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Incidence of obesity is on the rise in the United States 

and society is searching for someone to blame. The rhetorical 

message that results, as stated by Thomson, originates from 

the food industry—organized and poised in their defense—

while individuals remain largely silent and unorganized. 

Articulating personal responsibility and freedom of choice—

according to Laclau’s and Mouffe’s articulation theory—the 

food industry has successfully created undesirable 

consequences if they are found responsible for the epidemic 

of obesity in the nation. Other industries have adopted the 

rhetoric of the food industry, like health organizations, 

creating public service announcements, and even the medical 

community, as in the image represented here promoting 

bariatric surgery.  

“Obesity is suicide: But it doesn't have to end this 

way. Find out how bariatric surgery can help.” Ad 

campaign from 2008 promoting bariatric surgery. 
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Personal responsibility, along with freedom of choice is suggested in this image in a 

number of ways. The man in the image may be identified as obese from both the text and the 

doubling of his chin. Adding to the chain of equivalence is the man’s unshaven face and what 

appears to be the collar of a sweatshirt, which sutures obesity with laziness. In a display, not 

unlike the spectacle of the scaffold defined by Michele Foucault, the man in the advertisement is 

publically abjected and thusly shamed in the act of being hanged by sausage—not a spectacular 

decapitation, but a spectacular hanging. The textual message at the bottom of the image also 

supports this idea, positing that “obesity is suicide.” Furthering a message of personal 

responsibility and freedom of choice is the hanging demonstration and textual message of 

suicide, which is considered solely as an individual act.  

Aligning obesity with suicide creates an idea of shame; however, the medical 

community’s message in the advertisement offers an option to cast-off society’s abjection of 

obesity with a surgical procedure. According to Thomson, 

These ads work not just by appealing to the viewer’s desire to be on the smart (rather 

than stupid) side of the equation but also by making the claim that nutrition and obesity 

are matters of common knowledge and ‘common sense’ and are thus within the domain 

of personal responsibility and out of the reach of government regulation (or corporate 

accountability). They also work by creating an antagonism variously vilified as the ‘food 

police’ or as ‘government officials’ who are working to take away consumer’ freedom to 

eat as they choose. (8) 

The framing of the image—providing focus on the double chin and silencing the body by not 

including the mouth—positions bariatric surgery as a viable alternative to the shame evidenced 

by the obese.  


