
CLASS/CONSCIOUS 

The following roundtable is an excerpt from a discussion on the dynamics of fat and class between fat dykes (in order), 
Margaret Sloane Hunter, Hannah, Oso, Margo Mercedes Rivera, Selena and Lea Arellano. 

Lea: My name is Lea. I'm Chicana. I come from working-class 
background, and I consider myself working class presently. 

Hannah: I'm Hannah, and I come from a mixed-class background. 
My farher had a white collar job most of my life, but my mother and 
my farher grew up poor. My mother grew up really poor. She grew up 
in the back woods, with no plumbing and all of rhat. Both of my par
ents had jobs when I was growing up. Culturally, I identify with my 
morher, and I identify as working class. I'd like to make it clear chat 
while my father was white collar, he never went to college. Because he 
was a white man and it was the fifties and he was lucky, he happened 
on chis chain of events chat led him into chat world. And he died of a 
heart attack when he was 51, which-I chink-talks about his class 
life at work. Right now, I own a business, which I rhink makes me 
middle class. The basis of my class analysis is somewhat Marxist. So, 
in terms of my relationship to the means of production, I own it. 

Margo: My name is Margo. I'm mixed-race Ashkenazi Jewish and 
Latina. My farher was raised poverty class in Peru. My morher was 
from a lower-class background. I grew up working class and have 
earned my living at working-class jobs for most of my life. I presently 
have a white-collar job but feel that I still retain working-class values. 

Margaret: My name is Margaret and my parents are working class. 
I've been pretty solidly working-class background. I resist rhe word 
"class"; I like "income." I've been around people who have a high 
income and don't have any class. But I have a middle-income job; 
I work for the state, but I don't own it. And I would very much 
like to be in a higher-class bracket rhan I'm in, because I don't like 
struggling. I live from check to check, and so I guess rhat makes me 
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pretentious. My parents are both black, African-American. When I 
was a kid, my mother used to put labels on hair grease jars for money, 
and then she went to night school. And then she got a job with rhe 
county. My father sold rhis little nickel-and-dime life insurance for a 
while. Then he worked at the post office, I believe, before they split 
up. My farher then moved into a middle-class life because he bought 
a house, after many years. 

Oso: My name's Oso, and I'm a Chicano. I'm bi-racial. I was raised
working class by my grandparents and, when they died, I sort of 
moved around from family member to family member, and cook care 
of myself pretty young. And I recently married into money. My wife 
has ... she comes from money, and her family is upper middle class, at 
least. So, I rhink right now I'm in a transition. I work at a 
bookstore-at Old Wives' Tales. I don't make a lot of money, but I 
am recently in a very privileged position financially. 

Selena: My name's Selena, and I grew up on welfare, with a single 
morher who was herself from upper middle-class, waspy background. 
She was a runaway as a teenager. I didn't meet my father until I was 
16. I'm not real clear on anything about that side of the family,
except for I've met people, but I don't know anything else particular
ly. My mom was struggling on welfare, and was working in job pro
gram to job program for awhile, until I got older. She went back to
school, and was a school teacher. I was a student. One of the things
rhac's crucial to me, and it's been an issue in my life about chis, is the
difference, the line, between how much money you have and the
social class that you're assigned, because rhere's privileges you get
from cultural mannerisms and belonging, and rhen there's money.

Transcribed by Cath Thompson, Edited by Barbarism 



Hannah: Something of interest to me is culture and class. My 
mother's people are hillbillies. I did go to college, and I met a number 
of white, urban, working-class women who took a lot of my cultural 
mannerisms as middle-class traits because I was taught to be quiet 
and polite, I was pretty much written off as a suburban, middle-class 
white person. When I met Lea, it was a real relief to me, cause I don't 
know any other hillbillies ... That's not true-I know one. It's like we 
come from a similar culture. Poverty is a big piece of that culture 
because the values come from the poverty. I wondered if people 
wanted to talk about that-their culture and class, and how they 
interact. One thing about fat and class that's really clear to me: in my 
family, the men are tall and thin, and the women are short and fat. 
There's this big myth about how people get fat from eating a lot, and 
my mother's mother did not eat a lot. There was not a lot of food to 
be eaten, and she ate the same thing as her husband, who was vety 
tall and very thin. What her body did with it and what his body did 
with it were really different. That concept of fat connected with over
consumption seems not real to me. I read somewhere that in this 
country, as men get more money, they're likelier to be heavier, and 
women who have less money are likelier to be fatter. That is how it 
is-the men are thin and the women are fat, and no one has money 
in my mother's family. 

Lea: I do notice that the thinner you are, there are a lot of assumptions 
about the more class you might have. I've seen that thinness is a more 
important value to middle-class and upper-class women. Not that it 
wasn't something that was talked about in my family. The majority 
of people in my family are fat-not all of them, but the majority. But 
that wasn't a focus; the focus was survival, and the focus was making 
sure that everybody ate, that everybody was fed. For me it gets a little 
bit convoluted because also, as a woman of color, there's that whole 
piece about assimilation. They put a doll in front of you as a child, 
and that doll would be blonde and she would be thin, and she would 
be tall, and these were the images you were playing with as a kid. And 
I remember, as a kid, thinking ... first of all, I didn't like dolls, and 
I'm sure that there's other reasons why I didn't like dolls, but I 
remember one of the reasons I 
didn't like dolls was because 
none of them looked like me. 
How my mother would deal with 
it, I remember corning home 
from school at about eight years 
old when she put me on my first 
diet, because I'd come home cry
ing, and it was the kids would 
say, "Dirty fat Mexican. Fat 
Mexican, dirty Mexican." And 
she says, "Well, you know what, 
we can't do nothing about the 
Mexican part, but we can do 
something about the fat." 
Because my mother believed 
diets worked. 

Margaret: Were you in an all
white ... ? 

Lea: I was in a white, working-class neighborhood, and there was 
only four children of color in my whole school, and they didn't live 

in my neighborhood. Our family was the only family of color. So it 
was like she thought if she could help me lose weight, she'd be 
protecting and supporting me. I don't think she would have done it if 
I wasn't coming home a lot and complaining. What was important to 
her was that I was going to school, and showed up for school. That 
was what was important to her. 

Margaret: I have a different experience. There's the reality and there's 
the myth. The reality is that a lot of successful black women were 
fat-mostly singers and entertainers, and stuff like that. Those were 
role models; those were people we applaud and clapped and every
thing, but I don't know of any of my friends who weren't berated by 
their mothers, particularly about weight, which is a big thing in my 
family. It doesn't matter if in the family all the women are far. It still 
was a big deal. I have to say not all of the women in my family are fat; 
some of them are quite thin. But that's an issue. It's a big issue-it's 
always talked about. I don't know if it's so much embarrassment as 
that "we want you to be as successful as you can, and your being fat 
might hold you back." You might not get the right boys, the best 
boyfriend. You might not get the best job. But in black humor there's 
a lot about laying up with a big-butt woman and loving it. I'm talking 
heterosexual, now. There's a lot of acceptance among black men of 
big titties, big butt, big-hipped black women. That's just kind of like 
the thing. Yet, there's still this thing about losing weight or being too 
big. On some levels, especially in this country, class can change by who 
you marry, or what job you get, or your income or whatever it is. I 
wonder if those things aren't pretty universal. I wonder if the pressure 
for women to look a certain way is not something that crosses class 
lines. Because I hear middle-class women say the same thing-a dif
ferent theme, a different reason, but still, it's about women being put 
in a mold for whatever reason. But we can only talk about our own 
experiences, and our experiences are from the class background that 
we come from. My father died a couple of weeks ago. I went home 
for the first time in 20 years. I'd stayed away because I didn't want to 
deal with all the fat stuff. It was just very interesting being back 
home, and I guess afrer being away 20 years, people knew; they didn't 

say one word. I was much big
ger when I arrived two weeks 
ago than I was when I left. But 
yet, there was still talking about 
other people, or when watching 
TV, having people comment. 

Margo: My experience of 
being fat within my cultures has 
been mixed. My Jewish mother 
enjoyed her fat body and often 
would belly dance half-naked in 
the living room. My father also 
thought my zafi:ig mother was 
sexy. But from the outside 
world my mother got the mes
sage that it was not o.k. to be 
fat, so she intermittently made 
us both diet. Both sides of the 

family liked how I looked when I was just a little bit fat (around 
200#). They'd say, "Oh, you look so healthy," and they'd pinch my 
ass. But once I reached 250# and started hitting 300#, it wasn't o.k. 
any more. The same grandfather who adored me five years before 
would incessantly badger me about how much I weighed. 
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Hannah: I don't also mean to imply chat it was acceptable for women 

co be fat in my family. I was not fat as a child, but I was cold chat 
I talked coo much, I ace coo much, and I was lazy. And one of my friends 
said to me, "Well, chis is what I chink you should do: you should talk 
more, eat more and work less. Those should be your goals in life." 
I chink chat is related co class, because I don't talk a lot. I mean, I have 
always worked really hard, and I work really hard. That's part of my 
cultural training, coo. If you're a woman, man, you work! 

Lea: Culturally, chat being an Indian, the closer we are to our 

indigenous roots, the less we worry about being fat. Because some of 
the Indian women chat I come from are fat. They're large, fat 
women. One of my favorite artists is Zuniga, and all of the women chat 
he depicts are these huge women. And these are my ancestors, you 
know. My eight-year-old goddaughter Anivela, who's my niece, is 
going back to school now, and she told my mother last week, "I want 
to go on a diet, because I have to go back to school on the 17th." So 
in the summer, she's cool. She's going co her synchronized swim
ming, she's going to her kung fu, she dances at the pow wows with 
ocher Indians. But here comes school, where there's a lot of peer pres
sure. It's a mixed school, so there are white kids and there are brown 
kids, and she doesn't feel it in the summer. The activities she's doing 
and the people she's having contact with in the summer, and ocher 
kids chat are in chose activities, they're not putting the pressure on 
her. One was synchronized swimming, where the bodies are very 
diverse, and it was 200 little girls doing synchronized swimming, and 
the only thing when I asked her what kind of experience was chat, well 
she said, "The only complaint I had was chat they didn't choose me 
co be the one they lifted up." So she says, "I really wanted to know 
what chat felt like, to be lifted out of the water. My suit was 
sparkling." I have a lot of transference with her, 'cause she's going 
through exactly what I went through as a kid. 

Selena: I know a lictle girl whose mother is also fat, and who is chunky. 

I don't know if I'd call her fat. She's a little girl, she's big, muscular. 
Her mom is totally behind her, totally trying to counteract all the 
messages, but the girl wouldn't ever say, ''I'm going to tell my mom 
on you." She'd be like, "I don't want co cell my mom. She'd make 
a big deal about it. She'll go down and yell." I don't know why the 
difference is like chat. It's really hard to watch her still have the suppon 
and still go through all chat pain. 

Oso: When I was very young, it was okay for me co be fat. My

family was mostly fat, and it was all fine until-and I chink chis was 
true for everything about me-until I hit, like, 12. And then I was 
supposed co stop playing with trucks, and stop playing with boys, and 
start wearing cloches chat are like girl cloches. Therefore, to start being 
chin. And my mother didn't care chat I was fat, but people pressured 
her. When it was ocher people coming from the outside saying, 
"Maybe you should start making her wear dresses now. Maybe you 
need co stop buying boy cloches. Maybe you should 
put her on a diet." It's interesting, the kind of pressure chat different 
people gee. That isn't necessarily from inside my family. A lot was 
from the outside, or from my aunts, who had left and got their own 
sec of values about needing co lose weight, and then wanting co bring 
chem back home. 

Hannah: I chink chat a person has to cut a swath for herself I would 
say chat I've never been hard up for a dace. I don't go to places where 
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there are little skinny girls looking for little skinny girls, because I don't 
need chat. I can get chat anywhere. I really do feel, as part of owning 
my ancestors, I'm wearing my grandmothers' bodies. I did not have 
their lives, and in a lot of ways, I am the freaks' freak of my family, 
but there are things about me chat are true co the integrity of who my 
grandmothers were. And chis is pan of it. You are looking at it. It's not 
just being fat and working class, but it's the whole package of it. 
I grew up with my father who was a chemical engineer. I'm the first 
person in any generation of my family ever co go to college. And I got 
co college and totally freaked out because I did not belong there. 
Logically, I should have been able co just go right through college, 
go co law school or whatever, and co mutate into a middle-class person. 
Bue because of the totality of who I am, and a lot of ocher things, 
I just couldn't make chat transition. 

Margaret: Ir's interesting you say you feel like you're wearing your 
ancestors. I'm not sure chat my ancestors sac around eating Cheetos. 
I chink my ancestors ate natural food, and somehow or other I got 
away from chat. Culturally, the food I eat, a lot of it was leftovers and 
so it wasn't the healthiest. What I've been struggling with in the last 
couple of years is how co appreciate what was good about my culture, 
and what is good about my culture, and get away from the public 
relations-about my culture. Unromanticize stuff chat's maybe leading 
me co my grave. I chink that there's certain things chat I'm struggling 
with not embracing anymore, and saying whenever we have a gathering, 
it bothers me chat there's so much food. I've gone through chat back 
and forth over "is chat self-hatred, 'cause skinny women get together?" 
-I don't really care about the skinny women. I don't care what they
have at their table. I wonder, is it we're crying co show, "Fuck! We're
fat! We can eat fucking Cheetos!! Fuck you!!"? Or, "fuck, I can eat a
Cheeto and" [gags). I struggle with that all the time, because I want
to be honest about my feelings about my fat. I almost don't have any
reactions anymore about if the little kid on the street says, "Fat lady!"
I like myself. If I want co go work out in a gym, or if I choose not co
eat anything at chis cable, I don't want co feel like I'm selling out the
fat community like I have been made to feel in the past, when it was
just terrible co talk about black women and feminism. That's what
I'm crying co struggle around chis fat and class. And yes, I have chis
image of big, tender black ladies with big ciccies comforting and
nurturing. Bue, fuck, we nurtured so fucking much, everybody's
sucked our cits away! Know what I'm saying? So I'm wondering how
much of chat is romantic? How much of that is really African?
How much is it really healthy and good? And I don't have answers
for it. I know it's something chat me and some ocher black women
have been talking about a lot lately. I'm 48 now, and the lase some
years now, I've really cried real hard co stop living my life for my 
daughter, for a lover, for the lesbian community, which I love dearly.
J use crying co gee to a place where, okay, chis is me. I hope you like it,
but if you don't, I like it. And it's a hard thing.

Lea: When I was little, I remember going hungry. And I know 
hunger is one of the worst pains I have felt. And I'm not necessarily 
talking about dieting or self-starvation. I'm talking about when 
there's nothing! As a child, you're really afraid, and you start hiding 
little cans of green beans and shit under the bed. After the first time 
I experienced chat, I did chat. I had chis stash of canned food under 
the bed, and I don't remember ever pulling it out and eating it, 
but I just had it there. 

Margo: Does chis ever go away? That's the difference between 



poverty class and working class. I remember some
one told me about Richard Wright, and how he 
grew up poverty class, and he never got over that. 
He was a famous writer, and he'd go around with 
little balls of bread in his pocket. 

Lea: I think it's always with you. I don't think you 
ever totally get over it. I think it manifests in 
different ways. Since I've become adult, I've never 
gone hungry, except when I dieted or self-starved. 
And I think it is all connected. 

Oso: Sometimes I get really weird about it. We 
just had this big elaborate wedding. Her family 
helped us with a lot of money. I remember stand
ing there having this photographer take my photo 
and 
I thought even in this $300 tuxedo, hand-made for 
me, I still don't look like them. There's a picture we 
have of me with her family, and I'm just as dressed 
up and more than all of them. There is that feeling 
of not fitting, no matter what clothes I wear. Or if I 
try and make sure I'm saying all the right things, I 
still feel like it's not my place. They could be just in 
shorts or whatever, and I could be completely 
dressed up, I still feel like you could tell. I feel like I 
don't look like I'm from that space. 

Selena: I feel like that everywhere-not every
where, 'cause I'm from Berkeley. Berkeley people are 
weird; sometimes people are weird. But I don't fit in, 
really, with the sort of normal suburban middle 
class, 
that I wasn't raised with it. But I don't fit in with a 
lot of working class cultures, either. I'm culturally 
different. Especially, when I was in college, where 
people tend to be a little bit more self-righteous 
and see everything in two shades. 

Lea: You know, this is working class stuff. There's 
not a moment that I don't think about moneywhen I 
go out to eat and what I order. I'm going to tell you, 
most of the time, what I order is determined by 
what I have in my pocket. It's not determined by 
what I want. It's very seldom that I go to a restaurant 
and order what I want. That's where my income is 
right now. And even if it wasn't, I think that I'd 
still do that, because I have all of those things in my 
mind. My last girlfriend took me out to dinner (for 
my birthday) at this incredible restaurant-and she 
spent $65, and I said to her, "A family could have 
eaten on this for a week." I'm sorry. I didn't want to 
sound ungrateful or anything, but that's what I thought 
about when I was eating. 

Oso: I had a lot of anger about coming into a 
relationship with someone who I felt had all this 
privilege all her life. I feel she worries about money, and I'm, "You 
don't have to worry about money. What are you worrying about?" I 

think that I had to fight getting into always being 
like, "Well, we should just go out. Or we should 
just pay for this person, or whatever, because you 
have it. Why shouldn't we ... " I felt like I didn't 
have it, and now you have it, so let's use it. So it's 
been an interesting struggle for me to realize how to 
balance it. 

Lea: In my family, the females have a big loyalty 
about money and each other. Not about the boys 
-the boys are doing a lot better than the girls.
But it's like that. It's like whenever we have some
money come into our life, even if it's not a lot,
what's the first thing that happens? We share it.
I'll send my mother this much; I'll send my sister
this much. And they do the same thing to me.
But we don't send the boys shit-they don't need
it. And they don't send it to us, really, unless we
ask. That's just a female loyalty we have around
money and class with each other.

Hannah: I really believe that people who have 
privilege can't see it, or can't see much of it. I know a 
lot about class, because I basically identify as work
ing class. I can see it all around me. I'm white and I 
feel very ignorant about race, and I've worked very 
hard to deal with racial issues in my life, so I can not 
hurt women of color who I love. Like Lea's mom is 
like my mother, and so when people say stuff about 
Chicanas, believe me, I take that personally, because 
it's that way. I'm married to someone who's middle 
class, and I see the class stuff in her family. The bot
tom line is that they just basically-not personally, 
but basically, in general-think that they're better 
than me because I'm working class. They never say 
that, but it comes out in ways. I find it very hard to 
be in that type of relationship with a person from 
another class. If you can manage it, that's great, but 
it's very hard. 

Margaret: Are they working class? There's class-con
scious people. I think that would make a 
difference--consciousness and how they use their 
privilege-used it or abused or not used it, or what
ever it is. 

Lea: I had that same thing happen with a middle
class, sort of on the borderline, upper middle-class 
Puerto Rican/African-American woman. Her family 
never took me seriously as her partner-never. When 
she started being with middle-class/upper middle
class other women of color, they took them serious
ly. But I never was up to snuff with them-ever
and I knew it, that I never would be. It was almost 
like they expected me to entertain them. That's what I 
was good for. 

Oso: My in-laws are good Berkeley liberals, so they have all the 
right rap, at least on the outside. And I think also they were so scared 
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about me and the way I looked, that they had such a hard time getting 
past that to even let themselves get into racial issues or class issues. It 
took them months to get past that I didn't have hair. 

Selena: "Hey, that bald girl's not white." 

Oso: They had this thing, "Oh, I like this person. She must not be all
these things that I don't understand. She must not be so different." 
So they would ask, "So where did you go to college?" And I'd say, 
"I didn't go to college." "Oh, so do you have brothers or sisters, or 
anything?" Her father asked me about my family, and I was trying to 
tell him that I do have a half-brother. He said, "Oh, where does he 
live?" And I said, "Well, he's in prison." And he's a little hard of hear
ing. "Uh ... uh ... oh, anyway, let's have some cake." I think they have a 
hard time seeing things that they think of as very different in someone 
they think is a nice person. 

Lea: There's a book that's just come out-Lesbians Come Out of the 

Class Closet. I've been reading it and I've really been enjoying it. I 
really want to find more language to talk about this. The more I talk 
about it, the less of a sting it has. I think talking transforms it, can 
transform it. I don't want to be punished for what class I come from, 
and I don't want to punish anyone for what class they come from. I'm 
really not interested in that. I just want us to find a way to respect 
each other and communicate about it. Because I have friends, and I 
love them dearly, but still they say things, and it's like, "Ouch!!" And 
you know what? I do it too. I may not do it about class, but maybe I 
do it about other things. And I want to hear the "ouch." If somebody 
can't say anything to me ... if they say, "ouch," I'll know there's some
thing I need to learn. Because we get alienated, then we get isolated, 
and I think isolation is what's killing us. I know that it's one of the 
hardest things for me that I've felt isolated and alone. And I don't 
want to. I want to be in communiry, like I used to be in the '70s. 

Margo: I agree with you, and I chink most people don't want to talk 
about class anymore. I think chat people I talk to, they see class as this 
thing we talked about in the '70s. I feel very relieved that I'm in a rela
tionship with another woman from a lower class, but it also feels like 
we're miles apart, because my parents did own a house. My dad was a 
cabinet maker. We worked every weekend at the flea market selling 
stuff to make money, and we did it on our own. It's in a very working
class neighborhood, but it's still a house. It still had a driveway. It still 
had a backyard. And my lover comes from poverry class, and she grew 
up in the projects. And that's miles and miles apart. It would be miles 
away from somebody middle class, but it's still a huge difference. I 
think it's good you bring up this book, because I think it's an issue 
that's on the table again. 

Selena: Something I'm glad to talk about, although I was dreading 
coming in here-not consciously dreading. My body was dreading it, 
just because there's been so much pain in my life around it, and I 
haven't sat down and talked about something like that since college. 
Somewhere afrer college, it was very judgmental. It was like everyone 
sits there and tries to say exactly the right PC line, and everyone else 
sees if they get it wrong. And that's license to attack them. Talk about 
feeling "ouch," I felt it from my mother. 'Cause my mother is upper 
middle class, culturally. She's got this mentaliry ... she manages to 
maintain a lifestyle beyond mine on the same income. I don't know 
how she does it. I'm convinced you're just born with that and you just 
create it around you. I don't know. I can't do it. So there's chat divi-
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sion where I don't feel like-there's some very real ways in which I'm 
different. She's always telling me, "Oh, just go ahead and buy it. Oh, 
it's okay, put it on the credit card. It'll be all right, it'll be all right, it'll 

be all right." For her it is all 
right. I feel sick to my stomach 
over that kind of thing, 'cause 
my experience is, it's not going 
to be all right. You don't know 
where the next money's coming 
from. And it's really good for 
me to get to be in a relationship 
with someone whose class back
ground is pretty similar to mine. 
I've been in relationships, the 
hardest one I ever was in was 
with a Chicana woman whose 
family had a lot more money 
than me, and they were working 
class. So it was like we crossed. I 
was poor but middle class cul
turally, and she had a lot of 

money. And my girlfriend now is from basically hippie-freak parents. 
You know, people that were poor, but were from another cultural back
ground. And it takes a lot of pressure off. It wasn't until I was with her 
that I realized all the tensions that there were either way, being with 
people that grew up middle class with money, or people that grew up 
working class with no money. 

Lea: These labels, I'd like to examine them, because "working class" 
- what the hell is that supposed to mean? Because a lot of times,
my father didn't work. So I say "working" working class, but it came
and went-the work. And that really affected us. And that when
we had poverty was when he and my mother weren't working.
Except that my mother always worked in the home full-time, plus!

Margo: And you know what else?! I heard somebody once define 
what working class was-it just meant chat you worked. But you 
could work at anything. If you were a doctor, you worked. If you were 
a lawyer, you worked. So therefore, you were working class, if you 
worked. And I don't know where chat comes from. 

Hannah: That's why I like having the basic frame reference that 
I have, whether it's tired, useless or whatever. To me, there are some 
basic things that give me some clue, that just because your father was a 
doctor and he worked, that does not mean you're working class. 

Oso: Well, like everything, right? Like we all identify as fat dykes, but
we're all really different sizes. And working class to one person means 
like a really different amount of income to other people. 

Lea: Even being able to work, these days, is a privilege, because there's 
so much illness in society. So it's really changing the face of class. � 
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