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Introduction  
What’s the Problem?  
 
A PERSONAL PROLOGUE  
This book begins with me, even though starting this way makes me profoundly nervous. 
Over the years I’ve learned that just about all scholars have autobiographical connections 
to their research, although the connections don’t always matter. I have an urge to come 
clean with mine, because I do have a personal stake in my arguments. Here at the outset 
I’m going to admit that I’m a foodie, and I’m going to have to convince you that I’m not 
a hypocrite.  
 

—Julie Guthman, Weighing In: Obesity, Food Justice, and the Limits of          
Capitalism 
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Introduction 

Call me a Millennial Guthman.  

I am undeniably a foodie, despite an inauspicious retort as an eleven-year-old. 

During lunch, a stranger announced, “I heard you’re a foodie. Let’s be friends.” I 

declared, “I am not.” My indignant response didn’t deter Bea; we’ve been friends ever 

since. At the time, my reluctance to identify was probably just an assertive step away 

from my mother. More recently, it’s shame. A passion for food—and especially sweets—

seems rightly vindicated by critical food scholars as frivolous and elitist; fun, sure, and 

unforgivably indulgent.  

My thesis begins with the gap I feel between academia and my work in 

restaurants. The farther I’ve fallen for both, the more distant I’ve felt as a politics major 

from being a pastry chef. My instinct wants reconciliation: politics and pleasure, together.  

Local. Sustainable. Organic. I grew up with alternative food discourses and didn’t 

think twice, buying in on my own as I began working in Portland and feeding myself 

away from home in Walla Walla. Considering alternative food discourses more critically 

demands recognizing there is more to food than meets the fork, so to speak. Critical food 

studies calls for scholarship “beyond food,” arguing that food should be used as a lens for 

understanding broader, systemic issues related to gender, race, class, and capitalism. The 

call urges both scholars and activists in the alternative food movement to imagine more 

than the market as the means to change the food system in America. While this 

intervention is crucial, it tends to lose touch with the experience of food, and even scorn 

the pleasure that food brings. Food becomes “food,” a monolith that critical scholars are 

wary of eating, let alone with any pleasure. In the process, critical scholars tend to ruffle 
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fragile foodies who wear their liberal label as protection against implicit race and class 

politics.   

Dismissive of pleasure, critical food studies faces an impasse reflective of a 

broader trend. Realizing how pleasure has led to oppression, scholars have retreated from 

experience itself to analyze pleasure as a problem. Laden with guilt and moralizing 

rhetoric, pleasure has become untouchable. In response, I ask: How can critical inquiry 

reclaim pleasure as a meaningful, embodied experience? Can inquiry simultaneously go 

beyond food and find meaning in food? Or, can pleasure itself be a radical political act, 

necessarily separate from critical inquiry? It is possible that critical pleasure is a 

misguided contradiction in terms. 

Using critical food studies as a case study, I will address the impasse distancing 

critical inquiry from pleasure. I propose that pleasure cultivates experience that theory 

cannot. Working with experimental methodology I will consider the tensions that emerge 

with the urge to straddle the academic world of theoretical and conceptual work and the 

lived world of embodied experience.  
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Literature Review 

Critical Food Studies: Going “Beyond Food” 

In response to increasing academic and popular interest in food, a cohort of 

scholars has recently raised the call for more critical inquiry. Critical food scholars focus 

on the alternative food movement. Including activists and scholars, the alternative 

movement advocates local, organic food as the healthier and more sustainable option in 

comparison to the hegemonic industrial, corporate food system in America. Associated in 

the mainstream with journalist Michael Pollan, chef and educator Alice Waters, and Slow 

Food, alternative food supports market exchange between small-scale and artisan 

producers, farmers markets, and restaurants, as well as education through community and 

school gardens.  

Critical food scholars argue alternative food discourses and practices are 

universalizing and thereby exclusive. The movement assumes, projects, and prescribes 

the value of local, sustainable, and seasonal food for everyone. Working from the premise 

that improving access and education will encourage people to make healthier choices for 

themselves and the planet, alternative food has a “missionary impulse” (Guthman 2011, 

141). Overlooking issues of privilege, “alternative” approaches to changing the food 

system are overwhelmingly constructed by and accessible to thin, white, and wealthy 

consumers (Alkon 2014; Mares and Alkon 2011).  

Even alternative food advocates who are concerned with increasing access to 

local, sustainable food for marginalized communities rarely question how the very idea of 

what qualifies as good food is exclusive. Julie Guthman, one of the most prominent and 
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prolific critical food scholars, notes that community and school garden programs presume 

a “universal desire to tend the land” that is “insensitive to a racialized history of agrarian 

land and labor relationships in the U.S.” spanning slavery to the food system today, still 

reliant on non-white labor (Guthman 2008b). Moralizing rhetoric is often colorblind. 

Unveiling the “romanticized American agrarian imaginary” exemplified by sustainable 

agriculture advocates such as Wendell Berry, Guthman notes: “For African Americans, 

especially, putting your hands in the soil is more likely to invoke images of slavery than 

nostalgia” (2014, 276). Although alternative food practices and spaces promote an 

imaginary that has progressive potential, the movement must become more attentive how 

it reproduces white hegemony (Slocum 2007).  

Promoting local, organic food as the healthiest diet, alternative food advocates are 

often oblivious to how health concerns distract from political questions. Politics professor 

Aaron Bobrow-Strain uses Michel Foucault’s concept of bio-politics to understand how 

regulating the health and well-being of the population becomes an instrumental aspect of 

political power. Analyzing the history of white bread in twentieth-century America, 

Bobrow-Strain intervenes to expand Foucault’s concept to recognize food and nutrition 

as crucial to bio-politics. (2008, 23). The development of the baking industry as a “site of 

techno-scientific control” corresponds with “larger discourses of food safety, national 

stamina, and social hygiene [that] helped establish bakery bread as a symbol of purity, 

health, and responsible citizenship” (Bobrow-Strain 2008, 21). Presuming scientific 

objectivity, references to health are not neutral.    

Regardless of racial and economic implications, the assumption that local food is 

best fails to hold water. Geographers Branden Born and Mark Purcell urge alternative 
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food activists and scholars to reconsider scale. Not only does the call to eat good food 

conflate the food itself with doing good, the local trap “conflates the scale of a food 

system with desired outcome.... [treating] localization as an end in itself rather than a 

means to an end, such as justice, sustainability, and so on” (Born and Purcell 2006, 196). 

Theoretically and practically, there is nothing inherently better about the local. Assuming 

that local food is always the most environmentally sustainable, economically supportive, 

and healthiest option evades acknowledging its “social construction” (Born and Purcell 

2006, 196). As DuPuis and Goodman argue, “unreflexive localism” is romantic and 

antipolitical, celebrating “naturalization as a bulwark against anomic global capitalism” 

rather than critically considering socio-spatial processes (2005, 369).  

Beyond the tendency to universalize, alternative food advocates are mired in 

neoliberalism. Neoliberal governmentality “encourages subjects to make few demands on 

the state but rather act through the market, or like the market, by exercising consumer 

choice, being entrepreneurial and self-interested, and striving for self-actualization and 

fulfillment” (Guthman 2011, 18). Believing the food system will change through 

informed consumer choice, the alternative food movement is complicit with the shift in 

responsibility from public to personal care. This, arguably most dangerously, “can 

depoliticize... social struggles” (Guthman 2011, 18).  

In response to the alternative food movement’s apolitical focus, critical food 

scholars call for research “beyond food.” Teresa Marie Mares and Alison Hope Alkon 

argue scholarship must “ask not only whether and how food movements can be 

transformative, but what food movements can teach us about a host of subjects including 

race, neoliberalism, and the global political economy” (Mares and Alkon 2011, 83). 
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Catarina Passidomo amplifies this call in a 2013 Association of American Geographers 

conference including several of the prominent scholars referenced here. Passidomo 

asserts: “I, along with many others, have argued for the need to go ‘beyond food,’ 

through research that positions food as a lens through which pressing social and political 

issues and processes may be critically examined. Such research can capitalize1 on popular 

interest in and activism around concerns regarding food, but should take food as a 

starting point, rather than an end itself” (2013, 92). Changing the food system requires 

more than farm-to-table meals and markets. As Guthman suggests, “Activists might pay 

more attention to projects considered much more difficult in the current political climate: 

eliminating redlining, investing in urban renewal, expanding entitlement programs, 

obtaining lifestyle wages, along with eliminating toxins from and improving the quality 

of the mainstream food supply” (Guthman 2008b). Although less tangible and enjoyable 

than ‘real food,’ critical food scholars believe ‘real politics’ are essential for significant 

change.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1Passidomo’s word choice here is baffling.   
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Paranoid and Reparative Reading: Reclaiming Food Itself 

Critical inquiry “beyond food” is crucial to raising the stakes of typical 

conversations about food. Yet this inquiry has reached an impasse. As the critical 

scholars insist, the conversation cannot be about food itself. Consequently, “food” has 

become an absent monolith. Detached from visceral engagement, and consideration—

much less appreciation—for pleasure, critical food scholars use food as a means to an 

end.2 Is it necessary to devalue taste3 for politics? 

Queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick helps explain this critical predicament. 

Although unrelated to food studies, extending Sedgwick’s work in Touching Feeling: 

Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity opens a new conceptual understanding of why and how 

the absent food is concerning. Sedgwick addresses the impasse that academia and, more 

specifically, critical theory faces in “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, Or, 

You’re So Paranoid, You Probably Think This Essay Is About You” (2002). 

Expanding on “the very productive critical habits” Paul Ricoeur terms the 

“hermeneutics of suspicion” and psychoanalytic theory, Sedgwick warns against what 

she terms “paranoid reading” (2002,124-125). To apply the hermeneutics of suspicion is 

to take nothing at face value: words do not simply mean what they say. While Sedgwick 

recognizes the value of critical interpretation, she believes it has become “a mandatory 

injunction”: 

                                                
2 I understood food to be a substance that moves through the body, frequently responding to a baseline 
biological need, but an experience that never merely operates as a means to an end. Often food addresses 
hunger, but it does not have to; food involves more than instrumental rationality. I understand pleasure to 
be a visceral response that elicits glee. Like food, the experience of pleasure involves more than function 
alone. 
3 I refer to taste as the visceral experience of food and pleasure with no claim to judgment. E.g. “It tastes 
like chicken!” rather than, “What poor taste in wine he has.”  
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In a world where no one need be delusional to find evidence of systemic oppression, to 
theorize out of anything but a paranoid critical stance has come to seem naïve, pious, or 
complaisant....it seems to me a great loss when paranoid inquiry comes to seem entirely 
coextensive with critical theoretical inquiry rather than being viewed as one kind of 
cognitive/affective theoretical practice among other, alternative kinds. (2002, 125-126) 

 
Paranoia is stale, and Sedgewick calls for inquiry beyond cynicism and constant 

vigilance. 

Always looking for the gotcha moment, paranoid readers avoid getting 

outsmarted at all costs. This hole-poking attitude undermines reparative motives, 

“inadmissible in paranoid theory both because they are about pleasure (‘merely 

aesthetic’) and because they are frankly ameliorative (‘merely reformist’).” As Sedgwick 

asks, “What makes pleasure and amelioration so ‘mere’?” (2002, 144). Although 

Sedgwick is vague about what exactly reparative reading entails, Heather Love locates 

the practice in the realm of experimentation. According to Love, reparative reading 

involves “descriptive richness” that “gives up on hypervigilance for attentiveness; instead 

of powerful reductions, it prefers acts of noticing, being affected, taking joy, and making 

whole” (Love 2010, 236-238). By contrast, paranoid inquiry denies the possibility of 

pleasure through the subjection of everything to interrogation.4 

Current critical food scholars are paranoid, and rightfully so. Whether ignorant or 

ignoring, alternative food discourses approach issues of inequality and effects of 

neoliberalism myopically, if at all. Consequently, critical food scholars believe serious 

analysis and pleasure are incommensurable. I argue that critical food scholars are 

paranoid at the expense of engaging with the politics of pleasure.  

                                                
4 Ironically, in the attempt to avoid reductive clichés, paranoid reading itself becomes reductive through its 
fixation on critical inquiry. 
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Parallel Pleasures: Questioning Food and Sex  

Scorn for pleasure has become more self-righteously palpable than any food itself. 

Generally dismissed as part and parcel with neoliberalism, “consumptive pleasure”-

seeking foodies delude themselves (Potter and Westall 2013). ‘Real politics’ cannot come 

from the experience of ‘real food.’ Passidomo, for example, urges:  

we must remain cognizant of the ultimate goal of research, which may sometimes 
mean that we pursue research trajectories that do not immediately appeal to us in 
the way that much ethnographic study of alternative food systems has....food can 
be both a gratifying and a pleasurable thing to study....What may be less 
appealing, however, and yet are arguably more important at this stage, are studies 
of corporate and state actors who shape the dominant food system. (2013, 92) 

 
To the scholar whose love for food inspires her weekend ethnographies at the farmers 

market— pick up your head, Passidomo chastises. Politics requires more than the gut’s 

desires.     

Arguably the most vocal critic, Guthman has received national attention for her 

condemnation of Michael Pollan and Alice Waters. She writes: “Waters treats the 

particular tastes she espouses as universals—and preaches that if children are properly 

taught, they will, well, taste the light” (Guthman 2011, 158). This exemplifies the 

foodies’ missionary impulse, insidiously disguised as something yummy. Guthman has 

little patience for Waters’s “delicious revolution”: “In contrast to, say, paying higher 

taxes so that others may eat well through food assistance programs, participating in the 

pleasures of alternative food requires little sacrifice at all. Basically, it allows foodies to 

have their food and eat it too” (2011, 161). Recalling Passidomo, ‘real politics’ requires 

sacrifice: pleasure cannot be a catalyst for change. In fact, pleasure sets such a low bar, 

brainstorming, say, actually political change is easy, if not so fun. Reducing taste to self-

indulgent instrumentality, critical food scholars see pleasure as a “huge tactical 
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advantage” and dangerous distraction (Guthman 2011, 143). To the lucky “self-satisfied 

eaters” who “live charmed lives” and inattentively propagate their own “desires,” 

Guthman emphatically replies, “We cannot change the world one meal at a time” (2011; 

142, 161, 160, 194).! 

Why does the recognition that changing the food system clearly requires more 

than neoliberal market solutions demand the wholesale dismissal of pleasure? Guthman 

certainly resists alternative food’s assumption that taste is universal and pleasure can only 

come from “real food.” Regardless, by discussing pleasure exclusively in relation to 

politics they condemn, Guthman and Passidomo miss the potential for pleasure as radical 

resistance to neoliberalism. Critical food scholars promote one notion of what constitutes 

legitimate politics. As Guthman makes abundantly clear, it’s policy change (Guthman 

2011, 195-196). However, by pushing the pendulum along a single axis, critical food 

scholars fall prey to the same myopia they accuse alternative foodies of, thereby limiting 

the political imaginary. While I agree that “good eating cannot be conflated with ethical 

eating and effecting social justice” (Guthman 2011, 161) I argue for an imaginary that 

includes policy change and the recognition of pleasure as political.  

The assumption that ‘real politics’ requires sacrifice exposes discomfort with 

pleasure that recalls a similar shame for sex. Through the 1970s-80s, the focus of feminist 

thought on oppression, victimization, and sexual violence overwhelmed discussions of 

sexual agency and pleasure. “Pro-sex” feminists followed the “anti-sex” ones, and queer 

theorists have further expanded concepts of gender and sexuality (Rupp and Thomsen 

2016, 907-908). However, Michael Warner argues that shame still governs the 

mainstream: “In this sex-phobic and sex-obsessed culture, sex has long been seen as 
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intrinsically demeaning” (2000, 17). Although American culture likes to think sexual 

taboos are antiquated, and there may be more willingness to talk about sex than before, 

attention remains tethered to safe sex. As Theodor Adorno writes, “the American talk 

about a healthy sex life” represents “a desexualization of sexuality itself” (qtd. in Warner 

2000, 22). Under the guise of healthy and normal, the dominant perception remains 

heteronormative and erotophobic. 

As Warner says, “The embrace of normal is... a prime example of antipolitical 

politics” (Warner 2000, 60). For instance, “the official gay movement has... [become] 

more and more enthralled by respectability” and “normalizing gay men and lesbians” 

rather than “broadening its campaign against sexual stigma beyond sexual orientation” 

(Warner 2000, 25). This recalls Foucault, who argues conversations about sexual 

orientation and sex itself are hopelessly limited because of their inextricable tie to the 

puritanical days of the past. Understanding agency and the erotic solely in relation to sex-

desire cannot transcend power: “The rallying point for the counterattack against the 

deployment of sexuality ought not to be sex-desire, but bodies and pleasure” (Foucault 

1978, 157).  

Feminist legal theory in particular has reduced sex to danger and oppression. 

According to Katherine M. Franke, sexual autonomy requires an affirmation of pleasure 

beyond what the law has yet to imagine. Franke critiques feminist scholars such as 

Catherine MacKinnon, for whom “all gender is always already about sexuality, and all 

sexuality is always already about gender. And both gender and sexuality are entirely 

about women’s subordination to men. Thus, ‘no’ is the only viable feminist answer to any 

sexual question” (Franke 2001, 198). Saying yes to pleasure becomes impossible. 
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Because the law classically issues prohibitive commands (‘Thou shalt not...’) that 

define—and induce—criminality, the law’s ability to recognize any positive “category of 

desires and pleasures in which women might actually want to indulge” is limited (Franke 

2001, 200, 207-208). Understanding sex through the concurrent regulating techniques of 

law and norms keeps pleasure restricted to entrenched notions of sex-desire and 

sexuality, all revolving around acceptance or resistance to genital notions of pleasure. 

“Bodies and pleasure” become a compelling way to shift the conversation.  

Topically, avoidance and rejection of pleasure in food speaks to President 

Trump’s proposal to replace significant SNAP benefits with monthly deliveries of 

nonperishable food items. Gutting the food assistance program is pitched as a way to save 

billions of dollars; Agriculture Secretary Sonny Perdue heralds the box plan as “a bold, 

innovative approach” (Evich 2018). Grocery retailers resist, citing government 

inefficiency. CEO of Hunger Free America Joel Berg similarly argues that SNAP is a 

superior “free market model” that gives people choices (Hunzinger et al. 2018). Even the 

president of WIC claims, “Removing choice from SNAP flies in the face of encouraging 

personal responsibility” (Hunzinger et al. 2018). Both box advocates and critics defend 

their positions on the basis of a neoliberal governmentality that misses the widely 

neglected question: Who has access to pleasure? 

With regard to sex, the #MeToo Movement demonstrates how leftist puritan 

politics are generally most comfortable talking about sex in relation to danger. While 

feminist critics do not dispute the occurrence of sexual harassment, some caution the 

flashy media exposés of late too-easily displace more critical conversations with 

“attention economy” celebrity spectacles (Banet-Weiser 2018). The sexual exchange 
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between Grace and Aziz Ansari launched controversy often falling across a generational 

divide, from “bad date” to “sexual assault,” and began initiating conversations about 

consent (Cucci 2018). More and more writers are now calling attention to the need for 

discussing pleasure in addition to trauma.  

Responding to the Aziz Ansari incident, writer, activist, and educator Jacyln 

Friedman calls for affirmative consent education that removes heteronormative 

assumptions from sexual education, emphasizes communication, and celebrates pleasure 

(Friedman 2018a). In a recent article for Teen Vogue, Friedman notes, “Sexual pleasure 

as an avenue for healing from the trauma of sexual assault is not a narrative that has 

gotten much airtime as we sift through #MeToo story after #MeToo story” (Friedman 

2018b). American culture and courts demand victims act like victims and tend to deny 

the experiences of those who enjoy sex. Friedman argues: “When we stop treating sex as 

a zero-sum game through which men are affirmed, male pleasure is prioritized, and 

women degraded and start treating it like a creative collaborative between two (or more) 

equal partners of any gender, sexually violent behavior will stop seeming normal” 

(2018b). To survivors, Friedman emphasizes, “we shouldn’t have to choose between 

being ‘good’ victims and being fully human” (2018b). The variety of conversations that 

#MeToo has started demonstrates the tendency to discuss sex in relation to danger and 

yet also mark the beginning of a culture beginning to discuss pleasure.    
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Research Design 

Experimental Methodology: Engaging Mind and Body 

Recognizing the limits of critical inquiry, I propose enlivening critical food 

studies with embodied method, referencing both sensory ethnography and experimental 

geography. How might a new method enable a new call, a reparative reading that asserts 

the experience of pleasure as a positive methodology for critical investigation?  

Sarah Pink, the leading scholar of sensory ethnography, explains the emergent 

practice as “a critical methodology, which...departs from the classic observational 

approach...to insist that ethnography is a reflexive and experiential process through which 

understanding, knowing and (academic) knowledge are produced” (Cucci 2018). Since 

the beginning of the “sensory turn” in the 1980s-90s, the “anthropology of the senses” 

has shifted away from establishing hierarchies based on cultural difference. More 

recently, scholars emphasize a “reflexivity that goes beyond the interrogation of how 

culture is ‘written’ to examine the sites of embodied learning” (Pink 2009). Sensory 

ethnography does not require any particular data or method. Spanning academic 

disciplines (primarily social and cultural anthropology, human geography and sociology) 

(Pink 2009)it is open to new research methods that consider the relationships between 

researcher and participants (Pink 2009).  

Pink acknowledges that academic representation proves challenging: “if we locate 

all meaningful knowledge in processes of active participation and engagement, the 

conundrum we are faced with is of how we might extract them” (2009, 41). Referencing 

anthropologist Tim Ingold, Pink calls attention to how, “for academics ‘our very activity, 
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in thinking and writing, is underpinned by a belief in the absolute worth of disciplined, 

rational inquiry,’ itself defined through a modern western dichotomy” (2009, 41). This 

suggests critical food scholars’ dismissal of pleasure should be reconsidered particularly 

on the grounds of paranoia’s perpetuation of mind-body dualism.   

Anthropologist David Sutton echoes Pink’s call for more open-minded 

scholarship. Sutton advocates what he terms “gustemology,” which refers to “approaches 

that organize their understanding of a wide spectrum of cultural issues around taste and 

other sensory aspects of food” (2010, 215). However, recalling critical food scholars’ 

concerns, Sutton cautions: “although this celebration of food is to be lauded, it should 

also keep us aware of the politics and economics of food and the potential for our 

research to fall prey to ‘Epicureanism’ ” (Sutton 2010, 220). Again, the scholar warns the 

“sensual aspects of food” risk mere indulgence (Sutton 2010, 220). Be more open-

minded, but don’t stray too far from the beaten path.  

Finally, Trevor Paglen’s concept of experimental geography also advocates new 

research methods. Paglen explains: “Experimental geography expands [Walter] 

Benjamin’s call for cultural workers to move beyond ‘critique’ as an end in itself and to 

take up a ‘position’ within the politics of lived experience” (2008, 32). As such, the 

intention is to “move beyond critical reflection, critique alone, and political ‘attitudes,’ 

into the realm of practice” (Paglen 2008. Evoking Sedgwick’s concept of reparative 

reading, Paglen’s call for experimental geography, along with sensory ethnography, form 

the premise of my research. 
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Soylent: Presenting “The End of Food” 

The research component of this thesis will engage with Soylent from the premise 

of performance rather than social science. Instead a comprehensive study, this project 

focuses on the experiential aspect of altering diet. I, along with five participants, will 

reflect on our experiences in prompted, daily journal entries and together during the final 

celebratory dinner. 

Developed to help busy people save time, Soylent! is an FDA-approved meal 

replacement that provides 20% of daily nutritional needs and 400 calories per 14-oz 

drink. Based in Los Angeles, the company began as a Silicon Valley startup in 2013 

when twenty-five-year-old Rob Rhinehart and his co-founders “[recognized] an unmet 

need.” The website explains: “Living off a diet of frozen corn dogs and ramen, they grew 

frustrated with the effort and cost associated with purchasing, preparing, and consuming 

food that was neither healthy nor enjoyable” (Soylent 2018a). The name refers to Make 

Room! Make Room!, Harry Harrison’s 1966 science fiction novel that addresses the 

consequences of massive population growth with a drink of soy and lentils. Most people, 

though, associate it with the 1973 film adaptation, which takes a dystopic turn: Soylent 

Green is people! As Rhinehart acknowledges in an interview with The New Yorker, 

“Everybody has suggested changing the name.” Regardless, Lizzie Widdicombe reports, 

“he liked [its] self-deprecating nature... and the way it poked fun at foodie sensibilities: 

‘The general ethos of natural, fresh, organic, bright—this is the opposite” (2014). Sold 

through the company’s website and Amazon, Soylent can deliver in two days.  

Consuming Soylent rather than preparing and eating meals of traditional food 

raises the following questions: How does one’s relationship with food and people change 
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when sustenance becomes primarily an efficient response to a biological need rather than 

a pleasurable part of life? What happens when cerebral critique is not the only method of 

inquiry? How does “thinking” about food through the visceral body change critical 

inquiry? Although drinking Soylent likely will not be a preferable alternative to cooking, 

eating, and sharing traditional food, this study will speak to the relationship between 

critical inquiry and pleasure through, presumably, the absence of pleasure. 

 

Research Participants 

Participants were recruited through prior social connections. Given the small 

scope of the study, five were chosen for their different perspectives rather than any 

representational attributes. Each participant was informed the purpose of the study was to 

alleviate stress from students’ busy lives, enabling more productivity by reducing time 

spent preparing and eating food. Each received compensation via the provision of Soylent 

and concluding dinner. Given the nature of the study, no confidentiality existed between 

participants; regardless, this report adopts the following pseudonyms to ensure 

anonymity: P1.0, P1.1, P1.2, P1.3, P1.4, P1.5. 
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Schedule  
 
Monday, 2/26 DAY 1: Replace 1 typical meal with exclusively Soylent (1-2 drinks).  
No drinks of any type besides water; otherwise normal diet for the day.  
 
Tuesday, 2/27 DAY 2: Replace 1 typical meal with exclusively Soylent (1-2 drinks).  
No drinks of any type besides water; otherwise normal diet for the day.  
 
Wednesday, 2/28 DAY 3: Replace 2 typical meals with exclusively Soylent (3-4 
drinks). No drinks of any type besides water; otherwise normal diet for the day.  
 
Thursday, 3/1 DAY 4: Replace 2 typical meals with exclusively Soylent (3-4 drinks).            
No drinks of any type besides water; otherwise normal diet for the day.  
 
Friday, 3/2 DAY 5: Replace all typical meals with exclusively Soylent (4-5 drinks).  
No drinks of any type besides water; otherwise normal diet for the day.  
 
Saturday, 3/3 CELEBRATORY DINNER: 7PM @ 105 N. Park St.  
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Preliminary Analysis 

Media and Marketing: Considering the Political Implications 

The Soylent! website primarily advertises with bold, snappy type and minimalist 

graphics. Although Soylent! occupies a variety of social media platforms, the website 

showcases the company’s Instagram presence, coined “#Soylent in the wild.” Posts 

highlight enthusiastic consumers (generally young, attractive, and urban) in close 

proximity to Soylent.  

Product images feature glimpses of young professionals, hands in motion. Several 

situate a smattering of food around a dominant bottle, suggesting Soylent captures the 

essence of flavor in a single unit, clean and contained. Similarly, the Powder Pouch is 

staged with a variety of monochromatic kitchen implements, implying the simplicity of 

Soylent in comparison to traditional food. A series of brief videos exaggerate this 

message. For example, a fifteen-second clip shows an androgynous, thin man of 

ambiguous race in a black V-neck with long, luscious hair stirring what appears to be a 

stick of butter into one tiny cup of coffee. It makes a surprisingly loud thud and, not 

surprisingly, a sloppy mess. The frame cuts to “Breakfast and coffee without the mess,” 

and the consumer smiles, holding a bottle of Cafe Coffiest. Nondescript music loops 

through the video like an upbeat sample of standard iPhone ringtones. It remains unclear 

why anyone would stir an entire stick of butter that apparently weighs more than a pound 

into a single cup. Evidently hyperbole—and enlightened self-mockery— sells.  

When Soylent first hit the market, the press heralded the product as “the end of 

food,” prompted by Rhinehart’s own total conversion. The earliest iteration involved 
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packets of powder and containers of oil that consumers mixed themselves, inspiring a 

devoted DIY community on reddit. Demand increased in 2015 with Soylent 2.0: one 

emulsion, one bottle. Currently, 2.0 comes in several flavors, included caffeinated ones, 

and a powdered version convenient for traveling. Despite several recalls in 2016-2017 

(Rainey 2017), and a ban in Canada due to its failure to “reflect the current understanding 

of human nutritional needs” (The Canadian Press 2017), Soylent! is now one of the 

fastest growing brands on Amazon. Just last month the company partnered with 

distributor Big Geyser to sell its product in thousands of stores and offices in the New 

York metro area, expanding retail beyond its presence in West Coast 7-Elevens (Chen 

2018). To date, Soylent! has reaped more than seventy million dollars from investors.  

Apart from the research Soylent claims to run, no scientific studies—let alone 

critical, academic analyses—are evident. Media ranges from business blurbs to more in-

depth accounts that often involve interviews with the founder. Others dabble in taste-

testing that prompts critique-lite, so to speak—approachable, narrative takeaways.  

Concerns generally begin with the company’s claim to complete nutrition 

(Warshaw 2014; Wadyka 2014). Rachel Cheatham, PhD, explains: “This is basically 

nutrition reductionism... If only it were that easy... think of all the phytonutrients you get 

from eating fresh whole produce—isothiocyanates, anthocyanidins, and beta-

cryptoxanthin” (Watson 2015). This reductionism has also been deemed “presumptuous” 

(Widdicombe 2014), a suspicious “silver bullet” indicative of “hubris” (Barclay 2013) 

and “arrogance” (Gamble 2016). Gamble links the “techno-hubris” to a low-bar 

realization: Soylent is healthier than the typical American diet.  
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Nutrition skepticism often leads to impassioned insistence that Soylent! fails to 

understand “real food.” As the Willamette Week’s food critic puts it, “do you eat to live, 

or live to eat?” His answer: with Soylent, “You can eat to live. Like, for real” (Cizmar 

2016). By contrast, David Sax, contributor to The New Yorker, argues that minimizing 

food as an engineering problem misses the entire “arc of food culture” since the nineteen-

seventies and the beginning of resistance to the postwar industrial food system, from 

Slow Food to the alternative food movement (Sax 2016). Good food has become 

increasingly accessible. Sax states: “Silicon Valley’s failure to capture our appetites lies 

at the heart of what the technology industry misses about so many other things in this 

world. Though it may be possible to create technically feasible products for any aspect of 

our lives, those only succeed if they improve—rather than replace—the human, highly 

tactile, and pleasurable world we want to live in” (Sax 2016). Real people want real food.  

A few journalists specifically address gender. In her article “Mansplain it to Me,” 

Arwa Mahdawi describes the Stupid Hackathon, a parody of techno-utopianism that 

showcases faux innovations such as the Soylent dildo, intended as “satire on the generally 

masculine cult of quantitative efficiency in Silicon Valley” (Mahdawi 2016). Nellie 

Bowles reports: “I tried explaining Soylent... to my mom and she tilted her head: ‘Oh, 

you mean SlimFast?’ she said. I balked” (2016). Noting the generational gap marked by 

the minimalist packaging and iterative versions, Bowles argues: “Almost all Silicon 

Valley food innovation is just rebranding what women have been doing for decades.... 

Because it’s made by and for men, now we call it tech.” 

Finally, Soylent “survivors” consume “in the name of journalism” (Zoldan 2016) 

for a variety of publications (Ziegler 2014, Merchant n.d., Zoldan 2016, Self 2016, 
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Ketchiff 2016). Their journals read formulaically, beginning with curiosity for what life 

is like in “the post-food era” (Ziegler 2014), and/or the question, will Soylent make me 

more productive? Survivors corroborate the product’s claim to convenience but 

ultimately realize food is essential to maintaining social relationships and general 

wellbeing. Most survivors acknowledge Soylent doesn’t require the extremity of their 

self-imposed challenges, and can imagine drinking Soylent occasionally, if not 

exclusively.  

Considering the product’s self-conception and reception in the media, I argue 

Soylent reflects and reproduces a neoliberal governmentality. According to David 

Harvey, neoliberalism believes that a free-market is most conducive to human wellbeing, 

and prioritizes deregulation, privatization, and reduction of state interference; since the 

1970s, neoliberalism has become a hegemonic discourse (Harvey 2005, 2-3). Political 

theorist Wendy Brown argues neoliberalism must be understood beyond its economic 

agenda. Brown uses Foucault’s concept of governmentality in order to emphasize the 

shift from state control of subjects via coercion (punishment) to formation (norms). 

According to Brown, neoliberalism makes cost-benefit analysis the determination for all 

state practices and expectation for all state subjects: 

It figures individuals as rational, calculating creatures whose moral autonomy is 
measured by their capacity for “self-care”— the ability to provide for their own 
needs and service their own ambitions. In making the individual fully responsible 
for her/himself, neo-liberalism equates moral responsibility with rational action.... 
no matter how severe the constraints on this action... Correspondingly, a 
“mismanaged life” becomes a new mode of depoliticizing social and economic 
powers and at the same time reduces political citizenship to an unprecedented 
degree of passivity and political complacency. (2003)  

 
By reducing everything to economic rationality, neoliberalism undermines democracy, 

insidiously and, Brown fears, irredeemably. 
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Guthman connects the rise of “foodie-ism” in the 1980s with neoliberalism 

((Guthman 2008a), and argues the “ideology of healthism” displaces politics (Guthman 

2011, 192-193) Robert Crawford explains that healthism refers to the “moralization of 

health” as a “ ‘super-value’ that trumps other social concerns” (qtd. in Guthman 2011, 

52). Accepting health as neutral, scientific fact sidesteps recognition of the underlying 

neoliberal governmentality (Guthman 2011, 47). Moreover, “Good heath became a 

means to prove self-worth and flexibility in the increasingly competitive political 

economy” (Guthman 2011, 53). The state promotes efficiency and personal responsibility 

by minimizing healthcare and welfare. The individual manages his or her own life by 

purchasing the right foods, and consumer choice becomes the primary—if not 

exclusive—means of political change. In Eating for Change, Josée Johnston and Kate 

Cairns explain that consumer food politics appear to be “a win-win enterprise, serving up 

delicious goods that also deliver a social or environmental ‘good’ ” (Johnston and Cairns 

2012, 219). Michel Pollan’s call to “vote with your fork” exemplifies this faith (2006). 

As Guthman remarks, this is “a huge concession to the neoliberal idolatry of the market” 

(2011, 148).  

Soylent!’s commitment to consumption operates doubly (in terms of ingestion 

and product) in a beautifully thorough commitment to neoliberalism. Consider the 

company’s mission:  

Soylent™ is a pioneer in food technology, producing healthy, functional foods 
that are good for the body and the planet. In 2013, Founder and CEO Rob 
Rhinehart developed the first iteration in his kitchen after recognizing the need for 
a simpler, more efficient food source. Soylent uses science and technology to 
solve the challenges plaguing the current food system and work toward its 
mission of providing access to quality nutrition to people across the globe. 
(Soylent About) 
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Eating can only be a problem that engineering solves in a world that urges productivity 

above all. According to Rhinehart, “This is life—a walking chemical reaction” 

(Widdicombe 2014). Technology improves efficiency in terms of time (convenience), 

economic logic (capital), and sustenance (complete nutrition). As the homepage 

proclaims, Soylent “takes eating off your plate.” The consumer can, in effect, buy more 

time. Above all, the company thinks about food so the consumer doesn’t have to think: 

“We solved nutrition. It just needed shaking up” (Soylent 2018b). 

Beyond reflecting a neoliberal governmentality, the company promotes 

environmental and social change via consumer choice, thereby reproducing the 

hegemonic discourse. Soylent uses “less water and produce[s] less CO2 than livestock,” 

and with a year-long shelf life, Soylent also reduces food waste. Moreover, thanks to 

recyclable bottles, the Soylent consumer “Waste[s] nothing.” The “GMO-free (No)” 

disclaimer links to the blog post “Proudly Made with GMOs,” which asserts that 

genetically modified organisms are necessary to feed the world’s growing population. 

Soylent! dismisses the “anti-GMO rhetoric” as “fundamentally flawed.” The “scientific 

consensus is unambiguous”: GMOs are undeniably safe, and imperative for 

sustainability—not to mention the many “socioeconomic benefits” (Soylent 2017).  

Once again framing the conversation exclusively in terms of scientific objectivity 

and maximum efficiency, Soylent! mobilizes a narrative that reduces access to food and 

the issue of hunger to caloric input. The homepage celebrates having “donated over one 

million meals” in 2016 and links to this vacuous statement: “At Soylent, we believe it is 

possible to do well by doing good” (Soylent 2018a). Soylent! also incentivizes 

consumption with a discount predicated on more consumption: “tell someone about 
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Soylent to get them 50% off, and we’ll donate to someone in need” (Soylent 2018c). 

According to Widdicombe, Rhinehart envisions a future beyond farms and factories: “To 

help a village full of malnourished people, ‘you could just drop in a shipping container’ 

full of Soylent-producing algae” (Widdicombe 2014). Willamette Week’s Martin Cizmar 

supports this goal:  

I'm a food critic in a city that's obsessed with organic, natural farm-to-table food, 
but I'm also deeply sympathetic to Rhinehart's vision, especially when it comes to 
solving our society's chronic scarcity. GMOs are important in a world that's been 
forced to crunch in more people every day. Do we have sufficient resources for 
everyone to eat grass-fed beef and organic apples? ...I love local produce, but I 
also feel a little guilty about my access to it when a billion humans—literally, 1.2 
billion of the 7 on this planet—get the majority of their nutrition from rice. To 
me, the organic warriors sound like reactionaries and Luddites, a privileged class 
spouting a view both primitive and dangerous. Soylent is a possible salve to all of 
that, sippable nothingness with no dishes. (2016) 
 

As Cizmar and the critical food scholars make clear, there are a plethora of problems with 

the alternative food movement’s strategy for changing the food system. However, 

dismissing its approach to injustice on the grounds of scarcity and hunger displaces 

critical, political questions with a smoke screen of urgency and desperation. Ultimately, 

aligning food security with the market “depoliticizes ‘hunger’ itself, very much in 

keeping with responsibilization” (Guthman 2008a). 

Moreover, celebrating Soylent as the end of hunger denies pleasure to the poor. A 

single article raises this question: “Is the right to food the same as the right to tasty 

food?” (Joseph 2015). Reporting on the Indian fitness entrepreneur who launched his 

own version of Soylent in 2015, Manu Joseph writes: “For every meal that a customer 

purchases, Mr. Batra plans to give one away free to an impoverished child... But the poor 

have yet to taste his food. ‘I have no idea how they are going to react,’ he said in an 
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interview” (2015). Again, reducing the issue of hunger to calories and consumerism 

displaces political questions that resist neoliberalism. 

Targeting the grab-and-go market of busy professionals and Millenials marks a 

significant shift for Soylent! from its complete subsistence fantasy to a periodic meal 

replacement reality. Although “Original” reflects the ethos of the company most aptly 

(taste is superfluous), the company released new “iterations” to expand its market. Just 

last month, CEO Brian Crowley declared the biggest misconception is that Soylent! 

claims to replace every meal (Watson 2018). Rather, “Our new focus from a marketing 

perspective is all about... [filling] unhealthy and unsustainable food voids” (Watson 

2018). “We’re coming for fast food.... This isn’t a tech product—when people see it, we 

want them to think about food,” reports Eater (Filloon 2018).  

Soylent!’s decision to offer more flavors and, more recently, change its rhetoric, 

initially appears to distance the company from its techno-utopian neoliberal 

governmentality. This proves unconvincing. Most obviously, it’s marketing, underscoring 

a commitment to capitalism: Soylent! will do what it takes to sell Soylent. Moreover, 

the fundamental premise—efficiency—hasn’t changed: the company still advocates the 

fast life.  

By contrast, Slow Food claims to resist the fast life. Since Carlo Petrini’s 1986 

protest against the construction of a McDonald’s at the Spanish Steps in Rome, Slow 

Food has become a global movement dedicated to defending the “universal right” to 

pleasure and local food in the wake of the industrialization and standardization of 

globalization (Petrini 2003, xxi). As the official “Slow Food Manifesto” proclaims:  

We are enslaved by speed and have all succumbed to the same insidious virus: 
Fast Life...  
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To be worthy of the name, Homo sapiens should rid himself of speed before it 
reduces him to a species in danger of extinction.  
 
A firm defense of the quiet material pleasure is the only way to oppose the 
universal folly of the fast life.  
 
May suitable doses of guaranteed sensual pleasure and slow, long-lasting 
enjoyment preserve us from the contagion of the multitude who mistake frenzy 
for efficiency.... 
 
In the name of productivity, Fast Life has changed our way of being and threatens 
our environment and our landscapes. So Slow Food is now the only truly 
progressive answer.  

 
That is what real culture is all about: developing taste rather than demeaning it. 
(Petrini 2003, xxiv)   

 
The survival of “real culture” requires the preservation of true taste, and the “real 

knowledge” of the right pleasure decides one’s humanity (Petrini 2003, 70). According to 

Petrini, class and cost are not the problem: “The true dividing line is flavor.... anyone can 

afford better food by adjusting their spending patterns” (2003, 50). Regardless, because 

Slow Food prioritizes the producer, it leaves little consideration for consumers such as 

welfare recipients.  

 Although the “Manifesto” commits to “developing” rather than “demeaning” 

taste, this proves questionable. Petrini writes: “Admitting for the sake of argument 

(although it isn’t true) that consumers of fast food get as much pleasure from that as 

others might from savoring a glass of Barolo or gathering merrily around the dinner 

table—still, how is it possible to renounce the practices, the rhythms, the layers of 

cultural sediment that make up our history and our identity without running the risk of 

turning into barbarians?” (2003, 33-34). Everyone can, and should, experience the 

sensory pleasures of good food, but they probably need help realizing what is real, given 
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their unenlightened taste buds. Although consumers can certainly make a difference by 

“voting with their feet,” according to Petrini, “quality, which is an ensemble of 

objectively determined values, even when it comes to food, has to be discovered, then 

learned and codified”(2003, 69) Taste must be taught, the children must be educated 

ASAP, and the adults must be treated like children, too (Petrini 2003, 72-77). Suddenly 

the critical food scholars’ scorn seems mild. 

Soylent! appears as backlash to this twee foodie world of Slow Food and 

farmers markets encapsulated on Instagram, from a rainbow of produce nestled in a 

woven basket to the latest local restaurant plating pretty local food, all conveniently 

photogenic. However, alternative foodies spanning the spectrum of Slow Food (very 

slow) to Blue Apron-esque meal kits (fast slow) all fall to the same critique as Soylent 

consumers. Quiet the screams of protest: both sides prefer apathy—or, to be fair, 

ignorance—to recognition of their complicity in the neoliberal governmentality. Soylent 

eats to live for the techno-utopian future. Slow Food and its ilk live to eat for the 

nostalgic agrarian past. Neither see beyond the market.  

While Soylent’s complicity is blunt, Slow Food’s is perhaps less intuitive. What 

calls itself resistance actually reproduces the Fast Life. Lucy Potter and Claire Westall 

unequivocally denounce this faux resistance: 

Today’s foodscape insists upon dual compensatory motifs of time-saving 
acceleration and calming deceleration, reminding us of the ways in which fast and 
slow temporalities exist in dialectical tension. Food discourses repeatedly equate 
daily nourishment with temporal burden, and propagate the need to ‘save’ time 
via culinary efficiency but also to ‘savour’ time via culinary pleasure and escape. 
Carlo Petrini’s 1986 description of Slow Food’s opposition to ‘Fast Food’ 
hegemony even demonstrates how the gastro-ethical ‘slow’ claim is bound to and 
by ‘fast’ as its imagined nemesis but also its raison d’être. This slow-fast dialectic 
is integral to the culinary ‘economy of time’, the promotion of temporal deficit, 
and the boom/ bust mythology embedded in the state’s austerity narrative.... The 
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boom-narrative of the wealth-producing ‘fast’ life and associated ‘fast’ pleasures 
also promises the ‘slow’ pace of pleasure-pausing or temporal escape via holiday 
homes and rural retreats. (2013, 168) 

 
What seems like solace for the self is solace for the market. In a state stripped to minimal 

social services with a staunch belief in personal responsibility, self-care conveniently 

becomes unavoidably necessary and deceptively hopeful.5 

Potter and Westall’s theory applies to the oft-noted distinction Soylent! touts 

between hobby food and efficient fuel. Farhad Manjoo notes Rhinehart’s “canny defense” 

that Soylent enables pleasure by virtue of ascetic contrast, and realizes the “entire 

premise of dividing food into ‘staple meals’ and ‘leisure meals’ [is] suspect” (2014). The 

dubious justification becomes clear in the context of Potter and Westall’s exposure: “The 

temporal deficit thus results in a double-bind: to ‘buy time’ is repeatedly sold as a way to 

‘buy into’ an alternate temporal rhythm so as to ‘buy out’ of today’s profit-driven rush; 

yet this ‘buy out’ is always-already defined by the necessity both to buy and ‘buy in’ to 

capitalism and the myth that we have ‘no time’ for ourselves” (2013, 169). It is clear  

 

 

                                                
5 The assertion of self-care as a radical political act emerged from the civils rights movement and the 
women’s movement long before the yuppie millennial obsession hit its peak in 2016. Take the oft-cited 
quote from Audre Lorde’s 1988 collection of essays, A Burst of Light: “Caring for myself is not self-
indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.” Foucault also discusses self-care 
in The History of Sexuality, Vol. 3, and the idea that agency can be found in resisting power that operates 
on the individual body is compelling. However, defending current notions #self-care on these grounds is 
deplorably superficial without equal attention to how self-absorbed the concept has become, dependent on 
conspicuous consumption and glorified with self-care selfies. Moreover, self-care too-easily risks becoming 
merely a coping mechanism for life within neoliberalism: buy yourself an organic, local face mask, or 
meditate outside the market and get ready to jump back in. Convince yourself you aren’t selfish and you’ve 
likely accepted an outlet of personal-responsibility as a substitute for collective action. This commentary 
does not deny the political potential of self-care but rather requests more scrutiny of product-placement 
stand-ins that function with canny convenience for the maintenance of a neoliberal governmentality. 
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that Soylent consumers are frightfully brash, and foodies are delusional—6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Section 3.2] 

[Text for 3.2 goes here] 

 

[Section 3.3] 

[Text for 3.3 goes here] 

 

 

                                                
6Queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick addresses the impasse that academia and, more specifically, 
critical theory faces in “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, Or, You’re So Paranoid, You Probably 
Think This Essay Is About You.” While Sedgwick recognizes the value of critical inquiry, she believes that 
now, “to apply a hermeneutics of suspicion is... widely understood as a mandatory injunction rather than a 
possibility among other possibilities” (2002, 125). 
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“In reviewing the literature for this article, it 
was striking to me that we have moved a 
long way, theoretically speaking, from the 
problems of structuralism and other Cartesian 
approaches to mind and body and outworn 
dichotomies between the material and the 
symbolic. The deployment of recent, 
intertwining approaches from the 
anthropology of the senses, phenomenology, 
materiality studies, and theories of value, 
among others, provides exciting 
opportunities for rich ethnographic 
elaboration. And the focus on sensory 
aspects—experienced like few other things 
both inside and outside of bodies (and 
transformed in the crossing of bodily 
boundaries)—means that these approaches 
have much to gain from an engagement with 
food. But our theoretical progress has yet to 
be matched by any corpus of rich 
ethnographies that make the sensory aspects 
of food central to an understanding of lives 
and experiences; many of the writings on this 
topic remain in the form of short, suggestive 
articles or snippets of ethnography in larger 
works on other topics. In this review I 
suggest some of the ways that food and the 
senses could become central ethnographic 
foci in their own right. Much, indeed, 
remains to be done.” (220) 
—David Sutton, “Food and the Senses” 

I SPY
THE 

CORPUS





Figure 1

This is a multiple choice question. 

Figure 1 illustrates an...
a) Esoteric eggplant
b) Alternative aubergine
c) Prelapsarian heirloom 
d) Unidentified Flying Orgasm 



“Her libido will produce far more radical effects of political and social change than some might like to think.” 
Hélène Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa,” p. 882. 

Video stills from Daisies, directed by Vera Chytilová. (1966; Czechoslovakia: Janus Films, The Criterion Collection, 1967), Kanopy streaming.





COMPARATIVE PAIN SCALE1

0 No pain Feeling perfectly normal.

MILD
Does not 
interfere with 
most activities. 
Able to adapt to 
pain 
psychologically.

1 Very Mild
Very light, barely noticeable pain (like a 
mosquito bite). Most of the time you 
never think about the pain.

2 Discomforting Minor pain (like a light pinch between the 
fingernails). 

3 Tolerable

Very noticeable pain (like an accidental 
cut, or a vaccine). The pain is not so 
strong you cannot get used to it. 
Eventually, most of the time you don’t 
notice the pain. You have adapted to it. 

MODERATE
Interferes with 
many activities. 
Requires 
lifestyle changes 
but you remain 
independent. 
Unable to adapt 
to pain.

4 Distressing

Strong, deep pain (like an average 
toothache, initial feeling of a bee sting, or 
minor trauma such as stubbing your toe). 
So strong you notice the pain all the time 
and cannot completely adapt. 

5 Very Distressing

Strong, deep, piercing pain (such as a 
sprained ankle when you stand on it). Not 
only do you notice the pain all of the time, 
you are now so preoccupied with 
managing it that your normal lifestyle is 
curtailed.

6 Intense

Strong, deep, piercing pain so strong it 
seems to partially dominate your senses, 
causing you to think somewhat unclearly. 
You struggle to maintain your normal 
lifestyle. 

SEVERE
Unable to 
engage in 
normal activities. 
Cannot function 
independently.

7 Very Intense
Complete domination of the senses, 
causing you to think unclearly about half 
the time. At this point you are effectively 
disabled and frequently cannot live alone. 

8 Utterly Horrible Pain so intense you cannot think clearly 
at all.

9 Excruciatingly Unbearable
Pain so intense you cannot tolerate it and 
demand medicine or surgery, not matter 
the side effects or risk. No joy in life 
whatsoever. 

10 Unimaginable/Unspeakable
Pain so intense you will lose 
consciousness soon. Most people have 
never experienced this level of pain. 

Please email me each day with a rating of your 
discomfort on this scale of 1-10.

Based on the scale, the following is advisable:

Continue participation according to schedule.

Consider consulting the Welty Student Health Center if 
are uncomfortable adapting to the pain.

Consult the Welty Student Health Center and 
discontinue participation immediately.

HOWEVER, IF YOU HAVE ANY CONCERNS AT ANY 
TIME BASED ON ANY RATING OR SYMPTOMS, 
PLEASE CALL CLAIRE FLOYD-LAPP AND/OR 
CONSULT THE WELTY STUDENT HEALTH CENTER 
IMMEDIATELY. 

1 Adapted from Jack Harich, ”The Comparative Pain Scale,” chart, 
International Pain Foundation, 2002. Web.   



P1.1 Pain%Scale%$ 1!&I&feel&no&pain&nor&discomfort&today.&Honestly&I&enjoyed&it&more&than&I&want&to&admit& Feb&26

P1.2& Pain%scale%$ 1&(Did&I&do&this&right)& Feb&26

P1.3 pain%level%day%1:%0!!&I&wouldn’t&say&I&feel&‘perfectly&normal’,&but&I’m&definitely&not&in&any&pain. Feb&26&

P1.1 1%$ I&feel&great!& Feb&27

P1.2& pain%scale%$ 1& Feb&27

P1.4 Pain%$ 1 Feb&27

P1.3& pain%level%0%again!%I&definitely&felt&a&little&funny&this&morning,&thoughK&soylent on&an&empty&stomach&in&the& Feb&27

morning&gives&me&the&jitters..i think&it’s&the&combination&of&sugar,&caffeine,&and&liquid.

P1.2& pain%scale%$ 1& Feb&28

P1.1 1%&%1%$ I&don’t&think&I&sent&a&pain&update&from&yesterday.&Sunny&Soylent&Skies.& Mar&1

P1.4& Pain%for%2/28%$ 1&(Sorry&I’m&late)& P1.4& Environmental&Humanities&Whitman&Collage Class&of&2018& Mar&1

P1.3 for%2;28;18:%0 Mar&1

P1.2& pain%scale%$ 1& Mar&1

P1.4& Pain%$ 1&(no&pain).&Really&not&looking&forward&to&tomorrow’s&full$fledge&diet.& Mar&1



What do you know about Soylent? What do you associate with Soylent?

A N T I C I P A T I O N  

I associate Soylent with technologically savvy hipsters, like [P1.2]... I also associate it with male philosophy majors, because it seems 
like something they would like... I associate Soylent with the desire for immortality and the fear of death and people like Elon Musk 
who want to leave the earth. (P1.3)

I hate the idea of Soylent, it terrifies me! The idea of trading something gratifying, nourishing, and ever-changing, like food for something you drink out of a 
bottle and only has a few flavors disturbs me. And all in the name of productivity! Another unsettling idea. Not to mention that it is distinctly a-social. These are 
all my gut reactions or associations, I don’t really know anything about Soylent. (P1.5)

The product bills itself as a full meal replacement, nutritionally complete and all. I believe this insofar as nutrition is nutrients, which is to 
say not at all. If I have learned one thing in the Environmental Studies department at Whitman, it is that when scientists claim to have 
figured out a natural process, measured it and delineated its components, they’re full of bullshit. That’s one reason we have so many 
environmental problems. (P1.4)



A N T I C I P A T I O N  

Figure 2. Amazon delivers on Sundays 

Before the 5 days of Soylent: How do you usually eat? Describe 
your interest in food and cooking, any rituals you associate with 
food day-to-day, and how often you cook at home, eat out, and 
share meals with others.I wake up craving something almost every morning and usually spend all 

day thinking about it and then make it for dinner. (P1.5)

How do you anticipate your lifestyle changing as you replace typical meals with Soylent? 
What do you anticipate missing? What do you anticipate gaining? 

Lunch is my least favorite meal and I treat it accordingly. (P1.4)

I’m not really expecting much to change or for it to be that difficult. I’ve gotten 
soylent before and my friends know I drink it so the alien/robot jokes have been 
made. I haven’t had it exclusively, though. I almost did it by accident once but I 
realized at dinner that I should probably have ‘real’ food. This will be fun. (P1.2) 

Sitting in my fridge is a tupperware half full of broccoli and brussel sprouts - baked and 
salted - ready for consumption. They sit on the shelf next to a carton of eggs, peanut 
butter, hummus, tortillas, and a bag of kale. I love food, but I also have really low 
standards for food.... Often my lunches will be whatever concoction I create paired with 
eggs, while my dinners will feature the same ingredients paired with rice. I really enjoy the 
rituals required in consumption, but it is also a primarily utilitarian habit. Taste is just sort 
of an unintended byproduct.... I often literally mash my meals and then spread them on a 
tortilla. Delicious, nutritious, but perhaps only one degree removed from Soylent. (P1.1)

I’ve noticed that cooking is one of the few times here I use my hands for doing 
something other than typing or holding a book or pencil; that’s to say that cooking 
is a rare moment when I interact physically with non-school related objects for a 
sustained length of time: crushing garlic cloves with the edge of a wide knife, 
rinsing lentils in the sink and stirring the little green pellets with my fingers, testing 
out various methods of chopping an onion, flipping over a fried egg onto the yolk 
and letting it sit just long enough so it seals but doesn’t cook through. It’s nice to 
sort of call myself back into my fingertips for a minute. (P1.3) 

I don’t think I will be that much more productive in terms of school work if I am just drinking 
Soylent while I work. The brain needs time to chill out. (P1.5)

At school, I eat quite healthily, regularly, and with not much variation. I eat almost 
all my meals at home, generally alone and between going to class and going to the 
library, though sometimes my housemates will be home and we’ll eat in the living 
room together. (P1.3)



Next thought—what if I like Soylent? What kind of person would I be? Would I be a bitcoin 
techno-utopian bro; would I be disavowing some fundamental aspect of my human condition? (P1.3)

I’m already embarrassed about drinking this stuff in public, because I would definitely judge a person (as grossly efficient and
pitifully vulnerable to marketing) for doing so. (P1.4)

I think that my biggest fear for the week is that I will seamlessly integrate Soylent into my diet and confirm some deep-seated 
insecurity about my lack of sophistication. (P1.1)

A N T I C I P A T I O N  



1. Michel Foucault, An Introduction, vol. 1, The History of 
Sexuality, trans. Robert Hurley(New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 141. 

2. Ibid., 145. 

3. Ibid., 144. 

4. Ibid., 138.

5. Ibid., 139. 

6. Ibid., 139. 

7. Ibid., 136. 

8. Ibid.,136. 

9. Ruth A. Miller, “Biopolitics” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Feminist Theory, ed. Lisa Dischand Mary Hawkesworth(New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2016): 61-62.

“The biopowerwas without question an indispensable element in 
the development of capitalism.”1

“life as a political object was in a sense taken at face value and 
turned back against the system that was bent on controlling it. 
It was life more than the law that became the issue of political 
struggles, even if the latter were formulated through 
affirmations concerning rights. The ‘right’ to life, to one’s 
body, to health, to happiness, to the satisfaction of needs, and 
beyond all the oppressions or ‘alienations,’ the ‘right’ to 
rediscover what one is and all that one can be, this ‘right’—
which the classical juridical system was utterly incapable of 
comprehending—was the political response to all these new 
procedures of power which did not derive, either, from the 
traditional right of sovereignty.”2

“the law operates more and more 
as a norm”3
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“the body as a 
machine: its 
disciplining, the 
optimization of its 
capabilities, the 
extortion of its forces, 
the parallel increase of 
its usefulness and its 
docility, its integration 
into systems of 
efficient and 
economic controls, all 
this was ensured by 
the procedures of 
power that 
characterized the 
disciplines: an 
anatomo-politics of 
the human body.”5

“technology—
anatom

ic and biological, 
individualizing and specifying, directed 
tow

ard the perform
ances of the body, w

ith 
attention to the processes of life.”

6
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The term biopolitics is no longer as 
reputable as it once was.... But the fate of 
biopolitics as a framework of inquiry hints 
at more than the volatility of scholarly 
trends. The vigor with which scholars 
embraced biopolitics in the early 2000s 
was astonishing, as was the haste with 
which so many abandoned it—and then 
denied ever having ben interested in it—
near the end of the decade.... Why were 
feminist theorists among the first to 
recognize its apparent weakness? Was its 
demolition a triumph for critical feminist 
theory?”9



During the 5 days of Soylent, reflect on your experience at least once each day, 
responding to the following prompts: How are you feeling today, physically and emotionally? 
How is your day different with Soylent? What do you have time for with Soylent that you 
might not have otherwise? Is there anything you’ve missed because of Soylent? What else 
are you thinking about? Include any additional thoughts and feelings. Also, email me each 
day with a rating 1-10 of your discomfort on the scale provided. 



Figure 3. This is a Lifestyle  

D A Y  1
I woke up at 8:30 and by 9 was in the library. Breakfast in hand, caffeine included. I 
worked upstairs sitting adjacent to the south facing windows, and contentedly sipped 
my Soylent as the February sun moved across my face. The flavor was surprising. 
Inoffensive, not too sweet, not really too anything. (P1.1)

It tastes egregious. (P1.4)

Oh, and the smell—the smell is repugnant... Al fresco seems 
best—sitting outside, I didn’t pick [it] up as much. (P1.0)

I felt mostly fine today. (P1.3)

I felt fine. (P1.4) 

Weirdly feel chipper!!! I think it’s the sleep deprivation. My housemate 
wanted to get breakfast after our 8am but I was like “nah son I have 
soylent.” So he ended up skipping breakfast. (P1.2)

Consuming is the right word for Soylent... anything else would connote 
too much pleasure. (P1.4)

I used the extra time to work on my thesis. (P1.4)

I did... jealously look at people drinking coffee—I noted 4 and suspected 1 other, 
but I couldn’t see in her cup. (P1.3)

My cello professor was unusually full of food metaphors today.... “Bow hand 
light as a cream puff! Pull the bow across the string just like stirring a pot of 
chocolate; stirring, stirring, getting thicker and thicker....” 
“Really?” I thought. “Do we have to talk like this?” (P1.0)

This is a lifestyle, and if I’m being totally honest I’m almost sold. (P1.1)



Figure 4. Sedentary nature

D A Y  2
Feeling basically fine. (P1.3) I feel weirdly exhausted. (P1.2)

Soylent makes my stomach feel very strange. It feels tight, but not full.... Perhaps 
taut with confusion? I don’t know, and I don’t like it. I imagine the ‘lent congealing 
into a block in my stomach, or maybe a rock. There is no sloshing, no feelings of 
digestion. My stomach experiences slow friction. (P1.4)

I! Love! Soylent! I said it, I mean it, I’m not taking it back. (P1.1)
You really cannot overstate the convenience.

Today at around 4pm I found myself craving Soylent. I had to manage the urge 
because I don’t want to exhaust my supplies prematurely.

There is also something delightfully ascetic about Soylent. I have never enjoyed 
Hummus as much as I did today at lunch. The garlic made my tongue feel like it 
was sparkling. The texture of the slightly burnt ends of the broccoli tickled the roof 
of my mouth. THE SOUND OF THE FORK ON THE PLATE MY GOD. These are 
things that I would have never noticed before. In a backwards inside out paradox 
the utilitarianization of eating has allowed me to better appreciate the food on my 
plate. (P1.1)

Normally when I eat breakfast I’m also doing something else at the same 
time—reading—but because it tastes so good, I always end up more or less 
taking a break from whatever else I’m doing and just focus on eating. It feels 
mindless to just smash a plastic canister to your face and tilt. It makes 
eating become this weirdly muted act. (P1.3)

it negates any excitement that I have about eating. The ingestion of food 
becomes purely functional. I feel like a car, or the idealized liberal subject. 
I become all mind, except that I still have to breathe and pee and fart and shit 
and cry. I teared up on the way to the library this morning. I do not know if this 
was due to the cold, sawing wind, or due to a deep feeling of loss. (P1.4)

I cannot believe #soylentinthewild is a thing. What wild are they in? 
Thoreau’s Wild? Nope—too rationalized, controlled, quantified, 
commodified, yuppified, etc. (P1.4)



[It’s] like the inside of an Apple store which means they really know their 
neoliberal consumer who believes in “nice capitalism.” (P1.5)

Take a stroll through the Soylent website: What do you think? 
Respond to the company’s rhetoric, aesthetic, and anything else 
that catches your eye.  

I followed the Soylent instagram account. I visited their 
website. Pastel. PAStel. PASTEL. Everything is matte, 
partially edited, minimalist.... Marx would freak the heck 
out, they are selling so much more than a bag of 
nutritious powder. (P1.1)

These photos very much disturbed me. Their overarching 
style would be called ‘minimalist’ (although it seems 
strange to use that term to describe a photograph full of 
commodity objects... it’s telling that that’s what’s passing 
for minimalism these days), which seems to cohere with 
their overall philosophize of ‘keep things simple,’ 
‘maximize your life,’ etc.... It also prevents you from 
making a ‘poor nutritional choice’ like a ‘frozen burrito’, so 
it’s also getting at this health-conscious strain that’s very 
hip now with young people. (P1.3)

The website interface looks like any sleek, silicon valley startup. 
It’s kind of disturbing. The social media outreach is highlighted, 
the font is sleek, the layout is clean and the photography is hip. 
Weirdly enough, I wanted to order more soylent even though this 
week had been so miserable? The tag-line ‘food reformatted’ and 
the following text ‘If you’ve ever skipped breakfast after rolling out 
of bed too late...’ was the exact reason I bought it prior to the 
experiment. I mean it does taste like chalk, but at least you’re 
supposedly getting everything you need? (P1.2)

The website is so horrible it just confirms everything I believed 
about soylent and how disgusting it is. (P1.5) 

W E B  P E R U S A L



Figure 5. Questionable productivity

D A Y  3

one long blur (P1.3)

I feel neither good nor bad, just continuous. (P1.4)

the productivity point is moot (P1.5)

I made ramen and tried my best to pimp it out by adding whatever I 
could find in the fridge. I also got sad in the library because I already 
had ‘dinner.’ Tragic. I’ve also been smoking a lot more cigarettes... and 
watching tasty videos on Instagram. You know, the kind where they 
show it being made... (P1.2)

I think I miss cooking even more than eating. 
I love the ritual of cooking. (P1.5) 

I hate having my caloric intake always so easily quantifiable. It feels 
wrong not to drink a whole bottle (especially since leaving it out 
makes it warm, which is extra-gross), and so the decision becomes 
one of zero calories vs. four hundred calories. It is a loss of snacking, 
but also of being able to stay attuned to my body’s needs, as in I 
can’t just eat ‘til I’m full. (P1.4)



Daisies, directed by Vera Chytilová. (1966; Czechoslovakia: Janus Films, The Criterion Collection, 1967), Kanopy streaming.



I am 
thinking 
about food 
all the 
time. 
I can’t 
remember 
if that is 
always the 
case, it 
probably 
is... I have 
been 
thinking 
about roast 
chicken. 
P1.5, DAY 3

1

2

3



1. Lucy Potter and Claire Westall, “Neoliberal Britain’s Austerity Foodscape: Home Economics, Veg Patch 
Capitalism and Culinary Temporality,” New Formations 80-81 (2013): 165. 

2. Philosophy professor Dr. Julia A. Ireland. This text exchange references Julia’s seminar “ ‘For the Love 
of the World’: Hannah Arendt as Political Thinker” and the Blonde in Vera Chytilová’s film Daisies.i

3. According to Arendt, the realm of politics (action) is separate from the realm of labor (necessity). We all 
need to eat and shit, day after day. However, these acts must remain contained within the private, non-
political realm of necessity if there is to be any hope for ‘real’ politics. Although the imposition of the body is 
an inevitable reality, it persists as an exclusively private precursor to politics, never speech and action (the 
only truly political acts). Our appearance in the world, “distinguished from mere bodily existence,”ii realizes 
our humanity; eating I am effectively alone, inhuman. Governed by necessity, we are all the same, “mere 
living organisms”iii that mistakenly conflate sociability in labor and work for individuality and identity. Arendt 
writes: “all those ‘values’ which derive from laboring, beyond its obvious function in the life process, are 
entirely ‘social’ and essentially not different from the additional pleasure derived from eating and drinking in 
company.”iv With no explicit reference to The Human Condition or vice versa, Daisies dares Arendt to 
accept the personal as political. 

4. Would Arendt drink Soylent? No, we will always have to eat; how is irrelevant…. Yes, more time for 
politics…. No, it’s a hopeless task; we’ll never be free from necessity…. Yes, but with Soylent we can be 
freer.... 

i. Daisies, directed by Vera Chytilová. (1966; Czechoslovakia: Janus Films, The Criterion Collection, 1967), Kanopy streaming.
ii. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998), 176.
iii. Ibid., 212. 
iv. Ibid., 213. 



D A Y  3

I literally staged a photoshoot with Soylent. I put the Chai flavor in 
various locations in my home and snapped pictures. Tomorrow 
morning I have coordinated a meeting so that I can sit on a white 
vespa with the “Original Drink” flavor and have my picture taken. I 
have never felt such an affinity to a brand, which is weird. It is at 
least half ironic, I hope. (P1.1) 



I am fond of the Soylent aesthetic, but I don’t think they 
have used black and white as effectively as they could.

I wonder what it would take to be a Soylent product 
ambassador. I am still clinging to some shred of irony in 
my love for Soylent, and I think that a well-orchestrated 
social media campaign will further the ambiguity. (P1.1)



Figure 6. Ascetic contrast

D A Y  4

I don’t get the opportunity to putter around in the morning; instead, 
I dress myself and walk to the library. I miss puttering. (P1.4)

I feel less cranky today... Yesterday I was super grumpy and hungry. Today I 
went to the grocery store because I’m having people over for a ‘final supper’ 
before only eating soylent tomorrow. It was so nice to be surrounded by food! 
I’m making roast chicken with garlic, onions, and lemon as well as a baby 
arugula salad with shaved parmesan.... I can’t wait! 

I love basting roast chicken – watching it make juice and then just 
reintroducing the juice to the main body of the bird. Maybe I was just less 
cranky because I had this to look forward to! I’m really not looking forward 
to tomorrow. I wonder also if maybe I was less cranky because my body was 
more used to it, that’s a scary thought. (P1.5)

I’ve been very groggy and grumpy. (P1.2)

So much soylent. So much chocolate covered espresso beans... don’t 
even know if that’s allowed. I’m on my third soylent and it started tasting 
like this probiotic milk drink I had growing up (yakult). Someone messaged 
me on Instagram asking if I was ‘part of a pact’ because they had seen 
two other people with soylent. I said ‘no, I’m part of an underground secret 
soylent cult where we get all of our sustenance from soylent and 
cigarettes.’ But then I clarified the experiment. (P1.2) 



Figure 7. No time for tea 

D A Y  4

I bopped into Aaron’s office a bit ago to ask about using 
participants’ pictures (P1.1 and the motorcycle: enough said), and 
he accused me: “People are taking pleasure in this. You’re getting 
pleasure from this.” It’s true... the pleasure comes from the thrill of 
the project.... What does it mean to find pleasure in the telling 
rather than the visceral experience itself? Even though it’s 
convenient, I don’t take pleasure in drinking Soylent. I do take 
pleasure in talking about Soylent. I take pleasure in the shock of the 
project. But the novelty only lasts so long. Condemned to consume 
Soylent after everyone knows... not so appealing. (P1.0)

What else are you thinking about?
Coffee. NO MORE SOYLENT. 

NO MORE SOYLENT.
NO MORE SOYLENT.
NO MORE SOYLENT. 

Why are all the Soylent flavors sweet? 
Why is it so thick? (P1.4)

let’s talk about bowel movements. Unbelievable. I hope this isn’t 
too much information, but they are effortless. It’s like I sit down 
and stand up and look back and am astounded by the volume. I 
feel cleaned out. (P1.1)



Figure 8. “I have started getting Soylent ads on 
social media.” (P1.1)

D A Y  5

I threw my first bottle of soylent today (P1.5)

I am actively avoiding going home (P1.3)

We made plans last week to do breakfast... And I skipped it 
because of soylent and ended up sleeping in. I still feel tired. I had 
a dream about pizza?? Weirdly miss chewing my meals. (P1.2)

It is becoming increasingly annoying to me that the label is justified 
right instead of center because the logo is not skinny enough for the 
bottle to emphasize the justification enough so as to justify it (the 
justification, that is). It just looks accidentally off-center. (P1.4)

I am also starting to feel sick... and I can’t do anything I would normally do like 
drink hot water with lemon and honey and turmeric or make chicken soup. (P1.5)

I wanted food to eat all day, something not so thick to drink. I have 
considered grazing on dirt or grass, but that would be cheating, I think. 
I’ve had to exercise all my agreement-keeping capacities to not quit, 
because I get the point, it’s hellaciously unpleasurable to not eat, and 
the neoliberal corporate toddlers of Silicon Valley are perverse if they 
drink this hyper-rationalized tech-milk of the profit-gods. (P1.4)

I have returned home from a night of abstention; alcohol, dinner, fun. 
That is melodramatic. I did have fun. I spent the hours from 5-8 in the 
library, adding a conclusion to what has become a draft of my thesis. 
Armed with 1,200 calories of plant protein I didn’t need even to leave the 
library to take part in the labor of food preparation. (P1.1)



Figure 9. Efficient aftermath.

A F T E R
After the 5 days of Soylent: How did your lifestyle change as you replaced 
typical meals with Soylent? What did you miss? What did you gain? Include any 
additional thoughts and feelings.

Coffee is amazing. The noise of the grinder as the beans break up into a fine 
powder, the rising hiss of the water heater, the condensation on the glass as 
you pour the water into the vessel. The preparation oscillates between 
tantalizing and infuriating. The water must sit for SO LONG. Minutes pass in 
which I just stand, chatting with my housemate. Minutes when I could be 
writing or reading or producing or anything. I think that is what I am left with, 
more than anything else, after this experience. (P1.1)

I think the final conclusion is [that I gained] nothing, 
except more time to feel that I had to work, which I didn’t 
really want in the first place. (P1.4)

I admit it: I drank Soylent for breakfast the first day I didn’t have to. I had so 
much cooking to get done! I goggled at myself: would I keep drinking 
Soylent?! I spent the morning befuddled and alarmed. By the end of the day, 
though, after cooking and sharing dinner with all the participants, I couldn’t 
imagine reaching for the half-bottle left in my fridge, let alone cracking another 
seal. (P1.0)

I really, really hated Soylent and I don’t think it was 
because I knew I would. (P1.5)

Would I drink Soylent again?... I’m not an avid yes but neither 
am I a resounding “no.” To be clear, I will not pursue Soylent 
in any way. (P1.3)



Eating is about more than consumption. Eating is fundamentally a social act; the preparation undertaken by one, the cleaning up 
shouldered by another, the consummation shared between. Soylent is a deeply individualistic product. It allows for not superhuman 
but anti-human individuality. During this week things have happened in the lives of the people that I live with that I have missed. 
One housemate went on a date. One passed their orals. I heard these stories secondhand. (P1.1)

Post-soylent. I began to realize how important food shapes my relationships.... Soylent is still incredibly convenient, but I don’t think
anyone can or should live off of it. Honestly, it makes the most sense for breakfast... Otherwise it is extremely exhausting when used 
exclusively and agonizingly boring. (P1.2)

Isolating nutrients, adding protein powder and water does not count as ‘food’—it’s a formula, formulaic, calculable, 
endlessly repeatable. No contingency. No improvisation. A-human. (P1.3)1

It’s hard to say if my productivity really increased since the lack of caffeine was such a drawback. Even though... coffee might be a 
part of this whole neoliberal maximize your life thing, I think there are things about coffee, or at least the habits that tend to surround 
it, that make it irreducible to this... my coffee drinking is never merely a way to inject myself with caffeine. The pleasure it provides is 
antithetical to the lack of pleasure, even displeasure, of soylent.... Moreover, whereas drinking soylent is... almost always a solo 
activity, or at the very least a marginal activity... many of my (and others’) social interactions revolve around drinking a coffee with 
someone else, talking over coffee. Talking relates people to one another. Coffee invites lingering, savoring, talking, and exchanging 
memories related to coffee. (P1.3)

1Take note, Arendt. 

A F T E R



Figure 10. Simple pleasures 

I think that I would drink Soylent again, though I wonder how 
much of that is out of genuine affinity for the product and how 
much is an ad campaign which is quite likely targeted to my 
exact demographic down to the number of cuffs I apply to my 
Levi’s Jeans every morning. I hold on to what I hope is an 
obviously tongue-in-cheek layer of irony like a life raft, but no 
one ever starts smoking cigarettes with the intention of 
developing a Nicotine addiction.

Irony is a dangerous line to walk. “First as tragedy, then as 
farce” has an earth shattering weight with generation Z.... 
Soylent is a vision of the past which masquerades as the future. 
This idea that people should be kept as far apart from one 
another as possible and subsume their delight to productive 
utility has a genealogy as long as capitalism. For some reason 
Soylent’s marriage to Silicon Valley and sleek aesthetic (Joaquin 
Phoenix in Her would have a strong case to sue the Soylent 
marketing team for intellectual property theft) have convinced 
consumers that this is new. We look back on the nightmare 
factory conditions of 19th century England with despair as we 
slowly allow the working day to encroach ever further into our 
lives, reposting memes about “late capitalism” all the while. 
“There is no ethical consumption under capitalism” so I’ll just 
drink my meals and cackle about it. (P1.1)

A F T E R



A F T E R D I N N E R

How do you relate the experience of drinking Soylent for 5 days to the celebratory dinner? 

Every time I ate food on Saturday was revelatory. The french press coffee I made when I woke up, the falafel and 
onions sautéed in oil, the rich egg yolk on pesto toast, but most especially the wildly delicious dinner. From the thin, 
salty, crispy-crunchy potato chips with the cold hoppy beer to the tart pickled limes and spicy tomato chutney, being 
able to eat and drink everything in my presence was exhilarating... food was at the center of our social relations that 
evening. It affected where we stood, what we touched and brought into our bodies, how we held our hands and 
ourselves (beer clutched in hand, wiping crumbs off face, licking fingers, etc.), frequently the topic of conversation, 
and the sheer amount of time we spent together, more than three hours. 

Despite its communal aspect, I’m also struck by how utterly personal the experience of eating food, even with others, 
can be. Most of our dinner conversation was precisely not about the food we were currently eating (though some of it 
was), but rather about the soylent we had eaten, or other, non-food related topics. While this didn’t feel strange at the 
time, I’m now somewhat surprised by this. Obviously if we had wanted to, we could have said a lot more about the 
food we were eating.... But also, if our experiences eating dinner were marked by pleasure (and they WERE), why is it 
surprising that people weren’t inclined to attempt to communicate that pleasure in words in the moment? It seems 
part of experiencing pleasure is NOT communicating about it. Putting experiences and sensations into words is an 
inherently violent process; having been pulled apart from many of my pleasure-giving, food-related habits that week 
AND being asked to journal about them, I don’t think I had any interest in linguistically formulating my food bliss. P

 1
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[Due to an extracurricular conflict on Saturday night, P1.2 could not join us for dinner.] 

Will I ever eat Soylent again? No, definitely not!

A F T E R  D I N N E R  

P
 1

.5

P
 1

.2



One funny thing about the social aspect of this week is that 
though I fell out of step with my housemates, I made four 
new friends. I knew all of your participants before this, but 
only vaguely.... Our conversations were always delightful but 
the circumstance was always presented by a necessity (tied 
to wage labor not to eating and defecating, screw you 
Arendt).... Last night was so much fun, by the end of the 
night a dynamic was emerging. We all had a role in the ebb 
and flow of conversation and everyone brought something 
unique and distinct to the proverbial and literal table.

I realize that I am now going back again and contradicting 
an earlier journal entry, but I think I feel more continuity than 
fissure between the week and the meal. It goes back to the 
comment about the asceticism of Soylent, that through 
abstention you can make indulgence all the sweeter. I left 
your home bloated and drunk, I ate two servings of the meal 
and tried every topping multiple times, I felt like I was 
practically drinking the dipping sauce accompanying the 
samosas. I refilled my glass the moment it became empty, 
and I went four full hours without checking my phone. I lost 
track of time and lost myself in the Naan. P

 1
.1

A F T E R  D I N N E R  



[ p l a y  a c c o m p a n y i n g  v i d e o  “ F i n a l  D i n n e r ” ]



Our dinner began not with the twist of the cap, but with a hello.

Hearing about [P1.0’s] preparation of the [final dinner] made me realize a whole slew of things about 
Soylent that are obvious, but still important: Soylent presents its consumer with the most finite and 
opaque of possible histories. It shows no trace of its genesis, nor of its material bases. It presents 
the consumer with the now, in its present form. It is impossible (for me, at least) to imagine the 
product’s origins beyond its processing in the bottling factory, and even then the image remains 
blurry at best. What the consumer receives instead is a story about herself: the bottle tells her that 
she’s a hard worker, and busy, and hip, and nevertheless cares about her health. It supports the 
narcissism of the neoliberal subject’s rational, disembodied mind. This runs totally contrary to 
[P1.0’s] meal, which in addition to coming with the history of its preparation (the food was cooking 
as we arrived), still looked like food—one could imagine it in the ground, on a tree, running through 
a mill, whatever. Whereas thinking about food in this way can expand a person’s conception of the 
ecologies in which she participates, thinking about Soylent results in an ecology about as opaque 
as the liquid product itself.

Soylent is at its core a lonely food. If you detest the brand (as I do), it is also an alienating one. I find 
immense value in relation, and Soylent obscures the important ones just as it promotes the one that 
is more important to it: that between its brand and its consumer. This is not a relation of value, but 
of profit.

Our conversation was tangled and digressive, loopy and recursive. There was no hurry. We did 
much more than fulfill our nutritional needs. There was time to enjoy and savor, wait a while, and 
then reach for more if we liked. This went on for quite some time.

Not every meal will be like this, indeed, it can’t. However, I do think that every meal can be closer to 
the celebration dinner than to Soylent, and I don’t think that it would take much to accomplish that. 
A little planning, a little devotion, some coordination. Even alone, one can make something simple. 

I will not be drinking Soylent again. 

A F T E R  D I N N E R  
P

 1
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Daisies, directed by Vera Chytilová. (1966; Czechoslovakia: Janus Films, The Criterion Collection, 
1967), Kanopy streaming.

“Surely our best strategy cannot lie in creative efforts to 
commodify the domain of sexuality that is the surplus above 
mere procreation, for it may be that its greatest value lies 
precisely in its excess... what are we to make of activities like 
prayer and orgasm for which their market value bears little 
relevance to the value we derive from them?” 

Katherine M. Franke, “Theorizing Yes: An Essay on Feminism, Law, and 
Desire,” Columbia Law Review 101 (2001): 187.



A F T E R  D I N N E R  
P

 1
.0

The five of us wouldn’t have spent an evening together like we did if we were sipping Soylent. With Soylent there’s no anticipation, 
no spontaneity, no effort, no pride, no togetherness. Cooking all day, I felt my fingers. I touched things that changed across the 
cutting board, from still to simmer. I nicked my knuckle and burned the tip of my finger through a hole in my oven mitt. I tasted, I 
salted, I squeezed lemon pulp in my palm and caught the seeds, stinging that cut from before. I realized I forgot to buy mint, and 
improvised. Even though Soylent claims to solve eating, there’s no real problem-solving in consuming Soylent itself. Maybe the 
company is innovative, and yes, its product meets a need that goes beyond food, but Soylent is self-contained predictability. 
There is nothing innovative involved in the process of consuming Soylent itself. It is a means to an end. In the kitchen, I confronted 
Madhur Jaffrey’s Very Spicy, Delicious Chickpeas that were very spicy and not very delicious. More salt. I timed the sharing of the 
oven and the single sauté pan, from samosa-bound sweet potatoes to resting naan. I cleaned and swept and remembered the 
candles, and the flowers. Yes, all this cooking consumed my day. No, it wasn’t efficient. Yes, I could’ve been studying. No, I 
couldn’t have been writing my thesis.

Conversation roamed, and often returned to Soylent. Participants compared their experiences—although calling them participants 
now doesn’t feel right. They’re friends.

Consuming Soylent, I often left my water glass in the sink and forgot to wash it, or couldn’t be bothered—I’m drinking Soylent and 
there’s still a dish to do? There’s no reason to rearrange the furniture, set the table, sweep the floor. There’s nothing to tend to, and 
I missed preparing to share something with people I care about. With Soylent, I stepped into lots of conversations in passing, 
fielding questions about the project in between classes and the library. I became a soundbite of myself, ad nauseam. Last night,
we talked with each other for hours. We didn’t do this drinking Soylent. It wouldn’t have been productive.

In some ways, food is a prop. Cooking and eating is a way to spend time with people that isn’t as likely in its absence. It’s both 
casual and elegant, and maybe most of all, it’s universal, enabling and elevating presence while not requiring the same forethought 
and particularity as planning, say, a knitting party. Yes, food absolutely runs the gamut of preparation and resources, but its root—
feeding the body—is flexible and inclusive. In some ways, food is a means to an end. Soylent, though, reduces food to merely a 
means to an end, whereas cooking and eating blur both. 

Last night I felt cozy in a way I hadn’t during the week. I felt present. I laughed without checking my watch. I wasn’t trying to get 
anywhere else—I didn’t want to be anywhere else. Even later, overwhelmed with dishes, I felt happy to be wrapping up the 
evening with warm, sudsy hands and drippy candles I wasn't ready to blow out. I wanted to hold on to the feeling of a full house, 
an evening whiled away doing—according to Soylent—nothing useful. 



1Daisies, directed by Vera Chytilová. (1966; Czechoslovakia: Janus Films, The Criterion Collection, 1967), Kanopy streaming.

“Heterogeneous, 
yes. For her 

joyous benefit 
she is erogenous; 

she is the 
erotogeneity of the 

heterogeneous: 
airborne swimmer, 

in flight,
she does not 

cling to herself; 
she is dispersible, 

prodigious, 
stunning, desirous 

and capable of 
others, of the 

other woman that 
she will be, 

of the other 
woman 

she isn’t, of him, 
of you.”2

2 Hélène Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976), p. 889-890. 
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“Thus the image of the imperial prude is 
emblazoned on our restrained, mute, and 
hypocritical sexuality”2
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“Everywhere else, 
modern punishment 
imposed its triple 
edict of taboo, 
nonexistence, and 
silence”5

“The question I 
would like to 
pose is not, Why 
are we 
repressed? but 
rather, Why do 
we say, with so 
much passion 
and so much 
resentment 
against our most 
recent past, 
against our 
present, and 
against 
ourselves, that 
we are 
repressed?”6

“we must... ask why we burden ourselves today with so much guilt for having once made sex a sin.”1

“Further, by presenting itself in a unitary fashion, as 
anatomy and lack, as function and latency, as instinct 
and meaning, it was able to mark the line of contact 
between a knowledge of human sexuality and the 
biological sciences of reproduction; thus, without 
really borrowing anything from the these sciences, 
excepting a few doubtful analogies, the knowledge of 
sexuality gained through proximity a guarantee of 
quasi-scientificity; but by virtue of this same 
proximity, some of the contents of biology and 
physiology were able to serve as a principle of 
normality for human sexuality” (155); “thus the idea 
of ‘sex’ makes it possible to evade what gives 
‘power’ its power; it enables one to conceive power 
solely as law and taboo.”4

“It is through sex—in fact, an imaginary point 
determined by the deployment of sexuality—that 
each individual has to pass in order to have access 
to his own intelligibility... to the whole of his 
body... to his identity... we have arrived at the point 
where we expect our intelligibility to come from 
what was for many centuries thought of as madness; 
the plenitude of our body from what was long 
considered its stigma and likened to a wound; our 
identity from what was perceived as an obscure and 
nameless urge. Hence the importance we ascribe to 
it, the reverential fear with which we surround it, 
the care we take to know it.... Sex is worth dying 
for.”3

1. M
ichel Foucault, An Introduction, vol. 1, The H

istory of Sexuality, 
trans. R

obert H
urley
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intage B
ooks, 1990), 9. 

2. Ibid., 3. 

3. Ibid., 156. 

4. Ibid., 155.

5. Ibid., 4-5. 

6. Ibid., 8-9. 

7. Ibid., 3. 

8. Ibid., 157.

9. Judith B
utler, “R
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16, no. 2 (1999): 13. 

10. Ibid., 15. 

11. Ibid., 15-16.

12. Ibid., 16.

13. Ibid.,. 13 

14. Ibid., 20. 
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“Is the pre-modern prior to modernity for Foucault, or is it perhaps modernity’s utopian future, one 
imagined through the instrument of genealogy”10
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“But what are these 
bodies and pleasures, 
and can they be given an 
ontological 
determination?” 12

“there remain some questions to ask about the romance with the pre-modern”13

“I offer a final w
ord of caution: if 

w
e think w

e m
ight say no to sex 

and desire in the rush to em
brace 

bodies and pleasures, or say no to 
m

odernity and its regulatory 
shackles in an effort to rehabilitate 
a utopia of the past, then I think 
w

e m
iss the chance to understand 

how
 the analysis of sexuality is 

pervasively structured by sexual 
difference.”

14

“it is this 
desirability 
[of sex] that 
m

akes us 
think w

e are 
affirm

ing the 
rights of our 
sex against 
all pow

er, 
w

hen in fact 
w

e are 
fastened to 
the 
deploym

ent 
of sexuality 
that has lifted 
up from

 deep 
w

ithin us a 
sort of 
m

irage in 
w

hich w
e 

think w
e see 

ourselves 
reflected.” 8 NO THIS IS PLEASURE 

NO THIS IS PLEASURE 
PLEASURE 

NO THIS IS PLEASURE 
NO THIS IS PLEASURE 
NO THIS IS PLEASURE 

PLEASURE 
THIS IS
SURE 

NO

PLEASURE 
i. “do you have to fall back on the bizarrely 

unpleasureable academic form to talk about 
pleasure?” (“Aaron’s feedback” 49) 

“DO YOU HAVE TO FALL BACK ON THE 
BIZARRELY UNPLEASUREABLE ACADEMIC 
FORM TO TALK ABOUT PLEASURE?”
AARON BOBROW-STRAIN, FEEDBACK, APRIL 2, 2018



D I S C L A I M E R  N o . 2

1 Claire Floyd-Lapp, “Paranoia and Pleasure: from ‘Real Food’ to ’Real Politics’,” (Walla Walla: Whitman College, 2018): 1. 
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Box 1 Michel Foucault—Bodies and Pleasure 

We must not think that by saying yes to sex, one says no to
power; on the contrary, one tracks along the course laid out by
the general deployment of sexuality. It is the agency of sex that
we must break away from, if we aim—through a tactical
reversal of the various mechanisms of sexuality—to counter the
grips of power with the claims of bodies, pleasures, and
knowledge, in their multiplicity and their possibility of
resistance. The rallying point for the counterattack against the
deployment of sexuality ought not to be sex-desire, but bodies
and pleasure.

—The History of Sexuality, vol. 1. New York: 
Vintage Books, 1990, p. 157.

This is Foucault in a Box  

Box 2    Judith Butler—Revisiting Bodies and Pleasures 

But what are these bodies and pleasures, and can they be given 
an ontological determination?

—“Revisiting Bodies and Pleasures,” 
Theory, Culture & Society 16, no. 2, 1999, p. 16. 

This is Butler in a Box 

This is Guthman in a Box

Box 3 Julie Guthman—Real Politics

“And yet, the current policy environment is
a result of political choices, not
consumption choices. Therefore, to make
different political choices requires much
more attention to the broader injustices
that the cheap food dilemma rests on and
perhaps less attention to what’s on the
menu. We cannot change the world one
meal at a time.”

—Weighing In. Berkley: 
University of California Press, 2011, p. 194.



“Wouldn’t 
the worst be, 
isn’t the worst, 
in truth, that 
women aren’t 
castrated, that they 
have only to stop 
listening to the Sirens 
(for the Sirens were 
men) for history to 
change its meaning?
You only have to look at 
the Medusa straight on 
to see her. And she’s 
not deadly. 
She’s beautiful 
and she’s 
laughing.”
Hélène Cixous, 
“The Laugh of 
the Medusa” 
(1976), 
p. 885. 





http://nicole.pizza/soylent1dick/



“The most extreme cultural expression of the fear of woman as 
‘too much’—which almost always revolve around her sexuality—
are strikingly full of eating and hungering-metaphors.

Let us explore this image. Let us break the tie with food and look 
at the metaphor: hungering... voracious... extravagantly and 
excessively needful... without restraint... always wanting... always 
wanting too much affection, reassurance, emotional and sexual 
contact, and attention.” 

Susan Bordo, “Anorexia Nervosa: Psychopathology as the Crystallization of Culture,” p. 241. 





“Unlike man, who holds so dearly to his title and his titles, his 
pouches of value, his cap, crown, and everything connected with 
his head, woman couldn’t care less about the fear of decapitation 
(or castration), adventuring, without the masculine temerity, into 
anonymity, which she can merge with without annihilating herself: 
because she’s a giver.” Hélène Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976), p. 888. 

“The Maries’ ludic, grotesque bodies dispute the canonical 
Woman’s body. With their nubile yet infantilized dolls’ visage, the 
Maries begin by drawing us in with their nearly flawless 
approximation of the patriarchal ideal, only to fracture, 
dismember, and cut up these bodies, forging new signification 
that contest gendered corporeality.” Bliss Cua Lim, “Dolls in Fragments: 
Daisies as Feminist Allegory” (2001), p. 68. 

“Chytilovás’s heroines are monstrous man-eating daisies, which are, 
after all, beautiful flowers whose petals resemble teeth. They are 
literally cunts with fangs, vaginae dentatae, as the phallic-food scene 
would indicate. They devour everything in their path, a grotesque 
exaggeration of stereotypical femininity.” Katarina Soukup, “Banquet of 
Profanities: Food and Subversion in Vera Chytilová’s Daisies” (1998), p. 41.



1 What if Soylent brings you pleasure? Arguably it’s the extra time and social media capital that brings you pleasure; Soylent’s instrumental rationality disqualifies it as food.
2 If animals bring you pleasure, from this perspective, go for it.



(This was a palimpsest )





Figure 11. Too much cake*
*Thesis-writer ate cake with her hands during her oral exam. Both of her advisors were unable to 
eat with her, and took their slices to go. Six days later, thesis-writer returned for the plate and 
Professor Jackson sent her to retrieve this from the faculty lounge. 



COMPARATIVE PAIN SCALE
Please rate the pleasure you feel reading this thesis on the numerical scale 1-10.

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10
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