
 

Why the body positivity movement risks
turning toxic
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You define beauty yourself. You are more than a number on a scale.
Love yourself the way you are. Body positive messages like these seem
to be everywhere from social media to TV ads. But while some find the
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body positivity movement to be uplifting and helpful, others have begun
calling the movement "toxic" and suggesting it may be time to move on
from this way of thinking.

Body positivity has its roots in radical fat activism that began in the late
1960s. Alongside activism among ethnic minority women, these groups
protested against structural biases and discrimination, especially from
the fashion and beauty industries that profited from making people and
communities feel inadequate.

Over time, this evolved into the body positivity movement as we know it
today. Initially, the movement was driven by popular social media
accounts that challenged narrowly defined societal standards of
appearance.

But some say the movement shifted away from its radical roots when it
went mainstream. This was largely thanks to corporate brand campaigns,
such as Dove's Real Beauty campaign and promises by fashion
magazines to show a more diverse array of bodies.

Body positivity's aim to promote acceptance and appreciation of a 
diversity of body types and sizes may explain why it has such a broad
appeal. And indeed, there's evidence that such messaging can have a
positive impact. Studies show that women exposed to social media
accounts and content about body positivity have better mood, as well as
greater body satisfaction and emotional well-being.

Turning toxic

But despite the positive effect body positivity can have, more recently
some have voiced concerns. They are worried the movement itself is
exclusionary and that it may actually do more harm than good. For
example, the singer Lizzo says that the movement has been "co-opted by

2/5

https://naafa.org/history
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14680777.2020.1736118
https://phys.org/tags/social+media/
https://www.dove.com/uk/stories/campaigns.html
https://www.cosmopolitan.com/style-beauty/fashion/a8696839/vogue-march-2017-cover-controversy/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1740144518304595?via=ihub
https://phys.org/tags/social+media+accounts/
https://phys.org/tags/social+media+accounts/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1461444819826530
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1740144520303971?casa_token=yzV4H8H4uj4AAAAA:stCYD-_FqhlLe_R2jw0gje1oZziOCxnJO0lNaVaA8C9XcZ2sYsOHqI9EEyawU-azDgPUQWTl
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1359105320912450?casa_token=yBo7hPOkF5MAAAAA%253Ak5RFeHN_yKzpZ-GsMVGKPqUsSEZ9a3tiTxqX60S02GMhzyA8yGeO0dMcaJCW9M7JC4TYILj8SP8
https://uk.movies.yahoo.com/lizzo-body-positivity-co-opted-130000555.html?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAAcwS-qw7L-oHEua2kD8md8LOP0NsnQCBaGWXBDC7j2mF5jVK9RpWY8aioSh_PJbDHz1fbRh-0Wv5lZdU46REjOt5l0ZPFiVt3mZ5RKmwtLg6_n3WuWPrpTO3hrRgmXJdJQdCL8RzPLPuggdJSE6RBQFsbFmM-W3ynmP1F4dS2JV


 

all bodies" and has become about celebrating "medium and small girls
and people who occasionally get rolls."

Others feel that the movement continues to exclude marginalized bodies,
with the most influential body positive accounts and posts typically
depicting conventionally attractive white women. One analysis of almost
250 body positivity posts on Instagram found that 67% of the posts
featured white women, with men and ethnic minority women seriously
under-represented.

Others have said that the emphasis on loving your looks actually
reinforces society's preoccupation with appearance over other attributes. 
One study found that when women watched a lifestyle television
program aimed at promoting body positivity, they experienced similar
increases in anxiety about their body and dissatisfaction compared to
women who watched a program about fashion models.

Such body positivity content may have a negative impact on viewers
because it does little to challenge the underlying idea that people are
valued primarily for their appearance. Despite its positive spin, the
movement still encourages people to work on their body and engage in
beauty practices. And if you fail to be body positive, it's you that's at
fault.

Likewise, some commentators find the involvement of corporations and
the "performative activism" (doing something because of how it looks
rather than what it achieves) of the movement to be problematic. In her
influential article Body Positivity is a Scam, writer Amanda Mull argued
that in divorcing itself from its radical past, the movement ignores the
structural reasons that lead to negative body image, such as gendered
inequalities and systems of oppression. Instead, the messaging now shifts
the focus onto individuals and their ability to feel happy in their body.
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Some even feel the current movement pushes a form of "toxic positivity
", the expectation that we should always be positive no matter what, and
that we should silence negative emotions in ourselves and others. Much
of the current movement's messaging emphasizes that people should
show confidence and acceptance in their body. The end result is that
those who fail to achieve body confidence end up feeling like they've
failed themselves.

There's some recent evidence to support this idea. One group of
researchers exposed women to this kind of toxic body positivity using
various images—such as ones that depicted the message, "You MUST
accept your body or you will never be happy."

Across a series of experiments, women exposed to such messages didn't
feel any better about their body image. Instead, their body image only
improved when the participants understood that people close to them
(such as friends or family) appreciated them for who they were—rather
than what they looked like.

Body neutrality

Many are now moving away from the body positivity movement and the
pressures that come from it entirely, and instead are getting behind the
body neutrality movement. Rather of focusing on physical appearance, 
body neutrality is the idea that we can exist without having to think too
much about our bodies one way or the other.

We are all more than just our bodies. We are complex beings with a
range of emotions and feelings about our bodies.

And because body neutrality de-emphasizes the focus on appearance, it
allows us to better appreciate all the things our bodies are able to do.
Being grateful for being able to do the hobbies you love or appreciating
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your body for what it's capable of doing are both examples of body
neutrality.

In fact, there's evidence to suggest that body neutrality can be beneficial
to us. Across cultures and demographic groups, body neutrality is
associated with more positive body image and mental well-being. And
the good news is there are many ways you can develop body neutrality,
including writing-based therapies, yoga and spending time in nature.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Why the body positivity movement risks turning toxic (2022, September 15) retrieved 7
May 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2022-09-body-positivity-movement-toxic.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1740144519301494?casa_token=N5oDPnpNVNMAAAAA:8x0Qf-WO0zXLTeBqubM5tZOngGT0BcODpV6icFmbxtDXOoMbqO0DuTLjW0P_DBkVs7btcuw6
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1740144520304277
https://phys.org/tags/body+image/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1740144515000911?via%253Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1740144520301224?via%253Dihub
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/10.1089/eco.2019.0019
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/why-the-body-positivity-movement-risks-turning-toxic-189913
https://phys.org/news/2022-09-body-positivity-movement-toxic.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

