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Softies Like Me:  
The Foolish Work of a 
Fat Queer Pedagogy

Zachary Beare

Do I contradict myself?
Very well then I contradict myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)

—Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself”

Identities are never merely descriptive; rather, they are strategically 
performed.

—Kathleen Lebesco, “Queering Fat Bodies/Politics”

The Elephant in the Room
Throughout my life, I have used the classroom as the location to es-
cape my embodiment. Despite an intellectual rejection of the Cartesian 
mind/body split (and especially of the hierarchical privileging of the 
mind over the body), I am ashamed to admit that I have always had 
some personal and emotional investment in that division. I have never 
been especially gifted at using my body. Despite being an active and 
outdoors-y kid, I dreaded gym class. I couldn’t throw a football to save 
my life, my inability to do a pull-up prevented me from ever finishing 
the Presidential Physical Fitness Test, and I always breathed a sigh of 
relief at getting hit during dodgeball because it meant I could enjoy a 
couple of minutes of being “out” before returning as a target. While 
being on a court or field was terrifying, I excelled in the classroom, and 
much of my identity has been formed around being a “good student,” 
being “good at school.” 

Though I wince at the thought now, as an adolescent, I very much 
believed that the “real me,” the better representation of who I really was, 
was the disembodied version of me that was manifested in papers, and 
on tests, and in class responses. I saw my body as the mistake which 
could only be remedied by the classroom’s seemingly more egalitarian 
space of the mind. Of course, my eagerness to shed my physical body 
was likely an internalization of a message that young people are sur-
rounded by, whether through religious discourses or the clichéd com-
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mon wisdom that it’s what’s on the inside that counts. We are taught 
from a very early age that the mind and disembodied soul are what 
matter, not the physical body. This lesson comes early, and as Kristie 
S. Fleckenstein argues in Embodied Literacies: Imageword and a Poetics
of Teaching, the privileging of the mind over the body is “maintained
most rigidly within our educational systems, especially in the West”
(45). Still, Fleckenstein argues that despite “the many and varied ways
in which bodies are banned from our contemplative, intellectual lives,
our personal and professional experiences indicate that bodies are not
easily ousted, not easily subdued” (46). Fleckenstein reveals that no
matter the work put into suppressing the body’s relevance, the body
resurfaces in unexpected moments.

These unexpected moments multiplied exponentially when I 
started teaching in graduate school. As a student, I had experienced 
the classroom as a space of disembodiment, but the moment I entered 
that space as a teacher, I was forced to re-encounter the classroom as an 
embodied subject and to consider the ways in which my physical body 
shapes my role within that space, including how my students perceive 
me. Though I love it, the performative nature of teaching is strange and 
at times physically uncomfortable. As teachers, we most typically find 
ourselves standing at the front of the room, and because of that, our 
bodies are on display much more so than those of our students. Ad-
ditionally, the experience of teaching makes one aware of one’s body. It 
is amazing how the seemingly insignificant difference between sitting 
and standing (or sitting on a desk) can make one so much more aware 
of the heat of the classroom. It is surprising how exhausting it can be to 
talk and gesture and move around the classroom. The mundane actions 
of teaching—turning to write on the board, pulling down the projector 
screen, and weaving between desks to return papers—continually turn 
my attention to my own body, and remind me that my students are 
seeing my body in front of them. And as I am a fat queer person forever 
uncomfortable with my body, this recognition can induce anxiety.

This essay is an attempt to do what has scared me for a long time—to 
talk about my body and its inextricable connection to the work I do in 
the classroom. Like the speaker of Whitman’s poem, and like my own 
body, this essay is large and at times unwieldy in its multitude of direc-
tions. It connects personal history and pedagogical beliefs and classroom 
moments, and it attempts to find beauty and meaning along the way.

Out of the Mouths of Babes
As a writer I find it strange how the issues I inquire into often trigger 
memories from childhood, from some decidedly un-academic moment 
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that seemed to lack consequence during its own time. As I interrogate 
my identity and performance as a fat queer teacher of composition, I 
find myself remembering riding the bus home from school in the fourth 
grade. The route to and from school was driven by the strictest of the 
elementary school bus drivers, Karen Engelbee. Karen was the only bus 
driver who assigned seats, and I was assigned to sit next to Michael 
Wiedmer, a good-looking boy a grade above me whose athletic prowess 
and popularity far surpassed mine. Michael and I forged the type of 
strange friendship that is, I think, common in early formal schooling. 
We were friends by happenstance: brought together by an authority 
figure for seventy-five minutes each morning and seventy-five minutes 
each afternoon. We seemed to be two people from different worlds but 
got to know each other as a way to pass time. One day Michael asked 
me what I wanted to be when I grew up, what job I hoped to hold some 
day. Michael, in his #23 Michael Jordan jersey, told me that he wanted 
to play in the NBA. I, a realist even at that age, replied that I thought I 
would probably end up being a teacher. Michael looked at me sort of 
confused and then responded with “You know that’s a girl’s job, right?” 

I can’t remember how I reacted to this statement clumsily disguised 
as a question. I probably just shrugged, unable to argue back. After all, 
the evidence was on his side. All of the teachers at the small rural school 
we attended were women. I probably just looked out the window as the 
bus made its way up and down dusty gravel roads returning children 
to their homes.

Though it might be easy to dismiss the fifth grade Michael as pos-
sessing bizarre and childish misconceptions of gendered occupations, 
his response was similar to those I faced from my colleagues in literary 
studies when I announced that I wanted to study composition and 
rhetoric for my PhD work. Among other things, I was playfully (and 
sometimes hostilely) mocked for being a “sell-out” and for “just wanting 
a job.” And one friend, in an eerie echo of Michael on the school bus, 
turned to me at a party, tilted her head, and said, “You know that’s just 
a teaching profession, right?” 

While I might cringe at the addition of “just” in her statement, 
composition and rhetoric is, indeed, as Joseph Harris has argued, “a 
teaching subject.” And that aspect of the discipline is, in fact, what I 
find so appealing about it. At the same time, I find it curious how these 
two conversations in my past point to strange conflations of teaching 
and what many would regard as appropriate performance of gender.

A Soft Body in a Soft Field
The relationship between gender and the work of composition has been 
regularly theorized within the field. For instance, in “The Feminization 
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of Composition,” Susan Miller draws on the gendering of composition 
in her discussion of the field’s relation to literary studies: 

The “woman’s work” of composition filled a necessary symbolic 
(and often actual) “basement” of literary studies in an easily un-
derstood process of identity formation…and precisely contained 
within English the negative, nonserious connotations that the en-
tire field might otherwise have had to combat. In mutuality with 
literary study, it enclosed those who might not “belong,” even as 
it subsumed the soft, nonserious connotations of vernacular study. 
It became a place that the “best men” escape from. (45)

Miller’s text reveals the hierarchical structure symbolically inscribed in 
English departments, the same internalized hierarchy that my friend was 
drawing upon in her response to my choice to focus on composition for 
my graduate work. Miller goes beyond hierarchy, though, toward the 
metaphor of physicality and embodiment, to the perceived “softness” 
of the discipline, as opposed to the perceived rigor of literary studies. 
And perhaps even more importantly, Miller suggests that composition 
is often scripted as a field to escape from, specifically gendering that 
escape: “the ‘best men’ escape” (45, my emphasis). What, then, does it 
mean when a man like myself chooses to enter and stay in the field? 
What does it mean that a fifth-grade boy could point out that my pro-
fession might make my performance of gender suspect? 

If being a teacher and a teacher of composition makes me less of 
a man, then being a fat queer teacher of composition is certainly not 
helping the problem. In some ways, it seems that the fat queer male 
body becomes doubly illegitimate in the composition classroom: the 
improperly masculine body is teaching the improperly masculine subject. 
In her essay “Becoming the Loon: Performance Pedagogy and Female 
Masculinity,” Stacey Waite argues that masculinity and the male body 
are a kind of “inherited capital” and the means by which men further 
acquire cultural and social capital (63). If this is so, then my fat body in 
the classroom suggests that I’m the irresponsible child, misusing my 
male inheritance. The presence of the fat teacher also counters expecta-
tions of appropriateness. It differs from images of professors circulating 
in the culture, which Christina Fisanick, a researcher in the field of fat 
studies, reports are almost always thin and able-bodied. 

It is important that I acknowledge the privileges I have when I 
walk into the classroom. Because I am white, male, and able-bodied, I 
have markers that allow me to be read as legitimate by my students. I 
am less likely to be questioned about my qualifications to teach. Still, 
I am constantly aware that my size and my voice (which surely gives 
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away my sexuality) make my legitimacy in the classroom questionable. 
There is something unsettling about the fat male professor, perhaps 
because popular and medical discourses about obesity suggest that 
the fat body is the weak body, the failed body, the unsafe body, the 
body of higher insurance rates, the irresponsible body failing to do its 
civic duty, to reach its potential. Fat academics, then, seem especially 
reckless and irresponsible. The fat teacher should know better. The fat 
teacher should be better informed. The fat teacher should serve as an 
example to his students. 

The Fat Queer Body as Productive Disruption
I would contend that I do serve as an example to my students, albeit 
not the one they might first imagine. I would argue that my (perhaps 
always-failed) performance of masculinity might well have pedagogi-
cal value, might function as a counternarrative to those conventional 
narratives readily consumed by my polite and well-meaning students. 
Though anxiety-inducing for everyone, there is value in my students 
being in the presence of my fat queer body when they are writing about 
issues like obesity or bullying or healthcare reform or queer politics. 
Because the classroom is still too often conceived of as a disembodied 
space, the teacher’s body, as the most visible body in the classroom, 
has the potential to function as a site of encounter, and the body of the 
fat queer teacher may well force students to confront multiple issues: 
gender performance, sexuality, ability, responsibility, representation, 
aesthetics, ethics, and politics. Such a consideration of the ways in 
which the body rewrites or re(en)visions the world seems especially 
important for first-year composition courses, which often invite students 
to inquire into the world around them, to encounter various Others, 
and to challenge and (re)contextualize their beliefs.

Fat and Sassy: Defense Mechanisms and Literacies of 
the Fat Body
For most of my life, I have experienced my queer identity and my fat 
identity as obstacles that had to be overcome. Because I have spent most 
of my life adopting a defensive posture and trying to compensate for 
being fat and for being gay, I still struggle to conceive of these aspects of 
my identity as potentially beneficial and productive in the classroom. It 
has been difficult to figure out how to navigate this uncomfortable ter-
rain. It is perhaps understandable that, as a teacher, I have found myself 
reliant on defense mechanisms often employed by both fat folks and 
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queers outside of the classroom. The defense mechanism I am probably 
most reliant on is humor, specifically in the forms of sarcasm, playful 
criticism, and self-deprecation, which I use as a means of protecting 
myself and interacting more effectively with my students.

The intersections of queerness and fatness with humor are, I think, 
well understood in popular culture, almost to the point of being cli-
chéd. Films and television series rely on loveable, funny, fat sidekicks, 
straight-talking butch lesbians, and sassy gay men to deliver laughs 
and to provide metacommentary about the more important characters 
or evolutions of the plot. Indeed, as a colleague recently said to me, 
“Both fat people and queer people are taught to be funny from a very 
early age, and they have motivation to learn this lesson early.” Being 
funny provides a form, albeit a very shaky form, of security for mar-
ginalized groups. If fatness and queerness are both identity markers 
which identify individuals as abject, as cast-off and worthless parts of 
a better-functioning society, the ability to be funny provides a certain 
social value and usefulness, a form of social capital that can be exploited. 
I also see the role of humor emphasized in the performances of my 
own queer students. One of my first-year composition students wrote 
explicitly about his use of humor to avoid bullying in an essay about 
coming out of the closet: “I don’t do anything other than occasionally 
make that sarcastic comment in class that makes everyone laugh out 
loud. FUNNY PEOPLE DO NOT GET BULLIED. We are supposed to 
be praised for being hilarious. We bring together a classroom through 
laughter.”

What I find most interesting about my student’s comments is that 
they indicate his awareness of his strategic deployment of humor. He 
positions humor as a unifying mechanism but does so in a way that 
suggests he is performing a public service. Aware of his queer embodi-
ment and how it is read, he is conscious of his ability to use humor as a 
rhetorical strategy that both shapes the space of the classroom produc-
tively and makes him safe and valuable. It demonstrates a complex form 
of embodied literacy, revealing an awareness of himself and the space 
he is occupying. It begins to represent what Fleckenstein describes as 
“somatic literacy” (79). 

Fleckenstein’s work on embodied literacies also helps me to think 
about my own use of humor (both inside and outside of the classroom) 
as a type of literacy practice rooted in my experience as an embodied 
subject. Fleckenstein discusses specifically how such embodied literacies 
shape and impact the classroom space, and she connects embodiment to 
a sort of “poetics of teaching” (91), a “rhythm for the classroom [and] a 
tempo for learning experiences” (92). Though at the beginning of a term 



84 - Writing on the Edge

I might use humor more defensively, to try to ward off judgment or fear 
from my students, I hope my use of humor in the classroom functions 
more in the way that Fleckenstein describes. I think I become more 
successful as the courses progress, as I become more confident in my 
understanding of the dynamics of a particular group of students. Once 
this happens, I am better able to use jokes to harmonize with students’ 
ideas, to create jarring dissonance, to speed conversations up or slow 
them down, to construct counterpoint and layered voices. I work to 
create moods and tensions, climaxes and reverberations. As a teacher, I 
find this an effective pedagogical practice, a type of pedagogical literacy 
cultivated because of, or maybe as an extension of, my embodiment. 

Despite the complex literacies at work in the deployment of humor 
in the classroom, such pedagogical strategies are not always valued. In 
my first year of graduate school, for example, the director of composition 
told me that my teaching evaluation scores were too high. She explained 
that such high scores likely indicated that my students were responding 
to me more as a person than as an effective teacher. She told me that 
my high scores were probably due to my sense of humor and the fact 
that I was enjoyable to watch, an amusing spectacle for my students, 
more so than an indication that the students had learned something 
in the course. Much as my fat queer body will always represent a cer-
tain form of illegitimacy in the classroom, at that moment, it seemed 
that my pedagogical strategy of humor also suggested something il-
legitimate about me, that something wasn’t quite right, that I wasn’t 
yet a real teacher. Such a dismissal of the role of humor and fun in the 
composition classroom seems to privilege a very narrow conception 
of what it means to teach, and also neglects the long-recognized link 
between humor and complex political and intellectual work. In fact, 
I would argue that much of our most biting and provocative cultural 
criticism comes in the form of humor (The Onion, The Daily Show, Last 
Week Tonight, Saturday Night Live). Humor is a complex and important 
rhetorical device because it is simultaneously serious and nonserious. 
Humor plays with information, defamiliarizes it, working quickly, but 
under the surface. 

Fat Fools and Thick Tricksters
Of course the comedian who speaks truth (with potential to be ig-
nored) is an old cultural trope. The fools, court jesters, and tricksters 
that exist across different cultural traditions all work by using humor 
as a rhetorical strategy for communicating complex and important 
messages—curiously, much as queer folk and fat folk have turned to 
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humor to escape scorn from others. In her cross-cultural history Fools 
Are Everywhere: The Court Jester Around the World, Beatrice K. Otto 
explains that historically the post of the court jester or fool has had a 
great “appeal to somebody in need of a safe haven” (4). Otto explains 
that the role of the jester was a quasi-respectable role and explains how 
the job was used by many to escape harsher fates. Though it may seem 
unusual or even dangerous to compare fat and queer folk to the figures 
of the fool or the jester, this comparison allows for a discussion of the 
way those of us who have existed outside of the dominant culture can 
function as productive disruptions of the normal, disruptions that can 
hold warped and strange mirrors up to society. Our precarious social 
and cultural positions, much like those of the fool, might afford us 
valuable insight and even certain freedom and social latitude because 
they represent embodied practices of humor. 

I would also argue that these literacy practices of the fool, the jester, 
and the trickster, make valuable pedagogical tools. They reflect many 
of the playful, critical, and reflexive practices which we hope to see uti-
lized by our students. I realize that some might object to my collapsing 
of these varied cultural figures in the broad strokes of this essay, but 
as Otto explains, “The similarities between the trickster and the jester 
are numerous. Tricksters can use their wit to extricate themselves from 
sticky situations or to show up the avarice, arrogance, or dishonesty of 
others. They often have a humorous element and possess the jester’s 
paradoxical combination of cleverness and foolishness” (37–38). Both 
traditions involve a great deal of rhetorical prowess but also a playful 
orientation to their subject, and both seem to have something that they 
can offer to a conversation about specifically embodied pedagogies.

I think about this as I consider my own pedagogy and performance 
in the classroom and how reliant I am on self-deprecation, on being 
ridiculous in front of my students, mocking my inability to unpack an 
idea or challenge a point of view, and I think about how the moment I 
hear my students laughing at me, I know I can push them on the very 
thing about which I have mocked myself. 

A Sensitivity to Certain Kinds of Laughter
Despite my celebration of humor, I acknowledge that I have a conflicted 
relationship with laughter in the classroom. It can be energizing and 
productive as well as terrifying and heartbreaking. At the same time that 
my fat queer embodiment has facilitated my development of humor as 
an effective pedagogical strategy, my embodiment (accompanied by the 
mockery I have received throughout much of my life) also makes me 
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especially sensitive to laughter and makes me protective of students 
who are being laughed at for reasons that aren’t productive, in ways 
that don’t invite us to look at issues in a new way. I have worked to 
develop strategies for reacting to and reframing such moments, and 
often this involves playing the fool to those who might laugh at or mock 
others in ways I find unacceptable.

Recently, in the sophomore level composition course I was teach-
ing, my students and I began class with a discussion of several excerpts 
from Nancy Mairs. The plan was to spend the class period discussing 
issues of voice and the ways that Mairs narrates her life and discusses 
rather difficult subjects like gender, sexuality, embodiment, illness, 
and disability. A couple minutes into our conversation about Mairs, a 
student raised her hand.

“So, what does this have to do with vampires?” she asked looking 
confused and frustrated. 

Naturally, I was also confused and asked her to explain what she 
meant.

“I just don’t get how what we are talking about connects to vampires 
and the popularity of Twilight. I guess I am missing the connection.”

Suddenly it clicked in my mind what was happening. She had read 
the wrong essay. She had done the reading for the next class period 
by mistake. Other students in the class giggled and laughed at the ab-
surdity of her question in relation to the reading which was obviously 
about something so completely different. As I heard them laughing, 
my frustration with this student for not being prepared for class was 
immediately replaced by a sense of anxiety. I hate when students 
laugh at each other. Perhaps this is the result of being a person who 
was routinely laughed at most of my life for one reason or another, for 
my fat and unathletic body, for my gay, sometimes lispy voice, for my 
inability to kick or throw a ball, or for my interests which differed so 
much from those of other children in the small town where I grew up.

Autobiography interacts with pedagogy in strange and unexpected 
ways. In that moment, I wanted to somehow recover for this student, to 
make it seem that bringing up vampires in a discussion of Nancy Mairs 
wasn’t crazy. And so, channeling the fool, I pretended it wasn’t crazy. I 
performed as if that question was insightful, as if there was something 
we could do with that. As if there was work that could be done there. 

And so, quickly composing myself and attempting to convey 
an unfazed affect, I threw the student’s question back on the class. I 
asked them “How might we connect some of the themes and issues 
from these pieces by Mairs to common tropes and narratives found in 
contemporary or classical vampire fiction?” I pretended this wasn’t 
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some sort of bizarre and unexpected thought experiment. I asked them 
to think about the connections between these two seemingly disparate 
subjects and how we might uncover them. And so I put them in groups 
to think about these questions. And one of the things that I love about 
my students is that they will almost always attempt the ridiculous 
and foolish things I ask of them, and often they come up with insights 
beyond what I could have possibly hoped for. And this was definitely 
true in this case. Groups brought up the ways that disability and illness 
are often represented (even by Mairs) as monstrous and dangerous. 
They discussed the simultaneously hypervisible and invisible lives of 
monsters and embodied subjects. They talked about how both Mairs’s 
narratives and vampire narratives involve penetrations and protru-
sions of the body. They talked about self/Other dynamics. They talked 
about spectacle and guilt and fear and anxiety. They talked about the 
way that the body has often been used as a metaphoric reflection of 
morality and value. They talked about how both Mairs and writers of 
vampire fiction engage in reappropriation and subversions of various 
tropes and narratives. 

While fools are often funny, their real power comes in their unex-
pected juxtaposition of performance to the frame of any given scenario. 
Thus, fools occasionally play it straight and serious in moments when 
one might expect there to be laughter. In inviting my students to resist 
laughter at this seemingly absurd and foolish conversation, my students 
and I uncovered powerful insights. We arrived at many of the issues I 
might have wanted to discuss in relation to Mairs, but we also got to 
so much more. 

Though this class conversation was born out of a serendipitous 
recovery of a mistake or perceived failure, I invite my students to do 
similar things all the time, and this is a big part of what I see as my 
queer pedagogy. I ask students to take seriously that which might be 
read as mockable or dismissible. It is funny, sure, but it is also hard 
critical work.

As an invention activity, I routinely ask my students to locate 
evidence to support seemingly absurd arguments. As an example, I 
might ask the class to explain to me why Cinderella should be read as 
an embodiment of or response to Cold War anxieties in the US. And 
as they did with Mairs and vampires, my students almost always step 
up to the challenge, uncovering surprising and convincing evidence 
both within and outside of the texts they are working with, and they 
genuinely come to believe and defend the validity of the position they 
found laughable at the beginning of the class period only minutes ago.

It may seem that these are trivial class exercises, but I think that they 
are much more than that. These moments invite students to engage in 
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queer critical practices, to embrace the logic of the fool. Such moments 
ask students to risk the destruction of their typical ways of seeing, to 
question and complicate our traditionally authorized understandings 
and narratives of the world. And more than that, they invite students to 
offer up and occupy the positions of counternarratives to those official 
stories. Because of this, I think there are important ethical implications 
to this work.

To illustrate this, for a long time now, I have taught Andy Med-
hurst’s essay “Batman, Deviance, and Camp,” a text which works to 
critique Fredric Wertham’s rather notorious book Seduction of the Innocent 
which argues broadly that comic books are corrupting the minds of the 
youth and argues specifically that Batman is covertly and dangerously 
representing a homosexual relationship between Batman and Robin 
that will compromise young boys’ understandings of proper sexual 
behavior. Medhurst is, of course, critical of the homophobia inherent 
in Wertham’s reading of Batman, but what I love about Medhurst’s 
essay is that he is equally critical of the fanboys of Batman who seek 
to recover and reheterosexualize the Dark Knight. Medhurst smartly 
argues that such an insistence that Wertham’s reading is wrong and 
silly and even “perverted” is born out of the same homophobia that 
Wertham is working under. For Medhurst, the problem isn’t that 
Wertham reads Batman as queer; the problem is that Wertham sees 
queerness as repugnant and dangerous. The first several times that I 
taught this essay, my students would of course find Wertham absurd 
and ridiculous, but then they would immediately want to occupy the 
position of the Batman fanboys and want to provide evidence to bolster 
up the dominant straight reading of Batman. They were very much 
invested in a heterosexual Batman and were very hostile to Medhurst 
for saying that such an overinvestment was homophobic. They argued 
that Medhurst was pushing his own gay agenda. 

Since I have started asking students to do more of this work to make 
absurd arguments, though, to revel in seemingly silly interpretations of 
texts, they have become increasingly open to Medhurst’s queer reading 
of Batman, seeing it as one possible and equally valid interpretation of 
the text. And in fact, they are increasingly open to multiple interpreta-
tions of any given textual phenomenon. 

This pedagogical practice I am describing is surely shaped by the 
fact that I am a person who has often felt unsafe and vulnerable because 
of my body. Though I don’t always consciously make this connection, 
part of my goal in the classroom is always to create a better and safer 
world. And specifically a world that is safer for people like myself, 
for queer folks, for marginalized populations whose experiences and 
embodied realities are often negated or dismissed. I think teaching our 
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students to consider and explore and play, and fail with alternative 
narratives which run counter to official and expected discourses, is one 
of the ways we can do this work.

Of course, this work becomes more challenging when we move 
from the domain of interpreting artistic production to the domain of 
interpreting social and political phenomena, but I think that these 
foolishly queer interpretative practices are transferrable. An ethics 
of not only allowing people their own understandings but playfully 
celebrating alternative and even foolish understandings of the world 
is political work. And perhaps recognizing the limitations of any given 
understanding and resisting the tendency to dismiss and negate certain 
understandings as “silly” helps build that better world. It is certainly 
possible that I might have this sort of pedagogical commitment even 
if I weren’t a fat queer man, but these aspects of my embodiment have 
certainly helped me understand the stakes of such a commitment. 

Concluding with a Body Becoming
At the same time I am uncovering the roots of my pedagogical practices 
in my embodiment, I have to acknowledge that the fat queer body I 
had when I first stepped into the writing classroom as a twenty-one-
year-old graduate student is not the same fat queer body I have today 
as a thirty-one-year-old assistant professor, and I will likely have a very 
different body ten years from now. And as my body continues to evolve, 
so do its significations and the rhetorical and pedagogical possibilities 
for utilizing it in productive and subversive ways. Key to the concep-
tualization of the humorous and disruptive fat queer pedagogy that I 
have been articulating in this essay is appreciation for shifts in mean-
ing, a celebration of the contingent, and a comfort with the uncertain. 
These values are also embodied realities. The work of accounting for 
the body is never fully finished because the body is forever becoming, 
forever being drafted and recontextualized.

I have been thinking a lot about how the increasing gap in age be-
tween me and my students is shifting the ways I am able to use humor 
in the classroom, the success of my jokes, the ways they see me, and the 
extent to which they take me “seriously.” At the same moment I find 
myself becoming increasingly comfortable with performing a fat queer 
pedagogy in the classroom, I also sense that I am becoming increasingly 
read by my students as conventional, as a more traditionally-professorial 
body. This is of course frustrating in some ways, especially in the way it 
makes me feel less radical, less subversive in terms of my embodiment. 
But this holds its own power and queer possibilities, too, for it provides 
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a new starting point to counter expectations, to surprise and surprise, 
and to inspire laughter. And I am dedicated to that work. 

Zachary Beare teaches at North Carolina State University.
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