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Body politics has been on the radar at least since feminists noticed that fat is a feminist issue. Earlier, Merleau-
Ponty and Beauvoir contested the Cartesian splitting of  mind and body.  Their compatriot, Sartre, hung with them 
at Deux Magots in Paris, where existentialism, stressing personal agency, was born.  Even philosophers have to eat.

Susie Orbach (1978) penned Fat is a Feminist Issue at a time when the women’s movement was differentiating 
itself  from, although borne of, the male New Left.  Feminist theory and practice recognized that the personal is 
political.  The so-called private sphere concealed very public and political matters such as who does housework and 
childcare, how sexuality is transacted, birth control, career primacy, and the objectification and self-objectification 
of  women’s bodies.  There is by now a vast literature (e.g., Bordo 1993; Hesse-Biber 1996) on the specific issue of  
women’s weight and self-esteem.

Feminist studies sprang from feminist practice, beginning with Suffrage.  Feminist scholarship was always in 
service of  a personal politics, which helped women negotiate various gender troubles, from sexuality to children to 
dealing with men.  The empowering of  sixties women led to legal, economic and cultural changes that, together, have 
shrunk the income gap, left women as the majority of  college students, and led to women’s participation in politics 
and sports.

In 1967, Katherine Switzer (2007), who loved to run, crashed the male-only Boston Marathon, leading to 
Title IX in 1972 and, eventually, to the first women’s Olympic marathon in 1984.  The race director, Jock Semple, 
tried unsuccessfully to throw Switzer off  the course.  (Boston had been completed covertly by a “bandit” runner, 
Roberta Gibb, in 1966, when she ran the very quick time of  3:21. And Merry Lepper reportedly completed the 1963 
Culver City marathon, running unofficially.) The delirious applause awaiting the Olympic winner, Joan Benoit, as she 
ran into the Los Angeles Coliseum signaled that women had begun to turn their objectified bodies into powerful 
subjects.  Maybe Joanie did not think in these terms, having grown up efficacious in Maine and perhaps not having 
taken women’s studies courses at Bowdoin.  Nevertheless, a straight line can be drawn from Switzer, Gibb and 
Lepper to Benoit (1987) to the massive participation of  women today in 5Ks, half  marathons, marathons, mud runs, 
triathlons and nearly every other venue of  athletic participation.  Showing my age, I marvel at the fact that most of  
my women college students never knew a world before Title IX.  For them, soccer, volleyball, softball and track are 
unproblematic options.  

When Switzer blazed the way for women in sports, Gatorade was two years old.  McDonald’s had not yet 
opened a franchise in my hometown of  Eugene, Oregon, where the Bill Bowerman-coached Oregon track teams 
were winning national titles and Olympic medals.  Bowerman returned five years earlier from a visit to New Zealand, 
where he met Arthur Lydiard (Lydiard and Gilmore 1978), the father of  modern endurance training theory, about 
whom I will speak later.

We had not yet become fast-food nation (Schlosser 2012), with rampant body problems, stemming from 
inactivity, too many sugar and fat calories, processed food, factory farmed vegetables and meat, fried food.  The worst 
of  these body problems include heart disease, cancer, diabetes, autoimmune disorders and obesity.  We medicalize 
and commercialize body problems, giving rise to body industries such as mainstream health care, big pharmaceutical 
companies, gyms, fad diet plans and drugs, cosmetic and bariatric surgery.  The “western diet” makes people sick and 
then they are healed, for profit.

And so, just as patriarchy triggered a feminist politics of  the personal, making the private public and political, 
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which in turn spurred a feminist paradigm of  theory and scholarship, so a fast-food nation has triggered a personal 
food and body politics.  I argue here that this food and exercise practice has generated a new interdisciplinary 
framework perhaps best called Critical Food and Exercise Studies.  Here, I weave the disparate threads of  this 
paradigm, and also argue for an appreciation of  endurance veganism as a personal politics tying together food and 
exercise.

I discuss four literatures that congeal into Critical Food and Exercise Studies:  critical food theory (Pollan 
[2007, 2008], Schlosser, Petrini [2003]), plant-based epidemiology and cardiology (Esselstyn [2008], Ornish [1990], 
Campbell [Campbell et al. 2006]), running/endurance theory (Lydiard, Bowerman), and running veganism (Jurek 
[2013], Roll [2012], VanOrden [2013]).  Synthesizing the four literatures above, I argue for endurance veganism as a 
personal politics appropriate to fast-food nation.  

Critical Food Theory

Pollan, Schlosser, Petrini and Moss address food Fordism in post-WWII America, which has become a global 
model.  From within sociology, Ritzer [(2012) and Glassner (2007) contribute to this perspective, although without the 
focus on political economy.  Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation and a series of  films and videos, including the cult classics, 
“Super Size Me,” “Forks Over Knives,” “King Corn,” and “Food, Inc.” bring this argument into the mainstream, 
especially for young people.

Schlosser and Pollan argue that the commodification of  protein, fat and carbohydrates produce an abundance 
of  inexpensive calories.  Even though the official food pyramid has been replaced by the food plate, somewhat 
decentering meat, critical food theorists focus on the centrality of  meat, dairy products and grains, especially white 
flour, in the American diet.  At issue are (a) factory-like farming and meatpacking, which drive out local independent 
producers, and (b) the poor nutritional quality of  fatty, sugary, meaty foods that produce cravings and dependency.  
Critical food theorists link these trends to the overall development of  capitalism, which is now going global, reflected 
in the proliferation of  McDonald’s franchises in the PRC and in other non-western countries.

And so these food theorists link the logic of  capital with the disastrous health consequences for consumers of  
the western fast-food based diet, which produces all sorts of  health deficits, such as obesity, metabolic syndrome, 
heart disease, diabetes and cancer.  Schlosser links the rise of  fast food with the development of  the interstate highway 
system, both of  which have grave environmental consequences.  Critical food theory is, in effect, an application of  a 
critique of  capitalism to food and farming.

Plant-Based Epidemiology and Cardiology

Tony Gonzalez, now playing for the Atlanta Falcons, is arguably the greatest tight end of  all time.  His teammates 
have nicknamed him “China Study,” for his eating habits.  He is nearly a vegan, avoiding most meat and all dairy.  
China Study is one of  the most famous epidemiological studies, tracking the eating habits and patterns of  heart 
disease and cancer among more than 6,000 people in China.  Colin Campbell, formerly at Cornell, is the American 
name often associated with this voluminous study undertaken by American and Chinese health scientists.  Campbell 
and his colleagues find strong correlations between eating meat and illness, inspiring generations of  Americans to 
give up meat and even fish and dairy.

Gonzalez is living proof  that one can be healthy and avoid meat and dairy.  Tight ends are big, strong and fast.  
The China study is perhaps the most important inspiration of  a plant-based epidemiology and cardiology.  “Forks 
over Knives” explores the methodology and findings of  the China study, and also highlights the clinical work of  
Caldwell Esselstyn, of  the Cleveland Clinic.  The plot line of  the movie is the struggle of  two fat and illness-prone 
guys to lose weight and eat healthier by embarking on a diet of  juiced vegetables.

Esselstyn was a general surgeon at the Cleveland Clinic, where heart bypass surgery was pioneered.  Esselstyn, 
who won a gold medal in rowing at the 1956 Olympics, lamented the fact that people’s chests were being opened 
up for heart bypasses, preferring prevention to dangerous and costly surgery.  Instead, he took 18 very sick cardiac 
patients and put them on strict vegan diets (and low doses of  statin drugs).  Astonishingly, in almost all cases, their 
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heart disease was slowed and even reversed, suggesting that the western diet is the cause of  much heart disease—
exactly the point made by Campbell and his colleagues.

Dean Ornish, a cardiologist from California, did similar research and came up with the nearly identical conclusion 
that a vegan diet and exercise could prevent, retard and reverse heart disease.  Both Esselstyn and Ornish derive 
from the pioneering work of  Nathan Pritikin, a heart patient himself, who championed low-fat diets in the 1970s 
and 1980s.  Esselstyn’s son, Rip (R. Esselstyn 2009), an all-American swimmer at Texas and later a national-caliber 
triathlete, and now a firefighter in Austin, Texas, has popularized his dad’s diet in books and videos.  Rip prefers the 
term “plant-strong” to describe the diets of  his firefighter colleagues and many others who went vegan, lost weight 
and improved their cholesterol and blood-pressure profiles.  Perhaps predictably, his branded food is now available 
at Whole Foods.

Running/Endurance Theory

Switzer got American women running, drawing on the legacies of  Arthur Lydiard and Bill Bowerman.  As noted 
earlier, Bowerman traveled with his track team and brought home a revolutionary approach to running and training 
theory, based on the work of  Arthur Lydiard.  Lydiard first found fame by coaching New Zealand athletes such as 
Peter Snell to Olympic gold in the half  mile and mile using a method of  training emphasizing long, steady miles 
run in order to build an aerobic base, followed by strength and speed work that would sharpen the athlete for races 
all the way from the half  mile to the marathon.  Lydiard trained Snell to run marathons, thus providing him a base 
of  cardiac fitness that would enable him to run not only one fast lap (quarter mile) but four or more laps.  Before 
Lydiard, speedy milers such as Roger Bannister and John Landy only ran fast quarter-mile “intervals,” for the most 
part neglecting longer, slower runs that would build endurance.  Now, world-class Kenyan, Ethopian and other world 
athletes use one or another version of  Lydiard’s pioneering approach to base building followed by sharpening and 
then peaking.  Neo-Lydiardists include Bowerman (Moore 2006), Jack Daniels (2005), Mark Wetmore (Lear 2003), 
Brad Hudson (2008), the Hanson brothers (Humphrey 2012) and Renato Canova (Davis 2012).

So, how far did Lydiard want his base-building runners to run?  Fully 100 or more miles a week, in double 
daily workouts!  Hard and long days would be followed by easy, recovery days, a hard/easy pattern developed by 
Bowerman at Oregon.  But Bowerman brought back to Eugene another very powerful idea, which is, I believe, the 
real legacy of  Lydiard:  He exposed Americans to Lydiard’s contention that anyone can run a marathon, anyone can 
become an athlete, if  they proceed patiently, developing full aerobic capacity (Bowerman and Harris 1967).  Not 
long after he returned from New Zealand, the streets of  Eugene were filled with “joggers,” sheer amateurs who ran 
alongside the elite ‘men of  Oregon.’

Bowerman helped found Nike, which introduced the Cortez and Waffle trainers and thus nearly single-handedly 
started the first running revolution during the 1970s and 1980s.  By now, at the height of  the second running 
revolution, races have expanded to include women, walkers and people struggling to get into shape and lose weight.  
Kenneth Cooper (1977), a Dallas cardiologist, converged with Lydiard and Bowerman in his classic self-help treatise, 
Aerobics, in which he argues that people can achieve substantial fitness by doing half  an hour of  cardiac work at 
least three times a week.  It is perhaps inevitable that Nike began with running shoes sold out of  the back of  a VW 
to serious runners at local races, and emerged as a global corporation that sells expensive apparel to non-athletes.

Running Veganism

As road running evolved from its early 1970s/1980s edginess—think of  Oregon’s iconic runner Steve 
Prefontaine, a rebel without a cause—to a more corporate and commodity version today, with high-fashion gear and 
for-profit races, rebellious runners moved away from short road races, such as 5 and 10Ks, to off-road trail races that 
are frequently much longer than 26.2 miles, the marathon distance.  Ultra runners are often hippies who live off  the 
grid, subsisting on meager income and the occasional shoe-company contract.  The Boulder-based Tony Krupicka 
comes to mind.  Some ultra runners, such as Charlie Engle and Marshall Ulrich (2011), embark on journey runs, from 
city to city and across whole continents.  James Shapiro (1982) chronicled his own solo “transcon” (across the United 
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States) in Meditations from the Breakdown Lane:  Running Across America.  And a Herculean 4,000 mile run across 
Africa was captured in the stirring movie Running the Sahara.  A tamer, off-beat 197-mile relay from Mt. Hood to 
the Oregon coast is chronicled in the film Hood to Coast.

Scott Jurek, America’s greatest ultramarathoner, grew up in the meat-eating wilds of  Minnesota and discovered 
his distance-running talent.  Eventually, he shifted to plants and gave up meat and dairy altogether, as he discussed in 
Eat & Run.  When Jurek went vegan, he became a great runner, and won the fabled Western States 100-miler from 
Squaw Valley to Auburn, California seven times in a row.  Tim VanOrden and Rich Roll are also ultramarathoners 
who follow a vegan diet.  As they abandoned the western diet, and derived life-giving protein, carbs and fat from 
plants, their performances improved, they became leaner, and they recovered from effort more quickly.  They were 
endurance vegans, supremely fit, Lydiard-trained athletes who reject factory food, fast food, refined food as they 
strike a balance with nature by running lightly through it.  For these runners, running, fueled by a vegan diet, was a 
form of  critique and liberation, a politics of  the personal.

A body politics, stressing non-western, plant-based diets and endurance exercise, gives people control over their 
own health, including their relationship to nature and animals.  But it is also playful activity not done for instrumental 
reasons, such as achieving a certain body mass index (BMI) or getting a promotion.  Kant talked of  freedom as 
purposive purposelessness, which is very much the argument made by George Sheehan, a running cardiologist.  The 
philosopher and poet of  running, Sheehan (1978) in Running and Being speaks of  running, a meaningless activity, as 
the key to meaning, which is achieved when the mind and body mesh and move fluidly.  In my (Agger 2011) writing 
about bodies and runners, I address the experience of  flow, which involves breathing and rhythmic movement (also 
see Csikszentmihaly 1990).

Vegans who run protest capitalist food, transportation technologies based on the internal combustion engine, 
the commodification of  exercise.  They resist alienated labor by spending their own sweet time on the road or trail. 
Sheehan argued that we are most fully human when we exercise, and now reporters on exercise-brain science such as 
Chris Bergland (2007) trace this to the production of  endorphins, serotonin and endocannabinoids during endurance 
activity, which produce what he calls bliss.  This from a guy who sweated through the cruel 135-mile Badwater run 
across Death Valley in the summer!  I rarely have a runner’s high, perhaps because in my running life I teeter on 
the edge of  overtraining.  Running blunts anger and alienation, and, matched with a plant-based diet, insulates one 
against the toxins of  the western diet and mainstream medicine, which picks up the pieces.  It is difficult to be at 
cross-purposes with oneself  when one runs 35 to 40 miles a week or more.

This is not a jeremiad against meat or dairy.  Meat is not just meat; free range is vastly different from factory 
fed and fattened.  Vegans need B-12, which may come in the form of  a supplement.  Pritikin and the rural Chinese 
view meat as a condiment.  Rigidity derives from dogma.  But there is no denying that non-western cultures such as 
that of  the Tarahumara Indians enjoy freedom from disease, longevity and the vitality of  their native trail runners. 
Chris McDougall (2011), who gained entrée to the Tarahumara through mystic-hippie runner Micah True (“Caballa 
Blanco”), introduces readers in Born toRun to minimally-shod trail running.  Ironically, True, on a long run in Utah, 
died at 58 of  cardiac disease.  He was running alone in the wilderness he loved.  Running doesn’t convey immortality, 
as other running gurus discovered.  Jim Fixx (1977), who wrote The Complete Book ofRunning, died, while running, 
at 52, while George Sheehan died at 78 of  prostate cancer, discovered during a routine exam at the Cooper Clinic in 
Dallas.  Bill Rodgers (2013), the draft-avoiding New England marathoner who won many Bostons and New Yorks, 
is beating back prostate cancer.  It does not need to be said that runners are not immortal, but one notices here 
that heart disease and cancer are inflected by the western diet.  A physician who ran, Sheehan felt invulnerable and 
avoided prostate exams until it was too late.

As soon as one writes the word “runner,” one imagines training schedules, shoes, running groups, VO2 max 
(oxygen uptake) testing—running reduced to dreary science and consumer goods.  One can spend $1000 a year on 
race entry fees if  one races a lot.  Races dot the bucket lists of  many, who abandon the sport once they have the 13.1 
sticker on their gasoline cars.  By the same token, vegans often seem cultic and Puritanical, and they regard less sturdy 
souls as morally inferior.  Gyms resemble factories with work stations.

Runners, prone to compulsiveness, readily invest their—our!--avocation with metaphysical importance.  
Meanwhile, our bodies break down.  The female athlete’s triad syndrome combines eating disorders such as anorexia, 
osteoporosis and amenorrhea.  Some Division-I track teams have both male and female athletes keeping calorie 
diaries.  No one is immune.  I rationalize owning a Garmin Forerunner (GPS watch), and I run Veronique Billat’s 
(2013) trendy vVO2 workouts.  (‘V’ doesn’t stand for vegan.)  It is easy to become too invested.  

Running teaches one not to be attached to the inessential.  Marcuse (1964) writes of  false needs.  Running 
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vegans are minimalists.  Shoes, beans, broccoli and tortillas are a runner’s basic needs.  Like Shapiro, I am attracted 
to distance because enduring distance requires one to confront oneself.  It is the hard path.  Haraki Murakami (2009) 
writes of  this in What I Talk about When I Talk about Running, suggesting a convergence among Zen-oriented 
runners and the classic 1970s treatment by Pirsig, Zen and the Art of  Motorcycle Maintenance.You can’t tell yourself  
lies when the glycogen is nearly gone and you are running on fumes.

My favorite running writer remains Jim Shapiro, who wrote about his transcon and about an earlier six-day go-
as-you-please race in England.  That essay, “Swifts on the Wing,” borrowed the metaphor of  the swift, a bird which 
never touches ground.  By Shapiro’s telling, only the crazy few, committed to distance for its own sake, would run 
endless laps of  a track, piling up 60 or more miles a day for six days.  Few in the mainstream media tracked Charlie 
Engle and Marsh Ulrich’s 2008 attempt to set a land speed record across America, captured in their film Running 
America.  One of  them couldn’t finish and they didn’t remain friends, showing that remorseless endurance activities 
don’t guarantee the endurance of  relationships.

It is challenging to pierce the thin boundary between personal politics and a more public kind, involving social 
movements, institutions, power.  As the sixties fizzled out and a long siege of  reaction set in, connecting Nixon/
Hoover to Reagan/Bush Jr./Rove, former activists grew dispirited and turned toward personal growth, communes 
and organic farming.  Jacoby (1975) lamented a politics (purely) of  subjectivity and Lasch (1979) warned of  a 
culture of  narcissism.  This is tricky, because feminists aptly demonstrated the connection between bedroom and 
boardroom, body politics and a more public kind.

Marcuse (1969) in Essay on Liberation argued that radical change must pass through, and affect, the self.  It 
must be chosen, desired.  But in Counterrevolution and Revolt (1972) he tracked the descent of  progressive personal 
politics of  early SDS into the authoritarianism of  the Weather Underground.  Feminists were perhaps more adept 
than the male Left at joining personal politics and legislative and political-economic agendas.  Endurance veganism 
is inadequate unless it leads to critiques and transformations of  agribusiness, school lunch programs, federal farm 
subsidies, mainstream nutrition and health care.  Perhaps swimming upstream in a carnivorous state, the University 
of  North Texas opened a vegan cafeteria.  Courses in aerobic activities, such as running and walking, should be part 
of  every curriculum, from K to 12 and beyond.  Attention deficits are the body’s responses to the microphysics of  
school desks and inactivity as well as the stress produced by hectoring adults.  It is a national tragedy that discipline 
has become pharmacological as we medicate restless young bodies.

Vegans who run have the same problems as the rest of  the world, except for meat, dairy, sugar, processed food, 
heart disease, certain cancers, diabetes, hypertension, and the stressful rat-race of  alienated labor.  But, as we learned 
during the sixties and seventies, personal politics matter, even if  they are concealed by patriarchs who wanted to keep 
them invisible and now by big food, medicine and pharma.  Food and body politics call forth endurance veganism 
as a lifestyle and political stance.  Critical food and exercise studies track these interesting developments, expanding 
sociology into exotic realms such as clinical cardiology, nutrition, agricultural political economy and training theory.  
Sociologists have to eat.
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