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Food is a hot topic. As I am writing this, 20 of the top 100 selling books on Amazon are 

about food. One- third are diet and weight loss plans, one-third focus on food theory and 

lifestyles, and the remaining one-third are cookbooks. There are also fourteen food- 

related books on the New York Times Bestsellers List (February 6, 2011). 

	
  
Today, February 6, 2011, is also Super Bowl Sunday, a day which is as much about 

food  as  it  is  about  football.  While  the  professional  players  prepare  to  win  a 

championship, millions of people are preparing indulgent feasts for their Super Bowl 

parties. According to Nielsen Media Research, 57% of women watch the Super Bowl 

compared to 73% of men1, yet the traditional image of a Super Bowl party consists of 

men watching the game, drinking beer and eating chips while women hang out in the 

kitchen while talking, and preparing the food for the men. In fact, eHow.com offers 

advice on “how to involve women in the Super Bowl.”2
 

	
  
Gender roles in regards to food have long been a topic of great debate and controversy. 

In 1982, Bruce Feirstein published the infamous “Real Men Don’t Eat Quiche,” a 

bestseller that satirized masculine stereotypes and popularized the already widespread 

beliefs that men devour steaks while women pick at salads. In a series of studies at 

Northwestern University, researchers found that when men had unlimited time and 

attentional  resources,  they  were  more  likely  to  choose  foods  that  conformed  to  a 
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masculine gender identity. Women, on the other hand, showed less concern about 

making gender-congruent food choices, regardless of time and attentional resources.3 

	
  
David Katz, director of the Yale-Griffin Prevention Research Centre, suggests that diet 

can be explained by evolution and physiology. Men are the protein-requiring hunters 

while women gather the produce. However, Yvonne Bishop-Weston, a nutritionist, looks 

at socialization instead. Males are encouraged to eat large quantities of food while 

women  develop  emotional  attachments  to  food,  including  guilt  and  the  familial 

responsibility to prepare healthy meals.4 
	
  
	
  
The  debate  goes  beyond  what  men  and  women  are  eating  and  to  their  styles  of 

cooking, with some people suggesting the preparation and taste of the dish can give 

away whether it has been prepared by a man or a woman. To test this theory, an event 

was planned at the Astor Center in New York to discuss food and gender with 

professional chefs, mixologists, food magazine editors, restaurateurs, and academics. 

In an informal experiment, chefs were paired up and given a specific ingredient with 

which each had to prepare a dish for a blind panel. While the experiment was not taken 

seriously due to its unscientific nature, the event did make for a lively discussion about 

gender from some of the people who know food best.5 Gwen Hyman, one of the panel 

members, is a professor who teaches courses about food and gender and authored a 

book about appetites and gender in 19th century fiction. The event inspired her to start a 

blog, “Wordy Appetites: Ruminations on Food Culture in All of its Fabulous Forms.” 

Hyman believes one cannot tell the difference between a dish prepared by a man or a 

woman and that cooking styles are not gender-specific. She does, however, state that 
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women still face many barriers when it comes to the kitchen as there are fewer female 

culinary instructors, restaurant owners, and professional chefs.6 

	
  
Hyman suggests that it may be the diners and their expectations that influence gender 

in the kitchen, especially in this age of celebrity chefs. Indeed, food on television is even 

hotter than it is in books. There are now two cable channels dedicated solely to food as 

well as the many cooking and food-related shows on other channels including network 

and public television. There are definite gender differences when it comes to food- 

related television shows. Food Network divides its programming into daytime and 

evening  schedules.  Daytime  is  referred  to  as  “Food  Network  in  the  Kitchen”  and 

features mostly female cooks and chefs such as Paula Deen, Anne Burrell, and Sandra 

Lee standing in their home kitchens (or facsimiles of home kitchens) teaching recipes 

designed for the family dinner. “Food Network Nighttime,” on the other hand, features 

more male cooks and chefs in shows involving competitions and challenges: Robert 

Irvine in “Dinner Impossible,” Bobby Flay in “Throwdown” and “Iron Chef America,” and 

Michael Symon in “Food Feuds.” The distinction is clear– the women feed their families, 

the men must go out and do battle. 

	
  
Another recent trend in food television that showcases gender differences are travel 

programs. On Food Network, Giada DeLaurentis takes us on her “Weekend Getaways” 

while Rachael Ray hosts “Rachael’s Vacation” and “Tasty Travels.” Both shows not only 

tell us where to eat when we travel but provide suggestions for couples’ and family 

activities  including  shopping  and  sightseeing.  The  biggest  challenge  is  watching 

Rachael Ray battle her budget on “$40 a Day.” On none of these shows does the host 
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ever eat more than three bites of her meal, saving room for the dessert that will also be 

mostly left over. 

	
  
Gluttony seems to be a trait belonging to the men. Guy Fieri, host of “Diners, Drive-ins & 

Dives,” has no trouble eating huge portions of every food imaginable as he visits 

favorite greasy spoons all over the country. On the Travel Channel’s “Man v. Food,” 

Adam Richman seeks out restaurants that serve massive portions of food and engages 

in eating challenges such as trying to finish a 4-lb. steak with side dishes in under an 

hour. 

	
  
The men also appear to be gluttons for adventure and the bizarre. On Food Network’s 

“Glutton for Punishment,” Bob Blumer faces a new challenge each episode, learning 

how to juggle knives or shuck oysters competitively. In “Outrageous Food,” Tom Pizzica 

travels the country to find bizarre foods whether they be extremely pricey, spicy, or just 

strange. 

	
  
On the Travel Channel, Andrew Zimmern experiences the world’s different cultures by 

showing us what the locals eat on “Bizarre Foods.” Of course, one cannot think of 

bizarre foods without thinking of Anthony Bourdain who travels the world on his Emmy 

Award  winning  show  “No  Reservations,”  eating  raw  eyeballs  or  still-beating  reptile 

hearts. Would viewers prefer to watch a woman spend 30 minutes making dinner for the 

family or wolfing down a 7-lb. omelet made of brains and eyeballs? If, as Hyman 

suggested, consumers’ expectations influence what we get, then it seems we may be 

placing our orders from two very separate menus. 
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In this issue, we asked for submissions on the subject of women and consumption, with 

particular focus on women and food. We hope your minds, as well as your appetites, 

are stimulated. Bon Appetit! 
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Women as Food in Hispanic Cultural Metaphors 
by Carolina Gutiérrez-Rivas 

	
  
	
  
	
  
1. Introduction 
	
  
Metaphors are important instruments of cognition. They reproduce and show several 

aspects of societies and a lot about the way cultures work. They also have a central role 

in our perceptual structure. Mey (2001:203) specifies that “metaphors are always 

charged with high pragmatic explosives.” In other words, metaphors are loaded with 

meanings that are rooted very deeply within a culture and that may, potentially, hurt 

people´s feelings or distort their character. In the Hispanic culture, the ways in which 

women and women´s body parts are categorized as food are incredibly vast. Bacalao, 

bollo and papaya (codfish, scone and papaya) are only some of the terms used to refer 

to the vagina. Others like 1) ceviche (ceviche) 2) aceituna negra (black olive) and 3) 

lechuga (lettuce) refer to foods and/or women that 1) all drunks want (to eat), 2) are 

black and petite but still desirable (“edible”), 3) are present at every party, but nobody 

wants (to eat) them. 

	
  
Given that these metaphors almost always allude to women as something that can be 

ingested (but seldom as the subject who ingests), I decided to investigate what the folk 

beliefs are regarding the relationship between the two. The data from this study comes 

from various online non-academic glossaries and forums containing vocabulary related 

to food metaphors for women in the Spanish language.  The reason for this choice is to 

explore what is there in the common individual´s imaginary, since I consider this a valid 

place to study language mechanisms and patterns. 
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2. Metaphors: A Window to Popular Thinking 
	
  
Lakoff and Johnson (1980) suggested that metaphors not only make our thoughts more 

vivid and interesting but they actually structure our perceptions and understanding. 

According to López-Rodriguez (2009:78) through metaphors people express a picture of 

reality or a world view. Metaphors derive in some cases from analogies, since it is 

relatively easy and spontaneous for humans to create such by watching the ordinary 

things common to them and the world that surrounds them. Metaphors can become so 

ingrained in a culture that nobody questions the meaning behind them. In fact, they are 

an excellent mechanism to introduce, spread out and reaffirm folk beliefs because they 

are charged with ideological components. 

	
  
Some theorists have also developed the concept of “generative metaphors,” which are 

“those that allow a whole sluice of metaphors that everybody understands because the 

generative one underlies the general thinking patterns; e.g., war, or sports, or business, 

etc.” (Hardman, 2006: personal communication). Hardman explains that, in the English 

language, speakers have the tendency to express good things with violent metaphors, 

to the point that some people cannot distinguish what is good from what is bad. Such 

(un)conscious practices contribute to perpetuate the preexisting negative thinking 

patterns and hide the pluridimensionality of human existence. Therefore, many of the 

good ideas are lost and it becomes a hard task to change our surrounding reality. I 

argue that the same phenomenon also happens with speakers of the Spanish language 

when they refer to women using generative metaphors of food. 
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Some studies, like López-Rodriguez´s, show that certain metaphors in Spanish and 

English often understand gender differences in terms of animal imagery to degrade 

particular social groups that are regarded as inferior or marginal. Other researchers 

examine metaphors in Spanish that link women to objects, such as statues, robots, 

dolls, merchandise and garbage (Cf. Pedraza, 1998). Pedraza states that it is about the 

woman as object that the projection of the male imaginary reaches its last 

consequences, with the creation of artificial women. According to the author, these 

imply one of the biggest ideals in the masculine mind. For example, dolls represent a 

metaphor for consumption, a humiliation of the feminine. In Spanish, the noun “muñeca” 

(doll) is used to designate toys which resemble girls and also real younger women with 

nice bodies. The doll is, then, a reproduction of the masculine ideal of femininity. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that through these metaphors, the stereotypical view of 

the  female  person  and  the  masculine  idea  of  (what)  femininity  (should  be)  are 

reinforced. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Frigolé Reixach´s study from 1987 focuses on some languages of the Iberian Peninsula 

and the Northern Mediterranean Sea (i.e. Spanish, Basque, Portuguese, French) and it 

focuses on the notions that prevail in popular culture about metaphors for women and 

all of the domestic procedures and processes vital to human existence. Those include 

the house, and parts of the house (i.e. chimney, keys, cooking instruments). Even 

though the study is of an incalculable value and Reixach emphasizes that metaphors 

related to objects and women are historically conditioned, the study is only a mere 

reconstruction of the conceptual system used to describe women´s social and biological 
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“nature”. Frigolé Reixach´s research focuses on the origin of such associations but it 

does not criticize in depth their meaning and use. 

	
  
In  the  next  few  pages,  it  is  my  intention  to  show  that  generative  metaphors,  as 

innocuous as they may seem, hide great power and can harm people psychologically 

and emotionally. As I will exemplify later, in Spanish, some people (women included) 

categorize women and/or women´s body parts as food that 1) can be eaten, or, 2) are 

edible only in certain occasions; these metaphoric projections contribute to support the 

idea that women are mere products to be consumed, enjoyed and discarded. 

	
  
3. Women as Food: Are They Edible? 
	
  
The metaphor-making process is, of course, cognitive, and the way humans help create 

metaphors and interact with them varies from culture to culture. Also, it is crucial to point 

out  that  cognitive  schemata  are  not  constructed  on  the  individual  capacities  of 

perception and experiences only, but they emerge from the social and the cultural 

experience we all share. 

As curious as it may seem, it has already been stated that in many places around the 

world, the human mind seems to conceive connections between eating and the sex act, 

to the point that many languages designate the latter with the word(s) used for the 

former (Lévi-Strauss, 1964: 157)1. The choice of food is a process in which nutrition 

produced by nature is transformed into food, a product of culture. People do not accept 

all possible substances as edible but make choices. Culture defines how possible 

nutrition is coded into acceptable food (Cf. Lévi-Strauss, 1966). 
	
  

	
  
	
  

1 In some regions of Meridian Spanish, men may say “me la comí” (I ate her) to imply they have had sex 
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If, within a culture, people make metaphoric projections that relate women to food, they 

are showing that for them, women are acceptable or adequate depending on how well 

they look or taste, or depending on how cheap and accessible they can be. If we make 

a parallelism between language and Lévi-Strauss’s theories about the meaning of food 

within a culture, we will find that these sorts of metaphors imply a superficial way of 

categorizing women and a frivolous mechanism to reduce them to just a “product” 

nature offers men for their sustainance. Metaphors of this kind also mean women are to 

be transformed so that they become desirable enough to be men’s food of choice. This 

poses some contradictions about how females are seen in relation to nature. One of the 

most productive images about women in society is the conceptualization of feminine as 

a form of life that is more linked to nature. Often, women are represented for their 

capacity  to  bring  life  into  existence.  A  woman´s  body  is  a  matrix,  the  origin  of 

everything, the substance, the mother and the matter (Cf. Ribas and Todolí, 2008). The 

positive side of this projection is that since women are substance and matter they are a 

potential element for nourishment. The negative side is that the subject/eaters decide 

what or which of those elements/objects are “acceptable” or “good enough” to eat. 

	
  
The first two sets of metaphors I display in tables 1 and 2 illustrate how women´s sex 

organ and breasts are portrayed as food. The words I reproduce below were collected 

from a great variety of Spanish dialects (including that from the Peninsula and Latin 

American). The examples come from Avizora, an on-line glossary of vulgar terms, 

insults and swear-words. 

Table 1. Women´s Sex Organs (Vagina and outermost sex organs) 
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Type of Food 
	
  

Country 
Abbreviation(s)2 

	
  

English Equivalent 

	
  

Bacalao 
	
  

M 
	
  

Codfish 
	
  

Bollito 
	
  

V 
	
  

Roll 
	
  

Bollo 
	
  

C, V 
	
  

Scone 
	
  

Cajeta 
	
  

A, CH, U 
	
  

Milk  pudding  (also  known  as 
“Dulce de leche”) 

	
  

Concha 
	
  

A, U 
	
  

Scallop 
	
  

Cuca 
	
  

CO, V 
	
  

Cookie made out of wheat flour 
and brown sugar 

	
  

Mamey 
	
  

M 
	
  

Mamey (a sort of nut) 
	
  

Panocha 
	
  

M 
	
  

Stuffed  bread  (sometimes  with 
honey and/or cheese) 

	
  

Papaya 
	
  

CO, U 
	
  

Papaya 
	
  

Pepa 
	
  

A, U 
	
  

Seed or fruit (i.e. cashew) 
	
  

Table 2. Women´s Breasts 
	
  

	
  

Type of Food 
	
  

Country 
Abbreviation(s)3 

	
  

English Equivalent 

	
  

Limones 
	
  

U 
	
  

Lemons 
	
  

Melones 
	
  

U 
	
  

Watermelons 
	
  

Pechugas 
	
  

ES, U 
	
  

Chicken Breast 
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

2  I reproduced  the table just as it appears on Avizora. The countries  are mentioned  only by their first(s) 
initial(s): A: Argentina; CO: Colombia; CH: Chile; ES: Spain; M: México; U: Uruguay; V: Venezuela. 

	
  
3 Ibid. 
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At this point, it is especially important to highlight the close relationship that exists 

between metaphors and euphemisms, given that the words in the tables above are 

used as such. De Gregorio de Mac (1973: 14)  explains that euphemisms represent a 

source of valuable elements, since they are expressions of some significant features of 

the collective subconscious and show us some characteristics of the spoken language. 

Consequently, to observe the linguistic functioning and manifestations allow us to 

understand the idiosyncrasy of human groups. 

	
  
According to de Mac, some metaphors are semantic euphemisms that enter the 

language through a linguistic procedure caused by resemblance. She states that 

euphemisms are intimately related to some kind of taboo. The word “taboo” is of 

Polynesian-origin and designates “that which cannot be touched.” Taboo terms can be 

used to name objects that one does not dare to touch or see and also to replace words 

one is not to pronounce. Young (2005:112) argues that “the concept of taboo belongs to 

societies or social practices that make a strong distinction between the sacred and the 

profane...Purity…usually requires preservation of spatial and practical borders, and a 

taboo generates rules against crossing borders.” 

	
  
The linguistic representation of sexual body parts as food could reveal several things 

about the thinking patterns of Spanish speakers and the Hispanic culture in general. On 

the one hand, it is not considered appropriate to call the female sex organ or breasts by 

their standard (or scientific) names (vagina/senos) because saying the words or talking 

directly about the topic can be embarrassing or scandalous. It defies the image of 

women and their bodies as pure and chaste. On the other hand, if euphemisms enter 
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the language by resemblance, such body parts are seen as edible goods. Therefore, 

the association between the forbidden and the pleasant is evident, and at the same time 

the use of food names to refer to the vagina and the breasts shows that women are a 

source of satisfaction and pleasure. 

	
  
The second set of metaphors, which I display in Table 3, is related to the categorization 

of women as (un)desirable food items. Doing a survey through different websites 

containing informal glossaries and joke forums, I discovered an array of metaphors that 

designate women and women’s body parts as food in derogatory ways or with negative 

connotations4. The following examples belong to the Univision Forum On-Line. In the 

table, I include the Spanish word, its English equivalent and the metaphor: 

Table 3. Categorization of Women as (Un)Desirable Food Items 
	
  
	
  	
  

SPANISH WORD 
	
  

ENGLISH TRANSLATION 
	
  

METAPHOR FOR 
WOMEN WHO ARE… 

	
   1.  Aceituna negra Black Olive …black and petite but still 
desirable. 

	
   2.  Vaso de agua Glass of Water …easy to get. 

	
   3.  Ceviche Ceviche …wanted by drunk men 

	
   4.  Fiambre Cold dish …eaten at every picnic. 

	
   5.  Canchita Pop-corn …eaten at the movies. 

	
   6.  Papas Lay´s Lay´s Potato Chips …noisy when they are 
being eaten. 

	
   7.  Lechuga Lettuce …present  at  every  party, 
but nobody wants (to eat) 
them. 

	
  

	
  
	
  

4  Note that in each case the verb “to eat” is a literal  translation  of “comer”  which,  as I said earlier,  is 
associated with the sexual act. 
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8.  Caviar Caviar …only eaten by rich men. 
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
Notice that none of the metaphors categorize women as food in a positive way (i.e. 

quality food, nourishing food, designer’s food and so forth). They are “nicknames” (as 

specified in the title of the forum) who are meant to be funny jokes about non-white 

women or women who are “easy,” “ugly,” “annoying,” or initiate sexual relations based 

on an agenda. Furthermore, all of these names are directly associated to the woman’s 

sexual activity (or the lack of it). 

	
  
Example 1, Aceituna negra/Black olive, speaks for itself: women of a certain 

physiognomy (i.e. black and/or petite) may not be very desirable. Kerner (2009: 188) 

establishes a convincing analogy between racism and sexism, not only because 

linguistically, the second term is a derivation from the first, but because both of them 

can be understood as manifestations of power. More specifically, they imply hierarchy, 

discrimination and violation, and they operate in relation to the beliefs that there are 

fundamental differences between humans. París Pombo (2002: 289-90) claims that, 

unlike the United States and Europe, where there exist fundamentalist groups against 

non-white  people,  in  Latin  America,  the  expressions  of  racism  are  very  diffuse. 

However, racial categories do influence sociocultural evaluations (i.e. the aesthetic 

appreciations  most  publicized  in  advertising,  the  mass  media,  interpersonal 

relationships, family and love relationships, alliances, and even possibilities within the 

job market). According to París Pombo, “while a big majority seems to reject the idea of 

superior or inferior races, discrimination practices and racist prejudices are common” 
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(293, my translation). If a woman is called a “black olive” that means that, even though 

she is being framed into a racially inferior group and she is not exactly well-built, she 

does not necessarily have to be an outcast from the group of desirable (edible) women. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
In example 2, Vaso de agua/ Glass of water, the expression “a glass of water” is a pun5 

that implies women are as easy to get as a glass of water. In general, mainly because 

of our Spanish heritage in customs, and due to the precarious financial situation of most 

of Latin American countries, material possessions are closely watched and people take 

good care of them. Since they are not easily replaceable if damaged or broken, people 

often do not lend their belongings without regard.   However, a glass of water is 

something that no one would (or should) refuse to give to anyone else who would ask 

for it. This only reflects the scarce value a woman has within the household and in daily 

life in general. 

In examples 3, 4 and 5, it is viable to establish a parallelism with “women as objects”, 

which I have previously mentioned. The representation of women who are wanted by 

drunk men when they have the “munchies” or who are “eaten” (meaning, used to have 

any kind of sexual act with) at casual places, like the movies or picnics, proves that still 

in the Spanish speakers’ collective imaginary, women are viewed as objects or products 

(in this case edible). They are meant to serve a double purpose: 1) to satisfy cravings, 

and 2) to perform as cheap entertainment. 
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

5  In Spanish there is a saying: “un vasito de agua no se le niega a nadie” (no one should/would  refuse to 
give somebody else a glass of water). Also, the third person pronoun “se” is ambiguous: it can be impersonal or it 
can be reflexive, meaning that it is her, the woman, who does not refuse to deliver herself to whoever wants her. 
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Example 6, Papas Lay´s/Potato chip, refers to women who are loud, and therefore 

annoying, when having sex. It brings to mind a very popular joke in Spanish that goes 

“What does a woman do after making love? She stands in the way.”6 According to 

Cepeda (2007: 259), women´s lack of power is evidenced through their discourse: they 

must express approval, be indirect and non confrontational. Sometimes silence can be 

their best strategy to save face. As an extension of this behavior towards men, women 

must pretend innocence and lack of knowledge in sexual matters. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Somehow, the cultural patriarchal models we live by in the Hispanic World nowadays 

are still controlled by 19th Century morals. Hincapié (2007:295) provides account of 

how some manuals from the period instructed women on how to be “good.” According 

to Hincapié´s study, every good woman who followed the manual’s indications about 

conduct and spirituality was also a pretty woman, because she was innocent, virginal, 

and angelic. Her spiritual purity would reflect on her physical beauty, since she was the 

superior work of God; she should be chaste and show sublime feelings. 

Surprisingly, and even though we live in times that suggest women have acquired more 

privileges and have a wider range of action than two centuries ago, when the first 

feminists began their struggle, , they are still not, and never have been, free to express 

the joy and pleasures that come from sex. If a woman dares to do that, she is regarded 

as annoying because she knows “too much” about a topic she is not supposed to be 

acquainted with, and she is exceeding her function as a mere source of pleasure for 

men. In the Spanish language there is a specific term used to denote the situation of 
	
  

	
  
	
  

6 “¿Qué hace una mujer después de hacer el amor? Estorba”. 



MP: An Online Feminist Journal Winter 2011: Vol. 3, Issue 3 

17 

	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  
hierarchic superiority of men over women in every aspect of life (especially) including 

sex freedom: machismo. The Spanish Royal Academy of Language (Real Academia 

Española) defines machismo as “the attitude of prepotency from men towards women” 

(my translation). Also, Mujcinovic (2001:49) defines machismo as the “distinct norms of 

conduct for men and women, condemning a double standard that allows freedom to 

men while denying it to women”. This seems to suggest that, paradoxically, for Hispanic 

women it is smart to show themselves as ignorant with regard to some matters. 

	
  
Examples 7 and 8 are situated on the opposite sides of the same spectrum: lettuce is a 

simple and cheap vegetable that anyone can buy and prepare; whereas caviar, 

processed fish eggs, is expensive and only a few can consume it. Women portrayed as 

lettuce are silly and insubstantial. They are easy to find but who would want them if they 

are so common? However, women as caviar are delicate, rare to obtain, and a pleasure 

to eat7. Therefore lettuce is for everybody but no man wants it, and caviar is not for 

everybody but it is the cherished desire of every man; only the rich ones get it. 

	
  
4. Final remarks 

Several studies in the Spanish language have addressed the topic of metaphors in the 

Hispanic culture, but only a few have analyzed the relationship between this concept 

and women. Lopez Rodriguez´s work establishes a parallelism between farm animals 

and  women:  “They  render  service  to  man,  either  by  helping  in  farm  labor  or  by 

producing foods (e.g. milk, eggs, and meat). These two characteristics yield the factors 
	
  
	
  
	
  

7   Actually,  the  last  two  meaning  of  the  word  “caviar”  on  the  Webster  Dictionary  are:  2)  something 
considered  too  delicate  or  lofty  for  mass  appreciation  and  3)  something  considered  the  best  of  its  kind.  This 
metaphor could represent, in popular terms, the “gold-digger” or the “trophy wife”. 
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of servitude and edibility, factors which will be central to the metaphoric identifications of 

women with farm animals (87)”. Pedraza (1998) and Ribas and Todolí (2008) focus on 

the whole array of metaphors for women as objects such as: women as dolls, women as 

merchandise, women as garbage and so on. All of them are meant to project the notion 

that women are artificial and superficial, they must show perfect physical appearance 

and are, after all, disposable. 

	
  
In this study, I have considered in detail, as far as the few available sources have 

allowed me, how metaphors of food for women in the Spanish language seem harmless 

in surface, but very noxious when deeply considered. Such structures are accepted 

within the culture as natural and funny, and people use them, because they are not 

perceived as rude or offensive when joking. Conceptualizations like these are common 

in every culture. As Mead (1965: vi) says, “a culture may seize upon the very obvious 

facts of difference in age, sex, in strength, in beauty, or the unusual variations…and 

make these dominant cultural themes.” The problem comes when social conventions, 

especially those stated and manifested through language, are used to oppress the 

powerless and the weakest. Like Lopez Rodriguez’s, Pedraza’s and Ribas and Todolí’s 

works, this paper is another proof that women are seen as products to be consumed, 

enjoyed and discarded. As I showed above, metaphors of “women as food” reaffirm the 

idea that female human beings’ function is no other than satisfy male human beings’ 

cravings, entertain them and amuse them. 

	
  
Dejbord-Sawan (2006) says that it is undeniable that cultural production in the Western 

world has been dominated by men and for men. For centuries, women´s bodies have 
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been a territory colonized by representation practices and theorizations made about it. I 

argue that colonialism has many forms of expression, some of them more subtle than 

others. Language is a powerful tool that helps maintain such process, and metaphors of 

food only perpetuate the notion that women are not as unique and valuable as men. 

Everybody, especially the common individual, should be warned about the (bad) use(s) 

of generative metaphors. 
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The vampire emphasizes the eternal in us. Through the panacea of its blood it 

turns the lead of our toxic flesh into golden matter. 

(Del Toro: 2009) 
	
  
	
  

Because of her extreme deviation from the ideal, therefore, the female 

vampire was both more fear-inspiring and more desire-provoking than her 

male counterpart. 

(Spencer, 1992: 206) 
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

One of the major stigmas or social transgressions in the twenty-first century is aging 

and, in particular, female aging. In a culture that prizes youth and beauty above all 

else, showing signs of aging, such as having dry and wrinkly skin, is a scenario 

worse than death itself, making the possessor monstrous and almost “undead.” If, as 

Jung suggests ‘Myth is society’s dream,’ then its imagined monsters are its 

nightmares. Within this framework, there is no monster that encapsulates and 

embodies the dystopian visions of a society obsessed with the perfect feminine form 

or, as argued by many commentators, the non-feminine form,1 like the female 

vampire.  Reflecting  society’s  obsession  with  youth  and  the  seemingly  endless 
	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 See Bordo et al. re: masculinisation of female figure. 
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regimes of diet and cosmetics needed to maintain and/or ensure it, so too does the 

female vampire require a proscribed routine of care to maintain her appearance of 

eternal youth and beauty. If these proscriptive processes are not entered into, then 

the ravages of time and excess threaten to aggressively attack the skin of the 

transgressor, rendering it wizened, wrinkled and on the verge of petrifaction. 

Curiously, the maintenance of the vampress’ outward appearance necessitates an 

intimate relationship with fluids and food2 which verges on the dysfunctional, or what 

is commonly considered an eating disorder. Being typically characterized by extreme 

bouts of abstinence and consumption,3 this disorder would be identified as binge 

eating. As such, the vampress embodies not only the monstrous demands of the 

patriarchal society that imposes the desired forms and shape of female identity but 

also the monstrousness of transgressing these norms. Consequently it can be seen 

that the acceptance of the female by the larger community requires acts of social 

transgression  and  that,  through  these  acts,  it  is  possible  to  create  spaces  of 

individual identity and agency. This paper then will look at some of the discourses 

that operate within and around the nature of binge eating in relation to both the 

society that constructs them but also the subject categorised as being the one that 

suffers from, or is the victim of, such dietary disorders. Alongside this it will example 

forms of equivalence between these largely negative configurations and some of the 

narratives that have evolved, and subsequently encircle, the figure of the female 

vampire in popular culture. These are often very different to those that are readily 

applied to the male revenant in the more instantly recognisable representations and 

interpretations of, for instance, Bram Stoker’s, aristocratic Count Dracula and so to 
	
  
	
  
	
  

2 As the vampire feeds mostly on blood the categories of food and drink are fairly interchangeable as one equates 
to the other. 
3  For the purposes  of this paper, the term “consumption”  is used in a more general  sense of being used and 
consumed rather than just strictly digested. 
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illustrate just how, and why, these differences occur I shall conclude with an in-depth 

discussion of the film Countess Dracula. 

Eating disorders are a particular point of stigma within contemporary culture, 

being largely seen as a result of hegemonic oppression. Marlene Boskind-Lodahl 

interprets these exterior pressures on the female body shape as thus: “Whether the 

causes of this [aging] are the excesses of smoking, eating, drinking, or even tanning, 

they  result  in  the  breaking  of  the  collective  prohibition  –looking  old  a  distorted 

concept of body size, a characteristic of the anorexics described by Bruch4  and of 
	
  
the bulimarexics5 I have studied, is related to the parental and societal expectations 

that emphasize physical appearance” (Boskind-Lodahl: 348). Noelle Caskey 

negotiates a middle ground where a certain level of self-reflection is imminent within 

such  controlled  relations  with  food,  and  by  extension,  the  body:  “[a  woman] 

perceives her body and its appetites as imposing alien necessities against which she 

rebels, while at the same time experiencing the desires of others towards her as 

indistinguishable from her own images of desire” (Caskey: 263). This positivist 

approach is further emphasised by Susan Haworth-Hoeppner in her article, “The 

Critical Shapes of Body Image,” where her studies have shown: 

	
  

Food restriction has been named in other studies as a coping response 

used by women with eating disorders to reassert personal control over 

their bodies (Gordon, 1990;6  Root & Fallon, 19887, 19898; Kearney- 
	
  
	
  
	
  

4 Hilda Bruch, “Children Who Starve Themselves,” in The New York Times Magazine (November 10, 1974), p. 
70. 
5  “Bulimarexics”  is her own term for the combined  categories  of those suffering  from anorexia  nervosa  and 
bulimia. 
6 Gordon, R. (1990). Anorexia and bulimia: Anatomy of a social epidemic. Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell. 
7  Root, M., & Fallon,  P (1988).  “The incidence  of victimation  experiences  in a bulimic  sample”.  Journal  of 
Interpersonal Violence, 3, 161-173. 
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Cooke, 19889) and to increase autonomy (Bell, 199410; van Vreckem & 

Vandereycken, 199411; Wooley, 199112). (Hoeppner: 229) 
	
  

	
  

Either way, what it does signify is a very special, indeed complex, relationship 

between  ourselves  and  food  –  not  in  just  what  we  eat,  as  Ludwig  Andreas 

Feuerbach famously said “man is what he eats,”13 but also in the way we eat it. As 

noted by Martha Reineke, in her work on Abjection, Anorexia, and Medieval Women 

Mystics, “an unregulated appetite signified an unregulated society.” (Reineke:  249) 

As such, the binge eater, rather than the anorexic, poses a much greater risk on 

society at large, as he/she signifies a loss of control and someone that, if not 

controlled, might infect the larger society around him/her; the binge eater is 

simultaneously configured as not only the disease itself and also the carrier of it. 

That this is the case is seen in the definition of BED, binge eating disorder, by 

American Psychiatric Association where the criteria for the “illness” include: 
	
  
	
  
	
  

(1) eating an amount of food in a two-hour period that is definitely 

larger than most people would consume in that time period and (2) 

feeling a lack of control over eating during these episodes. Additional 
	
  
	
  

8 Root, M. (1989). “Treating the victimized bulimic”. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 4, 90-100. 
9 Kearney-Cooke, A. (1988). Group treatment of sexual abuse among women with eating disorders. Women & 
Therapy, 7, 5-21. 
10 Bell, K. (1994). “On the relationship  between daughters and mothers with regard to bulimia nervosa”. In B. 
Dolan and I. Gitzinger (Eds.), Gender Issues and Eating Disorders (pp. 21-32). London: Athlone Press. 
11 van Vreckem, E., & Vandereycken, W. (1994). “A sexual education programme for women with eating disor- 
ders”. In B. Dolan and I. Gitzinger (Eds.), Gende Issues and Eating Disorders (pp. 110-116). London: Athlone 
Press. 
12 Wooley, S. (1991). “Uses of countertransference  in the treatment of eating disorders: A gender perspective.” 
In C. Johnson  (Ed.),  Psycodynamic  Treatment  of Anoxexia  Nervosa  and Bulimia  (pp.  245-294).  New  York: 
Guilford Press. 
13 Ludwig Andreas Feuerbach (1804- 1972, a) German philosopher and anthropologist: “Der Mensch ist, was er 
ißt” or “man ist was man isst” which translates as “man is what he eats”, from an essay entitled “Concerning 
Spiritualism  and  Materialism”  from  1863.  This  mirrors  an earlier  quote  by Anthelme  Brillat-Savarin  (1755- 
1826) who said “Dis-moi ce que tu manges, je te dirai ce que tu es”, which translates as “Tell me what you eat 
and  I  will  tell  you  what  you  are”,  in  his  essay  “Physiologie  du  Gout,  ou  Meditations  de  Gastronomie 
Transcendante”  from 1826. 
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indicators include (1) eating much more rapidly than usual, (2) eating 

until feeling uncomfortably full, (3) eating large amounts of food when 

not physically hungry, (4) eating alone because of embarrassment over 

the amount being eaten, and (5) feeling disgusted with oneself, 

depressed, or very guilty after overeating (Faber, Christenson, de 

Zwaan, Mitchell: 297). 

	
  

The majority of these criteria can be viewed as relational judgments in that they are 

assessed either against what are considered to be societal norms and expectations 

(as  seen  in  phrases  such  as  “an  amount  of  food…definitely  larger  than  most 

people”). Simultaneously, there is also a required emotional response because of 

transgressing these collective expectations, as seen in feelings of “embarrassment”, 

“disgust”, and “very guilty”. Such binging, and particularly female binging, then 

becomes an act of social and self-imposed exclusion, separating the woman who 

cannot control herself from the collective as a source of danger and pollution.14
 

Conversely, in separating the self from society it provides a means of re- 

integrating the self into a oneness of being that is usually denied in a culture of 

deferral:15  “the binge brings about a union between the mind and body. One gives 

one’s self to the food, to the moment completely. There is a complete loss of control 

(ego).  It  is  an  absolute  here-and-now  experience,  a  kind  of  ecstasy”  (Boskind- 

Lodahl: 352). In this way, it correlates very strongly to the experience of the vampire, 

as Sarah Sceats notes: “vampires legitimize or at least give expression to what the 
	
  
	
  
	
  

14 Mary Douglas identifies this as a source of social pollution when an action poses a “danger from transgressing 
the internal lines of the system” Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Pollution and Taboo, (New York, Routledge, 
1966: p. 124). 
15  See  Jacques  Derrida  Speech  and  Phenomena,  trans.  by  David  B. Allison  (Evanston,  Northwestern  Press: 
1973). 
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rational and social exclude. They are portrayed as unable to help themselves, their 

behavior as inevitable as gravity” (Sceats: 108). The inevitability of a vampire’s 

nature then also embodies one of the qualities that necessarily exclude it from 

society, or which are seen to confuse boundaries. Anne McWhir identifies these as 

the “modem and primitive, civilized and savage...good and evil, clean and unclean, 

life and death” (McWhir: 31) and is much more so when the vampire is female, 

effectively   further   transgressing   that   which   has   already   transgressed.   The 

multiplying, or doubling, of evil through the very fact of it being perpetrated by a 

woman is one of “male” laws being broken by a non-male, and as described by 

Karen Humphreys, can be seen in “figures from Medea to Lady Macbeth who not 

only break the law of the general social structure by committing their crimes but they 

also break the law of the patriarchal order that governs that economy” (Humphreys: 

747). Even so, the leap from the female binge eater to the female vampire might 

seem somewhat extreme but through the cinematic representation of the life of 

Elizabeth Bathory that follows I hope to show this is nowhere near as fantastic at it 

may seem. 

The film Countess Dracula was made 1971 and directed by Peter Sasdy. This 

movie was part of the hugely popular series of vampire movies for Hammer Film 

Productions and starred Ingrid Pitt who had previously featured as the vampress in 

The Vampire Lovers (Baker: 1970), a largely faithful version of Sheridan Le Fanu’s 

story, Carmilla, from 1872. Here too is a tale of someone, a female vampire, who 

loves her “food” too much. Countess Dracula, however, is a re-telling of the late 

medieval story of Countess Elizabeth Bathory and tells of an older woman, driven by 

the demands of her socially-produced desires, who wants to look younger no matter 

the cost. Here, the body is specifically configured as repository of age, identity, and 
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social integration, discrete from any mental processes confirming Western culture’s 

continuing Cartesian separation of body and mind. Within this framework, it is only 

possible through the excessive consumption of the concentrated essence of the 

body itself, configured as an almost supernatural substance. To stay young, the 

female vampire must binge on blood. 

Strictly speaking, Countess Dracula is not a vampire film; the main character 

Elizabeth, or Erzabeth, Bathory, was a historical figure, born in 1560. She is now 

mainly remembered for her “specialized recreational” activities. These are described 

by David Pirie as thus: “Bathory was not simply a murderess, she was a murder 

factory, As many as six hundred girls over a period of hardly more than fifteen years 

may have been fed into her voracious recreation chamber” (Pirie: 18). The purported 

reason for this repeated act was her quest to remain forever youthful, and this was 

achieved, as noted by Alain Silver and James Ursini, by the “Countess ‘milking’ them 

of their blood to daub on her skin to restore its ‘translucence’” (Silver and Ursini:97- 

99). This practice is variously reinterpreted as bathing in the blood of virgins, but the 

application of blood on the skin was not so macabre then as it seems now, for 

treatments and cosmetics for leprosy in the early medieval period often involved 

blood. One author of the period, Velasco de Tharanta, thought “that it would be 

better if this ointment were made with the blood of a young and healthy person” but 

Alberto de Bologna disagreed about mixing the two and thought of “some use the 

fresh blood of children as a palliative, especially for the face”16  (Demaitre: 272). 
	
  
Even as late as the eighteenth century, such acts were still considered possible, as 
	
  
Davis Biale recounts: “There were even rumours, which led to rioting in France in 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

16 In reality, the alleged application of this sort of remedy caused Perrette de Rouen, a practicing physician, to be 
convicted in Paris in 1408. 
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1750, that King Louis XV had abducted children in order to cure his leprosy” (Biale: 
	
  
100).  Although configured as a mass murderer, we never see the Countess in the 

film actually drinking blood, so her categorisation as a vampire might seem a little 

misplaced; however, there is an accumulation of evidence, not least her binging and 

social exclusion, as the narrative develops that can see her as nothing else than  an 

inhuman consumer of blood. 

Bathory’s inherent nature as “undead” is developed within the mise en scene 

of the film. Beginning with the death of her husband, it immediately throws a deathly 

pallor across the castle within which she lives, with all its colourings being 

predominately black and grey. The Countess herself is continually seen through a 

veil as though she has already embarked on the journey to the other side. This is 

emphasised when the veil is occasionally lifted and we see here dry and wrinkled 

skin, covered in large warts, and her lips drawn into a rictus that reveals two rows of 

sharp little teeth. The awakening of her unholy thirst is first seen when she looks at 

the son of one of her husband’s friends who attends the funeral; she thus already is 

shown to desire what society says she cannot have, a young virile man. It is purely 

by chance that she discovers the restorative qualities of blood. When a serving girl 

cuts herself slicing a peach, the blood spurts onto the Countess. As she wipes it off 

herself, she notices how young her skin has suddenly become. At once, actions that 

society precludes her from provide her with exactly what society holds most dear 

and what she desires so much. She has the girl brought to her private chambers and 

bathes in her blood. This is seen as an almost religious experience on par with a 

return from the dead. The film shows this by the sudden transformation of the drably 

dressed figure we saw before, “emerging from behind a screen of variously coloured 

glass after her bath, golden haired … and attired in a blue peignoir which reveals a 



MP: An Online Feminist Journal Winter 2011: Vol. 3, Issue 3 

29 

	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
flesh that is indeed ‘astonishingly white’” (Silver and Ursini: 101). In fact, the 

amazingly youthful and glowing look of the Countess makes her seem positively 

angelic. This is a discourse that appeared around medieval mystics and food in the 

medieval period where blood brought about ecstatic transformations and emotions. 

As explained by Caroline Walker Bynum, “it was only by bleeding, by being torn and 

rent, by dying, that God’s body redeemed humanity. To become that body by eating 

was therefore to bleed and to save–to lift one’s own physicality into suffering and 

into glory” (Bynum: 251). The linkage between the almost religious experience of 

binging on blood, if only through its application to the skin, is further described in 

terms of the sublime by Shiela Lintott who sees eating disorders as an almost 

spiritual quest, “considering the efficacy of the sublime in the progression of eating 

disorders will show that much eating-disordered behavior can be understood in 

terms of a quest for such experiences” (Lintott: 68). The Countess’ religious fervour 

is seemingly rewarded, as her reborn youth wins her the adoration of the man she 

so desires. However, this is short lived for the God which once seemingly blessed 

her then damns her. As the film reaches its climax, at the wedding of Elizabeth and 

her paramour, Imre Toth, the grace that was once so unexpectedly bestowed upon 

her is as abruptly taken away. As the priest solemnly intones the wedding vows, 

signaling the fulfillment of her dreams, like a bolt from above age, returns to her. 

The act of marriage here is the achievement of a goal and the completion of 

her quest, meaning that she would have received the object of her desire. However, 

this is exactly what the patriarchal system disavows, maintaining authority and 

dominance by making the objects of its desire forever unobtainable. Bathory, in the 

film,  signals  a  way  of  short-circuiting  this  process.  Her  excessive  acts  of 

transgression use the quest for eternal youth as a means to an end when, in fact, 



MP: An Online Feminist Journal Winter 2011: Vol. 3, Issue 3 

30 

	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  
the ideology of beauty demands that it can only be a means with no end; a holy grail 

that can be aspired too but never acquired. One scene in the film in particular 

exemplifies  this  sense  of  unobtainability,  which  is  when  we  see  the  Countess 

bathing in blood. Once realizing the positive benefits of blood being applied to her 

skin, she decides to totally immerse herself in the substance to get the full effect. As 

we see her applying a blood soaked sponge to her skin she remarkably resembles a 

newborn child, naked, and smeared in birthing blood. That this blood comes from 

virgins increases its significance for it transforms the act into one of a virgin birth or 

the product an immaculate conception. The religious resonances of this can also 

been seen in comparison to the writings of the thirteenth-century mystic, Catherine 

of Siena, where transcendence is achieved through such binge-like behaviour: 

	
  
	
  
	
  

So I want you to follow the Magdalene, that lovely woman in love, who 

never let go of the tree of the most holy cross. No, with perseverance 

she was bathed in the blood of God’s son; she got drunk on it; she so 

filled her memory and heart and understanding with it. (Catherine of 

Siena: 2:48) 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Elizabeth’s behaviour then would seem to take the excesses demanded by religious, 

or patriarchal, proscription and subvert them to her own ends, enacting not the 

continual resurrection, or eternal recurrence that can never be satiated but a rebirth 

of the self that goes beyond this. As noted by Karen Humphreys, when talking of the 

Countess  in  Valentine  Penrose’s  work,  La  Comtesse  sanglante,  “the  countess 

literally ... surpasses her limited existence by bathing in the blood of young girls” 

(Humphreys:  748).  She  continues:  “Erzs~bet  (Elizabeth),  on  the  other  hand, 
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transmogrifies herself into a deity; by making herself a god on the altar of humanity, 

any crime is a right (as well as a sacrificial rite)” (ibid). This sees her usurping the 

law of both society and the divine making herself the ultimate authority; not only 

does she bake the cake but she allows herself to eat it. However self determinisation 

constitutes a transgression too far and at the moment of its fulfillment, her marriage 

becomes  the  moment  of  her  punishment;  the  object  of  desire  is  once  again 

removed. The penalty for such individual agency is public shame and social 

exclusion. This is seen in the closing scene where Bathory is awaiting the arrival of 

the hangman.17  She now looks older than at any other point in the film, haggard, 
	
  
disheveled, and virtually configured into living human remains. Outside the crowd, 

entirely made up of women, who chant out “Devil Woman” and “Countess Dracula”, 

identifying not only her social transgression but expulsion from her own sex for 

daring to take what she wanted for herself rather than accept what was given to her 

and for subverting the means of oppression into ones of individual expression. 

To conclude, I shall begin with a quote by feminist writer and thinker Hélène 
	
  
Cixious: 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

I found myself in the classic situation of women who, at one time or 

another, feel that it is not they who have produced culture. . . Culture 

was there, but it was a barrier forbidding me to enter, whereas of 

course, from the depths of my body, I had a desire for the objects of 

culture.  I  therefore  found  myself  obliged  to  steal  them.  (Cixous 

1977:485) 
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

17 She was, in fact, bricked up in her own castle which constituted something more akin to house arrest, as seen 
by her surviving for a further three years, rather than a macabre means of execution. 
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This neatly represents the underlying intent of binging in terms of the appetites of the 

female vampire. There is a complete equivalence between the socially transgressive 

characteristics of both binging and stealing that take ideologically inclusive objects 

and make them the facilitators of individual empowerment through exclusion and, 

thus, transcending hegemonic discourse. This re-situates the notion of eating 

disorders in general and binge eating in particular. Whereas commentators such as 

Kim Chernin see excessive eating as “above all, an illness of self-division and can 

only be understood through the tragic splitting of body from mind” (1982, 47), binging 

can also be viewed as a reparative action that reunites what society once divided. 

As earlier observed by Boskind-Lodahl, “One gives one’s self to the food…it is an 

absolute here-and-now experience, a kind of ecstasy” (Boskind-Lodahl: 352). This 

quasi-spiritual side to such an experience points not so much to the delusional 

nature of these acts but to the opportunities that they provide for individual 

determination  and  agency.  The  desires  posited  by  patriarchy  as  a  means  of 

individual and gender-ized restriction become unbound and untenable. As noted by 

Susan Bordo, “more often than not, however, women are not even permitted, even 

in private, indulgences so extravagant in scope as the full satisfaction of their 

hungers” (Bordo: 129). Such satiation indicates the possibility of more than the 

notion that “the anorectic or bulimic depends on her hunger for her identity” (Lintott: 

79) but to a position of excess that allows her a positioning that “surpasses her 

limited existence” (Humphreys: 748). Binging, then, through its excess, allows for a 

sense of self-ownership, or self-rebirth that hegemony denies. As further noted by 

Bordo: 

	
  
The fact is, we are not empowered in this way by our culture; indeed, 

we are continually being taught to see the body that reflects back to us 
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in  exactly  the  opposite  way  as  wrong,  defective,  “a  caricature,  a 

swollen shadow, a stupid clown”. (Bordo: 299) 

	
  
	
  
	
  
The female vampire then, particularly as seen in the figure of Elizabeth Bathory, 

offers many more self-determining identity positions than ordinarily offered by going 

beyond, or transcending, patriarchal proscription. Sarah Sceats observes: “women 

(vampires), prowling to satisfy their transgressive appetites, offer a revolutionary 

possibility–an active, penetrative, and indeed vengeful role model” (Sceats: 116). 

This conflation of the vampire and binge eater not only shows the inevitable social 

exclusion of both but the ways that transgressive acts can be subverted to offer the 

possibility of self-determination. The act of rebirth becomes one not of a new Eve but 

a new Lilith, Adam’s first wife, who was created uniquely and separately from him 

but, this time, she can re-create herself through possessing her own body and her 

own identity. She then becomes something beyond, something other than what has 

been seen before. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari see this category of “becoming- 

woman” as, “a function of something else: not imitating or assuming the female form” 

(Deleuze  and  Guattari:  275)  but  something  transcending  previous  expectations. 

Such forms of self determination and creation then become not the description of a 

journey but the start of one where, as explained by Angela Carter in her book The 

Passion of New Eve, “I thought I might find that most elusive of all chimeras, myself” 

(Carter: 38). 

	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

Filmography: 
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Countess Dracula, dir. Peter Sasdy, Hammer Film Productions (1971) 
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The 20th Anniversary of The Sexual Politics of Meat: 

An Interview with Carol J. Adams 

by Rhea Parsons, M.D. 
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

In 1990, The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist- 

Vegetarian Critical Theory by Carol J. Adams was 

released sparking decades of inspiration, 

controversy and a groundbreaking way of thinking 

about the link between meat-eating and the various 

oppressions  of  a  patriarchal  society.    Called  “a 

bible of the vegan community” by the New York 

Times,  this  provocative  book  celebrates  twenty 

years in print with a newly released updated anniversary edition. In this 

interview, the author, activist and university lecturer, Carol J. Adams, 

reflects upon her journey, eco-feminist theory, and the continued and ever- 

growing importance and influence of her book. 
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RP:  Carol,  congratulations  on  the  20th   anniversary  of  the 

publication of The Sexual Politics of Meat. It took 16 years for 

you to consider the book ready for publication. Why was that? 
	
  
	
  

CA: Thank you! I guess I needed that long to incubate the idea! I had so much to 

learn about writing and about theory and about writing theoretically! I had to learn 

how to write about what is hidden from cultural consciousness. How do you make 

the invisible visible? With something so normative in our culture as meat eating 

and the use of female animals to produce milk and eggs, I had, also, to figure out 

how to unravel its deeply embedded and sanitized nature, to pull apart the 

strands that have made it normative and show it for what it really is. 

	
  
When you think about it, writing theoretically involves several aspects: what is the 

theory you are proposing, how do you write compellingly about this theory, and -- 

since I was writing about oppression -- how do you handle your anger so that 

people will want to read what you write? Moreover, since I was writing about 

what most people view as food, I had to struggle with the problem, first identified 

by Cato, “It is hard to speak to a stomach that has no ears.” 

	
  
The theory I was proposing isn’t just about meat eating and dairy consumption. 

The theory is that there is a connection between oppressions, and specifically 

between the oppression of women and the oppression of the other animals. I 

didn’t want simply to say, “Look at this example and now look at that example 

and see how they are structurally the same.” I wanted to say, “Look at how 
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women and the other animals (especially farmed animals) are positioned and see 

how they are structurally interrelated.” 

	
  
I also had to figure out how to overcome my own, and our culture’s, assumption 

that working for animals is a luxury when human beings are suffering from 

oppression. So I had to resolve my own internal activist orientation. I had the 

original idea when I was 23, and one other thing I had to learn was how to take 

my desire to be a writer seriously enough to act on it. That was probably the most 

challenging issue of all! So I incubated the idea, and gathered examples, and 

thought about it, and went about being an activist for more than a decade, and I 

kept writing drafts, and harboring the desire to see the ideas become a book. 

	
  
In 1987, I read Margaret Homan’s Bearing the Word, and that was revelatory! It 

consolidated my feminist-vegetarian theory by introducing the concept of “the 

absent referent” to me and because it is an incredible piece of literary criticism. I 

read the book as we were moving from upstate New York to the Dallas area. I 

was leaving behind the activism that had filled my life for a decade and I was 

planning on working full time on finishing the book. We stopped for the night in 

Arkansas. That night I read: “For the same reason that women are identified with 

nature and matter in any traditional thematics of gender (as when Milton calls the 

planet Earth “great Mother”), women are also identified with the literal, the absent 

referent  in  our  predominant  myth  of  language…  literal  meaning  cannot  be 

present in a text; it is always elsewhere” (Homan, 1986:4).  I stopped reading. 

The  absent  referent...  isn’t  that  what  animals  are  too?  Politicized,  the  term 

defined  animals  consumed  as  meat,  and  recognized  the  tension  between 
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presence/absence and living/dead. Without animals there would be no meat 

eating, yet they are absent from the act of eating meat because they have been 

transformed through violence into food. 

	
  
The absent referent is that which separates the flesh eater from the animal and 

the animal from the end product. The function of the absent referent is to allow 

for the moral abandonment of a being – while also emptying violence from the 

language. Hamburger, pork loin, drumstick – there is no “who” in these words, so 

how can there be a being who has been harmed? 

	
  
The next morning as we prepared to drive our final leg of our journey from 

Arkansas to Dallas, I realized that women, too, were absent referents in a 

patriarchal, meat-eating culture. By the time we arrived at Dallas, I had the 

organizing theory for my feminist-vegetarian critical theory: a structure of 

overlapping but absent referents links violence against women and animals. 

Women’s objectification becomes the basis for cultural constructions about meat 

animals and the status of animals as meat is used in a patriarchal world to say 

something about women. And finally it all came together--the theory, the time to 

write, and my faith in myself as a writer. 

	
  
RP: What was the public reception to The Sexual Politics of Meat and how 

did you react to that? 

	
  
CA: Well, simply put, people and reviewers were never neutral about it. They 

loved it or hated it. People who loved it starting writing to me about how it had 

changed their lives; right wing commentators loved hating it. Especially virile, vile, 
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and virulent in his defense of meat-eating was Rush Limbaugh. Not realizing that 

I wasn’t an academic, that the book had been written by a feminist, anti-racist, 

grassroots activist, right-wing commentators like Limbaugh took it as the latest 

and most absurd example of academic excess and political correctness. 

	
  
As an activist around racism and fighting for integrated housing in the 1980s, I 

had discovered how raw and personally threatening responses to local activism 

can be. So, in 1990, I found the constant criticism on radio call-in shows about 

my book unthreatening and sort of laughable. I knew what was really threatening: 

hate letters to your home, anonymous letters to your partner’s place of 

employment, heated discussions about whether I was married -- and who did I 

think I was? -- on the radio. My activism had prepared me to handle the negative 

reaction to the book at a more sophisticated level than I might otherwise have 

done. 

	
  
It wasn’t until the Tenth Anniversary Edition that I hired my son to put all of the 

reviews in chronological order and discovered the hundreds of reviews the book 

had generated. Some were full page reviews from Australia or Great Britain. 

Sure, most of them were negative, but I thought, “Well, at least they took it 

seriously enough to argue with!” 

	
  
Throughout the years, what has moved me the most are the numerous letters, 

con-versations, emails, and now Facebook postings and tweets that tell me how 

my book changed someone’s life. I am honored by someone’s trust of and 

response  to  my  ideas.  This  is  what  I  hold  closest  to  my  heart;  this  deep 
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connection between something I wrote and someone else’s life. 

	
  
	
  
RP: For those who have yet to read your book, what is the link between 

feminism and vegetarianism? 

	
  
CA: Oh gosh, I have struggled with that question since 1974!  In The Sexual 

Politics of Meat, I propose a connection between the abuse of farmed animals 

and male dominance, arguing that women and animals become interchangeable 

objects of oppression through the structure of the absent referent (Adams, 2010, 

64-91). 
	
  
	
  
It’s never been easy to give a synopsis of the book, but when I show “The Sexual 

Politics of Meat Slide Show” I’ve started giving out a handout with nine feminist- 

vegan points, which are: 

	
  
1.  Meat-eating is associated with virility and masculinity. Meat eating societies 

gain male identification by their choice of food. At this point in time, because 

of the successes of the feminist movement, and the threats to masculinity as 

it has been traditionally constructed, I find there is an obsessive need to 

reinscribe and ironize the association. 

2.  Animals are the absent referents in the consumption of meat. Behind every 

meat meal is the death of the animal whose place the “meat” takes. 

3.  A process of objectification/fragmentation/consumption connects women and 

animals in a patriarchal culture (they become overlapping absent referents). 

The visual “joke” that substitutes one fragmented object for another can be 

found throughout our culture. 
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4.  Feminist-vegan theory is eco-feminist, that is, environmental issues can’t be 

understood without a feminist perspective and feminist issues can’t be 

understood without an environmental perspective. I place animals into the 

middle of   this   insight.   As   an   eco-feminist   theory,   it   recognizes   the 

environmental costs of animalizing protein. Meat production contributes to 

water pollution, climate change, habit fragmentation, and desertification of 

arable land. All protein is from plants; animalized protein requires that a living 

animal process the protein and then be killed. 

5.  Female  animals  are  the  absent  referents  in  meat  eating  and  in  the 

consumption of dairy and eggs. There would be no meat eating if female 

animals weren’t constantly made pregnant. Female animals are forced to 

produce feminized protein (plant protein produced through the abuse of the 

reproductive cycle of female animals, i.e., dairy and eggs). 

6.  Women are animalized and animals are sexualized and feminized. These 

acts are interrelated, interconnected. A patriarchal, sexualizing discourse is 

deployed in talking about and depicting animals. Animals, especially those 

used, farmed, or hunted by humans are feminized or described using female 

associations.  We  encounter  not  just  an  animalizing  discourse,  but  a 

feminizing one—for consumable beings which I call anthropornography. All 

animals  eaten  for  meat  become  symbolically  female.  Feminized  animals 

aren’t individuals but “chicks,” “cows” “bitches,” and “sows.” 

7.  Anthropornography  naturalizes  sexual  trafficking  in  and  use  of  women. 
	
  

Contemporary capitalist agriculture has developed into a multibillion dollar 
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industry that, like the porn industry, makes money off of the bodies of others, 

that controls female sexuality, is obsessed with nipples and pregnancy and 

uses vibrators (yes, these are all aspects of industrialized farming’s treatment 

of female animals) in ways that blur the line between the pornographer’s 

world and the world of industrialized farming. This is one meaning of the term 

“the pornography of meat.” Another meaning to the term is found in the 

imposition of common conventions in pornography (rear-entry shots; 

sexualized poses; and language about sex) on animals, so that the message 

becomes that animals, too, want to be desired. Through such references, 

meat advertisements presume they are talking to users of pornography. In the 

ways that farmed animals are depicted as “lusty” females wanting to be 

consumed, the sexualized, prostituted, pornographed woman is the absent 

referent. Women’s objectification becomes the basis for cultural constructions 

about meat animals. 

8. In   its   analysis,   the   sexual   politics   of   meat   intersects   with 

“carnophallogocentrism.”  French  theorist  Derrida  coined  the  term  in  an 

attempt to name the primary social, linguistic, and material practices that go 

into becoming a subject within the West. Derrida was showing how explicit 

carnivorism lies at the heart of classical notions of subjectivity, especially 

male subjectivity. 

9.  I urge resistance to the ideological construction of living objects as objects 

through adopting a feminist ethics of care. The feminist ethics of care is a 

political ethic: it understands that ideology influences how we choose whom 
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to care about. 
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
RP: You discussed a cycle of objectification, fragmentation and 

consumption – both literal and as metaphor. Can you explain this cycle? 

	
  
CA: Objectification permits an oppressor to view another being as an object. It 

can begin with depersonalizing a living being through language (a batterer will 

stop using his partner’s name, for instance; meat eaters refer to animals as “its”). 

The goal of objectification is to cut off the potential empathetic or sympathetic 

response that could surface when someone is being mistreated. 

	
  
Objectification paves the way for violence. Now seen as an object, rather than a 

living, breathing being, s/he receives object-like treatment: rape which makes the 

raped individual the object of another’s sexual violence, an object with no right to 

say “no”, or the butchering of animals that converts animals from living beings 

into dead objects. This process allows fragmentation--literal and figurative. 

Animals are literally fragmented, cut into pieces, and women are often described 

by their body parts, or attacked in specific places on their bodies.  (And it is 

interesting, that rape is defended by saying “she wanted it,” and meat eating is 

defended by saying, “I thank the animal for its sacrifice”; both defenses imputing 

that the “object” desired to be harmed. The desire to live free of harm cannot be 

acknowledged, but the desire to be harmed, that is another thing altogether.) 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Finally there is consumption. Consumption is the end goal in raising and killing 
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and purchasing dead farmed animals. While the occasional man may literally eat 

women, we all consume visual images of women all the time. Consumption is the 

fulfillment of oppression, the annihilation of will, of separate identity.  So too with 

language:  first  a  subject  is  objectified,  through  metaphor.     Through 

fragmentation, the object is severed from its ontological meaning; the object’s 

status  or  experience  becomes  a  metaphor  able  to  be  consumed  without 

reference to the specific “object’s” experience of violation. Finally consumed, it 

exists only through what it represents. When someone says “I felt like a piece of 

meat,” that is an example of the metaphoric consumption of the animal’s 

experience.  What happens is that the animal killed to become someone’s meat 

disappears a second time, becoming someone’s metaphor. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
RP: In your book, you speak highly of the late Mary Daly as a mentor and 

dedicated the 20th Anniversary Edition of your book to her. How did she 

inspire and/or influence you? 

	
  
CA: Actually, in the book I build on some of Mary’s insights and critique others. 

Mary had incredible insights into how language worked to mask and normalize 

forms of violence. I draw on those insights in Chapter 3. But in Chapter 2, I 

include Mary with other radical feminists who seemed to use animal oppression 

as a metaphor for women’s oppression, but did not actually challenge the 

oppression of animals. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
I know Mary Daly is criticized these days on several issues; nevertheless, I 
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believe, historically speaking, her role in feminist theory in the early 1970s cannot 

be ignored or minimized. I felt it was very important to acknowledge that role in 

my life and in the genesis of the book. The most important thing to me, about 

Mary, was that she created the space for countless others, including me, to do 

our own thinking. Her leap from accepting patriarchal institutions and beliefs to 

positioning herself outside of them brought many of us along with her. Mary 

exposed “gynocide and biocide” - the “taming and killing of women and animals 

and all life”- and necrophilia -- which I believe operates whenever someone eats 

a dead animal. I believe that radical feminist theory is the logical home for 

decentering humans and expanding our vision to including other than humans, 

so it makes sense that I would turn to someone like Mary as a teacher. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
It wasn’t just that Mary created a place for me to think creatively, to take her 

ideas and build on them, to reject the dominant culture, but she created the 

space for me to disagree with her and I think that was a very generous act. And 

others have told me that I influenced her, too, which I think is wonderful. By the 

time she wrote Outercourse in the early 1990s, she was citing Animal Factories 

by Jim Mason and Peter Singer. Regarding the cow who jumped over the moon, 

she remarks the cow was “seen by some foolish farmer as basically no more 

than  an  udder  and  a  breeder,  perhaps  as  a  large  package  of  potential 

hamburger.” 

	
  
But before that, when Gyn/ecology came out in 1978, I wrote in the margin of my 

copy  of  the  book,  “use  Mary[’s  ideas]  to  critique  herself  as  sister…”  I  was 
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disappointed because I wanted her to more explicitly identify domesticated 

animals as victims within the necrophiliac state. Where do we see death where 

they see life? I believe this is a basic question for feminist and progressive 

theology. I see it on the plate of meat eaters, and in the glass of (cow’s) milk. 

	
  
I wanted feminists, including Mary, to acknowledge this and was disappointed 

when they, and she, didn’t. In the first edition of The Sexual Politics of Meat, I 

wrote, “When Mary Daly suggests raiding the Playboy’s playground to let out ‘the 

bunnies, the bitches, the beavers, the squirrels, the chicks, the pussycats, the 

cows, the nags, the foxy ladies, the old bats and biddies, so that they can at last 

begin naming themselves’ we, her readers, know that she is talking about women 

and not about actual bunnies, bitches, beavers, and so on. But I argue she 

should be.” I wanted the conscious, active articulation of interconnected 

oppressions, not the subtle, linguistic acknowledgement. 

	
  
Late one night, Mary and I discussed this passage and my charge that “feminist 

theorists’ use of language describes, reflects and perpetuates oppression by 

denying the extent to which these oppressions are culturally analogous.” Mary 

challenged my way of challenging her and writing about this problem in radical 

feminism. My marginalia on my own copy of The Sexual Politics of Meat includes 

this quote from Mary next to the passage where I challenged her. Mary had said, 

“We do our best.” And she was right; we do our best. So, in the 10th Anniversary 
	
  
Edition, I removed that specific quote of Mary’s, and changed my conclusion: 

“Feminist theorists’ use of language should describe and challenge oppression 

by recognizing the extent to which these oppressions are culturally analogous 
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and interdependent.” 

	
  
	
  
I learned something important. How does one critique sister theorists? There is a 

more  honest  way  to  do  it  than  simply  publishing  one’s  disagreements.  The 

reason I tell you about this is that this illustrates how conversations between 

feminists can occur. How do we have these discussions that animals should be 

included in feminist theory? How do we build on what’s gone before. How do we 

hold each other accountable? How do we move forward? And that is why I 

dedicated the 20th Anniversary Edition to her, writing: “In memory of Mary Daly, 

my first reader. She opened worlds where we found ourselves at home.” 

	
  
RP:  Feminist  theory  often  uses  metaphors  of  animal  oppression  to 

describe women’s experiences, i.e., “he handled me like a piece of meat.” 

Can one use metaphors such as these yet not acknowledge or protest the 

origin of the metaphor and the actual pain and suffering behind it? 

	
  
CA: That’s what I mean by the consumption of the referent. And this is why I had 

my interesting conversation with Mary Daly. 

	
  
RP: How does meat-eating correlate to misogyny and the objectification of 

women? 

	
  
CA: Misogyny has found a safe avenue for expressing itself--through 

representations and discussions of meat eating. It’s not that misogyny has gone 

underground; it has fled the human, and found a way to express itself by referring 

to animals or dead animals who have become meat.  We need to recognize that 

the category of species in our culture carries gender associations. Even male 
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domesticated animals are depicted as females in ads about turkey breasts, 

barbecues that show pigs as though they are buxom women wanting to be eaten, 

or “tasty chicks.” Without the reproductive abuse of female animals, who are 

forced to manufacture “meat” for production through their reproduction, there 

would be no animal bodies to consume. Hostile terms for women such as cow, 

chick, sow old biddy, and hen derive from female beings who have absolutely no 

control over their reproductive choices. Their ability to be exploited lowers their 

standing and gives a powerful, negative charge to the meaning of the slang 

arising from their exploitation. So, misogyny gravitates to images of powerless 

females. In this we see how the category of gender in our culture carries species 

associations. 

	
  
Another way that misogyny and meat eating are related is through the ways that 

misogyny uses the human/animal species divide to suggest women are less 

human than men. Disowning our animal connections is part of dominance. By 

definition in this dominant culture, the human transcends animality. Western 

philosophy defined humanness not only as not animal, but also as not woman 

and not “colored.” In Western philosophy, the concept of manhood applied not 

just to adult men, but to the attributes of being human -- rationality, autonomy, 

unemotional. Women’s status is lowered by being seen as animal-like; men’s 

status is raised by being seen as the definition of what is human. 

	
  
RP: Do you also see links between meat-eating and race and/or class? 

	
  
	
  
CA:  Yes,  many!  To  begin  with,  until  the  settling  of  the  United  States  by 
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Europeans through the appropriation of Native lands, meat eating in the Western 

world was associated with royalty and the upper class. In The Sexual Politics of 

Meat, I show how meat eating was democratized in the United States in the 

nineteenth century. Because there was sufficient land (again, taken from Native 

Americans), everyone could eat meat. Thus, the class demarcations regarding 

meat eating that Europeans knew disappeared in the United States. 

	
  
The result is that now we associated meat eating with the democratic subject 

(look at Presidential campaigns and how they get associated with meat eating, 

for instance, Hoover’s “a chicken in every pot”). The notion of the democratic 

subject is that he is entitled to meat eating, and that this meat eating is a 

privatized act. What is interesting is that for this aspect of the democratic subject, 

he  is  not  racialized.  Everyone  is  entitled  to  meat  eating  in  the  U.S.  The 

implication is that this is one of the things that makes the U.S. so great! French 

theorist Jacques Derrida discusses how the Western subject is known for 

“carnivorous  virility.”  In  the  debates  about  whether  the  United  States  is  an 

imperial nation, I think we have to look at this imperialism as including the 

exporting  of  our  foodways  around  meat.  We  are  exporting  the  idea  the 

democratic  meat  eating  ideal;  that  the  carnivorous,  virile  human  subject  is 

entitled to meat. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Burger King has done a recent series of videos about “burger virgins.” They take 

their hamburgers to some culture in the world where hamburgers haven’t been 

eaten (and so the people are “virgins”) and then film them eating a burger. It is all 



MP: An Online Feminist Journal Winter 2011: Vol.3, Issue 3 

53 

	
   	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  
such a dangerous act, suffused with attitudes about the standard American diet 

of meat, about cultural imperialism, about exploitation. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
The democratization of meat eating has caused us to forget in our collective 

memory, that daily meat eating, meat eating of the kind now practiced in the 

Western world and being now exported used to be the domain of the wealthy and 

royalty in Europe. Most working class/peasant traditions had vegetarian meals 

(beans, pasta fazioli, cabbage and mashed potatoes, lentils, hummus, corn and 

beans, tortillas and beans, etc.). It is as though through the democratization of 

meat eating, these folkways have been lost or unremembered. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
While some people believe that vegans reveal class presumptions, and that it is 

too expensive a diet for working class folk, the fact is that one does not need to 

eat ersatz meats to be a happy vegan. In addition, one activism I would like to 

see is for all meat subsidies to be removed from the federal budget. Without 

federal support, people would not be buying cheap hamburgers because there 

would  be  no  cheap  hamburgers.  Our  government  actively  supports  the 

production and consumption of meat by artificially keeping the costs down. It is 

said that without government support, the true cost of a hamburger would be 

$35. It is also pointed out that the only true way to identify the cost of eating meat 

and dairy is to include one’s health bills as part of one’s food bills as 6 of the 10 

leading diseases in the United States are related to the Standard American Diet 

(meat-heavy). We also know that numerous studies show that one can reverse 
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heart disease by adopting a low-fat vegan diet. A new book, By Any Greens 

Necessary, addresses these issues for African American women, as its subtitle 

announces: A Revolutionary Guide for Black Women Who Want to Eat Great, 

Get Healthy, Lose Weight, and Look Phat. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Important work on this subject is being done by a diverse group of activists, 

including A. Breeze Harper, who edited an anthology entitled Sistah Vegan and 

is working on developing a critical race theory of veganism. She writes, “a 

collective  black  racialized  consciousness  has  created  different  reasons  to 

become vegan that usually don’t reflect animal rights as the FIRST impetus to go 

vegan.  Collectively,  a  significant  number  of  black  folk’s  reasons  stem  from 

fighting against legacies of racialized colonialism such as health disparities, 

environmental  racism,  nutritional  racism,  etc.  Many  black  folk  also  enter 

veganism as a way to decolonize their bodies and minds from such legacies and 

use it as a tool of anti-racism.” Lisa Kemmerer has edited a forthcoming book 

Sister Species: Women, Animals and Social Justice, which contains first person 

stories from a racially- and class-diverse group of women activists. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
RP: You have amassed a large collection of cultural images demonstrating 

the interconnection of women and animals that you present in a slideshow 

and have published in a book called The Pornography of Meat.   Which 

stand out most to you as exemplars of your theory? 

	
  
CA: It’s really hard to say which stands out, there are so many that are really 
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awful!  I keep thinking I have seen it all, and then I discover that I really haven’t 

lowered my expectations as low as they need to be. 

	
  
In the original edition of The Sexual Politics of Meat, I used very few images. We 

ended up using an image on the cover because the promotions team felt people 

wouldn’t “get” it without an image. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
And I use an example, inside the book of anthropornography, a pig posed as a 

prostitute. I think as iconic representations, they demonstrate two of my main 

points: the animalizing of women, especially saying women are meat, which is 

misogynistic. And the feminizing and sexualizing of animals, which is a way of 

saying, “Hey they like it! They want to be consumed!” 

 
	
  

	
  
And those two images were all that was necessary to cause a torrent of images 
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being sent my way. This still happens; whenever I show The Sexual Politics of 
	
  
Meat Slide Show, people who were there notice images and send them to me. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
Let me discuss the genealogy of the cover image for a moment. In the 1960s, a 

Cattlemen’s restaurant in N.Y. created this image which was put on posters 

(these could often be found in butcher shops). 

 
	
  
Later in that decade, the image was used for a beach towel. At the famous 

protest against the Miss America contest in 1968, the Cattlemen’s poster was 

used to protest the objectification of women. Second wave feminists protested 

the treatment of women as cattle/ as meat, and recognized that objectification 

and violence is wrong. But animals were the absent referent. It’s about how 

women were treated as animals. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
In The Pornography of Meat, I showed that animals in bondage, particularly 

farmed animals, are shown “free,” free in the way that women are seen to be 
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“free”—posed as sexually available as though their only desire is for the viewer to 

want their bodies. It makes animals’ degradation and suffering fun by making 

animals’ degradation sexy. Simultaneously, it makes women’s degradation fun 

because to be effective the advertisement requires the implicit reference to 

women’s sexualized status as subordinate. For women, through pornography, 

their degradation is always already sexy.  The sexualization of animals and the 

sexual objectification of women thus overlap and reinforce one another. The 

body parts of females, at times dead females, are subjects pornography has 

already sexualized. In a fluid move, these conventions are used to sell dead 

bodies. 

	
  
RP: You have worked extensively with battered women. Do you see a link 

between meat-eating and violence? 

	
  
CA: Of course, the first thing to say is that meat eating is violence; it requires 

violence at its source. But this is also a very complicated question to answer 

fairly. First, we are now reading well-thought out scholarly papers on the increase 

of violence around slaughterhouses. This is attributed to many things, but we 

can’t ignore that, in general, people who have choices usually choose not to work 

in a slaughterhouse. It is thought that perhaps as a result, the pool of possible 

employees is reduced and so slaughterhouses employ people who already have 

been arrested and have records. Or, another explanation is that engaging in acts 

of violence every day desensitizes workers who bring this desensitization into 

their private relationships as well, through battering. That is, once you learn how 

to accept incredible acts of violence as normal, you can’t turn that off when you 
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leave the slaughterhouse. I know a feminist sociologist is working on this issue 

and I am looking forward to hearing what she finds. 

	
  
What  of the meat eater  who  doesn’t  work  at  a  slaughterhouse?  When  The 

Sexual Politics of Meat came out I would be asked on radio talk shows, “Do you 

mean if I eat a hamburger I am going to beat my wife?” I would say, “No. The 

connection isn’t that linear.” People were looking for sound bites, and it’s a book 

that is hard to have a sound bite for, so they created these crazy ones. 

	
  
In terms of battering, we do know that it is about control. The batterer wants to 

exercise control. The reasons offered for the violence (you didn’t vacuum; you 

were flirting; I wanted sausage on my pizza) keep the victim from recognizing 

that it is about control. Because we know now for the batterer there will always 

be something wrong. 

	
  
What happens is that batterers can draw upon the cultural notion that men need 

meat, and when they don’t get meat, use that as their excuse for battering. That 

tells us something about the cultural assumptions about masculinity and meat 

eating,  but  doesn’t  really  prove  anything  about  domestic  violence  and  meat 

eating because the real motivation is control. 

	
  
I think a third thing is going on as well and that is the way that our culture 

normalized both meat eating and domestic violence. Before the mid-1970s, there 

was not a lot of help for battered women. One of the earliest scholarly papers, 

called  “The  Wife-Beater’s  Wife”  (Snell,  et  al;  1964)  ended  up  interviewing 

battered women because their husbands refused to be interviewed. So, without 
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ever finding out why the men chose to be violent, the researchers “discovered” 

that battered women were masochist, etc. It was a terrible study, but exemplified 

the idea from that time that somehow the batterer did not have to be held 

accountable for what he was doing. It perpetuated the division between scrutiny 

of what one could do in private and what one could do in public (i.e., your privacy 

in your home was protected, “a man’s home is his castle,” etc., and it is in the 

home that much of the violence against women happens). There is a great book, 

The Sexual Contract by Carole Pateman, who suggests that before there was a 

social contract regulating how people were to behave in public, there was a 

sexual contract that allowed the private sphere to be unregulated in terms of how 

women would be treated by their partners. I think there is a species contract as 

well, an agreement that ALL humans are much more important than ANY 

nonhuman animal. Domestic violence exemplifies how the sexual contract 

functions, and meat eating exemplifies how the species contract functions--so 

that, until recently in both instances, violence was both normalized and 

naturalized. 

	
  
Finally,  there  is  a  question  about  how  our  bodies  react  to  meat  and  dairy 

products. You’ve got toxins breaking down into the body as the meat passes 

through the colon, you’ve got the cholesterol from the animals’ bodies increasing 

the cholesterol in body, you’ve got a huge number of people who are lactose 

intolerant and don’t know it and are consuming dairy products, and you’ve got 

animals who, when they are being killed, release their fear into their muscles and 

then that fear is literally consumed. How can all of this not affect someone’s 
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body? An early book on domestic violence advised battered women to stop 

eating   meat   because   they   were   already   under   so   much   stress,   and 

vegetarianism might be a more helpful diet to follow, because it would cause less 

stress on the body. 

	
  
RP: The term “meat” is considered a symbol of maleness and virility yet 

the  majority  of  flesh  eaten  is  female  and  female  animals  are  exploited 

before  slaughter  for  their  products  that  you  labeled  as  “feminized 

proteins.” Why do you think people, especially women, fail to realize this or 

make the connection? 

	
  
CA: I think it’s the power of the structure of the absent referent that allows us to 

keep animals absent from our consciousness. People think it’s so much easier 

not to make these associations. But once you start looking, you can’t ignore the 

experience of female animals. With meat eating, women’s power of reproduction 

is reduced to female enslavement—making more babies for meat eaters (veal 

calves, for instance, are the by-product of the milk industry). I coined the term 

“feminized protein” to indicate that eggs and dairy products are from plant protein 

produced through the abuse of the reproductive cycle of female animals; humans 

require a sexual slavery with chickens in battery cages. Without the control of 

nonhuman female’s reproduction, there would be no meat eating. It is her 

exploitation we avoid encountering.   And it’s our willingness not to challenge the 

structure of the absent referent that allows this to happen. 
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RP: Does it follow that women protesting a patriarchal culture have more 

responsibility to acknowledge this connection and then act to reduce the 

exploitation and oppression of other female beings? 

	
  
CA: Yes, though I don’t think I would phrase it quite that way. I quoted feminist 

philosopher Sandra Bartky in the original edition of The Sexual Politics of Meat, 

saying “Feminists don’t see different things than other people; they see the same 

thing differently. Feminism, it could be said, turns a fact into a contradiction” 

(Adams, 2010, 238). I believe one of the things that feminism equips us to see 

differently is animalized and feminized protein; protein that comes from other 

beings. 

	
  
Now,  it  is  true,  that  many  feminists  don’t  want  to  turn  the  fact  of,  say,  a 

hamburger, into a contradiction by asking themselves, “How can I possibly eat 

this food that is a product of oppression?” That shows how difficult it is to 

overcome oppressive worldviews. It reveals just how thoroughly the oppression 

of animals has inflected our consciousness about comfort food, national and 

ethnic identity, and personal pleasure: “Any nonhuman animal’s life is less 

important than what I want to eat for supper.” And so feminists eat steaks or 

hamburgers, dead chickens or dead fishes. 

	
  
Let's talk for a moment about something as quintessentially American as the 

hamburger. That hamburger could contain parts from more 100 different cows; 

cows, who, at their death, were depleted from being pregnant and nursing 

(nursing, that is, human beings – their milk wasn’t for their own offspring). In “The 
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Sexual Politics of Meat Slide Show”, I say, oppression isn't just an idea, it's 

specific actions, it's this act...eating a hamburger, or a chicken’s wing. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Feminism challenges hierarchical structures; it also challenges the idea that ends 

justify the means. The production of food from dead animals or captive female 

animals occurs because of a hierarchical structure (the interests of humans over 

the interests of non-humans). The means of production are widely recognized to 

be inhumane, violent, and harmful not just to the animals, but to the environment, 

and to human health. How can the “end” in that equation -- the hamburger, the 

dead chicken, the glass of milk-- justify the means? 

	
  
	
  
	
  
The cow--who makes the milk and hamburger possible--is reduced to this, a 

nonentity, a means, someone whose meaning as a living being is dead in the 

mind of the eater before she ever was actually dead and macerated on the plate 

to be consumed. It’s not just that the cow is reduced to this; but our imagination 

about other species and our sense of justice concerning violence has been 

reduced to this--that it doesn’t matter. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Who wants to think of themselves as oppressors when they are eating? A friend 

of mine had just returned from Rwanda and a visit to the Rwanda Genocide 

Memorial Centre. She’s a meat eater. But after that visit, she went to see the 

movie, Julie and Julia and the scene in which Julie must kill a lobster caused my 

friend to want to scream. She found it disturbing to be in the theatre with people 
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thoroughly unaffected by watching the death of a living being. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
RP: Throughout your life you have been an activist. You pursued your 

education, published papers and gave presentations, traveled, started a 

hotline and shelter for battered women, started a soup kitchen, chaired a 

housing committee and were appointed to Governor Mario Cuomo’s 

Commission on Domestic Violence. Is this what you mean by the term 

“engaged theory?” Can you explain what you mean by that term? 

	
  
CA: Yes. For me, as much as feminism and vegan/animal theory is related, so, 

too, is theory and activism. As you indicate, activism has been a central part of 

my life and it is threaded throughout my writings. It cannot be otherwise. As I 

describe in an article in a forthcoming anthology Species Matters: Humane 

Advocacy and Cultural Theory, “What Came Before the Sexual Politics of Meat,” 

my activism taught me so much about the world and how one articulates a 

radically dissenting opinion. 

	
  
I believe I was able to write about and theorize about interconnected oppressions 

because I have been involved in challenging racism, domestic violence, poverty, 

homelessness, misogyny, and antiabortion politics. THE insight of radical 

feminism of the early 1970s when I began my activist involvement was not just 

that the personal is political, but also that feminist challenge to injustice is deeply 

embodied. The political is how we are living our lives, what I choose to wear, 

where I work, with whom I am friends. Justice begins with our forks, our clothing, 
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our household tasks (and who does them). 

	
  
	
  
What is engaged theory? Engaged theory arises from these insights; it has its 

roots in and informs activism. One aspect, but only one aspect of engaged 

theory,  is  eating  as  a  vegan.  Understanding  what  contemporary  animal 

agriculture is and refusing to support it. I believe theory must be anchored in lived 

experiences,   that   theory   is   accountable   to   those   who   are   experiencing 

oppression. I also believe activism needs theory; otherwise it may be reinscribing 

forms  of  oppression  in  its  activism.  When  you’re  at  the  axis  of  theory  and 

activism, you’re judging activism for its lack of being theoretical, and you’re 

judging theory for its lack of activism. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Let me reflect on this for a moment, because the evolution of my engaged theory 

owes so much to activism, and my ability to think critically about my activism. 

One of my journal notes from the early 1980s when I was deeply involved in 

fighting for integrated housing says: 

Being an advocate in the pure sense of the word 

is being willing to risk with people 

is living on the raw edge of experience 

being forced to be a filter 

to let a variety of experiences filter, move through you. 
	
  

I believe these insights remain true. 
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
After all, in The Sexual Politics of Meat and my other books, I am not talking only 
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about changing ideas, but changing how we live.  Change is difficult; conflicts 

abound.  I know because when I travel I’ll get asked very specific questions: “I’m 

being sexually harassed by another activist, what should I do?”  “My lover broke 

my arm and I am afraid to leave.”  “Now that I’m a vegan, how do I go home for 

Thanksgiving?”  Or, “why are people so hostile?”  “How do we make connections 

with activists for other causes?”  “I’m having conflicts with my daughter, son, 

spouse, mother, father, friends…”   “My mother is feeding my child meat.”   Or, 

“the rape crisis center I volunteer is at having a fundraiser—a barbecue. What 

can I do?” The questions show where, for vegan-feminism, the rubber hits the 

road. And I try to answer them, drawing on theory and applying it to those 

specific situations. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
The Sexual Politics of Meat is engaged theory, theory that arises from anger at 

what is; theory that envisions what is possible, theory that arises from and is 

accountable to activism. Engaged theory makes change possible. I don’t know if 

you can discuss ideas about animals, treatment of animals, the killing of animals, 

without already inflecting the “academic” voice toward activism. One cannot be a 

theoretical  vegan;  vegan  is  a  theory  and  practice,  recognition  of  injustice 

animates someone to change and act, to act conscientiously day after day. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
RP: Do you see the criticism that vegetarians/animal rights activists and 

feminists get when they try to exert change as the same or different and 

how so? 
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CA: Both groups are often accused of being “puritans,” of wanting to deny people 

pleasure. They are accused of meddling with someone’s private life. But recently, 

because of the really strange cultural positioning of feminism (as passé, that we 

are in a post-feminist time, as though what we fought for was trivial and even 

remembering that there was something to fight for is trivial, and the idea that we 

might actually still have something to fight for is trivial), I think, at this time, 

feminism and veganism are occupying different places in social change. (But I 

will say, if we saw recognized the problem with the human/animal boundary, I 

think a part of the antiabortion movement would lose its forcefulness, because it 

fetishizes the human embryo over the full term nonhuman animal.) 

	
  
Veganism is getting more media attention, and is seen as popular, yet it is 

charged with being elitist or something only someone with privilege can practice. 

I think veganism gets a bad rap. Criticisms like that reinforce the idea that 

veganism is about being a consumer. I see it is a boycott. When I say I see it as 

a boycott I don’t mean that it is solely by individual change that we will achieve 

change; but that without individual change, it can’t happen. Demands influences 

production patterns, as the early 1970s boycott organized by “housewives” 

demonstrated. They weren’t boycotting for moral reasons but for economic 

reasons, but regardless of the motivation, the result was that the boycott was 

successful enough that for a few weeks the number of animals being slaughtered 

diminished because there was no demand for the product. 

	
  
I know, economically speaking, we are in a different time. The globalization of 

this kind of meat production is downright scary. One third of the land mass of the 
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Earth is devoted to feeding livestock. With a problem this large, systemic change 

is needed, and veganism struggles with how to bring about this systemic change. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
I also think vegans and animal activists struggle with what I have called 

“retrograde humanism”—that is, a reaction that charges that we should be caring 

about what happens to disenfranchised human beings (battered women, the 

homeless, the poor, the illiterate, etc.) rather than animals. Retrograde humanism 

is a knee jerk reaction, prompted by defensiveness. People want to believe they 

are good people. The structure of the absent referent in which the animal 

disappears both literally and conceptually allows them to believe that they are 

good  people.    Until  they  are  among  vegan  or  animal  activists,  the  culture 

supports them in this belief. We animal activists restore the absent referent by 

talking about what animals are experiencing. We are saying: you are either 

harming animals or not. There is no neutral position here. Which side are you 

on? We might not even be saying this verbally. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Retrograde  humanists  clearly  haven’t  figured  out  you  can  be  doing  both  – 

working for social justice for human beings and for animals. Indeed, we could 

argue that in working for animals we are doing both, that animal activists are 

including animals as a social justice concern. We could argue this for many 

reasons, (some of which end up reinforcing the human/animal division I would 

like to see eliminated). Slaughterhouses are deadly for animals, but they are also 

the most dangerous places to work for humans. Often undocumented workers 
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are employed there, and have few protections against rapid line speed. People 

who live near factory farms often get ill from the effluvia. Concentrated animal 

farm operations cause water pollution. Eating vegan can lower one’s chances of 

high blood pressure, heart disease, high cholesterol, and diabetes. It reduces the 

suffering that these illnesses can cause. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Human-centered thinkers want to provide a human-centered critique of a theory 

or practice that de-centers humans. They re-center humans by trying to expose 

that we have decided to eliminate humans from our realm of concern. They 

uphold the idea that “Humans must come first.” All the while, failing to recognize 

that incorporating animals into the dialogue and activism of social change doesn’t 

eliminate  humans  from  concern;  it  just  reassembles  the  players  by 

disempowering that human/animal boundary that enforces oppression. It refuses 

to view the world hierarchically. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
But maybe the most important thing to say is that including the other animals 

within my social activism liberates me from calculations about being humane and 

what it means. I am charged by my critics as being somehow less humane 

because  I  include  animals  in  my  understanding  of  compassion.  In  that 

accusation, retrograde humanists reveal the human-inflected limitations to 

“humane” which haunt these discussions.   Learning to feel compassion for 

animals enables one to approach the world, all of it, more compassionately. For 

me,  it’s  not  a  restriction  that  closes  up  the  heart  and  sends  it  in  only  one 
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direction. Being alert to how animals experience their lives enriches my life, even 

when from that alertness I encounter overwhelming grief, sadness, and despair. I 

have learned that it is okay to feel grief, that grief may be inevitable in thinking 

about the lives of farmed animals; but that grief does not incapacitate me. It 

teaches me that we are connected and that my capacity for handling difficult 

emotions is much greater than I ever knew. (I wonder if, when it comes down to 

it, retrograde humanists are frightened by the overpowering sense of grief that 

they recognize will be experienced if they engage with the lives of animals?) 

	
  
	
  
	
  
RP: There is a saying that one cannot eat meat and call themselves an 

environmentalist. In your opinion, can someone call themselves a feminist 

and not be vegan? What about female vegetarians who don’t eat flesh but 

continue to consume “feminized proteins” such as eggs and dairy? 

	
  
CA: There would be no milk, if cows weren’t kept lactating; no eggs if chickens 

weren’t kept ovulating. All flesh eaters benefit from the alienated labor of the 

bitches, chicks, (mad) cows, and sows whose own bodies are their labor and 

whose names reveal a double enslavement –an interpretative climate in which 

female freedom is not to be envisioned. In Animals and Women, Josephine 

Donovan and I wrote, “We believe that feminism is a transformative philosophy 

that embraces the amelioration of life on earth for all life-forms, for all natural 

entities.” We follow that first affirmation with a second, “We believe that all 

oppressions are interconnected: no one creature will be free until all are free.” 

We were trying to imbed within feminism the transformative ethic that calls us to 
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recognize what is happening to other species, especially those who are the most 

lowered within each domesticated species, the female. This transformative ethic 

requires both societal and individual change. Obviously, this is why feminist- 

vegan scholars are both feminists and vegans! Encountering ideas and treatment 

about “animals” asks for engagement. As we say, there is no neutral place from 

which to observe evil. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
RP: What is your opinion about animal rights activists who use the 

sexualization of women for the cause such as nude campaign posters? 

	
  
CA: I think they are making a huge mistake. In making veganism a political 

decision, animal activists rightly draw attention to the relationship between the 

personal and the political.  However, the movement has remained extraordinarily 

indifferent to the ways in which the seemingly impersonal structures of patriarchy 

introduce patterns of sexual dominance and submission within the movement 

itself. 

	
  
While several organizations have promoted their causes using sexual images of 

women, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) is most notable for 

its choices to use women models, naked women, and to associate itself with 

pornographers like Hugh Hefner and Playboy. In a world in which sex is what 

women have to sell, PETA provides a way to “sell” their sex for a cause.  A 

January 2007 example was PETA’s “State of the Union Undress” (available at 

YouTube for anyone who verifies they are 18 or older), a video in which a young 
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woman is depicted (through the magic of video intercutting) addressing the US 

Congress on the subject of animal exploitation--as she slowly strips off all her 

clothing.  One of the implicit, if not explicit messages of such advertisements is, 

“Yes, we’re asking you to give up animals as objects, but you can still have 

women as objects!”  You can become aware of animals’ lives, but you don't have 

to give up your pornography. Thus, rather than challenge the inherent inequality 

of a culture structured around dominance and subordination, the ad instead tries 

to leverage sexual inequality on behalf of the other animals. In fact, every time 

PETA uses a naked or nearly-naked woman to advertise animals’ concerns it not 

only benefits from sexual inequality, it also unwittingly demonstrates the 

intransigence of species inequality. When a group like People for the Ethical 

Treatment of Animals (PETA) depicts women cut up like pieces of meat (having 

women pose like the image on the cover of my book), they are benefiting from 

misogyny.  The dead animal’s fate is effectively layered upon the woman’s fate 

as an object. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
I think what groups like PETA struggle with is the question: How does someone 

become awakened to consciousness of his or her individual responsibility for the 

death of animals? How does a culture learn to care about domesticated animals? 

As I have argued, one powerful structural barrier to caring about animals is the 

ideology by which domesticated species have been “lowered” through their 

equation with femaleness. So effective and total is this ideology that campaigns 

on behalf of animals believe that they cannot win over animal oppressors simply 
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by showing the actual lives of domesticated animals. Farmed animals are 

inevitably seen as a nothingness, associated as they are with femaleness. To get 

around  this  problem,  some  campaigns  on  behalf  of  animals  have  ironically 

chosen to substitute a different subject for their campaigns, one who has also 

been desubjectified:   the woman who lives in a state of perpetual undress. In 

doing so, however, they are only reinforcing the very system of sexual 

objectification that consigns both women and animals to perpetual domination. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
PETA is trying to repurpose an image, an entire discourse, and says it has the 

ability to do it, to unanchor it from its history of misogyny (as though it can be 

done), and reinscribe it with new meaning. But women’s bodies, like animals’ 

bodies, have always been written upon in many ways. In this context, while some 

argue that PETA’s ads using naked or nearly-naked women are liberating, not 

only for animals but, in transgressive ways, for women too, such practices in fact 

only substitute one absent referent for another. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
The challenge for the animal movement is how to restore the absent referent to a 

dominant culture that refuses to acknowledge it. Logically, there can be no 

politically liberatory substitution of woman for animal, because what is being 

replaced carries its own marker of inequality. What appears superficially as 

substitution is actually the layering of one oppressive system on top of another. 

What we in fact see is one debased subject being substituted for the other: the 

lowered status of the first (animal) is applied to the other (woman), who however 
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already carries her own low status -- marked as “female” in a world of sexual 

inequality.  If animals are burdened by gender, by gendered associations, by the 

oppression that is gender, then clearly they can’t be liberated through 

representations that demean women. 

	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
RP: What is the reaction to your theory and The Sexual Politics of Meat 
	
  
today? Has it changed in the last 20 years? 

	
  
	
  
CA: It has been both the same and changed. The fury at me for suggesting that 

there might be a connection, that fury is still expressed. Now you can it on blogs, 

or tweets, or in online responses to newspaper articles. I continue to be surprised 

by feminist commentators who object to sexist ads that show women as meat 

and don’t recognize the way the sexual politics of meat is working. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
Because veganism has gained so much support in the past twenty years, it has 

received a lot of attention in those circles. It was just selected as one of the top 

ten books for 2010 by VegNews. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
I wrote the book believing I was making a contribution to feminist theory. But 

upon publication it was greeted as a representation of eco-feminist theory. My 

goal--to demonstrate the importance of decentering the human in feminism and 

recognizing intersectional oppressions--was treated as illustrating specifically an 

environmental feminist approach to animals. The implication was that my theory 
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spoke to this part of feminist theory. I saw this as marginalizing my ideas. It also 

allowed feminists who already had an idea of what “eco-feminism” was, and who 

didn’t agree with what they believed to be its premises, to neglect the book. I 

think eco-feminist theory is important. I have edited a book on the subject and 

written several articles that build on and challenge the premises of eco-feminist 

theory. But, I continue to believe that my work, and other feminist work in this 

vein (including the work of Josephine Donovan, Lori Gruen, and Greta Gaard 

among others) is misunderstood if it remains moored solely to “eco-feminism.” 

	
  
	
  
	
  
I think The Sexual Politics of Meat is intervening in a culture that has changed. In 

terms of overlapping cultural images involving animals and women, things have 

gotten worse. Meat advertisements that sexualize and feminize animals have 

been around for more than thirty years, and during this time, they have become 

more widespread and more explicit. What Hustler pornographically imagined 

women as thirty-five years ago, Burger King, Carls’ Jr, and many other dead 

animal purveyors recreate and suggest now.  You can find Hustler’s image of a 

woman going through a meat grinder image prettified in an ad for the HBO series 

The Comeback featuring Lisa Kudrow. Burger King takes the Hustler mentality— 

women as meat, as hamburger, and stylizes it for Super Bowl commercials. The 

2009 Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue (“Bikinis or Nothing”) includes an ad for 

Arby’s with hands removing two hamburger buns as though they are taking off a 

bikini top. 
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RP: The Sexual Politics of Meat has turned you into a hero and cultural 

icon. The New York Times referred to your book as “a bible of the vegan 

community.” You were even portrayed as a character in a Law & Order: 

SVU episode entitled “Beef.” What have these experiences been like for 

you? 

	
  
CA: In one sense they have been fascinating and surprising. I think it helps to put 

them into the context of what happened to me after The Sexual Politics of Meat 

was published. As I said above, within weeks people were sending me images, 

responding to the book with such enthusiasm, and saying “your book changed 

my life.” I still get these letters and meet people who tell me that. This experience 

has been a great gift to me; I know the book from the inside out, these readers 

give me the experience of the book from the outside in. And I think that reaction, 

of how the book changes people’s lives, is what the New York Times was 

acknowledging when it called it “a bible.” Which I see in secular sense as saying 

“this book has been important to people; it has informed how they live; they are 

faithful to the insights of this book.” 

	
  
As for Law and Order: SVU, I was absolutely shocked to see a fictional “me” 

showing their version of my slide show saying “patriarchy and meat eating go 

hand in hand.” I thought, “Can this be possible that Law and Order: SVU is 

presenting these ideas AND, on top of that, the detectives aren’t challenging her 

perspective?” I realized that someone associated with the script-writing must 

have heard of or seen the Sexual Politics of Meat Slide Show or been exposed to 

my ideas while in college. And then I laughed to myself and thought, “this fictional 
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depiction of my work, in a sense, proves my claim: we can’t talk about meat 

eating without naming its context--a patriarchal culture!” 

	
  
Basically, my Law and Order counterpart, like me, is saying, “You are committing 

discursive violence which allows for a material form of violence.” And what I now 

say in the Sexual Politics of Meat Slide Show, after discussing the Law and 

Order scene, is that 

“I am not just asking you to look with resistance, to recognize that images can’t 

be unanchored from their referent. I am asking you to refuse to consume the 

images on their own terms. I am asking you to refuse to consume, literally, that 

which exists because of violence. Real violence. Life-ending and life-destroying 

violence.” And I think the Law and Order scene helps me make my point. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
RP: If you could choose one point you would hope readers get out of this 

interview, what would it be? 

	
  
CA: Since this is going into a special issue on feminism and food, let me say 

something about eating as a vegan. I want to speak about the positive aspects of 

eschewing animalized and feminized protein. I don’t mean the health benefits, 

though  they  are  considerable,  but  the  aesthetic,  intellectual,  and  gustatory 

delights of changing and in changing of expanding (not restricting) one’s diet. 

Meat eaters might choose a hamburger as a “fast food” (of course it took time for 

that animal to grow large enough to be killed and become someone’s dinner). If 

someone really wants a burger as fast food, why, I can have a lentil burger, a 
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black  bean  burger,  a  walnut  burger,  a  beet  burger,  a  pine  nut  burger,  a 

tofuburger, even a lima bean burger, in less than thirty minutes. That’s actual fast 

food. 

	
  
It’s true that people fear change, and when it comes to food choices people are 

very protective and often combative. The response is often, “How do I dare 

challenge their personal choice?” Even though feminism popularized the 

statement “the personal is the political,” somehow food choices are supposed to 

remain in this privileged zone of the personal. What I want to say is, “You think 

change is hard. Not changing is even harder; you just haven’t discovered it yet.” 

It’s not a choice between comforting food that you are familiar with or really lousy 

food  that  makes  you  feel  deprived.  It’s  a  choice  between  being  part  of 

oppression, day in and day out, by eating foods that arise from suffering and 

death, or embracing plant-based, delicious foods. 

	
  
In Living Among Meat Eaters I propose this maxim: People are perfectly happy 

eating vegan meals as long as they don’t know that’s what they are doing. Most 

people fear change; they dislike being told what to do (including what to eat), and 

are apprehensive that they will have to be conscious about what they are eating. 

People don’t like feeling apprehensive and self-conscious in general and 

especially when it comes to food. They also want a sense that their food choices 

aren’t limited, restricted, etc. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
But just think for a moment about the variety of ways of eating a plant-based diet. 

Take leafy greens, for instance. Just think of how many kinds there are! Kale, 
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spinach, collards, chard, beet greens, snow pea leaves, water spinach, Chinese 

broccoli, mustard greens—I’ve probably forgotten some. I’ve learned so many 

ways to fix them—in salads or steamed, in soups or spaghetti, in Italian or 

Chinese or Indian cuisine, stuffed in pumpkins or eggplants or mushrooms, with 

barley, or couscous, or quinoa. Well, you get the idea. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
I didn’t know how to cook when I was a meat eater and consuming feminized 

protein. Now my friends say, “I’d be a vegan if Carol cooked my meals for me.” I 

didn’t have to learn everything in one day! Anyone can change and it’s much 

easier than people realize. That’s one reason I co-wrote How to Eat Like a 

Vegetarian Even if You Don’t Want to Be One, to make it as easy as possible to 

change. 

	
  
	
  
	
  
We are not powerless against the culture of the sexual politics of meat. People 

fear giving up pleasure, but they aren’t! Something actually interrupts the 

fetishization  associated  with  the  sexual  politics  of  meat,  offers  alternative 

endings, inserts itself against the associations between “pleasure” and “meat”-- 

it’s actual vegan meals. 

	
  
RP: Thank you so much, Carol, for sharing your time, theories and ideas 

with us. 
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Carol J. Adams first published The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist-

Vegetarian Critical Theory in 1990. Adams' thesis of this book is that women and 

animals are connected as "absent referents" in masculinist culture; the animal 

from whom flesh is taken is rendered absent in the concept of meat. Our denial 

of the once-living animal is assisted, Adams argues, by our language, which 

turns "baby calf" into "veal" and "pig" into "ham." In addition, the violence inherent 

in the slaughter of animals for meat has been conveniently hidden -- for example, 

slaughterhouses, often located in towns and cities prior to the twentieth century  

have been relocated to the countryside. For Adams, feminist critical theory is 

undoubtedly associated with the non-consumption of animals; it is founded on a 

rejection of meat culture that produces and reinforces derogatory and exploitative 

representations and attitudes toward both animals and women, as well as other 

marginalized groups within Western culture. Adams expands her analysis of the 

intersections among racism, (hetero)sexism, and speciesism in The Pornography 

of Meat (Continuum, 2003), an exposé of the myriad  ways in which images of 

women and animals produced in meat advertising and popular culture are linked 

to pornography, as well as physical and sexual violence.  
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To Adams, it is a given that compassion toward animals does not stop with 

companion species (those animals who live with us and share our lives) but 

should be extended to all nonhuman species, and in particular to those creatures 

Western culture constructs as "naturally" expendable and forgettable: the billions 

of cows, sheep, goats, pigs, ducks, chickens and other animals merely 

considered "utility stock." Her pioneering and provocative work on meat-eating 

and misogyny has produced heated debates among feminists about gender and 

the practices of meat-eating and vegetarianism. It has also challenged – and 

shifted – the mindsets of many. When I was five I stopped eating chicken meat 

once I realized what happened to the hens who were my backyard friends. It took 

me a while longer to make the connection between living animals and other 

meats, finally becoming a vegetarian at age 11. But it was not for several years 

later, when I was both a feminist and a vegetarian, that I read Adam’s The 

Sexual Politics of Meat. Engaging with this book was a transformative experience 

– it helped me understand the links between various forms of marginalization and 

oppression, and the ways in which aspects of humanism and feminism, that I had 

intuitively felt were lacking, actually fed into and reinforced a system of 

domination over and abuse of other beings. For many feminists who are already 

vegetarian, this book provides the stepping stone to becoming vegan – to 

committing to an ethical lifestyle which, to the best of one’s ability, avoids 

complicity in practices involving the suffering or exploitation of human and 

nonhuman animals.  
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Twenty years since The Sexual Politics of Meat first hit book shelves, a third 

edition was published in 2010 (a 10th anniversary edition was published in 2000). 

One poignant aspect of the new edition that greets a reader familiar with the 

1990 version is the massive increase in numbers of slaughtered animals Adams 

now  includes in her opening dedication. Twenty years ago she devoted this book 

to the memory of “six billion each year, 16 million each day, 700,000 per hour, 

11,500 per minute;” by 2010 the count is staggering: “31.1 billion per year, 85.2 

million each day, 3.5 million each hour, 59,170 each minute”. Read this latest 

edition, and you will understand why the numbers have increased and what else 

has changed along with this intensive killing.  

 

Adams does not mince words (nor does she shy away from graphic imagery), 

and this book – as well as The Pornography of Meat – may leave some readers 

feeling provoked, disturbed, and uncomfortable. It is important, however, to make 

the vital leap Adams asks of us – from human-centered (or woman-centered) 

politics to a more inclusive engagement with, and consideration of, other species 

on the planet. Adams shows us that to progress effectively feminist beliefs in, 

and practice of, ethical, non-violent and compassionate relationships with others, 

we need to understand that human exceptionalism is fundamentally short-sighted 

and unethical. She urges us to examine thoroughly the assumptions we have 

about the human/animal divide, about concepts of "animality" and "humanity," as 

well as "masculinity and femininity," and the ways in which these commonly held 
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binary configurations intersect, not just in theory but in everyday life. It is no 

coincidence that female animals comprise the majority of farmed animals in the 

world, or that the reproductive systems of these cows and hens  are the focus of 

intensive exploitation in the dairy and egg industries; nor is it any coincidence 

that the vast majority of low-paid workers employed in chicken slaughterhouses 

are women and immigrants.  

 

For more than twenty years now, Carol J. Adams has exposed the hidden facts 

about human domination over other species – what goes on behind the scenes 

before we purchase sanitized plastic-wrapped chicken breasts and thighs – and 

she has demonstrated the inseparable relationship of meat culture to other forms 

of domination and exploitation. Thankfully, the feminist-vegetarian critical theory 

Adams advanced continues to gain traction and impact on feminist studies – and 

human-animal studies – in the most powerful and positive ways.   
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