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The Futures of Food: Thinking Through Health 
Food  

By Shirmeez Samaai (Honours Student) 
 
Despite the inconsistencies that surround meal replacements and 
supplements, they have become hugely popular in South Africa context 
because of the belief that they promote muscle-building weight-loss and 
optimal health. The name of South African brand, FutureLife, clearly 
illustrates this. 
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Certainly, the practice of eating nutritious meals and the idea of what 
“healthy food” is have changed dramatically: we now see in health and 
fitness food aisles of supermarkets, chemists and stores such as Clicks and 
Dischem, an array of capsules, powders, sachets and pills, and consumers 
stagger out of these stores with large tubs containing the kind of nutrients 
we associate with science fiction. 
 
What does this mean and why is this the case? This essay explores the 
assumptions, discourses and media practices that are leading to more and 
more South Africans, especially young men and women, eating unhealthily 
by buying and consuming food supplements meant to optimize “health”. 
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Introduction 

 
Over the past thirty years, interest in health discourses, in terms of the absence of 
disease as well as overall well-being, has grown dramatically. The concept of 
“health” has shifted away from its general definition of being “the absence of 
disease and sickness”. Many now define it as a complete state of overall well-
being.  
 
But an alarming phenomenon is that recent research now shows that being healthy 
is often associated with having an “ideal” body. The prominence of the notion 
that good health equals the perfect body is explicitly expressed in the mass media, 
particularly, health magazines, where there is a patterned articulation of people 
with idealized gendered bodies as being the healthiest individuals.  

Example of a healthy individual as depicted on magazines  

  

Image source: www.menshealth.com 

 
The consequence of this is societal pressures on both men and women not only 
to be healthy, but to look healthy and have culturally defined “beautiful” bodies. 
What’s more, popular health food companies within the South African context 
make use of the media’s perception of what constitutes a perfect body in order to 
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sell their products. The mass media can create people’s basic beliefs, attitudes 
and values toward female beauty as well as male attractiveness. Moreover, the 
media can also change attitudes and beliefs when people are exposed to various 
model images. Therefore, health food companies take advantage of people’s 
deepest desires to be ideally healthy as these companies successfully advertise 
their food products in media advertisements alongside healthy idealized bodies.  
 
Health food companies, such as Herbalife and USN manipulate readers into 
purchasing expensive products for profit production. In what follows, I analyse 
the contours of this situation by looking at the following subthemes: 

1. the specific gendered, sexualised and raced bodies bodies that are 
represented in media.  

2. the constructions of health and how models of health and fitness aims to 
control people into being ideally healthy.  

3. the politics of healthy eating in relation to how health food companies 
underhandedly promote weight loss in individuals.  

4. the buying and selling of the healthy body within a neoliberalist society. 
 
1. The representations of gendered and raced bodies in health magazines 
 
The media is one of the most prominent expanding industries of the world as it 
has a substantial influence on the society as well as the formation of ideas and 
attitudes. It is critical to understand and analyze how people are represented in 
the media as well as how subjects are representations and responded to by 
targeted audience: what is depicted in media becomes normal thoughts and 
patterns that people live by in their everyday lives. Research on gendered 
representations in health magazines reveals that there are obvious depictions of 
ideal bodies, whereas those that were deemed not ideal were either pathogized or 
excluded from advertisements.  

 
Gender, Race and “Healthy” Bodies 
Certain men and women are represented as being particularly masculine and 
feminine which in turn, becomes the appropriate characteristics of what it means 
to be either a man or a woman. On one hand, a typical masculine man is tan, 
tough, hard and sweaty (to show how hard working he is) with the addition of 
muscles to portray evidence of strength. On the other hand, an ideally feminine 
woman is often soft, fragile and has an extremely thin body and long straight hair. 
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Moreover, these ideals originate from the central western patriarchal norms which 
define the man is the dominant figure in the society and the woman is subordinate 
to the man. Although the existing dominant gendered ideologies derives from a 
western paradigm, many South Africans adopt these notions, especially when 
they aim to look and be “perfect”. South Africans often unknowingly mimic 
westernised ideas of gendered representations that are advertised in South African 
based magazines on health.  
 

Examples of white femininities and white masculinities 

 

Courtesy of Google images 

\  
As the dominance of Western models of femininity and masculnity indicates, 
representations of men and women in magazines also reflect racism in that 
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desirable and healthy bodies are associated with whiteness rather than blackness. 
Famous black men and women who have not been throughly made over to “look 
white” are rarely found on the covers of healthy magazines because blacks are 
still associated with long-established colonial steroetypes of being diseased, 
pathologized or uncontrolled bodies. For instance, Hancock (2010) illustrated that 
Taye Diggs posed on the cover of Men’s Health magazine in 2008 and his body 
was extremely over-sexualized and racialized: Diggs was overtly muscular, 
shirtless and his torso was covered in what appears to be baby oil which gave 
hime an animalistic look. What message does this image convey? That black men 
are too strong, too dark and too bestial to be ideally masculine and healthy?  
 
When it comes to black women, Hancock (2010) demonstrated that Beyoncé 
Knowles posed for in Women’s Health in 2009 and was portrayed as a black 
woman obviously aspiring to a white ideal: her skin seemed bleached, her body 
frame was unrealistically skinny and she wore a blonde wig. Hancock (2010) thus 
argues that Knowles’ image did not in any way signify evidence of her being the 
strong black woman she claims to be.  Instead, the cover of Women’s Healthy 
effectively “remade” her to appear white, and therefore, “healthy” and 
“desirable”. 
 
Cosmetically sexualised healthy bodies 
A study that by Collin and Bassil (2014), suggested that being a healthy 
individual has very little to do with longevity and more to do with beauty and 
body image. They found that Men’s Health and Women’s Health magazines 
consisted of health advertisements, posters and covers of people who exposed 
more flesh than what was required. The people in these particular health 
magazines posed half-naked and their images were usually shown in full bodied 
angles. Healthy bodies are tjerefore compellingly represented as sexually 
attractive bodies. As a rebuttal of this, Colin and Bassil (2014) confirmed that 
some lifestyle magazines make use of people’s faces in order to promote happy 
living and healthy lifestyles. Nonetheless, the sexuality of health continues to 
appeal strongly to target audience despite the fact that these images are airbrushed 
and photoshopped. 
 
In deepening the discussion of constrcuted sexuality n images of health, a study 
by Weber (2006) confirmed that health and fitness are frequently viewed as a 
cosmetic project, specifically, a means to become a social ideal. Therefore, men 
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and women persistently strive to be like the people on the covers of magazines 
without critical reflection on the fact that the aim of such magazines is to entice 
the reader to consume products that allow them to alter teir bodies.    
 
Body exclusions in the media 
Various studies have demonstrated that the media underrepresents certain groups, 
which has in turn, often inflicted social ignorance, especially on men and women 
who do not conform to the ideal. According to media biases, women who are not 
essentially attractive to males are woman of colour, “overweight” women 
(namely, those who are not skinny) and women who are “over the hill”, in other 
words, older women. In her influential work on feminism and embodiment, Grosz 
(1994) says that patriarchy gives us the idea that women are essentially made to 
look good to attract the male gaze, and these are the women who are on the covers 
of magazines.  
 
Interstingly, Muthoni (2014) found that the majority of women in South Africa 
wear a size 14 and up, yet those who wear size 2 and are usually on the covers of 
our magazines, proving that what is normal is not being advertised. Thin images 
are overrepresented in South African media and “overweight” images are 
underrepresented which in turn, distorts individuals’ perceptions of what is ideal 
and what is not. In addition, further stereotypes are that the men shown are 
heterosexual, well-built and white. Men who generally do not conform to this 
ideal are not deemed as masculine as others and are therefore erased. The 
exclusion of certain bodies from the ideal frame means that they are are 
pathologized as “messy”, too “wild” and unhealthy bodies.  
 

2. The constructions of health and fitness 
 
The social construction of health and fitness explores how various social forces 
are responsible for modelling people’s understanding and actions towards health, 
fitness and eating. The health and fitness industries are linked to romanticised 
bodies and the practice of eating is associated with an individuals sense self-
control.  
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Constructions of health and fitness 
Park (1993) states that health is a socially constructed concept as well as a practice 
that should focus on the overall well-being of an individual. Park (1993) shows 
that the World Health Organisation (WHO) defines health as a complete state of 
physical, mental and social well-being, thus, an individual who adheres to this 
particular state of being is considered to be ideally healthy. However, much 
literature during the 21st century found that notions of health mostly revolve 
around an individuals’ physical appearance. For instance, Wright et al (2006) 
revealed that in contemporary societies (and through the processes of 
globalisation) a healthism discourse equates health with a slim or muscular body 
shape that is in practice, achieved through good nutrition and regular exercise. 
Based on this notion, it seems fair to suggest that if an individual is overweight 
or underweight, they are not practising what is viewed as good health habits. 
Thus, women with slim bodies and men with muscular bodies are perceived as 
those who maintain optimal health habits.  
 
In a contemporary society, the fitness industry is a multibillion-dollar corporate 
industry because of its expensive health clubs, dietary fitness supplements and 
the professionally designed training programmes that are suited for specific body 
composition goals. It is hereby evident that the idea of fitness is sreadily shifting 
away from the notion of overall well-being and become increasingly orientated 
towards something that is socially constructed through idealised images and 
commodity capitalism. As a result of these modernised notions of health, the 
pursuit for optimal health can be perceived as a social impulse rather than as a 
quest for personal development. This is well illustrated by the finding that the 
standard requirement for being physically active used to be to exercise for thirty 
minutes a day, yet today, men and women are urged by health magazine to 
workout for two, conceivably three hours a day to conform to some ideal of body 
perfection.  
 
 

3. The politics of health food companies and health food branding 
Literature on healthy foods often reveals that health food companies take 
advantage of the idea that health is fundamentally associated with physical 
appearance. For this reason, health food brands use smart marketing strategies 
that encourage individuals to believe that they can attain an ideal and desirable 
body image if they consume the company’s expensive food products.  
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Image source: www.google.com 

 
A research study conducted by Alexander (2009) established many of the diet 
products that are sold by health food brands do not fall under the category of 
whole foods. Alexander (2009) proposed that most diet products are in powdered 
or capsule form and are described as “meal replacements” and “supplements” 
which therefore suggest that these foods that are referred to as meals, are merely 
additions or substitutes. For example, Herbalife is a well-known weight loss 
brand in South Africa which advocates meal replacements and fat burning 
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capsules to promote weight loss. The brand ambassador for Herbalife is a 
professional soccer player, namely; Christiano Ronaldo who is well-known for 
his perceived ideal body. Nonetheless, Herbalife covertly creates the belief that 
Ronaldo has an athletic physique because of their products, yet Herbalife omits 
to mention that Ronaldo trains 3-4 hours a day and follows a guided nutritional 
diet plan which probably contains man appetizing whole foods.  
 
Despite the inconsistencies that surrounds meal replacements and 
supplementation, they have become hugely popular within the South African 
context because of the belief that they promote muscle building activities and aid 
in weightless. Certainly, the practice of eating whole meals has changed 
dramatically. 
 
A study by Zangwill (2008) found that there are some potential risks to using 
meal replacement shakes. Notably, a healthy meal replacement needs to have 
added sugars and fats to contain enough calories to keep one full for several hours, 
states Zangwill (2008).  Contrary to the belief that diet food companies advocate 
no sugar added to their products, Zangwill (2008) confirms that diet foods do 
contain different forms of hidden sugars. To illustrate an example, USN, a well-
known South African based diet brand markets their products as containing no 
sugar, yet their products contain sucrose and fructose. Yet individuals who 
consume their products are under the impression that what they are using is pure 
and organic. How does the added hidden sugars then promote weight loss? 
 
Caloric restriction and medicated ways of eating 
Counhan (1998) argues that the idea of health promotes ideologies of self-control 
linked to ideals of thinness achieved through basic caloric restricting skills. 
Health food brands routinely places emphasis on caloric restrictions for people 
with a certain weight and height deficit to achieve dramatic weight loss results. 
Accordingly, the Herbalife nutritional guideline (2013) declares that women are 
required to consume 1200 calories per day and men are required to consume1500 
calories per day. But Zangwill (2008) argues that for good overall health men are 
required to consume 2000 calories and women 1850 calories per day. It is 
therefore inevitable that people shed a significant amount of weight with 
Herbalife because the body consumes far fewer calories than it actually needs, 
and replaces nutrition dense meals with lower caloric meal replacements. 
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In conjunction with meal replacements, dietary supplements have developed as a 
popular way for people to be healthy and get all the nutrients and vitamins they 
require. A study done by Weiner and Will (2014) found that dietary supplements 
are marketed in forms such as tablets and capsules and they can help assure that 
an individual consume enough of the vital substances the body needs to function; 
others may help reduce the risk of disease. However, Weiner and Will (2014) 
argues that there is no guarantee that a nutritional pill can help prevent cure 
diseases. Yet the idea of supplements has encouraged medicated ways of eating, 
where consumers are encouraged not only to eat the basic nutrients they require 
and that, seemingly, make their bodies perform in an optimal way. These capsules 
and tablet therefore confuse food with medicine, and create the belief that 
nutrition and medication are synonymous functions of health.  
 
 

4. The ideal body in a neoliberalist society 
 
Research that was conducted on the healthy body in relation to consumerism 
found confirmatory evidence that that capitalism as well as patriarchy invisibly 
forces men and women to look a certain way. Since optimal health means being 
a slim woman or a muscular man, men and women tend to overspend to fit a 
narrow ideal. Individuals who are trying to conform to ideals of masculinity and 
femininities can spend large amounts of money on diet pills, health foods and 
gym memberships. This therefore generates massive overspending and 
overconsumption.  
 
Commodity capitalism and the ideal body 
Graydon (2008) suggests that men and women are becoming more and more 
obsessed with body perfection, as it is not just a physical ideal, but also a form of 
moral judgement. In particular, when a man is ideally muscular and a woman is 
ideally slim, it is meant to show evidence of self-control and restraint. Moreover, 
as body ideals for both men and women started to become more widespread, 
beauty and health magazines created the slim and flawless cover girl as well as 
the strong and sweaty cover boy. As a result of the genealogy of body perfection 
ideals, capitalism motivated producers to create new needs and exploit new 
marketers. Similar to the way in which the beauty industry controls women’s 
insecurities, the food and fitness industries controls both men and women’s 
insecurities for healthy in terms of body perfection. We see this when we consider 
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that junk foods are inexpensive, yet pure and organic foods are expensive, which 
means that it costs a great deal to eat well, diet and conform to the health ideals 
described in magazines.  
 
Self-surveillance 
Many feminists show that the biggest influence for body perfection is the system 
of patriarchy. If women want to be valued, they are encouraed to show self-
restraint and do exactly what the media on health tells them to do, and if men 
want to be dominant, they should get muscles and “stick with the programme”. 
Consequently, individuals who aspire to these ideals continuously spend money 
on trying to reach the ideal of healthy masculinities and femininities.  
 
Central to the way that commodity capitalism and branding work is the process 
of individual self-surveillance: the body becomes an object that needs to be 
constantly monitored and managed to retain or maintain some form of ideal, a 
process Gill (2008) refers to as self-surveillance. Moreover, Gill (2008) states that 
self-surveillance is exceedingly extant because physical bodies, mainly those of 
women, are continuously scrutinized. This results in a patterned vigilance where 
people to take it upon themselves to constantly police their own bodies. In other 
words, men and woman who are either “overweight” and sometimes 
“underweight” or “unfit” work out excessively, eat according to strict rules and 
constantly check their unhealthy bodies for progress, keeping it in check in the 
hope that it will eventually become what is perceived as ideal.  
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It should be noted that both men and women are pressured to look a certain way. 
Resarchers have found that movies, television programmes and magazines 
constantly emphasize perfect gendered bodies as a reward for men and women. 
This thus promotes the surveillance of health whereby the disciplinary 
technologies that are applied to physical bodies, whether by ourselves or others, 
enforces us to critically assess and observe our own bodies by creating discipline, 
self-control and self-surveillance.    
 
To conclude, popular health food companies within the South African context 
make use of the media’s perception of what constitutes a perfect body in order to 
sell their products. Meanwhile, the mass media creates basic beliefs about what 
regarding gendered representations. Constructions of health, fitness and eating 
too play a role in how people view being ideally healthy and health food brands 
use this to make profit production. Finally, being healthy is a money-making 
business, since health has become the handmaiden of capitalism, as well as its 
main imperceptible force, patriarchy, which further creates notions of healthy 
bodies. 


