
79 Copyright © 2013 by Kate Browne

Bust a Rhyme: A New Poetics of Food Journaling

Kate Browne

In this article, Browne explores her initial experiences learning to write 
food journals for weight loss and discovers a way to repurpose the 
genre for disordered eating recovery through subversion. Using po-
etry and a generous helping of radical politics, Browne then conducts 
a writing experiment intended to challenge prescriptive and limiting 
genre conventions.

“Mabye we’ll have french toset.”

In a diary entry written on August 24, 1992, I speculated a breakfast 
possibility while staying at my aunt and grandma’s house for the weekend. At 
nine years old, diary-keeping was a new writing activity for me. I don’t know 
how I learned that a diary is a place to document day-to-day thoughts and 
happenings, but I produced entries overrun with descriptions of  classmates 
I had a crush on, musings about school, and the peskiness of  my younger 
brother and sister. I wrote about food twice over the span of  a year and only 

Figure 1. First foray into food journaling.
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I[��UQVWZ�LM\IQT[�\PI\�Å\�QV\W�\PM�TIZOMZ�OWIT�WN �ZMKWZLQVO�M^MV\[�\PI\�ZMÆMK\�
good times and family togetherness. In these early entries, writing about food 
was not substantially different from writing about anything else that happened 
in my life. Soon after that diary entry, though, a new kind of  food journaling 
took over my world—food journaling for weight loss.

How I Learned to Food Journal

Soon after I turned ten, my pediatrician suggested to my parents that it 
would be in my best interest to lose weight. My parents, concerned for my 
well-being, enrolled me in the Weight Watchers™ program where one of  the 
primary methods for accountability and nutrition-tracking comes in the form 
of  food journaling.1 What I did not know then but understand now is that food 
journaling for weight loss comprises one part of  a complex system of  assumptions 
IVL�OWIT[�JI[ML�WV�K]T\]ZIT�IVL�[WKQIT�KWV[\Z]K\QWV[�WN �_MQOP\�TW[[�I[�JMVMÅKQIT�
and healthy. Although I did not have a name for the process of  learning how to 
write in this genre at the time, I now understand that I followed a process similar 
to learning a new genre using Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT).

I think of  CHAT as an analytical tool that is useful when learning how 
to write in new genres and that can help writers understand how and why 
\PMa�UQOP\�KPWW[M�\W�_ZQ\M�QV�NZMY]MV\Ta�][ML�OMVZM[��1�NMT\�KWVÅLMV\�QV�Ua�
knowledge of  what a diary was and the practice of  keeping one, but the 
genre of  food journaling, though based on daily diary-keeping, has a slightly 
different set of  practices that can be determined and analyzed using CHAT. 
)\�Q\[�UW[\�JI[QK��+0)<�IZO]M[�\PI\�_ZQ\MZ[�MVOIOM�_Q\P�IVL�IZM�QVÆ]MVKML�
Ja�IV�QVÅVQ\M�V]UJMZ�WN �NIK\WZ[�\PI\�LM\MZUQVM�PW_��_Pa��_PMV��_PMZM��IVL�
to whom a writer writes. At nine years old, I knew that writing a birthday 
card to a friend was different than my spelling homework—which was not 
the same as writing in my diary—but I did not know why. After learning 
IJW]\�+0)<�� 1� KIV� VW_� ZMÆMK\� WV�UWZM� [XMKQÅK� Q[[]M[� WN � ZMXZM[MV\I\QWV��
production, distribution, and ecology that are present in writing—an analysis 
1�LQLV¼\�PI^M�\PM�SVW_TMLOM�\W�KWVL]K\�_PMV�1�ÅZ[\�TMIZVML�\W�_ZQ\M�QV�LQNNMZMV\�
OMVZM[��1�[M\�W]\�WV�I�_ZQ\QVO�M`XMZQUMV\�\W�ÅVL�W]\�QN �+0)<�KW]TL�PMTX�UM�
look differently at how I learned to write a food journal as a child and, in turn, 
OQ^M�UM�[WUM�QLMI[�WV�PW_�\W�][M�NWWL�RW]ZVITQVO�\W�Å\�Ua�VMML[�I[�IV�IL]T\�

Weight Watchers™ promotes the use of  food journaling for tracking 
nutrition and weight loss accountability. First, food is broken down into units 
[QUQTIZ�\W�\PW[M�][ML�NWZ�[KQMV\QÅK�LI\I��?Q\P�NWWL�RW]ZVITQVO��QN �1�_IV\ML�\W�
write about French toast, it would have an arbitrary numeric value assigned to 
its nutritional content.2 Entries are generally written in list form with columns 
or checkboxes. At minimum, the food journal contains information about the 
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date of  the entry, food eaten, and numerical 
value of  the writer’s choice. Taken objectively, 
food journaling is very similar to collecting 
[KQMV\QÅK�LI\I��+WTTMK\ML�W^MZ� \QUM�� \PM�LI\I�
proves or disproves hypotheses. Trends in 
dieting for weight loss include public sharing 
of  part of  or the entire food journal. Each 
week, I presented a small, trifold pamphlet to 
one of  the Weight Watchers™ leaders as a 
record of  my weight loss journey for the week. 
If  I lost very little or gained, I would also be 
expected to present my food journal for the 
previous week to the leader so she could review 
it to see where I went wrong. Therefore, the 
food journal as a genre is not something I 
kept for personal data collecting or to record 
simple memories, like a diary; rather, it served 
as a site of  judgment to determine the failure 
or success of  my weight loss efforts. Based on 
\PQ[�[WKQITQbI\QWV��1�WN\MV�NIT[QÅML�Ua�RW]ZVIT�
by adding additional servings of  water or vegetables or by not writing about 
a piece of  birthday cake I ate that week. The act of  keeping the journal (as in 
writing daily and recording every meal) also became a socialized experience. 
Other members were praised for keeping their journals for an entire week or 
through a holiday season no matter what was written, though honesty was 
encouraged to maintain accountability. Weight Watchers™ even gave out small 
star stickers for encouragement—the equivalent of  a writing merit badge.

Later, during my teenage years, I repeated lessons learned from Weight 
Watchers™ during doctor appointments. Because my initial attempts at 

Figure 2. Sample of  a traditional food journal, 
based on Weight Watchers Points™ Program, via 

http://healthygirltips.blogspot.com.

Figure 3. Author’s attempt at post-Weight Watchers™ food journaling.
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weight loss were unsuccessful, and I was still experiencing bullying at school, 
my physician again suggested weight loss as the answer. She, too, suggested 
food journaling as a tool for weight loss and instructed me to keep one for 
her review at my monthly appointment. Again, I wrote the date of  my entry, 
then a breakdown of  breakfast, lunch, and dinner (no snacks allowed). Under 
each meal category, I would write the food item along with its serving size 
and calorie content. At the bottom of  the category, I would total the calories. 
1� NWTTW_ML�Ua�LWK\WZ¼[� QV[\Z]K\QWV[�KIZMN]TTa� NWZ� \PM�ÅZ[\�UWV\P��?PMV�[PM�
reviewed my journal, she noted that pretzels were too high in sodium and 
carbohydrates (I hadn’t been tracking those nutrition categories), and she 
said I should abstain from eating cookies entirely. The second month and 
M^MZa�UWV\P� \PMZMIN\MZ�� 1� NIT[QÅML�Ua� NWWL� RW]ZVIT� \W� QVKT]LM� WVTa�_PI\� 1�
believed my doctor wanted. Because I was taking the prescription fen-phen 
�WZ�NMVÆ]ZIUQVM�XPMV\MZUQVM), an anti-obesity drug treatment, I lost weight 
no matter what I ate. Keeping the food journal had no effect on my weight 
loss, nor did it curb the binge eating habit I had developed in response to 
severe emotional trauma.

In the post-adolescent years that followed, no one person monitored 
my food journal activities, although I frequently engaged in food journaling 
for weight loss. All of  my attempts were based on the conventions of  the 
genre as they had been described to me and as I had been practicing them 
for many years. At some point, I began keeping a personal blog. I had seen 
other bloggers post their food journals on blogs dedicated to weight loss. 
I felt inspired by the weight loss success stories posted by these bloggers 
IVL�_WVLMZML�QN �X]JTQK�IKKW]V\IJQTQ\a�\PZW]OP�I�JTWO�_W]TL�ÅVITTa�JM�\PM�
answer to correcting a lifetime of  personal weight loss failures. Instead of  a 
blog or pen and paper journal, I used Excel spreadsheets and apps, such as 
MyFitnessPal™ and SparkPeople™, to track the same kinds of  information 
I had tracked in the past, though I experimented with the data I included 
in the journal.3 Sometimes I included a daily weigh-in or a progress chart 
or advanced meal planning. Other times, I simply followed the trends and 
examples of  bloggers I considered successful. Each time I started a new diet, 
I started a new journal, vowing that I would be successful this time. When 
the diet failed, I closed the blog to start fresh. Food journaling this way—the 
way I’d learned and always done—was comfortable. I knew exactly what to 
write and how to judge the relative success or failure of  my production. If  I 
did experience a failure, the blame lay with me and my lazy, undisciplined 
PIJQ\[��<PM�ÅZ[\�Z]TM�WN �_MQOP\�TW[[�PI[�IT_Ia[�JMMV�\PI\�QN �I�_MQOP\�TW[[�XTIV�
fails, it’s not the plan’s fault.4 Despite writing in my last blog project about 
JMQVO�PIXXa�XTIaQVO�ZWTTMZ�LMZJa�IVL�[]KKMMLQVO�QV�Ua�Å\VM[[�OWIT[��1�[\QTT�
felt like a failure.
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How I Un-Learned to Food Journal

5a�ÅZ[\�ZILQKIT�VW\QWV�IJW]\�NWWL�RW]ZVITQVO�[\IZ\ML�L]ZQVO�I�Z]VVQVO�
_WZSW]\��1�ZIV�IV�]VQV\MZZ]X\ML�UQTM�NWZ�\PM�ÅZ[\�\QUM�M^MZ��IVL�1�NMT\�XZM\\a�
great about it. Weight loss no longer seemed to be a requirement for happiness 
WZ�Å\VM[[��)[�QN �1�_MZM�QV�IV�QVNWUMZKQIT�ZQOP\�JMNWZM�\PM�TQNM�KPIVOQVO�XZWL]K\�
reveal, I thought: “there’s got to be a better way!” I set out to learn more 
about food journaling, weight loss, and if  I could keep being happy without 
either one. Like many researchers in the 21st century, I turned to Google and 
the Internet to begin my search.

1�_I[�[]ZXZQ[ML�\W�ÅVL�^MZa�NM_�ZM[W]ZKM[�IJW]\�NWWL�RW]ZVITQVO�_Q\PW]\�
I�_MQOP\�TW[[�NWK][��-^MV�_PMV�1�[XMKQÅML�\PI\�1�LQLV¼\�_IV\�_MQOP\�TW[[�ZM[]T\[�
in my search, I still encountered “how-to” guides that explicitly taught how 
\W�SMMX�I�NWWL�RW]ZVIT�NWZ�_MQOP\�TW[[��?PQTM�1�LQL�VW\�ÅVL�M`IK\Ta�_PI\�1�_I[�
looking for, I did come across some interesting information about weight loss 

Figure 4. Author’s digital food journal on MyFitnessPal.com™.

Figure 5. Google results, December 2012.
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and eating disorders. For instance, 81% of  ten-year-olds admit to dieting, 
binge eating, or a fear of  getting fat.5 Also, 91% of  women surveyed on a 
college campus had attempted to control their weight through dieting, and 
22% of  those women claimed they dieted “often” or “always.” 95% of  all 
dieters, regardless of  age or gender, will regain their lost weight within 5 
years.6 Given these results, I’m clearly not the only ten-year-old, woman, or 
college student to learn how to diet. If  food journaling is a common tool of  
weight loss, it stands to reason that many people are learning the genre using 
the techniques and criteria I described.

I had a good idea of  how people learn to food journal based on my 
experience and reading about similar experiences on other weight loss 
blogs. The next thing I wanted to learn is if  people use food journaling in 
LQ[WZLMZML� MI\QVO� ZMKW^MZa�� ,Q[WZLMZML� MI\QVO� INNMK\[� I\� TMI[\� Å^M� UQTTQWV�
people in the United States and is used to describe a wide range of  irregular 
MI\QVO� JMPI^QWZ[� J]\� LWM[� VW\� Å\� I� [XMKQÅK� MI\QVO� LQ[WZLMZ� LQIOVW[Q[�� 1\� Q[�
also the diagnosis given to me by my therapist. She suggested that I begin 
including moods or feelings related to the food items in my food journal to 
uncover emotional eating triggers. She also suggested I read The Diet Survivor’s 
Handbook.7 In this book, eating disorder recovery counselors Judith Matz 
and Ellen Frankel advocate the use of  a 1 to 10 scale to indicate fullness, in 
addition to recording food eaten. Unfortunately, when I tried this method, I 
quickly found myself  back in the same pattern: religiously record food intake 
for two or three days, stop recording, self-loathe, re-devote, repeat. Back to 
the drawing board.

How I Learned to Un-Crazy My Food Journal

At this point in my food journaling life, I started feeling desperate. Would 
I ever recover from disordered eating and have a truly healthy relationship 
with food? I found the answer in genre subversion—intentionally writing 
against genre conventions to make a statement. Using a CHAT analysis of  
\PM�NWWL�RW]ZVIT��1�QLMV\QÅML�I�NM_�XTIKM[�_PMZM�1�KW]TL�][M�\PM�OMVZM�Q\[MTN �\W�
disrupt or subvert the original intent of  a food journal. Given my unsuccessful 
XI[\�I\\MUX\[�\W�_WZS�_Q\PQV�\PM�OMVZM�\W�ÅVL�I�VM_�_Ia��1�SVM_�1�PIL�\W�
completely shatter my ideas of  what a food journal is supposed to do. So I 
started with what I “know” about a food journal:

� �� 6W\� I� VIZZI\Q^M¸][]ITTa� KWV\IQV[� TQ[\[�� KPMKSJW`M[�� KWT]UV[�� WZ�
rows.

� �� .WWL�Q\MU[�IZM�TQ[\ML�QV�I�LM[KZQX\Q^M��JI[QK�_Ia��M`IUXTM["�¹IXXTMº�
or “McDonald’s chicken nuggets”).
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� �� 6]UMZQKIT� LI\I� QVKT]LM[� V]\ZQ\QWV� QVNWZUI\QWV� �KITWZQM[�� I\�
minimum) with totals as well as date and/or time.

� �� 7X\QWVIT� I\\ZQJ]\M[� QVKT]LM� M`MZKQ[M� KWUXTM\ML� IVL�WZ� MUW\QWV[�
before or after consumption.

� �� +IV�JM�MTMK\ZWVQK�WZ�XMV�XIXMZ�

� �� +WV[Q[\MVKa� Q[� SMa¸aW]�U][\�_ZQ\M�U]T\QXTM� \QUM[� XMZ� LIa� M^MZa�
day.

� �� ¹/WWLº�NWWL�RW]ZVIT[�TMIL�\W�_MQOP\�TW[[�IVL�¹JILº�NWWL�RW]ZVIT[�
lead to weight gain.

Subversion has always been attractive to me as a tool of  resistance 
and social change: shortly before embarking on this experiment, I had 
begun to read more about the fat activism movement through blogs and 
_MJ[Q\M[��_PQKP�KPITTMVOM[�XWX]TIZ�QLMI[�WN �PMIT\P�IVL�Å\VM[[�QV�ZMTI\QWV�
to intentional weight loss. But even though information about subverting 
[\QOUI�\PZW]OP�NI[PQWV��[M`]ITQ\a��IVL�^Q[QJQTQ\a�Q[�XTMV\QN]T��1�KW]TL�VW\�ÅVL�
any information about rebellion through personal writing. I attribute this, 
in part, to ideas in fat activism that what or how much someone eats is 
strictly private information; therefore, no discussion on conventional food 
journaling would be needed. However, I found an article by Lesley Kinzel 
helpful when identifying areas of  subversion.8 Kinzel acknowledges that 
some people would like to keep a food journal for reasons other than dieting, 
and suggests that keeping a food journal that is “non crazymaking” can 
be a helpful goal for those recovering from disordered eating. My favorite 
advice centers on developing a poetic relationship with food journaling as a 
way to break free from the shame and self-recrimination of  food journaling 
for dieting.

1�KPW[M�\_W�[XMKQÅK�_Ia[�WN �[]J^MZ\QVO�\PM�NWWL�RW]ZVIT�OMVZM��.QZ[\��
I would write poetry because I am not a poet, and writing poetry is not 
very comfortable for me. I would be unable to fall back into writing 
patterns of  the past because my knowledge of  how to write poetry is so 
limited. Second, I would start a blog for this poetic food journal. It may 
seem incongruous to my goal of  subversion because I admit to having 
kept food journal blogs in the past, but the subversion comes from intent. 
Online food journals are intended for accountability and judgment 
of  food choices. I challenged myself  to write poems about “bad” or 
“unhealthy” foods because I would normally expect readers to judge this 
choice, but it was important to me to experiment with an authenticity 
about food and writing that had been missing from my literate life for a 
very long time.
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I decided to name my blog “kateateasteak” because I can’t resist delicious 
word play and also for the upfront assertion that I eat steak. As much as 
food is the primary focus of  food journaling, not all foods are considered 
equal, so I embraced steak as a symbol for intentional indulgence. I wrote 
poetry in several styles—from English sonnet to haiku—and on several food 
\WXQK[¸NZWU�UIK�V¼� KPMM[M� \W� KWNNMM��)\�ÅZ[\�� 1� \ZQML� \W�_ZQ\M�I�XWMU� NWZ�
every meal, which turned out to be a mistake because daily writing is an 
arbitrary mark of  a “good” traditional food journaling and, thus, was not 
necessarily a requirement for success in my genre subversion venture. So 
eventually I only wrote when the mood struck me. That turned out to be less 
often than I expected. I wrote thirteen entries in September 2012 and one in 
October 2012.

Figure 6. kateateasteak.wordpress.com.

Figure 7. Sample poem from kateateasteak.wordpress.com. 
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5a�XZWKM[[�WN �_ZQ\QVO�IT[W�KPIVOML��5a�ÅZ[\�XWMU[�_MZM�JI[ML�WV�_PI\�
1� IK\]ITTa� I\M�� 4I\MZ� \PM� XWMU[� ZMÆMK\ML� [WUM\PQVO� IU][QVO� WZ� ]V][]IT� 1�
NW]VL�IJW]\� \PM� NWWL¸QN �WVTa� \W�XTIa�_Q\P� ZPaUM[��.WZ� \PM�ÅZ[\� \QUM� QV�I�
TWVO�\QUM��_ZQ\QVO�IJW]\�NWWL�ZMÆMK\ML�Ua�XMZ[WVITQ\a��1�LQL�VW\�NMMT�[PIUM�
when I wrote about fruit snacks, nor did I feel shame when I didn’t write. No 
matter the content or the frequency of  the posts, writing a poetic food journal 
functioned only in the ways I determined necessary.

Ultimately, I gave up the poetic food journal project because I had learned 
what I needed to from it. I learned that food journaling does not have to be 
caught up in weight loss or psychological disorders; instead, understanding 
the genre can help the writer customize the journal to his or her nutritional 
or emotional needs rather than conforming to a rigid set of  diet rules. Now, 
freed from the constraints of  the genre, success in food journaling no longer 
needs to be about “doing it right.” I do continue to write food journals, but 
the activity is no longer tied to weight loss, recrimination, or judgment. 

I do believe that food journaling with open-ended genre conventions can 
be a useful tool in a number of  practical applications. Allergy testing and 
certain medical conditions rely on tracking food intake to determine symptom 
patterns. Athletes also use food journaling to track how their choices affect 
performance. An approach that combines the poetic food journal with the 
traditional one helps me with disordered eating recovery and nutritional data 
collection—the best of  both worlds. I believe my subversion was successful not 
because every choice I made was a good one, but because through trial and 
MZZWZ�1�UILM�]X�I�ÆM`QJTM�OMVZM�\PI\�_WZSML�NWZ�UM�_Q\PW]\�\PM�J]ZLMV�WN �
considering what others told me were the conventions for a good food journal.

Figure 8. Sample poem from kateateasteak.wordpress.com.
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The End?

Excising one’s personal demons on the Internet is uncomfortable work at 
\QUM[��J]\�1�QV^Q\M�aW]�\W�SI\MI\MI[\MIS�_WZLXZM[[�KWU�\W�[MM�ITT�ÅN\MMV�XWM\Za�
entries. As a bonus, I’ve included some additional entries on my history with 
\ZI]UI�IVL�LQ[WZLMZML�MI\QVO�\PI\�LQL�VW\�UISM�\PM�ÅVIT�K]\�WN �\PQ[�IZ\QKTM�
but that I hope will be useful to anyone else struggling with similar issues. I 
know you’re out there, and now you know I’m out there, too. May you always 
have French toast if  you want it and forever question the “right” way to write.

Endnotes

 1. WEIGHT WATCHERS is the trade name and the registered trademark 
and service mark of  Weight Watchers International.

 2. In the Weight Watchers™ plan, the value comes in the form of  Points™ 
or relative units based on a patented and trademarked algorithm, but the 
more common unit for weight loss is the calorie. Depending on nutritional 
VMML�WZ� NWK][�WN � \PM� [XMKQÅK�_MQOP\� TW[[�XZWOZIU��KITK]TI\ML�]VQ\[�UIa�
IT[W�QVKT]LM�NI\�WZ�ÅJMZ�OZIU[��[WLQ]U�UQTTQOZIU[��WZ�OZIU[�WN �KPWTM[\MZWT�

 3. MyFitnessPal.com and the MyFitnessPal logo (collectively, the 
“MyFitnessPal Marks”) are trademarks or registered trademarks of  
5a.Q\VM[[8IT��44+��P\\X"��___�UaÅ\VM[[XIT�KWU���;8):38-784-�Q[�I�
registered trademark of  SparkPeople, Inc. (http://www.sparkpeople.com).

 4. Similar to the logic of  “guns don’t kill people, people kill people.”

 5. Sacker, Ira M., and Marc A. Zimmer. Dying to be Thin: Understanding and 
Defeating Anorexia Nervosa and Bulimia—A Practical, Lifesaving Guide. New 
York: Grand Central Publishing, 1987.

 6. National Association of  Anorexia Nervosa and Associated Disorders, Inc. 
(ANAD). “Eating Disorder Statistics.” N.d. 16 Feb. 2013. http://www.anad.
org/get-information/about-eating-disorders/eating-disorders-statistics/.

 7. Frankel, Ellen, and Judith Matz. The Diet Survivor’s Handbook: 60 Lessons in 
Eating, Acceptance, and Self-Care. Chicago: Sourcebooks, 2006.

 8. Kinzel, Lesley. “How To: Keep a Non-Crazymaking Food Journal.” 
XOJane.com. 24 Jul. 2012. http://www.xojane.com/healthy/how-keep-
non-crazymaking-food-journal.
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