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DiscussionHistorical Context

This project explores how young women interact with and 
navigate the puritanical language of food packaging that 
appears on contemporary grocery store shelves. A three-
fold approach was employed to understand contemporary 
food landscape and how participants engage with it.

Eye-Level Assessment

Ø Photographs were taken at 10 eye-level shelves at 
Pavilions grocery store in Hollywood, a supermarket 
chain serving Southern California. Descriptors on the 
packaging of the food products photographed were 
collected and categorized by type.

The contemporary selection of foods as an expression of 
either moral purity or indulgent sin is one that has 
historical precedents and represents the continuity of 
puritanical values in American society. The food media 
and marketing industry leverage societal perceptions of 
the puritan dichotomy between good and evil to sell 
products. This project examines whether and how the 
separation of foods into the categories of “pure” and 
“sinful” through their packaging confirms the existence of 
the pure/sinful dichotomy, determining that it is a modern 
example of a uniquely female extreme food selection that 
has historical precedents. 

Abstract
Women have used their eating habits to achieve moral “purity” for centuries. In order to 
prove that women today practice a similar type of extreme restriction and selection, the 
two most prominent examples of women separating food into categories of “pure” and 
“sinful” (the Holy Anorexics and the Fasting Girls) are marked on the timeline below.

Methods

Secondary Sources

Ø Information on the historical precedents for the 
existence of puritanical language in contemporary 
food packaging was gathered through critical theory, 
prior studies, and literature, as well as from personal 
accounts and memoirs of experts and laymen. 

Survey 

Ø 97 young women ages 12-17 took a digital survey of 6 
food product photos. Participants selected words they 
associated with each food from a list of 9 words, 3 of 
which were coded by the researcher as ”pure,” “sinful” 
and “neutral,” respectively. 

The Eye-Level Assessment of 10 grocery store 
shelves validated the claims of the Secondary 
Sources that young women are inundated with 
moralizing descriptors on food packaging.

“Neutral” Products

Ø For neutrally coded Carrots and Black Beans, 
neutrally coded words were the most selected 
(“Fresh” for carrots and “Hearty” for black beans)

“Pure” Products

Ø For pure coded Oats and Granola Bars, pure and 
neutrally coded words were the most selected 
(“Hearty” for oats and “Good” for granola bars)

“Sinful” Products

Ø For sinful coded Cake Mix and Chocolate, sinful 
coded words were the most selected on both 
(“Tempting” for cake mix and for chocolate)

Practiced food selection 
by consuming 
exclusively “pure” foods 
to attain a closer 
relationship with god and 
sever ties with their 
controlling male kin.

Claimed a union with god 
enabling them to survive 
without eating for 
extended periods of time 
or eating only “pure” 
foods like bread, not 
“sinful” foods like meat.

Attempted to regain bodily 
control and achieve 
“holiness” by consuming 
food they perceive as “pure.” 
This phenomenon persists 
despite the diminishing 
influence of religion.

In the survey portion of this project, participants were shown a photo of two products 
predetermined as neutral (Black Beans and Carrots), two products predetermined as 
“pure” (Oats and Granola Bars), and two products predetermined as “sinful” (Cake Mix 
and Chocolate). These determinations were made based upon secondary sources which 
coded these products this way as well as the packaging of each product. Below are the 
associations that participants had with these products without knowing their coding.

Figure 1: American Wealth: The Baking Aisle from Flikr

Conclusion
The predetermined words for the neutral products 
matched participants’ associations, proving that non-
neutral categories exist. The fact that participants 
associated “pure” products with both neutral and 
“pure” words while strongly identifying “sinful” 
products with exclusively “sinful” words 
demonstrates that participants are conditioned to 
separate the food on grocery shelves into categories 
of pure and sinful based on package messaging.
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