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Are reality television shows about obesity 
modern-day versions of freak shows, or are they 
meant to be educational and inspirational?

•According to the United 
States National Weight 
Control Registry 
Statistics, only 20% of 
initially obese dieters 
are able to maintain a 
loss of 10% of body 
weight for over a year!



Defining a “Freak”

•“‘Freak’ is not a quality that belongs to the 
person on display. It is something that we 
created: a perspective, a set of practices- a social 
construction” (Bogdan, xi). 

•“‘Freak is a frame of mind, a set of practices, a 
way of thinking about and presenting people” 
(Bogdan, 3).  



Presentation of Fat People in Freak Shows

• “The Ohio Fat Boy” 

• “Purely mocking mode”
• “Tiny Brown”
• “Baby Ruth”
• “Alpine”
• “Jolly Trixie”
• “Dolly Dimples”

• Women wore dainty little girl’s 
clothing 



Fat People and Marriage in Freak Shows

• 1892: Marriage of “Heaviest 
Couple Alive” 
• Chauncey Morlan and Annie Bell
• 1,148 pounds

• Ringling’s “Living Skeleton” 
Pete Robinson (58 lbs.) and 
Bunny Smith (467 lbs.)

• 1870: John Battersby (40 lbs.) 
and Hannah Perkins (688 lbs.)



Obesity was rare during freak shows of 1800s, but 
now is a reality for 30% of the population (Backstrom).

• Decreased life expectancy

• Increased diseases and 
other health conditions

• GDP and gender influences
• Prevention
• Major impact on healthcare 
(Haslam and James).



Characteristics of Obesi-TV

• Obesity portrayed as 
changeable condition

• Psychological and medical 
challenges presented

• “Self-change”
• Protagonists are producers, ex: 
Ruby

(Backstrom).

• Factual, competition, 
intervention

• Educational resource
• What shown or deleted gives 
viewers different perceptions

• “Scare tactics” such as slow 
motion and close ups

(Stein).



What Attracts Viewers to Television

• The “Bizarre”

• Inaccessible situations
• Study: audiences prefer to view strong visual images such as a 
heart surgery procedure rather than an informational story of how 
to prevent heart disease

(Chapman and Lupton).



Supersize Versus Superskinny

• British series in which 
anorexic and obese 
individuals swap diets

• America is a “terrifying 
glimpse of the future”

• Becky’s weight is “Jaw 
dropping”

• “Treated like an animal”
• “Prisoner in her trailer”
• Contrasting portion sizes



Fat Doctors

• British series following life of 
extremely obese and doctors 
portrayed as heroes

• Jean Marie feels like a freak, 
“Treated like a leper,” 
“Doesn’t deserve a place in 
society”

• “So fat that her heart doesn’t 
break” when people bully her

• “Time is running out: Unless 
she loses weight she will be 
dead in the next five years”



Fat Families

• “Whopping”

• “Devour”
• “Monumental 1500 lbs.”
• “Enough to feed half a football 
team”

• “Titanic”
• “Freakish”
• “Frightening”



Extreme Makeover: Weight Loss Edition

• Trainer Chris Powell portrayed 
as hero

• Season 3 episode 9- Alyssa is 
275 pounds overweight

• Focuses on number on scale: 
starves herself, then purges

• Show evokes emotions of 
audiences 

• Inspirational ending even if 
goal not met



“My 600-lb Life, I Haven’t Walked in Ten 
Years”

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jb8mPchIyfE&list=PLnyeHxT5
3fRzMKTTcCJOE2rCzSp16qUMG&index=9

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jb8mPchIyfE&list=PLnyeHxT53fRzMKTTcCJOE2rCzSp16qUMG&index=9
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jb8mPchIyfE&list=PLnyeHxT53fRzMKTTcCJOE2rCzSp16qUMG&index=9




Survey Results



Survey Results



Comments from YouTube Viewers



Modern Day Freak Show?

• How do most people perceive television shows about obesity?

• Is it human nature to be entertained by the unusual?
• Obesi-TV shows can be described as freak shows depending on the 
audience’s perception.

• Is it possible for reality television shows regarding obesity to 
develop into educational and inspirational programs?
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What’s Your Perception?  Any Questions?

THANK YOU!


