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Eat It: Sex, Food and Wnen's Witing. Edited by

Ni col e Baute and Brianna Col dberg. Feathertal e Press.
| SBN. 978-0-9878090-2-5. CDN US $15.00 / review by
Marc Quel lette

<1> Sinply put, Eat It: Sex, Food and Wren's Witing surpasses its rather immodest clains.
This is no nean feat, for the editors allow that they have collected short stories, non-
fiction shorts and poetry that, as the back clains offers, hinge "on the carnal." Mre than
that, the gathered works purportedly address the ways in which experiencing food entails

not hing short of "power, biology, social obligation, experinentation, nourishnent, pain and

pl easure." The authors treat the topics, ranging fromthe politics of potatoes to tricks for
field dressing deer, with a blend of seriousness and hunour befitting the material. Wat
beconmes clear in reading the nearly three-dozen pieces is that the editors' claimto merely
"cook up a conversation with sone seriously smart ladies [. . .] on the nost rel evant aspects
of control and consunption and croi ssants and cookery cul ture" understates while mrroring the
anbition of the collections and its constituent parts (8). Al though the book is divided into
sections that map onto public and private functions and encounters with food, the real success
of the book cones in conveying the critical conmonplaces-especially wormren's alienation from
their bodies-through unexpected neans.

<2>1In calling the sections "recipe for," the editors develop not only a kind of a quest but
also a sort of algorithm They call attention to the ways rel ationships with food require an
iterative process involving both prescribed and proscribed behaviours. In this regard, several
pi eces delve into the very intersection of these oppositions to question and to el ucidate the
cultural dictates on food and on wonen. For exanple, "Penis on a plate," one wonan's account
of eating collagen rich foods including the eponynous nenber -whet her dog, donkey, or

ot herwi se-finds the author bal ancing Wstern norns with | ocal Chinese custons, beliefs and
practices (21). What remains constant, though, is the fetishization of food. The cul tural
boundari es that enconpass the fetishization are entirely up for grabs. Simlarly, "The Snell

of Blood Still" describes the author's shift froman urban lifestyle, where food grows on
Styrofoam to the reality of subsistence living in Northern Al berta, where deer is transfornmed
into venison, "fromaninal to neat" (98). Here, the author denythol ogi zes the seeni ng

i manence of neat in a nost visceral way. However, it is the "Qde to My, " a granddaughter's
unconventional renenbrance of an unconventional grandnother, that really highlights the
arbitrary nature of the rules surrounding food. The aut hor apol ogi zes not only for learning to
cook but also for "kind of enjoying it" (71). This seens a kind of betrayal to her post-war
forenother, who eschewed cooki ng, food, and the "fifties lifestyle," in general (71).
Utimtely, food becomes wapped, as it were, in a discursive regine. The sinultaneous and

i ncl usi ons and excl usi ons serve as reminders of cultural dictates, both inplicit and explicit.
Mor eover, the notion of the return-to home, to nature, to cooking-provides anpl e evi dence that
the rul es about food, like the culture that produces them can and will change. Thus, the
question is whether food acconpani es being single, having a fanily, finding romance, hosting a
gathering, living happily ever after, or if these situations acconpany food.

<3> Admttedly, introducing the notion of rules and regines requires a series of gatekeepers.
It isinthis regard that the pronm sed humour appears. Mst frequently, the collected essays,
poens and prose shorts take unbrage with those who take thensel ves, or a subject surroundi ng
food, too seriously. Here, the editors remnd us that hunour also has its own kind of duality.
There is alnost always a grain (or nore) of truth in the humour, but that grain of truth |eads
to the very serious business of hunour. However, the hunmour never dips into the real mof
nmeanness or spite and seens to hover nmost frequently in the territory of (honest) self-
deprecation. Indeed, that tone was the source of enjoynent in reading about M and nost of the
other characters in the book. Still, several of the pieces adopt a hurmourous node to drive
hone their points directly. For exanple, "A Sexy YomKi ppur SlimDown," provides "easy steps
to a slimrer, trinmer, sexier atonenment" (69). The easy part, it seens, is that religion and
fashion really beconme the sane exercise, reinforced through ritual and public performance.
This is the very core of the dark satire of the "Recipe for a Vegetarian," with its not-so-
subtl e invocation of Lord of the Flies, and the equally dark "Let the Fanily Qull its Owm," a
parody of A Mbdest Proposal. In the former, the author shows how the steps that led to her to
becorme a vegetarian mrror the stages in her life, in her famly and in a reci pe. Each step of
at onerment becones a site or location for nmeasuring, for evaluation of what?.
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<4> However, the reader is never certain as to the identity of those doing the evaluation. In
the second instance, the author sends up the determ nismof wonen's biological role qua social
role through a portrait of motherly culls of unwanted or superfluous offspring. Hardly

unassai l abl e or i mutabl e, biology becomes a di scourse of convenience in the production of
gender. Hence, "Notions of N pple" offers a daenonic take on the human reproductive cycle and
its cultural necessity and its role as an ultimate proof of womanhood. It is not surprising
that the author conpares nipples to a paring knife "that can also be used as a dildo" in
consi dering the opposition of nourishnent and pleasure (115). O course, pleasure is

nouri shing and the vice is versa. Anything else is a cultural proscription or prescription.
Throughout these stories, poens and accounts, the hurmour al so serves as a rem nder of the ways
in which certain people are authorized to speak. Never was this rem nder nore cleverly or
aptly illustrated than through the tongue-in-cheek innuendo of "Don't Even Ask About the
Tenderloin," a self-described femnist's slightly guilty adm ssion of the sexual tension she
feel s and enjoys when visiting her |local butcher. dearly, then, the cultural authorization

al so extends to the subject of that speech.

<5> The indeterm nacy of the authorization or even the ownership of the discourse speaks to
food as a source of endless deferral and instability. Coviously, this is the contingency of
the proverbial "cake and eat it too" rejoinder, but neither editors nor authors ever invoke
that particular trite truism Instead, they offer an interplay between past and present
because food is very much a thing of the nonent. Sinply put, tastes change and vary, as the
aut hor of "Albertty O ocker" discovers when noving fromthe city to a very small, very rural,
very western town. Instead of the idyllic honemakers she presunes, she finds the |ocal |adies'
| unch club maki ng chi cken nuggets, breakfast for |unch, and hot dog octopi. Despite having a
"nmodern husband," she feels the need to banish himfromthe kitchen and conpete. Sinilarly the
line-up in "So That's What Fem nists Eat," shows food as a shifting sign of sustenance,

opul ence, petul ance and performance. Here, the menu for an "Eco-Minis Stitch 'n Bitch" offers
a pointed peak at the inportance of being seen doing what is perceived to be the right thing,
as opposed to actually doing the right thing (87). O course, this presunes that such a thing
exists at all. In "Best Before," the deferral takes a different but related form The occasion
of a coupon-for a "fine" French restaurant-becones a talisman of recognition that the pleasure
isinthe anticipation and/or the nmenory but not of the event. This al so invokes the

under | yi ng duel ling inpul ses of attraction and repul sion that acconpany and enconpass food,
especially its production. Food is civilized and yet visceral, safe and yet risky. Moreover,

it bears the weight of civilization and all that this nmeans-in terns of regines and regines of
truth.

<6> Utinately, what becones nost clear is that running through each of the texts are

rem nders that food becomes both a rationale and an outcome, not only for discourses of gender
but for other structures of power as well. In this regard, every one of the stories, poens and
recollections in Eat It contributes to the book's strong, sustained staterment regarding the
distantiation of consuners fromsources of production and nodes of distribution. This thene,

| ong under-exam ned in favour of a focus on consunption, is especially inportant in practice.
It conplinents the thenes of globalization, late capital and consunmer that run throughout the
book. More than anything, as in "Roots" and "Sous Chef," the distantiation between producer
and consuner occurs within the home, within the famly but often between generations. This
applies both to food and to gender. Despite its offering up the structure of a neal and a

reci pe as a netaphor for the book, Eat It becomes a consideration not just through the
categories of the categories of consunption. Its focus on wonen's witing should make it a
worthy conpanion text for any course on that topic. Yet, its attention to detail ensures that
this text will not be out of place, in whole or in part, on a syllabus for the culture of the
body or traditional gender studies. Wiile it purports to convene a conversation, it carefully
and cogently contributes to many and suggests that these should continue. Thus, it rem nds ne
that hunger is not such a bad thing.
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