

About the Author

Christy Harrison, MPH, RD, is a registered dietitian nutritionist, certified intuitive eating counselor, and journalist who has been covering food and health for more than twenty years. She is the author of Anti-Diet and the producer and host of the podcasts Food Psych and Rethinking Wellness, which have helped tens of thousands of people around the world think critically about diet and wellness culture and develop more peaceful relationships with food. Her writing has appeared in the New York Times, SELF, BuzzFeed, WIRED, Refinery29, Gourmet, Slate, the Food Network, and many other publications, and her work is regularly featured in national print and broadcast media.





Also by Christy Harrison

Anti-Diet: Reclaim Your Time, Money, Well-Being, and Happiness Through Intuitive Eating





Chapter 1

Wellness and Diet Culture

Maxine Ali, now a researcher studying women’s relationships with wellness culture, was caught up in it herself in 2013, just as she was getting ready to go off to college. She’d been diagnosed with ulcerative colitis, a type of inflammatory bowel disease, at the age of twelve, so by the time she turned eighteen she’d been chronically ill for years. She’d struggled with restrictive eating and body-image issues for just as long, having turned to dieting to try to lose the weight she’d gained on medication for colitis. As a teenager growing up in a small rural town about an hour outside London, she’d tried a few wellness‑y things, including a gluten-free, dairy-free diet and homeopathic treatments, which her mother had hoped would help ease her symptoms without the side effects of medication. But it wasn’t until Ali started following early-Instagram wellness influencers that she really got hooked into wellness culture. “There were all these beautiful people on social media saying how they’d cured themselves of X, Y, and Z because they’d been eating a ‘clean’ diet, they’d been cutting out dairy, and gluten, and sugar, and all of this other stuff,” she says. Some of these influencers said they’d healed from chronic illnesses similar to the one Ali had. Others claimed to have overcome terminal cancer through food and alternative medicine alone. For someone who was sick of being sick—and of thinking she looked sick—the world of wellness culture and its glowing, young, conventionally attractive representatives proved irresistibly seductive.

Soon she joined their ranks by starting a wellness blog, doing an internship at a women’s fitness magazine, and eventually becoming a digital editor at a wellness brand. At first she loved working in wellness media, but looking back she now sees how harmful it really was. “It was a culture of disordered eating,” she says. At the fitness magazine, the office was filled with women on perpetual diets, who measured everything they ate and did regular juice cleanses. The same was true of the wellness brand, where she says there was a toxic culture of overexercise and overwork, and pressure to be (or at least look like) “the epitome of health.” As a mixed-race woman, Ali was one of the only people of color in the workplace. She was simultaneously asked to help the company bring more diversity to its wellness coverage and not given any power to make that happen.

Being in those environments dramatically worsened her disordered eating. It also made her feel justified in her restrictive behaviors, which, looking back, she now sees only worsened her colitis. “It kind of legitimized what I was doing as healthy, because when you’re working in an industry that is supposed to be disseminating health information and you see this kind of behavior, you think, ‘well, this must be what health looks like.’ ”

It was more than just the promise of better health that ensnared her in the wellness trap, though—it was the promise of a more successful career, a more exciting social life, and a better existence all around. The editors she worked with “were living these incredibly glamorous lives, going to all of these high-end boutique fitness studios and getting all these wellness treatments,” she says. They were portraying an “aspirational lifestyle” that didn’t just look like surviving and getting by while managing a chronic illness—it looked like thriving. It looked like fun. “That’s the way wellness is painted,” Ali says. “It’s not just about the health. It’s about everything that comes with it.”

“Everything that comes with it” is in many ways what drives people toward wellness culture. Whether you’re struggling with chronic health conditions or not, striving toward a mythical ideal of wellness is held out as the secret to the happiness and security that people understandably seek, especially in an uncertain world. We’re told that preventing illness is the holy grail, the key to the good life—and that if we do happen to get sick, managing our illnesses in the “right” way, the “natural” way, through diet and exercise, will help us feel just as good as if we’d never been sick in the first place. Wellness brands and entrepreneurs are right there to sell us those supposedly correct and natural methods, which are hopelessly out of reach for millions of people—though often we don’t realize it at the time.

That certainly was the case for me. Like Ali, when I was a young journalist grappling with my own health issues, I got swept up in a vision of wellness that relied heavily on restrictive eating. I spent hours each day thinking about, preparing, and purchasing food that was as “clean” and “whole” as possible, then second-guessing my choices and often getting lost in research about the purported harms and benefits of different ingredients. I believed that if I could just crack the code on how to “eat right,” I could send my chronic diseases into remission and prevent all future health problems (and get the body of a willowy yoga model in the process, though I didn’t say that part out loud).

The wellness ideal was unattainable and damaging to my well-being, and I unwittingly transmitted it—via a lot of proselytizing about local, “whole,” “real” food—to my readers. It was the early 2000s, and wellness culture was nowhere near the well-oiled (essential-oiled?) machine it’s become in the age of social media, but already its ethos of food- and weight-shaming disguised as progressive ideas about health was in place. People were starting to get wise to the fact that diets don’t work, and the diet industry was trying to adapt and stay afloat, as I explain in my first book, Anti-Diet. At the same time, writers like Michael Pollan and Eric Schlosser were opining about America as a “republic of fat” created by fast and processed food (an argument I unpack and critique in Anti-Diet), and the more blatant and straightforward diet culture exemplified by companies like WeightWatchers and Jenny Craig was giving way to “it’s not a diet, it’s a lifestyle.” With the rise of rhetoric about the so‑called obesity epidemic, dieting began to be framed as an issue of health and wellness—and indeed a matter of life and death—rather than simply as a question of aesthetics.

In the decades since, the increasing entanglement of diet and wellness culture and the pervasive refrain that restrictive eating is the path to wellness have made it much harder to distinguish between harmful trends and what’s legitimately beneficial for your well-being.

In order to disentangle those threads, it can be useful to step back and look at the history of wellness as a concept. That could be an entire book on its own, since movements to promote prevention and “natural” healing have existed for centuries. The late 1800s, for example, saw the birth of four major schools of thought that help make up what we now know as alternative (or increasingly “complementary” or “integrative”) medicine: naturopathy, homeopathy, osteopathy, and chiropractic. Other modalities that now influence wellness culture, such as Ayurveda, are even older. But the modern incarnation of wellness culture—and its deep entrenchment with diet culture—can be traced back to a series of developments in the 1950s through 1970s. Examining that history will allow us to understand some of the biggest problems with wellness culture today.

The Birth of Wellness

The term “wellness” first entered the lexicon in the 1650s (as an antonym for “illness”), but the word didn’t take on its current meaning until more than 300 years later. That’s when medical doctor and public health researcher Halbert Dunn introduced the term “high-level wellness,” in a series of lectures and scientific journal articles. Dunn defined wellness in the late 1950s as “an integrated method of functioning which is oriented toward maximizing the potential of which the individual is capable, within the environment where he is functioning.”1 In other words, he saw wellness as an ongoing process of optimizing individual health. For Dunn, high-level wellness was about constantly seeking to improve yourself in the physical, mental, spiritual, and social dimensions, no matter your circumstances. “This definition does not imply that there is an optimum level of wellness, but rather that wellness is a direction in progress toward an ever-higher potential of functioning,” he wrote, though the same year he argued that there was such a thing as “peak wellness,” a goal that “represents the extreme opposite of death, that is, performance at full potential in accordance with the individual’s age and makeup.”2 Dunn also made a distinction between health (the absence of illness) and wellness (an active pursuit of improvement), and defined wellness as involving “the total individual”—mind, body, spirit, and environment.

Despite his notable emphasis on the mental, spiritual, social, and environmental aspects of well-being, and on the importance of human interconnection, Dunn’s repeated reference to the individual presages the individualism at the heart of wellness culture. It’s a very American ideal, and one that’s central to diet culture as well: if an individual fails to meet the standards of beauty and health laid out by the culture, it’s their personal responsibility to change their eating and shrink their body in order to fit. And if the diet doesn’t work, it’s the individual’s fault—not the diet’s.

But Dunn didn’t actually talk much about food and exercise—that would come in later iterations of wellness that built on his work. Instead, he stuck largely to observations about the importance of psychological and emotional factors, which he argued were sorely neglected then—as they are today. In the 1961 book High-Level Wellness (a collection of all Dunn’s writings and speeches on the topic), he barely mentions food, except to talk about the importance of having enough of it. Far from being a critic of “processed” food, he writes favorably about the role of science in creating an abundant food supply, and he points to the agricultural revolution and food industrialization as having contributed to greater longevity. There’s also very little weight stigma in his written work, aside from one small comment in his book (“the most important example of stored energy is fat, of which many of us have a surplus, because we like our food so much”). But even with that remark, his view of fatness seems to be relatively benign—he’s not saying that body fat is bad for health, simply that it’s a common and notable form of stored energy. The vast majority of his attention seems to be devoted not to food, exercise, or body size—as in wellness culture today—but to the mental and social aspects of well-being. Though Dunn’s writing is still a product of its time (with some very 1950s ideas about gender roles within families, for example), many of his ideas about wellness strike me as surprisingly balanced and astute.

The concept of wellness wasn’t Dunn’s main claim to fame, at least not in his lifetime. He was better known for leading the charge to establish a national health statistics system in the U.S., and he served as chief of the National Office of Vital Statistics (now called the National Center for Health Statistics) from 1935 to 1960. As influential as he was in certain public health circles, his work on wellness didn’t reach a wide audience.

Flash forward to 1972, toward the end of Dunn’s life. A young medical resident named John Travis walked into a bookstore on the Johns Hopkins University campus in Baltimore and discovered Dunn’s book on a clearance table. Intrigued, he bought it, took it home, and started reading. At first, he was not a fan of Dunn’s terminology. “I thought the word wellness was stupid, and it would never catch on,” he told the New York Times in 2010.3 But he liked Dunn’s ideas, particularly his promotion of a positive vision of health (rather than simply the avoidance of illness) and his consideration of the whole person. Travis began to implement those concepts in his work and eventually came to accept the word “wellness,” too. Around three and a half years after that serendipitous discovery in the bookstore, Travis—by then a fully licensed medical doctor in private practice—opened a facility called the Wellness Resource Center in Mill Valley, California.

At the time, in 1975 (coincidentally the year of Dunn’s death), wellness was still such a new concept that Travis often had to spell out the word over the phone. But soon it started to attract national media attention. First, in 1976, a health researcher and fellow Dunn fan named Donald B. Ardell profiled the Wellness Resource Center for Prevention magazine. In a sidebar to the piece, the magazine’s editor promised that going forward, the magazine would “examine all aspects of wellness promotion.” Then, in 1979, wellness hit the mainstream when 60 Minutes did a segment on it, focusing on Travis and his center. “Wellness,” host Dan Rather intones at the top of the segment. “There’s a word you don’t hear every day.”

The segment follows two clients at Travis’s center who, having been let down by traditional medical care, apparently found healing through the program and its focus on stress reduction, physical activity, and newer technologies like biofeedback. At this point, Rather asks Travis an important question: Is wellness meant to be “a substitute practice of medicine?” “Absolutely not,” Travis replies. “It is an adjunct to, and quite different from, the practice of medicine.” Later in the segment, Rather sits in a room full of healthcare professionals who’ve come to the Wellness Resource Center to learn. A young woman with a brown ponytail says, “Well, I don’t like labels, especially with all the latest publicity on cults in the San Francisco area.” (Jonestown and Synanon—the latter in Santa Monica—had been widely covered and called out as cults in 1978 and ’79.)4 “And I think that wellness as a concept doesn’t need to have a culture or subculture added to it.”5

In the twenty-first century, of course, wellness has become an entire culture—one that has restrictive eating practices as a central element. Dunn barely spoke about nutrition, and Travis included it only as one part of a multifaceted conception of wellness, one that involved a focus on the mind, stress reduction, communication, and other social factors. Today, however, some alternative and integrative-medicine practitioners seem to focus almost exclusively on diet, and many definitions of “holistic” health are really just about physical interventions like food, exercise, and supplements. Indeed, wellness culture is largely synonymous with diet culture in its approach to food, exercise, and body size. That’s not to say that wellness culture entirely ignores other areas of health and healthcare (as we’ll discuss in subsequent chapters). But its most visible aspect—and often the first one people encounter—is its teachings about food.

How did that happen? When did wellness culture become so fixated on food?

That shift took place quite early, driven by both the emerging popularity of wellness and the preexisting cultural fixation on physical health. “During the 1970s, ideas about holistic wellness—the notion that individuals should strive for more than the absence of illness, and that body, mind, and to some, spirit, are intertwined—gained wide currency,” says Natalia Mehlman Petrzela, the author of Fit Nation and a historian at The New School who studies fitness and wellness culture. “Initially, this was expressed primarily in enthusiasm for therapies and practices considered ‘alternative’ to Western medicine, [but] as these ideas spread, they came to encompass what had been considered the purely physical pursuits of diet and exercise.” It was probably inevitable that in a culture that already lionized physical health and didn’t have much use for the other dimensions of well-being, discussions of wellness would come to focus on the physical.

The 1970s were also a time when countercultural ideas about food filtered into the mainstream. When Dunn came up with the idea of high-level wellness more than a decade earlier, many people shared his sense that large-scale food production was generally a good thing. But the social upheaval of the late ’60s and early ’70s started to change that. Young radicals began to question all kinds of American institutions, eventually including the food system. They wanted to make a clean break with the 1950s convenience foods they’d grown up on, rejecting anything packaged or refined, and turning toward alternatives from far outside the white American mainstream like brown rice, granola, yogurt, tofu—all fairly run‑of‑the-mill today, but totally out-there in the early 1970s, as Jonathan Kauffman explains in Hippie Food, his cultural history of that time.6

Soon these ideas about food began to catch on with a wider audience. Frances Moore Lappé’s book Diet for a Small Planet (a political manifesto advocating vegetarianism, with recipes) sold a million copies between 1971 and 1977, Kauffman reports, becoming one of the most influential books of the era. J. I. Rodale, the publisher of Prevention and Organic Gardening and Farming, had been spreading his unconventional ideas about health—including, most notably, the notion that unprocessed foods were more nutritious than processed ones—to a fairly niche readership since the 1950s, but in the early 1970s the circulation of Rodale’s magazines grew significantly and started to reach a younger demographic. People were newly receptive to critiques of the food industry and arguments that “whole” foods were healthier.

That influence is clear in Donald Ardell’s 1977 High Level Wellness: An Alternative to Doctors, Drugs, and Disease, perhaps the earliest work positioning food as central to wellness. In the book—which became a bestseller and is often credited with launching the wellness movement—Ardell references Dunn’s work and credits him for the title. But Ardell leans far more heavily on food than Dunn ever did, making nutrition and physical activity two of his five “dimensions of high-level wellness.” In discussing nutrition, Ardell paints foods as good and bad in a way that exemplifies one of the hallmarks of diet culture, calling packaged and processed foods “porno foods” and writing that refined sugar is “worse than no food at all.” His description of his own diet and exercise regimen sounds surprisingly similar to the diets of clients I’ve treated for disordered eating in recent years, particularly those with a type called orthorexia, or obsession with “healthy” eating.7 Indeed, he acknowledges that he’s often perceived as a “health nut.” Ardell also makes some shockingly fatphobic comments, including advising readers not to listen to higher-weight doctors because of their body size. “By all means discount not just the counsel of such doctors, but also your relationship with them,” he writes.8

Ardell’s book helped embed diet culture in the definition of wellness, and from there, it spread far and wide. By the 1990s, people generally understood “wellness” to mean not only alternative-health modalities like Chinese medicine or meditation, but also food and exercise practices like buying organic vegetables and taking power yoga classes, Petrzela says. Nutrition and physical activity had fully infiltrated the wellness space, which also became a convenient marketing tool for purveyors of diet culture. “The diet and fitness industries were quick to claim the language of ‘holistic wellbeing’ because it invested the bodily work [they] sold with loftier purpose,” she says. A major criticism of those industries had always been that spending on dieting and fitness was superficial, even narcissistic—but making the case that those practices were necessary for overall well-being and thriving was “much higher ground to stand on,” she says. Though it was unknown to many people at the time, diet culture also stems in part from racist ideas about white bodies being thinner and therefore better, as sociologist Sabrina Strings explains in her 2019 book Fearing the Black Body.9 But with the rise of wellness culture, dieting and exercise could be reframed not as simply aesthetic or selfish pursuits, but as a matter of attaining your full potential—mentally, emotionally, and spiritually.

In Anti-Diet I wrote that wellness culture is the new guise of diet culture, but I’ve come to understand that there’s a symbiotic relationship between the two: from the 1970s onward, wellness culture has incorporated diet culture’s tenets as its own, while diet culture uses “wellness” as justification for its existence and a cloak to cover its problematic past. That symbiosis is still thriving today, in ways that have caused tremendous damage to people’s relationships with food and their bodies.

The Perils of the Wellness Diet

Dawn Serra has a calming presence, with kind eyes and an insightful, nonjudgmental demeanor that lend themselves well to her chosen profession as a therapist specializing in body acceptance and trauma. Where other people would say “but,” she tends to say “and,” a gently drawn-out syllable aimed at complicating simple binaries and acknowledging the complexity of things. Her warm smile and rich laugh make her easy to connect with, but she didn’t always feel very connected to herself. She was conditioned to feel bad about her larger body size from a young age, and that infected the way she saw herself. “So much of my story has been ‘I’m not worthy,’ ” she says. “I’m not worthy of love unless XYZ, or I’m not good enough in this body that I’m in.”

As she grew up, in the early 1980s through the mid-’90s, one of the things that made her feel unworthy was the increasing rhetoric about the so‑called obesity epidemic, which linked higher weight to illness and mortality. So when she discovered wellness culture in her twenties, “It felt like someone had finally told me, ‘if you do all of these things you’ll never get sick and die,’ ” she says. She realizes now that she had unconsciously been looking for that holy grail for years. “As someone in a fat body, [for whom] literally the word used to describe my body was death, that [sense] of control felt really important.”

One of the ways wellness culture entraps us is by promising to stave off death. Sometimes this promise is quite literal, as in the title of the popular wellness-diet book How Not to Die.10 Awareness of our own mortality is terrifying, and at a certain point many of us start looking for some way to evade it. In a world overrun with choices about what to eat and how to move your body (not to mention which skin care products to buy and how to clean your home)—and in an era when such choices can feel freighted not just with responsibility for our own health but also for the fate of the earth itself—wellness culture offers the certainty that if we just follow its rules to the letter, we (and our planet) will be safe. Never mind that those rules are arcane, ever-changing, and wildly inaccessible to most people. Wellness culture claims to be all about “discovering what works for you” by choosing from a perpetually expanding menu of options, the vast majority of which are restrictive in one way or another. Stick to those restrictions and you’ll stay alive, it implicitly promises; stray from them and you’ll die.

Wellness culture doesn’t just guarantee that it will help you fend off illness and death; it also offers the hope that it will enable you to ward off stigma and control how others see you. Pursuing wellness, Serra says, helped her avoid the “bad fatty” stereotype. When people saw her walking around with her green juices, only using organic products, and eschewing plastic, it sent the message that although she was larger-bodied, she was trying her hardest not to be—and in fact was doing more “healthy” behaviors than most thin people. Serra threw herself into research on wellness, learning all she could about amino acids, minerals, pH levels, household chemicals. “I was like a walking encyclopedia,” she says. She could feel people’s respect and admiration when she spouted her wellness knowledge, and in a sense, it felt like reclaiming the moral high ground. “I felt like I knew something that nobody else knew, and I could judge the people who were often judging me,” she says. “Like ‘I’m doing more than all of you in thin bodies. So, one, you can’t say anything to me because I’m doing all the right things, and two, I feel sorry for you. Look at how you’re poisoning your body!’ I mean, I was pretty preachy about it,” she says.

In wellness culture there’s no shortage of sources preaching about food in particular, which is why for many people, the first foray into wellness culture is trying to change what they eat in order to feel better—an understandable goal, given how much that idea is pushed on us by media and social media, Western and alternative-medicine practitioners alike. The problem is that often it’s not a particularly safe or effective goal. Cutting out food groups, restricting your eating to certain times of day, or otherwise overhauling your menu is a big deal for most people—a major life change that can divide you from friends, family, and culture and interfere with your ability to take pleasure or find spontaneity in food.

Changing what you eat is especially risky if you already have a fraught relationship with food, which I would say most people in Western culture do. Women and transgender people are disproportionately affected. One survey found that some 75 percent of women between the ages of 25 and 45 have some form of disordered eating, including 10 percent who met the clinical criteria for full-blown eating disorders, though far fewer are actually diagnosed.11 The percentage may be even higher in transgender populations, according to several studies.12 Cisgender men, too, are struggling with food issues in increasing numbers. A 2019 study found that nearly a quarter of young men aged 18–24 have signs of disordered eating—specifically “muscularity-oriented disordered eating behaviors,” which include eating more or differently to try to bulk up.13 And the overall prevalence of eating disorders among men and women in the U.S., Europe, and Asia more than doubled between 2000 and 2018.14

When people are starting from a place of anxiety about food, restricting and radically altering their intake in the name of wellness can lead to more intensely disordered eating. That can be true even for people who had never dieted before.

Take a reader of mine named Jaime, who shared that her doctor recommended an elimination diet to address her health concerns, which included acne, IBS, headaches, and depression. Prior to that diet, never in her 27 years of life had she been on a diet to lose weight, and she didn’t feel much stress or anxiety around eating. But all of that changed when she went on the elimination diet. “While the goal of the diet at the outset was not to lose weight, by the end it became my sole focus,” Jaime wrote to me in 2020. The diet was so restrictive that it made it impossible to eat enough, so she lost a lot of weight very quickly—and got a surprising onslaught of compliments from friends, family, and strangers alike, sending the message that her body was only acceptable and desirable at this new lower weight. “Now—although I have reintroduced almost all food groups, and I’m trying to return to normalcy—I am still restricting calories and have found myself obsessed with my body and trying to maintain its new weight,” she wrote. Her once peaceful relationship with food and her body morphed into extreme anxiety around food and weight gain. What’s more, the diet didn’t even work for its stated purpose, as is the case for many people who embark on wellness-culture diets (as we’ll discuss in Chapter 5). “My digestive system got progressively worse over the course of the elimination diet, with severe simultaneous diarrhea, constipation, and constant bloating,” she wrote.

Serra found herself in a similar predicament when she began eliminating foods. “The whole thing starts with cutting out processed foods, and then it goes to trying to make everything fruits and veggies, and then it goes to juice,” she says. “And then for a while I was as far into raw as I could go.” She says by that point, she was regularly “cheating” by eating larger portions than recommended, simply because she felt so hungry all the time—which is the body’s natural response to not getting enough food, and an all-too-common experience among dieters. “But I thought it was a ‘me’ thing, of course,” she says. Wellness culture, like diet culture, makes failure out to be the individual’s fault.

That’s a problem not just because it’s misleading, but also because it keeps people locked in a disordered cycle with food. When you’re following food rules, whether you’re cognizant of it or not, they often start to take over your life. That happened for Serra, and she still feels the effects even though she’s been firmly committed to recovery for years. To this day, when she eats foods that she knows aren’t wellness culture–approved, “there are some loud voices inside me saying ‘if you take one bite of that, you’re going to die,’ ” she says. And “okay, you took a bite—don’t take that second bite, or you’re going to die.” Although she’d been dieting for decades by the time she discovered wellness culture, she’d never had that kind of anxiety about particular foods. “I mean, I had anxiety just because I was moving through the world in a bigger body, but getting involved with these wellness spaces really took it to a particularly nasty level,” she says. In many ways, wellness culture caused her more harm than traditional diet culture. And that damage is more enduring as well. “It makes me really angry knowing I’m probably going to continue to have that be a part of my experience for a long time,” she says.

Wellness culture doesn’t advertise those risks, but they’re very real. “I think it’s a perspective a lot of people have that when you do dietary changes in particular, you think, ‘what’s the harm? It’s just food,’ ” Maxine Ali says. But the reality is that changing your diet in the restrictive ways that wellness culture demands can have a profound impact on your physical and mental health. And it’s something that far too few people are talking about. “I very much just wish that there had been someone aware of this to say, ‘is this the best idea?’ ” Ali says. It’s a question we’d all do well to ask ourselves and our loved ones when it comes to dieting, or really anything wellness related. Wellness practices often seem less risky to people because they’re not explicitly called diets, but it’s important to know that they can do just as much damage as traditional diets, if not more.

Juicing and Cleansing

One of Serra’s big investments in wellness culture was buying an expensive “masticating” juicer that was supposed to somehow leave the nutrients more intact than the lower-end centrifugal juicer she had, which apparently “killed” the nutrients by heating them. That’s an understandable assumption—nutrients like vitamin C and other antioxidants are indeed somewhat sensitive to heat from cooking—but it turns out it’s not necessarily true when it comes to different juicing methods. Several studies have found that there’s no significant difference in the nutrient content of juice produced by centrifugal juicers and masticating juicers (better known today as cold-press juicers).15 In fact, one study with grape juice found that juicing methods that heated the juice ended up producing a greater amount of antioxidants and other beneficial compounds than cold-pressing.16 That’s not even to mention the fact that juicing doesn’t have any special benefits that you wouldn’t get just by eating fruits and vegetables, cooked or raw—and many fruits and vegetables contain nutrients that are only unlocked through cooking. What’s more, those beautiful bottles of cold-pressed juices that you see in wellness stores and on Instagram are more likely to harbor bacteria that cause foodborne illness than are the pasteurized juices found in refrigerated sections of supermarkets.

Yet the pressure to juice—or “juice-cleanse”—and to have all the right equipment for it continues, demonstrating some of the classism inherent in wellness culture. It’s a huge expense to buy fancy, wellness‑y juices at upwards of $10 a bottle, and domestic cold-press juicers run from hundreds of dollars to several thousand—and then you need to factor in the ongoing price of raw materials. “I didn’t do juice cleanses regularly because I couldn’t really afford to,” Ali says, “but when I had that kind of money to put away, I did.” It’s much more expensive to produce a serving of juice than it is to just cook up some veggies: often pounds of produce need to go into a juicer for one glass (which probably won’t even make a satisfying breakfast on its own, let alone a lunch or dinner), whereas those same ingredients likely could stretch across several meals otherwise. Keeping vegetables relatively intact rather than pressing them down into juice retains the fiber, too (though fiber isn’t the nutritional panacea it’s often made out to be in diet and wellness culture). “Greens powders,” a more recent addition to the wellness market, are cheaper per serving than standard green juice but still relatively expensive for something that can’t serve as a meal on its own.

Green juice first exploded on the wellness scene in the early 2010s, but by the following decade it was all about specific kinds of green juice. There was a phase during which it was seen as superior if you could drink (and tolerate) bitter green juices rather than those sweetened with apple, orange, or other sweet fruits. It wasn’t just about added sugar anymore; now even the sugar in fruit was considered bad. As I write this, the trend is celery juice, promoted by a Gwyneth Paltrow–endorsed wellness personality who calls himself the Medical Medium. Born Anthony William Coviello, the Medical Medium has no medical or scientific training or credentials. He claims that since he was four years old he’s been channeling a spirit (which he calls “the Spirit of Compassion,” or simply “the Spirit”) that gives health diagnoses and wellness advice that modern science supposedly isn’t advanced enough to corroborate. The Spirit is communicated to him by a voice that ostensibly told him in the late 1970s (when cold-pressed juice was very much not a trend) to start recommending celery juice to family and friends with various ailments. Now, some five decades later, he’s pushing it as a cure-all for everything from acne to addiction, seemingly without any evidence to support these wild claims.

If William were a medical professional he’d be in danger of losing his license, but ironically he’s protected by the fact that he has no credentials. He’s called celery juice a “miracle tonic,”17 harking back to the old-timey snake-oil salesmen that we’ll discuss in Chapter 7. And he has an audience of millions—a disturbingly large reach for someone making such implausible claims—thanks in considerable part to the support of Paltrow and a number of other high-profile celebrities who have no wellness credentials to speak of, plus the amplification of social media algorithms that privilege novelty and controversy above nuance and solid evidence. Indeed, the fact that William’s ideas are so out-there is likely a large part of the reason they succeed online, as we’ll discuss in Chapter 4.

I find William’s rhetoric particularly troubling because his laundry list of illnesses that celery juice supposedly cures includes nearly all of the ones I have, including autoimmune diseases, IBS, and allergies—and there was a point in my life when I was so desperate for help and healing that I probably would have drunk the juice of one or two entire bunches of celery every day (his recommended dose) on an uncredentialed influencer’s orders. Millions of people are in that same place right now, vulnerable and searching for answers. Unfortunately, at best they’re likely just wasting time and money, and at worst they’re doing themselves real harm.

There are unintended consequences to mega-dosing celery juice, as there are with consuming such large amounts of pretty much anything, including creating some of the very symptoms William claims the juice can cure. For one thing, it can worsen gastrointestinal issues: Like some other trendy juices, celery juice can have a diuretic effect for people with sensitive GI tracts, which are one of the key groups to whom William pitches it. To be clear, the diarrhea you will likely get from consuming two cups of celery juice before breakfast isn’t toxins leaving your body—it’s just dehydrating and painful. Drinking large amounts of celery juice can also potentially trigger an allergy to the vegetable, and reactions to celery are relatively common in some areas: Within the European Union, for example, celery is one of the 14 foods that must be declared as allergens on food labels.18 Moreover, drinking large amounts of celery juice can also make you more sensitive to ultraviolet A light, thanks to compounds in celery called psoralens. Although exposure to UVA rays in controlled settings may help improve the symptoms of skin conditions like psoriasis and eczema, it can also damage the skin and increase the risk of skin cancer.19

Juice cleanses are still a big trend—and big business. But as more attention has been paid to the restrictive nature of these cleanses in recent years, a new type of cleanse has come on the scene: the “whole-food cleanse,” of the kind often sold by fancy home meal-delivery services. These cleanses are still expensive and restrictive, still very much a part of wellness-diet culture, but less obviously diet‑y than strictly juice-based cleanses—which helps them appeal to a growing number of people who want something seemingly a little more flexible, more intuitive, than a traditional cleanse or detox. They’re diets for people who want to eat solid foods instead of just drink liquids, but diets nonetheless.

In recent years, a new version of diets disguised as wellness plans has emerged: “intuitive fasting.” Pushed by another of Gwyneth Paltrow’s associates, intuitive fasting is a version of intermittent fasting that claims to be less restrictive and seems to want to appeal more to the crunchy center of the wellness world than to the hard, gym-and-tech-bro edges. Though it co‑opts the language of intuitive eating, intuitive fasting is totally out of alignment with true intuitive eating, which is an anti-diet approach whose first principle is to reject the diet mentality. Of course people are free to sell diets—and go on diets—as much as they want, but it’s important to call them what they really are. There’s nothing intuitive about a diet that tells you when, what, and how much (or how often) you’re allowed to eat. What’s more, fasting is actually an eating-disorder behavior. One of the first few uses of the phrase “intermittent fasting” in scientific research on humans is in a 1996 case study of behaviors in a patient with an eating disorder.20 Use of the term “intuitive fasting” is just another example of wellness culture presenting disordered eating behaviors as harmless pathways to better health, with potentially devastating consequences for people’s relationships with food and their bodies.

In fact, that was the case for Paltrow’s own former chief content officer at goop, Elise Loehnen. In a 2022 Instagram post, she shared that doing repeated cleanses during her goop years “distorted” her relationship with her body, and that for her cleansing became “synonymous with dieting and restriction.”21 When she left the company in 2020, it helped her see that “wellness culture can be toxic,” and she vowed never to do a cleanse again. Yet in the post where she revealed all of this, she was already promoting another cleanse—a “five-day reset of broths, smoothies, and lattes”—and said she’d likely follow it up with a fast.

This about-face isn’t all that surprising, because once you’ve come under wellness culture’s intense pressure to cleanse and restrict your eating, it can be hard to find true balance again. In an ideology that paints foods as good and bad and frames cutting out food groups as the path to good health, there’s not a lot of room for a relaxed, peaceful relationship with food.

Animal Wellness

The unintended consequences of wellness culture don’t just affect us humans; increasingly they also seem to be impacting the other animals in our midst. In recent years, veterinarians have noted a rise in the incidence of a serious heart condition called dilated cardiomyopathy (DCM) in dogs fed what the ASPCA calls “boutique, exotic, grain-free” food. As of this writing, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) is still investigating the link, but it notes that of the products fed to animals who suffered from DCM, “more than 90 percent . . . were ‘grain-free,’ and 93 percent . . . had peas and/or lentils.”22 A sea of wellness terms—“natural,” “nature,” “holistic,” “wild”—can be found in the marketing copy and lists of ingredients for the brands whose products’ names crop up in the reports being studied by the FDA.

For many pets, there really doesn’t seem to be a need for grain-free food in the first place. As the World Small Animal Veterinary Association notes, “dogs and cats can digest cereal grains if they are properly cooked and as long as the overall diet is complete and balanced, and there is no evidence to show they are harmful for our pets.”23 So why did the trend start? Kathryn Michel, a professor of animal nutrition at the University of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medicine, told NBC News that trends in pet foods tend to follow those seen in human food. “So while I don’t know 100 percent where the grain-free idea started from, it started cropping up when people started embracing low-carb diets and gluten-free foods,” she said.24

The incursion of wellness culture into animals’ lives isn’t just limited to pets. El Poché, a former member of my admin team who also volunteers at a wildlife rehabilitation center, remembers seeing a squirrel that was brought into the center after the person who found it gave it a homeopathic treatment they’d found on the Internet. Poché says that the person incorrectly diagnosed the squirrel with parasites and then followed the online advice to syringe-feed the animal a mixture of honey and water to supposedly purge the bugs. “Needless to say, all of this was ill-advised, and ultimately the squirrel had to be humanely euthanized,” they told me in an email. “It’s a familiar occurrence these days, and is a cause of great frustration to wildlife rehab organizations.”

Erin Lemley, a wildlife veterinary technician on staff at the program where Poché volunteers, notes that she’s also seen an increase in “alternative therapies” being discussed at professional events in the field, such as a recent conference presentation that advocated using essential oils in addition to traditional veterinary methods on wildlife patients—who are typically in rehab for serious conditions such as neurological trauma, broken bones, or lead toxicity. In the slide deck from that presentation, which made it clear it was not intended as a substitute for veterinary advice, under “Why Essential Oils?” the first bullet point is “Raise Frequency of Animal” (more on “frequencies” and “vibrations” in Chapter 3). It goes on to recommend feeding animals the oils with toothpicks or placing oils directly in the mouth or on food, “spray-bottle misting” for reptiles and birds, and using the “petting method” (which ostensibly means putting oil on your hand and petting the animal) for animals with dense fur.

The presenter wasn’t a veterinarian or even a registered aromatherapist, but a distributor for Young Living—a multilevel-marketing company that sells essential oils.

Getting Torched

Right alongside the restrictive and dangerous food practices at the center of wellness culture are problematic exercise regimens. Although some forms of physical activity skew crunchy, like certain yoga classes, often there’s a much harsher energy to the fitness world. Even wellness websites with feminine, millennial-pink aesthetics have articles in their fitness sections about “booty burning,” “torching those abs,” and “lighting your glutes and legs on fire.” And often what all of that really means, even if it’s never overtly stated, is getting thinner.

“I joined a gym, I think, for the reason a lot of people do: I just wanted to lose weight,” says Chrissy King, author of The Body Liberation Project. Now a fitness and strength coach who’s firmly against diet culture, King first started working out simply because she thought it would make her thin. “I remember I hired a trainer and I told her, ‘make me skinny.’ That was my sole purpose for getting into fitness.”

In response, the trainer gave her a low-calorie diet that provided less than half of what her body’s actual energy needs probably were. Granted, King hadn’t told her that she was doing cardio workouts in addition to their strength-training sessions, and in any case the trainer only wanted her to stay on the diet for a month. But King now recognizes that no matter what, it was harmful for the trainer to advise anyone to eat so little. “I saw quick results, so of course I just kept doing it,” she says. She became so controlling with food that a few times, when she ate a little more than she thought she should, she felt so guilty that she engaged in bulimic behaviors. Though she was never diagnosed with an eating disorder, she can see now how harmful that diet was to her well-being, and how disordered her relationship with food became. “I think the fitness industry is really, really good at preying on people’s insecurities, and at the base of all insecurities around fitness is weight,” she says.

While the bulimic behaviors did serve as something of a wake‑up call that she needed to stop being so obsessive about food and her body, she couldn’t let go of dieting altogether. She just switched to other diets that were slightly less restrictive, and she remained fixated on food and her body, continuing to struggle with disordered eating for several more years. “People were constantly complimenting me on my body everywhere I went, but I was probably the most self-conscious about my body that I’d ever been,” she says. “I look back at those pictures now and I can see how thin I was, but at the time I would look in the mirror and pick my body apart.”

King was lucky in that she never developed any serious health issues, either during her disordered-eating phase or before or since. Many people do develop significant health problems when they’re overexercising and/or undereating, but for King, no matter what size she’s been or how much she’s moved her body (or not), she’s always been in good physical health. But because of wellness-culture rhetoric, when she was working out compulsively she started to believe that was the reason she wasn’t ill—that exercise alone was responsible for keeping her well. “My mindset around health was definitely based on what you look like and not, you know, acknowledging the fact that I had a horrible issue with food, I had a horrible issue with my body image, I had a horrible issue with exercise,” she says. “I was like, ‘I’ve achieved health and I look the part. And if everybody else had the same kind of discipline as me, they also would have similar outcomes to me.’ ”

This line of thinking exemplifies the wellness-culture myth that if you “look well,” it must be because you are. But often, as King can attest, nothing could be further from the truth. People who appear physically “healthy” may in fact be grappling with serious mental-health problems such as disordered eating and body obsession, as King was, not to mention depression, anxiety, or other issues. In fact, looking “well” according to wellness culture can sometimes be one of the only external signs that you’re seriously struggling. By no means am I encouraging people to go around judging each other by their looks, but in my experience, for most people the particular look that wellness culture lionizes can only be attained through compulsive exercise and restrictive eating. What’s held up as the picture of health in wellness culture is often actually the hallmark of a deeply disordered relationship with food and movement.

It’s also exclusionary: it doesn’t include people with disabilities, larger-bodied people, and most people who are middle-aged or older; it rarely includes people of color or other marginalized groups. This is evident in the structure and makeup of fitness spaces. Not only are gyms often lacking in accessibility for people with disabilities, but many are also inaccessible to transgender people because they lack gender-neutral changing rooms and bathrooms. They’re also often financially inaccessible: Before the pandemic, the average monthly gym membership cost fifty-eight dollars, and it was common to see boutique fitness classes in the jaw-dropping range of thirty to forty-five dollars for a single class in major cities.25 The lack of ethnic diversity in fitness spaces may be partly related to those costs, but it’s also undoubtedly influenced by a lack of representation. “When you look at fitness overall, as far as I can see, it’s always been marketed to thin, cis, able-bodied people, white people,” says King, who is Black. Although today there are some notable examples of non-white, non-able-bodied fitness instructors with large national presences, the average local gym is still likely to advertise with images of muscular white guys. “And when we look at the cover of fitness magazines, when we look at major fitness outlets and the platforms that are known to be leaders in the fitness industry, it’s overwhelmingly white, overwhelmingly male. We just don’t see representation of people of different backgrounds,” King says.

What’s more, there have been many examples of overt racism and other forms of discrimination in the fitness industry. In June of 2020, the founder and former CEO of CrossFit, Greg Glassman, posted a tweet that managed to mock both the COVID‑19 pandemic and the murder of George Floyd, and he then doubled down on this rhetoric in a belligerent Zoom call with CrossFit gym owners about race and racism. “We’re not mourning for George Floyd, I don’t think me or any of my staff are,” he said on that call, according to a recording leaked to the New York Times.26 “Can you tell me why I should mourn for him?” he said. “Other than it’s the ‘white’ thing to do. I get that pressure, but give me another reason.” Glassman resigned as CrossFit CEO amid public outcry, and a few weeks later he sold the company to a new owner. Meanwhile, Business Insider reported in November of 2020 that instructors at another fitness studio had made racist remarks to class participants, in addition to using homophobic language, making unwanted sexual advances, and fat-shaming employees.27 In response to these allegations, SoulCycle issued a statement touting its “core values of diversity, inclusion, acceptance and love” and said it was investigating the allegations and would address them in order to “ensur[e] that we live up to the values that our teams and riders expect of us.”27.1

Today, King does significantly less physical activity (and weighs significantly more) than she did in her compulsive-exercise days, and her physical health hasn’t changed. The only thing that has is her mental health and her relationship with food, movement, and her body, which have all improved markedly. “I’m just so much more grounded and actually paying attention to what my body feels like doing and what it needs,” she says. She’s moved away from the performative fitness that’s often shown on social media—how many reps you did, how long you ran, before-and-after photos. “My focus now is on how I’m nourishing my body through exercise or movement, what feels good for me, and what ways are actually adding joy to my life.”

That positive relationship with physical activity is available to people of every size. Despite some scientific debate, numerous studies over the past twenty-plus years have shown that it’s very much possible to be “fat and fit.” For example, a 2017 study of more than five thousand people28 and a 2014 meta-analysis of ten studies with nearly ninety-three thousand participants29 found no increased risk of cardiovascular disease or death for physically active higher-weight people. Additionally, a 2021 review of the evidence found that most cardiometabolic risk factors associated with high body mass index (BMI) can be improved with physical activity independent of weight loss, and that increases in cardiorespiratory fitness or physical activity are consistently associated with greater reductions in mortality risk than is intentional weight loss.30 In wellness culture, “fit” people are pretty much always portrayed as thin—but they don
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