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Abstract: In this paper I argue that the practice of veganism is, or can be, a Foucauldian 

ethical practice of freedom. I begin by sketching out the problematization of alimentary 

practices within a normalizing patriarchal framework, which some feminists argue is 

dominant within contemporary North American society. Within this problematization, 

eating—for many women—is a way to manage the body’s appearance and bring it into 

conformity with feminine norms, and also an ongoing opportunity to exercise the will over 

unruly bodily desires. I then consider the narratives of women who claim that veganism 

helped them to relinquish disordered eating habits, temper the emotional and psychological 

turmoil that surrounded their alimentary practices, and mitigate antagonism toward their 

own bodies. In short, the practice of veganism appears to have reproblematized eating for 

these women. Thus, I suggest, veganism can be an ethical practice of freedom: it can 

loosen the tight grip of patriarchal normalization as constituted in and through disordered 

eating habits, and constitute subjects that are ―a little less governed‖ by this form of power. 

I conclude by considering objections to this thesis, and in particular, the concern that 

veganism is linked to healthism, another worrying form of normalization. 

Keywords: normalization; femininity; eating disorders; Foucault (Michel); diet;  

ethics; feminism 

 

1. Introduction  

North Americans are infatuated with food. Some would say obsessed. We love to talk about food, 

daydream about food, break food down into nutritional counts and carb loads and fat content, find out 

about our food’s origins and the chemicals it was sprayed with and who eats what and how much and 
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at what time, and argue about whether or not that’s best. From a Foucauldian perspective,  

this proliferation of discourse indicates that food and eating are significant to our identities.  

Chloë Taylor [1] argues that in the contemporary West eating, or, more broadly, diet, is a locus of what 

Foucault calls ethical practice; that is, our alimentary practices, the ways we make and eat and think 

and talk about food, are central to the constitution, reinforcement, and transformation of our 

subjectivities, to who we are in a deep sense. 
1
 

Taylor contends that as such a self-constituting practice, eating is the target of various apparatuses 

of discipline and normalization. Cultural, political, and social institutions, groups, and media  

guide or influence (in more and less intentional ways) our alimentary practices, and thereby  

shape our subjectivities in accordance with various norms—norms of race, gender, sexuality,  

ethnicity, socio-economic class, and so on. This view is congruent with the work of feminists like 

Sandra Bartky [2] and Susan Bordo [3], who have long pointed to diet as a target of patriarchal 

disciplinary power. Within contemporary patriarchal North American society, eating is problematized 

as a way to manage the body’s appearance, to bring it into conformity with feminine norms, and also 

as an ongoing opportunity to exercise the will over unruly bodily desires. Since most women’s bodies 

are far from the feminine ―ideal‖ in and of themselves, this self-management entails heavy restriction, 

strict discipline, and steadfast self-surveillance. We’re always supposed to be ―watching our figures‖, 

precisely by ―watching what we eat‖. In short: we become feminine (that is, feminine as defined by 

patriarchy), in a significant and deep sense, in and through our diets. 

Cressida Heyes [4] characterizes this disciplined dieting as one flavour of ―corporeal 

normalization‖: the injunction to realize one’s ―true self‖—located somewhere ―inside‖ oneself—on 

the body. According to Heyes, feminine dietary practices and others inspired by corporeal 

normalization foster ―a miserable, earnest meekness about ourselves that is wrapped up with 

stereotypical femininity, institutional control, and impoverished relations to others‖ [4] (p. 112). More 

bluntly, Bartky alleges that these ―feminine‖ alimentary practices constitute women as docile subjects 

of patriarchal power [2] (p. 66), making them complicit in its continued dominance. Concern with 

patriarchy aside, it is clear to me that for many women this way of eating is a great source of pain, 

anxiety, self-doubt, and distraction from other, less Sisyphean and potentially more joyful projects. 

So, what can be done? The complications of resisting what we experience as our own true selves, or 

at least significant bits of ourselves, are discouraging. However, some Foucault scholars, Taylor and 

Heyes included, have argued that Foucault offers us a tractable path for resistance through the notion 

of ethical practices of freedom: the strategic experimentation with various ethical practices in the 

hopes of constituting a self that is not governed ―quite so much‖. If eating is indeed an ethical practice, 

then we might experiment with new ways of eating, and perhaps find ways to ―eat ourselves away 

from‖ docile, normalized identities. 
2
 

In this paper I consider the possibility that the practice of veganism is, or can be, an ethical practice 

of freedom. I begin by introducing the key theoretical notion of normalization, and link it with an 

                                                 
1
 I will use ―eating‖, and sometimes ―diet‖, as short hand for alimentary practices throughout the paper.  

2 This phrasing may be misleading. It is necessary, on my view, to always be ―practicing‖ ourselves into new identities or 

subjectivities rather than just practicing ourselves out of the ones we already have. In other words, we can’t just erase 

the unsavory identity and be left with nothing, or something neutral. 



Societies 2014, 4 129 

 

analysis of the place of diet within contemporary patriarchal systems. I then outline an account of 

ethical practices of freedom. Next, I draw out several themes from narratives taken from the blog 

series ―Green Recovery‖, hosted by Gena Hamshaw at her blog Choosing Raw [5], which I believe 

indicate a significant ethical shift away from the normalizing, patriarchal problematization of eating.  

I read the narratives of vegans who claim that their practice of veganism helped them to relinquish 

disordered eating habits, temper the emotional and psychological turmoil that surrounded their eating 

practices, and mitigate antagonism toward their own bodies. These stories suggest that veganism can 

loosen the tight grip of patriarchal corporeal normalization as constituted in and through disordered 

eating habits, and constitute subjects that are a little less governed. 
3
 I conclude by considering two 

objections to my argument: first, that veganism, or more broadly, vegetarianism is itself an eating 

disorder; and second, that veganism, or at least the veganism practiced by the contributors to Green 

Recovery, is dangerously linked to healthism, another worrying form of normalization. 

2. Normalization 

The central theoretical concept I use throughout this paper is normalization. Normalization is a set 

of techniques of power which posit a standard or norm against which subjects are measured and 

thereby come to be defined as individuals. The idea comes from Foucault’s work on disciplinary 

power, where he introduces the notion of normalizing judgment as a central disciplinary technique. In 

the context of a disciplinary institution, like the school or the prison, the disciplinarian uses 

normalizing judgment to evaluate and punish not only violations of rules, but also the failure of 

subjects to meet certain standards or norms. Normalizing judgment homogenizes and individualizes 

subjects by first, considering all members of a group with reference to a particular norm (for example, 

the ideal fifth grade student) and second, by differentiating persons or ―individuals‖ by their  

relation to the norm and to each other (for example, ―A‖ students or remedial students) [6] (p. 184).  

This normalized ranking is understood to reveal something important about the individuals in 

question—―their nature, their potentialities, their level or their value‖ [6] (p. 181)—not simply their 

actions. In other words, a subject’s actions, and in particular their relation to the norm, are taken as 

deeply representative of the subject herself.  

Pain, or the threat of pain, is a primary tool for normalizing institutions or, more broadly,  

―regimes‖ [7] (p. 179), and is used to force subjects into compliance with practices and norms. 

Pleasure has a place here too: Heyes describes normalizing practices as using ―cycles of pain 

interspersed with brief windows of pleasure to keep subjects dependent on their authority‖ [4] (p. 121). 

In the disciplinary institution, there is punishment for failing to meet a norm, with attendant shame and 

embarrassment, and pleasurable rewards for living up to a norm. 
4
 Within a less institutional regime, 

there are affective ―punishments‖ and rewards, and, as we shall see, social ones.  

                                                 
3
 This paper is not meant as an exhaustive consideration of the resistant (or normalizing) possibilities of veganism, nor as 

an exhaustive account of possible alimentary practices of freedom. It is also not meant to suggest that veganism is 

somehow a ―cure‖ for disordered eating. 
4 Normalizing judgment explicitly gives standards a normative force—one should conform to, or at least work toward 

that standard. Once one has been identified in relation to the norm, one is called to compensate for one’s failings 
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Individuals achieve a norm through engagement in particular disciplinary practices, which aim to 

create capacities necessary for or constitutive of the norm (for example, our fifth grader doing  

her math homework). Undertaking these normalizing disciplinary practices reveals our commitment to 

reaching the norm, and participation is these practices is also often seen as the only way to assuage the 

suffering created by failure to reach normative standards [4] (p. 121). By calling for or compelling 

normalizing practices, normalizing regimes guide action. It is in this sense that we can speak of 

normalizing power; Foucault defines power as ―an action upon an action, on possible or actual future 

or present actions‖ [8] (p. 340). Further, because subjects are constituted through practices, on 

Foucault’s view, by pursuing the norm through normalizing practices, we become normalized selves: 

defined in relation to the norm, located somewhere along the trajectory that ends at its attainment.  

3. Normative Femininity and Diet 

While Foucault was primarily (or at least explicitly) focused on institutions, normalizing regimes 

can be unattached from institutions, functioning in an amorphous manner throughout society. Bartky 

characterizes modern patriarchy as just such a regime. Within contemporary North American 

patriarchy, femininity is itself a norm (masculinity as well), one taken to be natural or essential to 

female persons qua their sex. On Bartky’s view, all female human beings are homogenized  

and individualized in reference to this norm, regardless of their race or class (and presumably, 

sexuality) [2] (p. 72). Bordo argues along similar lines, noting that although there may be differences 

in beauty ideals amongst different racial, ethnic, or class groups, there is nonetheless significant 

cultural homogeneity with regard to this general feminine norm [3] (p. 63). Unlike norms imposed by 

Foucault’s disciplinary institutions, which one could conceivably get out of (the norm of a good soldier 

no longer applies if one leaves the army, for instance), norms of femininity and masculinity are 

supposedly natural and innate. They are in you from birth, and there is no escaping them. This link 

with an ostensibly natural, biological sex serves to disguise the contingency of gender norms; realizing 

one’s ―true gender‖ is integral to ―becoming who we really are‖. 
5
 

Bartky sketches out three aspects of the contemporary feminine norm: a particular body shape, size, 

and composition; bodily gestures and comportments; and the body as ―ornamented surface‖ [2] (p. 65). 

The first is the most relevant for our purposes, as it is most closely linked to alimentary practices. 
6
 

                                                                                                                                                                       

through better (or more) disciplinary practice. It is a personal failure to not do so; one must show one’s proper 

comportment and respect for the norm through engagement in disciplinary practices.  
5 It at the same time serves to pathologize anyone who cannot, or does not, become who they ―really‖ are. As Heyes [4] 

points out, identities form around recalcitrant failures to meet the norm, as with the institution of homosexuality as an 

identity. Once this happens, a normalizing structure is deployed within this ―abnormal‖ identity as well. On another 

note, although masculinity is also a norm, its content is much different from the feminine (cf., [9]) and the effects of 

those engaged in the normative project of masculinity are much different. If men achieve masculinity, they have real 

world power; but as Bartky [2] tells us, a woman who achieves normative femininity is still only just a woman. 
6 One example of normative feminine gestures and comportments is the way women sit in a closed, tightly compact way, 

taking up as little space as possible. The ornamentation of the feminine body includes the way the body smells, the 

smoothness and hairlessness of the skin, and facial features like rosy cheeks and long eyelashes which, if not ―gifted‖ 

by nature, must be approximated with cosmetic techniques or procedures. Women are beholden to norms in all three of 
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Today’s ideal feminine shape, size and composition is perhaps a bit more muscular and with bigger 

breasts than the one Bartky [2] describes in 1990 (cf., [3] (p. xvi)), but is nonetheless still very slim, 

tight or compact, and self-contained [3] (pp. xiii–xxxiii).  

Diet (read as the controlled practice of eating) is a central disciplinary practice of normative 

femininity, one of the main practices used to manage the body’s shape and composition. Diet is  

also an ongoing opportunity to exercise the will over one’s bodily desires, thereby showing an 

appropriately feminine appetite and self-control. As contemporary patriarchy is largely ―unnattached‖ 

to an institution, there is no one particular person or group who act as disciplinarians for this 

normalizing dieting project; rather, as Bartky says, everyone acts as disciplinarians [2] (p. 79). Many 

women, especially those considered ―overweight‖ can attest to the fact that strangers and others  

will act as de facto disciplinarians, either encouraging disciplinary practices, doling out social  

rewards when one has lost weight or is perceived as trying to do so, or shaming those who appear  

non-compliant [2] (p. 74); [10] (p. 10). However, as Bartky shows, the disciplinarian is internalized as  

well [2] (p. 80); women practice constant self-surveillance, exercising normative judgment on themselves, 

ranking themselves in relation to the norm and to the other women engaged in the same project. 

4. Diet as a Practice of the Self  

Following Chloë Taylor, I want to understand eating as a Foucauldian practice of the self, or ethical 

practice. According to Foucault, ethics can be understood as the actions of the self on the self with the 

aim of making, developing, or transforming the self to reach a particular state of being [11] (p. 291). 

Unlike practices of knowledge or power, where one often relates to others and to institutions, practices 

of the self are based on a relationship to oneself—to one’s desires, thoughts, rationality, and so on. It is 

through these practices that the self is constituted, reinforced, and transformed.  

Foucault offers us a four point model to analyze ethical practices. The first aspect of ethical practice 

is the ethical substance, or the part of the self which is ethically or morally relevant [12] (p. 263). This 

is the part of the self upon which work is done, or which the work aims to alter: one’s sexual 

behaviour, or one’s desires and thoughts, for instance. The second aspect is the mode of subjectivation, 

the way one is called to engage in the ethical project [12] (p. 264). One might engage in ethical 

practice because it is a religious imperative or because one’s sense of humanity demands it, for 

example. The next aspect is ethical work, ―self-forming activity‖, or the means of transforming the self 

into an ethical subject [12] (p. 265). This is the precise practice one engages in to transform the self, 

such as reporting one’s thoughts in a journal or the confession of one’s sexual behaviours to a religious 

authority. The final aspect is the telos, or goal—the type of individual which the ethical practice aims 

to create or realize [12] (p. 265). For instance, one could aim to be a pure person, a rational person, or 

an authentic one. 
7
 

                                                                                                                                                                       

these areas; a ―hot body‖ with the wrong clothes, a sweaty smell, or a unibrow fails to achieve normative femininity, 

just as the fat person with the pretty face.  
7 It is important to distinguish this framework from a means/ends structure of motivation. Intentions are relevant, but the 

ethical framework should be identifiable from the ―outside‖. It is not simply what the person claims to be doing but 

what makes the practice possible and intelligible in a more general sense.  
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So, what is the ethical framework of eating within a system of normative patriarchy? First, the 

ethical substance: the part of the self a diet works on is desire, appetite, hunger. Second, we are called 

to engage in this project by our innate and natural femininity, guaranteed by biological and 

physiological factors. This norm has force insofar as we believe it to be and experience it as who we 

really are. In a culture of authenticity in particular, failing to realize one’s inner truth is a failing of the 

self. Thirdly, the actual ―self-forming activities‖ captured by a diet are multiple. There is the literal 

practice of eating, which entails food preparation, meal planning, the counting of calories or fat grams 

or carbs (and so on), unending education on nutrition or diet tips; there is also the practice of weighing 

oneself, keeping oneself ―honest‖ by food journaling, engaging in diet support groups whether online 

or in person, managing hunger in various ways, and so on. Finally—what is the telos? It is, at first 

glance, to get to one’s ―goal weight‖. More richly, it is to master one’s unruly or ―unhealthy‖ desires, 

or to eradicate them; and, as Heyes’ analysis shows, it is to have one’s outer self match the inner, 

where the inner is a thin, beautiful, self-contained woman who does not struggle with food or her 

desires to eat, and always eats the perfect amount. 

These alimentary practices are premised on, and reinforce, a despotic and antagonistic relation to 

oneself, and in particular, to one’s body and desires. 
8
 According to Susan Bordo, this relationship is 

made possible by the Western separation of body and mind, which she locates in philosophical 

discourse. Such philosophies characterize the body as alien, confinement or limitation, enemy, and 

―the locus of all that threatens our attempts at control‖ [3] (p. 145). 
9
 The fact that the ideal feminine 

body (in terms of size and composition) is not ―naturally occurring‖ for most women, and, in general, 

requires a ―downsizing‖, makes the body and its needs something to be combatted: ―since the innocent 

need of the organism for food will not be denied, the body becomes one’s enemy, an alien being bent 

on thwarting the disciplinary project‖ [2] (p. 66). Thus the self (identified with the mind or the will, 

and set against the body) must take a dictatorial relation to one’s body, to control its unruly desires, 

appetites, and urges (cf., [3], pp. 148–154). On a Foucauldian view, the more one engages in such 

behaviours, the more solidly this dictatorial self is established, and the more this agonistic relation with 

the self is taken for granted.  

Bartky argues that it takes an immense amount of work to even approximate normative femininity. 
10

 

The patriarchal disciplinary practices of femininity are multiple, intensive, and, thanks to the 

normalization of femininity, nearly obligatory as an expression of ―natural‖ gender and sex. The 

multiplicity of necessary practices, or, in other words, the fact that many women do not ―naturally‖ 

conform to the norm does not throw the norm itself into question; rather, it reflects on each 

individual’s inadequacies or deviances. The pain invoked by this normalizing schema is pervasive and 

nearly constant. There is pain in failing to meet the norm, pain in failing to do the normative practices 

adequately; and even pain in struggling with the normative practices, not finding them easy or natural.  

                                                 
8 Cf., [4] (p. 9). 
9 Fat studies scholars have shown that in contemporary society these attributes are not given to the body in general, but 

localized in fat and those desires and appetites that place us at constant risk of getting (more) fat [13,14]. 
10 Bartky claims that the norms of femininity are ―impossible to realize, requiring as they do a virtual transcendence of 

nature‖ [2] (p. 80), generating experiences of constant bodily failure. The experience of failure inspires further 

engagement in disciplinary practices, seemingly the only options to mitigate the suffering following from such failure. 

Hence, as Bartky says, ―the compulsive or even ritualistic character‖ of these practices [2] (p. 72). 
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Even if one manages to find pleasure in reaching one’s ―goal weight‖, or mastering one’s  

desires and abstaining from ―tempting‖ desserts, this pleasure is fleeting; maintaining the weight  

is a new disciplinary project in itself (and some people might suggest you could stand to lose a little 

more), and it is only a matter of time until the next pang of hunger or ―craving‖. In part this is a 

function of normalizing projects in general; once you achieve a norm, you need to continue to  

practice in order to maintain this achievement (for example, even the excellent soldier must continue to 

drill lest she lose her abilities to fight), or you get taken up into a new normalizing schema—a new 

grade in school, for instance, where a new norm applies, and you start again. Nevertheless, the 

moments of achievement provide genuine and intoxicating pleasure—and in the case of diet, there is 

plenty of social reward to go along with it, as anyone who has lost a noticeable amount of weight will 

attest [4] (p. 78); [10] (p. 10); [13] (p. 118).  

5. Ethical Practices of Freedom 

I have sketched out the shape and meaning of alimentary practices within a contemporary, 

normalizing patriarchal framework. In this framework eating is mainly a means of producing a body 

that meets feminine norms for shape, size, and composition. It is also a site where the will may conflict 

with desires and appetites, bringing the strength and direction of these bodily forces into sharp relief 

and constituting a daily test of self-control and will power. Not only does this way of eating require 

immense amounts of physical, intellectual, and emotional work, and engender myriad forms of 

physical and psychological suffering, but it posits a goal—an ideal body and the mastery of one’s 

appetites—that is almost impossible to accomplish.  

According to Susan Bordo’s canonical analysis of anorexia [3], this problematization of eating is 

widespread throughout contemporary North American society. 
11

 It crystallizes in forms of seriously 

disordered eating and eating disorders, but is present in a less concentrated form throughout. If we 

want to avoid being ―docile subjects of patriarchy‖, or just get away from the pain and incessant work 

of ―dieting‖, we are going to have to find ways to reproblematize eating. Foucault’s ethical practices of 

freedom might be one way to do this. Foucault suggests that if we recognize the ways in which we are 

making ourselves through ethical practices, we can intentionally and thoughtfully engage in practices 

that produce different sorts of selves. We do not seek, nor do we require, entirely new practices. 

Rather, we want practices that are available to us which will help us practice ourselves into different, 

and hopefully less normalizing, ethical frameworks. In doing so, the hope is that we make ourselves in 

a way that is a little less ―governed‖, or a little more ―free‖. Some clarification of a Foucauldian 

understanding of freedom will be helpful here. Power is, as we have seen, the ways individuals  

interact with one another that influence each other’s actions. This influence can be exercised in both 

positive—through encouragement or enticement—and negative—through restriction or force—ways. 

One seeks to influence anothers’ actions precisely because there are a variety of possibilities for  

action. This indeterminacy of action, then, is one sense of freedom. But freedom is also a practice  

for Foucault; the practices that take advantage of, and create more of, such possibilities for  

                                                 
11 I accept that disordered eating and eating disorders are crystallization of cultures in large part, but this is not to say that 

there are not other factors at play, especially in the extreme cases. 
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action [15] (p. 12). 
12

 In this sense, ethical practices are practices of freedom because they take 

advantage of, and, ideally, open up more, possibilities for action.  

Foucault insists that where there is no freedom there is no power: only domination [11] (p. 283). 

Domination occurs when power relations are rigid, asymmetrical, and extremely restrictive of actions 

and possibilities. When certain patterns of behavior become entrenched as religious imperatives or as 

medically necessary, for instance, a situation of domination can arise [16] (p. 148). Thus, Foucault 

writes, our task as ethical subjects is to practice our freedom while maintaining, and if possible, 

expanding, the freedom of ourselves and others: ―to acquire the rules of law, the management 

techniques, and also the morality, the ethos, the practice of the self, that will allow us to play these 

games of power with as little domination as possible‖ [11] (p. 298). 

This view of practices of freedom raises both practical and theoretical questions: How do we know 

which practices to try? How can we know if they are actually making us less governed? How do we 

know if they maintain or destroy the freedom of others? While I cannot fully address these questions 

here, I will point out a few general themes that might guide the search and success criteria for practices 

of freedom.  

First, it will be helpful to know what ethical practices we are currently engaged in and the kinds of 

selves we are creating through them. This knowledge can come from various sources, including, 

Foucault suggests, sociological and historical analyses [17] (p. 132). 
13

 Second, in contrast to the 

contemporary Western obsession with finding one’s true self–which, as Heyes [4] argues, is a 

normalizing project–we might take a creative approach to our selves [19] (p. 166). In other words, we 

want to replace the (potentially) despotic relationship with ourselves with a creative or artistic 

relationship or stance [20] (p. 140). Taking the self as what Taylor [1] calls an ethico-aesthetic project 

emphasizes creativity and freedom in the cultivation of one’s practices, rather than simply following 

the discipline one is given or working to reveal an essential self hiding somewhere inside. This 

necessitates a constant self-critique, an experimental attitude, and entails a focus on the process of 

making, trying, and testing out, rather than on the end product or telos. Third, practices of freedom can 

be disciplinary practices, but we need to separate the capacities we gain through these practices from 

obedience to a norm and the ―narrowing of behavioural possibility‖, which usually accompanies  

it [7] (p. 180). Normative regimes encourage action and capacity-building but only in service to the 

norm; possibilities for action that are irrelevant or contrary to the normative trajectory are effectively 

closed off. Ladelle McWhorter insists that ethical practices of freedom should maintain a structural 

openness to possibilities through the rejection of static goals [7] (p. 193), especially those ends, which 

claim to be innate or natural to us. It is not that we should not set goals for ourselves at all; but any 

                                                 
12 Oksala [15] identifies four distinct uses of freedom in Foucault’s work, only two of which are central to our discussions 

here. First, she posits freedom as ontological contingency, the fact that things need not be as they are. Secondly, there is 

freedom as ethics or the deliberate practice or realization of this ontological contingency. Freedom is also the ethos of 

the Enlightenment, adopted as a value by Foucault. Lastly, she defines freedom in a negative sense as the ―precondition 

and permanent provocation of power‖ (p. 191). This is freedom as, by definition, a feature of power relations. 
13 Genealogical analyses like Foucault’s Discipline and Punish [6] and more contemporary ones like McWhorter’s Racism 

and Sexual Oppression in Anglo-America [18], may be particularly helpful as they will throw into relief which practices 

are central to self-constitution in a given context, which sorts of power relations they reinforce, and the particular 

institutions involved. This can help us decide which practices to change. 
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given end should remain open to question, revision, and abandonment. In the end, the ultimate telos of 

practices of freedom should be nothing more than ―the expansion of behavioural options‖ [7] (p. 182).  

In light of this rejection of static ends, disciplinary practices might be taken up for the pleasure they 

can provide in themselves [7] (p. 182). While disciplinary practices can be pleasurable in themselves, 

in most cases these pleasures are subservient to the norm. That is, disciplinary practices and their 

pleasures are not inherently valuable; they only matter insofar as they help one achieve the norm, and 

only permissible insofar as they do not interfere with our normative projects. 
14

 However, this need not 

be the case; perhaps, for instance, we can take the pleasure of the physical exertion and movement of a 

dance class or a vigorous hike as a reason to engage in the practice, rather than doing so to burn 

calories or get ―six-pack abs‖. Focusing on the pleasures engendered by the practices themselves may 

allow us to use disciplinary practices available to us without tying us to normalized selves, and thus 

maintain the openness to becoming central to practices of freedom.  

Thus, if we are looking for a way to eat more freely, to be less governed by normalizing patriarchal 

power in and through our alimentary practices, we want a set of alimentary practices that are, first, for 

the sake of something other than the ideal feminine body and the mastery of desires and appetites. 

Whatever this new telos is, it should not be taken as natural, essential, or innate. Whatever telos we 

posit should remain open to revision or abandonment, and we should see our practices as experimental, 

as a means to expand our capacities and ―behavioral options‖. In order to help us maintain this 

creative, experimental view, we want to find some pleasure in the practices themselves. Finally, we 

must aim to practice our freedom with as little domination as possible.  

This way of sketching out practices of freedom is strikingly voluntarist, even if it is situated within 

a complex Foucauldian picture of agency: determine a problem, identify possible solutions according 

to given criteria, experiment with possible solution, repeat. However, none of the Green Recovery 

contributors takes up veganism as part of a strategic project of resistance, or even as an explicit means 

of recovery. As we turn to the narratives, then, the question at hand is not whether the contributors’ 

resistant projects were successful or if they chose a likely candidate for a practice of freedom. Rather,  

I ask (1) do the narratives suggest that veganism helps subjects move away from a normative, 

patriarchal problematization of eating into something different? (2) If so, is eating within this new 

problematization more free than eating within the former problematization? I answer the first question 

in the affirmative, but my response to the second is more complicated. 
15

  

6. Veganism as a Practice of Freedom 

The blog Choosing Raw, by Gena Hamshaw, hosts a regular series of guest posts entitled ―Green 

Recovery‖. The blog focuses on plant-based nutrition, food, wellness, and issues of animal rights [21]. 

The Green Recovery (GR) series began in 2011 and, as of March 2014, includes twenty-five narratives 

                                                 
14 Within the normalizing patriarchal framework of eating, for example, rich and fatty foods—ones which do not promote 

the weight loss required by most of these projects—can only be enjoyed if they are controlled. We need prepackaged 

servings of indulgent treats because our appetites are out of control. These tiny treats are meant to assuage our unruly 

appetites, and in this way help us achieve our goals, since they will (supposedly) prevent ―binging‖ on full size treats later. 
15 I do not mean to suggest that veganism is the only possible practice of freedom with regard to patriarchal normalization. 

Rather, I simply offer it up here as a promising path suggested by these narratives.  



Societies 2014, 4 136 

 

submitted by readers of the blog [5]. Twenty-four of the GR contributions belong to women, most of 

whom identify as or appear to be white, young, middle-class, and heterosexual. 
16

 As Hamshaw 

describes it, the series is her ―attempt to highlight stories of the many men and women who have 

moved beyond disordered eating patterns (at least in part) with the help of a plant-based diet‖ [5]. 

Hamshaw writes, ―My goal with Green Recovery is not to suggest that veganism is the right choice for 

all disordered eaters, or that it’s a ―cure‖ for disordered eating, but rather to explore the notion that a 

world view in which food choices have political, ethical, and personal significance may actually heal, 

rather than hurt, people with traumatic histories with food‖ [5]. There are differences in the stories, but 

the overarching narrative remains the same: veganism—understood broadly as the exclusive 

consumption of plant-based foods for the reasons of animal and environmental welfare, and/or 

health—or something close to it, contributes to recovery from disordered eating or clinical eating 

disorders (EDs). 
17

 In what follows, I draw out themes present in thirteen narratives in particular. These 

thirteen were chosen for their clarity of language and the way they resonated with aspects of the 

theoretical framework which I have elaborated above.  

First I would like to draw out some of the ways in which the narratives reveal a reproblematization 

of eating. Bartkyian and Bordoian themes of a struggle for control, perpetual self-surveillance, self 

judgment and ranking, and the quest for unattainable standards are prominent in descriptions of the 

contributors’ past ―disordered‖ lives. Daphne writes: ―Affixed to the mirror (or any reflection),  

I inspected my body constantly, fuming at the sight of any excess flesh. With time, suicidal thoughts 

emerged; I would have died to escape my imperfect body‖ [22]. ―I honestly can’t say that I remember 

a time when I didn’t struggle with body image. From a very young age, I had always compared myself 

to others—always coming out on the bottom‖ [23]. Alex poignantly describes her suffering: ―I was 

surrounded by darkness. My body was the enemy. I wasn’t good enough, pretty enough, successful 

enough, or thin enough. My thoughts were consumed entirely by something inside me that was my 

voice, but not me. I was obsessed with my body and ways to perfect it. The anxiety and pain of life felt 

too out of control and life just didn’t seem worth it anymore‖ [24].  

Many of the authors describe themselves as having been obsessed with or ―addicted to‖ food and 

eating, some over decades of their lives: ―I cannot remember a time in my life when food was not a 

really big, bad deal‖ [25]. This focus on diet not only took up time and energy that might have been 

placed elsewhere, but rendered other interests and projects, including interpersonal relationships, 

subordinate to maintaining the diet: ―My disorder left me isolated and depressed. My life revolved 

around my diet and I was a slave to it‖ [23]. 

Even those with ―normal‖ body shapes and sizes struggled to control their appetites: ―I couldn’t 

understand why eating normally was so difficult for me‖ [26]. Alex writes: ―I don’t like to use 

                                                 
16

 This demographic information is not usually explicitly given in the narratives, but can be inferred from the text and 

photographs of the authors.  
17 The GR narratives and the Choosing Raw blog more often make interchangeable use of the terms ―veganism‖ and  

―plant-based diet‖. Veganism strictly considered requires a focus on animals, while plant-based diets are more general 

and can be taken up for a variety of reasons (most commonly, health). Because all of these motivations play a role in the 

narratives, I remain ambiguous about the definition of the term. However, I do believe, as will become clear, that 

veganism centered in concern for animals and environment (what some might call ―real‖ veganism) is most promising 

as a practice of freedom.  
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numbers or percentages [to describe my disordered eating] because it’s not so much about the weight 

as it is how sick my thoughts were. That’s the true measure of sickness. Someone can be at a normal, 

healthy weight and be closer to death than you could ever imagine‖ [24]. Others, especially those who 

suffered from anorexia, emphasized their success at controlling their appetites and eating habits: ―The 

combination of feeling disgusting in my own body and the feeling of life happening to me, without my 

control, led me to micro-manage the only thing I felt I really did have full control over—my body and 

what I chose to consume‖ [27].  

Many authors describe themselves as having undergone a change in ―mindset‖ [28] or ―outlook‖ [26], 

a reframing [29], or a shift in ―framework‖ [22] from the one just described to one within which food 

and eating have a less self-destructive place. Hamshaw herself and many other contributors describe 

their current ―framework‖ as anchored in concern for animals and the environment. With this comes a 

focus on things outside the self. Hamshaw writes: ―for those who become interested in the ethics of 

veganism—as I have—the lifestyle may offer a final escape from the terrible, isolated egocentrism that 

many ED sufferers experience. It helps us to shift attention from our weights, our clothing sizes, and 

every morsel that passes through our lips, to the plight of animals‖ [30]. Daphne says:  

―I developed a new framework, in which consideration for the origins and ethics of my food was more 

important than its caloric value, and I began to relax my stringent eating habits‖ [22]. ―When I chose 

veganism, I made this decision to direct my thoughts and energies towards something much bigger 

than myself—The World!‖ [31]. 
18

  

Some contributors describe their new perspective as grounded in health and nourishment. 
19

 The 

anonymous dancer writes: ―My mindset as a whole was changed: I gained a strong sense that food 

should be nourishment, rather than a sort of punishment/source of stress and anguish, and this 

seemingly simple thought helped me in more ways than I could have imagined‖ [28]. ―Eating wise, my 

outlook on food changed: food was no longer the enemy, but something made specifically to fuel my 

body and keep me healthy‖ [26]. Sarah says that this focus on health allowed her to stop thinking of 

food as something that needed to be controlled: ―I reframed food in my mind as something that was 

healthy and necessary for life rather than something to control, limit and use to deal with my 

emotions‖ [29]. 

We can interpret these new ―mindsets‖ in terms of the ethical framework I elaborated earlier. The 

telos, the ―for the sake of which‖ eating is done is no longer an ideal body or control over appetites and 

desires. Eating is now for the sake of nourishment, a vibrant state of health; it is also (or otherwise) 

done for the well-being of animals and the environment. Appetite is no longer something of primary 

ethical interest. It seems more like the act of food consumption and the act of purchasing food are the 

most significant ethical substances. The mode of subjection seems to be on the one hand, one’s sense 

of humanity and compassion, which call us to care about the suffering of sentient creatures and the 

degradation of the environment, and on the other hand, the body itself, which calls us to take care of it.  

                                                 
18 This shift to concern for what is ―outside‖ the self, the relation of the self to others, and more specifically, to a community 

of both non-human and human animals echoes Tanke’s claim that: ―vegetarian subjectivities are more open to the 

holistic experience of existence, the political implications of personal ethics, and the strengths of community‖ [32] (p. 93). 

19 Most contributors invoke both animals and environment and health as aspects of their new ―outlooks‖, so I don’t mean 

to suggest that they are exclusive. 
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There is a clear complexity to this shift in ―mindset‖, and many authors describe it as something 

that happened to them, rather than something they themselves did. The shift took time, sometimes 

periods of years, and happened gradually. Lauren writes: ―I slowly felt more comfortable 

experimenting with new recipes, and old eating disordered thoughts that used to scream in my brain 

started dying down‖ [26]. Contributors do attribute the shift (at least in large part) to veganism but it is 

not a clear causal connection. Several authors had ―tried‖ veganism previously and had not found it to 

have similar beneficial effects. Andrea says: ―Any way of eating can be used a tool for strengthening 

one’s connection with herself and fostering self-love or as a tool for self-abnegation and violence 

towards herself. A plant-based diet has served both of these functions for me‖ [33]. Some of the 

contributors continue to find a complete shift elusive. Sarah writes: ―It seems that veganism, for me, 

has two faces. When life gets tough and I feel as though I can’t cope, it’s a way for me to be more 

controlling about food. When life is fine, veganism is a way that I can love food with freedom and 

creative expression‖ [29].  

While delineating the precise causal mechanisms behind this shift are beyond the scope of this 

paper, it does seem that the reproblematization of food can be located, in large part, within the practice 

of veganism itself. The longer that the contributors practiced veganism, the more the new 

problematization solidified and gained strength relative to the normalizing patriarchal problematization 

that had been dominant. To build on Lauren’s aural metaphor: the screaming of the internal 

disciplinarian was gradually drowned out by new voices with a new story about the purpose of eating 

and the meaning of food. Thus we can answer our first question in the affirmative: it does seem that 

veganism helps subjects reproblematize eating. 

Now as to our second question: does this reproblematization make eating more free than before? 

From a certain ―macro‖ perspective, the answer is yes. While Foucault’s formulation of freedom  

is implicitly anthropocentric, Taylor [1] argues that the concept should be expanded to concern  

non-human animals as well. Emphasizing the importance of pleasure in practices of freedom, Taylor 

argues that the pleasures of the other—human and non-human alike—must be taken into account in 

our own practices [1] (pp. 79–80). Further, Taylor argues that the fact that we so often do not consider 

the pleasures of animals in our alimentary practices is a product of normalization itself, and thus 

impedes our own freedom. Thus, taking the freedom of animals into account through the practice of 

veganism is, in a significant way, more free than not doing so. In addition, Carol Adams [34] and 

others [35] have argued that gender oppression is inextricably linked to the oppression of non-human 

animals. In this sense, many humans will remain within situations of domination until the systematic 

domination of non-human animals is abolished. If this is the case, then practices of freedom must take 

into account the freedom of non-human animals as well as humans. It could be argued that veganism, 

as the refusal to benefit from and contribute to the exploitation and domination of non-human animals, 

is therefore a requirement for any practice of freedom. Thus, this reproblematization is more free in the 

sense that the contributors are now ―playing the game‖ of power with less domination than before. 

From a more ―subjective‖ perspective the answer is less clear. Certainly this way of eating is less 

governed by normalizing, patriarchal power, but perhaps the new problematization of eating is 

normalizing or restrictive in some other way. In other words, it may not actually increase the number 

of possibilities for action, or cultivate the opening up of new possibilities; rather, it may be just as 

restrictive as before, albeit with slightly different content. There are aspects of the narratives which 
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seem to be in line with our criteria for practices of freedom. Most notably, there is a proliferation of 

pleasures within the new problematization. Food itself is a described as a source of great pleasure, and 

not because of (or in spite of) its supposed effects on the body. Daphne explains that while within the 

grip of her eating disorder, ―the tickle of hunger became my only pleasure. I grinned as that tickle gave 

way to pain, and felt superior to anyone who succumbed to his or her taste buds‖ [22]. She then 

describes an unexpected ―infatuation‖ with food, which grew throughout her recovery: ―I started 

preparing my own meals, and found it unexpectedly enjoyable. Such intimate contact with food 

captivated me; squishing a soft, juicy mango with my hands was inexplicably therapeutic‖ [22]. Alex 

writes: ―I’m learning to love food again and with my hunger cues back, I relish the chance to explore 

what veganism has to offer‖ [24]. ―Veganism allowed me to eat for both pleasure and nourishment. 

Eating was no longer a chore‖ [23].  

In addition, many contributors describe a new openness to the possibilities life has to offer. Many 

learn to cook, others take up activist work, and others focus on interpersonal relationships. The 

―anonymous dancer‖ puts it this way: ―True, it’s easier said than done, but at the end of the day, when 

you’re able to sit down and realize that today, you laughed and loved and lived, rather than obsessively 

planned each moment around food and exercise, it’s a giant step in the right direction‖ [28]. 
20

 

The narratives reveal pleasures and an openness to possibilities, particularly interpersonal 

possibilities, both of which echo our criteria for practices of freedom. There is research suggesting that 

both of these characteristics are common qualities of the practice of veganism. 
21

 However, there are 

also aspects of the narratives that are less promising. While nearly all contributors note their 

commitments to animal welfare, many contributors explicitly center their new eating habits in health. 

Eating is now a way to fulfill the needs of the body. It’s true that this problematization seems to 

undercut a lot of the suffering that the patriarchal problematization generated: as Rachel says, ―I no 

longer have the guilt I did when eating, because I know that what I’m putting into my body is exactly 

what it needs and craves‖ [37]. However, health can engender its own rigid rules about what foods and 

practices are permitted. And health, as internal to the body, natural and innate to us qua biological 

creatures, is a normative concept par excellence. Talia Welsh reminds us that ―the goal of a healthy 

body, and the subsequent control that pursuing such a goal requires, can be equal in discipline to, if not 

more disciplinary than, dieting to obtain an aesthetic standard‖ [38] (p. 41). I will return to this worry 

in more detail at the end of the paper, but suffice it to say for now that a ―healthist‖ problematization of 

eating risks being just as normalizing as the patriarchal one. 

Even a commitment to animals can be problematic. GR contributor Jennifer raises the spectre of 

vegan purity, an ideal requiring the elimination of animal products and reliance on the exploitation of 

animals in all areas of life, far beyond food. Purity of any kind is nearly impossible to achieve, and 

draws sharp lines around what sorts of actions are permitted. Moreover, as Jennifer’s story reveals, it 

lends itself easily to normalized rankings: ―I was frustrated, felt inferior to other vegans, wanted to 

                                                 
20 Many Foucauldians would be skeptical, and rightly so, that a phenomenological freedom is indicative of any real 

freedom. But I think that in conjunction with the more general, ―external‖ picture of the shift here, it is indicative of 

something meaningfully free. 
21 Cole emphasizes the ―hedonism‖ of veganism and vegetarianism, which includes the pleasures of eating but also 

preparing one’s own foods and cultivating creativity in the kitchen [36] (pp. 712–713). See also Tanke [32] (p. 93).  
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belong, and had a strong desire to do things perfectly‖ [31]. As Tanke writes, ―it is always possible to 

live more and more cruelty free and hence gain greater standing vis-à-vis the norm‖ [32] (p. 86). 
22

 

A unequivocal response to whether or not the GR contributors’ new problematization of  

eating is more free in this ―subjective‖ sense is therefore elusive. Many seem to be caught up in a 

potentially normalizing healthist regime, and there is the risk of becoming beholden to normative 

vegan purity—both of which may severely limit possibilities for action. Nonetheless, the narratives do 

indicate that the practice of veganism can help subjects become a little less governed by normalizing 

patriarchal power—which is an impressive feat in itself. Before we move onto the consideration of 

objections to this claim, the claim’s limitations must be noted. Bordo and Bartky’s protestations aside, 

there are good reasons to believe that there are significant differences between the ways that members 

of different races, ethnicities, classes, and sexualities relate to the feminine norm and to veganism as a 

practice [1,39,40]. These differences may affect the outcomes or even the possibility of ethical 

experimentation with veganism. For instance, Taylor notes that non-dominant cultural groups may 

view veganism, and the way it necessitates a rejection of certain cultural cuisine, as a ―threat to cultural 

diversity‖ [1] (p. 81); members of these groups who take up veganism might be seen as cultural traitors 

in a way that white middle-class women would not experience. A. Breeze Harper’s work [39,40] 

reveals the complex ways in which black American women relate to veganism. Given the general 

homogeneity of the GR contributors, my claims here are not generalizable to those who find 

themselves differently located with relation to the norm and veganism. In other words, this research 

suggests that veganism is a promising practice of freedom for white, young, middle-class, heterosexual 

women—and it does not speak to those in different groups.  

7. Objections 

I have argued that veganism is a potential practice of freedom with regard to patriarchal 

normalization, at least for North American women belonging to dominant groups. In other words, it 

might be a practice that helps some women shake off disordered eating habits and the subjectivity 

produced through those habits. In this final section, I address two objections to this claim. First, there 

have been recent studies suggesting that vegetarianism is itself an eating disorder, or is at least closely 

linked to eating disorders and dieting. If this is correct, it may be a counter-example to my claim, since 

dieting and disordered eating are taken as manifestations of patriarchal normalization and these seem 

to be present at higher rates amongst self-reported vegetarians than omnivores. Perhaps veganism does 

not help ―shake off‖ patriarchal normalization after all. After dismissing this possibility, I return to my 

worry about the normalizing regime of healthism. As so many of the GR contributors express healthist 

concerns, I consider whether this is something inherent to veganism, to veganism practiced by those 

with eating disordered pasts, or, perhaps, to North Americans in general. If it is inherent to veganism 

itself, then perhaps veganism is ―too dangerous‖ for purposes of ethical experimentation. I suggest that 

this is not the case.  

  

                                                 
22 Tanke argues that conceiving of veganism as a Foucauldian practice of the self rather than as a normative set of moral 

rules (as many moral philosophers do) will help to undercut this problem [32]. 
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7.1. Vegetarianism is an Eating Disorder  

The first objection arises out of several studies in dietetics linking vegetarianism, dieting, and/or 

eating disorders [41–44]. 
23

 The general message is that vegetarians—who, as consumers of milk and 

eggs, are already a broader category than vegans—are more likely to display dieting or disordered 

eating behaviours and ―attitudes‖ than omnivores. 
24

 The studies suggest that vegetarianism may be 

taken up by dieters and disordered eaters as some sort of ―cover‖ for their problematic eating habits, 

or, because of its restrictive nature, vegetarianism is a manifestation of, or at least impedes recovery 

from, disordered eating.  

These studies can be criticized on several levels [36], but I want to focus on two interconnected 

flaws, which arise directly from the theoretical framework at work in this essay. To begin, I do not 

deny that vegetarian or vegan diets can be used as a weight-loss tool, or as a ―cover‖ for dieting or 

eating disorders, and I certainly do not deny that some people with eating disorders are also vegetarians 

or vegans (Sarah’s story and others show us as much). But if Taylor is correct, then diets cannot be 

analyzed as atomistic sets of food choices; they need to be understood within an ethical framework. 

These studies fail to do so. They either did not ask for motivations or reasons for being vegetarian at 

all (which would be a thin proxy for an ethical framework), or if they did (for example, [42]) they did 

not track whether or not these motivations made differences in the study results. Moreover, all of the 

studies not only include ―semi-vegetarians‖ in their samples, but the samples are predominantly made 

up of semi-vegetarians. In one study 23/30 ―vegetarians‖ in the study were semi-vegetarian [42]. In 

another, out of 108 current vegetarians, over 85% consumed milk and eggs, nearly half ate fish, and 

25% ate chicken [44]. 
25

 Semi-vegetarianism is a practice that makes a good deal of sense if one is 

hoping to cut calories or fat from one’s diet; but not so much sense if you are committed to animal 

welfare. Through the inclusion of semi-vegetarians, and more generally, by excluding ethical 

frameworks even in a thin sense, the studies are likely tracking those practicing within more 

conventional ethical frameworks—dieters, disordered eaters, and those interested in health—than those 

practicing vegetarianism for the sake of animals or the environment, the ethical framework which I 

                                                 
23

 Vegetarianism is a diet that excludes all animal flesh, but can include eggs and dairy. These studies consider veganism a 

subset or more exclusive version of vegetarianism.  
24 To summarize the findings in more detail: Lindemann et al. [43] argue that vegetarianism and eating disorders are 

―intertwined‖ phenomena. Their study found that vegetarians had higher rates of anorexic attitudes and behaviours  

than the non-vegetarian control sample. These behaviours are also found in other groups of dieters. They suggest  

that vegetarianism, as a form of ―cognitively regulated eating‖ may be a risk factor for eating disorders. Klopp et al. [42] 

suggest that among college women, vegetarians were ―more likely to display disordered eating attitudes‖.  

Robinson-O'Brien et al. [44] had a larger study that looked at both current and former vegetarians, arguing that ―current 

vegetarians may be at risk for binge eating with loss of control, while former vegetarians may be at increased risk for 

extreme unhealthful weight-control behaviors‖ (p. 648). They suggest that clinicians question the motives of vegetarian 

adolescents or those who have ―experimented‖ with it. Bardone-Cone et al. [41] argue that those individuals with eating 

disordered pasts are more likely to become vegetarian for weight-related reasons. They note that vegetarianism is 

unlikely to be the cause of eating disordered behaviour, but rather is adopted by those who already display such 

behaviours. They suggest that vegetarianism may impede recovery.  
25 Moreover, one study [44] noted that the weight control behaviours were more common amongst semi-vegetarians than 

so called strict vegetarians—which seems to support my argument here.  
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have been suggesting is potentially transformative (see Cole for more criticisms of including  

semi-vegetarians in studies on vegetarianism, [36] (p. 713)). Since nearly all of the GR narratives note 

some commitment to animals and the environment, I do not believe that these findings undermine my 

claim. In short, ethical practices are meaningless without the framework within which they are 

intelligible and possible. The exclusive or not so exclusive consumption of plant-based foods may 

reinforce normalized selves, or undermine normalization. I am only suggesting that within certain 

frameworks the practice of veganism seems to be a practice of freedom, one that can move subjects 

away in some significant way from patriarchal normalization and into something less restrictive. 
26

  

7.2. Veganism and Healthism 

The second objection I consider returns to the link between veganism and health. Even if I am 

correct that veganism can help people become a little less governed by patriarchal normalization,  

I worry about the prevalence of concern with health in the Green Recovery narratives and the 

possibility that it reflects the contributors’ inscription within a similarly problematic normalizing 

regime, namely healthism.  

I do not want to say that we should not care about health, or that we should not use good scientific 

evidence about how the body functions to inform our choices and behaviors. But, like Talia Welsh,  

I am concerned with the intensification and totalization of health as a governing norm. Welsh  

calls this is ―good health imperative‖, which is coming to govern all forms of ―modifiable  

behaviors‖ [38] (p. 34)—not just food and exercise. Welsh is particularly concerned with the way 

healthism negates all pleasures that are not considered healthy: ―The tightest noose around bodily 

pleasures today is the set of norms regarding health. I cannot engage in any behavior without 

processing it as healthy/good or unhealthy/bad‖ [38] (p. 43). While health norms may allow for a more 

―wiggle room‖ than patriarchal norms of femininity (at least if one adheres to some sort of ―everything 

in moderation‖ view), they can become extremely exclusive and rigid. In addition, Welsh argues that a 

healthist normalizing regime constitutes problematic forms of subjectivity akin to those constituted by 

patriarchal normalization, including an antagonistic relationship to the body. 
27

  

                                                 
26

 There is a related objection: One might argue that subjects who leave behind disordered eating for veganism do not 

constitute themselves any differently. Such people have a psychological need for strict rules and regulations about 

eating; mainstream dieting rules filled that role for a while, and now it is vegan rules. The particular set of rules by 

which one eats is largely irrelevant; it is the fact that one needs the rules that determines one’s subjectivity. As I just 

mentioned, someone could easily use veganism as a weight-loss diet. If so, then the shift to veganism would mean little 

more to the subject than a shift to South Beach diet or Atkins. But given the shift in ethical framework—not just the 

contents of one’s diet, but the entire ethical framework within which the diet makes sense—I do believe that the subject 

must change. Of course, this will be unconvincing if one rejects Taylor’s claim that alimentary practices are central  

self-constituting practices. But even then, the GR narratives suggest that ―vegan rules‖ allow for more joy, more 

pleasure, and more time and energy for non-eating related activities than mainstream dieting rules. In this sense, they 

are preferable, even if they do not alter some psychic need for rules and regulations about eating. Thanks to Cressida 

Heyes for raising this worry. 
27

 Welsh [38] also raises the connection of health imperative to economic and social factors, and makes health into an 

individual issue and responsibility—rather than one with structural economic, social causes. Thus there are structural 

oppressions at play here as well. 
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The GR narratives suggest that an ―obsession‖ with health—playing out in the same way an 

obsession with body and food played out in the patriarchal framework—is a real risk for the 

contributors. As we have seen, health is central to many of the GR contributors’ lives, and is a 

grounding factor for their new eating practices. Some contributors note their struggle to care about 

health but not allow it to become obsessive [25,26]. Given the current political and social insistence on 

health, and with the (not unrelated) advent of ―plant-based lifestyle‖ advocates, who promote a  

―plant-based‖ diet for purely health-related reasons, eating vegan within healthist terms is easier than 

ever. And with the capacities cultivated through disordered eating—self-surveillance, attention to 

detail, extensive knowledge about food—those who suffered from disordered eating may find 

themselves both attracted to and well-equipped to ―succeed‖ within this normalizing schema. Recently 

Hamshaw expressed particular concern with this trend, put forth in terms of orthorexia: ―an obsession 

with eating foods that one considers healthy‖ and ―a medical condition in which the sufferer 

systematically avoids specific foods in the belief that they are harmful‖ [45]. She notes that many 

readers have requested she address the issue, and admits to having suffered from it herself. Because the 

Foucauldian account of freedom emphasizes openness to possibilities, going from one normalizing 

regime—patriarchal normalization—to another—healthism—is not increasing one’s own freedom 

(though, as we have seen, we may still have freedom-based ―macro‖ reasons for taking it on). If 

healthism is a likely outcome, perhaps veganism is too ―dangerous‖ an ethical experiment—at least, 

for those who have eating disordered pasts. Perhaps instead, we should look for alimentary practices 

that are further removed from concerns about health. 

Despite the prevalence of healthist themes in the GR narratives, I do not think that this tendency is 

inherent to veganism broadly construed. The focus on health that makes an obsession with health 

possible or even likely in the narratives is in part an artifact of the community involved in Hamshaw’s 

blog, and its focus on nutrition and raw foods, rather than an inherent aspect of veganism. There are 

many vegan communities that are less focused on health than the one that gathers around Hamshaw’s 

blog; more politically inclined groups, like anti-racist and anti-capitalist vegans are good examples, 

and also vegans who congregate around ―junk foods‖. 
28

 In these groups, animal rights, environmental 

welfare (and perhaps other political concerns) trump concerns about health, though health may also be 

valued. Therefore, there is no reason to suspect that vegans in general are any more susceptible to 

healthism than those with ―regular‖ diets. If Welsh is correct, everyone in North American society 

should be concerned about the creep of the good health imperative into all areas of life.  

Even for those with an eating disordered past and an interest in health, healthism is not an 

unavoidable trap. Green Recovery host Gena Hamshaw has worked her own way out of it, 

emphasizing the importance of non-health related pleasures in maintaining what we might call a 

―healthy‖ perspective on health: 

The lesson I’ve learned, though, is that healthful choices can coexist peacefully—even 

synergistically—with ones that are (superficially, anyway) less healthful. My love of 

                                                 
28

 The VegNews May/June 2013 issue [46] includes articles on punk and hip-hop vegan communities, and Breeze Harper’s 

work, for instance [39,40], provides a critical race perspective on veganism, which includes health but does not 

privilege it over concerns about justice, for instance. For some vegan junk food see [47]. 
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vegetables is not undone by the extra cups of coffee I drink when I know I’ve really had 

enough, the vegan treats that delight my senses, no matter how sweet they are, the late 

nights I sometimes spend out or listening to music or chatting with friends when sleep 

might be more prudent. My life can accommodate all of those pleasurable moments, and 

many more [45]. 

8. Conclusions 

―I think that the main ethico-political choice we have to make every day is to determine which is the 

main danger.‖ Michel Foucault (quoted in [4], p. 111).  

Using a Foucauldian theoretical framework, I have argued that veganism is an ethical practice that 

can constitute subjects who are less governed by normalizing patriarchal forms of power. I read the 

Green Recovery narratives as describing such a transformative ethical shift, though, importantly, this 

shift was not intentionally cultivated as resistance. One of the consequences of this inadvertence is that 

I have worries about unequivocally proselytizing veganism as a practice of freedom. For one, a 

genuine concern with animals is central to almost all the GR stories; without this I am not sure that 

veganism would have such powerful effects on the self. Taking up veganism as a way to ―ungovern‖ 

oneself from patriarchal normalization may not have the same effects as it does on those who take it 

up, at least in part, for the sake of animals. Further, as I have discussed, there are potential dangers of 

veganism for those recovering from disordered eating, in particular co-optation by healthism. But in 

the end, these considerations should not discourage anyone from ethically experimenting with 

veganism. If Taylor and Adams and others are correct, veganism is a practice of freedom at least in the 

sense that it allows us to eat with the least amount of domination possible. Finally, I do not think  

we should dismiss any practice that has the potential to help us shrug off some of the ―unbearable 

weight‖ of patriarchal normalization. Even if it does not work, there may be joys to be found in  

the experimenting.  
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