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Representations of Morbid Obesity and Symbolic Mobility:
As a case study of What's Eating Gilbert Grape? and The Whale

MIYAUCHI Sayaka

Abstract:

Fat Studies, which has gained prominence particularly in the United States, was established to challenge
mainstream medical narratives about obesity. And its primary goal has been to break down the stigma
associated with being overweight. However, while certain representations of obesity have been central to
discussions in this field, there exist marginal representations of obesity that have received less attention. One
such overlooked area is that of extremely obesity (morbid obesity), which refers to bodies larger than those
typically considered under the term "obesity."

Previous studies, including studies by art historian Jane Blocker (1994) and media scholars Narby and Phelps
(2012), have examined representations of hyper-obese women. These studies focused on their identification
with domestic spaces and exploring these representations through the lens of gender theory. Building on this
foundation, the current study investigates cinematic depictions of extreme obesity, a condition historically
linked to notions of freakishness, by focusing on spatiality and movement. Specifically, this research analyzes
the horizontal and vertical movements of hyper-obese bodies in film. It positions these bodies as radical figures

within the broader historical context of obesity representations in the United States.

Keywords: Body representation, Fat representation, Mobility, Excess, Freaks
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