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“I couldn’t catch any fish.
“I thought at that time
that if I was skinnier, guys
would talk to me.”
She saw almost
immediate results
with the diet pills
that she was taking.
“I was so
happy that I
was finally losing weight and
I started taking more,” she
says.
But when a
friend’s mother
died after taking
slimming pills, she
stopped.
“It was a wake-up
call. You just don’t
know what is in those
pills,” says Madam Syafinaz.
For Miss Nurhidayah Othman, 29, the wake-up call was a little
closer to home.
After taking diet pills for about a month, she suddenly collapsed and had to be taken to hospital.
Miss Guo, 32, who now weighs 105kg, tells this reporter that on top of the slimming pills, she also tried
starving herself.
They echo each other when they talk about how
they started accepting their figures.

on the bus. So I’m happy that I have
the whole seat to myself,” she says,
in between giggles.
Probe deeper, however,
and scars from being bullied emerge.
Miss
Nurhidayah
tells of the time her
schoolmates would
not help her after her
canoe capsized because they thought
it would be “too difficult” to pull her
back up on board.
The three single
women also admit
that it can be a little
tough in the romance
department.
Miss Nurhidayah says
that just recently, she met
a man online and they were
texting when he asked to exchange photos. She
sent him a portrait
photo of herself and he replied with, “Are you fat?” She only
wanted to be herself, so she said
“Yes”.
His reply?
“Okay, bye.”
“Well, he wasn’t good-looking
anyway,” she says wryly.
Despite this, the women feel
that they’ve made progress
in showing that big can be
beautiful.
Miss Lee maintains
that, compared to ten
years ago, men are definitely more accepting
of full-figured women.
“I feel they are more
open to talking and getting to know us – definitely a step in the
right direction.”
It’s now also a
lot easier for big
women in other
areas of life.
“A decade ago,
it was so difficult
to find clothes my

People
stare but
we don’t

care

Says Madam Syafinaz: “Why risk
your life just because you are different from most people here? It’s
not worth it.”
Miss Nurhidayah adds: “Now, I’m fat but at least
I’m pretty!”
Of course, their acceptance of their own bodies
does not mean that other people share the same attitude.
Public transport can be a pain for them, they admit.
Miss Lee says: “When I’m on the train and I plant
myself in between two women, they will give me a
long, hard stare.”
“But I’m just happy I have a seat and I do not care
much about them.”
Miss Nurhidayah jokes that there is also a positive
side to being fat.
“Because I’m fat, sometimes no one sits beside me

size. There weren’t any plus-size clothing shops. But
these days, there are many Facebook sellers that sell
clothes for us big and beautiful women.”
“And they are stylish as well!” says Miss Lee, who
wore a loose, sheer printed purple top .

“Just because we are fat, doesn’t
mean we don’t want to look pretty.”

While most of their friends and family are supportive of them and do not pressure them to lose
weight, they often voice concern about the women’s
health issues.
“But they have nothing to worry about,” declares
Miss Lee.
“We get regular medical check-ups at least once a
year and we are always given a clean bill of health.”
Miss Guo adds proudly: “Our cholesterol levels are
normal.”
“Just like skinny people, we know how to take care
of ourselves,” says Miss Guo.
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While bullying has always been an issue
in schools, it is becoming more apparent
these days, say teachers and counsellors.

Child psychiatrist Brian Yeo tells The New Paper on Sunday
that he has been seeing more victims who have been seriously affected by being bullied in school.
Dr Yeo says: “A lowered self-esteem caused by bullying makes
them very vulnerable and can lead them to harm themselves.
“I’ve seen patients who become bulimic or cut themselves after they were bullied because of their weight,” he says.
“It’s their way of maintaining control of the situation.”
A teacher at a school near Paya Lebar, who
wanted to be known only as Miss Kheng, says
that it is clear when overweight students are
being bullied – they become very quiet and
hardly interact with their classmates.
“When I try to talk to kids whom I feel
are being bullied by their peers, they refuse to acknowledge it. I can’t do anything about it,” she says.
According to surveys conducted in
2006 and 2007 by anti-bullying website
www.bullyfreecampaign.sg, a quarter of
secondary school students were victims
of bullying. And 20 per cent of primary
school pupils have also been bullied.
The childhood obesity rate here has also
risen from 9 per cent in 2005 to 10.9 per cent in
2011, according to the Health Promotion Board.
Ms Sylvia Ang, a counsellor at the Student Service Hub (Bukit Merah) which is part of the Singapore
Children’s Society, says that there are many reactions to
bullying.
“They range from keeping quiet to sharing with their friends or
trusted adults (teachers or parents). There are some who may
actually choose to take things into their own hands and seek revenge on the bullies,” says Ms Ang.
Miss Jennifer Tay, 24, who works in corporate communications, silently suffered at the hands of bullies.
When she joined the Latin Dance Club as a co-curricular activity (CCA) in Singapore Polytechnic, Miss Tay, who is 1.63m tall
and weighed 56kg at the time, was called out for being chubby.
This was despite her weight being in the healthy range. Her BMI,
or body mass index, was 21.1. An unhealthy BMI rating is 25 and
above.

Overweight
kids

targeted
in school

She says: “When the girls had to be lifted up by the guys, the
other girls would say ‘surely cannot lah, you will drop her’
mockingly.”
The name-calling constantly weighed on her mind and it af-

Dove’s video: Inspiration
or manipulation?
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BELLY HAPPY: (Above) Regine Guo posed nude for the Big & Beautiful Nude

Calendar 2011. (Main picture, from left) Madam Syafinaz Sahlan, 38, Miss Regine Gup, 32,
Miss Nurhidayah Othman, 29, and Miss Hesper Lee, 41.

fected her self-esteem.
Miss Tay, who was also called names in the Trim And Fit club
in primary school, tells TNPS that the bullying triggered her unhealthy eating habits.
“It was because of my experience in polytechnic and primary
school that I started with unhealthy eating habits,” she says.
She starved herself for about a year – choosing to eat only
lunch. She weighed 48kg at her lightest.
“I just wanted to be skinny very desperately,” she says. “I didn’t
want to be singled out.”
Besides low self-esteem, victims of bullying may also suffer
from anxiety, anger, sadness and isolation, says Ms Ang.
But she suggests that students should try to ignore or walk away from bullies.
She says: “If the victim can appear as if
he is not bothered, bullies will feel
that it is no longer fun to bully him
and may stop.”
If that doesn’t work, says Ms
Ang, telling the bullies to stop
their behaviour is an option.
Ms Tay never confronted
her schoolmates who were
constantly disturbing her.
Instead, she made sure she
was always skinny.
Even now, when she feels
that she is putting on a little
weight, she gets slightly depressed and goes back to her
old eating habits, where she
skips breakfast and dinner.
Dr Yeo says that the problem is
made worse when it is trusted
friends who are the perpetrators.
“They are crushed that someone they
trust is making them feel bad.”
But students may not even be aware that they are
bullying their overweight schoolmates.
Miss Kheng says: “The students may think of the name-calling
as just a joke, not realising how it affects others.”
A Secondary 1 student, who wanted to be known only as Nasirah, says: “I wouldn’t say I bully, but sometimes I point at my
friend’s tummy and ask her what’s that. But she seems to be okay
with it.”
Victims of bullying must also realise that there are other ways
to restore their self-esteem, says Dr Yeo.
“Students who have been bullied may choose to concentrate
on their schoolwork or CCA so that there is something more affirming that will lift their spirits up.”
But he admits that it is not so easy for victims of bullying to feel
that there is more to life than just their weight.
He says: “It is a long-term process for victims to be fully comfortable in their own skin.”
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INNER BEAUTY: A scene from Dove’s Real Beauty video.
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It has caused both anger and tears of joy.

The advertisement by soap company Dove, released on April
14, went viral and split opinion.
Part of the brand’s Real Beauty campaign, the video features a
police sketch artist creating portraits of women as they describe
themselves. He doesn’t see them, they don’t see him.
He then creates a second portrait of the women based on descriptions from total strangers.
The sets of two portraits are put up together in a studio gallery.
The subjects end up in tears as they realise that total strangers
see them as more attractive than they see themselves.
“Tear-jerking”, “beautiful” and “inspired” have been some of
the descriptions for the short film, which has been shared over
28.5 million times on YouTube.
It has also drawn detractors, who railed against what they saw
as another case of promoting a woman’s worth through beauty
alone.
One comment snipes: “Don’t forget: It’s all about how you look
girls. Never mind character, intelligence, productivity, kindness or
other stuff that doesn’t involve buying products.”
But Linda Brinded of The Independent praised the ad as “it also
highlights that what we see as negative attributes are actually
positive and beautiful qualities... we have got to stop putting this
pressure on ourselves to look like one of the airbrushed beauties
we see in our magazines.”
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