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Abstract
Abstract:

Inthe early twe ntieth century, Americans beganto stigmatize fatness and engage inpurposefulexercise in
searchofthinness, health, and beauty. Historians, however, have excluded black women from this story. This
article considers the relationship betweennotions of beauty, fatness, black womanhood, and the physical
culture move ment—a white-led fitness campaignthattook place between 1900 and the 1930s. Itargues
that middle-class black womenused physical culture to promote theirideals ofbeautyand the slender
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black female body at a time when thinness held new civic and political meaning. From the turn ofthe
twentieth century, middle-class blacks beganto rejectfatness and encourage black womento slimdown,
beautify,and enhance theirbodies through purposeful exercise.Byexamining this discussionofblack anti-
fatbias, this article seeks to challenge assumptions about black women's ideas ofbeauty, fatacceptance,
and theirrelationship to weight.
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In the carly twentieth contury, Amerioans bogan fo stigmatize fafness
and engege in purposcful exercise in senrch of thinness, health, and
b uuf . H istorians, how e, hroe excl udad black women from this dory.
Thisnrtick considers the relat brship between not b of bew uty, faf ness,
blsck womanhood, aad the physionl] culfure movemen f—a white-led fif-
ness camprign tha f look place vetseen 1900 and the 19306 If o rgucs tha t
middle-closs bleck women wsed phvsioe! culture fo promote their fdocls
of benuty and the skender back fesnlebody ata time when thinees held
nese cioee and pol i foal meaeting. From the tur of the Foen teth oont ury,
middle-clnss blecks began to reject fatwess and enconra ge black women
to slim dotwn, bequtify, and enhnce their bodics Hrough purposeful
exowr . By examinin g this discussion of black anti-fat bies, this article
secks fo chinllen ge rsswnpt bns abo uf black women's Heas of beauty, fat
accgptance, and thar welat ionship fo weight.

In 1927, Mad ame Sara Washington, a black beauty columnist for the New
York Amsterdpn News, wote an article titled, "Beauty Secets:Fight Fat.”
The mere title alerted readers to the incongruous mtume of fatness and
beauty. Inthe article, Washingionexplained thatexerise was fundamental
to wanding off “excess fat” and obtaining a beautiful body. She stated en-
thusiastically, “There & positively nothing that will aid beauty mom than
plenty of good exercise in the open™' Witha thriving cosmetics industry in
the late 1920s, it may appear unusual that Washingiondid not recommend
make up, hair peeducts, or the latest beauty tends in the market. More
curiously, this advice seems aty pical as the scholrship on black women's
beauty cultum is virtually sillent about exercise. Washing ton, however was
among several beauty experts who recommended exercise fo improveone’s
appearance. These women did not relegate black beauty culture to just the
face, skin, and hair—they used physical culture to conce ptualize beauty as
it applied to the entire body.

Washington's comments place her within a longer tradition of black
women's physical cultuse.*Starting in the late nineteenth century and taper-
ing off with the Geeat De pression, white fitress enthusiasts, entre preneurs,
and healthadvocates spearheaded the modern physical culture movement
that pomoted health and beauty thiough calisthenics, gymmastics, sports,
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Gothic starts the laser, which indicates the completion of the adaptation process.
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