
http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/DubSoul.html, retrieved 9/24/2012.

10 George Herbert Mead, “A Behavioristic Account of the Significant Symbol.” Journal of Philosophy 19 
(1922): 157-163; at http://www.brocku.ca/MeadProject/Mead/pubs/Mead_1922.html, retrieved 
9/24/2012.

11 G.W.F. Hegel, The Phenomenology  of Mind, 1807. “Lordship and Bondage,” at 
http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/hegel/works/ph/phba.htm, retrieved 9/24/2012.

12 “But wait, fat has a factual impact on health that is no mere local arrangement of stuff!”, you may say. Not so. 
The weight/health assemblage does seem to work that way for us, but there's ample ethnographic evidence 
that it doesn't for other cultures and needn't for ours. See, e.g., Bacon, Health at Every Size, op.cit., and the 
discussion and links at Savage Minds, http://savageminds.org/2006/04/09/a-thin-hypothesis-about-fat-people/, 
retrieved 10/8/2012.

13 This part of the discussion is indebted in a diffuse, formative way to Michel Foucault, e.g. The Order of Things 
(1966). And through him, of course, Borges.

http://savageminds.org/2006/04/09/a-thin-hypothesis-about-fat-people/
http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/DubSoul.html
http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/hegel/works/ph/phba.htm
http://www.brocku.ca/MeadProject/Mead/pubs/Mead_1922.html


inevitability.”15 As Latour points out, though (still following Marx), fetishes are not merely errors, they're 
what we make the world out of and think with. It's not therefore a matter of defetishizing our thinking, 
but of refetishizing it in some more appealing way. 

Treating the fat thingish like a Thing is therefore a critical category error: accepting as natural and 
inevitable the tropes of the unappealing cultural order and squabbling over them. Negotiating with the 
Tyrant Thing is what stigmatized people normally do as they try to normalize their stigma, but it's a 
challenge within the normal dynamics of stigma, not against them. As Zizek notes (shifting here to the 
Lacanian code16):

The more the subject's structure is "narcissistic," the more he blames the big Other, and  
thus asserts his dependence on it. The "culture of complaint" thus calls on the big Other 
to intervene, and to set things straight.... Thus, is not the "culture of complaint" today's  
version of the hysterical impossible demand, addressed to the Other, which effectively 
wants to be rejected,  since the subject  grounds its  existence in its  complaint:  "I  am 
insofar as I make the Other responsible and/or guilty for my misery"? The gap here is 
insurmountable between this logic of complaint and the true "radical" ("revolutionary") 
act which, instead of complaining to the Other and expecting it to act (i.e. displacing the 
need to act onto it), suspends the existing legal frame and itself accomplishes the act.  
What  is  wrong  with  the  complaint  of  the  truly  deprivileged  is  that,  instead  of  
undermining  the  position  of  the  Other,  they  still  address  It:  they,  translating  their 
demand into legalistic complaint, confirm the Other in its position by their very attack.17

This is a losing game, and more specifically a self-defeating one in the sense that the self is constructed 
out of the materials of perpetual defeat. If our identity is about oppression, if heroic resistance to 
oppression is what gives us our special nobility, who are we if we're not oppressed? These identities are 

14 I'm playing along with Bruno Latour's suggestion that we call “factishes” those constructs tending to act like 
facts, that is, stable and durable truths about the world. See, most recently, On the Modern Cult of the Factish  
Gods. Duke UP, 2010. Terry Deacon's distinction of fact and factish is similar, having to do with the robustness of 
the entity under discussion, but otherwise he's up to something a little different than I. Terrence W. Deacon, 
Incomplete Nature: How Mind Emerged from Matter. Norton, 2011.

15 Val Burris, “Reification: A Marxist Perspective.” California Sociologist, Vol. 10, No. 1, 1988, pp. 22-43; at 
http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~vburris/reification.pdf, retrieved 10/7/2012.

16 Self is constructed in relation to the Other; the Big Other is  in the largest sense the social-historical field of 
relationships and thingishes that preconstitute the conditions of our selfing, and then various more or less 
official parts thereof.

17 Slavoj Zizek, “The Big Other Doesn't Exist.” Journal of European Psychoanalysis, Spring-Fall 1997. At 
http://www.lacan.com/zizekother.htm, retrieved 10/8/2012.

http://www.lacan.com/zizekother.htm
http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~vburris/reification.pdf


caught in a mirror trap, dependent on what they reject. They are not to celebrate and defend, they are 
to overthrow by any means necessary. As Appiah notes in relation to racial stigma and identity, 

I hope I seem sympathetic to this story [of reconstructing negative scripts positively]. I  
am sympathetic.  I  see  how the  story  goes.  It  may  even  be  historically,  strategically 
necessary for the story to go this way. But I think we need to go on to the next necessary  
step, which is to ask whether the identities constructed in this way are ones we can all  
be happy with in the longer run.... It is at this point that someone who takes autonomy  
seriously  will  want  to  ask  whether  we  have  not  replaced  on  kind  of  tyranny  with 
another.18

"So here are my positive proposals,” Appiah continues: “live with fractured identities, engage in identity 
play; find solidarity, yes, but recognize contingency, and, above all, practice irony."19

Irony is not in the first instance about acting, it's about seeing. Seeing double, seeing two or more ways 
of seeing simultaneously. To see out of the mirror traps of good/bad, right/wrong activism we would 
have to find a way to see fat that denatures and denormalizes fat and its identifications, to shift fat out 
of the discourses in which it's a thingish to take self-defeating sides about and reframe it as a different 
sort of thingish altogether. This is what The Museum for Obeast Conservation Studies does, by renaturing 
and renormalizing fat within the tangential tropics of endangered species conservation, a set of 
relationships in which its meaning and value are quite different.

And ironically, something to fight about after all, just as we fight to preserve the magnificent natural 
diversity of the Earth and all of its precious creatures. In reframing the fight about fat in terms of the 
discourse of nature and conservation, Rachel is practicing a kind of conceptual aikido. I'll call it Big 
Bothering20 as a play on the Lacanian Big Other and Zizek's gesture at revolutionary maximalism. Rachel 
isn't going to be taking to the streets or to the bush, but she wants to keep the conceptual blows from 
falling – 'fat bad', 'fat good' – and turns sideways as they arrive, into the alternate knowledge system of 
Nature.

Nature, after all, is an automatic good. No, more than that - nature is not good or bad, right or wrong, 
moral or immoral, wholesome or unwholesome – it just is. Against sacred nature the profanities of 
judgment and stigma are powerless, ruled out, sidestepped. The obeast participates in this 
transcendence of the social Big Other, which reduces people to fat and then fights over whether to 
reduce the fat, as an irreducible essence. To put this a little differently, Rachel has things to say about fat 
that can't be said in the language of fat without devolving into the narcissism of complaint.

18 K. Anthony Appiah, "Race, Culture, Identity: Misunderstood Connections." In Appiah and Amy Gutmann, Color 
Conscious: The Political Morality of Race. Princeton UP, 1996, 98-9.

19 Appiah, 104.

20 I'd like to thank Android's keyboard auto-correct feature for my first exposure to this helpful concept, and hence 
to acknowledge Big Other Google for all its help.



Of course there are troubles embedded in Nature fetishism also;21 nature has its own traps, as strategies 
to naturalize race, class, gender,22 alternate sexualities, alcoholism23 and many other thingishes has 
shown. There may be no absolute, permanent safe places. Anything that stays still long enough becomes 
an easy target, hence an imprisoning fortress. Rachel's strategy is to keep moving, to keep her discursive 
crop diversified so she doesn't get caught in any one monocultural blight, any one conceptual drought. 
Rachel isn't much interested in the 'is fat good or bad' conversation, so she moves to the Nature 
discourse where that conversation makes no sense. It's not that she wants to be an animal, of course – 
it's that animals can't be talked about in the specific way she's interested in unprobleming. The irony of 
the Rachel/obeast's alienation into problematic animality is that this is the kind of dodge that's needed 
to start talking about people as people again, not as problems.

And here we find the thread that runs through all of Rachel's work, from the paintings that drew on old 
life-saving manuals (you have to subdue the drowner before you can save her) and primers on how to 
tame a minah bird (starting by clipping its wings), to a planned project transforming vending machines 
into “Proble-matics” that dispense problems in case you should ever embarrassingly be caught out in 
public without one. 

For Rachel, the problem is problems. In the gaze of the Big Other we seem to need to be needed, and 
we're needy to make others needful. We give ourselves jobs by making problems, we make ourselves 
and each other problems. So we can 'fix' us. It's all very well-intentioned, this orientation toward crisis 
and rescue, but it's also radically anxietizing; and it may be keeping us from noticing that there's not 
much need anymore to be thinking in terms of problems at all.24

21 For demonstrations of how to treat nature more mindfully from within our various embeddings, see e.g. Yrjo 
Haila and Chuck Dyke, eds., How Nature Speaks: The Dynamics of the Human Ecological Condition. Duke UP, 
2006.

22 See e.g. Sherry B. Ortner, “Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?”, in M. Z. Rosaldo and L. Lamphere (eds), 
Woman, Culture, and Society, Stanford UP, 68-87, at 
http://www.radicalanthropologygroup.org/old/class_text_049.pdf, retrieved 10/9/2012; and the work of Donna 
Haraway, e.g. Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, Free Association Books, 1996.

23 On the difficulties of 'recovering' from thingished identities, see e.g. Jenna Howard, “Expecting and Accepting: 
The Temporal Ambiguity of Recovery Identities,” Social Psychology Quarterly, 2006 69: 307-324, and 
“Negotiating an Exit: Existential, Interactional, and Cultural Obstacles to Disorder Disidentification,” Social  
Psychology Quarterly, 2008 71: 177–192.

24 See, e.g., James Livingston, Against Thrift: Why Consumer Culture is Good for the Economy, the Environment,  
and Your Soul, Basic Books, 2011. See also Paul Watzlawick, The Situation Is Hopeless But Not Serious: The  
Pursuit of Unhappiness, Norton, 1983; and Watzlawick, Weakland, Fisch and Erickson, Change: Principles of  
Problem Formation and Problem Resolution, Norton, 1974.

http://www.radicalanthropologygroup.org/old/class_text_049.pdf


Back through the looking-glass of the the 19th Century, Marx opined that history only gives us problems 
we can solve.25 Is the problem of problems solveable, Rachel wonders? Is our creative infinity of 
contrived non-problems too much even for human ingenuity to solve – too big, too many, too poorly-
defined? Could we do, could we be, without problems?

25 “Mankind thus inevitably sets itself only such tasks as it is able to solve, since closer examination will always 
show that the problem itself arises only when the material conditions for its solution are already present or at 
least in the course of formation.” Preface, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859). At 
http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1859/critique-pol-economy/preface.htm, retrieved 10/7/2012.

http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1859/critique-pol-economy/preface.htm

