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The reality television show The Biggest Loser aims to motivate and 
inspire its viewers and the general public to lose weight and get in 
shape by learning from the show’s contestants, nutritionists, and 
trainers. In the series’ fourteenth season (2013), fifteen contestants 
ranging in weight from 237 pounds to 444 pounds are chosen to live 
at the “Biggest Loser Ranch,” where they compete to lose the highest 
percentage of weight and be named the “biggest loser.” Contestants 
are expected to consult with a doctor in order to assess their health, 
compete in “temptation” and “immunity” challenges, and weigh 
themselves every week in front of their fellow competitors and 
the viewing audience. This paper analyzes The Biggest Loser with a 
feminist, post-structuralist lens in order to deconstruct how gender 
is represented and performed in three distinct ways. First, I will 
draw upon theories presented by Judith Butler, Mary Douglas, and 
Kathleen LeBesco, among others, to situate the bodies presented 
in the show through a gendered lens. It is through this lens that 
the bodies are understood as “polluted” or “dirty” (Douglas 140, 
Lupton 1) and transgressing gender boundaries (Butler 179). 
Second, I will discuss how the status of The Biggest Loser as a 
reality television show constructs fat bodies as simultaneously real 
and scripted (Blaszkiewicz, Couldry, Huff) in the context of the 
introduction of the contestants, their workouts, competitions, and 
weigh-ins. Finally, I will draw upon Brenda R. Weber’s work on the 
“makeover reality show” to discuss the intersections between the 
construction of gender and the body in need of transformation; this 
discussion will be supplemented by the work of additional theorists 
who discuss The Biggest Loser and the consequences of the fat body. 
I will argue that, as contestants in The Biggest Loser strive toward 
hegemonic masculinity or femininity, their gender performativity 
transgresses prescribed gender boundaries and is defined by how 
much weight they can or cannot lose. Ultimately, the genre of the 
reality television show denies the contestants the ability to achieve 
their goal of embodying hegemonic femininity or masculinity, 
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which affects not only those contestants who continue to the end 
of the show, but also those who are “eliminated” throughout its 
duration. 

In order to understand how the genre of reality television is able 
to achieve this denial, I will begin with an overview of the ways 
in which the bodies of the contestants are framed as transgressive 
and polluted. In her book Gender Trouble, Judith Butler discusses 
the gendering of bodies through acts of cultural inscription and 
performativity. She draws upon Foucault’s theories of the body and 
posits that the body works as “a surface and the scene of a cultural 
inscription” (2543), wherein meaning is generated simultaneously 
upon and by individual bodies. Gender becomes inscribed and 
incorporated into the body through a process of naturalization 
that emanates from within the body. Butler explains that although 
“acts, gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core or 
substance” (2548), this core is in effect a construction; these gestures 
are produced “on the surface of the body” (2548). In this production, 
Butler suggests, “gender is an identity tenuously constituted in 
time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition 
of acts” (2552), which reinscribes its “naturalness” and concretizes 
the perception of the “internal core” (2548) of gender. Gender, 
then, can be understood as “a constructed identity, a performative 
accomplishment which the social audience, including the actors 
themselves, come to believe and perform in the mode of belief” 
(Butler 2552), and a system in which binary representations of gender 
become normative. Individuals in a western, neoliberal context are 
expected to conform to this binary and performatively act out their 
gender so as to avoid performances that reside outside the binary, 
potentially resulting in social and physical penalization. Although 
Butler focuses mainly on the production and performativity of 
gender, her theories can be extrapolated to reveal how bodies 
themselves are performative and “defined within discursively 
established constitutive constraints—constraints that determine 
which ‘bodies matter’ culturally and which do not” (Shugart 108). 
The expectation to conform becomes clear in relation to bodies 
that fail to achieve the appropriate performative gender and are 
subsequently understood as “polluted” (Douglas 140) or “dirty” 
(Douglas 2), and transgressive of bodily and gender boundaries. 
Butler takes up Douglas’ work in relation to the performativity of 
gender, stating that “any discourse that established the boundaries 
of the body serves the purpose of instating and naturalizing 
certain taboos regarding the appropriate limits, postures, and 
modes of exchange that define what it is that constitutes bodies” 
(2544). The bodily boundary can then be understood as a space 
that simultaneously demarcates what is considered a “tidy” and 
composed body with what is considered a body that transgresses 
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normative bodily boundaries and represents cultural unruliness 
and disorder (Butler 2544). The reflexive relationship between 
the institution and maintenance of hegemonic bodily boundaries 
functions to situate fat bodies as not only polluted but also as 
“revolting” (LeBesco 1).

Kathleen LeBesco begins her book Revolting Bodies? The Struggle to 
Redefine Fat Identity by explaining that fat bodies are viewed “as 
both unhealthy and unattractive, fat people are widely represented 
in popular culture and in interpersonal interactions as revolting 
— they are agents of abhorrence and disgust” (1) where their 
bodies present a danger not only to themselves but also to those 
who interact with them. Although the purpose of LeBesco’s work 
is to reposition the fat subject as socially and politically agentic 
within popular culture, she makes clear that “the fat body in public 
discourse still involves some measure of exclusion and abjection” 
(5) in relation to non-fat bodies. LeBesco complicates Butler’s 
presupposition that bodies are constituted through “a stylized 
repetition of acts” (Butler 2552). The gender of those with fat bodies 
cannot simply be understood as separate from their fatness; unlike 
gender, fatness is “written on the body for all to see” (LeBesco 6; 
emphasis in orig.) rather than performatively constructed. LeBesco 
posits that modern perceptions of fat and fat bodies shaped by 
one’s own social, cultural, and historical location, where being 
fat is recognized as “repulsive, funny, ugly, unclean, obscene, and 
above all, as something to lose” (16) in order to render it culturally 
intelligible. Recognizing fat as unclean and repulsive, according to 
LeBesco, works to position fat bodies as “polluting” (23, Douglas 
140), and deny fat people their agency. She makes clear that “as 
one who transgresses boundaries, the fat individual represents an 
existence that allows for the continued damaging construction of 
fat people as dangerous or bad” (LeBesco 25), which constitutes 
them as “liminal Others” (26). The fat body extends past the 
normal space (LeBesco 26) of the thin body, and it is this extension 
of the body into and past the recognizable limit of space that is 
accentuated through the representation of fat bodies in the genre of 
reality television. 

The reality television show has been circulating in a number of 
forms since the early 1990s. However, since the proliferation of this 
genre in the early 2000s (Huff 19) became normalized, “viewers 
tended not to care about the ‘real’ aspects of reality . . . what 
mattered above all was whether the show was funny or sad, or 
grabbed at their emotions in some way” (Huff 25). It became clear 
that the control of “reality” was dictated by the producers of the 
shows, who created and enhanced “characters” through the work 
of editing the images which were intended to reflect “reality” (Huff 
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168). Producers set up a particular narrative in order to “allow the 
audience to relate to the participant and their ‘story’” (Blaszkiewicz 
30) and in turn promote a variety of constructed ideologies and 
values that were both created by the producers and reflected by the 
viewers. Blaszkiewicz points out that “reality television, especially 
the make-over program format, promotes ideological notions of 
beauty predominantly to women, in order to increase consumption 
by audiences,” (30) rather than to benefit those who are “made-
over.” The concept of “reality” is blurred through contrived 
representations of the shows’ participants and their relationship 
with the viewers.

To further this, Brenda R. Weber, in Makeover TV: Selfhood, 
Citizenship, and Celebrity, discusses the role “reality” plays in 
displaying bodies that are to be shaped and transformed through 
the guise of the “makeover.” According to Weber, the makeover in 
the context of reality television is “both a representative of the real 
and a representation that creates our notion of the real” (16), where 
bodies are simultaneously produced by and through the makeover. 
She states that “television makeovers are constructed stories, real in 
themselves, but designed, like all tales, to capture interest through 
character, conflict, plotting, and climax” (17) in which the agency is 
afforded to the directors and producers as opposed to those featured 
within the makeover. In the makeover reality television show, 
“there is both the promise of cause and effect, of Before and After, 
and the absence of any direct linearity — the shows themselves, 
however, belie this fact” (Weber 2-3) by framing the progression of 
the contestants on the show as undergoing a form of transformation. 
Weber contends that there are a number of conventions that define 
makeover TV: in order to become empowered individuals, the 
contestants must submit to the experts; to become “normal,” one 
must undergo an “extreme” transformation; to be appreciated, one 
must first be condemned; and “to be ‘truly’ feminine or masculine, 
one must be hyper-gendered (4). These conventions function 
to construct ritual expectations of makeover TV in a way that is 
simultaneously reflective of “reality” and of the results viewers 
anticipate to be presented by the end of the show or the season. As 
this genre purports to represent “reality” and the “truths” about its 
subjects, the pre-transformed bodies within makeover TV are seen 
as a “danger” (Douglas 140) and the discourse of the makeover 
“requires the elimination of impurities or pollutants that may 
contaminate the larger social body” (Weber 21). In Weber’s opinion, 
“the makeover maze functions as what Michel Foucault terms a 
social practice in that it combines imperatives, attitudes, and modes 
of behaviour that become instilled into rituals that people perfect 
and teach” (4) in order to attain a specific goal of “change” in one 
form or another. This specific goal is mediated through the genre of 
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makeover and reality TV, as the makeover intervenes with “gender-
inflected ‘improvements’ that gain legitimacy by speaking through 
the idiom of identity” (Weber 5-6).  

Gender and sex identity are critical to the concept of the makeover 
(Weber 13), and they “ardently promote an essentialized and 
authentic idea of self that is stable, coherent, and locatable, where 
gender unambiguously correlates to sexed identity” (Weber 15). 
The construction of the makeover TV genre functions to undermine 
Butler’s theorizing of the body and gender as performative. The 
body can be understood as an all-encompassing stable symbol for 
hegemonic sexed and gendered entities. Weber posits that “reality 
TV makeovers urge us to adopt whatever means necessary to 
find and fix the self and mark it as conventionally masculine or 
feminine” (16), which includes changing every physical attribute 
necessary to achieve conventionality. In the context of reality 
television, fat women are featured as figures with “no self-control 
or low self-esteem,” and fat men are featured as effeminate and 
representative of “the impotence of patriarchal power” (Sender and 
Sullivan 573). Fat contestants are expected to undergo a change in 
their physical appearance that will eventually demarcate them as 
intelligible men and women. The contestants are expected to “fix” 
their bodies through extensive and sometimes painful methods in 
order to reach a point of “self-love and empowerment” (Weber 18) 
congruent with normative beauty and a “healthy” body-image. In 
an effort to avoid typifying the “makeover genre,” Weber claims 
that it is important to “use the makeover as a location through which 
to better understand how television informs a gendered sense of 
identity” (28) for the contestants while on the show and after they 
return to “real” life. Recognizing the importance of the makeover 
in the context of The Biggest Loser, I will now turn to this program 
to demonstrate how theories of gender, “polluted” (Douglas 140) 
or “revolting” (LeBesco 1) bodies, and reality makeover television 
intersect in order to define and control those bodies which are read 
as transformative.

The makeover television program The Biggest Loser began in the 
United States in 2004. Since then, there have been fifteen seasons 
produced, with the most recent season currently being broadcast. 
Although the show has also been created in twenty seven countries 
around the world, the premise remains the same: overweight 
people are brought to a “ranch” where they compete to lose the 
highest percentage of weight and be named the “biggest loser,” 
consequently winning a substantial cash prize. Season fourteen of 
the show in the United States, which began in January 2013 and 
finished in March of the same year, framed each episode with a 
number of predictable events, all positioned in relation to the 
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episode’s “theme.” Each episode features rigorous workouts for the 
adults remaining on the “ranch” with trainers Bob Harper, Dolvett 
Quince, and Jillian Michaels. Additionally, every episode includes 
a challenge that the contestants must complete either to test their 
vulnerabilities or their strengths and concludes with the “weigh-
in” where contestants are forced to weigh their bodies in front of 
their fellow contestants, trainers, and the viewing audience in order 
to ascertain who has lost the least amount of weight and is therefore 
“eliminated.” Ultimately, contestants are encouraged to undergo 
a “total life alteration” (Weber 14) and allow the public to do so 
alongside them in order to inspire others to also transform their 
lives and bodies.

This “total life alteration” (Weber 14) is inextricably connected to 
social beliefs that “all people should adhere to specific body sizes” 
(Readdy and Ebbeck 581) and the contestants in The Biggest Loser 
are no exception. Not only do contestants concretize the imperative 
to conform to this belief, they naturalize it through the positive 
transformative aspects of their “total life alteration” (Weber 14). This 
naturalization is directly related to the way in which the concept of 
“obesity” and fat bodies are presented in the media as diseased and 
unhealthy. The “decision” to become fat is that of the individuals’ 
choice; ultimately, “the obese body represents a failure of will in a 
culture in which self-direction and choice are paramount” (Sender 
and Sullivan 582). A process of individualized blame and shame can 
be understood as extremely gendered. For example, as contestants 
on The Biggest Loser are expected to work and shape their bodies, 
they must do so within the gendered norms prescribed to them 
within the framework of hegemonic masculinity and femininity. In 
particular, this is evident in the premiere of season fourteen of The 
Biggest Loser. 

The fourteenth season begins in a theatre with host Alison Sweeney 
reading out the names of the people who have been chosen to be 
contestants on the show (“We’re Back... and So Is Jillian”). The 
contestants, who are sitting in the audience and are unaware that 
they have been chosen, rush to the stage as their names are called 
while the show fades to vignettes of their stories and desires to be 
thin. These vignettes continue throughout the first episode, allowing 
the audience to get to know each contestant’s personal struggles 
and goals. What is particularly interesting is that every contestant 
on the show describes their end goal to lose weight as directly 
related to better performing a traditional gendered role that they 
have not been able to perform because of their weight. One of the 
first contestants featured, Michael, described his desire to be a better 
father for his young son and wanted to ensure that he would live a 
long life in order to be there as his son grew up. Another contestant, 
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Nikki, divulges that she has always wanted to be a mother but feels 
that it is impossible because of her current weight. Nate described 
his hope that in losing weight he could finally propose to his 
girlfriend, as he was afraid that she would say no because of his fat 
body. Gina describes her fear of needing to plan for her husband’s 
next wife through the reality of her premature death due to her 
weight. Jackson speaks to his troubles coming out as a gay man and 
turning to food when his peers made fun of his sexuality. Finally, 
Danni discusses her feelings of social exclusion and her desire to be 
pretty and slim enough to rejoin the water polo team; a team she 
had quit because she was uncomfortable in a bathing suit (“We’re 
Back... and So Is Jillian”). All of the contestants describe how losing 
weight, and subsequently working towards a more idealized 
figure, will allow them to participate more fully in the structures in 
which they reside. This rhetoric is not only apparent in the opening 
episode, but throughout the season. Weber points out that this 
rhetoric is not uncommon in makeover television shows, making 
clear that “the process of moving into fuller iterations of idealized 
bodies, in turn, shapes the desires and practices of transforming 
subjects so that both men and women talk of fully participating 
in scripts of bourgeois heteronormativity” (13). Each contestant’s 
weight, at the beginning of the show, is framed as denying them the 
ability to perform their gendered and sexed roles in the way they 
wish to; their weight undermines the performativeness of stylizing 
their acts in a hegemonic gendered way (Butler 2552) and forces 
them to invest their bodies and selves in the production of the show 
and the ultimate goal of weight loss. The imperative to invest in 
the social and cultural gains associated with the loss of weight is 
a pervasive theme in The Biggest Loser. These gains, however, are 
undermined throughout this first episode as the vignettes and 
“real” time representations of the contestants construct them as 
grotesque and out-of-control individuals.

Every contestant, in their vignettes, is shown eating large amounts 
of fatty, greasy, and sugary foods which is meant to show their 
uncontrollable habits and bodies before being chosen to come to 
the “ranch.” The contestants speak of how sad they are to sit on 
the sidelines while their families are active and how much of life 
they have had to miss out on because of their fat bodies (“We’re 
Back... and So Is Jillian”). They are positioned as unhealthy, 
“unclean” (LeBesco 16), and ultimately “polluted” (Douglas 140) as 
they choose to act in uncontrollable ways. Their weight is directly 
correlated to their own choice to become fat (Sender and Sullivan 
582), just as they are framed as taking a step in the right direction to 
choose to become thin and join the cast of the show. While they are 
overweight, the contestants “can lay no claim to legitimate selfhood 
within the makeover’s constitution of identity” (Weber 13); they 
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can only do so once they embrace the transformative process of the 
makeover and strive to change their “Before-bodies” (Weber 9) into 
“After-bodies” (Weber 9). This goal is one that is constantly present 
for the contestants. As they enter their own private gym for the first 
time, they are confronted with life-size images of past contestants’ 
before and after photographs. The juxtaposition between the 
“Before-bodies” (Weber 9) of the contestants on their first day at the 
“ranch” and those of the winners of previous seasons situates the 
bodies of the contestants as initially “intelligible and sympathetic 
precisely due to their misery” (Weber 14). It is through this misery, 
framed by their binge eating, inactivity, and bulging bodies, that 
they are situated as projects that are worth working on. It is at this 
point that the viewing audience is given the opportunity to see how 
this work occurs on The Biggest Loser.

The opening episode, along with all of the episodes other than 
the finale, includes a two to three hour daily workout that is 
condensed to approximately thirty-five to forty-five minutes for 
viewing purposes. The contestants are given shirts to work out 
in that accentuate their fat bodies; the spandex material leaves no 
part of the body unseen, especially as it barely covers many of the 
contestants’ stomachs. The initial workout is what I would describe 
as complete chaos: almost every contestant vomits, more than one 
contestant passes out while on the treadmill, and the trainers are 
screaming at the contestants to keep moving and working out. One 
trainer exclaims “What is going on? Jackson is on the floor, people 
are throwing up. It’s the first day. I knew this would happen, and I 
love it” (“We’re Back... and So Is Jillian”), which is indicative of the 
way in which all of the trainers describe the initial workout. The 
bodies and minds of the contestants are berated by each trainer in 
a way to “confront them and be tough with them because they’ve 
quit their entire lives and now their quitting in the first 20 minutes. 
It’s do or die time for these guys” (“We’re Back... and So Is Jillian”; 
sic). Additionally, the process of individualized blame and shame 
can be understood as extremely gendered (Sender and Sullivan 
574). As contestants on The Biggest Loser are expected to work and 
shape their bodies, they must do so conforming to the gendered 
norms prescribed to them within the framework of hegemonic 
masculinity and femininity. 

Over the course of the season, the trainers berate the male 
contestants by yelling phrases such as, “Do you want to get out of 
your victim mentality, or are you just addicted to being a victim?” 
(“We’re Back... and So Is Jillian”) and, “Be the man you should be! 
Be the man I expect you to be and be the man that you can be” (“Pay 
it Forward”). Additionally, when comparing one of the larger men 
to the effeminate gay contestant and the women contestants when 



Textual Overtures 2.1 | May 2014 73

he takes an unscheduled break, a trainer yells “Why are you out 
here? It should be Jackson or one of the girls who is out here” (“Pay 
it Forward”). These sorts of aggressive encouragements are meant 
to attack the male contestants’ masculinity in a way that pushes 
them to strive for the “real” masculine bodies they hope to embody 
by the end of the show. The trainers assert their masculinity, even 
in the case of the female bodied trainer Jillian Michaels, in order 
to emasculate the male contestants and set their fat bodies up as 
effeminate and representing “the impotence of patriarchal power” 
(Sender and Sullivan 573). The men are meant to understand that 
“in a body-oriented society where ‘fat’ does not ‘fit in’ with the 
favoured view” (Monaghan 585), fat men represent the ultimate 
“danger” (Douglas 140, LeBesco 25) to patriarchal structures. The 
only avenue afforded to the male contestants on this show, in which 
they can reclaim their masculinity and status within the patriarchal 
order, is through losing weight. As one male contestant puts it: “I 
suck it up, I put my big boy pants on, and I do the work” (“Keep 
Moving”). Similarly, the rhetoric used by the trainers towards the 
female contestants reaffirms their status as fat bodies with “no self-
control or low self-esteem” (Sender and Sullivan 573). 

Although the trainers in The Biggest Loser berate the female 
contestants along the same lines as the male contestants, they attack 
their femininity in order to remind them of their inability to live up 
to feminine standards of beauty (Blaszkiewicz 30). In one workout, 
Quince walks over to one of the female contestants and says, “Think 
about that dress that you’re going to put on for your husband when 
you see him. How do you want that dress to fit? How do you want 
it to look?” (“Waist & Money”). In a later workout, a trainer casually 
jokes with a contestant, asking her “what’s going on, skinny?” 
(“Waist & Money”). Although one could argue as to the intent of 
these comments, they ultimately work to situate the bodies of the 
female contestants as needing to achieve bodies that work with 
feminine clothes and to be seen by others as “skinny,” slender, 
and feminine. Additionally, the emphasis on will and productivity 
within the workouts is in and of itself gendered. It is clear that 
the “masculine values of hard work prevail; trainers emphasize 
the need for contestants to push beyond their perceived limits, 
and to ‘workout like a man’” (Sender and Sullivan 580); a phrase 
that is used by trainers towards both male and female contestants. 
Contestants of both sexes in the show are told to “fight” and “use 
your anger” in order to achieve weight loss. Even the clothing 
that the trainers wear, including Harper’s shirt reading “My girl 
is stronger than you” (“Tough Love”), reifies the pervasiveness of 
the masculine gendered centrality in the workouts. Although the 
women will eventually get to a place where they can reclaim their 
femininity, they must do so through channeling their masculinity. 
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The workouts, however, are not the only avenue through which 
the contestants are portrayed as failing to live up to hegemonic 
standards of femininity and masculinity; the weigh-ins that take 
place every episode also perpetuate this failure.

At the end of every episode, contestants are forced to “weigh-in” 
in front of their fellow contestants and the viewing audience. For 
the first half of the season, female contestants are given a spandex 
sports bra and spandex shorts to wear as they climb the stairs to 
the scale. Male contestants are forced to wear tight shorts and 
remove their shirts before weighing-in. The contestants, in an effort 
to hide their “revolting” (LeBesco 1) bodies, cross their arms and 
hold them over their bare stomachs. It is during the weigh-ins that 
contestants are at their most vulnerable; their bodies are weighed 
and those who have not lost enough weight are scolded, ridiculed, 
or “eliminated” from the show. The threat of “elimination” is only 
one way in which their bodies are positioned as vulnerable, as the 
performative aspect of their gender also comes under question. It 
is in these moments that the viewers are able to ascertain whether 
the contestants’ “hard work has paid off,” an adage that is repeated 
in almost every episode of the show. The first few “weigh-ins” 
demarcate the “line which should not have been crossed” (Douglas 
140) as contestants stand initially behind their thin, fit trainers and 
are subsequently displayed and weighed for the viewers’ pleasure. 
Returning to Douglas, this crossing of a line “unleashes danger for 
someone” (140): ultimately the individual’s own self. They have 
allowed their weight to become “out of control” and are blamed 
for the weight they can and cannot lose. Contestants lament the 
“weigh-ins,” stating “this part of the process [the weigh-in] sucks. 
And there’s no way of getting around it” (“Tough Love”), as, in fact, 
the weigh-ins mark the entire “point” of the show; if there were 
“no weigh-ins” there would be no “biggest loser.” Contestants call 
the weigh-ins the “most terrifying experience [they’ve] ever had 
in their life” (“Lead by Example”), where the bodies on the scale 
are “always in the wrong” (Douglas 140). Subsequently, when 
contestants do not lose the amount of weight they expected based 
on the amount of physical “work” they did, the rhetoric of every 
contestant revolves around the questions of “what did I do wrong?” 
or “what more could I have done,” which situates the blame for 
their fat bodies entirely on themselves. In the presentation of their 
bodies, as they extend past the “normal space” (LeBesco 26) of 
the thin body and transgress boundaries of the socially acceptable 
body, it only becomes possible to embody hegemonic femininity 
and masculinity if they present their bodies week after week on the 
pedestal-like scale. 

Contestants who are able to lose more weight than they need in a 
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week to remain “safe” bolster their gender performativity through 
flexing their muscles and beating their chests (“We’re Back... and 
So Is Jillian”), as is the case with the male contestants, and crying 
with joy and dancing (“Cut the Junk”), as is the case with the 
female contestants. The “weigh-ins,” which begin as a medium 
through which the contestants’ bodies are presented as disgusting, 
“revolting” (LeBesco 1), or “polluted” (Douglas 140), evolve into a 
spectacle in which the men and women are given the opportunity 
to continually shape their bodies. Arguably, this also shapes their 
identities to a point where they can claim some form of hegemonic 
masculinity and femininity for themselves at the expense of their 
fellow contestants. Since only those who remain on the “ranch” can 
be named the “biggest loser,” contestants sacrifice one another in 
order to “continually improve” (Weber 21) their bodies and “fix” 
the presentation of their gender. Those who continue on in the show 
are eventually given tighter clothing that covers more of their body 
during the “weigh-ins”; women are given tank-tops and longer 
shorts and the men are permitted to wear their shirts on the scale. 
This change not only functions to further contain their transforming 
bodies, but also to cover the parts of the body that potentially work 
against the goal of masculinity and femininity, a point that I will 
develop later on in this paper. However, as Blaszkiewicz points out, 
“the depiction of weight-loss methods . . . brings with it questions of 
whether or not these contestants are actually working towards their 
goal of weight-loss, or the incentive of monetary compensation” 
(32), complicating the incentive for the contestants’ involvement 
in the show. This becomes especially clear when the final five 
contestants make it to week ten of the competition in order to 
participate in the show’s coveted “makeover episode.”

The “makeover episode” functions to not only grant the final five 
contestants with the opportunity to be professionally “made over” 
by “fashion and style” expert Tim Gunn and “celebrity hair and 
make-up stylist” Ken Paves (“Makeover”), but also as a chance to 
finally look feminine and masculine. Female contestants confess 
to the cameras that “this is the day to be a part of this show” 
(“Makeover”), and that “to get the chance to be made up and just 
feel like a girl again, that’s really special to me” (“Makeover”; sic), 
as both remaining female contestants discuss how excited they are 
to finally “feel sexy” again. The three remaining male contestants 
all speak to making it to the “makeover episode” as one of their 
main goals, and congratulate each other on being able to do so. 
Overall, this episode acts as a symbol of the entire show, and 
“such representation leads one to believe that the self arises in the 
makeover candidate through the effort involved in achieving a 
demanding goal” (Weber 12). For these five contestants, the goal of 
losing much of their body weight is rewarded with new clothes, an 
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expensive haircut, and pampering, calling into question whether or 
not the goal for many of these contestants was indeed weight loss 
and healthy bodies or the material benefits of the weight loss; after 
all, one must remember that this show is ultimately a game with a 
cash prize of $250,000. It is in this episode that the performatively 
feminine and masculine bodies begin to “take shape.”

The female contestants in this episode, as they are “made-up,” 
begin to performatively repeat particular “stylized acts” (Butler 
2552) of posing, giggling, and choosing outfits that accentuate their 
“hourglass figure.” As Weber contends, “as an overweight woman 
takes on an hourglass shape, her sense of her own gendered 
identity becomes clearer, leading to statements like ‘I’m confident. 
I’m sexy. I’m a woman now!’” (13), which is in effect exactly what 
the two remaining female contestants do. Tim Gunn, speaking to 
Gina, states that “yes, [Gina] is a mature woman, but no woman 
needs to look matronly” as he proceeds to choose a “youthful and 
sexy outfit” (“Makeover”) for her which includes a leather skirt 
and a leopard print shirt. For Danni, the other remaining female 
contestant, it is about maintaining her youthfulness through her 
new clothes and “look.” Tim Gunn exclaims when he sees her in 
skinny jeans: “Look at you! You’re a beauty queen!” (“Makeover”). 
She proceeds to cry and says, “I feel beautiful. You don’t see that 
athlete anymore. You don’t see the beast that everyone called me. 
I feel pretty. I’m wearing heels and a dress! This is the best feeling 
of my entire life” (“Makeover”; sic). Through their makeovers, the 
women are able to discard their overweight bodies and embrace 
their newly feminine bodies, allowing them to live up to feminine 
standards of beauty (Blaszkiewicz 30) that come with standards of 
thinness.

For the male contestants, the emphasis in their makeovers is their 
new ability to button up shirts without their fat bulging through 
the buttons. Jeff responds to Tim Gunn’s question “when you 
look in the mirror, what do you think about that guy?” with “he’s 
looking pretty good. All my hard work has paid off” (“Makeover”), 
equating his “hard work” with his masculine body. Joe states that he 
does not remember the last time he looked this good (“Makeover”) 
and Jackson, the final remaining male contestant, exclaims “I look 
so skinny! These clothes are not just physical things, they are 
symbols of how far we’ve come” (“Makeover”; sic). All of the male 
contestants accentuate their newly masculine bodies with suits, 
dress shirts, and ties, and “the man I’ve become” (“Makeover”) 
in some shape or form. The men and women contestants have no 
need to “perform” their non-normative gender any longer, as their 
essential “true” gender now shows through their non-fat bodies. 
This rhetoric, as outlined by Butler, demonstrates the way in 
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which the contestants’ “truly” feminine and masculine bodies are 
strategically understood as finally emanating from their gendered 
core. As all of the contestants strive for a hegemonic ideal of 
femininity and masculinity, their gender is “culturally inscribed” 
(Butler 2543) upon the surface of their bodies. Ultimately, the show 
constructs the contestants ability to achieve this “true” gender in the 
makeover episode by embracing normative ideals of the hegemonic 
binary system of sex and gender, a “performative accomplishment 
which the social audience, including the actors themselves, come 
to believe and perform in the mode of belief” (Butler 2552). It is 
through this episode that the contestants feel as though they finally 
have the ability to claim their “true” gender, reinforcing the binary 
systems of sex and gender. This idea is further complicated in the 
final episode of the 2013 season, where the final three contestants 
are pitted against each other in order to win the cash prize, while 
“eliminated” contestants compete to win an “at home prize” of 
$100,000 based on the percentage of weight loss they were able to 
achieve at home.

There is an interesting dynamic present in the finale of The Biggest 
Loser between those contestants who have been “eliminated” 
and those who are still contenders to become the “biggest loser.” 
Although fifteen players began at the “ranch” on day one of The 
Biggest Loser and three finalists remain to contend for the season’s 
title, only eleven “eliminated” players are permitted by the show to 
weigh-in at the finale. One of the contestants, Nikki, chose to leave 
the show on the first episode when she realized that it “wasn’t for 
her” (“We’re Back... and So Is Jillian”). In the finale, Nikki is shown 
in the audience and not on the stage; she is given the chance to be 
seen by the public but is not permitted to do anything other than 
watch those who have displayed their bodies on the show, and 
especially on the scale, during the weigh-ins. As is described by 
Weber of those who resist the “makeover reality show,” Nikki is 
denied the opportunity to weigh herself in public by the show at 
the finale because she has “resisted transformation” (Weber 22) and 
must therefore “make it to the status of the After-body . . . outside 
the scope of the narrative” (Weber 22). Her “After-body” (Weber 9) 
is not given the opportunity to embrace “true” femininity in this 
sense because she did not sacrifice her fat body to the spectacle of 
the show. Weber points out that “the disturbing part is that those 
who resist such help resign themselves to live as perpetual Before-
bodies” (Weber 15), because the privilege of becoming an “After-
body” is only granted to those who shape themselves through the 
process of the makeover. The other eleven “eliminated” players 
present their bodies to the audience and the viewing public on 
the scale, and it is through this act they attempt to reclaim their 
femininity or masculinity, albeit to a lesser extent than those who 
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are still in the competition. 

As each eliminated contestant walks onto the stage from a staircase 
on stage left, the women are wearing tight cocktail dresses and have 
had their make-up done, and the men are in suits, jackets, and ties. 
They walk to the edge of the stage and pose for the cameras while 
a photograph of the “Before-body” (Weber 9) is superimposed on 
the television screen next to them. The women, in an attempt to 
show their thin and soft feminine bodies, pose with their hands 
on their hips, turning their bodies for the audience in order for 
the viewer to see not only their curves but also their slim waists 
and thin legs. The men flex their muscles and puff out their chests 
in order to demonstrate their masculine profiles. These “new” 
bodies, however, are slightly undermined as they are forced to 
don the outfits worn at the traditional “weigh-ins” on the ranch 
which inadvertently accentuates the parts of their bodies that still 
need “continual improvement” (Weber 21). It is clear, especially 
taking into consideration the presentation of the contestants still 
competing in the show, that the eliminated contestants cannot 
embody masculinity and femininity to the degree to which their 
counterparts are apparently able to do so. They weigh-in separately, 
and once they weigh-in they are forced to sit next to the trainers on 
benches off screen in a way that is not only reflective of the way 
in which their fat bodies are juxtaposed to the trainers during the 
“weigh-ins” at the “ranch,” but also reflective of their overly fat 
bodies during the opening episode. Their bodies are positioned 
in such a way so as to make clear that they are not the “biggest 
loser” and are in fact just losers, back to the same spot on the stage 
that they began. It is no longer about how much weight they lose 
and those at the ranch deciding who deserves more time to shape 
their bodies, it becomes a decision by the viewers to validate the 
work of some and allow some to continue and others to fail. The 
presentation of the three finalists, however, works to prop up their 
transformations as legitimate and worthy of spectacularization.

In her description of a contestant’s “big reveal” in the reality 
television show Extreme Makeover, Weber points out that viewers 
“get the clear sense that by capitulating to social standards 
about appearance, [the contestant] becomes empowered with 
the ability to transcend those very standards” (Weber 2) in a way 
that is reflective of the “reveal” of the three finalists in The Biggest 
Loser. Each of the finalists, instead of coming down the staircase 
like the “eliminated” contestants, walks through a door that 
features a “live” video version of their previously fat body. This 
“live version” is larger than life-size, and the camera traces the 
body from head to toe in order to accentuate its fat (“Finale”). As 
triumphant music plays, the doors open down the middle and the 
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finalist walks through his or her fat self in order to walk onto the 
stage as a thinner version of their previously fat body. As each of 
the finalists does so, a superimposed version of their fat selves also 
walks on to the stage next to them. The two bodies look at each 
other, the fat version fairly immobile but very obviously instructed 
to look to the left to “see the person they will become” (“Finale”). 
In a strategically coordinated way, despite the fact that each finalist 
enters the stage separately, they look at their previously fat selves, 
shake their heads, and make the gesture to “push” their fat selves 
away, all the while posing for the audience and viewing public. 
The finalists’ “Before-body” and “After-body” (Levy-Navarro 340; 
Weber 9) are simultaneously presented on stage for people to see 
the difference between the two and marvel in the transformation of 
each contestant. Similar to the “eliminated” contestants, each of the 
finalists is wearing tight masculine or feminine clothes, depending 
on the gender they wish to embody (“Finale”). 

For all of the contestants, and in particular those who are still 
contending for the title of the “biggest loser,” the reveal “stands as 
the moment of greatest authenticity, not to be undone or reversed 
by future parts in films or tabloid moments when realness is 
exposed” (Weber 22). The finalists’ presentations of their bodies 
solidifies the idea that “Before-bodies become After-bodies, end of 
story” (Weber 15), and the metaphoric “pushing away” (“Finale”) 
of the finalists’ “Before-bodies” (15) forces the audience to see 
the contestants as new individuals, free from the burden of their 
previously fat selves. The new bodies are presented as “authentic” 
and “real,” even within the scripted genre of the reality television 
show. The show constructs their bodies as attaining the end goal of 
cultural and gendered intelligibility. This construction, however, is 
deliberate, as it is imperative for the progression of the show to lead 
to this particular point; without someone losing weight, winning 
the prize, and subsequently gaining social recognition, the show 
loses its legitimacy in its ability to shape peoples’ bodies and affect 
change. 

The ability of the contestants to reach the ideal masculine or 
feminine body they were intending to achieve is ultimately a farce, 
as the bodies of the male contestants still have sagging breasts, 
also known as “moobs” or “man-boobs,” and the “women have 
become the men they want to marry” (Weber 25), accentuated by 
their overly muscular arms and torso. The show, recognizing the 
potentially for contestants’ bodies to betray their lack of femininity 
or masculinity through these traits, actively works to provide the 
contestants with tighter clothes to contain their bodies as mentioned 
above, presents their bodies in gendered clothing, and features only 
those testimonials that speak to the “total life alteration” (Weber 



Textual Overtures 2.1 | May 2014 80

14) in The Biggest Loser. The notion of “continual improvement” 
(Weber 21) after the cameras stop rolling is also implied but never 
directly discussed in The Biggest Loser; many previous contestants 
have spoken to the extensive plastic surgery they chose to undergo 
in order to continue shaping their bodies towards the goal of 
hegemonic masculinity and femininity (Monahan). Initially, the 
contestants’ fat bodies are denied the agency to define themselves 
independently from their weight; they are continually viewed as 
“polluted” (Douglas 1) or “revolting” (LeBesco 1) and far from 
feminine or masculine. As the contestants lose weight, however, the 
show begins to actively shape and construct how the audience is to 
view their bodies in order to conceal the fact that they ultimately 
cannot achieve hegemonic masculinity or femininity. The show is 
predicated upon the notion that the more weight contestants lose, 
the closer they are to embodying hegemonic masculine and feminine 
ideals, which is ultimately denied to contestants in any real way. 
This point is accentuated by one of the trainers in the second to last 
episode when he says to one of the male contestants after he barely 
loses weight for the week: “No offense, Joe, but I’ve seen you with 
your shirt off and you still have plenty of fat to lose” (“Down to 
the Wire”). Joe’s shirt, as does the clothing of the other contestants, 
acts as a mask to the viewer of his continually emasculated body, 
an image that would damage the show’s purported ability to shape 
bodies and transform lives.

Taking this into consideration, it is clear how the gendered 
performativity of the contestants’ bodies work to transgress 
normative boundaries while the bodies are read as fat and “thin” 
at different points in the season. The television genre of the reality 
makeover actively constructs the contestants on the show as 
characters that the viewers are meant to identify with. Additionally, 
it is through this genre that the contestants who continue on in this 
show are affected by the rhetoric of weight loss and transformation. 
Those who are “eliminated” are also constantly regulated by the 
fact that the viewing audience will judge their “at home” work at 
the season’s finale. The representation of the gendered bodies of 
the contestants at the finale of The Biggest Loser is undermined by 
the bodies of the male contestants as feminized due to their sagging 
chests and the bodies of the female contestants as masculinized 
due to their muscular arms and torso. The “After-body” of each 
contestant is positioned as “authentic” (Weber 22) and “real” 
to the viewing audience in a way that attempts to legitimize the 
contestants’ false transformation from a fat, “revolting” (LeBesco 
1) body into sleek, normatively gendered body. Finally, a critical 
analysis of the fat “polluted” (Douglas 140) body in The Biggest 
Loser ultimately uncovers the complications of the performativity 
of gender, the problematic rhetoric of body-size transformation, 



Textual Overtures 2.1 | May 2014 81

and the fat body as it relates to its own identity within the television 
genre of the reality makeover.
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