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ABSTRACT 

 

 

YOU ARE WHAT YOU EAT:  

ORTHOREXIA, PURITY, AND HEALTH IN THE DIGITAL AGE  

 

 

 

Shannon Boss                                                             Advisor: 

University of Guelph, 2022    Dr. Monique Deveaux  

 

In this project, I offer a critical ethical analysis of orthorexia to understand the social 

processes and forces that create and sustain this “pathology.” Orthorexia names a putative eating 

disorder where individuals develop an unhealthy obsession with eating right, usually understood 

in terms of eating ‘healthy,’ ‘pure, or ‘clean’ foods. Most of the growing literature on orthorexia 

attends to issues of definition and diagnosis, leaving a large gap in our understanding of how and 

why this putative eating disorder has emerged in the 21st century. Drawing on and working 

within a feminist phenomenological framework, my project aims to better understand clean 

eating discourses in the United States that facilitate the emergence of orthorexia and how 

individuals fashion themselves within these systems of meaning. Through an interdisciplinary 

methodological approach that combines historical and theoretical analyses with qualitative 

research, I draw connections between shifts in nutrition paradigms, public health, and the rise of 

digital technologies, as well as offer insight into how purity discourses tend to operate in the 

West. In Chapter Five, I shift to a deductive-inductive reflexive thematic analysis of selected 

food tracking apps and food blogs to flesh out a critical analysis of the biopolitical and 

infopolitical trajectory of clean eating discourses in the United States. 



 

Using this Foucauldian framework, I argue that orthorexia is best understood as a 

technology-of-self that we are all increasingly primed towards. Understanding orthorexia in this 

way demonstrates the extent to which pursuing health via purity is exactly what is valued and 

expected of a good eater in the United States. Ultimately, by highlighting how individuals 

understand and fashion themselves through digital technologies in relation to expectations to eat 

clean and be healthy, I show how clean eating discourses draw on, reify, and sometimes 

challenge the idealized healthy, thin, white, middle-class, and post-feminist feminine/masculine 

subject that dominates health discourses. These insights offer the beginnings of a framework 

from which to better approach definition, diagnosis, and treatment of orthorexia beyond 

individual pathology, in addition to drawing much-needed attention to individuals’ embodied 

engagement with digital technologies in the pursuit of health.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

 In this chapter, I establish the boundaries and scope of my project, providing the 

appropriate context for the gaps my research aims to fill. I do so by first discussing the 

emergence of orthorexia as a diagnosis, tracing it back to its origins, following its growth in 

popularity online, and highlighting the extent to which clinical investigators have taken 

orthorexia seriously as a mental illness. In focusing on clinical investigations into orthorexia, I 

explore the current debates within the literature pertaining to issues of definition, diagnosis, and 

assessment. Finally, I situate my own research questions within the gaps of the literature 

available on orthorexia by suggesting that to understand the phenomenon in question better we 

need to more fully attend to the broader sociocultural milieu in which it is rooted. Ultimately, my 

project seeks to examine the broader cultural phenomenon of clean eating within digital spaces to 

gain insight into the food practices encouraged within clean eating discourses and the sorts of 

promises made to draw us in into their directives.  

 

The Origins of Orthorexia within Popular Culture 

 

Orthorexia is a disordered eating pattern whose name was first coined by alternative 

medicine practitioner Steven Bratman in 1997, in an article entitled “Health Food Junkie.”1 

Bratman first used the term to describe what he saw as a pathological obsession with healthy 

eating, a condition he frequently saw in the community he treated, as well as something from 

which he suffered. In that 1997 article, Bratman describes the loss of two of his beliefs: (1) that 

there is a comprehensive and consistent theory of healing diseases through nutrition and (2) that 

dietary therapy is a uniformly side-effect-free intervention. He traces the loss of both beliefs 

through his path towards rejecting what was becoming an increasingly strict and obsessive food 

 
 
1 Steven Bratman, “Health Food Junkie,” Yoga Journal (September/October 1997): 42-50, 

http://www.orthorexia.com/original-orthorexia-essay/. “Orthorexia nervosa” is modeled on the 

term “anorexia nervosa,” from the Greek for “no appetite/eating obsession.” Orthorexia nervosa 

literally means “correct appetite/eating obsession.” Throughout, I refer to the phenomenon 

simply as “orthorexia.”  
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regimen in which any transgression became a moral and spiritual calamity that must be atoned 

for through ever more dietary restrictions.  

 

As a holistic and alternative healer, Bratman had wanted to overcome some minor health 

conditions through diet alone to avoid medication. As he describes it, he “was a total vegetarian, 

chewed each mouthful of food fifty times, always ate in a quiet place (which meant alone), and 

left [his] stomach partially empty at the end of each meal.”2 After a year of this self-imposed 

regimen, he reflects on feeling light, clear-headed, strong, and self-righteous, looking down on 

the “wretched, debauched souls” outside the commune he was living on as they consumed 

refined and processed food in the form of cookies and fries.3 He continued on this path of 

pursuing wellness through healthy eating for two years. Yet, what had started as self-care 

devolved into compulsive self-denial, where “the meaning of life ha[d] been placed unto the bare 

act of eating.”4  

 

In that 1997 article and his book, Health Food Junkies: Overcoming the Obsession with 

Healthful Eating (published in 2000), he describes, following his own experiences as well as 

those of his clients, how orthorexia begins innocently enough as a desire to overcome chronic 

illnesses and other health conditions, to improve general health, or to correct what are perceived 

to be the bad habits of one’s diet. Over time, however, in cases that developed into what Bratman 

came to call orthorexia, what to eat, how much, and the consequences of breaking dietary rules 

came to occupy greater and greater proportions of the one’s mental life. Eventually, it reaches a 

point where the orthorexic devotes most of their life to planning, purchasing, preparing, and 

eating meals, often at the cost of their social life. In the most extreme cases, these eating 

behaviors lead to malnutrition and even death as more and more foods are cut out due to their 

perceived healthfulness, purity, and/or cleanliness.  

 

 
 
2 Steven Bratman and David Knight, Health Food Junkies: Orthorexia Nervosa: Overcoming the 

Obsession with Healthful Eating (New York: Broadway Books, 2000), 11.  
3 Ibid.  
4 Ibid., 10.  
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Bratman eventually recanted his strict diet regimen after a few fortunate encounters with 

spiritual leaders who helped to lead him out of what he increasingly understood to be an 

unhealthy relationship with food. He has since become more skeptical of his own medical 

practices. In an updated version of that original 1997 article, he writes, 

 

[f]or this reason, as a practicing alternative physician I often feel conflicted. I 

almost always recommend dietary improvements to my patients. How could I 

not?... But I do not feel entirely innocent when I make dietary suggestions. Like 

drug therapy, I have come to regard dietary modification as a treatment with 

serious potential side effects.5 

 

In light of his experience of “escaping orthorexia” and treating clients with orthorexia, Bratman 

is now skeptical and critical of nutritional medicine’s propensity to create an obsession that is 

arguably worse than the health problems that began the cycle of fixation. 

 

Bratman’s book, Health Food Junkies, his more recent website, Twitter account, and 

clinical articles have played important roles in popularizing the phenomenon. Bratman’s story hit 

a nerve with the popular public and the term “orthorexia” began to spread in burgeoning health-

oriented websites and blogs in the early 2000s.6 It was picked up, mostly by European 

researchers, in 2004, and investigations into its viability as a diagnostic category have 

continued.7 Since internet culture picked up, transformed, and encouraged the growth of interest 

(publicly and probably clinically as well) in orthorexia, it is important to trace its movement 

through the internet over the past two decades.  

 

 
 
5 Ibid. 
6 Cristina Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of Healthism,” Medical 

Humanities (2019): 1-12, doi: 10.1136/medhum-2019-011681. 
7 Donini et al.,, “Orthorexia Nervosa: A Preliminary Study with a Proposal for Diagnosis and an 

Attempt to Measure the Dimension of the Phenomenon,” Eating and Weight Disorders 9, no. 2 

(2004): 151-157, doi: 10.1007/BF03325060. 

https://doi.org/10.1136/medhum-2019-011681
https://doi.org/10.1007/bf03325060
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According to Cristina Hanganu-Bresch, the initial response to orthorexia on community 

forums, Twitter, and Instagram was skepticism.8 The position this initial response came from 

was that orthorexia was an invention made up to excuse the unfit and overweight and shame 

those with enough willpower to achieve fitness goals. The real turning point in public awareness 

of and attitudes towards orthorexia came around 2014 when popular Instagrammer and blogger 

Jordan Younger (aka “The Blonde Vegan” who now goes by “The Balanced Blonde”) 

“confessed” to being orthorexic in her memoir Breaking Vegan.9 Younger’s therapist gave her 

Bratman’s article to read, which ultimately led to Younger figuring out her diagnosis (as 

orthorexic). Her announcement that she would quit veganism to recover from orthorexia caused 

an uproar among her followers, leading to numerous major media outlets, including television, 

newspapers, and numerous health websites and magazines picking up her story.10 In fact, 

Bratman was in contact with Younger and wrote an endorsement and preface to the memoir. 

 

The coverage of this case was incredible and fed back into the clinical literature, 

particularly breathing life into confessional stories on social media.11 Thomas Dunn and 

Bratman, in their 2016 article outlining new diagnostic criteria for orthorexia, specifically refer 

to Younger’s case and the media attention it received: 

 

The public's awareness of this condition began changing in the summer of 2014. 

This is when a young woman in New York named Jordan Younger, author of a 

highly successful blog called “The Blonde Vegan,” surprised her 70,000 

Instagram followers by admitting that she suffered from an eating disorder that 

was not based on the quantity of her food intake, but its quality…Younger 

reported that her drive for healthy eating had become pathological and resulted in 

malnutrition. Major media outlets reported her plight, and she was interviewed on 

programs like ABC News' Good Morning America and Nightline programs (J. 

 
 
8 Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of Healthism,” 4.   
9 Jordan Younger, Breaking Vegan: One Woman’s Journey from Veganism, Extreme Dieting, 

and Orthorexia to a More Balanced Life (Beverly, MA: Quarto Publishing, 2015). 
10 Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of Healthism,” 4.   
11 Ibid.  
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Younger, personal communication, April 9, 2015) inspiring a flurry of other 

media coverage, such as articles in the Wall Street Journal and Popular Science… 

It is remarkable that this kind of media coverage has been generated for a 

condition not recognized by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of the 

American Psychiatric Association (DSM-5) and not well understood.12 

 

According to Hanganu-Bresch, by early 2015, perceptions of orthorexia on Twitter had 

begun to shift as the initial negative/skeptical perceptions waned with increasing media attention 

on such “confessional” stories as Younger’s.13 Even in terms of stigma, orthorexia appears to 

have caught up with other eating disorders. Two recent studies show that orthorexia elicits the 

same negative stigma associated with other eating disorders, like anorexia nervosa and binge-

eating disorders.14 Moreover, on occasion, it appears that orthorexia can even trigger more 

negative attitudes than other eating disorders since it tends to be considered as more likely to be 

self-inflicted and, therefore, the result of some weakness on the part of the sufferer that can be 

corrected.15  

 

The increasing stigma associated with orthorexia reflects the coverage of orthorexia in 

print and online news outlets around the world.  Amy A. Ross Arguedas’ analysis of nearly two 

decades of news coverage of orthorexia reveals that condemnation of extreme healthy eating was 

a constant across the dominant narratives used.16 Most reporting discussed the diagnosis as an 

 
 
12 Thomas M. Dunn and Steven Bratman, “On Orthorexia Nervosa: A Review of the Literature 

and Proposed Diagnostic Criteria,” Eating Behaviors 21 (April 2016): 11-17, 

doi: 10.1016/j.eatbeh.2015.12.006. I will discuss their set diagnostic criteria below.  
13 Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of Healthism,” 4.  
14 Courtney C. Simpson and Suzanne E. Mazzeo, “Attitudes Toward Orthorexia Nervosa 

Relative to DSM-5 Eating Disorders,” International Journal of Eating Disorders 50 (2017): 781-

792, doi:10.1002/eat.22710; Suzanne M. Nevin and Lenny R. Vartanian, “The Stigma of Clean 

Dieting and Orthorexia Nervosa,” Journal of Eating Disorders 5, no. 37: 1-10, 

doi: 10.1186/s40337-017-0168-9. 
15 Simpson and Mazzeo, “Attitudes Toward Orthorexia Nervosa Relative to DSM-5 Eating 

Disorders,” 790; Nevin and Vartanian, “The Stigma of Clean Dieting and Orthorexia Nervosa,” 

7. 
16 Amy A. Ross Arguedas, “‘Can Naughty Be Healthy?’: Healthism and Its Discontents in News 

Coverage of Orthorexia Nervosa,” Social Science & Medicine 246 (2020): 1-8, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eatbeh.2015.12.006
https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.22710
https://doi.org/10.1186%2Fs40337-017-0168-9
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individual problem of epidemic proportions and centered the orthorexic individual as an object 

of ridicule. According to Ross Arguedas, “[t]hrough these articles, orthorexic behaviors were 

lumped into a diagnosis and declared pathological, abstracted from their context, reduced to 

individual dimensions, attributed to irrational or undesirable decisions, and often morally 

condemned.”17 This dismissive and harsh response was all the more striking given that some of 

those same articles readily acknowledged the roles of technology, rising therapy culture, and the 

overwhelming volume of information available on nutrition and food scares in the development 

and emergence of orthorexia.18 This harsh social response to orthorexia is worth exploring as it 

points to the complex and demanding nature of imperatives to be healthy.  

 

The debate about the existence of orthorexia as a concept is increasingly tilted toward 

“yes” among online and print spaces dedicated to discussing, investigating, and promoting it 

within popular culture. Considering this, and the fact that orthorexia is increasingly picked up as 

a concept worthy of investigation in academic spaces, one can ask how it is that orthorexia was 

taken up by clinical investigators in the first place? Hanganu-Bresch reflects that it is possible 

that these investigators recognized the popular momentum building towards identifying 

orthorexia as a new and distinct disorder and seized the opportunity for scientific scoops.19 In 

fact, the number of scholarly articles published on orthorexia more than doubled between 2014 

and 2015, the year in which Younger broke vegan and “confessed” to being orthorexic.20 

 
 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2020.112784. The dominant narratives that Ross Arguedas 

identifies are the absurd, obnoxious, paradoxical, and dangerous. The absurd narrative 

highlighted the eccentric and unusual behaviors attributed to orthorexic people, while the 

obnoxious depicted orthorexic behaviors as detestable, often expressing frustration over the 

feelings of guilt orthorexic friends and family invoked in them. The paradoxical approach 

emphasized the contradiction inherent to orthorexia: that healthy eating can make you sick. The 

final narrative, the dangerous, often overlapped with the paradoxical and highlighted the dangers 

of orthorexia. Ross Arguedas notes that while usually one narrative dominated any given article, 

the approaches were not mutually exclusive and often co-existed.  
17 Ibid., 6.  
18 Ibid.  
19 Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of Healthism,” 2.  
20 A PubMed search of “orthorexia nervosa” revealed that the number of articles published on 

orthorexia jumped from 4 to 11 between 2014 and 2015, where, in the years prior to 2014, the 

number of published articles ranged between 0 (2003) and 5 (2012). Since then, there has been 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2020.112784
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Regardless of the exact nature of how and why clinical investigators picked up orthorexia, there 

is an ever-growing interest in exploring the diagnostic viability of the concept. In what follows, I 

provide a brief overview of the various developments and tensions that have emerged within the 

clinical literature on orthorexia. I do so to better situate my own research questions within the 

gaps of the current literature in the next section. 

 

Debates within the Clinical Literature 

 

Most of the literature available on orthorexia is aimed at the evaluation of the prevalence 

of orthorexia or at the definition of certain characteristics (e.g., gender, age, BMI, 

social/educational status, eating behavior) or psychological profile (e.g., self-esteem, narcissism, 

perfectionism, previous history of eating disorders, overweight and appearance preoccupation). It 

is difficult to compare results due to the lack of a shared definition of orthorexia, standard 

diagnostic criteria, and reliable psychometric instruments. 

 

Definition and Diagnostic Criteria 

 

While the definition of orthorexia is not explicitly debated in the literature, there is a 

diversity of definitions used, which makes it difficult to develop standard diagnostic criteria and 

psychometric instruments that are not flawed, and, subsequently, to compare results garnered 

based on said tools. Orthorexia is variously defined using the terms obsession (most frequent), 

fixation, and concern/preoccupation.21 These terms are emphasized through various adjectives 

defining different aspects of behavior, such as exaggerated/excessive, extreme, overwhelming, 

 
 
no less than 10 published each year, with a significant spike in 2019 (52 articles from 22 the year 

before). There has since been a steadily growing interest in orthorexia, with 74 articles published 

in 2020, 102 in 2021, and 65 as of August 2022.  
21 Cena et al., “Definition and Diagnostic Criteria for Orthorexia Nervosa: A Narrative Review 

of the Literature,” Eating and Weight Disorders – Studies on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity 24 

(2019): 209-246, doi: 10.1007/s40519-018-0606-y. Obsession refers to a persistent and 

disturbing thought, while fixation is a stereotyped behavior related to an obsession. Concern 

refers to an uneasy state of mixed interest, uncertainty, and apprehension. Preoccupation appears 

to be a synonym for concern but includes a higher degree of alarm. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-018-0606-y
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unhealthy, pathological, compulsive, and maniacal.22 As for eating behavior, suitable food was 

identified with different levels of quality, with most articles defining it as 

healthy/proper/correct/safe or unhealthy.23 

 

Related to this issue of a lack of a universally shared definition of orthorexia, one of the 

most important areas under debate within the literature concerns diagnostic criteria. Thus far, 

five sets of diagnostic criteria have been proposed by Donini et al. (2004), Jessica Setnick 

(2005), Friederike Barthels (2014), Moroze et al. (2015), and Dunn and Bratman (2016).24 

However, none of these sets come to be the standard in orthorexia research, even though scholars 

have stressed the importance of developing a shared set of diagnostic criteria.25 Although there 

are discrepancies among them, there does seem to be consensus across the various sets that 

orthorexia involves the following:  

 

(a) Obsessional preoccupation with ‘healthy,’ ‘pure,’ or ‘clean’ foods  

(b) Rigid avoidance of foods considered ‘unhealthy’ or ‘unclean’  

(c) Distress at violation of food rules  

 
 
22 Ibid, 210.  
23 Ibid. In some papers, the definition considered specific aspects (e.g., organic, biologically 

pure, or related to food production), while, in a minority of cases, the definition of healthy food 

referred to pseudo-moral aspects (e.g., pure and impure).  
24 Donini et al., “Orthorexia Nervosa: A Preliminary Study with a Proposal for Diagnosis and an 

Attempt to Measure the Dimension of the Phenomenon;” Jessica Setnick, The Eating Disorders 

Clinical Pocket Guide: Quick Reference for Healthcare Providers, 2nd ed., (Dallas: Snack Time 

Press, 2005); Friederike Barthels, “Othorektisches Ernährungsver -halten - Psychologische 

Untersuchungen zu einem neuen Störungsbild. Unveröffentlichte,” (PhD Dissertation. Heinrich-

Heine-Universität, Düsseldorf, 2014); Moroze et al., “Microthinking About Micronutrients: A 

Case of Transition from Obsessions About Healthy Eating to Near-Fatal ‘Orthorexia Nervosa’ 

and Proposed Diagnostic Criteria,” Psychosomatics 56, no. 4 (2015): 397-403, doi: 

10.1016/j.psym.2014.03.003; Dunn and Bratman, “On Orthorexia Nervosa: A Review of the 

Literature and Proposed Diagnostic Criteria.” 
25 Cena et al., ““Definition and Diagnostic Criteria for Orthorexia Nervosa: A Narrative Review 

of the Literature;” Martina Valente, Elena V. Syurina, and Lorenzo M. Donini, “Shedding Light 

Upon Various Tools to Assess Orthorexia Nervosa: A Critical Literature Review with a 

Systematic Search,” Eating and Weight Disorders – Studies on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity 

24 (2019): 671-682., doi:10.1007/s40519-019-00735-3. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psym.2014.03.003
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-019-00735-3


 

 

9 

 

(d) Impairment to social, physical, and/or psychological well-being resulting from 

these food beliefs and behaviors26 

 

The most recent set of criteria developed by Dunn and Bratman are critical of sets of criteria that 

do not address the role of weight loss in orthorexia (e.g., those sets of criteria that discuss the 

social and/or psychological impairment without addressing weight loss), which is one of theif 

main impetuses for developing another set of criteria based on a critical review of published case 

histories, narrative descriptions presented by eating disorders professionals, and several hundred 

self-reports of orthorexia.27 Nonetheless, the challenges posed by the discrepancies between 

definition and diagnostic criteria, and the resulting lack of a standard set of criteria, persist in the 

development of diagnostic tools, as will be discussed shortly.  

 

Despite these conceptualizations of orthorexia, there is ongoing debate over whether 

orthorexia should be considered a distinct disorder, a variant of an existing disorder, an 

obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), or (just) a disturbed eating habit. Even though orthorexia 

is increasingly recognized as a distinct eating disorder within popular culture, it is not included in 

either the fifth edition of the Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) 

published in May 2013, or the 11th version of the International Statistical Classification of 

Diseases and Related Health Problems (ICD) adopted in June 2018.28  

 

 
 
26 Maddy Greville-Harris, Janet Smithson, and Anke Karl, “What Are People’s Experiences of 

Orthorexia Nervosa? A Qualitative Study of Online Blogs,” Eating and Weight Disorders – 

Studies on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity (2019), doi: 10.1007/s40519-019-00809-2. 
27 Dunn and Bratman, “On Orthorexia Nervosa: A Review of the Literature and Proposed 

Diagnostic Criteria,” 16. Dunn and Bratman’s criticism is specifically directed at the criteria 

developed by Moroze et al. but can be expanded towards the other sets. It is notable that 

Barthels’ criteria do acknowledge the role of weight loss, though it appears hers and Setnick’s 

sets of criteria are the least circulated sets within the literature. Most references when discussing 

diagnostic criteria are to Donini et al., Moroze et al., or Dunn and Bratman.  
28 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th 

ed., (Arlington, VA: American Psychiatric Publishing, 2013); World Health Organization, The 

ICD-11 Classification of Mental and Behavioural Disorders: Clinical Descriptions and 

Diagnostic Guidelines (Geneva: World Health Organization, 2018).  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-019-00809-2


 

 

10 

 

Much of this debate focuses on whether orthorexia is a distinct eating disorder or a 

variant of one. Orthorexia is suggested to be distinct from anorexia nervosa (AN) in that it 

focuses on a pathological obsession with the quality rather than the quantity of food.29 Yet, 

orthorexia is also thought to share some common traits with AN, like the restriction of energy 

intake that may lead to low body weight, the possibility of suffering from starvation and 

malnutrition, and associated medical complications (e.g., amenorrhea, heart failure), and feelings 

of guilt and self-loathing if they break their diets.30 Others, however, have suggested that 

orthorexia is best understood as a subtype of Avoidant/Restrictive Food Intake Disorder 

(AFRID), though orthorexia does not appear to develop during infancy or childhood after a 

traumatic experience with eating, as is the case with AFRID according to clinical descriptions.31 

Moreover, it has even been suggested that orthorexia develops in the recovery phase of an eating 

disorder, but the necessary longitudinal research to establish this relationship is lacking.32 

 

While some researchers have focused on drawing similarities and/or distinctions between 

orthorexia and other eating disorders, a smaller number of researchers have explored orthorexia’s 

 
 
29 Nancy S. Koven and Alexandra W. Abry, “The Clinical Basis of Orthorexia Nervosa: 

Emerging Perspectives,” Neuropsychiatric Disease and Treatment 11 (2015): 385-394, doi: 

10.2147/NDT.S61665; Dunn and Bratman, “On Orthorexia Nervosa: A Review of the Literature 

and Proposed Diagnostic Criteria.”  
30 Anna Brytek-Matera, “Orthorexia Nervosa – An Eating Disorder, Obsessive-Compulsive 

Disorder, or Disturbed Eating Habit,” Psychoterapia 1, no. 1 (2011); Koven and Abry, “The 

Clinical Basis of Orthorexia Nervosa: Emerging Perspectives;” Cena et al., ““Definition and 

Diagnostic Criteria for Orthorexia Nervosa: A Narrative Review of the Literature;” Laura 

Vuillier, S. Robertson, and Maddy Greville-Harris, “Orthorexic Tendencies are Linked with 

Difficulties with Emotion Identification and Regulation,” Journal of Eating Disorders 8, no. 15 

(2020), doi: 10.1186/s40337-020-00291-7. Other similarities include perfectionism, requires 

great self-discipline, feelings of moral superiority over others present, ego-syntonic nature of the 

symptoms.  
31 Cena et al., ““Definition and Diagnostic Criteria for Orthorexia Nervosa: A Narrative Review 

of the Literature,” 211-238; Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of 

Healthism,” 2-3. Nor do AFRID sufferers appear to be concerned with the health effects of the 

food they consume.   
32 Segura-Garcia et al., “The Prevalence of Orthorexia Nervosa Among Eating Disorder Patients 

After Treatment,” Eating and Weight Disorders – Studies on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity 20, 

no. 2 (2015): 161-166, doi: 10.1007/s40519-014-0171-y. 

https://doi.org/10.2147/ndt.s61665
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-020-00291-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-014-0171-y
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overlap with OCD.33 Orthorexia and OCD appear to share the following characteristics: rigidity, 

perfectionism, anxiety, depression, social isolation, and obsessive-compulsive features.34 Yet, 

they appear to differ with respect to the content of the obsessions, where in orthorexia, symptoms 

are healthy eating/food related, while in OCD, symptoms are non-specific (not necessarily food-

related).35 Moreover, in orthorexia, the content of the obsessions are perceived as ego-syntonic 

(i.e., in line with the one’s sense of self), rather than ego-dystonic, as is the case in OCD.36  

 

Diagnostic Tools 

 

The existence and adoption of different diagnostic criteria have led to the development of 

different diagnostic tools. The result is a number of fragmented and loosely connected tools to 

diagnose orthorexia, each based on its own conceptualization of orthorexia and interpretation of 

diagnostic criteria, which makes it difficult to obtain trustworthy data concerning the 

epidemiology of orthorexia.37 There are seven diagnostic questionnaires: (1) orthorexia self-test 

 
 
33 Brytek-Matera, “Orthorexia Nervosa – An Eating Disorder, Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, 

or Disturbed Eating Habit;” Koven and Abry, “The Clinical Basis of Orthorexia Nervosa: 

Emerging Perspectives;” Anna Brytek-Matera, Maria Luisa Fonte, Eleonora Poggiogalle, 

Lorenzo Maria Donini, and Hellas Cena, “ Orthorexia Nervosa:  Relationship with Obsessive-

Compulsive Symptoms, Disordered Eating Patterns and Body Uneasiness among Italian 

University Students,” Eating and Weight Disorders – Studies on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity 

22 (2017): 609-617, doi: 10.1007/s40519-017-0427-4. 
34 Koven and Abry, “The Clinical Basis of Orthorexia Nervosa: Emerging Perspectives,” 387-

388; Cena et al., “Definition and Diagnostic Criteria for Orthorexia Nervosa: A Narrative 

Review of the Literature,” 211-238.  
35 Cena et al., ““Definition and Diagnostic Criteria for Orthorexia Nervosa: A Narrative Review 

of the Literature,” 211-238. 
36 Jennifer Mathieu, “What is Orthorexia?” Journal of the American Dietetic Association 105, 

no. 10 (2005): 1510-1512, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jada.2005.08.021; Varga et al., “Evidence 

and Gaps in the Literature on Orthorexia Nervosa,” Eating and Weight Disorders--Studies on 

Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity 18 (2013): 103-111, doi: 10.1007/s40519-013-0026-y. 
37  For example, existing estimates of the prevalence of orthorexia range from less than 1% to 

57.6% in the general population, with rates as high as 90% in specific populations. Similar 

contradictions exist regarding prevalence based on age, education level, body mass index (BMI), 

smoking status, and alcohol consumption. See Sarah E. McComb and Jennifer S. Mills, 

“Orthorexia Nervosa: A Review of Psychosocial Risk Factors,” Appetite 140 (2019): 50-75, doi: 

10.1016/j.appet.2019.05.005. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-017-0427-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jada.2005.08.021
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-013-0026-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2019.05.005
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developed by Bratman (BOT); (2) ORTO-15 and its adaptations; (3) Eating Habits Questionnaire 

(EHQ); (4) Dusseldorf Orthorexia Scale (DOS); (5) Barcelona Orthorexia Scale; (6) Teruel 

Orthorexia Scale(TOS); (7) Orthorexia Nervosa Inventory (ONI).  

 

The ORTO-15, EHQ, and DOS have been widely used, while the BOT, TOS, and ONI 

have been used sparingly and the BOS not at all.38  Those tools that have been used more 

frequently have often been criticized for psychometric flaws, overestimation of the prevalence of 

orthorexia, and lack of agreement upon a shared set of diagnostic criteria.39 In addition, with the 

exception of the BOS scale (which has not been validated), the tools appear to be constructed by 

academics and without the active involvement of health workers, patients, or people coming 

from the general public.40 Involving both academic and non-academic stakeholders during all of 

the phases of the research process is the core characteristic of transdisciplinary research (TDR).41 

TDR is useful because it takes into account multiple perspectives and allows for engaging key 

users in the research process from the start. 

 

 
 
38 Antoni Niedzielski and Natalia Kaźmierczak-Wojtaś, “Prevalence of Orthorexia Nervosa and 

Its Diagnostic Tools – A Literature Review,” International Journal of Environmental Research 

and Public Health 18, no. 10 (2021): 5488, doi: 10.3390/ijerph18105488; Valente et al., 

“Shedding Light Upon Various Tools to Assess Orthorexia Nervosa: A Critical Literature 

Review with a Systematic Search.”  
39 Valente et al., “Shedding Light Upon Various Tools to Assess Orthorexia Nervosa: A Critical 

Literature Review with a Systematic Search,” 672.  
40 The BOS scale was developed using “the Delphi method, which relies on an indirect form of 

expressing opinions by experts. The participants who formed the panel of experts were 

researchers and clinicians dealing with eating disorders. Some of them had specialist knowledge 

on ON, the rest generally specialised in eating disorders” (Niedzielski and Natalia Kaźmierczak-

Wojtaś, “Prevalence of Orthorexia Nervosa and Its Diagnostic Tools – A Literature Review,” 

5488). See Bauer et al., “The Barcelona Orthorexia Scale (BOS): Development Process Using 

the Delphi Method,” Eating and Weight Disorders – Studies on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity 

24 (2019): 247-55, doi: 10.1007/s40519-018-0556-4. 
41 Valente et al., “Shedding Light Upon Various Tools to Assess Orthorexia Nervosa: A Critical 

Literature Review with a Systematic Search,” 679. Transdisciplinary research is research efforts 

that are conducted by investigators from different disciplines who work together to create new 

conceptual, theoretical, methodological, and translational innovations.  

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18105488
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-018-0556-4
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Importantly, the construction of the BOS produced a formal distinction between ‘healthy 

orthorexia’ and ‘orthorexia nervosa’ that has begun to receive attention by researchers.42 

Bratman suggested a similar distinction in 2017 when he argued that orthorexia has two stages: 

the first of which is choosing to eat a healthy diet and the second, an intensification of that 

pursuit into an obsession.43 Juan Ramón Barrada and María Roncero describe the BOS as 

evaluating ‘Healthy Orthorexia,’ understood as  

 

a healthy interest with diet, which is independent of psychopathology (eating disorders, 

obsessive-compulsive disorder, and negative affect), and inversely associated with it. 

People with high scores on this factor [“orthorexia (non-nervosa)”] spend a considerable 

amount of time and money buying, planning and preparing healthy food.44 

 

The BOS also evaluates ‘Orthorexia Nervosa,’ which,  

 

assesses the negative social and emotional impact of trying to achieve a rigid way 

of eating…People scoring high on this factor are highly concerned with and 

overwhelmed by their preoccupations, which lead them to negative consequences 

such as self-punishment, social isolation, and guilt. This factor is associated with 

obsessive-compulsive symptoms, but mainly with eating symptoms, in 

accordance with previous studies that suggest an association between eating 

disorders and ON.45 

 

The TOS and ONI were both developed with the understanding that this distinction needs to be 

attended to, and evaluated by, diagnostic tools. This is a significant step in the right direction 

 
 
42  Juan Ramón Barrada and María Roncero, “Bidimensional Structure of the Orthorexia: 

Development and Initial Validation of a New Instrument,” Anales de Psicología 34, no. 2 

(2018): 293-91, http://dx.doi.org/10.6018/analesps.34.2.299671.  
43 Steven Bratman, “Orthorexia vs. Theories of Eating,” Eating and Weight Disorders – Studies 

on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity 22 (2017): 381-85, doi: 10.1007/s40519-017-0417-6. 
44 Barrada and Roncero, “Bidimensional Structure of the Orthorexia: Development and Initial 

Validation of a New Instrument,” 289. 
45 Ibid. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.6018/analesps.34.2.299671
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-017-0417-6
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away from pathologizing what are for some simply preferred eating practices. Although, it 

remains unclear where exactly the line between “health” and “pathology” lies since these newer 

tools have been used either sparingly or not at all, and it is impossible to determine their validity 

and reliability.  

 

Treatment 

  

 There is a resounding silence regarding the treatment of orthorexia related to the debates 

over definition and diagnosis. As such, there are no clinical treatments developed specifically for 

orthorexia. The lack of sustained dialogue between various stakeholders no doubt plays a role, as 

it does in the abovementioned debates. According to Niedzielski and Kaźmierczak-Wojtaś, 

“available literature shows that the treatment may be based on a multidisciplinary approach and a 

team of physicians, psychotherapists, and dieticians.”46  A balanced diet to address malnutrition 

is recommended as a basis for treatment and a combination of cognitive-behavioral therapy and 

pharmacotherapy is also recommended.47  

 

In sum, the major debates taking place within the clinical literature on orthorexia revolve 

around the related issues of definition, diagnosis, and assessment, with conflicts over whether 

orthorexia constitutes a new mental illness, a subset of an existing mental illness, or just a 

disturbed eating habit still being played out. In the next section, I situate my own research 

questions in relation to the status of the literature by highlighting the continued need to address 

the sociocultural context of this phenomenon in more detail. Forces outside ourselves shape our 

relationships to ourselves and to food and it is necessary to understand what these forces are if 

we want to avoid the harms of both the over- and de-medicalization of eating practices.48 

 
 
46 Niedzielski and Kaźmierczak-Wojtaś, “Prevalence of Orthorexia Nervosa and Its Diagnostic 

Tools – A Literature Review,” 5488. Though this is the case, eating disorder experts are still 

confronted with cases of orthorexia and treat it to the best of their ability, that is, usually as a 

variety of AN and/or OCD. Treatment in the clinical setting, therefore, varies depending on the 

approach used by the therapist in question (e.g., psychotherapy, cognitive behavioral therapy).  
47 Ibid.  
48 The idea here is that we should be careful not to rush into treatment interventions when we 

have yet to fully understand orthorexia. By focusing on the broader cultural context, my project 
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A Critical Ethical Analysis of Orthorexia 

 

Framing the Analysis 

 

In this section, I appeal to Linn Håman et al.’s analysis of the state of the literature on 

orthorexia to situate more fully in the following section, where my own research fits in and to 

frame the sorts of questions I seek to answer.49 In short, the current literature on orthorexia is 

limited by the fact that most of the research focuses on the individual. More research into the 

broader cultural context is necessary to develop a nuanced understanding of orthorexia and it is 

within this gap in the literature that my research is located.  

 

Linn Haman et al.’s 2015 overview and synthesis of the various philosophies of science 

that inform the current academic work on orthorexia provides a useful way to situate both the 

current status of the literature on orthorexia and where my research fits in. Every study makes 

certain scientific assumptions that are based upon a particular sort of philosophy, and these 

assumptions affect how orthorexia is researched because the philosophy shapes the research 

aims, questions, data collection or production methods, and analytic procedures.50 Håman et al. 

use Ronny Gunnarsson’s philosophy of science world map in order to identify and sort which 

scientific approaches the articles available on orthorexia (up to June 2014) had adopted. 

Gunnarsson’s map contains four approaches: empirical-atomistic, empirical-holistic, rational-

holistic, and rational-atomistic.51 

 

 
 
implicitly emphasizes the fact that treatment interventions must occur at the level of the 

collective. In doing so, I do not deny the experience of suffering by individuals with orthorexia, 

to which more individualized forms of treatment are appropriate. I want to point to the social 

context in which those who suffer from orthorexia live to better understand what orthorexia is 

and how it has emerged as a potential mental illness.  
49 Håman et al., “Orthorexia Nervosa: An Integrative Literature Review of a Lifestyle 

Syndrome,” International Journal of Qualitative Studies on Health and Well-being 10, no. 1 

(2015): 1-15, doi: 10.3402/qhw.v10.26799. 
50 Ronny Gunnarsson, “Philosophy of Science [in Science Network TV],” last revised on March 

14, 2020, accessed on April 15, 2020, https://research.wou.edu/c.php?g=551307&p=3785490.  
51 Ibid. 

https://doi.org/10.3402/qhw.v10.26799
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The map builds on various ontological, epistemological, and methodological assumptions 

and approaches to yield an overview of the approaches. Atomism refers to the position in which 

one views the world as the sum of its parts, while holism refers to the view that the world is 

larger than the sum of its parts.52 As such, an atomistic view of orthorexia would explore it as the 

sum of individuals’ perceptions, intentions, and actions, while a holistic view would consider the 

broader sociocultural elements or forces surrounding orthorexia. Empiricism refers to experience 

(observation) as the foundation for knowledge, while rationalism refers to reasoning (i.e., logical 

assumptions) as a foundation for knowledge. The empirical-atomistic approach is characterized 

by quantitative research and a “positivist and classic medical focus.”53 The empirical-holistic 

approach reflects qualitative research and the “human scientific focus.”54 The rational-holistic 

approach is philosophically driven, while rational-atomistic approach comprises mathematical 

and physical derivations.55 

 

According to Håman et al., four approaches formed the current scholarly frameworks of 

orthorexia based on Gunnarsson’s philosophy of science world map: (a) empirical-atomistic, (b) 

empirical-atomistic with elements of empirical-holistic, (c) empirical-holistic, and (d) rational-

holistic.56 The empirical-atomistic approach is characterized by those studies that outline 

diagnostic criteria, establish and validate diagnostic instruments, determine the prevalence of 

orthorexia in various populations (specifically linking scores on instruments to different aspects 

of food and eating), and examine the relationship between orthorexia and perceptions of and 

relations to the body (e.g., internalization of muscular ideal, body weight concerns).  

 

The second framework, empirical-atomistic with elements of empirical-holistic, deals 

with quantitative research that includes environmental and social aspects. Studies that fall within 

this framework examine prevalence and risk factors of orthorexia in educational and professional 

 
 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Håman et al., “Orthorexia Nervosa: An Integrative Literature Review of a Lifestyle 

Syndrome,” 4.  
56 Ibid.  
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settings, as well as within the context of certain leisurely activities (e.g., sports/exercise).57 I 

would also include in this framework more recent studies exploring the relationship between 

alternative food network (AFN) engagement and disordered eating, the potential stigma 

associated with orthorexia, as well as one article that examines the relationship between social 

media use and orthorexia. Each of these studies uses quantitative research methods while also 

touching on environmental and social aspects of orthorexia (e.g., cultural perceptions, social 

media).58 These two main approaches to studying orthorexia emerge from the contested 

questions around how best to define the condition, and what diagnostic criteria and tools to use.    

 

The third framework (empirical-holistic), at the time of Håman et al.’s analysis, 

contained only one article that examined women’s dietary behaviors (e.g., what they normally 

ate, the main ways they obtained food, etc.).59 The women in this study placed emphasis on 

individual responsibility, decision-making, and confusion/anxiety regarding health decisions. I 

would also add Connie Musolino, Megan Warin, Tracey Wade, and Peter Gilchrist’s 2015 article 

exploring embodied experiences of orthorexia.60 This brings us to the fourth and final 

framework, rational-holistic, and the sole article that constituted this framework back in 2015. 

Guido Nicolosi, in his article, “Biotechnologies, Alimentary Fears and the Orthorexic Society,” 

 
 
57 Ibid.  
58 Michaela J. Barnett, Weston R. Dripps, and Kerstin K. Blomquist, “Organivore or 

Organorexic? Examining the Relationship Between Alternative Food Network Engagement, 

Disordered Eating, and Special Diets,” Appetite 105 (2016): 713-720, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2016.07.008; Nevin and Vartanian, “The Stigma of Clean Dieting 

and Orthorexia Nervosa;” Simpson and Mazzeo, “Attitudes Toward Orthorexia Nervosa Relative 

to DSM-5 Eating Disorders;” Pixie G. Turner and Carmen E. Lefevre, “Instagram Use is Linked 

to Increased Symptoms of Orthorexia Nervosa,” Eating and Weight Disorders – Studies on 

Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity (2017), doi: 10.1007/s40519-017-0364-2. 
59 Cristian Rangel, Steven Dukeshire, and Letitia MacDonald, “Diet and Anxiety: An 

Exploration into the Orthorexic Society,” Appetite 58 (2012): 124-132, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2011.08.024. 
60 Musolino et al., “‘Healthy Anorexia’: The Complexity of Care in Disordered Eating,” Social 

Science and Medicine 139 (2015): 18-25, doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2015.06.030. This article 

may have been missed by Håman et al. because it is not clear from the title or abstract that the 

authors focus on or discuss orthorexia specifically.  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2016.07.008
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-017-0364-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2011.08.024
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2015.06.030
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argues that contemporary Western societies are characterized by alimentary fears about ingesting 

the correct food; they are, in effect, orthorexic societies.61  

 

Since Håman et al.’s analysis, there has been meager but steady research on orthorexia, 

with noticeable growth in the number of publications starting in 2019.62 While most of the 

literature available falls under the first and second frameworks outlined above, there have been a 

few important additions to the third and fourth approaches. To the empirical-holistic approach, 

we can add: two articles that examine cultural factors believed to affect orthorexia, four articles 

that investigate the nature of the #orthorexia or #cleaneating conversations on Instagram, three 

articles that explore individuals' personal experiences of orthorexia, one article that examines 

two decades of news coverage on orthorexia, and two articles addressing the medicalization of 

orthorexia.63 To the rational-holistic approach, we can add three additional articles to Nicolosi’s: 

 
 
61 Guido Nicolosi, “Biotechnologies, Alimentary Fears and the Orthorexic Society,” Tailoring 

Biotechnologies 2, no. 3 (2006): 37-56.  
62 See note 21.  
63 Alison Fixsen, Anna Cheshire, and Michelle Berry, “The Social Construction of a Concept – 

Orthorexia Nervosa: Morality Narratives and Psycho-Politics,” Qualitative Health Research 30, 

no. 7 (2020): 1101-1113, doi: 10.1177/1049732320911364; Ambwani et al., “Is #cleaneating a 

Healthy or Harmful Dietary Strategy? Perceptions of Clean Eating and Associations with 

Disordered Eating Among Adults,” Journal of Eating Disorders 7, no. 1 (2019), 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-019-0246-2; Bhattacharya et al., “Cultural Shifts in the 

Symptoms of Anorexia Nervosa: The Case of Orthorexia Nervosa,” Appetite 170 (2022), 1-10, 

doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2021.105869; Chelsea Cinquegrani and David H.K. Brown, “‘Wellness 

Lifts Us Above the Food Chaos’: A Narrative Exploration of the Experiences and 

Conceptualizations of Orthorexia Nervosa Through Online Social Media Forums,” Qualitative 

Research in Sport, Exercise and Health (2018): 1-19, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2018.1464501; Greville-Harris et al., “What Are People’s 

Experiences of Orthorexia Nervosa? A Qualitative Study of Online Blogs;” Martina Valente, 

Sophie Renckens, Jose Bunders-Aelen, and Elena V. Syurina, “The #orthorexia Community on 

Instagram,” Eating and Weight Disorders – Studies on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity 27, no. 2 

(2021): 473-82, https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-021-01157-w; Martina Valente, Tomris 

Cesuroglu, Nanon Labrie, and Elena V. Syurina, “When Are We Going to Hold Orthorexia to 

the Same Standard as Anorexia and Bulimia? Exploring the Medicalization Process of 

Orthorexia Nervosa on Twitter,” Health Communication 37, no. 7 (2022): 872-79, doi: 

10.1080/10410236.2021.1875558; Melinda Lewthwaite and Andrea LaMarre, “‘That’s just 

healthy eating in my opinion’ – Balancing Understandings of Health and ‘Orthorexic’ Dietary 

and Exercise Patterns,” Appetite 171 (2022): 1-10, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2022.105938; 

Ross Arguedas, “‘Can Naughty Be Healthy?’: Healthism and Its Discontents in News Coverage 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732320911364
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-019-0246-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2021.105869
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2018.1464501
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-021-01157-w
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2021.1875558
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2022.105938
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one that argues that orthorexia represents an extreme manifestation of sociocultural norms, 

another that argues that the emergence and designation of orthorexia as a new mental illness 

serves to pathologize veganism and care for animals, and one that argues that orthorexia is a 

“cyberpathy,” or a digitally propagated condition targeting media users.64   

 

The dearth of qualitative research and investigation into the cultural components of 

orthorexia was the central conclusion of Håman et al. in 2015; their finding remains valid in 

2020 despite the handful of articles that have been published since their analysis.65 Although 

knowledge generated within the empirical-atomistic approach and the empirical-atomistic with 

elements of the empirical-holistic approach is crucial to understanding orthorexia, it does fully 

represent it; rather, the phenomenon occurs in a much broader sociocultural context. As 

Charlotte Markey insightfully notes, “eating disorders are often conceptualized as ‘culture-bound 

problems;’ however, the processes by which culture contributes to eating disorders have yet to be 

elucidated by researchers.”66 While this statement is less true today for eating disorders like AN 

 
 
of Orthorexia Nervosa;” Santarossa et al., “#Orthorexia on Instagram: A Descriptive Study 

Exploring the Online Conversation and Community using the Netlytic Software,” Eating and 

Weight Disorders – Studies on Anorexia, Bulimia and Obesity 24 (2019): 283-290, doi: 

10.1007/s40519-018-0594-y; Syurina et al., “Cultural Phenomenon Believed to be Associated 

with Orthorexia Nervosa – Opinion Study in Dutch Health Professionals,” Frontiers in 

Psychology 9 (2018): 1-17, doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01419; Yana Zemlyanskaya, Martina 

Valente, Elena V. Syurina, “Orthorexia Nervosa and Instagram: Exploring the Russian-Speaking 

Conversation Around #opтopeкcия,” Eating and Weight Disorders – Studies on Anorexia, 

Bulimia and Obesity 27, no. 3 (2022): 1011-20, doi: 10.1007/s40519-021-01230-4. 
64 Christina van Dyke, “Eat Y’Self Fitter: Orthorexia, Health, and Gender,” in The Oxford 

Handbook of Food Ethics, eds. Anne Barnhill, Mark Budolfson, and Tyler Doggett, (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2018); Vasile Stanescu and James Stanescu, “The Personal Is Political: 

Orthorexia Nervosa, the Pathogenization of Veganism, and Grief as a Political Act,” in 

Animaladies, eds. Lori Gruen and Fiona Probyn-Rapsey, (New York, London: Bloomsbury 

Academic, 2018), 137-54; Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of 

Healthism.”    
65 Håman et al., “Orthorexia Nervosa: An Integrative Literature Review of a Lifestyle 

Syndrome.”  
66 Charlotte N. Markey, “Culture and the Development of Eating Disorders: A Tripartite Model,” 

Eating Disorders 12, no. 2 (2004): 139-156, doi: 10.1080/10640260490445041. In this article, 

Markey offers a tripartite model to aid in understanding the role of cultural processes among 

eating disorders. The three elements of her model include: cultural influences (e.g., 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-018-0594-y
https://doi.org/10.3389%2Ffpsyg.2018.01419
https://doi.org/10.1007%2Fs40519-021-01230-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/10640260490445041
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and BN, an account of the various norms and power dynamics in play in the emergence of 

orthorexia has yet to be fully articulated, even as the articles mentioned above make important 

headway in shedding light on the broader cultural context in which orthorexia is rooted.67 

 

Thus, it is within this general gap of understanding that my research aims to fill (at least 

partially). The general question that my project asks mirrors the one Markey poses: “what is it 

about residing in any given culture that may facilitate (or protect against) the development of 

maladaptive eating behaviors?”68 To make the question more specific to orthorexia and to the 

cultural context my research narrows in on, we can rephrase this question in the following way: 

what does it mean to “eat clean” and how do clean eating discourses within the U.S. facilitate (or 

perhaps protect against) the development of “orthorexic” eating behaviors?  

 

The Critical Ethical Analysis 

 

In answering the above question, I embark on a critical ethical analysis of orthorexia, 

exploring the norms and power dynamics in play in its development and emergence as a 

potential new mental illness. There is great value in this sort of analysis for understanding so-

called pathologies that lie at the intersections of social and psychological processes and 

structures in an increasingly medicalized world. Here, I am thinking of Michel Foucault’s 

genealogical studies of homosexuality and ‘madness,’ feminist theorists’ analyses of AN, BN, 

and “obesity,” and Frantz Fanon’s study of mental illness as a response to colonial violence. 

Each goes beyond understandings of individual mental illness and deviation from the norm to 

show us how various pathologies are continuous with dominant ideas and values. Such analyses 

expand our thinking about the forces that help to create and sustain so-called pathologies, and 

thus also encourage a critical stance as to how and if we should approach them in terms of 

definition, diagnosis, treatment, and prevention.  

 
 
intergenerational transmission of dietary patterns, family socialization), body image ideals, and 

conceptions of health and illness.  
67 I will discuss these articles in-depth in later chapters.   
68 Markey, “Culture and the Development of Eating Disorders: A Tripartite Model,” 141.  
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For example, Susan Bordo’s analysis of eating disorders in Unbearable Weight: 

Feminism, Western Culture and the Body demonstrates the importance of culture in our 

theorizing about eating disorders.69 She suggests that eating disorders are neither pathological 

nor bizarre when viewed as a cultural phenomenon, and when viewed as such, they are “utterly 

continuous with a dominant element of the experience of being female in this culture.”70 Bordo’s 

analysis of popular advertisements about dieting and shaping highlights the pervasiveness of 

body ideals that normalize thinness (among other things) and of the opposing themes of control 

and release in our culture, such that we are torn between believing we can both indulge in foods 

to reward ourselves and also control our desires. 

 

Though Bordo pays insightful attention to the connection between culture and eating 

disorders, she portrays a homogenous American population with little recognition of the 

particulars of cultural diversity. As such, we can draw two important lessons from Bordo’s work. 

The first lesson is that eating disorders do not emerge and persist in cultural vacuums, and the 

norms or ideals a society valorizes play a role in the sort of “pathologies” that emerge and are 

categorized as such. The second lesson is that when paying attention to the role of culture in the 

development of maladaptive eating behaviors, we need to be mindful of the diversity and 

complexity of culture itself. Though often narrow and pervasive, norms and ideals about beauty, 

health, performance, and so on, are not universal, nor do they affect people in the same ways.  

 

This last point is related to an important criticism of feminist analyses of anorexia raised 

by Rebecca Lester.71 She argues that, though,  

 

 feminist theorizing has largely dislodged current constructions of anorexia from 

the clamps of myopic medical discourses devoid of detailed cultural analysis, it 

 
 
69 Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and the Body, (Berkeley, Los 

Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 1993). 
70 Ibid., 57.   
71 Rebecca J. Lester, “The (Dis)embodied Self in Anorexia Nervosa,” Social Science Medicine 

44, no. 4 (1997): 479-489, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(96)00166-9. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(96)00166-9
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has produced similar theoretical dichotomies and blind spots that preclude the 

successful theorizing of an embodied self and its particular articulation in 

anorexia nervosa.72  

 

One of feminism’s main criticism of the medical model is that it reifies the individual as a 

bounded and fixed entity that carries gender and class characteristics of the dominant group. 

Abstract theories of the self – a disembodied self outside of space, culture, and gender – are often 

used within the medical model. Yet, such theories of the self that claim to be gender-neutral (or 

race-neutral, and so on) are not and cannot be so, as feminists, like Bordo’s, have insightfully 

shown us. Feminist analysis locates the inadequacy of the medical model in its reification of the 

Cartesian duality of mind and body. This duality positions the self as the mind, soul, spirit, the 

highest and the body as the lowest, the depraved, and an obstacle to self-realization.73 

 

The feminist response has been to deconstruct this dualism within the framework of 

cultural analysis and to claim a space for theorizing an embodied self within investigations into 

the nature of anorexia. On this critical feminist view, “pathology” is an inappropriate 

classification since the dysfunction is to be found at the core of American culture rather than in 

the psyches of individual women.74 The reasoning goes like this: by embodying “female” traits 

and carrying them to their logical extremes, the anorexic parodies our culture’s conceptualization 

of the “ideal woman.” Yet, according to Lester, feminist theorizing on anorexia has produced a 

parallel split (with similar consequences) between culture and the individual. In Lester’s words,  

 

The body in the feminist cultural analysis of eating disorders is a sight of 

contestation –cultural discourses are written on the docile body, merge together 

and work their mysterious alchemy with no direct or predictable linkage to the 

internal processes of the person… While a self is always implied in these 

analyses, it is left largely unexamined as a sort of black box where cultural forces 

 
 
72 Ibid., 479.  
73 Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and the Body, 5.  
74 Ibid., 49-53; Lester, “The (Dis)embodied Self in Anorexia Nervosa,” 481.  
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somehow collide and interact to produce unpredictable constellations of behavior. 

So, we are once again left with a split that needs to be bridged. In both models we 

are left with the questions: How does the ‘outside’ get ‘inside’? And how might 

the ‘inside’ inform, challenge, or otherwise inflect the experience of the 

‘outside’?75 

 

The important insight to be gleaned from Lester’s criticism is that in focusing on the cultural 

context in which orthorexia emerges, I need to be aware of how a cultural analysis can end up 

problematically reifying culture in place of the individual. In other words, in bringing to light the 

broader sociocultural forces involved in the emergence and development of orthorexia, I need to 

keep in mind the questions Lester leaves us with at the end of the above quote: How does the 

“outside” get “inside”? And how might the “inside” inform, challenge, or otherwise inflect the 

experience of the “outside”?  

 

Considering these crucial points, my critical ethical analysis of orthorexia follows 

Lester’s suggestion that Michel Foucault’s notion of “technology of the self” provides a potential 

motif for theorizing an embodied self and its articulation in anorexia that attends to historical and 

cultural contexts.76 Lester reads the anorexic’s struggle as an elaborate self-technology that has 

 
 
75 Lester, “The (Dis)embodied Self in Anorexia Nervosa,” 481. The idea of docile bodies comes 

from Michel Foucault’s reading of the reforms in practices of punishment that occurred in the 

18th century in his book, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. During these reforms, 

bodies became texts on which to inscribe dominant ways of doing things. For this work, the body 

must be receptive and accept the powers that work on it. As such, the docile body is “something 

that can be made; out of a formless clay, an inapt body, [from which] the machine required can 

be constructed” (135). For more, see: Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the 

Prison, 2nd edition, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 1977).  
76 Ibid. I would be remiss not to address the recent allegations of child sexual abuse levelled at 

Foucault while he was in Tunisia. I was unaware of these allegations until Dr. Carla Rice brought 

them to my attention in a meeting in the Summer of 2021. The silence surrounding these 

allegations speaks to how we treat bodies viewed as disposable. These allegations provoke 

questions around if and how to engage with a scholar who has such profound impact across so 

many disciplines. Do we refuse to engage with his ideas? Or do we try to make sense of them 

through what we now know? I have decided to continue engaging with Foucault not in the hope 

to restore his reputation, but in the hope that we learn how to appreciate and negotiate with 

“impure” theory.  
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gone awry rather than as only or principally an illness of the material body. Instead of focusing 

on the anorexic woman’s incessant drive to lose weight as the core of the illness, Lester suggests 

that the main “obsession in anorexia nervosa is the transformation of the self, which can best be 

achieved at this particular historical moment through a certain set of bodily practices which lead 

only in later stages of the illness to a compulsively single-minded focus on the body.”77 In our 

culture, thinness represents the triumph of self over the flesh and the anorexic embraces this 

integral part of American cultural imagery.  

 

In the third volume of The History of Sexuality, Foucault turns away from apparatuses of 

domination and towards operations we perform on ourselves.78 A “technology of the self” is an 

art of existence, “an ensemble of meaningful practices worked on the body which both constitute 

and transform the self.”79 According to Foucault, the self is not simply a collection of practices, 

but rather an “attitude,” a way of thinking, feeling, and relating to contemporary society. Thus, to 

engage in a “technology of the self” is to shape oneself consciously and deliberately “according 

to a particular philosophy of living and through a given set of culturally meaningful bodily 

practices.”80  

 

In earlier work on women’s food asceticism in the medieval period, Lester outlines a 

framework for examining women’s self-starvation that integrates individual psychology and 

cultural context, a framework she fleshes out more fully by incorporating Foucault’s notion of 

self-technologies in her later piece.81 In this earlier piece, she suggests that the body becomes the 

metaphor of the self and that the two are often conflated, a point that draws on the suggestion 

that the body is a key site upon which practices of self-tailoring are enacted. Since the body is 

often a key site for self-technologies, the boundaries of the body can come to symbolize the 

 
 
77 Ibid., 485.  
78 Michel Foucault, The Care of the Self. The History of Sexuality, Vol 3., trans. Robert Hurley 

(New York: Vintage Books, 1986).  
79 Lester, “The (Dis)embodied Self in Anorexia Nervosa,” 482. 
80 Ibid.  
81 Rebecca J. Lester, “Embodied Voices: Women’s Food Asceticism and the Negotiation of 

Identity,” Ethos 23, no. 2 (1995): 187-222, https://www.jstor.org/stable/640423, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/640423
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boundaries of the psychological “self.” Food, as a substance that transverses the boundaries 

between “inside” and “outside” and which is invested in various social significance, may be used 

to negotiate and reestablish the boundaries of the self in response to various culturally 

constructed concerns (e.g., about gender, sexuality, autonomy, identity, etc.).   

 

Thus, transformation of the self, or self-tailoring, can be achieved through controlling the 

content and amount of one’s diet. How this exact process plays out depends on the cultural 

context in which it is located. As such, Lester argues that we should not view medieval ascetics 

as anorexics or bulimics or as “expressing anorexic concerns,” but rather that we pay attention to 

the fact that though they may be using food and their bodies in similar ways, “the way in which 

food behaviors are understood by the individual and the ultimate ‘goal’ of these practices (and 

the significance of that goal) are unique products of the particular cultural context in which they 

are found.”82  

 

I wish to position orthorexia within this sort of framework, where food behaviors emerge 

as a way in which to negotiate and reestablish boundaries of the self as a response to culturally 

constructed concerns over identity, autonomy, gender, sexuality, and so on. Such a framework is 

particularly useful for orthorexia, as I will go on to demonstrate more fully in subsequent 

chapters, because of how purity and impurity discourses operate. As Lester suggests, the 

transformation of self sought after in each so-called eating disorder is best achieved at a 

particular historical moment through certain bodily practices. The aim in the following chapters 

is to attend to what this transformation of self consists of by examining the historical moment in 

which orthorexia emerges as a cultural phenomenon, and increasingly as an individual 

pathology. Such an examination is consistent with the insight that one cannot speak of 

technology of the self without also attending to social power relations. 

 

I examine the transformation of self that subjects seek through careful attention to the 

quality of their diet by investigating the circulation of “clean eating” discourses within two forms 

 
 
82 Ibid., 215.  
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of digital media: mobile food tracking applications (apps) and food blogs. As Hanganu-Bresch 

argues, clean eating discourses proliferate within digital spaces, yet the dichotomies that 

comprise clean eating (e.g., real/artificial, whole/processed) merit examination a la “the sacred 

and the profane.”83 While I ultimately want to resist affirming her conclusion that orthorexia is a 

cyberpathy, I do think it is valuable and necessary to attend to the circulation of these discourses 

in the digital sphere, given the ability of these technologies to influence our perception and 

experience of ourselves, others, and the world around us.  

 

By examining the sorts of subjects that are targeted and produced, as well as embodied 

through engagement with clean eating discourses circulating within these digital media, I show 

how it is that the “outside” attempts to get “inside” while pointing to how the “inside” tries to 

challenge, resist, and perhaps even change the “outside.”  I extend previous analyses that attend 

to the sociocultural context by directly addressing how power is constructed and maintained 

through clean eating discourses. I do this chiefly by analyzing how discourses about purity and 

impurity operate in these contexts.84 In foregrounding the broader sociocultural context within 

which clean eating practices emerge, I provide insight into how clean eating discourses draw 

their subjects in — and what gets obscured in the process. By paying attention to power and 

 
 
83 Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of Healthism,” 10. While in 

Chapter Five I offer an empirical analysis of clean eating discourses that gets at its gradations, 

clean eating can generally be understood as a dietary practice adhering to the consumption of 

“healthy” foods that are deemed “pure.” See Michael James Walsh and Stephanie Alice Baker, 

“Clean Eating and Instagram: Purity, Defilement, and the Idealization of Food,” Food, Culture & 

Society 23, no. 5 (2020): 570-88, https://doi.org/10.1080/15528014.2020.1806636.  
84 Those other articles include: Bhattacharya et al., “Cultural Shifts in the Symptoms of Anorexia 

Nervosa: The Case of Orthorexia Nervosa;” Fixsen, Cheshire, and Berry, “The Social 

Construction of a Concept – Orthorexia Nervosa: Morality Narratives and Psycho-Politics;” 

Greville-Harris et al., “What Are People’s Experiences of Orthorexia Nervosa? A Qualitative 

Study of Online Blogs;” Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of 

Healthism;” Rangel et al., “Diet and Anxiety: An Exploration into the Orthorexic Society;” 

Musolino et al., “‘Healthy Anorexia’: The Complexity of Care in Disordered Eating;” Nicolosi, 

“Biotechnologies, Alimentary Fears and the Orthorexic Society;” Ross Arguedas, “‘Can Naughty 

Be Healthy?’: Healthism and Its Discontents in News Coverage of Orthorexia Nervosa;” Syurina 

et al., “Cultural Phenomenon Believed to be Associated with Orthorexia Nervosa – Opinion 

Study in Dutch Health Professionals;” van Dyke, “Eat Y’Self Fitter: Orthorexia, Health, and 

Gender.”  

https://doi.org/10.1080/15528014.2020.1806636
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subjectification, we can more fully understand what sorts of “social distinctions” can be achieved 

in pursuing “healthy” or “clean” eating (and how and why), thus making for a more nuanced 

understanding of orthorexia.  

 

In Chapter Two, I trace shifts and overlaps between critiques of industrial food, 

nutritional scientism, and healthism in the United States between the nineteenth century and 

today to show how clean eating has gained a foothold in the twenty-first century. Chapter Three 

engages in a theoretical analysis of the under-theorized concepts of purity and impurity to show 

how im/purity discourses often operate in western societies. In Chapters Four and Five, I turn to 

an examination of diet discourse within digital media by focusing on how power underpins and 

permeates these spaces and what sorts of subjects are produced, targeted, and embodied within 

them. In Chapter Four, I make the case that biopolitical and infopolitical drives shape food 

tracking app design and functionality, which, in turn, assume and attempt to mold users into 

healthy consumers.85 Chapter Five extends chapters three and four analyses to demonstrate how 

clean eating discourses circulating within this digital space and food blogs perate through 

promises of a healthy, happy, and pure subjectivity. In Chapter Six, I bring these observations 

and critical insights together in advancing the view that orthorexia is rendered legible when it is 

placed within a broader context of food and health discourses, norms, and processes that have 

long been circulating within diet discourse in the United States. This is the milieu out of which 

orthorexic subjects emerge — subjects who pursue clean eating and purity not only in response 

to the anxieties engendered by large-scale, industrialized food production processes but by the 

(paradoxical) neoliberal insistence that individuals are wholly responsible for attaining health 

and longevity through their own vigilant eating and bodily practices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
85 For a detailed explanation of infopower, see Chapter Four (pages 91-99).  
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CHAPTER TWO: CLEAN EATING IN THE U.S.: HEALTH FOOD REFORM, 

NUTRITIONAL SCIENTISIM, AND HEALTHISM  

 

In this chapter, I trace some of the historical moments from which orthorexia has 

emerged in the United States to examine how power is created and maintained in an “orthorexic 

society.” Knowing how power is created and maintained through diet discourse is important 

because, in doing so, we get a better sense of what is at stake in what and how we eat. It is no 

surprise or secret that food and the act of eating are both ripe for discourses that concern the 

integrity of the border that (supposedly) separates the self from the world. As the saying goes, 

“you are what you eat.” In eating, we incorporate objects of the external world into the self, thus 

occasioning a collapse of the space between self and world and between self and other. As such, 

trends in food politics have their stakes in the integrity of the border between self and other.86 

However, this is not the only border at stake in diet discourse. Other borders, and the collapsing 

of those borders, include those between states and those between human and nonhuman. In other 

words, at stake in food politics are the borders of self, space, and species. I highlight these 

borders of self, space, and species at stake by tracing concomitant transformations of, and shifts 

between, critiques of industrial food, nutritional scientism, and healthism. Through such an 

analysis, we gain a fuller appreciation of what constitutes threats to individual and collective 

health, safety, and identity. As such, we come to a deeper understanding of why the consumption 

of “pure,” “clean,” and “healthy” foods emerges as a popular food trend in the twenty-first 

century.   

 

Situating the Rest of the Chapter 

 

In this chapter, I detail more explicitly the historicity of the transformations identified by 

Nicolosi, Alison Fixsen, Anna Cheshire, Michelle Berry, and Hanganu-Bresch. I do so to be able 

to trace the emergence of orthorexia through such historicity. I introduced Nicolosi’s notion of 

“orthorexic societies” in the previous chapter; in this section, I flesh out his ideas a bit more and 

 
 
86 Chad Lavin, Eating Anxiety: The Perils of Food Politics (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2013), x-xi.  
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then situate them with the more recent work of Fixsen, Cheshire, Berry, and Hanganu-Bresch. 

By drawing out these historical and ideological forces here, I provide a framing for the rest of 

this chapter.  

 

  In the article, “Biotechnologies, Alimentary Fears, and the Orthorexic Society,” Nicolosi 

suggests that orthorexic societies, understood as societies in which individuals are increasingly 

called on to sort through advice in order to assess the risks and benefits of our food choices, arise 

out of three processes set in motion by modernity: “the erosion of the constraining aspect of 

norms regulating a correct-diet (the culinary Order), the distancing, in the food production sector, 

of the producer from consumer (‘opacity’ of food) and the closure in an individualist frame of 

the human body.”87 Fixsen, Cheshire, and Berry add a fourth process to the three laid out by 

Nicolosi, medicalization, or “the creation and marketization of multiple psycho-pathologies and 

subsequent…industries, such as counseling, therapies and online forums, set up to bestow help 

and advice for those with problems.”88 This term emerged in the 1960s as a critique of medicine 

expanding into areas of life formerly beyond the medical sphere. As eating became medicalized, 

numerous institutions have emerged to support those with eating “problems.” 

 

Related to the process of medicalization is that of “healthism.”  Sociologist Irving Zola 

first introduced the term healthism as a conceptual spin-off of his critique of medicalization.89 

For Zola, healthism “refer[s] to the cultural implications of the propagation of medical values 

and practices… As a result [of medicalization], what emerges is a new form of social Darwinism 

that legitimizes inequalities, no longer on the basis of racial superiority, but on biological and 

 
 
87 Nicolosi, “Biotechnologies, Alimentary Fears and the Orthorexic Society,” 38.  I address this 

component of Nicolosi’s analysis more fully in later chapters.  
88 Fixsen, Cheshire, and Berry, “The Social Construction of a Concept – Orthorexia Nervosa: 

Morality Narratives and Psycho-Politics,” 1103.  
89 Irving K Zola, “Healthism and Disabling Medicalization,” in Disabling Professions, ed. Ivan 

Illich, Irving K. Zola, John McKnight, Jonathan Caplan, and Harley Shaiken (London and New 

York: Marion Boyars Publishers, 1977); Mauro Turrini, “A Genealogy of ‘Healthism’: Healthy 

Subjectivities Between Individual Autonomy and Disciplinary Control,” Eä – Journal of Medical 

Humanities & Social Studies of Science and Technology 7, no. 1 (2015): 11-27, 

https://issuu.com/eajournal/docs/1-turrini. 

https://issuu.com/eajournal/docs/1-turrini
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supposed health differences.”90 In contrast to Zola’s formulation, Robert Crawford 

conceptualizes healthism as reifying the body as medicalized and places the onus on the 

individual to manage their health irrespective of structural conditions.91 By studying movements 

that contested objectification and medical detachment in the healthcare process (e.g., holistic 

health and self-care), Crawford argues that their efforts to situate the patient in a more active role 

turns out to have strengthened the individualistic approach to health they were trying to 

challenge. As such, Mauro Turrini argues that healthism fits within the paradigm of what David 

Armstrong refers to as “surveillance medicine,” where the distinction between normal and 

pathological blurs as medicine moves beyond the walls of clinics and disease management is 

understood through risk factors and lifestyle changes.92 In other words, within the context of 

healthism, we are all more or less “at risk” for disease, health becomes an individual moral duty, 

and lifestyle becomes a crucial agent of this ideology of health.  

 

Hanganu-Bresch argues that healthism is the underlying ideology of orthorexia and 

makes crucial connections between the emergence of orthorexia, the decline of trust in the 

integrity of institutions charged with ensuring public safety and disseminating nutritional or 

dietary advice, and the recent proliferation of a digital industry of food advice with the advent of 

Web 2.0 to fill need- and knowledge-based gaps.93 Although healthism ultimately reifies the 

 
 
90 Turrini, “A Genealogy of ‘Healthism’: Healthy Subjectivities Between Individual Autonomy 

and Disciplinary Control,” 16.  
91 Robert Crawford, “Healthism and the Medicalization of Everyday Life,” International Journal 

of Health Services 10, no. 3 (1980): 365-388, doi:10.2190/3H2H-3XJN-3KAY-G9NY. 
92 Turrini, “A Genealogy of ‘Healthism’: Healthy Subjectivities Between Individual Autonomy 

and Disciplinary Control,” 19. See David Armstrong, “Public Health Spaces and the Fabrication 

of Identity,” Sociology 27, no. 3 (1993): 393-410, https://www.jstor.org/stable/42855230; David 

Armstrong, “The Rise of Surveillance Medicine,” Sociology of Health & Illness 17, no. 3 (1995): 

393-404, https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.ep10933329. 
93 Web 2.0 refers to the ‘social web,’ which describes the current use of digital technologies 

wherein social media platforms have proliferated, and mobile digital devices can connect to the 

Internet from almost any location. Some speculate that Web 3.0 is emerging as the next stage of 

digital technologies, which involves the interconnection of ‘smart objects’ that exchange data 

without human intervention. See Deborah Lupton, “Health Promotion in the Digital Era: A 

Critical Commentary,” Health Promotion International 30, no. 1 (2014): 174-183, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/dau091. 

https://doi.org/10.2190/3h2h-3xjn-3kay-g9ny
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42855230
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.ep10933329
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individualistic approach to health it was originally trying to get away from, in seeking solutions 

beyond medicine, the rise of healthism points to mistrust of established institutions that has 

waxed and waned over the last two centuries in the United States. According to Crawford’s 

formulation, healthism arose out of those movements calling into question our faith in 

established institutions to ensure people’s health and safety. Growing awareness of how 

corporate and state power have aided and abetted one another in the race for profits, in addition 

to growing concerns about the negative impacts our consumption choices have on our health, the 

environment, and distant others all contribute to the questioning of trust and faith in established 

institutions.94  

 

While Nicolosi, Fixsen, Cheshire, Berry, and Hanganu-Bresch provide insights that begin 

to flesh out an answer to why and how clean eating discourses have emerged with such potency 

in the twenty-first century, notably absent from their analyses is attention to the creation and 

maintenance of power through these forces. We can and should ask: In whose interests do these 

transformations serve? Do these transformations impact everyone in similar ways? What are the 

racial, gendered, classed, and ableist dimensions of “orthorexic societies”? In what follows, I 

draw on and extend these scholars’ insights to make the connections between these forces more 

explicit and attend to the issue of power and subjectification in the creation of an “orthorexic 

society.”  

 

As I will show, clean eating in the United States emerges out of a complex interplay 

between, and transformations of, critiques of industrial food, nutritional scientism, and 

healthism. Christopher R. Mayes and Donald B. Thompson describe nutritional scientism as that 

which “limits the way food is valued to a scientific understanding of health, devaluing or 

ignoring its value in relation to human diets, practices, and cultures.”95 Nutritional scientism 

renders knowable increasingly more complex, and always invisible, components of food. This 

reductive view of food and nutrients “informs an understanding of human health as determined 

 
 
94 Lavin, Eating Anxiety: The Perils of Food Politics, 89-91. 
95 Christopher R. Mayes and Donald B. Thompson, “What Should We Eat? Biopolitics, Ethics, 

and Nutritional Scientism,” Bioethical Inquiry 12 (2015): 593, doi: 10.1007/s11673-015-9670-4. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11673-015-9670-4


 

 

32 

 

by appropriate consumption of nutrients to produce statistically normalized biomarker 

measurements.”96 This is similar to what Gyorgy Scrinis refers to as nutritionism, where foods 

are broken down into their component nutrient parts to determine their health value, which is 

narrowly conceived within the confines of this nutritional profile. Mayes and Thompson differ 

from Scrinis in the orientation of their analysis. While Scrinis is more concerned with how a 

reductionist focus on nutrients shifts attention away from attending to the quality of food via the 

levels of processing a food undergoes, Mayes and Thompson are concerned with understanding 

how, and by whom, nutritional scientism is deployed and what effects it has on subjectivity.97 It 

is not just that nutritional scientism encourages a view of food and the body that ignores other 

aspects of food (e.g., social, levels of processing), but that this reductive approach is established 

by, and reinforces, power and shapes subjectivity accordingly.98 In a context where we are all “at 

risk” of future disease and increasingly responsible for managing this risk through lifestyle 

choices, such narrowly conceived views of food and human health shape imperatives of health 

and our engagement with them.  

 

The waning of the symbolic dimension of food and increasing opacity of food are two of 

the forces Nicolosi identifies as contributing to the development of “orthorexic societies.” As I 

will show, the quantification of food (via calories, vitamins, fats, etc.), beginning in the 

nineteenth century and continuing into the present, plays an important role in the erosion of the 

so-called “culinary order” and increasing the distance between producer and consumer.99 

Through this, I will show how centuries-old tenets of health food reform in the U.S that are 

grounded in disillusionment with an opaque and contaminated industrial food system, as well as 

 
 
96 Ibid., 593.  
97 Ibid; Gyorgy Scrinis “On the Ideology of Nutritionism,” Gastronomica 8, no. 1 (Winter 2008): 

39-48, https://doi.org/10.1525/gfc.2008.8.1.39. 
98 Christopher Mayes and Donald Thompson, “Is Nutritional Advocacy Morally Indigestible? A 

Critical Analysis of the Scientific and Ethical Implications of ‘Healthy’ Food Choice Discourse 

in Liberal Societies,” Public Health Ethics 7, no. 2 (2014): 158-69, doi: 10.1007/s11673-015-

9670-4; Mayes and Thompson, “What Should We Eat? Biopolitics, Ethics, and Nutritional 

Scientism.”  
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mistrust with the medical profession, have become fashionable within a foodscape underpinned 

by healthism in the twenty-first century. 

 

Antebellum and Postbellum America: Digesting the Other 

 

The loss of the symbolic dimension of food involves the use of food for certain political, 

social, and economic ends. Although the quantification of food in the nineteenth century better 

enabled food to be used as an instrument of statecraft, quantification has neither been, nor 

continues to be, the sole instrument. Even prior to the discovery of protein, carbohydrates, and 

fats in the mid-nineteenth century, meat, sugar, and wheat played a crucial role in the United 

States’ colonial expansion.100 Americans’ desire for meat, wheat, and sugar (because of their 

taste and the wealth that flowed from their production) require the violent consumption of land 

and people and America’s modern industrial food system is born out of this violence.101 As I 

demonstrate in what follows, these foods, and their nutritional components, become the site of 

competing discourses around health, race, gender, and class in efforts to justify and digest the 

violence and exploitation through which America exists.  

 

Early health reformers like Sylvester Graham drew on ideologies of empire to bolster 

vegetarian, abstinent, and wheat-heavy dietetics.102 According to U.S. literature scholar Kyla 

Wazana Tompkins, as a radical movement against British-American food culture, Graham’s 

dietetics exists within the interspace between the state, the public (where he competed with other 

health food reformers), and the nation (in its figuration as an ideal futurity).103 Tompkins argues 

that it is with Graham’s dietetics that we can point to a shift toward technologies of self-care 

 
 
100 Kyla Wazana Tompkins, Racial Indigestion: Eating Bodies in the 19th Century (New York 

and London: New York University Press, 2012); Maureen Ogle, In Meat We Trust: An 

Unexpected History of Carnivore America (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013); 

Sidney W. Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (New York: 

Viking, 1985).  
101 Ibid.  
102 Tompkins, Racial Indigestion: Eating Bodies in the 19th Century, 64.  
103 Ibid.  
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(e.g., sexual hygiene and diet) that were enmeshed with civic and state well-being.104 Graham 

tapped into discourses of self-improvement and civic belonging during a period of rapid national 

expansion and inevitably had to engage with fraught definitions of race and empire circulating at 

the time. As the nineteenth century dawned, distinctions within whiteness were being devised for 

the first time, particularly those between Anglo-Saxon (and implied Protestant heritage) and 

whites who were neither Anglo-Saxon nor Protestant.105 The new racial theories of the time 

claimed that Anglo-Saxons were the “pure” white race, while other Europeans (e.g., Celtic Irish) 

were an inferior race. Important in the erection of these racial theories was the condemnation of 

(perceived) gluttony and largeness of frame in inferior races.106  In the early-nineteenth century, 

body politics focused less on fatness and more on gluttony, and, in doing so, emphasized a 

wholesome appetite that would produce a lean vigor.107 

 

Graham participated in this discourse by valorizing a “perfectly natural and simple” diet 

that would restore “a wholesome appetite, harmonious relations between the internal organs, and 

integrity in civil life…”.108 Lamenting the meat-and-stimulant-centric British-American cuisine, 

Graham positioned (wheat) bread as signifying “domestic order, civic health, and moral well-

being; ingesting more bread, he promised, would produce healthy bodies and homes and ensure 

America’s place in the pantheon of civilized nations.”109 For Graham, the cause of the epidemic 

 
 
104 Ibid.  
105 Sabrina Strings, Fearing the Black Body: The Racial Origins of Fat Phobia (New York: New 

York University Press, 2019), 129.  
106 According to Sabrina Strings, it is in the eighteenth century that gluttony became increasingly 

associated with blackness. In her words, “the codification of black people as greedy eaters 

developed against the backdrop of the accelerating slave trade among [French and British] 

colonial powers… [thus] transforming the act of eating from personal to political.” Indulgence in 

food transformed into evidence of actual low breeding. For more, see: Sabrina Strings, Fearing 

the Black Body: The Racial Origins of Fat Phobia, 84.  
107 Aubrey Taylor Adams, “Hygiea’s Feast: The Making of America’s Health Food Culture, 

1870-1920,” (PhD diss., University of California, Irvine, 2014), 104, 

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/3zr6564m. 
108 Hillel Schwartz, Never Satisfied: A Cultural History of Diets, Fantasies and Fat (New York: 

The Free Press, 1986), 26. See also Adams, “Hygiea’s Feast: The Making of America’s Health 

Food Culture, 1870-1920,” 104.  
109 Schwartz, Never Satisfied: A Cultural History of Diets, Fantasies and Fat (New York: The 

Free Press, 1986), 64.  
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of masturbation and degeneracy of the body lie mostly in the consumption of  “foreign” and 

“exotic” foods to the United States (spices, coffee, sugar, wine), while cures were to be found in 

mostly “local” and domestic foods (milk and wheat). He posed his dietetics as a “civilized 

rejection of civilization” that was made possible through the formulation of what Tompkins 

refers to as a “paradoxical Euro-American indigeneity” organized around wheat, which European 

settlers had worked hard to cultivate across the “virgin soil of the American West.”110 In other 

words, the European claim to land was naturalized by co-opting and erasing Indigenous bodies 

and Graham’s dietetics participates in this erasure by obscuring the origins of the “local” foods 

that would make Americans healthy, whole, and civilized.  

 

Despite health reformers’ celebration of vegetarianism, by the time of the Civil War, 

Americans were eating so much meat that indigestion and constipation were near-constant 

worries.111 Meat and slavery became intrinsically bound by reformers. Just as meat clogged the 

individual body, slavery clogged the body politic, and reformers sought to abolish both by 

linking vegetarianism with abolition. 112 Concern that meat clogged the individual body falls in 

line with the regime of sanitary science constituting this period of public health. By the late 18th 

century, attention had shifted away from monitoring movement between places (the dominant 

public health strategy in systems of quarantine) and towards monitoring movement between the 

anatomical space of the human body and its environmental space. In other words, monitoring and 

managing the transmission of air, water, and food between bodily boundaries (a two-way process 

itself) emerged as the dominant public health strategy in the nineteenth century.113 

Unsurprisingly then, as historian Hillel Schwartz notes, in antebellum America, an ideal of 

buoyancy, or sensation of lightness, reigned, for “buoyancy, or lightness, was a sign of the 

 
 
110 Ibid., 32; Tompkins, Racial Indigestion: Eating Bodies in the 19th Century, 84-5.  
111 Melanie Dupuis, “Angels and Vegetables: A Brief History of Food Advice in America,” 

Gastronomica: The Journal of Critical Food Studies 7, no. 3 (Summer 2007): 34-44, 
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112 Ibid., 38.  
113 Armstrong, “Public Health Spaces and the Fabrication of Identity,” 397.  
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harmony between the center of the body and its surface.”114 Water, movement, and war were 

positioned as cures to indigestion caused by both diet and slavery.115   

 

As Melanie DuPuis notes, rising industry and incomes after the Civil War changed the 

gastropolitics of the United States.116 Mainstream gastropolitics focused on “the struggle over the 

right to consume the new wealth, and the growth of scientific ideas about purity and sanitation 

gave the middle class a new way to signify their superior status as experts leading a society to a 

purer and cleaner life.”117 New ideas about white racial superiority were also emerging from the 

Americas, the British, and the French by the end of the nineteenth century as fears arose that 

influxes of “foreign elements” were sullying the national fabric.118 While the dominant narrative 

was that the United States was a melting pot of morally upright, democratic, and forward-

thinking peoples, it was clear which nations, races, and peoples were part of this pot: those from 

northern and western Europe. 

 

The advent of bacteriology in the late 1870s stoked fears of adulteration that were very 

much so tied to anxieties over who to let into the nation’s borders.119 Milk, beef, and the body 

were all sites for discourses of fear of impurity and contamination. Debates over the 

pasteurization of milk in the early-twentieth century, Upton Sinclair’s depiction of the appalling 

conditions of slaughterhouses in 1906, and the proliferation of claims that bacteria in the colon 

could poison us demonstrate the swirling array of food scares at the turn of the twentieth 

 
 
114 Schwartz, Never Satisfied: A Cultural History of Diets, Fantasies and Fat, 54.  
115 Ibid.  
116 Dupuis, “Angels and Vegetables: A Brief History of Food Advice in America,” 39.  
117 Ibid. 
118 Strings, Fearing the Black Body: The Racial Origins of Fat Phobia, 152. Arthur de Gobineau 

planted the seeds for northern and western European supremacy in the mid-19th century when he 

came up with a three-part system that of race segregating people into white, yellow, and black 

groups. While whites were at the top of the hierarchy within Gobineau’s system, there were even 

divisions within whiteness. The best of their members, he argued, came from the pure-white 

Germanic subgroup he called “Aryans.” This would later become known as the theory of Aryan 

supremacy.   
119 Harvey A. Levenstein, Fear of Food: A History of Why We Worry About What We Eat 

(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2013), 26.  
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century.120 Avoiding and clearing oneself of germs came to signify higher status among middle- 

and upper-class Americans. In response to concerns over the impurity and adulteration of foods 

like milk, bread, and beef, food manufacturers began playing with chemical preservatives to 

ensure that a food was sanitary. Nonetheless, new ways of preserving and transporting foods 

stoked fears over the growing opacity of the food supply.121 These fears are reflected in the 

introduction of state infrastructures like the Meat Inspection Act, Pure Food and Drug Act, and 

Food and Drug Administration (FDA), which emerged out of Progressive Era reforms in the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.122  

 

The Progressive Era (1896-1916) was a period of far-reaching activism and political 

reform across the United States. Reformers were typically middle-class women or Christian 

ministers who sought to address problems caused by industrialization, urbanization, immigration, 

and political corruption.123 Though there was an emphasis on, and push towards, direct 

democracy, in which the people decide on policy initiatives directly, there was an equal, if not 

stronger, push towards government through experts. Medicine emerged as a political economic 

institution as it became increasingly more professionalized and institutionalized during this 

time.124 The dominant rituals of hygiene during this period shifted away from those arising out of 

 
 
120 Ibid.; See also Upton Sinclair, The Jungle (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1936). Sinclair was a 

muckracker, or a journalist who exposed corruption. In The Jungle, Sinclair depicts the harsh 

living and working conditions of immigrants in Chicago. However, the passages that caught 

most readers attention were those where he exposed the unsanitary practices in America’s meat 

industry.  
121 Levenstein, Fear of Food: A History of Why We Worry About What We Eat, 151.  
122 According to Tompkins, the foundation for the development of state infrastructure organized 

around the social body’s right to ensure, maintain, and develop life lies with Graham and his 

contemporaries (Tompkins, Racial Indigestion: Eating Bodies in the 19th Century, 64). Both the 

Meat Inspection Ace and Pure Food and Drug Act were passed in 1906. The latter of these 

created the FDA.   
123 Jessica Mudry, “Quantifying an American Eater: Early USDA Food Guidance, and A 

Language of Numbers,” Food, Culture & Society: An International Journal of Multidisciplinary 

Research 9, no. 1 (2006): 50-67, https://doi.org/10.2752/155280106778055172. 
124 Paul Starr, The Social Transformation of American Medicine (New York: Basic Books, 
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sanitary science and towards those associated with personal hygiene with the development of 

bacteriology.125 The discovery of bacteriology led to the realization that human carriers 

transmitted a number of diseases.126 This, in turn, shifted attention away from the environment 

and on to the individual. The social (interpersonal space between bodies) became the object and 

effect of techniques of personal hygiene (e.g., washing hands and body).127 Such attention to 

one’s body would fit in well with the idealized balanced, centrally controlled body that was able 

to juggle and meet the demands of economy and efficiency beginning to circulate within 

Progressive Era politics.128 

 

As I have shown, praise of whole and natural foods over processed foods produced by a 

burgeoning industrial food system has its roots in Graham’s dietetics. Bread took on particular 

significance (again) at the beginning of the twentieth century since it was the most consumed 

single food item among poor Americans.129 The struggle between whole grain and white bread 

demonstrates the fears of contamination circulating within the American social body at the time, 

while also exemplifying the tensions that constitute our modern industrial food system. Pro-

white bread advocates marked homemade bread as dirty, the stuff of immigrant kitchens, while 

anti-white bread advocates claimed that refined bread and modern diets caused “cancer national 

frailty, and racial degeneration.”130 Anti-white advocates positioned the “natural” diets of 

racialized cultures as the most healthful, while pro-white advocates suggested that new milling 

technologies were the only way to ensure the purity and safety of bread.131 Beyond anxieties over 

race, class, and health, such bread politics also highlight the gendered dimensions of these fears, 

 
 
health and planning agencies, professional associations, pharmaceutical companies, and so on 

began to form.  
125 Armstrong, “Public Health Spaces and the Fabrication of Identity,” 404; Starr, The Social 

Transformation of American Medicine, 180-1.  
126 Starr, The Social Transformation of American Medicine, 180-1. 
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128 Schwartz, Never Satisfied: A Cultural History of Diets, Fantasies and Fat, 75.  
129 Aaron Bobrow-Strain, “Kills a Body Twelve Ways: Bread Fear and the Politics of ‘What to 
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as it was women who were either responsible for ensuring the health and quality of homemade 

bread or whose work was seized and professionalized as a white male-dominated space.132 

Ultimately, however, these fears served the interests of food manufacturers themselves.133 As 

will become clear throughout this chapter, food manufacturers have demonstrated a knack for 

responding to Americans’ fears and co-opting them for their profit-oriented ends.  

 

Ingredients for a Healthy, Strong, and Efficient Nation: Calories and Vitamins 

 

Towards the end of the 1860s, leading European and American nutrition scientists began 

to explore the “energy” content of foods, as well as the expenditure of energy by the body.134 

The calorie emerged on the scene and, along with it, the growth in popularity of the idea that the 

body is a machine, “the input and output requirements of which can be precisely quantified 

mathematically.”135 The quantification of food fit in nicely with the growing popularity of 

personal hygiene as it aided efforts to promote changes in diet by allowing for more detailed 

specification of the content and quantity of a “healthy” diet. According to Jessica Mudry, the 

quantification of food, along with other areas of life previously beyond the scope of precise 

observation and intervention, made the efforts of social reformers during the Progressive Era to 

synthesize, organize, and manage democratic life in America much easier.136  

 

An understanding and respect for civilization, social stability, and social control is bound 

up in the knowledge of quantification and its standardization (e.g., through food guides).137 As 

 
 
132 Aaron Bobrow-Strain, “White Bread Politics: Purity, Health, and the Triumph of Industrial 
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Mudry notes, a discourse of quantification with respect to food results in a new reality certified 

by a new language (e.g., a new ontology) and a new epistemology that serves as the basis of this 

new reality, which orders and controls the relationship between food and the people who 

consume food and their health.138 Moreover, all qualities become quantities within this new 

ontology and epistemology, such that “food is no longer what it used to be.”139 The eater within 

this discourse of quantification is figured as “ethically incomplete,” meaning that a qualitative 

judgment on their character is made based on their adherence to policy initiatives.140 Within the 

context of rapid industrialization, growing demands by workers for better wages, and the surge 

of Progressive Era reforms, the quantification of food by nutrition scientists and advanced by 

social reformers and governmental authorities lent itself to the social construction of certain 

kinds of eaters who, ideally, abide by nutritional numbers and who measure themselves against 

numeric standards.141  

 

Wilbur Atwater, a United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) scientist and “Father 

of American Nutrition,” envisioned being able to make precise comparisons between the diets of 

different social classes and nations.142 As a pioneer researcher of calories and publisher of tables 

of the protein, fat, and carbohydrate content of foods, Atwater framed his investigations as 

 
 
urbanization and industrialization, as the era ushering in America’s acceptance of science, order, 

and social standards.    
138 Ibid.  
139 Ibid. Food is reduced to numbers, stripping it of its social meanings associated with taste and 

pleasure.  
140 According to Mudry, imagined audiences, or groups of Americans, underpin the USDA’s 

food guides. They are signifiers invented by the USDA, rather than actual samples of the 
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Postmodern Subject (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), x-xiv.  
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“scientific management” that was allied with Frederick W. Taylor’s efforts to quell industrial 

unrest through the study of time and motion (“Taylorism”).143 Atwater was a key figure in the 

effort by manufacturers, municipalities, and the federal government to set scientific “standards of 

living” as a means to simultaneously contain wage levels and maintain a healthy, contented 

workforce at the turn of the twentieth century.144 While nutrition experts like Atwater found that 

the American diet contained too much of just about everything, especially meat, the (white) 

working class responded to Atwater’s “pecuniary economy of food” by defending their right to 

eat meat as a privilege of white citizenship.145 For example, the late-nineteenth century was 

marked by violent anti-Chinese sentiment exemplified in the passing of the Chinese Immigration 

Act of 1882, which banned Chinese immigration for 10 years.146 The valorization of a meat-

centric diet over a rice-centric one served to bolster white workers’ demands and legitimize their 

status as white citizens, thus demonstrating the contested borders at stake in the new 

gastropolitics of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries as working class demands 

overlapped with racial nativism.  

 

The 1917 USDA food guide, entitled How to Select Foods: What the Body Needs, was 

the first food guide issued by the USDA. It set important precedents for categorizing foods into 

food-groups based on sources of nutrients needed for health. Ignoring Atwater’s advice to limit 

fat and sugar consumption, the USDA emphasized the importance of newly discovered 

“micronutrients” (vitamins and minerals) and even included “sweets” and “fatty foods” as two of 

the five food groups.147 As Marion Nestle notes, “food manufacturers and agricultural producers 

 
 
143 Cullather, “The Foreign Policy of the Calorie,” 343. According to Jessica Mudry, the model 

of human as a machine enabled the birth of both the quantification of foodstuffs and human 

activity. For more, see Jessica Mudry, Measured Meals: Nutrition in America, 32. Chad Lavin 
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equivalence between inputs and outputs (Lavin, Eating Anxiety: The Perils of Food Politics, 8).  
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145 Dupuis, “Angels and Vegetables: A Brief History of Food Advice in America,” 39. 
146 Ibid., 40  
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readily supported this emphasis because they grasped its marketing potential.”148 The discovery 

of vitamins and minerals at the beginning of the twentieth century enabled food manufacturers to 

exploit them for profit since food was already abundant and provided enough calories for 

Americans. This first food guide took up the theme of “need” and efficiency by encouraging the 

selection and consumption of foods that would meet the family’s “fuel value” per day, directing 

most of this responsibility to the “housekeeper.”149 As such, the 1917 food guide instituted what 

would be a continued effort (into the twenty-first century) to encourage American eaters to tailor 

their diets in accordance with the quantifiable needs of their body, rather than according to taste 

and pleasure. Moreover, it further institutionalized the belief that women are responsible for the 

health of the family.  

 

According to Levenstein, the isolation of minute compounds (vitamins) at the beginning 

of the twentieth century stoked fears that food processing deprived food of essential nutrients and 

aided efforts to set quantitative norms. At this time, deficiency diseases, rather than 

communicable ones, grabbed America’s attention.150 Fears of malnourishment from a depleted 

food supply began to overshadow fears of what was being added to foods and were pivotal in the 

emergence of the “Golden Age of Food Processing” in the 1950s.151 In the years following the 

end of WWI, the U.S. withdrew into isolationism as it focused on protecting its interests in the 

face of global crises. Nonetheless,  it was closely identified with the movement to set 

quantitative norms as weakened imperial powers sought to justify stewardship over both colonies 

who grew more restive and citizens who demanded recognition of their entitlement to welfare.152 

 
 
148 Ibid.  
149 Using Atwater’s research, Caroline Hunt, the author of the food guide, grouped foods based 

on chemical composition and their scientific function in the body. The guide suggested that by 

“[f]ollowing the method of food grouping for meal planning… the housekeeper [could be 

reassured] that her meals would be simple, correct, and nourishing” (Mudry, Measured Meals: 

Nutrition in America, 53).  
150 Levenstein, Fear of Food: A History of Why We Worry About What We Eat, 79.  
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of social achievement (Cullather, “The Foreign Policy of the Calorie,” 353).  
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As the U.S. moved onto the world scene, there was a growing need for strong and aggressive 

bodies to fulfill imperial ambitions and the politics of ingestion became caught up in questions 

about the physical and moral strength of the nation.  

 

Interestingly, the deficiency diseases most feared (e.g., scurvy, beriberi) were uncommon 

in the United States and, as such, point to the borders at stake within the vitamin craze capturing 

the cultural psyche. Nutritionists shifted their attention away from promoting the least expensive 

diet for workers and towards promoting the best diet for optimum public health and vitality. 

Vitality was connected to the presence or absence of nutritional deficiencies in the body and 

concerns over vitamin deficiencies led to denigration of the diets of the poor by public health 

bodies, and subsequent call to eat more “protective foods” like milk and vegetables, which were 

especially rich in vitamins and minerals and thus protective against malnourishment and 

disease.153   

 

The idea that poor peoples’ inadequate diets resulted from their ignorance of nutritional 

science became an entrenched assumption during the 1920s.154 Not only did American eaters 

have to concern themselves with getting the right number of calories, but they also now had to 

make sure that the calories they consumed came from “quality” sources, rich in vitamins. In 

response to the dire economic situation of the Great Depression, the 1933 food guide (Diets at 

Four Levels of Nutritive Content and Cost) posed a discourse of quantification as a solution to 

economic uncertainty. It encouraged consumers to learn food values that were both nutritive and 

economic, thus establishing the notion that a scientific understanding of food can save money 

 
 
153 Harvey Levenstein, Paradox of Plenty: A Social History of Eating in Modern America (New 

York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).Levenstein, Fear of Food: A History of Why We 
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and further institutionalizing the idea that good food is to be judged according to numbers, 

dollars, and nutrients, rather than personal judgment or taste.155  

 

The ideal diet transformed into an ever finer balancing act among a growing number of 

nutritive values to avoid deficiencies of various types and degrees and promote health. The 

outbreak of WWII came with actual or potential food shortages, in addition to concern over the 

connection between the psychological health of the nation and the ability to fight in war. Good 

food was thought to be fundamental to national defense and with the start of the draft, concerns 

mounted that malnourished men could not win the war. Out of this nexus emerged the 

“Recommended Daily Allowances for Specific Numbers” (RDAs), a table outlining specific 

quantities of nutrients whose intake prevented nutritional deficiencies and the diseases that result 

from them. The National Wartime Food Guide, published in 1943, claimed that following its 

nutritional structure would provide the majority of one’s RDAs and used the theme of strength to 

encourage numeric eating.156 According to Mudry, the RDAs’ extended the epistemological shift 

occasioned by a discourse of quantification of food by creating a fictionalized numeric ideal of a 

healthy public and encouraging comparison between people and the chart.157  

 
 
155 Mudry, Measured Meals: Nutrition in America, 42. In the 1933 food guide, there were 12 

food groups: Milk, Lean Meat/Poultry/Fish, Beans/Peas/Nuts, Eggs, Leafy Green/Yellow 

Vegetables, Potatoes/Sweet Potatoes, Other Vegetables/Fruit, Tomatoes/Citrus, Butter, Other 

Fats, Sugars.  
156 In the Wartime Food Guide, the basic 12 of the 1933 food guide was reduced to the basic 

seven: Leafy, Green, and Yellow Vegetables; Citrus Fruit, Tomatoes, Raw Cabbage; Potatoes 

and Other Vegetables and Fruits; Milk, Cheese, Ice Cream; Meat, Poultry, Fish, Eggs, Dried 

Peas, Beans; Bread, Flour, Cereals; Butter and Fortified Margarine. Reducing the food groups to 

7 enabled them to “correspond loosely to the recommended nutrients in the newly established 

RDAs” (Mudry, Measured Meals: Nutrition in America, 64).  
157 Ibid., 63. These standards were used for nutrition recommendations for civilians, soldiers, and 

for overseas populations receiving food relief and took into consideration food availability within 

the context of food rationing during the war. In the U.S., the continued concern over the 

connection between nutritional deficiencies and national defense led to the enrichment of flour 

for bread with thiamine (known as the “morale vitamin”), as well as iron, riboflavin, and niacin. 

Thiamine (vitamin B1) got its nickname as the “morale vitamin” because of its positive impact 

on our nerves and was thought to be able to have a positive impact on productivity and morale 

during war time. For more, see Levenstein, Fear of Food: A History of Why We Worry about 

What We Eat.  
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By the end of WWII, the medical sector was fully established as part of the American 

political economy and its boundaries began to expand, redefining certain areas as medical 

problems that were previously deemed moral, social, or legal problems (e.g., alcoholism, drug 

addiction, and obesity).158 This first transformation of medicine in the U.S. took place between 

1945 and 1990 and “centered not only on the professionalization and specialization of medicine 

and nursing but also on the creation of allied health professions, new medico-scientific, 

technological, and pharmaceutical interventions, and the elaboration of new social forms (e.g., 

hospitals, clinics, and private medical practices).”159 As medicine grew, both as an institutional 

sector of the political economy and a sociocultural “good,” more areas fell under its gaze.160 By 

the end of this period, ‘new public health’ would emerge with its focus on lifestyle and ever finer 

ways to monitor the health of individual bodies and entire populations.  

 

Fat, Chemicals, and Disease (Oh My)! 

 

By the 1960s, nutrition scientists were beginning to rethink their promotion of certain 

food staples, such as meat and dairy products. Concerns about overconsumption of certain 

nutrients and foods and their connection to rising incidences of heart disease and other chronic 

diseases mounted. Medical researchers began to raise the alarm about “diseases of affluence” 

(e.g., heart disease, diabetes, ‘obesity’) related to inferior diets and insufficient physical 

activity.161 Within this era, new delineations between good and bad fats, cholesterol, etc. arose to 

combat “epidemics” of chronic diseases. Dietary advice began to emphasize avoiding and eating 

 
 
158 Irving Zola, “Medicine as an Institution of Social Control,” Sociological Review 20 (1972): 

487-504, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43618673.  
159 Clarke, Biomedicalization: Technoscience, Health, and Illness in the U.S., 150.  
160 Ibid. 
161 I put obesity in scare quotes to situate my position within broader critical obesity studies, 

which challenges the validity of scientific knowledge about ‘obesity’ and “seeks to understand 

how social, cultural and political contexts (among others) work to produce (or at least attempt to 

produce) particular ways of thinking, knowing, acting and being.” See Darren Powell, José 

Tenorio, and Michael Gard, “The Worlds of Critical Obesity Studies,” in Routledge 

Handbook of Critical Obesity Studies, eds. Michael Gard, Darren Powell, and José Tenorio 

(London: Routledge, 2022), 3, doi: 10.4324/9780429344824-2.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/43618673
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780429344824-2/worlds-critical-obesity-studies-darren-powell-josé-tenorio-michael-gard
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less of certain nutrients and foods deemed bad for one’s health, specifically because of their 

perceived contribution to the development of various chronic diseases.162 

 

Harvey Levenstein refers to 1950s and 1960s as the “Golden Age of Food Processing.”163 

Food processing and manufacturing industries created standardized products (e.g., packaged and 

frozen foods), while multinational manufacturing companies producing branded foods grew in 

number and popularity. All of this went hand in hand with new forms of retail (e.g., 

supermarket), which had first emerged in the U.S. prior to WWII, but became dominant in the 

decades following the war.164 The 1956 food guide responded to this proliferation of affordable 

and highly processed food by attempting to simplify food guidance and giving consumers some 

flexibility in “good” food choice. With this new food guide, the wartime Basic Seven was 

reduced to the Basic Four and guidance became less directive and more suggestive. Nonetheless, 

even in recognizing that America was a land of plenty, the USDA emphasized that people ought 

to eat what is adequate, that is, neither too much nor too little. In assuming that everyone had 

equal access to the foods available, the USDA institutionalized the growing concern with over-

indulgence.165 

 

In a land of abundance, over-indulgence and self-control increasingly took on moralistic 

characteristics as health and the requisite self-control to attain it become ways of fashioning 

one’s identity and demonstrate one’s status as a good citizen. Ancel Keys, a physiologist at the 

University of Minnesota’s School of Public Health, is perhaps the most well-known advocate of 

the theory that dietary fat is the main cause of an ‘epidemic’ of coronary heart disease in middle-

 
 
162 Levenstein, Paradox of Plenty: A Social History of Eating in Modern America; Scrinis, 

Nutritionism: The Science and Politics of Dietary Advice.  
163 Levenstein, Paradox of Plenty: A Social History of Eating in Modern America, 33.  
164 Ibid.  
165 According to Mudry, the “1956 guide followed the same discursive patterns as the other 

guides and used a quantitative discourse to judge the quality of food. But the guide does 

acknowledge that certain foods have unquantifiable features—many of which make food taste 

good. [It] quantified those foods that had specific functions in the body and that furnished certain 

dietary needs” (Mudry, Measured Meals: Nutrition in America, 72).  
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aged American men because it raises cholesterol. 166 While previous theories postulated racial 

origin, body build, and smoking habits as contributors to this disease, Keys reduced its causes 

down to lack of physical exercise and too much saturated fat (found in milk and meat) in the 

American diet. He recommended consuming less saturated fat and more polyunsaturated fats 

found in vegetable oils, which led to a proliferation of processed foods made with these oils, as 

well as “low-fat” products whose taste needed to be improved by adding sugar. Despite the 

questionable validity of his theory, Keys captured the American imagination by portraying heart 

disease as an “unfortunate side effect of America’s economic success.”167 In other words, though 

heart disease (as well as other chronic diseases) are undesirable and a sign of one’s lack of will-

power and self-control in a land of plenty, they nonetheless signify the superiority of the 

American system. The success of Keys’ theory is evident in saturated fat’s continued bad 

reputation in the twenty-first century.  

 

In shifting the focus from deficiency to chronic diseases, the gaze of medical and 

nutrition experts also began to shift away from treating and curing diseases and towards 

preventing and reducing their incidence. Utilizing the relatively new science of epidemiology, 

medical researchers were increasingly able to identify risk factors associated with chronic 

diseases. The ability to make correlations between lifestyle factors and incidence of diseases 

marks the beginning of an important shift in public health and health promotion discourses 

towards an ever-wider net that encompasses the individual and their environment, referred to as 

the ‘new public health.’168 This shift in public health squares nicely with the critiques of the 

industrial food system increasingly circulating and gaining favor in the United States. With ‘new 

public health’ comes an ever wider hygienic strategy as a result of its concern with dangers 

 
 
166 Levenstein, Fear of Food: A History of Why We Worry about What We Eat, 125.  
167 Ibid. Keys’ Seven Countries study, which appeared to demonstrate that cholesterol serum 

levels were strongly correlated to heart disease, has been criticized for failing to include 

countries like Denmark, France, and Norway who have low occurrences of heart disease despite 

having high-fat diets and Chile, where diet tends to be lower in fat, but rates of heart disease are 

still high. 
168 Alan Petersen and Deborah Lupton, The New Public Health: Health and Self in the Age of 

Risk (London: SAGE Publications Ltd., 2000); Armstrong, “Public Health Spaces and the 

Fabrication of Identity,” 404-8. 
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posed by nature, the interactions of individual bodies, and the interactions of bodies with 

nature.169 As such, there was increasing emphasis on “lifestyles” (i.e., lack of exercise, 

overconsumption, exposure to hazardous chemicals, etc.) as the causes of disease and at the 

expense of social and environmental determinants of health. Together, the focus on “lifestyles” 

and “risk” places the burden on the individual to “monitor, regulate and change (that is, 

refashion) themselves to avoid, modify, control, and eliminate behaviors and situations deemed 

‘risky’.”170 

 

In the 1970s, political movements campaigning for issues like civil rights, 

environmentalism, feminism, and gay rights paved the way for the mainstreaming of “natural” 

and “whole” foods (those free of chemical additives).171 During the mid-nineteenth century, 

praise of natural foods persisted within the United States through the likes of Rodale, an ex-

Internal Revenue Service (IRS) accountant turned inventor and entrepreneur.172  Rodale took 

ideas circulating at the time about organic farming and the health benefits of natural foods and 

began disseminating them through his magazine, Prevention.173 These ideas reflected Graham 

and his successors’ claim that foods closest to their natural state provided the most health 

benefits, while foods touched by modern farming and food processing techniques caused ill-

health. They also drew on familiar imagery of a “civilized nation” falling into degeneracy 

 
 
169 As Armstrong writes, “[d]angers are everywhere and unavoidable: noxious gases from car 

exhausts in the air; chemicals from aerosols in the ozone layer; acid rain from industry in the 

water and pollution in the soil; radiation from power stations, X-rays and work environments; 

additives and harmful processing in food; and so on” (Armstrong, “Public Health Spaces and the 

Fabrication of Identity,” 405).  
170 Petersen and Lupton, The New Public Health: Health and Self in the Age of Risk, 14.  
171 Levenstein, Fear of Food: A History of Why We Worry about What We Eat, 118-121. 
172 Ibid., 109. Born in 1898, Jerome Irving Cohen quit his job at the IRS, changed his named to 

Rodale, and started an unsuccessful company manufacturing a heating pad he had invented.  
173 Ibid, 110. Rodale had read botanist Sir Albert Howard’s books on chemical-free farming and 

the benefits of compost, bought his own farm to begin experimenting, and eventually started a 

monthly magazine, Organic Farming and Gardening, which he later changed to Organic 

Gardening and Farming as it appealed more to city dwellers who were now cultivating their own 

gardens. Rodale got his ideas about processed foods and disease from physician Sir Robert 

McCarrison, whose descriptions of how the “uncivilized” people he treated in the Hunza Valley 

lived long, practically illness-free lives captured Rodale’s imagination.  
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because of highly processed diets.174 While Rodale’s ideas fell on deaf ears for some time, in 

1958, a research study at the National Cancer Institute reported that a number of chemicals that 

have long been used in food might cause cancer in humans. This 1958 cancer scare was followed 

by the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962, which emphasized that chemical 

sprays and additives posed a danger to plant and animal life, including that of humans.175 The 

elevation of nature and folk wisdom appealed to the antiestablishment views of the late 1960s 

counterculture and trust in government-sponsored solutions to health and diet began to wane in 

the 1970s in light of nutrition science’s backpedaling on earlier claims.176 

 

As I discussed at the beginning of this chapter, Crawford’s formulation of healthism 

demonstrates how the holistic health and self-care and self-help movements originating in the 

countercultural currents of the 1970s reinscribed the medicalized approach to health (and view of 

the body) they were trying to move away from. Nonetheless, the implementation of neoliberal 

policies beginning in the mid-1970s and picking up steam through “Reaganomics” in the 1980s 

occasioned even further sedimentation of health as individual responsibility. Following David 

Harvey, neoliberalism is both an ideology and set of practices that prioritizes market-oriented 

policies and a reduction of state influence in the economy, particularly through tactics like 

privatization and austerity. Such shrinking of macro governance of the state means more onus 

falls on the individual to contribute to the economy and secure their social well-being.177 Within 

this milieu, health is turned into a “super-value”: it is one’s civic duty to “learn” and “be 

informed” about one’s lifestyle and the degree(s) of risk associated with it, as well as to do 

something about it.178 In the highly commodified culture of the United States, health itself 

becomes a commodity and the healthy body a prized possession.  

 

 
 
174 Ibid.  
175 Ibid, 112. For more, see also  Warren Belasco, Appetite for Change: How the Counterculture 

Took on the Food Industry (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007).   
176 Levenstein, Fear of Food: A History of Why We Worry about What We Eat, 116-7 
177 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2005). 
178 Crawford, “Healthism and the Medicalization of Everyday Life.”   
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In response to the growing body of scientific research that correlated overconsumption of 

certain nutrients to various diseases, the federal government began to scrutinize the guidance of 

the Basic Four. In 1977, the government appointed a Senate Select Committee on Nutrition and 

Human Needs to assess problems in food guidance and come up with solutions. The committee 

published Dietary Goals for the United States, marking the beginning of the shift towards the 

language of “eat less.”179 This shift caused political uproar since advice to eat more pleased 

everyone (e.g., the food industry, scientists, the federal government, and nutritionists), while the 

advice to eat less did not. It was not until 1992 that the suggestions in the Dietary Goals for the 

United States manifested themselves in a new USDA guide: the Food Guide Pyramid. While the 

message shifted to “eat less,” the language of the message remained “quantitative, numerically 

self-referential, and validated by science.”180 In particular, the Food Guide Pyramid aimed to 

quantify foods that had, in previous guides, remained unquantified (e.g., sugar, salt) because they 

were now believed to play a major role in American corpulence. Notably, these 

recommendations focus on nutrients, rather than their food sources, and “processed foods” are 

only identifiable through the language of “added with,” a trend that continues today.181 The 

choice in language is significant, for it reflects the influence of food corporate interests. Previous 

food guides emphasized the importance of getting enough calories, vitamins, and other nutrients. 

While food lobbying had long been a part of American politics, the shift from the Golden Age to 

an era concerned with preventing “diseases of affluences” that were increasingly associated with 

highly processed diets occasioned an intensification of these efforts. Food, vitamin, and 

supplement manufacturers had much to lose (and gain) in ensuring Americans continued 

consuming their products.  

 

Yet, it is in the 1990s that food-related movements and alternative agriculture, which had 

been securing legitimacy since the 1960s and 1970s, exploded. It was a period in which growing 

numbers of Americans were realizing how, in the language of Ulrich Beck, the “risks of 

modernity” boomeranged and hit us in the belly (in the form of toxic additives, residues, cheap 

 
 
179 Nestle, Food Politics: How the Food Industry Influences Nutrition and Health, 51.  
180 Mudry, Measured Meals: Nutrition in America, 78.  
181 Nestle, Food Politics: How the Food Industry Influences Nutrition and Health, 25.  
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calories, diets rich in fats, salt, protein).182 In 2005, the USDA replaced the hierarchical levels of 

the Food Guide Pyramid with colorful vertical wedges of MyPyramid. The image of a person 

climbing stairs was added to the left of the pyramid, thus representing the growing calls for 

exercise (as part of the “war against obesity”).183 Though MyPyramid replaced hierarchical 

levels with vertical wedges, the size of the wedges still indicates the quality of the food group 

and how much or little one should eat from that group. As such, the visual epistemological basis 

for quality instituted by the Pyramid in 1992 remains broadly unchanged, yet important additions 

allow for easier and finer food tracking out of which the idealized American eater emerges.184 

First, while the Pyramid gave recommendations measured in serving sizes, MyPyramid used 

household measures (e.g., cups, ounces, etc.) that were supposedly easier to understand across 

the general population. Moreover, while the Pyramid offered a single set of recommendations for 

all people, MyPyramid had 12 sets of possible recommendations based on sex, age group, and 

activity level. These additions reflect and bolster efforts to place responsibility on the individual 

to attain and optimize their health within a neoliberal landscape.  

 

Eat Smarter, Not Harder 

 

Today, attention is trained on food’s beneficial and health-enhancing components and 

their ability to enhance specific bodily functions and optimize bodily health. Within this 

 
 
182 Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (London; Newbury Park, California: 

Sage Publications, 1992).  
183 In the years following 9/11, the U.S. would embark on “two wars, one against terror and 

another against what Surgeon General Richard Carmona would come to refer to as ‘the terror 

within;’ obesity” (Charlotte Biltekoff, “The Terror Within: Obesity in Post 9/11 U.S. Life,” 

American Studies 48, no. 3 (Fall 2007): 29. Though Carmona portrayed obesity as an equally 

menacing threat as terror, he suggested that the war against ‘obesity’ was easily winnable 

through dedicated efforts of each citizen. Proper diet and exercise were touted as the means 

through which we could fight (and win) the “battle of the bulge.”  
184 The share allotted to grains only narrowly edged out vegetables, which had previously been of 

equal proportions. Fruits were next in size, which had previously been slightly smaller in 

proportion to the share allotted to vegetables. Protein followed fruits, which was followed by a 

small sliver for oils. An unmarked white tip portrayed discretionary calories for foods like candy, 

alcohol, or any additional food from the groups already represented (USDA, “My Pyramid,” last 

modified March 19, 2014, https://www.fns.usda.gov/mypyramid).  
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paradigm, experts continue to speak of “good and bad nutrients” while incorporating a much 

wider range of more nuanced distinctions. For example, saturated and trans fats both now fall in 

the “bad nutrient” category, while polyunsaturated fats, which have been celebrated since the 

1960s, are now “differentiated between very good omega-3 fats and not quite as good omega-6 

fatty acids.”185 Omega-3 fats are differentiated even further between various subtypes (e.g., 

docosahexaenoic acid, eicosatetraenoic acid, and alpha-linolenic acid). The underconsumption of 

beneficial nutrients, alongside the overconsumption of bad nutrients carries a greater degree of 

the blame for people’s ill-health.186 The shift in language has gone from eat more in the early 

twentieth century to eat less in the mid-twentieth century to eat smarter in the twenty-first 

century.187 

 

As they have consolidated power, food corporates have increasingly been able to 

recognize and respond to (re: appropriate) growing concerns over the negative impacts that 

highly processed foods have on health. According to Scrinis, “[w]hile a level of corporate 

influence, and of government appeasement of food industry interests, is not new, it is since the 

1980s that food corporations have come to control the nutritional agenda, and have become the 

dominant promoters” of nutritional scientism.188 Up until the 1990s, claims about health benefits 

on food and supplement labels were prohibited by the FDA. A long and contentious struggle 

between the FDA, food processing and supplement industries, and consumer groups resulted in 

the FDA authorizing certain health claims (e.g., “promotes healthy cholesterol level,” “supports 

the immune system”).189 Not only can health claims be added to food labels, but marketing and 

branding of foods have become more oriented towards restoring and maintaining health and 

enhancing health and optimizing performance and bodily functioning.   

 

This shift in policy has occasioned strategies for improving foods’ marketability as 

“healthy.” Engineering beneficial nutrients back into foods that have been stripped of them 

 
 
185 Scrinis, Nutritionism: The Science and Politics of Dietary Advice, 159 
186 Ibid.  
187 Ibid.  
188 Ibid., 211.  
189 Nestle, Food Politics: How the Food Industry Influences Nutrition and Health, 225.  
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because of processing, and to subsequently market those foods as health-enhancing, is one way 

of responding to the growing consumer concern over industrial processing, while also 

convincing consumers to continue eating highly processed products.190 At the same time, food 

corporations have also begun to respond to consumers' concerns by developing what industry 

analysts call “clean label” foods, which are “foods that display a short list of ingredients and few 

highly processed or chemical-sounding ingredients.”191 The increasing use of “clean labels” 

attests to the growing popularity of clean eating.   

 

Michael Pollan is one of the most well-known critics of industrial food system in the 

twenty-first century. Pollan offers not only offers a critique of this system but also instructions 

for having a more ethical relationship with food, such as eating whole, local, organic and 

homemade, as well as eating less meat and eating with others around a table.192 As Hilda 

Zimmerman argues, these instructions, which amount to a “technology of self” in the 

Foucauldian sense, are not only highly classed given the social, economic, and embodied capital 

needed to live by them, but they ultimately tap into a familiar set of classed longings and 

anxieties around authenticity and closeness with nature.193 These longings and anxieties are 

rooted in both nineteenth century health food reforms and twentieth century counterculture that 

draw on tropes of nostalgia, natural vs. artificial, and wholesomeness, which simultaneously 

challenge, construct, and shore up boundaries between bodies based on class, race, gender, 

sexuality, and health.  According to Zimmerman, while the 1960s and 1970s counterculture 

 
 
190 Scrinis, Nutritionism: The Science and Politics of Dietary Advice, 208.  
191 Ibid. Such foods are often referred to as “functional foods,” which encompass a wide variety 

ranging from minimally processed, whole foods to enriched and enhanced foods (re: more highly 

processed). 
192 Hilda Zimmerman, “Caring for the Middle Class Soul: Ambivalence, Ethical Eating and the 

Michael Pollan Phenomenon,” Food, Culture and Society 18, no. 1 (2015): 31-50, 

https://doi.org/10.2752/175174415X14101814953729.  
193 Helene A. Shugart, “Food Fixations: Reconfiguring Class in Contemporary US Food 

Discourse,” Food, Culture and Society 17, no. 2 (2014): 261-81, 

https://doi.org/10.2752/175174414X13871910531665; Charlotte Biltekoff, Eating Right in 

America: The Cultural Politics of Food and Health (Duke University Press, 2013), https://doi-

org.subzero.lib.uoguelph.ca/10.1215/9780822377276; Zimmerman, “Caring for the Middle Class 

Soul: Ambivalence, Ethical Eating and the Michael Pollan Phenomenon,” 40. 

https://doi.org/10.2752/175174415X14101814953729
https://doi.org/10.2752/175174414X13871910531665
https://doi-org.subzero.lib.uoguelph.ca/10.1215/9780822377276
https://doi-org.subzero.lib.uoguelph.ca/10.1215/9780822377276
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invested in “idealistic” visions of class through refusals to conform to norms of middle-class 

adulthood, in Pollan these visions are resigned “to ‘realistic’ middle-class adulthood in the post-

Reagan era.”194 Pollan’s food politics manages the tensions between desires for a better world 

and being a good citizen through individual ethical consumption. Ultimately, the naiveté of 

counterculture is banished, and responsible citizenship is restored.195 

 

MyPlate is the current nutrition guide published by the USDA and it emphasizes the 

health benefits of “nutrient-dense” foods. 196 It replaced MyPyramid in 2011 and consists of a 

diagram of a plate and glass divided into five food groups: vegetables, grains, fruit, protein, and 

dairy.197 Like previous guides, it does not directly implicate processed food in its 

recommendations but does emphasize meeting nutritional needs “primarily through foods,” 

though they recognize “that, in some cases, fortified foods and dietary supplements are useful 

when it is not possible otherwise to meet needs for one or more nutrients (e.g., during specific 

life stages like pregnancy).”198 The recommendations also suggest limiting “foods and beverages 

higher in sugars, saturated fat, and sodium,” thus continuing a trend started with the Food Guide 

Pyramid. Subtle as it may be, this dichotomy between “foods” and “fortified foods and dietary 

supplements” reflects the broader denigration of processed foods and foodstuffs (i.e., dietary 

supplements) that the clean eating trend is, at least partially, constituted by.  

 

As in the last two food guides, a visual epistemological basis for quality is erected 

through the icon of a plate and a discourse of quantification continues to underpin determinations 

 
 
194 Ibid.  
195 Ibid.  
196 U.S. Department of Agriculture, “MyPlate,” accessed March 6, 2021, 

https://www.myplate.gov. MyPlate is the consumer-friendly translation of the Dietary Guidelines 

for Americans and is updated with each release of new guidelines every 5 years. The current 

version of MyPlate reflects the most recent guidelines for 2020-2025.  
197 U.S. Department of Agriculture, “MyPlate.” Importantly, it eliminates the oils and fats section 

entirely, which had been present in all previous iterations of USDA food guides since its 

conception. 
198 U.S. Department of Agriculture and Department of Health and Human Services, Dietary 

Guidelines for Americans, 2020-2025, 9TH edition, 7. 

https://www.myplate.gov/
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of quality.199 Moreover, MyPlate further institutionalizes nutritional scientism as it describes the 

ways in which nutrients (e.g., fiber, B vitamins, potassium) enhance specific bodily functions 

and optimize health.  Following the trajectory of MyPyramid, MyPlate extends the 

personalization of dietary advice through individualized MyPlate Plans based on age, sex, height, 

weight, and physical activity.200 In addition, and thanks to the digital revolution, individuals can 

download an app, Start Simple with MyPlate, to their phones to see real-time progress, set daily 

food goals, and earn badges along the way.201 The continued effort of the USDA to change 

dietary habits embeds the discourse of quantification within diet discourse more broadly, even 

though, historically they have not had much success changing dietary habits.202  

 

Although it is difficult to pin down when “clean eating” officially emerged, according to 

Hanganu-Bresch, the clean eating revolution is amplified by the digital revolution.203 The advent 

of Web 2.0, within the context of healthism, has occasioned the proliferation of multitudes of 

websites, blogs, social media accounts, apps, and gadgets for every aspect of our well-being 

(e.g., disease, diet, exercise, mindfulness). One reason for the flourishing of a digital industry of 

 
 
199 On MyPlate’s website, one can explore each food group in more detail and, in doing so, one 

finds oneself immersed in the language of calories, fats, carbohydrates, sugar, salt, vitamins, and 

so on. Like MyPyramid, the MyPlate offers recommendations based on household measures, 

rather than serving size (U.S. Department of Agriculture, “MyPlate”). Mudry notes that even 

some of those who have criticized the USDA still, in fact, operate within a discourse of 

quantification. She surveys three common criticisms of the USDA and argues that none question 

“the underlying epistemology firmly rooted in numbers, objectivity, and standards” (Mudry, 

Measured Meals: Nutrition in America, 109). Those three criticisms are: (1) the quantitative 

concept of “serving” was not standardized; (2) USDA attaches incorrect quantities to notions of 

quality; and (3) the French Paradox and Mediterranean Diet as a proposed alternative and a 

cultural “lifestyle” of dietary habits. It is important to note that the first criticism is ultimately 

addressed in MyPyramid and MyPlate as the recommendations shifted from measures of 

“servings” to those of household measures such as cups and ounces. Regardless, the use of these 

more common, and standardized, measures hardly constitutes a shift away from an epistemology 

rooted in numbers and objectivity.  
200 U.S. Department of Agriculture, “MyPlate.”  
201 U.S. Department of Agriculture, “Start Simple with MyPlate App,” accessed March 6, 2021, 

https://www.myplate.gov/resources/tools/startsimple-myplate-app.  
202 Levenstein, Paradox of Plenty: A Social History of Eating in Modern America; Levenstein, 

Fear of Food: A History of Why We Worry about What We Eat.  
203 Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of Healthism,” 5.  

https://www.myplate.gov/resources/tools/startsimple-myplate-app
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food advice has to do with the systematic failures of industry and science. As medical and 

nutrition science have explored the nutrient-health relationship and new trends contradict old 

ones, they have had to surrender their credibility at least partially. Digital entrepreneurs, from 

run-of-the-mill bloggers to mega-celebrities like Gwyneth Paltrow and Cameron Diaz, have 

stepped in to educate and empower consumers.204  

 

As Hanganu-Bresch notes, the popularity of clean eating sits in opposition to the “junk 

food” trends that drove American consumption for the last several decades.205 Yet, as I have tried 

to show, the growing appeal to clean eating that encourages the avoidance of processed foods 

emerges out of a milieu that has long questioned and denigrated these foods. While the 

denigration of processed foods has persisted in the interspaces between the state, the public, and 

the nation, the quantification of food over the last century and a half has occasioned the uptake of 

these diet discourses by the state and more and more of the public in the twenty-first century. 

While reformatory and revolutionary food advocates have used similar tactics as Graham in 

emphasizing that natural foods are better for our health than processed ones, the confluence of 

this discourse with that of the quantification of food has occasioned at least a perceived 

legitimacy of long-standing claims that less processed foods are healthier for us than highly 

processed ones. Thanks to efforts to quantify food, it is now possible, and increasingly common, 

to criticize processed foods for their high levels of added fats, sugar, salt, and additives and their 

connection to various “diseases of affluence.”  

 
 
204 Ibid. For example, Cameron Diaz and Katherine Power launched their own brand of “clean 

wine,” Avaline, in 2020 (Monique Deveaux, Email to the author, July 22, 2020). Their mission, 

according to Avaline’s website, is to provide “a range of clean wines that are full of natural 

goodness and free from dozens of unwanted and undisclosed extras. It’s wine at its purest, 

created with discerning drinkers (and friends) in mind, who embrace the pleasure of a whole life 

and a relaxed approach to wellbeing.” Part of their desire to provide such wines is related to the 

fact that, legally winemakers, are required to disclose very little about their wines. They do not 

have to disclose how their grapes are grown or “to name any of the 70 additives that are used in 

the winemaking process to alter the taste, color, and mouthfeel of what is in your glass.” By 

providing wines with “bold transparency” they seek to raise the standard of winemaking, while 

also making “clean” drinking accessible to everyone. For more, see: Avaline, “Our Story,” 

accessed March 4, 2021, https://drinkavaline.com/pages/about-avaline.  
205 Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of Healthism,” 5.  
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It is important to emphasize that I am not suggesting that the claims espoused within 

clean eating discourses are always and necessarily legitimate because they emerge out of 

scientific efforts to understand the connection between diet and health. As this chapter has shown 

(and which I will discuss in more detail in Chapter Four), our understanding of the nutrient-

health relationship is limited, constantly changing, and deeply embedded in efforts to produce 

certain subjects. Clean eating diets do make unsubstantiated (and sometimes outright outlandish) 

claims about the connection between a particular type of food or component of food and our 

health, a tendency that has long been a part of diet discourse in the United States.206 What I am 

suggesting is that the propensity to associate health benefits with unprocessed and natural foods, 

whether through grand claims of curing individual illness or through more subtle, yet 

“scientifically-backed” claims of “promoting” health and “reducing” risk for disease, are part of 

the interplay of criticism of the industrial food system, nutritional scientism, and healthism, 

which may explain the thus-far intractable nature of clean eating discourses.207  

 

As this chapter has shown, diet narrative idealize particular kinds of subjects, ones that 

are consistently conceived as white, middle-to-upper class, and responsible American citizens. 

The commodification of health within the last handful of decades has increasingly tied status and 

responsible citizenship to particular bodies who eat particular foods.  As I will show in later 

chapters, the clean eating trend continues the reification of the idealized eaters who carry racial, 

gendered, class, and able-bodied/minded connotations that are remnants of the long history of 

dietary advice in the United States. In later chapters, I will flesh out the contours of these 

 
 
206 Good examples are detox programs that claim that by eliminating caffeine, soy, gluten, etc., 

all our health problems will “suddenly disappear, extra weight will drop away, and for the first 

time in our lives, we will experience what it truly means to be healthy.” See Alejandro Junger, 

Clean: The Revolutionary Program to Restore the Body’s Natural Ability to Heal Itself (San 

Francisco: HarperOne, 2012).   
207 In Chapter Five, my empirical analysis will reveal the ways in which some clean eating 

discourses have begun to position their food philosophies in opposition to criticisms of clean 

eating as a fad diet, thus further demonstrating the ability of diet discourses to shape and shift in 

response to the changing conditions in which they attempt to capture their audiences. 
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idealized subjects by considering how purity and impurity discourses operate within some 

contemporary discourses around clean eating found on food tracking apps and food blogs.  
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CHAPTER THREE: A THEORETICAL ANALYSIS OF PURITY AND IMPURITY 

 

In this chapter, I engage in a theoretical analysis of the under-theorized concepts of purity 

and impurity. I aim to show how the concepts of purity/impurity (often) function within western 

societies to then be able, in subsequent chapters, to analyze their operation within contemporary 

clean eating discourses. In the first part of the chapter, I engage with three important scholars: 

Mary Douglas, Julia Kristeva, and Alexis Shotwell. I will briefly outline their views on 

purity/impurity, engage with criticisms levelled against them, and, in some instances, pose new 

criticisms of my own. Considering the shortcomings of their individual views, in the second part 

of the chapter, I align myself with Robbie Duschinsky, who takes cues from Kristeva, Giorgio 

Agamben, Pierre Bourdieu, Foucault, and Primo Levi, as well as with Maria Lugones, to account 

for the shortcomings of the views posed by Douglas and Kristeva.  

 

Part I: Surveying the Theoretical Field on Purity/Impurity 

 

Mary Douglas’ Anomaly Theory 

 

Although there is wide-ranging and abundant empirical research that takes purity as its 

object, there is little theory that addresses purity.208 Douglas’ theory espoused in Purity and 

Danger is the most well-known and well-used theoretical account of purity and pollution. 

Douglas begins by justifying the need for a new social theory because themes of purity and 

impurity have so far been handled too narrowly by specialists working within their single 

discipline.209 Instead, she attempts to treat the themes of purity and impurity as part of a larger 

social system. Ultimately, as I discuss below, Douglas brings together structural-functionalist 

 
 
208 For example, there are major fields of scholarship exploring the theme of purity in the 

Ancient Greek polis, in the Old Testament, in the New Testament and early Christian theology. 

For more, see Robbie Duschinsky, “Ideal and Unsullied: Purity, Subjectivity, and Social Power,” 

Subjectivity 4 (2011): 147-167, https://doi.org/10.1057/sub.2011.2. 
209 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London 

and New York: Routledge Classics, 2002).  

https://doi.org/10.1057/sub.2011.2
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and cognitive modes of explanation “to explain the role of purity classification in symbolising 

and affirming the overall cognitive or social order.”210 

 

Douglas’ central point is that purity and impurity classifications aid in the ordering of 

experience. In fact, she argues that “ideas about separating, purifying, demarcating and punishing 

transgressions have as their main function to impose system on an inherently untidy 

experience.”211 Ideas about pollution operate on two levels. At the first, largely instrumental, 

level, we find people trying to influence one another’s behaviors. As Douglas writes, “danger-

beliefs…are a strong language of mutual exhortation.”212 The “mutual exhortation” by 

community members constitutes a positive effort to organize the environment. The laws of 

nature are often dragged in to sanction the moral code at this level, such that, for example, this 

kind of disease is caused by adultery, another by incest. At the second, expressive, level, Douglas 

suggests that “some pollutions are used as analogies for expressing a general view of the social 

order.”213 For example, ideas about sexual dangers (e.g., each sex is a danger to the other through 

contact with sexual fluids; only one sex is endangered by contact with the other, usually males 

from females) are best interpreted as expressing the relations (whether symmetrical or 

hierarchical) between parts of society, rather than as expressing something about the actual 

relation between the sexes.  In this way, purity for Douglas serves the function of social and 

mental regulation and ultimately reflects the structure of society, while also contributing to its 

preservation. At the same time, it offers a meaningful cognitive picture of the world that is 

shared by members of a particular society.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
210 Robbie Duschinsky, “Introduction,” in Purity and Danger Now: New Perspectives, ed. 

Robbie Duschinsky, Simone Schnall, and Daniel H. Weiss (London; New York: Routledge, 

2016), 3.  
211 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 5.  
212 Ibid., 3. 
213 Ibid., 4.  
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Central to this argument is Douglas’ claim, following Emile Durkheim and Marcel 

Mauss, that rational behavior involves classification and classifying is a human universal.214 In 

other words, “organising requires classifying, and that classification is the basis of human 

coordination.”215 Classifications of purity and impurity achieve this ordering through a 

naturalizing mechanism in which contingent social divisions become associated with 

classifications of the natural world.216 For example, when the external boundaries of a social 

system are under pressure, they are symbolized and affirmed through the control of bodily 

orifices and the integrity and unity of the physical body.217 Phenomena that contravene on the 

perceived social order are designated as impure. In other words, this ‘matter out of place’ 

paradigm “implies two conditions: a set of ordered relations and a contravention of that order. 

Dirt, then, is never a unique, isolated event. Where there is dirt there is a system. Dirt is the by-

product of a systematic ordering and classifying of matter, in so far as ordering involves rejecting 

inappropriate elements.”218 Importantly, while Douglas argues that everyone universally finds 

dirt offensive, she claims that what counts as dirt depends on the classifications in use. 

 

Douglas states that the value of her ‘matter out of place’ paradigm is that it represents a 

step beyond prior theory. Up until the publication of Purity and Danger, existing theoretical 

orthodoxy of her day excluded purity and impurity from profane and secular discourse. This can 

be attributed to the foundational work on the sacred by Reverend William Robertson Smith, who 

took the sacred to be a realm of holy purity that is separated from profane acts of ordinary life.219 

 
 
214 Ibid., xvii; Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, “On Some Primitive Forms of Classification: 

Contribution to the Study of Collective Representations,” in Primitive Classification, trans. 

Rodney Needham (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963).  
215 Douglas, Purity and Danger, xvii.  
216 As will be discussed later, Duschinsky claims that this naturalizing mechanism is an 

important function of purity and impurity discourses. According to Duschinsky, Douglas’ 

identification of this mechanism is the greatest strength of her text. For more, see Robbie 

Duschinsky, “Purity, Power, and Cruelty,” Critique of Anthropology 31, no. 4 (2011): 312-328, 

10.1177/0308275X11420115.  
217 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 153-157. 
218 Ibid., 44.  
219 Duschinsky, “Ideal and Unsullied: Purity, Subjectivity, and Social Power,” 5. This framework 

was made into a key assumption of the emerging discipline of social anthropology by the Anneé 

Sociologique group. The Anneé Sociologique is a biannual peer-reviewed academic journal of 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0308275X11420115
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The result of such thinking has been the tendency to assume that holiness and impurity are at 

opposite poles in religious systems. Douglas believes that the conflation between purity and 

sacred in academic discourse has not only left an analytical blind spot, but it has also had a moral 

consequence in that it pathologizes forms of sacredness that do not possess the quality of 

purity.220 When societies are observed that treat the impure as sacred, Douglas notes that scholars 

tend to explain this either by appealing to the ‘ambivalence of the sacred,’ which takes pure and 

impure to be two varieties of the sacred, or by classifying the practices in question as taboo and 

‘magical superstition,’ rather than as true religion.221  

 

In light of these criticisms, Douglas does not focus too exclusively on ‘the sacred’ and 

argues that “to be holy is to be whole, to be one; holiness is unity, integrity, perfection of the 

individual and the kind.”222 Things and/or people are designated as pure when they stand 

perfectly within classificatory boundaries. When anomalies or contradictions to the established 

order arise, they must be dealt with to maintain order, and this is achieved by placing that which 

is mentally or socially ambiguous into a ritualized category. Sometimes that category is that of 

the deeply sacred, but more often used is the category of the impure.223 By putting forward such 

 
 
sociology established by Durkheim in 1898. Durkheim served as its first editor-in-chief and 

during his tenure maintained an editorial board comprised of fifty researchers who became 

known as the “French School of Sociology.”  
220 Duschinsky, “Introduction,” 4.  
221 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 9; 21. According to Duschinsky, while Durkheim observes, with 

Robertson Smith, that uncleanness and purity as dimensions of religious life, Durkheim does not 

denigrate this as deviation from Protestant Christianity (where the sacred is always pure). 

Nonetheless, Duschinsky notes that in practice Durkheim’s account retained the “asymmetrical 

privileging of the pure as the primary nature of the sacred, and the impure as primarily associated 

with the profane” found in Robertson Smith. For more, see Robbie Duschinsky, “Recognizing 

Secular Defilement: Durkheim and Housework,” History and Anthropology 25, no. 5 (2014): 

557), https://doi.org/10.1080/02757206.2014.928618. Douglas is trying to rub “the slate clean 

of… preconceptions which derive… from Robertson Smith” (Douglas, Purity and Danger, 27) 

and is thus critical of Durkheim’s work for leaving impure phenomena within the religious 

sphere neglected, as well as rendering the operation of impurity beliefs invisible outside of the 

religious sphere.  
222 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 67.  
223 Ibid., 69; Robbie Duschinsky, “Purity, Power, and Cruelty,” 314-5.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/02757206.2014.928618
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a general argument that is applicable to all types of societies, Douglas challenges the theoretical 

tendency to separate modern from premodern forms of religious belief and practice.  

 

Criticisms  

 

There are three common lines of criticism levelled against Douglas’ anomaly theory.224 

Here, I will attend to the first and third criticisms as it is these two that will be explicitly 

addressed, in the latter half of this chapter, through an engagement with Duschinsky’s claims 

about the operation of purity and impurity.225 In addressing these criticisms, we get a theory of 

purity and impurity that can account for the diverse array of foods that do and do not get labelled 

as pure or clean, as well as the shifting and competing understandings of pure food over the 

course of the last two centuries. For example, recall my discussion of the debates between white 

versus whole bread in the previous chapter. Both pro-white and anti-white advocates draw on 

notions of purity in claiming the superior status of their chosen bread. The criticisms I discuss 

below highlight how Douglas’ anomaly theory does not provide us with an adequate 

conceptualization of purity and impurity that is able to address and understand the nuances of 

these competing classifications.  

 

The first criticism pertains to Douglas’ structural-functionalist position leading to a 

“synchronic analysis oriented towards societies treated as bounded wholes.”226 The model 

 
 
224 Duschinsky, “Introduction,” 5.  
225 The second line of criticism pertains to Douglas’ dismissal of the contribution of 

sociobiological accounts of the origin of disgust for understanding the social and cultural 

processes that shape perceptions of moral purity and impurity. Douglas dismisses ‘medical 

materialism,’ which, according to her, is the view that these classifications are primitive forms of 

a concern for hygiene. Within this sort of approach, ritual washing, for example, would be 

considered a cultural vestige of some basic intuition that washing reduces the likelihood of 

disease. For Douglas, this perspective neglects the fact that purity and impurity have social 

functions (Douglas, Purity and Danger, 36-40). In response to Douglas’ rejection of medical 

materialism, researchers working in psychology “have insisted that there is no incompatibility 

between recognising that the human disgust response evolved as a disease avoidance mechanism, 

and attention to its elaboration and redeployment in organising cultural and moral life” 

(Duschinsky, “Introduction,” 7).   
226 Duschinsky, “Purity, Power, and Cruelty,” 316.  
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Douglas presents in Purity and Danger situates a unitary social structure prior to the anomalies it 

designates and a universal desire for coherence that seeks an ordering of experience. With 

respect to the former, both Valerio Valeri and Kevin Hetherington have argued (in slightly 

different terms) that this is a flawed analysis of processes of categorization.227 According to 

Valeri, Douglas bypasses the realm of social practices that constitute the social structure(s) she 

speaks of and, as such, tends to speak of “the system,” “form,” and “order” as if it were one 

monolithic thing. Rather, “there are many coexisting orders of classification; what is residual to 

one may be central to another.”228 Each of these orders itself is marked by a changing interplay 

of power relations and by suggesting that purity and impurity are the result of a single 

homeostatic process Douglas’ account offers poor tools for the analyzing the operation of social 

power.229  

 

Like Valeri, Hetherington argues that since Douglas presumes that the classificatory 

system is a “stable and representable thing in advance of her analysis of how it is established and 

maintained in specific social orders that she misses the ongoing way in which order is made as 

uncertain process.”230 In Douglas’ work, a sense of social order rests on representational 

cleansing acts such as scapegoating, labeling, and drawing boundaries. According to 

Hetherington, this sort of approach makes a clear distinction between the present and the absent 

and although this may be intuitive to what we can see and know, he argues that “it is this 

intuitive sense of presence that is problematic and raises questions about the character of 

[Douglas’] (structuralist) account.”231 Hetherington emphasizes the movement between the 

 
 
227 Kevin Hetherington, “Secondhandedness: Consumption, Disposal, and Absent Present,” 

Environment and Planning D 22, no. 1 (2004): 157-173, https://doi.org/10.1068/d315t; Valerio 

Valeri, The Forest of Taboos: Morality, Hunting, and Identity among the Huaulu of the 

Moluccas (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1999).  
228 Valeri, The Forest of Taboos, 71.  
229 According to Duschinsky, “[e]vidence of power relations is present throughout Douglas’s 

empirical descriptions but not included in her theorization of purity, as is acknowledged in her 

retrospective claim that Purity and Danger contains an unelaborated account of power…” 

(Duschinsky, “Purity, Power, and Cruelty,” 316). I will speak more on Douglas’ concession of 

this point below.  
230 Hetherington, “Secondhandedness: Consumption, Disposal, and Absent Present,” 163.  
231 Ibid., 162.  

https://doi.org/10.1068%2Fd315t
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categories of presence and absence such that the absent is only ever moved along and is never 

fully gotten rid of (e.g., through classifying things as impure); that which is anomalous (or 

viscous) tends to remain tacky. In other words, it tends to come and go, appear and disappear, 

such that it remains, even if only as a trace.  

 

Hetherington’s point is that while Douglas does acknowledge that things can become 

sticky or viscous and, as such, unsettles the classificatory system, they do not entirely disappear 

as her account would have it.232 On Douglas’ account anomalous things are “represented out of 

existence through the known social rules of interpretation, or though physical control, avoidance, 

or by using it in such a way so as to remove its unsettling qualities through a transference onto 

something else, something better subject to the process of control.”233 For Hetherington, this 

approach fails to consider the ways in which these efforts are made difficult by the sticky and 

flowing nature of ‘dirt’ itself. ‘Dirt’ keeps coming back and in doing so has to do with the 

making and unmaking of the ordering process.234  

 

In response to this line of criticism, Duschinsky has suggested that Douglas’ account of 

“dirt as matter out of place” was not intended as the synchronic, totalizing theory that other 

readers have presumed. Instead, he reads Douglas as offering a provocation to new theoretical 

 
 
232 Ibid. Douglas herself discusses viscosity, drawing on Jean-Paul Sartre to do so. Here, Douglas 

has just made a distinction between anomaly and ambiguity. She takes anomaly to be “an 

element which does not fit a given set or series,” while ambiguity names “a characteristic of 

statements capable of two interpretations” (Douglas, Purity and Danger, 47). Yet, she argues 

that there is very little advantage in distinguishing between these two terms in practical 

application. Douglas goes on to draw on Sartre’s discussion of viscosity to illustrate the nature of 

the anomalous. According to Sartre, the viscous is a half-way state between solid and liquid and, 

as such, is unstable, yet does not flow. Its stickiness clings, attacking established boundaries 

(between myself and it, for example, when I plunge my hand into a jar of honey). The 

anomalous, according to Douglas, is viscous in this way. For more on Sartre’s discussion of 

viscosity, see Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: A Phenomenological Essay on Ontology, 

1st ed., trans. Hazel E. Barnes (New York; London; Toronto; Sydney; Singapore: Washington 

Square Press, 1993).  
233 Hetherington, “Secondhandedness: Consumption, Disposal, and Absent Present,” 161. For 

more, see Douglas, Purity and Danger, 48-49.  
234 This is a point that Kristeva emphasizes in her account of abjection, as will be discussed 

below.  
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analysis of purity and impurity. Duschinsky argues that Douglas’ general account in which 

impurity attends transgressions of established boundaries was deployed to slice open the 

Durkheimian division between sacred and profane. Duschinsky writes, “Beyond any synchronic 

analysis, Douglas’ analysis presents us with the question of when, actually, is dirt matter out of 

place? Or again, phrased differently, what must we assume about place, precisely, for this phrase 

to hold true?”235 Duschinsky argues that Douglas fully and explicitly recognized the limitations 

of the statement “dirt is matter out of place.” He suggests that though Douglas attributes the 

phrase “dirt is matter out of place” to Lord Chesterfield’s 1852 remark at the Royal Agricultural 

Society, she references William James’ use of this phrase in The Varieties of Religious 

Experience: A Study in Human Nature.236 There, she cuts off, with ellipses, the portion of the 

quote where James’ insists that this theory cannot be the whole story, which suggests that 

Douglas was aware of the criticism of Chesterfield’s aphorism as a heuristic. Importantly, as 

mentioned above, Douglas identifies “various provisions for dealing with ambiguous or 

anomalous events” besides classifying them as impure.237 Lugones also notes an important 

nuance in Douglas’ work along these same lines, namely that Douglas does not emphasize that 

rendering something impure is a way of dealing with it. Ordering certainly renders it out of 

place; its complexity is altered, but as anomalous, it remains complex, resisting the very ordering 

which renders it out of place.238 

 

As for Douglas’ assumption that there is a universal desire for cognitive and social order, 

she has since conceded that there is no such thing. Instead, she has suggested that “one of the 

stock solutions to moral conflict is to tolerate ambiguity.”239 Douglas has also since conceded 

that her account of purity and impurity lacks an elaborate account of social power. In “Couvade 

 
 
235 Duschinsky, “Recognizing Secular Defilement: Durkheim and Housework,” 567.  
236 Ibid.; Douglas, Purity and Danger, 203; William James, The Varieties of Religious 

Experience: A Study in Human Nature, 2nd ed (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2002). 
237 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 48.  
238 Maria Lugones, “Purity, Impurity, and Separation,” Signs 19, no. 2 (1994): 458-479, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3174808. I will discuss Lugones in more depth below.  
239 Mary Douglas, Missing Persons: A Critique of the Social Sciences (Berkeley: University of 

California Press; New York: Russell Stage Foundation, 1998), 15.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3174808
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and menstruation,” Douglas discusses the view she posits in Purity and Danger, writing that in 

that publication she  

 

gave the impression that the beliefs are able to hold down deviance and to enforce 

conformity to a common code, setting an independent sanction on behaviour. 

Such a view is certainly wrong. The beliefs are the product of common assent to a 

set of norms: they express it publicly and visibly, but their power to hold people 

to a code of behaviour is not more than the power of those people’s respect for 

that code. This, of course, sets limits to the scope for manipulating a social 

situation by citing danger beliefs. Other people who are not committed to that 

code will not take the danger beliefs seriously.240 

 

Here, Douglas is admitting that the approach she lays out in Purity and Danger is unable to 

account for the ways in which social power operates to help or hinder the elaboration and uptake 

of “danger beliefs.” Thus, following Valeri’s criticism, what is needed is a theoretical approach 

to purity and impurity that enables and encourages an accounting of the changing interplay of 

power relations.241 

 

The third line of criticism concerns Douglas’ presumption of the universality of her 

anomaly theory. In other words, while purity discourses may appear across different cultures, 

they may not align with the sacred and profane, the pure and impure in the same way as 

Christianity and modern western societies.242 Rather, there is a cultural contingency to purity 

discourses that Douglas does not fully explicate in her theoretical analysis. In later publications 

Douglas admits that the anomaly theory is not applicable to other areas of purity/impurity 

discourses in the Hebrew bible (e.g., those relating to sacrifices).243 In fact, Douglas has since 

 
 
240 Mary Douglas, Implicit Meanings: Selected Essays in Anthropology, 2nd ed. (London: 

Routledge, 1999), 123.  
241 This is what Duschinsky aims to provide in his own positive account of purity and impurity. 

This will be discussed in depth in the second part of this chapter.  
242 Duschinsky, “Introduction,” 8.  
243 Ibid.  
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conceded that her anomaly theory presumes a peculiarly Western notion of purity that is 

inherited from Christianity in a 2006 interview with Alan Macfarlane.244 As a result of these 

concessions, Douglas has suggested that there is no “intrinsic value to purity” and that “the only 

thing universalistic about purity is the tendency to use it as a weapon or tool.”245 

Moreover, as Duschinksy notes, “[t]he rolling together of biblical, non-Western and Western 

purity/impurity discourses can be situated as the cause of the fluctuating account of the 

relationship between purity and sacredness that may be observed in Purity and Danger.”246 On 

the one hand, purity slips back into alignment of the sacred with the pure when Douglas claims 

that sacred things “conform to the class to which they belong.”247 On the other hand, Douglas 

claims that anomalous objects or individuals can become “enshrined in sacred places and time,” 

even though they are usually treated with revulsion.248 Without sustained attention to ‘purity’ as 

a construct, it becomes a residual category on Douglas’ account, thus leaving Douglas 

susceptible to the same criticism she poses of other scholars who have assimilated the sacred to 

the pure or made reference to “ambiguity of the sacred” cryptically.  

 

Julia Kristeva and The Abject 

 

Kristeva is one of the few scholars who responds to Douglas’ provocation to engage in a 

theoretical analysis of classifications of purity and impurity. As Kristeva notes in an interview 

with John Lechte, her investigations in Powers of Horror and other works picks up on a certain 

vacuum that Douglas identifies in her work.249 In Powers of Horror, Kristeva attempts to analyze 

 
 
244 Alan Macfarlane, “Interview with Mary Douglas – February 2006 – part 1,” November 2007, 

1:00:43, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xl3oMdIRFDs.  
245 Mary Douglas, ‘Purity and Danger:’ Leviticus: A Retrospective” (Seminar, Clare College, 

Cambridge, October 21, 1997), quoted in Robbie Duschinsky, “The Politics of Purity: When, 

Actually, is Dirt Matter Out of Place?,” Thesis Eleven 119, no. 1 (2013): 66, doi: 

10.1177/0725513613511321.  
246 Duschinsky, “Introduction,” 8.  
247 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 67.  
248 Ibid., 220.  
249 John Lechte and Maria Margaroni, Julia Kristeva: Live Theory (London; New York: 

Bloomsbury Academic, 2005): 155. This vacuum is lack of an analysis of themes of impurity, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xl3oMdIRFDs
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0725513613511321
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the “specific economy of the speaking subject, no matter what its historical manifestations may 

be.”250 In doing so, she overlays a universal account of structural linguistics onto Douglas’ 

anthropological framework. Kristeva suggests that individuals seek 

 

to achieve a state of purity, wholeness and autonomy (coded male) by 

symbolically closing up the body (coded female) through categorical divisions of 

language. In the maintenance of our ‘clean and proper’ categorical divisions, we 

engage in a continual attempt to sequester or destroy the hated bodily matter that 

underlies but also disturbs our experience of the world.251  

 

Kristeva calls this ‘jettisoned’ matter ‘the abject,’ showing how it has a certain relationship in 

phantasy with the feminine and a return to continuity with nature and the world.252 Abjection 

generates the boundaries of both the self and society. The abject has the capacity to evoke both 

the sacred (when channelled through ritual or literature, for example) and a sense horror when it 

disrupts the symbolic boundaries beyond such social mechanisms.  

 

To grasp the nature of this relationship it is necessary to discuss Kristeva’s distinction 

between the symbolic and the semiotic. As stated above, Kristeva’s focus is on “speaking 

subjects,” or those who not only use language but are also constituted through their use of 

language.253 Language is an important part of a dynamic signifying process for Kristeva. 

According to Noelle McAfee, Kristeva appears to use the term signifying process to refer to “the 

ways in which bodily drives and energy are expressed, literally discharged through our use of 

language, and how our signifying practices shape our subjectivity and experience.”254 For 

 
 
abjection, violence, and horror (specifically evident in artistic criticism Kristeva notes in the 

interview). 
250 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1982), 68.  
251 Duschinsky, “Purity, Power, and Cruelty,” 317. 
252 Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, 69-73.  
253 Noelle McAfee, Julia Kristeva (London: Routledge, 2004).  
254 Ibid., 14.  
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Kristeva, the subject is an effect of linguistic processes such that we become who we are by 

taking part in signifying processes.  

 

There are two modes in which the signifying process operates on Kristeva’s account: (1) 

symbolically and (2) semiotically. In the first mode (symbolic), the signifying process operates 

as an expression of clear and orderly meaning. This first mode depends on language as a sign 

system with its grammar and syntax. In the second mode (semiotic), the signifying process 

operates through an evocation of feeling or discharge of the subject’s drives.255 One of Kristeva’s 

crucial claims is that the semiotic always makes itself felt in the symbolic. In contrast to Jacques 

Lacan, Kristeva maintains that the “pre-symbolic” dimension (i.e., the semiotic) is never out of 

range, but rather remains an important part of the process of signification.256As such, Kristeva 

offers a model of subjectivity that is heterogenous and perpetually in process.257 The speaking 

subject is not a stable one, but instead liable to semiotic disruptions. In fact, Kristeva suggests 

that without the semiotic, our language would have no force and no speaking being could 

function sanely without expressing the semiotic in some way.  

 

As has been show, Kristeva is focused on analyzing the specific economy out of which 

the speaking subject emerges, and she takes the semiotic to be a crucial pre-condition for the 

symbolic in the signifying process. Yet, there is a negative side in which the semiotic realm 

threatens to disrupt symbolic order. At first, the child exists in what Kristeva refers to as the 

 
 
255 Ibid. 
256 McAfee, “The Subject in Process,” in Julia Kristeva (London: Routledge, 2004), 29-43. 

Lacan postulates three realms: the imaginary, the real, and the symbolic. In the imaginary, the 

infant takes all its images, symbols, and representations to be real. The imaginary is how 

“reality” appears to the infant who is pre-verbal, pre-linguistic. The real is that which is outside 

both the imaginary and symbolic; it is always put “in its place” such that parts cannot be taken 

out and inserted into language. The symbolic realm is the realm of language and symbols, law 

and order. When the child is moved to use language (which, according to Lacan, happens when 

the child begins to realize there might be boundaries between it and other and that the mother is 

not all-power, meaning she lacks a penis). For Lacan, the symbolic, and not the imaginary realm, 

structures the subject. Once in the symbolic, the child will be driven by desire, but will only have 

recourse to language. The imaginary is lost to analysis.  
257 McAfee, “The Subject in Process.” 
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semiotic chora of plenitude in which it experiences a oneness with its primary caregiver.258 The 

child exists in this plenitude until it realizes two things: that there might be boundaries that 

separate itself from others and that the mother is not all-powerful.259 It is through this “thetic 

break” that the child begins to realize both that they can use language to point out objects and 

that they are different from their surroundings.260 At this point, the child is no longer in the 

cocoon of the chora and this marks a point in the child’s development in which they are at a 

threshold between the semiotic and the symbolic realms. In other words, the child is at the 

threshold of using language for orderly communication.261  

 

Lacan identifies the point at which the child realizes there might be boundaries that 

separate itself from others as the mirror stage in which a child recognizes and identifies its image 

in a mirror. For Kristeva, however, even before Lacan’s mirror stage, the child begins to separate 

itself from others to develop the borders between self and other. Abjection is the process through 

which the child develops these initial borders. The first “thing” to be abjected is the mother’s 

body since to become a subject, the child must renounce its identification with its mother. This is 

a difficult passage for the child because it is not easy to identify her borders. The child was once 

inside her but is now outside and the child longs to maintain this state of plenitude in which its 

needs are met even before they become needs. Yet, even after the child negotiates this passage, 

the abject continues to haunt it.262 In other words, the abject is radically excluded, but not 

 
 
258 McAfee, Julia Kristeva, 19-23. Kristeva borrows the term chora from Plato. In Timaeus, 

Plato describes how the universe was created, using the word chora to denote original space or 

receptacle of the universe. It is both receptacle and nurse, container and producer.  
259 Ibid.  
260 According to McAfee, Kristeva borrows the notion of the thetic from Edmund Husserl (1859–

1938), the German philosopher who founded the type of philosophy called phenomenology 

(roughly, the study of appearances and consciousness); but she develops it using the work of the 

psychoanalytic thinkers, Austrian Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) and his French successor, 

Jacques Lacan, who was very influential in the 1950 sand 1960s. Not only is the thetic phase the 

starting point for signification, but it is also a stage in the development of the child’s 

subjectivity” (McAfee, Julia Kristeva, 21).  
261 McAfee defines “orderly communication” as “discourse that uses the normal rules of syntax 

and semantics to convey meaning” (McAfee, Julia Kristeva, 22).  
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banished altogether.263 It is in this way that the semiotic realm threatens to disrupt the symbolic 

order. The need to maintain contact with the semiotic produces an inherent instability of the 

symbolic order such that carefully constructed borders between meanings of human/animal, 

male/female, living/dead, clean/unclean are continually liable to collapse. Abjection remains a 

companion through one’s entire life and elicits disgust or the construction of ritual as a way of 

re-stabilizing the subject and social order.264 

 

In a later publication, The Sense and Non-Sense of Revolt, Kristeva describes the abject as 

in full agreement with Douglas’ “first rule” of impurity: “the impure is that which does not 

respect boundaries.”265 The second rule for Kristeva, as highlighted above, sees the impure as the 

maternal.266 This rule does not exclude the first but is often concealed by it.267 Purity and 

impurity discourses, for Kristeva, offer a “social symbolic elaboration of the unstable border of 

the self and society.”268 The origins of this unstable border are found in the pre-objectal 

relationship in which an infant separates from its mother in order to become a speaking being. 

Abjection, as the quality ascribed to phenomena and subjectivities experienced as disturbing 

categorical boundaries, preserves what existed in this ‘archaism of pre-objectal relationship.”269 

The abject, on Katherine J. Goodnow’s reading of Kristeva, takes different forms, of which the 

 
 
263 This is important given the criticism of Douglas mentioned above.  
264 According to Kristeva, religions have served this purpose by banning foods or practices 

because they threaten the identity of the self or the social order, rather because of anything that 

inheres in them. Moreover, art takes over the function of purification as religions wane. For 

more, see McAfee, Julia Kristeva, 49-50.   
265 Julia Kristeva, The Sense and Non-Sense of Revolt: The Powers and Limitations of 

Psychoanalysis, trans. Jeanine Herman (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 21, 

emphasis original.  
266 Kristeva offers two explanations for why the maternal is seen in this way in The Sense and 

Non-Sense of Revolt. First, the relationship between the speaking being and the maternal is 

“archaic,” in which borders either do not exist or unstable. Second, to establish the symbolic, one 

must get rid of the maternal container. For more, see Kristeva, The Sense and Non-Sense of 

Revolt, 21.  
267 Ibid. 
268 Sara Beardsworth, Julia Kristeva: Psychoanalysis and Modernity (Ithaca: State University of 

New York Press, 2004): 120.  
269 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 10.  
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maternal constitutes one specific variety.270 Other forms the abject may take are: the abject 

within and without (e.g., excrement, disease, decay, pregnancy); the recognizable abject (e.g., 

monsters with warts and scaly skin) and the abject with a clean, false face; the abject in the form 

of reminders of sexual sameness and difference.271 Regardless of the forms taken, that which is 

abject re-enacts primary matricide and is likewise characterized as that which does not respect 

borders and threatens to destabilize order. 

 

Criticisms  

 

One criticism of Kristeva, raised first by Goodnow and again by Duschinsky, is that the 

theme of impurity oscillates in and out of focus in Powers of Horror. This is significant for my 

argument for a similar reason mentioned above with respect to criticisms of Douglas. I need an 

account of purity and impurity that specifies what it is about a particular disruption of ‘order’ 

that results in designations of pure or impure, rather than, say, disgust or horror. While I discuss 

the relationship between affect and purity in more detail in Chapter Five, suffice it to say that 

across the data I analyze there, foods do not receive designations of disgust or horror, but instead 

are constructed as “unclean” or “impure.”  

 

As Duschinksky notes, “the logic to which phenomena are specifically coded as impure – 

as opposed to other constructions like scary or contemptuous – is not Kristeva’s focus and is not 

pinned down.”272 As such, the concept of ‘abjection’ is too polyvalent to precisely map purity 

and impurity discourses. Abjection has several meanings: impure, disgusting, horrifying, illicitly 

desirable, outside of logic, maternal, etc.273 However, according to Duschinksy, not all impure 

phenomena are despised, in-between, or ‘out of place,’ nor are all ‘out of place’ phenomena 

 
 
270 Katherine J. Goodnow, Kristeva in Focus: From Theory to Film Analysis (New York; 

Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2010), 43-4.  
271 Ibid., 33-43.  
272 Robbie Duschinsky, “Abjection and Self-Identity: Towards a Revised Account of Purity and 

Impurity,” The Sociological Review 61 (2013): 712, doi: 10.1111/1467-954X.12081. 
273 Ibid.  
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impure.274 This is a key worry of Goodnow’s which serves as one of the impetuses for her 

attempt to critically clarify Kristeva’s account of abjection. To be more specific, Goodnow 

worries that if the abject is that which does not respect borders and threatens to destabilize order, 

then this does not “enable us to say whether the emotion that results will be one of horror or one 

of panic, suspicion, aggression, or amusement.”275 

 

Goodnow identifies Kristeva’s use of the term “order” as the root cause of this issue in 

Kristeva’s account. Goodnow’s point is that “order” takes several forms, and not all of them are 

generative of themes of impurity when breached. She uses Kristeva’s text, Strangers to 

Ourselves, to illustrate this. In Strangers to Ourselves, Kristeva explores the history, status, and 

psychology of both foreigners among us and the stranger within us to elaborate an acceptance 

(both external and internal) of strangers that neither censures nor appropriates who or what is 

other in our lives.276 Goodnow notes a difficulty in that foreigners are considered to undermine 

‘order’ and ‘boundaries,’ but are not always represented as impure. As such, impurity is not 

associated with just any breach in a classificatory system. Kristeva, according to Goodnow, 

implicitly recognizes this through the many examples she draws on in which abject phenomena 

are considered impure in different ways.277 For example, as Duschinksy writes,  

 

The injunctions in the Book of Leviticus against ‘abominations’ which operate 

according to prohibitions to ensure ‘strict identities without intermixture,’ differ 

from the ‘interiorisation of impurity’ in the Christian presumption that the subject 

is already mired in concupiscence as a ‘divided and contradictory being’… Both 

of these constructions of impurity in turn differ from Celine’s abjection of the 

Jews as impure, as a fixed point to serve as a personal counterweight to the 

 
 
274 With respect to the former, we might think of how impure graphite powder (mixed with clay), 

rather than pure graphite powder, is used to make pencils and is not despised, nor “out of place.”  

With respect to the latter, we can think of how a masterpiece found in a junk shop is unlikely to 

be coded as impure. For more, see Duschinsky, “Abjection and Self-Identity: Towards a Revised 

Account of Purity and Impurity,” 712. 
275 Goodnow, Kristeva in Focus, 33. 
276 Julia Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991).   
277 Goodnow, Kristeva in Focus, 47.  
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unbearable disintegration of meaning attained in his writing. They also differ from 

Kristeva’s account of Hindu purity and impurity discourses in organizing the 

hierarchies of Indian society.278 

 

Though Kristeva’s work notes these cultural differences in abjection, her concern is less with 

attending more intimately to their nuances and more with drawing a conclusion from them: “one 

is led to conceive of the opposition of pure and impure not as an archetype but as one coding of 

the differentiation of the speaking subject as such, a coding of his repulsion in relation to the 

other in order to autonomize himself.”279 If our concern is with the theme of purity and impurity 

(as is the case for my project), yet this theme oscillates in and out of focus in Kristeva’s notion of 

abjection, then we need an account that is able to attend to the specificity of this sort of 

disruption of “order.”280 In doing so, we will not only gain a more focused understanding of the 

themes of purity and impurity, but we will also be better positioned to attend to how and why 

historical and cultural differences exist when it comes to themes of purity and impurity. In the 

next section, I will draw out Dushinsky’s method of approaching this issue.  

 

Following this line of the criticism, the other pertinent criticism to be addressed here 

concerns Kristeva’s claim that while abjections may vary, they all re-enact primary matricide. As 

Judith Butler argues in Bodies that Matter, Kristeva accepts the collapse of the chora and the 

maternal/nurse (of Plato’s Timaeus) and, as such, casts the feminine outside form/matter and 

universal/particular binarisms.281 The result is that the feminine becomes that which is necessary 

for reproduction of the human while not being human itself. She is what Butler refers to as 

 
 
278 Duschinsky, “Abjection and Self-Identity: Towards a Revised Account of Purity and 

Impurity,” 715. 
279 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 82. 
280 I will develop this in the second part of this chapter.  
281 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (Abingdon, Oxon; New 

York: Routledge, 1993; Abingdon, Oxon; New York: Routledge, 2011). Citations refer to the 

2011 edition. According to Butler, “[t]his receptacle is not a metaphor based on likeness to a 

human form, but a disfiguration that emerges at the boundaries of the human both as its very 

condition and as the insistent threat of its deformation; it cannot take a form, a morphe, and in 

that sense, cannot be a body” (15).  In other words, the chora has no shape; it cannot be defined. 

Such is the case because it is that which conditions all other bodies.  
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“nonthematizable materiality,” or the unchangeable condition of both one and the other.282 Recall 

that Kristeva’s second rule of impurity is that the maternal is impure, which suggests that the 

maternal is always impure (as it is that which must first be abjected for the subject to emerge). 

Yet, as noted above, purity and impurity oscillate in and out of focus on Kristeva’s account. Not 

all abject phenomena are coded as impure, and neither are all impure phenomena ‘out of place.’ 

Thus, while the maternal may be abject, it is not necessarily the case that it is coded as impure 

(although it may often be coded as such). Butler’s point is that what Kristeva claims to have 

discovered in the prediscursive maternal body is actually a “production of a given historical 

discourse, an effect of culture rather than its secret and primary cause.”283 In accepting the 

collapse between chora/maternal, as well in offering an oscillating account of the themes of 

purity and impurity, Kristeva does not address the historical and cultural nuances of the specific 

economy out of which the subject emerges.  

 

Alexis Shotwell’s Against Purity 

 

In her book, Against Purity: Living Ethically in Compromised Times, Alexis Shotwell 

persuasively argues that a preoccupation with purity has closed off alternative ways to engage 

ethically in the world.284 What she calls “purity politics,” or “purism,” affects a number of 

phenomena ranging from the search for ideological purity driving certain social justice spaces to 

our efforts to purify, detox, or cleanse our individual bodies. The reality is that we are embedded 

in all sorts of “impure” relations from the start. Given this, Shotwell is concerned with “how to 

delineate forms of disturbance in relation to what forms of life they sustain and proliferate.”285 In 

wanting to avoid holding ethics on the level of the individual such that the most privileged end 

up being able to make more “moral” choices, Shotwell argues for a social or distributed 

conception of morality wherein we recognize that we are each placed in a particular context with 
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particular limited capacities that are further embedded in a large social system with many other 

players. Taking up Simone de Beauvoir’s call to unfurl freedom to others, Shotwell suggests that 

the conditions of freedom which we may unfurl are set by the norms we create in struggling with 

the situation we live in but have not chosen and cannot completely control. She refers to these as 

“open normativities;” they are collectively crafted and ought to shape subjectivities toward 

widespread flourishing, which Shotwell understands as well-being at the individual, species, and 

community levels. Important here is the fact that there are many ways of being which may be 

claimed as worthy of pursuit. Hence, norms established in one community do not have to mirror 

those of another, but rather are determined by the collectivity in question.286 

 

Shotwell suggests that “[p]urity practices – in ideology, in theory, and in practice – work 

to delineate an inside and an outside; they are practices of a defining a ‘we’.”287 To be against 

purity, according to Shotwell, is to be against attempts to delineate the world into something 

separable, disentangled, and homogenous. She takes cues from the work of Douglas, as well as 

Lugones. Shotwell follows Douglas’ idea that purity practices form, in part, the social relations 

that stitch society together, noting that for Douglas themes of purity and impurity demarcate and 

separate to impose order on an inherently untidy experience. Shotwell claims this this imposition 

is contingent and shifting on Douglas’ account, meaning that Douglas “does not think that 

cultural practices of purity indicate a timeless or iron-clad set of classifications.”288 Moreover, 

Shotwell’s notion of being against purity follows Lugones’ argument against a metaphysic of 

purity, which she understands as separability, fragmentation, and standing outside culture and 

situatedness. Lugones argues for the cultivation of curdling as an art of resistance, 

metamorphosis, and transformation. While the logic of purity, according to Lugones, 

understands the social world to be both unified and fragmented, homogenous, and hierarchically 

ordered, within the logic of curdling, “the social world is complex and heterogenous and each 

person is multiple, nonfragmented, embodied.”289 Lugones notes that the metaphysic of purity is 
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a necessary fiction that erects purity and the pure subject as such. To affirm purity is to look at 

the impurity of everything and to pretend that things are separate and unconnected.290 Cultivating 

curdling, or being against purity (to use Shotwell’s language), is to affirm the ways in which we, 

and everything around us, are multiple, contradictory, heterogenous, embodied, and 

embedded.291 

Criticisms 

 

One of the main issues with Shotwell’s uptake of Douglas’ account is the lack of 

engagement with both the criticisms levelled against Douglas and the concessions Douglas has 

made in response to those criticisms. As mentioned above, Shotwell suggests that Douglas’ 

anomaly theory understands the separating and demarcating that purity and impurity do for the 

sake of order to be contingent and shifting. However, as I have noted, Valeri and Hetherington 

have posed criticisms of Douglas, claiming that she offers a problematic synchronic analysis that 

treats societies as bounded wholes. Shotwell does not engage with these contestations within the 

literature on Douglas’ anomaly theory. Here, she might have appealed to Lugones to offer a 

fuller account of how Douglas’ anomaly theory is not susceptible to this line of criticism. 

Moreover, Shotwell does not mention the concessions that Douglas has made since publishing 

Purity and Danger. As mentioned above, those concessions include: (1) there is no universal 

desire for social and cognitive and social order, (2) the anomaly theory lacks an elaborate 

account of social power, and (3) the anomaly theory presumes a peculiarly Western notion of 

purity that is inherited from Christianity. All three of these concessions combined suggest that 

Douglas herself is aware that her analysis of purity and impurity may not in fact account for the 

contingent and shifting nature of these themes. In failing to address these concessions, while also 

not engaging with the criticisms that gave rise to these concessions, Shotwell misses an 

important opportunity to expand Douglas’ insights to better enable us to examine the operation 

of contemporary purity and impurity discourses.  

 
 
290 Ibid.  
291 According to Lugones, some of the ways in which we practice curdling include such things as 

bi- and multi-lingual experimentation, code-switching, gender transgression, revealing the 

process of producing order if we cannot help producing it, crossing cultures, and so on. For 

more, see Lugones, “Purity, Impurity, and Separation,” 477.  
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Shotwell does offer two criticisms of Douglas’ text, the first of which needs to be 

developed, while the second is astute. The first criticism concerns “certain hiccups in [Douglas’] 

discussion of gender and sexuality.” 292 However, Shotwell provides no indication of what these 

hiccups are and if/how they are connected to Douglas’ theorization of purity and impurity. In 

other words, it is unclear whether these hiccups pose as obstacles to the strength of Douglas’ 

anomaly theory. The second criticism pertains to Douglas’ repeated use of the term “primitive 

culture,” by which she means mostly Indigenous non-Western societies. Shotwell notes that 

despite Douglas’ persistent use of this term, her analysis is usable, in part, because Douglas also 

applies a critical ethnographical eye to purity practices of Christianity and contemporary texts 

that attempt to denigrate such “primitive cultures” based on their purity practices, or lack thereof. 

This is an astute insight on Shotwell’s part and points toward a recognition of Douglas’ attempt 

to slice open the Durkheimian division between sacred and profane. Yet, as I have discussed 

above, purity often becomes a residual category in Douglas’ anomaly theory. This is significant 

for my analysis because it reiterates the need for an account that attends to constructions and 

designations of purity and impurity, rather than sacredness and profanity, or disgust, or horror.  

 

Part II: Duschinsky and Lugones 

 

Purity/Impurity and Homogeneity/Heterogeneity 

 

In a series of articles published between 2011 and 2014, Robbie Duschinsky has taken up 

the issue of the themes of purity and impurity, engaging with a number of scholars, including 

Kristeva, Agamben, Bourdieu, Foucault, and Levi, to address the shortcomings of previous 

theorization about these concepts. According to Duschinsky, themes of purity and impurity 

assess “phenomena in terms of what is imputed as their relative ‘self-identity:’ their qualitative 

homogeneity and correspondence with an imputed ‘essence’ as the substratum of existence.”293 

Duschinsky uses a specific sense of the term ‘essence’ that derives from one of several different 

 
 
292 Shotwell, Against Purity, 13. 
293 Duschinsky, “The Politics of Purity: When, Actually, is Dirt Matter Out of Place?,” 65.  
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processes that constitute ‘essentialism,’ namely the “stabilization of phenomenon within 

discursive practices such that it appears to be solely the expression of its own essence.”294 

Essences which do not contain any heterogenous, foreign, or inferior elements are those that are 

particularly associated with purity and impurity discourses.  

 

Moreover, those essences are taken to stand as the conceptual or ontological ground of 

their instantiations. Here, Duschinsky is drawing on Hegel’s understanding of ‘self-identity,’ 

which specifically refers “to essences that: (1) contain only elements of the same kind; and (2) 

serve as the ontological grounds of their instantiations.”295 Such an understanding of purity and 

impurity as self-identity makes it clear that the designations of purity and impurity do not attend 

the breach of any classificatory norm as a “spontaneous byproduct,” but instead judge how well 

phenomena and forms of subjectivity correspond to an imputed self-identity.296 For example, 

forms of dirt are coded as impure and bad only insofar as they are “constructed as… 

decomposing a phenomenon taken to be underpinned by a homogenous, originary, and valued 

essence by actors within a field able to make such claims.”297 Household dirt is often coded as 

impure, not simply because it breaches a single classificatory system, but on account of the fact 

that various essentializing discourses on human dignity, health and sanitation, domesticity, 

femininity, and race interact to produce an understanding of such dirt as impure.298 By contrast, 

the growing interest in buying locally and seasonally sourced food has led to the increasing 

popularity of farmer’s markets and community supported agriculture (CSAs), where the presence 

of dirt on fruits and vegetables is not coded as impure.299 Instead, dirt here contributes to the 

 
 
294 Ibid., 67.  The other processes are the stabilization of phenomena within discursive practices 

such that (1) it appears to be necessary rather than contingent or (2) it is associated with nature 
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295 Ibid.; Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Science of Logic (London; New York: Routledge, 
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“purity” of the food in question insofar as it signals food that has not been contaminated by such 

foreign or inferior elements as the exploitation of farm workers, a larger carbon footprint, 

pesticides, and so on. The various essentializing discourses that come into play here concern 

those on environmental sustainability, health and disease, human dignity, domesticity, 

femininity, race, and nationality (among others). 

 

Duschinsky emphasizes that this conceptualization of purity and impurity as self-identity 

is particularly characteristic, though not exclusive, to certain strands of Western cultural 

tradition. Not all cultures, nor all discourses within a single culture, conceptualize purity and 

impurity in this way. This development in our understanding of purity and impurity is 

significant, for it addresses a certain limitation within Douglas’ work noted above. Recall that the 

third common line of criticism of Douglas concerns her presumption of the universality of her 

anomaly theory. Rather than conflating non-western and western notions of purity and impurity, 

it is here recognized that while this conceptualization applies to a vast array of applications of 

purity and impurity, it is by no means the only way in which any given culture conceives of these 

concepts. In subsequent chapters, I will be using this understanding of purity and impurity to 

analyze contemporary diet discourse in the U.S., particularly such discourses that center around 

“clean eating.” 

  

It is also possible to bring these insights back in relation to one of the criticisms raised 

against Kristeva above, namely that purity and impurity oscillate in and out of focus in her 

account of abjection. Recall that Goodnow expresses concern over the fact that Kristeva’s notion 

of ‘the abject’ does not fully account for the fact that abject phenomena are not always coded as 

impure, and vice versa. While “the abject” threatens established boundaries, it is not simply any 

breach of “order” that positions phenomena or subjectivities as impure. In an effort to piece 

together a common thread in Kristeva’s work, Goodnow highlights three reasons Kristeva offers 

for why borders themselves are inherently unstable and provoke themes of impurity.300 Those 

three causes are: (1) distinctions and dichotomies are socially constructed and thus any 
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essentialist position regarding the separation of forms of subjectivity cannot be maintained; (2) 

societies contain competing discourses and, as such, no form of subjectivity exists in an 

environment of utter homogeneity; and (3) heterogeneity characterizes even the subject’s 

relationship with themselves.301 Duschinsky notes that there is a link between these three 

inherent instabilities associated with themes of impurity that Goodnow does not draw out. The 

“link is the presence of heterogeneity where homogeneity is taken to be the originary and ideal 

state by particular interpretations of the world.”302 As stated above, not all out of place 

phenomena are constructed as impure and vice versa; it is the evocation of images of 

contamination of a prior homogeneity by foreign, inferior, or heterogenous elements that are 

associated with themes of impurity.  

 

While Duschinsky appeals to several important scholars in developing his thought on 

purity and impurity, he does not refer to Lugones, whose 1994 article, “Purity, Impurity, and 

Separation,” makes similar claims about purity and impurity.303As mentioned in the previous 

section, Lugones suggests that the logic of purity understands the world as unified and 

fragmented, homogenous, and hierarchically ordered. Within this logic, “[e]ach person is either 

fragmented, composite, or abstract and unified – not exclusive alternatives.”304  Impure subjects 

are those whose underlying multiplicity has not been unified through fragmentation and 

separation; they are composed of heterogeneous elements (e.g., parts of other beings, imagined 

parts, etc.). Pure subjects, by contrast, are whole and unified, all-of-a-piece within themselves. 

We can see here how this understanding mirrors the points raised by Duschinsky. For both 

Duschinsky and Lugones, purity signals homogeneity, while impurity signals heterogeneity 

(where homogeneity is taken to be the ideal state). 
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Rather than treating purity as a residual category (i.e., that which is in-between, 

ambiguous or composite), Duschinsky treats it as a discursive apparatus that is contingent but 

institutionally embedded.305 Treating purity in this way enables us to understand that (and how) 

certain things get constructed as pure or impure. This view provides us with the necessary tools 

to see how designations of pure shape and shift depending on where, when, and between whom 

they circulate. ‘Purity discourse’ is not a general structure out of which social acts or 

subjectivities may be produced, but is a “multiplicity of relatively-contingent discourses,” which 

compares subjects to their imputed essential truth.306 Following Foucault’s and Agamben’s 

investigations into the relationship between the subject and the truth, Duschinsky suggests that 

this imputed essence is performatively produced through classifications of purity and impurity.307 

 
 
305 Robbie Duschinsky and Kate Lampitt Adey, “Truth, Purification, and Power: Foucault’s 

Genealogy of Purity and Impurity In and After The Will to Know Lectures,” European Journal of 

Social Theory 17, no. 4 (2014): 425-442.  
306 Duschinsky, “Ideal and Unsullied: Purity, Subjectivity, and Social Power,” 8.  
307 In the Lectures on the Will to Know, Foucault traces the origins of the ‘will to truth’ 

understood as a natural possession of every human, arguing that the construction of this ‘will to 

truth’ as a natural possession has made knowledge seem unconnected to power relations. For 

more, see Michel Foucault, Lectures on the Will to Know: Lectures as the Collége de France 

1970-1971 and Oedipal Knowledge, ed. Daniel Defert, trans. Graham Burchell (New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2011).  As Duschinsky and Adey note, one of the “core component[s] of 

this genealogy is the study of the emergence of discourses of purity in forensic procedures in 

Greece between the seventh and fifth centuries” (Duschinsky and Adey, “Truth, Purification, and 

Power: Foucault’s Genealogy of Purity and Impurity In and After The Will to Know Lectures,” 

428). Foucault acknowledges that ‘purification is an archaic right,’ yet he focuses on cultural and 

historical discontinuities of this archaic right, arguing that between the seventh and fifth 

centuries, it became articulated on two oppositions: criminality/innocence and 

ignorance/knowledge. These oppositions were originally foreign to it such that purification rites 

prior to this shift were not a matter of cleaning sin, instead marking the passage from an ordinary 

activity to a ritual one. This shift was brought about by the intensification of ritualism in the 

working class, the emergence of religious forms that escaped appropriation by wealthy families 

(e.g., Dionysian cult), a shift in the worship of the great gods and how rituals related them to 

function (e.g., Homeric gods vs. Hesiod gods), and, finally, a major reorganization of political 

power in the name of traditional gods whose worship the aristocracy controlled (e.g., Zeus, 

Athena). Out of this emerges a juridical definition of the individual that is formulated through 

important legislation linked to major political changes at the time (e.g., inheritance, funerary 

rites, murders). The new political power delineated a new form of individuality by regulating life 

and death, previously giving rise to purification, now gives rise to defilement. The pure/impure 

opposition is here fitted over the innocent/criminal opposition such that crime produces 

defilement, and this defilement affects the city, thus necessitating purification through exclusion 
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In other words, these classifications “are part of an ongoing process through which particular 

constructions of essence as the foundation of reality may be stabilized, contested, or 

reworked.”308 Pure phenomena and forms of subjectivities are situated outside of history and 

devoid of relations of dependency. As such, the adjudication of purity and impurity serves to 

occlude the contingency of the essential ideal itself and naturalizes power.309 Thus, contrary to 

Douglas’ suggestion that impurity expresses the presence of an anomaly in the social structure, 

the classification of impurity is a social strategy for occluding the contingency of ‘purity’ itself.  

 

 
 
(or exile). Moreover, the religious superimposition of crime and purity entailed a new 

relationship to truth. Impurity becomes the mark of someone who deviates from the nomos that 

orchestrates the city and it is important to know if the crime has been committed, by whom, and 

how. Truth “becomes the primary or in any case primordial constitution of purification… 

Impurity will become pure again, or rather impurity will be separated from purity only through 

the intermediary of the established truth… Truth separates” (Foucault, Lectures on the Will to 

Know: Lectures as the Collége de France 1970-1971 and Oedipal Knowledge, 187). Since the 

impurity of the criminal compromises the order of things and of men, they must be excluded 

from the social space that defines the city. It is purity that is the condition for access to the law: 

“for seeing the order of things and for being able to utter the nomos” (Foucault, Lectures on the 

Will to Know: Lectures as the Collége de France 1970-1971 and Oedipal Knowledge, 188). This 

insight is reiterated by Lugones, as will be discussed shortly. Purity is here situated by Foucault 

“as a key discursive apparatus in making the organization and apportionment of power within the 

city appear natural and right” (Duschinsky and Adey, “Truth, Purification, and Power: 

Foucault’s Genealogy of Purity and Impurity In and After The Will to Know Lectures,” 430). In a 

similar vein, in State of Exception Agamben describes the construction of impure threats to some 

foundational essence as an “onto-theo-logical strategy aimed at capturing pure being in the 

meshes of the logos.” For more, see Giorgio Agamben, State of Exception, trans. Kevin Attell 

(Chicago; London: The University of Chicago Press, 2005): 60, emphasis original. In other 

words, the discursive appeal to purity and impurity contributes to the construction of the 

appearance of an essence or “pure being” as the ground of reality. The potential for unbound 

violence and its threat to pure ideals (i.e., the nation) serves to legitimate discourses for the 

exercise of power by the State to protect and guarantee these ideals by deciding what is pure and 

impure (and thus worthy of elimination).  
308 Robbie Duschinsky, “Hidden Behind the Supplement,” Critical Horizons 15, no. 3 (2014): 

262, doi: 10.1179/1440991714Z.00000000034. 
309 Duschinsky, “Hidden Behind the Supplement;” Duschinsky and Lampitt Adey, “Truth, 

Purificattion, and Power: Foucault’s Genealogy of Purity and Impurity In and After The Will to 

Know Lectures,” Robbie Duschinsky and Sue Lampitt, “Managing the Tensions of Essentialism: 

Purity and Impurity,” Sociology 46, no. 6 (2012): 1194-1207, doi: 10.1177/0038038512437896. 

See note 104 above for a discussion of Foucault and Agamben on this point.  

https://doi.org/10.1179/1440991714Z.00000000034
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0038038512437896
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Lugones also emphasizes this fundamental property of discourses of purity and impurity. 

Recall that the logic of purity takes the world to be homogenous and unified when, in fact, it is 

heterogenous and multiple. This fiction (that there is unity underlying multiplicity) both 

generates and presupposes other fictions. According to Lugones, this assumption,  

 

generates the fictional construction of a vantage point from which unified wholes, 

totalities, can be captured. It generates the construction of a subject who can 

occupy such a vantage point. Both the vantage point and the subject are outside 

historicity and concreteness. They are both affected by and effect the reduction of 

multiplicity. The vantage point is privileged, simple, one-dimensional. The 

subject is fragmented, abstract, without particularity.310 

 

It is only from this ideal vantage point and only as the ideal observer that unity can be observed. 

The ideal observer must be pure, unified, and simple to occupy this vantage point and perceive 

unity underlying multiplicity. The pure subject, according to Lugones, is able to categorize and 

control the multiple via rationality. This ideal observer, who is not only rational, but also 

passionate, needy, and sensuous, must be conceived as internally separable, capable of being 

divided into what makes it one (i.e., rationality) and the “confused, worthless remainder – 

passion, sensuality.”311 

 

For the pure subject to go beyond merely conceptualizing the reduction, to controlling 

multiplicity, these fictions must be given some degree of reality.312 Lugones references Douglas, 

noting how Douglas sees behavior to control impurity as a guarding structure to the threat of 

impurity, yet she highlights how it is not Douglas’ purpose to distinguish between oppressive 

 
 
310 Lugones, “Purity, Impurity, and Separation,” 464. 
311 Ibid., 465.  
312 Lugones argues that the urge for control and passion for purity are conceptually related. The 

idea here is that “though we are supposed to understand unity in multiplicity as that which is 

perceived by the rational subject occupying the vantage point of reason, we can see that the logic 

of the matter goes the other way around. Control cannot be rationally justified in this manner, as 

the urge to control antecedes this conception of reason” (Ibid.).  
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and non-oppressive structuring. This is precisely Lugones’ aim and she is particularly interested 

in understanding the ways in which we can resist and threaten oppressive structuring through 

impurity.313 According to Lugones, the modern subject must be masked so as to appear able to 

exercise this reduction of heterogeneity to homogeneity.314 That is, “his own purification into 

someone who can step squarely onto the vantage point of unity requires that his remainder 

become of no consequence to his own sense of himself as someone who justifiably exercises 

control over multiplicity.”315 This is achieved by having the pure subject’s needs taken care of by 

others who are hidden in spaces outside of public view.316 It is in this way that the ideal observer, 

the pure subject, is a fiction, for not only is he needy and sensuous as the rest of us, his 

production as pure requires that others produce him. These producers are marked as other than 

the ideal observer, as supposedly lacking the relevant unity, that is, as enmeshed in 

multiplicity.317  

 

The reality, however, is that the ideal observer is just as enmeshed in multiplicity as those 

who produce him are. By hiding the ideal observer’s dependency on heterogenous processes, a 

universal and immutable essence appears as the only ground of their particular form of 

subjectivity.318 Such masking of the historicity and power relations on which their position 

depends legitimates their place in society and situates their attributes as the universal norm. 

Importantly, Lugones notes that the control of multiplicity that the pure subject exerts (or at least 

attempts to exert) is only an indirect form of control. By affirming or denying impurity, erecting 

barriers between self and impurity, and training the impure into its parts, the pure subject has 

only appeared to control multiplicity. All that has been erected is a veil of ignorance in the guise 

of (direct) control.319 

 

 
 
313 Ibid.  
314 Ibid.  
315 Ibid., 466. 
316 Ibid.   
317 Ibid.  
318 Duschinsky and Lampitt, “Managing the Tensions of Essentialism: Purity and Impurity,” 

1205.  
319  Lugones, “Purity, Impurity, and Separation,” 467-8.  
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Distance from pure ideals, as mentioned above, is constructed as a state of lack. This 

distance is also constructed as necessitating action to realign the subject or the world with the 

true form of the human being. In the contemporary world, this action often takes the form of 

consumption of perceived sources of purity (e.g., food, clothing, etc.). Importantly, Duschinsky 

notes that the “pure ideal is never a secure quality attached to the subjectivity of individuals in 

any class, age, gender, or race. What is erected through appeal to purity is, rather, a spectrum of 

subjectivities embedded in a matrix of power-relations… [where] ownership of sufficient purity 

permits actors to make claims to dominant and legitimate subject-positions.”320 As such, purity is 

tied to processes of subjectivation, understood as the “material and discursive factors that 

organise the assemblage of social and psychological relations that constitute an individual 

actor.”321 Since appeals to purity make claims about the essence of the human being, subjects are 

encouraged, according to Duschinsky, to engage in two forms of self-reflexive agency. The 

subject is (1) encouraged to take responsibility for regulating and normalizing their living body 

and practices to avoid falling out of the acceptable definition of the human and is (2) faced with a 

perpetual project of the striving for the good life, which is represented by these discourses as a 

source of purity and perfection.322 

 

According to Foucault, a new object of power-knowledge emerges over the course of the 

18th century, namely the ‘identity’ of the individual, in which the body and the experiencing 

subject were joined in the ‘chimera of a substantial unity’ that symbolically transferred the 

boundaries of the body on to an individual identity and subjectivity.323 The presumption of a 

knowable identity, or unitary personality, facilitated disciplinary apparatuses (e.g., prisons, 

schools, hospitals, etc.) in making the subject responsible for their behavior. In this way, the 

‘identity’ of the individual was controlled and optimized through a constant injunction to self-

manage and improve one’s position with respect to a desired norm.324 As Duschinsky notes, the 

 
 
320 Duschinsky, “Ideal and Unsullied: Purity, Subjectivity, and Social Power,” 11. 
321 Ibid., 8.  
322 Ibid. 
323 Michel Foucault, Psychiatric Power: Lectures as the Collége de France, 1973-1974, ed. 

Jacques Lagrange, trans. Graham Burchell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006): 25.  
324 I will discuss Foucault’s biopower in more detail in the next chapter.  
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body itself is a key site associated with discourses of purity and impurity because it is a key 

object that can be regulated through appeals to an ideal, or essential, human being.325 In her 

discussion of the logic of purity, Lugones emphasizes that the construction of the pure vantage 

point and ideal observer (as rational) entails constructing the impure as that which or those who 

are tainted by need, emotion, the body.326 Given that the body and experiencing subject have 

been joined in this ‘chimera of a substantial unity,’ the body itself becomes a key site where 

purity and impurity discourses operate since its purity is constantly in question and it 

continuously threatens to contaminate one’s ‘identity.’  

 

These reflections on the significance of the body with respect to purity and impurity 

discourses are important for my project since I am concerned with understanding how clean 

eating discourses come to operate on and be embodied by their subjects. Here, the body plays a 

crucial role in the construction and maintenance of purity and impurity discourses around eating 

for it serves as the medium through which one’s ‘identity’ can be purified or contaminated on 

account of what an individual does or does not eat. In the next chapter, I discuss how the 

structure and marketing of food tracking apps produce and target nutricentric subjects and 

spectacular bodies to provide the groundwork for my analysis (in Chapter Five) of how clean 

eating discourses circulating on food tracking app education and diet programs and food blogs 

present and assume a similar sort of subject.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
325 Duschinsky, “Ideal and Unsullied: Purity, Subjectivity, and Social Power,” 10-11.  
326 Lugones, “Purity, Impurity, and Separation,” 467.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: YOU ARE YOUR NUTRITIONAL DATA: NUTRICENTRIC PERSONS, 

SPECTACULAR BODIES, AND FOOD TRACKING APPS  

 

In this chapter and the next, I shift my attention to examining the role of digital 

technologies in clean eating discourses. In Chapter Two, I traced the concomitant 

transformations of, and shifts between, critiques of industrial food, nutritional scientism, and 

healthism. I ended that chapter having briefly mentioned Hanganu-Bresch’s claim that the digital 

revolution amplifies the clean eating revolution as a result, in part, of systemic failures of 

industry and science. Beyond this, Hanganu-Bresch argues that orthorexia is a “cyberpathy,” or a 

digitally transmitted disorder.327 While I want to resist reifying such a claim given the state of 

our understanding of orthorexia, it is necessary to examine the spaces and mediums through 

which it circulates and proliferates since my goal is to understand the conditions that produce 

orthorexia as a so-called disorder. Thus, in this chapter, I begin shifting my focus to the digital 

space by investigating the digitization of food through mobile food tracking apps. 

 

Mobile apps are extremely popular forms of software with hundreds of billions of 

downloads globally each year. According to Deborah Lupton, three categories dominate the 

food-related app landscape: games, food tracking, and food ordering and delivery services.328 

Some food tracking apps are extremely popular with 10 million (Lose It!, Lifesum, and 

WeightWatchers) and 50 million (MyFitnessPall) installs.329 The high number of installs (across 

all three categories) points to the extreme popularity of food-related apps within the mobile app 

space.330 Despite the popularity of these apps, research into users’ experience of engaging with 

these apps is in its infancy. What is needed is not only attention to food tracking app use from a 

range of demographics, but also attention to the power relations and asymmetries that underpin 

and permeate the development, uptake, and use of food tracking apps.  

 

 
 
327 Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of Healthism,” 6.  
328 Deborah Lupton, “‘All at the tap of a button’: Mapping the Food App Landscape,” European 

Journal of Cultural Studies 24, no. 6 (2021): 1360-81, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/13675494211055732. 
329 Ibid, 1365.  
330 Ibid.  
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As such, I offer an analysis of the modalities of power in play within the phenomenon of 

self-tracking through food tracking apps by adopting the work of Foucault and philosopher Colin 

Koopman. My analysis focuses on several apps based on a combination of their popularity and 

whether they explicitly discussed where the content of their food databases comes from. Those 

apps include MyNetDiary, Lifesum, Lose It!, Noom, and MyFitnessPal.331 I focus on food 

tracking apps to attend to the nuances of the “datafication of health.” Datafication is here 

understood as the conversion of qualitative aspects of life into quantified data. The “datafication 

of health” is but one example of the multitude of ways in which the qualitative aspects of our 

lives have been, and continue to be, converted into quantified data.332 I take research already 

available on food tracking app use, as well as the self-tracking phenomenon more broadly 

construed, and analyze the insights already garnered there with an eye to the modalities of power 

visible (and not quite so visible) within food tracking app development and use.333  

 

Many scholars have turned to Foucault’s concept of biopolitics to describe the increasing 

datafication of health.334 Scholars of datafication like Koopman and Natasha Schüll, on the other 

hand, suggest that a biopolitical framework is not sufficient for describing the nuances of 

datafication.335 It is this latter line of thought that I follow and trace for you in what follows.  

 
 
331 I focus on these given their popularity based on number of ratings (reviews) and ranking on 

Apple’s Health & Fitness Chart. I focused on reviews rather than downloads because Apple does 

not release this information freely. At the time of writing, MyNetDiary had 30k reviews and 

ranked #40; Lifesum had 112k reviews and ranked #74; Lose It! had 474k reviews and ranked 

#22; Noom had 606k reviews and ranked #21; MyFitnessPal had 1.3m reviews and ranked #8.  
332 Minna Ruckenstein and Natasha Dow Schüll, “The Datafication of Health,” Annual Review of 

Anthropology 46 (2017): 262, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-102116-041244. This 

happens at multiple scales and registers and is not wholly positive or negative. Technologies can 

improve access to and speed of healthcare, as well as foster more tailored treatment. Yet, they 

are also susceptible to familiar sorts of inequalities and injustices (e.g., who gets most surveilled 

by these technologies, whose experiences are incorporated into these technologies, who has the 

easiest time of accessing and using these technologies).  
333 In relying on available research on datafied self-care, the present analysis is limited by the 

scope of this established research. Most of this research focuses on wealthy, educated, and 

cosmopolitan citizens (Ruckenstein and Schüll, “The Datafication of Health,” 271).  
334 Ibid., 264.  
335 Colin Koopman, “Infopolitics, Biopolitics, Anatomopolitics: Toward a Genealogy of the 

Power of Data,” Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal 39, no. 1 (2018): 103-28, 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-102116-041244
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Ultimately, I suggest that there are two modes of power at play here, one of those being 

Foucault’s biopower and the other Koopman’s more recent concept of infopower. In doing so, I 

demonstrate how food tracking apps form a continuum with the sorts of technologies (e.g., food 

guides) discussed in Chapter Two. As I will show, subjects produced by food tracking apps are 

constructed as objects of surveillance who are simultaneously responsible for, yet ill-equipped to 

act on health imperatives.336  

 

Sovereign Power, Biopower, and Infopower 

 

In this section, I begin my analysis with a brief explanation of the modes of power in 

question and important concepts that I will draw on throughout the rest of the chapter. While 

Foucault’s modes of power aptly describe important ways in which power shapes and shifts 

bodies and populations, I follow Koopman’s assessment that these modalities do not fully 

capture the ways in which data has come to have such force in the twenty-first century. 

Sovereign power and biopower cannot account for the real time and predictive analytics, nor the 

serpentine way in which data circulates.337 Koopman’s concept of infopower captures these 

features and creates much-needed space to explore the range of agencies and aims that are in 

play and at stake in our engagement with data. 

 

Sovereign power is historically founded on the right to kill. It expresses power within a 

binary system that either permits or forbids.338 Its operation of prohibition is effected through 

 
 
https://doi.org/10.5840/gfpj20183914; Colin Koopman, How We Became Our Data: A 

Genealogy of the Informational Person (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 

2019); Natasha Dow Schüll, “Data for Life: Wearable Technology and the Design of Self-Care,” 

BioSocieties 11, no. 3 (2016): 317-33, https://doi.org/10.1057/biosoc.2015.47. 
336 In this chapter, I do more broad strokes genealogical work so that in the following chapter I 

can embark on a more focused analysis that examines how purity and impurity operate within 

mainstream health and diet discourse. In other words, in the next chapter I hope to use the 

insights garnered here about the modes of power in play to highlight in more detail how subjects 

present and embody clean eating discourses.  
337 Ruckenstein and Schüll, “The Datafication of Health,” 265.  
338 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, An Introduction, Vol. 1, trans. Robert Hurley 

(New York: Vintage Books, 1985).  
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techniques like law. According to Foucault, sovereign power was gradually complemented and 

partially replaced by biopower, which exerts a positive influence on life. Rebecca Sanders 

describes biopower as a, “[d]efinitively modern form of power that prioritizes and problematizes 

population health as a basis for the development and application of social and medical sciences 

of surveillance, analysis, and regulation.”339 It is constituted by two complementary poles: 

disciplinary power and regulatory power.340 Disciplinary power names a mode of power that 

addresses individual bodies in an attempt to optimize their capabilities and compliance.341 It 

operates by coaxing bodies to conform to norms and its techniques include “panoptic 

surveillance, regular examinations, and a meticulous training, or dressage.”342 Regulatory power 

attends to the health of the population as an entity. It operates through regulating the “vital 

characteristics” of a population, reflected in rates of birth, death, disease, and other such 

population-level metrics.343 Its techniques for regulation are epitomized in public health policy, 

demographic management, and medical intervention. 

 

While disciplinary and regulatory power are two ways in which biopower has evolved 

over the centuries and at one point may have operated separately from one another, in 

contemporary Western societies, these two modes of power have grown to work together in 

interesting ways. The specific modality of biopower we are often subject to today has evolved 

within the context of neoliberalism. While other manifestations of biopower (in both its 

regulatory and disciplinary modes) operate within institutions (e.g., prisons, schools, hospitals) 

and “up close,” neoliberal biopower, according to Nikolas Rose, ‘governs at a distance.’344 As 

Sanders writes of this modality of power, “it indirectly shapes its subjects’ conduct by 

 
 
339 Rachel Sanders, “Self-Tracking in the Digital Era: Biopower, Patriarchy, and the New 

Biometric Body Projects,” Body & Society 23, no. 1 (2017): 40, 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1357034X16660366. 
340 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, An Introduction, Volume I. 
341 Sanders, “Self-Tracking in the Digital Era: Biopower, Patriarchy, and the New Biometric 

Body Projects,” 40.  
342 Koopman, How We Became Our Data: A Genealogy of the Informational Person, 165. 
343 Paul Rainbow and Nikolas Rose, “Biopower Today,” BioSocieties 1 (2006): 195-217, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1745855206040014. 
344 Nikolas Rose, “The Politics of Life Itself,” Theory, Society and Culture 18, no. 6 (2001): 1-

30, https://doi.org/10.1177/02632760122052020. 
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authorizing expert knowledges that articulate norms of healthy lifestyle and embodiment, and by 

constituting subjects as both free and responsible individuals who voluntarily conduct 

themselves in accordance with those norms.”345  

 

Rose has more recently developed several conceptual tools to aid our understanding of 

contemporary mutations of biopower within a neoliberal context. Most relevant to this analysis is 

his notion of the molecularization of power.346 This molecularization describes how advances in 

biology, particularly genetics, have made biological life available for governance in unforeseen 

ways. The interior of the human body is increasingly opened to intervention, bringing into being 

a new mode of subjectification that Rose refers to as “somatic individuality,” which is grounded 

in our bodily existence and filtered through the language of biomedicine.347 Somatic individuals 

in contemporary societies where a molecularization of power is at work “are expected to be 

prudent, calculating actors who ‘aspire to autonomy,’ embracing responsibility for their bodies 

and the choices they make.”348 According to Rose, the imperatives of good government and self-

government of the autonomous individual are linked up in contemporary biopower.  

 

Koopman enters the discussion here, arguing that there is another mode of power beyond 

those just described, which he refers to as infopower. It is well-known that we are subject to, and 

subject ourselves to, vast amounts of personal data. Researchers have convincingly demonstrated 

that these data points are important to who we are, or to be more precise, to who we have 

become through data.349 In How We Became Our Data: A Genealogy of Informational Persons, 

 
 
345 Sanders, “Self-Tracking in the Digital Era: Biopower, Patriarchy, and the New Biometric 

Body Projects,” 40.  
346 Nikolas Rose, The Politics of Life Itself: Biomedicine, Power, and Subjectivity in the Twenty-

First Century (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2007).  
347 Ibid., 6. 
348 Schüll, “Data for Life: Wearable Technology and the Design of Self-Care,” 327. 
349 Deborah Lupton, “How Do Data Come to Matter? Living and Becoming with Personal Data,” 

Big Data & Society 5, no. 2 (2018): 1-11, https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951718786314; Deborah 

Lupton, “The Thing-Power of the Human-App Health Assemblage: Thinking with Vital 

Materialism,” Social Theory & Health 17, no. 2 (2019): 125-39, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41285-

019-00096-y; Deborah Lupton, “Feeling Your Data: Touch and Making Sense of Personal 

Digital Data,” new media & society 19, no. 10 (2019): 1599-1614, 
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Koopman refers to such inscribed, processed, and reproduced subjects of data as informational 

persons.350 One need only imagine a hypothetical scenario to grasp the veracity of the extent to 

which we have become such persons. The prospect of permanent personal data deletion is truly 

alarming. What would you do? What could you do? Even the possibility of simple identity theft 

or misplaced data deletion is enough to cause panic. Considering our informational reality, 

Koopman asks, “Who is the informational person that our information technologies have coaxed 

us to become?”351 The “we” in question, according to Koopman, refers to everyone whose lives 

are conducted by information technologies, which may, in fact, be all persons today. 

 

According to Koopman, Foucault makes passing asides to what Koopman refers to as 

“data technology,” but these asides are not drawn together into a full-fledged mode of power.352 

Koopman suggests while “an inchoate tactics of information can be located within these 

predecessor exercises of power… these tactics at some point began to assume a political gravity 

in their own right as they were increasingly employed.”353 It is in this vein that Koopman 

unearths the early moments of information technologies and their implications for conceptions 

and expressions of selfhood today. Koopman examines the emergence of birth certificates and 

social security numbers made possible through innovative feats of mass-scale record-keeping, 
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ed. Btihaj Ajana (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 61-76, doi: 10.1007/978-3-

319-65379-2_5; Ruckenstein and Schüll, “The Datafication of Health;” Schüll, “Data for Life: 

Wearable Technology and the Design of Self-Care.” 
350 Koopman, How We Became Our Data: A Genealogy of the Informational Person. 
351 Ibid., 6.  
352 Ibid., 163. 
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and the categorization of personality traits and intelligence, as well as the racialization of 

subjects, through new data techniques. His analyses reveal the ways in which we have become 

our data and offers crucial concepts for analyzing the ways in which we continue to mediate 

ourselves as informational persons through the information technologies we interact with daily. 

As a result of his excavations, Koopman identifies a fine thread of the power of information 

running through the proliferation of information technologies that have become commonplace 

today.354 He refers to this as infopower, claiming that we not only find ourselves in a brave new 

world of digitized data, but that we are also the residues of a power of information working to 

fashion our subjectivity for nearly a century now.  

 

To outline the contours of this mode of power more clearly, Koopman deploys four 

schematic categories: (1) technique, (2) operation, (3) subject, and (4) rationality. To be more 

specific, these categories, respectively, ask: (1) how a mode of power operates, (2) what a mode 

of power does, (3) who a mode of power operates on, and (4) what mode of rationality explicates 

the adjustments between forms of subjectivity and technical operations within it.355 It is 

important to note that Koopman takes this generalizable analytic to be a heuristic device. Its 

deployment aids in bringing into view the contours of infopower. In practice, these categories 

exist in dynamic relation to one another. Parsing them out in this manner allows Koopman to 

distinguish the nuances between various modalities of power. Delineating these categories not 

only enables him to make clear distinctions between modes of power, but also enables scholars 

like myself to attend to the ways in which these modes of power are distinct yet operate 

simultaneously.  

 

According to Koopman, infopower operates through its varied and flexible formats. 

These formats constitute infopower’s technique. Classic illustrations of informational formatting 

 
 
354 Examples include: “online social profile management, the precision demographic 

categorizations of marketing analytics, unmatched levels of state-sponsored surveillance, the 

deceptively familiar cyberwars conducted by governments globally, powerful technologies of 

consumer and voter dataveillance…” (Koopman, How We Became Our Data: A Genealogy of 

the Informational Person, 155). 
355 Ibid., 160-1. 
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are both the paper and digital versions of checkbox-and-blank forms we fill out so regularly, 

which “exemplify how the work of a whole multitude of formats shape, constrain, and prepare 

whatever is collected, stored, processed, refined, retrieved, and redistributed as information.”356 

In other words, formats specify the conditions for the creation and maintenance of information. 

Through such formatting we become tangled in the nets of infopower. This enmeshing entails a 

specific operation of power Koopman refers to as fastening, which functions in two senses. 

Formats both ties us down and speed us up. Koopman offers us three kinds of fastening that 

informational formats enact, drawing on a familiar technical definition parsing informational 

handling into three phases: data collection and storage (input phase), data analysis and 

augmentation (processing phase), and data dissemination and reproduction (output phase).357 

These phases work sequentially from input to processing to output on this model of information, 

but they also form a loop, thus enabling conditions for information to amplify itself.358 

 

In each of these phases, information functions to pin down and speed up (i.e., fasten) that 

which is being informationalized. Consider social media profiles here. They pin us down to 

prefab formats, categories, and conceptions we readily attach ourselves too, such as our gender 

identity, race, and relationship status (input phase). The information we can enter about ourselves 

is obviously limited and shapes us into certain forms depending on the formats available. The 

varied informatic technologies that process that information provide standardized friend and 

purchasing suggestions. In doing so, social media profiles also speed up social recognition by 

making friending and interacting easier.  

 

The acceleration that occurs after the production phase exemplifies the feedback loop 

function of information. The production of these profiles categorizes us in such a way that we 

can more easily and quickly assess one another (at least online) to determine if we would get 

along or not. Rather than having to spend time getting to know strangers we encounter online, we 

can use the information presented on their profiles, information we have also readily pinned 

 
 
356 Ibid., 11.   
357 Ibid., 12. 
358 Ibid.  
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ourselves down to, to figure out if our interests align with theirs and whether we would like to 

engage with them more.359 Doing this sort of assessment repeatedly eventually makes such 

navigation of others online second nature.  

 

The subjects on which infopower operates are the informational persons illustrated 

above.360 As subjects of datafication, we are fastened to our data such that we become it, rather 

than it existing as some doubled version of ourselves. Data both pins us down and speeds us up 

in the sense that it provides us with information about ourselves that shapes whether and how we 

engage in a particular space. Infopower’s mode of rationality is a “data episteme.” Information 

itself makes whole domains of knowledge possible today. It is an epistemology in which data 

spawns the need for more and more data. Part of Koopman’s claim here is that infopower 

constitutes a distinct mode of power beyond that of Foucault’s, those being: sovereign power and 

biopower. Infopower does not replace or negate these other modes but operates beyond their 

limits.  

 

It would be helpful to note the ways infopower is distinct from these other modes. 

Koopman argues that while the command structure of information systems may appear to mirror 

sovereign power’s forbidding and permitting through law, this misses the nuances that he urges 

we pay attention to. Koopman notes that formats themselves do not forbid anything all. A subject 

who is not formatted to a certain format’s terms is committed to try again or go its own way, 

rather than being consigned to nonexistence, as is the case with sovereign power. If, according to 

Koopman, infopower is expressive of sovereign power, it is expressive of an altered shape of 

sovereignty that has dispensed with sovereign power’s techniques of violence and logics of 

prohibition and permission.  

 

 
 
359 I am sure that I am not the only person whose has rejected friend requests from strangers 

whose political views were “clearly” divergent from mine or from profiles that look like 

potential phishing scams.  
360 This will be discussed in more detail in later sections.  
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Koopman highlights several key differences between disciplinary power and infopower.  

The first of these concerns the overtness of the techniques deployed. While discipline relies on 

overt surveillance that announces its visibility, infopower depends on informatics operations that 

resist being seen. The second difference lies in whether the operations are normative or not. 

According to Foucault, disciplinary normalization always has a normative dimension. It always 

tells us how we should or must act. This is not true for infopower. Infopolitical formatting does 

not normalize us but is instead focused on demarcating the shapes we already are. As Koopman 

notes, “[f]orms enact an informatics of fastening that dispose and bind us to their specific 

formats…[T]hese categorizations name features (like traits) that we already possess, or which 

are already in possession of us.”361 In other words, infopower is trained on outlining our 

contours. It disposes, rather than coaxes.  

 

Koopman notes that the power of the form shares with the power of the norm the 

characteristic of enacting rule by eliciting and producing, rather than taking away. Where the two 

differ concerns conformity. While the power of the norm encourages conformity to averages, 

“formats invite, and create the very possibility for, adherence to new specifications. Formats… 

do not produce with an eye to averaging, but rather produce with an eye to specified designs to 

which we become fixed.”362  Interacting with these technologies and pinning ourselves to their 

formats creates space for those formats to shape us, which, in turn may shape future information 

technologies and their formats. The third, and final, difference Koopman notes is that infopower 

does away with one of the defining characteristics of disciplinary power: infopower no longer 

targets corporeal materiality. Personality profiles, for example, pin us to our traits, rather than 

our bodies. Such traits are taken to be anything but physical and material.  

 

Infopower differs from regulatory power in that its subjects are not always populations 

understood as living beings and it is not necessarily concerned with regulating these populations. 

In other words, infopower itself is not a politics of life, as is the case with regulatory power. It is 

more a politics of accounting that operates at the informatic-behavioral level, rather than at the 

 
 
361 Koopman, How We Became Our Data: A Genealogy of the Informational Person, 166.  
362 Ibid., 162 
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corporeal or population or molecular level. This is not to say that infopower never operates 

through a politics of life. As I will argue in the next section, food tracking apps present one 

instance in which infopower and biopower operate simultaneously.  

 

I will use the above insights to situate food tracking apps within their longer historical 

trajectory, one that traces back to the emergence of nutrition science in the late nineteenth 

century. I do so in effort to examine the various modalities of power in play within these new 

technologies. As I will argue in the following sections, food tracking apps constitute one 

infopolitical vector that is marked by layers of both disciplinary and regulatory power. These 

technologies do not only possess formats demarcating nutrition profiles, but also target our 

bodies and coax us to conform to norms that draw on population-level statistics around health 

and disease.363 As will be shown, food tracking apps form part of a longer history through which 

information has been working to fashion our subjectivities.  

 

Food Tracking Apps: A Biopolitical and Infopolitical Analysis 

 

The historical picture I painted in Chapter Two details how new science continually 

contradicts previous understandings of, and guidelines on, diet and health. As a result, Hanganu-

Bresch argues that these nutritional guidelines and the medical and nutrition science that 

underpins them have surrendered some of their credibility, leaving a significant knowledge and 

need-based void.364 The advent of mobile technologies and social media apps has contributed to 

the proliferation of digital entrepreneurs who are able to exploit knowledge and need-based gaps 

around diet and health. As Lupton argues, digital technologies are increasingly touted by health 

promoters as “a promising new way of achieving their goals of preventing ill-health and 

promoting healthy behaviours at the population level” given their ability to fit seamlessly and 

 
 
363 As I will argue, people use these technologies in ways that resist looking at them in strictly 

disciplinary ways, which is why an infopolitical framing is important. We shape and are shaped 

by our engagement with food tracking apps. 
364 Hanganu-Bresch, “Orthorexia: Eating Right in the Context of Healthism,” 5.  
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ubiquitously within the rest of our lives.365 This change follows the lead of commercial 

enterprises and, according to Lupton, represents a significant shift in previous methods of health 

promotion that have centered around communicating illness-prevention methods to large 

audiences.366 

 

In line with Lupton’s analysis, food tracking apps are increasingly receiving attention as a 

promising path to promoting health through changing people’s dietary behaviors.367 One of the 

main reasons why is the perceived potential of these apps to deliver highly personalized dietary 

recommendations. Today, there is growing recognition that one-size-fits-all approaches to diet 

are inadequate. Personalization of diet has emerged as a strategy and its goal is to use 

information at the genetic, phenotypic, medical and nutritional levels to deliver nutritional 

advice.368 All of the apps I investigated market themselves as delivering personalized dietary 

recommendations. However, as Rodrigo Zenun Franco, Rosalind Fallaize, Faustina Hwang, and 

Julie A. Lovegrove note, “the automated delivery of personalised dietary advice in a replicable, 

scalable and inexpensive way, using valid nutrition assessments and effective recommendation” 

remains a significant challenge.369 In what follows, I demonstrate how despite the promise of 

personalized nutrition, food tracking apps to date subject the individual to probabilistic metrics. 

This analysis will reveal the ways in which food tracking apps form a continuum with other diet 

technologies (e.g., food guides, food labels), and, as such, are underpinned and permeated by 

biopower and infopower.  

 
 
365 Deborah Lupton, “M-health and Health Promotion: The Digital Cyborg and Surveillance 

Society,” Social Theory & Health 10, no. 3 (2012): 229-244, https://doi.org/10.1057/sth.2012.6. 
366 Ibid., 230.  
367 Ibid., 231.  
368 Braconi et al., “An Introduction to Personalized Nutrition,” in Trends in Personalized 

Nutrition, ed. Charis M. Galanakis (London, San Diego, and Cambride: Elsevier, 2019), 3-32, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-816403-7.00001-5.As Scrinis notes, nutrigenomics is an 

emerging form of nutrition reductionism that attempts “to study the interactions between 

nutrients and genes, and [whose] proponents promise ever more precise and optimized diets to fit 

an individual’s genetic profile.” See Scrinis “On the Ideology of Nutritionism,” 42. 
369 Franco et al., “Strategies for Online Personalised Nutrition Advice Employed in the 

Development of the eNutri Web App,” Proceedings of the Nutrition Society 78 (2019): 407-17, 

doi: 10.1017/S0029665118002707. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/sth.2012.6
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-816403-7.00001-5
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0029665118002707
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Food tracking apps’ promise of personalized dietary recommendations demonstrates the 

ways in which infopower operates through these apps. Recall that formatting is the technique of 

infopower. In the case of food tracking apps, users are formatted based on several categories. 

The most common categories include demographics, weight-related questions, lifestyle 

questions, behavior, and health. During the input and processing phases on first use of food 

tracking apps, users pin themselves down to these categories and this data is then processed by 

various informatic technologies used by the app (e.g., algorithms) out of which “personalized” 

dietary goals and recommendations are set.  

 

Ideally, by being pinned down to these categories, we can move more seamlessly (re: 

quickly) through the steps necessary to achieve our health (often re: weight) goals since the app 

attempts to analyze, predict, and nudge our behavior towards meeting these goals. The data in 

question is not only the data we first enter about who we are and what we want to achieve in 

using the app, but also includes the data we enter daily. Food tracking apps often only encourage 

recording information about our dietary intake (and physical activities, depending on the app) 

through either food and barcode scanners or manual input, thus pinning us (and our health goals) 

down to the quality of food consumed and energy expended. This, nonetheless (it is assumed), 

creates space for acceleration towards health and weight loss as it becomes increasingly easy to 

record and break down what one eats and how much energy one expends. 

 

In line with neoliberal biopower’s production of an autonomous and responsible subject, 

part of the potential for food tracking apps to prevent ill-health and promote healthy behaviors is 

thought to derive from shifting the management of these diseases away from doctors and 

hospitals and towards empowered patients.370 Food tracking apps operate by drawing on, 

explicitly or implicitly, recognized population metrics around health and disease and encourage 

 
 
370 Ruckenstein and Schüll, “The Datafication of Health,” 262.  
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their users to regulate themselves according to these metrics. Food tracking apps render bodies 

more knowable and (it is assumed) controllable through nutritional scientism.371  

Food tracking apps depend on nutritional scientism in allowing users to not only count calories, 

but to also track a variety of other nutrients (e.g., macronutrients, such as fats, vitamins, 

minerals). Moreover, these apps incorporate both risk discourses and nutritional scientism into 

their formats. While MyNetDiary provides explicit information about specific nutrients’ ability 

to reduce the risk of various diseases, the most basic features of the other apps assume that those 

using their app are already aware of these risk associations, or at least can become aware through 

additional work through courses provided by the app itself (Noom) or research outside the 

confines of the app itself.372 

 

As mentioned above, most food tracking apps have food and/or barcode scanners or 

features that enable users to manually log their meals. In order for the nutrient breakdown to be 

provided without the user having to enter the information themselves, food tracking apps draw 

on a database of food values that are sourced from several different places depending on the app 

in question.373 MyNetDiary and Lifesum, for example, describe sourcing their food data from 

restaurants and vendors (e.g., supermarkets), government agencies (e.g., USDA, UK Food 

Standards Agency) and app users themselves, as well as regularly checking and verifying food 

items.374 Lose It! describes sourcing its food from restaurants and brands who have published 

 
 
371 As Lupton notes, “[m]ost of the food tracking app descriptions relied on the magic of 

numbers and nutrient breakdowns to achieve… affective forces.” See Lupton, “‘All at the tap of 

a button’: Mapping the Food App Landscape,” 1375.  
372 Noom, “Welcome Guide,” accessed August 3, 2022, 

https://www.noom.com/support/faqs/2016/12/welcome-guide/. See König et al., “Barriers to and 

Facilitators for Using Nutrition Apps: Systematic Review and Conceptual Framework,” JMIR 

mHealth and uHealth 9, no. 6 (2021): e20037, 10.2196/20037. 
373 Current image analyses only give a two-dimensional image of the food, resulting in poor 

estimation of serving size and inability to examine the contents of layered food. See Mike 

Boland, Fakhrul Alam, and John Bronlund, “Modern Technologies for Personalized Nutrition,” 

in Trends in Personalized Nutrition, ed. Charis M. Galanakis (London, San Diego, and 

Cambride: Elsevier, 2019), 195-222, https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-816403-7.00006-4. App 

developers’ willingness to be transparent about this sourcing also varies, as will be shown below. 
374 Lifesum, “Lifesum’s Food Database,” accessed November 4, 2021, 

https://lifesum.helpshift.com/hc/en/3-lifesum/faq/48-lifesum-s-food-database/; MyNetDiary, 

https://www.noom.com/support/faqs/2016/12/welcome-guide/
https://doi.org/10.2196%2F20037
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-816403-7.00006-4
https://lifesum.helpshift.com/hc/en/3-lifesum/faq/48-lifesum-s-food-database/
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that information in usable formats, from app users who have uploaded a customized food, and 

from a “barcode database” that is comprised of scanned food labels.375 Similar to MyNetDiary 

and Lifesum, Lose It! also mentions that it has a team working to verify and validate the foods in 

its database. Noom and MyFitnessPal, on the other hand, are less clear about where their foods 

are sourced from, though both tout having large databases comprised of 3.7 million and 11 

million foods, respectively.376 

 

There have been recent attempts by researchers to assess the accuracy of the nutritional 

knowledge embedded in these apps. Alexa Evenson and Betsey Berens, for example, do so by 

comparing these values to those amassed in validated nutrient databases, such as the ESHA-Food 

Processor.377 MyNetDiary and MyFitnessPal were two of the four apps analyzed by Evenson and 

Berens. They found that intake values of calories, fat, carbohydrates, and sodium were 

significantly lower compared to those of the ESHA-Food Processor. They caution against 

potential inaccuracies of food tracking apps and stress the need to create apps with more accurate 

 
 
“Food Database Licensing & API,” accessed November 4, 2021,  

https://www.mynetdiary.com/food-database.html. It is important to note that MyNetDiary is 

listed as one of Lifesum’s sources. 
375 Lose It!, “How to Add Food to the Database,” accessed November 4, 2021, 

https://help.loseit.com/hc/en-us/articles/115007308807-How-to-Add-Food-to-the-Database.  
376 MyFitnessPal, “Fitness Starts With What You Eat,” accessed November 5, 2021, 

https://www.myfitnesspal.com; Noom, “An Inside Look at Noom’s Food Database,” accessed 

November 4, 2021, https://www.noom.com/blog/inside-look-nooms-food-database/. While 

Noom is not clear about where it sources its food data, I discovered from my investigation of 

MyNetDiary that Noom uses MyNetDiary’s food catalog as one its database sources. See 

MyNetDiary, “Food Database Licensing & API.” In contrast to their websites, the descriptions of 

both Noom and MyFitnessPal in the Apple Store say that their databases include “over 1 

million” and 14 million foods, respectively.  
377 Alexa Evenson and Betsy Berens, “Accuracy of Nutrient Intake Values from Four Popular 

Nutrition Tracking Apps,” Current Developments in Nutrition 5, no. 2 (2021): 972, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/cdn/nzab051_016; ESHA Research, “Food Processor Nutrition Analysis 

Software,” accessed November 3, 2021, https://esha.com/products/food-processor/. The ESHA-

Food Processor is a nutrition analysis product used by hospitals, schools, and other private 

practices. ESHA Research also has food labeling software that is used by many food processors 

to ensure government regulation compliance.   

https://www.mynetdiary.com/food-database.html
https://help.loseit.com/hc/en-us/articles/115007308807-How-to-Add-Food-to-the-Database
https://www.myfitnesspal.com/
https://www.noom.com/blog/inside-look-nooms-food-database/
https://doi.org/10.1093/cdn/nzab051_016
https://esha.com/products/food-processor/


 

 

104 

 

nutritional knowledge.378 Moreover, in studies investigating user experience of food tracking 

apps, participants have expressed concerns over the accuracy of the information presented.379  

 

A quick survey of the “Terms of Use” for these apps reveals that the apps themselves do 

not guarantee the accuracy of the information provided and often position their products as for 

“educational” rather than “medical.” MyNetDiary, for example, markets its food catalog as “… 

the most complete, accurate and up-to-date nutrition database in the English-speaking world,” 

emphasizing the lengths to which they go to ensure that the information provided is accurate (re: 

in accordance with USRDAs and FDA guidelines and recommendations).380 Despite this, in their 

“Terms of Use,” they note that while their “…calorie counts, nutritional facts, charts and 

projections, [are] believed to be accurate and in accordance with guidelines… [i]nformation 

posted on the Website and in Mobile Apps may not be accurate or current and [they do] not have 

an obligation under these Terms of Use to update the Site based on changes to the USRDA or 

other applicable guidelines or laws” [emphasis mine].381  

 

 
 
378 Evenson and Berens, “Accuracy of Nutrient Intake Values from Four Popular Nutrition 

Tracking Apps,” 972. 
379 More specifically, concerns were expressed over human error when tracking food, errors 

within the database itself, and errors in information presented on the discussion board features of 

apps (König et al., “Barriers to and Facilitators for Using Nutrition Apps: Systematic Review and 

Conceptual Framework”). See also, Tang et al., “How Can Weight-Loss App Designers’ Best 

Engage and Support Users? A Qualitative Investigation,” British Journal of Health Psychology 

20, no. 1 (2015): 151-71, doi: 10.1111/bjhp.12114; Lieffers et al, “Experiences and Perceptions 

of Adults Accessing Publicly Available Nutrition Behavior-Change Mobile Apps for Weight 

Management,” Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics 118, no. 2 (2017): 229-39.e3, 

doi: 10.1016/j.jand.2017.04.015; Dennison et al., “Opportunities and Challenges for Smartphone 

Applications in Supporting Health Behavior Change: Qualitative Study,” Journal of Medical 

Internet Research 15, no. 4 (2013): e86-e86, doi: 10.2196/jmir.2583; Flaherty et al., “A Different 

Perspective on Consumer Engagement: Exploring the Experience of Using Health Apps to 

Support Healthier Food Purchasing,” Journal of Marketing Management 35, no. 3-4 (2019): 310-

37, https://doi.org/10.1080/0267257X.2019.1576756 
380MyNetDiary, “Food Database Licensing & API.” USRDA refers to the ‘United States 

Recommended Daily Allowances.’ I discussed this in some detail in Chapter Two. 
381 MyNetDiary, “Terms of Use,” accessed November 4, 2021, 

https://www.mynetdiary.com/terms.html.  
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Moreover, in two instances, I discovered that the information housed in an app’s database 

is potentially not investigated and verified by experts, despite saying otherwise elsewhere. Noom 

markets itself as housing “a team of nutritionists and registered dietitians who oversee [their] 

food database,” yet in their “Terms and Conditions of Use” they advise “that nutritional 

information found in the Food Database has not been reviewed by persons with the expertise 

required to provide you with complete, accurate, or reliable information” [emphasis mine].382 I 

use “potentially” above to signal that it is unclear exactly what is and is not going on here. Either 

Noom does not house the team it says it does, or they do not consider this group’s expertise to be 

the sort of expertise required to provide the most reliable information. Similarly, while Lifesum 

says they regularly check verified items in their database on their “Support” page, in their 

“Privacy Policy and Terms of Service,” they write that the “information found in [their] database 

has not been verified, investigated, or reviewed by Lifesum.”383   

 

Beyond the issue of whether the nutritional information embedded within these apps 

matches those found in established databases, there is the issue of what that information actually 

tells us about diet and health. As Mayes and Thompson argue, much of our knowledge about 

nutrition is indeterminate and probabilistic, yet simplified recommendations aimed at individuals 

is pervasive.384 Such simplified recommendations fail to acknowledge that risk factors associated 

with disease and health are best understood at the population level. In reality, “it [is] impossible 

to say to a particular person, ‘If you change your diet in a certain way, reduced disease risk will 

result for you.’”385 Yet, this is often how we understand diet-related recommendations. Despite 

criticisms of the population basis of this line of reasoning, individual responsibility remains the 

dominant strategy to prevent ill-health and promote healthy behavior. Food tracking apps, in 

drawing on data in the form of current (and perhaps frequently inaccurate) reductionist 

 
 
382 Noom, “An Inside Look at Noom’s Food Database;” Noom, “Terms and Conditions of Use,” 

accessed November 4, 2021, https://www.noom.com/terms-and-conditions-of-use/en-tos/.  
383 Lifesum, “Lifesum’s food database;” Lifesum, “Privacy Policy & Terms of Service,” 

accessed November 4, 2021,  

 https://lifesum.com/policy/.   
384 Mayes and Thompson, “What Should We Eat? Biopolitics, Ethics, and Nutritional 

Scientism.” 
385 Ibid., 590. 
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nutritional knowledge, ultimately do not provide “personalized” diets and recommendations. 

Instead, at most, they offer simplified recommendations that are generated through population 

level understandings of diet and health.  

 

Lose It! is the only app of the ones I analyzed to have a “DNA Insights” feature 

embedded within the app. This feature allows users to upload their DNA profiles from 

AncestryDNA and 23andMe to “personalize” their weight loss journey.386 According to Lose it!, 

with this feature, users will be able to “learn how [their] genetics affect weight loss, nutrition, 

fitness, sensitivities and tastes” to “optimize [their] diet and help [them] reach a healthy 

weight.”387 While the study of the gene-diet relationship is increasingly promised to provide such 

personalization and optimization, the current literature on this relationship is full of conflicting 

and inconsistent results, in part, because the relationship between diet and disease is complex.388 

As Scrinis argues, these efforts will likely further entrench a reductionist understanding of diet in 

terms of nutrients.389 In other words, the exploration of the gene-diet relationship emerges within 

a reductionist view of diet that erases the complexity of how diet may impact our health. Without 

addressing this reductionism, it is unclear whether and what kind of insights will bear fruit from 

these efforts.  

 

In addition, I want to suggest, following Mayes’ argument that food labels are deployed 

in ways that position subjects as responsible for health via consumer choice, that the creation of 

food tracking apps based on these consolidated archives of nutritional knowledge will further 

entrench the biopolitical regulation and anatomopolitical normalization made possible through 

these apps.390 Information, according to Koopman, can be mobilized to operate anywhere we 

decide it should go. The nutritional information on which these apps rest is that which has been 

 
 
386 Lose It!, “Weight Loss That Fits Your DNA,” accessed July 24, 2022, 

https://www.loseit.com/dna/.  
387 Ibid.  
388 Braconi et al., “An Introduction to Personalized Nutrition,” 8-9.  
389 Scrinis “On the Ideology of Nutritionism,” 42.  
390 Christopher Mayes, “Governing Through Choice: Food Labels and the Confluence of Food 

Industry and Public Health Discourse to Create ‘Healthy Consumers’,” Social Theory & Health 

12, no. 4 (2014): 376-95, http://hdl.handle.net/2123/14454. 
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and continues to be mobilized in all sorts of places (e.g., dietary guidelines, public health policy, 

etc.). Food tracking apps are one of the more recent places in which such information has been 

mobilized. 

 

Mayes describes how public health and the food industry disagree over the type of 

information that should be provided on food labels, yet “both agree that the label is an important 

interpretive tool to bridge the epistemological gap between the consumer and the product.”391 It 

is this gap that Mayes argues creates the conditions for food labels to emerge as an apparatus of 

neoliberal governmentality motivated by a biopolitical interest in securing the health and life of a 

population. The food label, in being situated at the link between population health (security) and 

market (free choice), ultimately functions to steer individuals into making healthy self-

investments. The neoliberal subject produced is constructed as a ‘healthy consumer’ responsible 

for fortifying the health, and thus security, of the population. In sum, in a setting such as the one 

described above where food choice is framed in terms of health and nutrition in response to a 

purported obesity epidemic and rising rates of other noncommunicable diseases (e.g., heart 

disease, diabetes), Mayes argues that food labels become an important strategy of neoliberal 

governmentality.392  

 

Food guides, food labels, and, most recently, food tracking apps are all embedded in the 

nutritional scientism just described. The long history of the quantification of food (which I 

documented in Chapter Two) is strewn with attempts to modify diets in accordance with the 

latest knowledge coming out of nutrition science. The USDA has been responsible for the 

production and dissemination of food guides since 1916.393 Each guide takes up the dominant 

understanding of diet and nutrition at the time and deploys it embedded in messages with social 

 
 
391 Ibid., 384.  
392 Ibid.  
393 The USDA first published its dietary recommendations through a Farmers’ Bulletin in 1894. 

In Chapter Two, I discussed the USDA’s 1917 food guide, but its first official guide, Food for 

Young Children, was published in 1916. See Nestle, Food Politics: How the Food Industry 

Influences Nutrition and Health. 
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resonance.394 More recent food guides have aimed to increase the element of personalization by 

extending recommendations beyond those based solely on age and sex, but also on activity level, 

height and weight. The incorporation of both food guide databases and food labels into food 

tracking app design occasions an entrenchment of the nutritional scientism on which both these 

technologies already rely and presents a new path for realizing a biopolitical vision of population 

health through individual autonomy and responsibilization. All have been envisioned by their 

proponents as capable of bridging the epistemological gap between consumer and product by 

relying on expert knowledge being disseminated “at a distance.” Both, in effect, are deployed as 

techniques of neoliberal biopower.  

 

Nutricentric Subjects, Spectacular Bodies 

 

The subject who is both constructed and targeted by such disciplinary and regulatory 

powers is that of the ‘healthy consumer.’ To specify this even further we can say that the 

‘healthy consumer’ here conceived through and targeted by food tracking apps is that whom 

Scrinis refers to as the nutricentric person. According to Scrinis, nutricentric people  

 

must put together their own personalized package of foods, their own nutritional 

menu, in order to meet their perceived individual needs and optimize the nutrient 

profile of their diets and the functional performance of their bodies. The 

nutritionalized self is expected to take personal responsibility for balancing its 

own nutrient intake according to the nutritional certainties of the day.395 

 

The nutricentric person’s life is dominated by biomarkers: “good” and “bad” cholesterol, blood 

sugar levels, calories in and calories out, BMI, and so on. The above discussion on apps’ “Terms 

of Use” reveals the ways in which users are responsibilized for their own health. Food tracking 

 
 
394 For example, the Basic Four from 1933 used language suggesting that the quantification of 

food would help solve economic insecurities plaguing the United States. See Mudry, Measured 

Meals: Nutrition in America.  
395 Scrinis “On the Ideology of Nutritionism,” 46. 
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apps market themselves as providing the tools and knowledge to guide users, while 

simultaneously absolving themselves of any responsibility for the outcomes of users’ 

engagement with their products. As Lifesum puts it, “You are responsible for your own 

health.”396 Ultimately, the burden of verifying the accuracy of the information and making sense 

of what it means for one’s health falls on users’ shoulders.  

 

These insights point to one way in which food tracking apps involve the operation of 

infopower, in addition to disciplinary and regulatory power. The subject addressed here is a 

choosing one, but one who is ill-equipped to make rational, healthy choices. The calculation and 

determination of choices is given over to big-data analytics. While users are ultimately 

responsible for the information provided and outcomes of their engagement with this 

information, the apps in question market themselves as helping keep track of and speed up users’ 

health journey. User profiles, health goals, and the data inputted daily pin users down to 

“personalized” plans, programs, and recommendations with the intention to nudge them along on 

their path to health.397  

 

In measuring bodily functions, movements, and consumption habits, digital mobile 

technologies render visible parts of our bodies that were previously obscure and (hence) 

unknowable. According to Lupton, digital mobile technologies are a logical extension of 

visualizing technologies employed in medicine (e.g., X-rays, MRIs) in their use to record, 

measure, and monitor bodily functions.398 The advent of medical imaging technologies (e.g., X-

rays, MRIs) produced what Barbara Duden refers to as a ‘screen body,’ a virtual patient whose 

image or data is often portrayed as more ‘objective’ than sensations of the fleshly body.399 

Lupton suggests that similar to these medical imaging technologies, digital mobile technologies 

 
 
396 Lifesum, “Privacy Policy & Terms of Service.”  
397 Schüll, “Data for Life: Wearable Technology and the Design of Self-Care,” 329.  
398 Deborah Lupton, “Quantifying the Body: Monitoring and Measuring Health in the Age of 

mHealth Technologies,” Critical Public Health 23, no. 4 (2013): 393-403, doi: 

10.1080/09581596.2013.794931. 
399 Barbara Duden, Disembodying Women: Perspectives on Pregnancy and the Unborn 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993).  

https://doi.org/10.1080/09581596.2013.794931
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occasion a ‘transparent’ body made ‘spectacular.’400 In other words, digital mobile technologies 

foster a transparent body in their effort to peer into the invisible recesses of the body, render 

them visible and knowable, and (it is assumed) more manageable. They also render this 

transparent body spectacular by putting those now visible parts on display through images and 

numbers (i.e., data).  

 

Food tracking apps are one of many digital mobile technologies that aid the extension of 

our view deeper within the alcoves of our bodies and put these recesses on display. Food 

tracking apps produce and reify a ‘transparent body’ since these apps rely on a functional view of 

the body embedded within nutritional scientism. According to Scrinis, a functional view of food 

wherein “foods are broken down into their component parts and these parts are assigned health-

related functions” depends on a functional view of the body, which “entails a heightened sense of 

the relationship between foods and nutrients on the one hand, and specific bodily functions, 

health conditions, or biomarkers on the other.”401 What Scrinis describes here is the ‘transparent 

body’ just mentioned. Being able to break down food and the body into their component parts 

and detail their inner workings is another way in which technologies are increasingly able to 

“view,” and (it is assumed) control, the usually unseen body.  

 

These apps pin us down to nutrient profiles of the food we consume, putting on display 

parts of ourselves that are usually invisible. In other words, these apps enable us to track the 

inner workings of our bodies by assisting us in visualizing the breakdown of the foods we 

consume into their invisible component parts, all of which have their associated health benefits 

and warnings the responsible person is already privy to. We are accelerated in the sense that in 

engaging with these apps we (ideally) move to change our behavior. In knowing what we 

consume and how it impacts our health, it is assumed that this transparent body made spectacular 

is now more capable of being managed and better able to meet the demands of the pursuit of 

health.  

 
 
400 Lupton, “Quantifying the Body: Monitoring and Measuring Health in the Age of mHealth 

Technologies,” 398.  
401 Scrinis “On the Ideology of Nutritionism,” 42.  
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I want to also suggest that food tracking apps form a continuum not only with the above-

mentioned visualizing technologies, but also those of the weight scale, height-and-weight charts, 

and BMI.402 The appeal to weight loss and inclusion of a weight tracking feature is a universal 

feature of the apps I analyzed and speaks to the ways in which neoliberal biopower is at work 

here.403 According to Sanders, the deployment of obesity 

 as a health and national security problem is a strategy of biopower.404 This strategy not only 

operates on subjects conceived as populations, but also operates on the very corporeal materiality 

of individuals. Whether one’s goal is to gain, lose, or maintain weight, or to get healthy, or to aid 

in disease management, fundamentally these apps, for better or worse, operate on one’s body — 

how it looks, and/or how it feels.405  

 

As Kate Crawford, Jessa Lingel, and Tero Karppi argue, the weight scale has been one of 

the most pervasive and familiar technologies for self-monitoring.406 In order for the weight scale 

to function as a normalizing technology, Crawford et al. argue that “it had to operate in tandem 

with another technology: the height and weight table.”407 Lambert Adolphe Jacques Quetelet, in 

 
 
402 Kate Crawford, Jessa Lingel, and Tero Karppi argue this with respect to wearable devices. I 

am following their line of thinking and applying it to food tracking apps. See Kate Crawford, 

Jessa Lingel, and Tero Karppi, “Our Metrics, Ourselves: A Hundred Years of Self-Tracking from 

the Weight Scale to the Wrist Wearable Device,” European Journal of Cultural Studies 18, no. 

4-5 (2015): 479-96, https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549415584857. 
403 Lupton, “‘All at the tap of a button’: Mapping the Food App Landscape.” Lupton’s recent 

analysis of descriptions the top food tracking apps available in the Google Play store reveals how 

these apps used promissory narratives around ease of documentation and metrication of food 

consumption with the stated goals of losing weight or achieving better health. In Lupton’s words, 

food tracking apps “present promissory narratives that rely on making links between seeing and 

counting food consumption with generating a strong-enough affective force to motivate people to 

change their behaviour” (1375).  
404 Sanders, “Self-Tracking in the Digital Era: Biopower, Patriarchy, and the New Biometric 

Body Projects,” 42.  
405 I will discuss the relationship between look and feel in the clean eating discourses I examine 

in the next chapter.  
406 Crawford, Lingel, and Karppi, “Our Metrics, Ourselves: A Hundred Years of Self-Tracking 

from the Weight Scale to the Wrist Wearable Device,” 481.  
407 Ibid., 483. 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1367549415584857
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his quest for the ideal body type, devised the first height and weight chart in 1836 based on the 

size and measurements of French and Scottish participants. Referred to as “Quetelet’s index,” 

this method of determining body mass (weight divided by height in meters squared) would only 

become popularized (as the Body Mass Index) in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.408 In 

the meantime, tables devised by insurance companies became the benchmark for weight and 

body mass.409 With these, the number on the weight scale could be compared to a table outlining 

what a person “should” weigh based on their age. Physicians began to use these tables to 

evaluate their patient’s, solidifying weight even further as an indicator of health. The 

introduction of domestic weight scales enabled patients to evaluate and monitor their own health. 

 

Food tracking apps share with weight scales, and their ties with height and weight charts 

and BMI, the same sort of impetus to self-monitor for weight management and self-knowledge. 

Whether one’s goal is to lose, gain, or maintain, weight is one of the guiding formats users pin 

themselves down to. As mentioned above, most food tracking app descriptions appeal to weight 

loss (and less frequently weight gain and/or maintenance) to draw users in. This is significant for 

while food tracking apps share similarities with the visualizing technologies of medicine 

described above, there is an important discrepancy between them when it comes to the role of the 

expert. The medical professional has been, and continues to be (for the time being), a necessary 

 
 
408 Katherine M. Flegal, “How Body Size Became a Disease: A History of the Body Mass Index 

and Its Rise to Clinical Importance,” in Routledge Handbook of Critical Obesity Studies, eds. 

Michael Gard, Darren Powell, and José Tenorio (London: Routledge, 2022), 23-39; Your 

Fat Friend, “The Bizarre and Racist History of the BMI,” Elemental, October 15, 2019, 

https://elemental.medium.com/the-bizarre-and-racist-history-of-the-bmi-7d8dc2aa33bb/. Ancel 

Keys is credited with popularizing “Quetelet’s index” over other methods in the 1970s. Based on 

a study of 7,500 men from predominantly white countries (the U.S., Finland, Italy), Keys and his 

colleagues examined which tool was the best existing measure of body fat. Renaming Quetelet’s 

index the “Body Mass Index,” Keys et al. demonstrate that compared to other methods available 

BMI is the best, for it accurately diagnoses “obesity” about half the time. By 1985, the National 

Institutes of Health (NIH) measured “obesity” with BMI, and, in the twenty-first century, it 

remains the standard used by researchers and the government to monitor health risks.  
409 These companies associated excess weight with decrease in life expectancy. Yet, they only 

represented those who were able to purchase life insurance and insurable weights varied across 

insurance companies. Moreover, weight and height were largely self-reported, and likely 

inaccurately. See Flegal, “How Body Size Became a Disease: A History of the Body Mass Index 

and Its Rise to Clinical Importance,” 24-5.   

https://elemental.medium.com/the-bizarre-and-racist-history-of-the-bmi-7d8dc2aa33bb/
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part of the use of visualizing technologies like X-Rays and MRIs. In the case of food tracking 

apps, a medical professional is no longer necessary as dietary recommendations are offered “at a 

distance,” thus increasing the degree of self-monitoring needed to “successfully” understand and 

engage with the body rendered knowable and controllable through food tracking apps. 

 

While there aare legitimate concerns about how food tracking apps negatively impact 

individuals’ cognitive and emotional states, to say that these apps only operate in harmful ways 

ignores the very visceral ways in which these apps can help individuals think and feel better 

about themselves.410 Food tracking apps certainly occasion a disconnect between food and 

pleasure through their focus on quantification; nonetheless, as I discuss below, the way in which 

individuals engage with food tracking apps play an important role in rendering those experiences 

positive or negative.  

 

Mika Pantzar and Minna Ruckenstein offer a useful framework for discussing how 

people engage with their personal data.411 They argue that the framework of mechanical 

objectivity when analyzing self-tracking practices is not sufficient for accounting for the ways in 

which people engage with data generated by various technologies they use. Such is the case 

because this frame positions numbers as offering a ‘pure’ and ‘authentic’ view of the self without 

attending to the fact that such objectivity becomes tainted when self-trackers begin to evaluate 

“… their expectations and day-to-day life in light of measurement results.”412 Pantzar and 

Ruckenstein argue that a better frame of analysis is what they refer to as situated objectivity, 

which combines mechanical objectivity with that of trained judgment. The latter refers to an 

understanding of objectivity that became prominent in the twentieth century, which 

acknowledges the socially situated nature of knowledge. Pantzar and Ruckenstein apply this 

 
 
410 Deborah Lupton, “‘I Just Want It to Be Done, Done, Done!’ Food Tracking Apps, Affects, 

and Agential Capacities,” Multimodal Technologies and Interaction 2, no. 2 (2018): 29-44, 

https://doi.org/10.3390/mti2020029; König et al., “Barriers to and Facilitators for Using 

Nutrition Apps: Systematic Review and Conceptual Framework.” 
411 Mika Pantzar and Minna Ruckenstein, “Living the Metrics: Self-Tracking and Situated 

Objectivity,” The Senses and Digital Health 3 (2017): 1-10, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2055207617712590. 
412 Ibid., 3  

https://doi.org/10.3390/mti2020029
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2055207617712590
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framework specifically to heart rate variability measurements and individual’s evaluations of 

stress and recovery, ultimately demonstrating that expectations and values other than the 

“truthiness” of the data were prominent in their narratives.413  

 

This has, thus far, been shown to be the case in several studies on user’s experiences of 

food tracking apps. In a recent review of scholarly work on these apps, Laura Maria König, 

Christiane Attig, Thomas Franke, and Britta Renner note that users of food tracking apps 

experience both positive and negative cognitive and emotional outcomes that impact how people 

view themselves and use the app as a result.414 The gamification aspect of food tracking apps, for 

example, can produce both positive and negative emotional experiences. Gamification here 

refers to the ways in which food tracking apps situate dieting as a type of game. Each app has 

varying degrees of gamification elements. All the apps I analyzed use gamification features to 

motivate and nudge their users. Some of those elements include receiving achievements and 

awards for meeting goals and disapproving messages or lost points for failing to do so, as well as 

being encouraged to update and share results with friends on social networks and forums.415 

Positive experiences of such gamification include having fun and enjoying oneself when using 

the app, feeling good about oneself and one’s body, and thinking that the app provides the sort of 

encouragement and support one needs to achieve their goals.416 Negative experiences of these 

 
 
413 Ibid.  
414 König et al., “Barriers to and Facilitators for Using Nutrition Apps: Systematic Review and 

Conceptual Framework,” e20037.  
415 Antonio Maturo and Francesca Setiffi, “The Gamification of Risk: How Health Apps Foster 

Self-Confidence and Why This is Not Enough,” Health, Risk & Society 17, no. 7 (2015): 477-94, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13698575.2015.1136599.  
416 Sarcona et al., “Differences in Eating Behavior, Physical Activity, and Health-related 

Lifestyle Choices between Users and Nonusers of Mobile Health Apps,” American Journal of 

Health Education 48, no. 5 (2017): 298-305, https://doi.org/10.1080/19325037.2017.1335630; 

Flaherty et al., “A Different Perspective on Consumer Engagement: Exploring the Experience of 

Using Health Apps to Support Healthier Food Purchasing,” West et al., “Controlling Your 

"App"etite: How Diet and Nutrition-Related Mobile Apps Lead to Behavior Change,” JMIR 

mHealth and uHealth 5, no. 7 (2017): e.95-e.95, doi: 10.2196/mhealth.7410; König et al., 

“Barriers to and Facilitators for Using Nutrition Apps: Systematic Review and Conceptual 

Framework;” Gowin et al., “Health and Fitness App Use in College Students: A Qualitative 

Study,” American Journal of Health Education 46, no. 4 (2015): 223-30, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19325037.2015.1044140. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13698575.2015.1136599
https://doi.org/10.1080/19325037.2017.1335630
https://doi.org/10.2196/mhealth.7410
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elements include feelings of disappointment, guilt, and anxiety, as well as neuroticism about 

their body image and behaviors.417  

 

These cognitive and emotional experiences of the data about themselves and/or their diets 

that they are engaging with influence users’ evaluation of their motivations, expectations, and 

day-to-day life. In response, users might, for example, continue or even increase their use of the 

app, stop using the app altogether, or manipulate how they use the app to avoid negative 

emotions.418 In other words, such experiences attest to the ways in which both mechanical 

objectivity and trained judgement are at play here. While the numbers on the screen are meant to 

be understood as some sort of “pure” representation of foods’ contents, and, subsequently, 

“pure” representations of one’s own contents, the numbers generated are always situated within a 

user’s own worldview and do not influence behavioral change simply on account of their 

(supposed) objectivity. The numbers gain meaning and emotive values and are placed in relation 

to users’ motivations for using the app, physiological outcomes, and ability to deal with negative 

emotional outcomes, along with other facts of their lives (e.g., how busy they are, their level of 

stress overall, etc.).  

 

 
 
417 Solbrig et al., “People Trying to Lose Weight Dislike Calorie Counting Apps and Want 

Motivational Support to Help Them Achieve Their Goals,” Internet Interventions: The 

Application of Information Technology in Mental and Behavioural Health 7 (2017): 23-31, 

10.1016/j.invent.2016.12.003; Lieffers et al., “Experiences and Perceptions of Adults Accessing 

Publicly Available Nutrition Behavior-Change Mobile Apps for Weight Management;” Sarcona 

et al., “Differences in Eating Behavior, Physical Activity, and Health-related Lifestyle Choices 

between Users and Nonusers of Mobile Health Apps;” Tang et al., “How Can Weight-Loss App 

Designers’ Best Engage and Support Users? A Qualitative Investigation.” 
418 Elizabeth V. Eikey and Madhu C. Reddy, “It’s Definitely Been a Journey”: A Qualitative 

Study on How Women with Eating Disorders Use Weight Loss Apps,” in Proceedings of the 

Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (New York: Association for Computing 

Machinery, 2017): 642-54, doi: 10.1145/3025453.3025591; Gabija Didžiokaitė, Paula Saukko, 

and Christian Greiffenhagen, “The Mundane Experience of Everyday Calorie Trackers: Beyond 

the Metaphor of Quantified Self,” New Media and Society 20, no. 4 (2018): 1470-87, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444817698478; Villinger et al., “The Effectiveness of App-Based 

Mobile Interventions on Nutrition Behaviours and Nutrition-Related Outcomes: A Systematic 

Review,” Obesity Reviews 20 (2019): 1465-84, doi: 10.1111/obr.12903. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.invent.2016.12.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/3025453.3025591
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1461444817698478
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As such, the data produced by food tracking apps do not constitute some double of 

ourselves that infopower targets. Instead, following the above discussion on situated objectivity, 

this data becomes the raw material of our daily decisions, thus occasioning a situation in which 

data and subject merge and mingle to produce informational persons that are subject to constant 

change and revision in light of new data being produced. In other words, you are your nutritional 

data. Here, I am ultimately describing the feedback function of information described at the 

beginning of this chapter.419 The spectacular body produced and targeted by food tracking apps 

is the result of our engagement with the outputs generated by these apps, outputs which, in turn, 

feed into another input phase (or not, depending on how one decides to engage with the data 

generated).420  

 

People’s engagement, or lack thereof, with these informatic technologies induces 

revisions to the very technologies themselves. The conditions of information are expanded in our 

becoming hypertext and flesh, which, in turn bring about new ways that food tracking apps may 

fasten us. Calls for increased personalization of food tracking apps are often framed in response 

to the recognition that uptake and consistent use of these apps is a serious limitation for 

achieving their biopolitical potential.421 The vision of personalized nutrition aims to provide ever 

finer degrees of recommendations based on a person’s genes, lifestyle, health conditions, goals, 

preferences, and so on. Digital technologies are increasingly positioned as potential paths to 

realizing this vision given the extent to which we rely on and are shaped by technology. Yet, 

obstacles such as inadequate scientific knowledge, lack of technological advancement, digital 

divides, and the intractability of dietary behavior stand in the way. It remains to be seen whether 

the introduction of more advanced technologies will make for more or less of a disconnect 

between food and pleasure, or how people will respond to and engage with these technologies. 

 
 
419 There, I appealed to the technical definition of information handling that parses it down to 

three phases: input, processing, and output. I remarked on how these phases occur sequentially, 

but also form a feedback loop that gives information its power to amplify its own conditions. 
420 By this last point, I am referring to those who decide to stop using food tracking apps in 

response to their experience using these apps.  
421 König et al., “Barriers to and Facilitators for Using Nutrition Apps: Systematic Review and 

Conceptual Framework,” e20037.  
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Regardless, these obstacles are worthy of our attention now given how power underpins and 

permeates these technologies, working to shape subjectivities in both desirable and harmful 

ways.  

 

In this chapter I have argued that two modes of power underpin and permeate the 

development and use of food tracking apps: biopower and infopower. I have shown that food 

tracking apps form part of a longer history through which nutrition information has been working 

to fashion our subjectivities. In sum, I traced the ways in which we are regulated, coaxed 

(disciplined), and disposed through food tracking apps. In the next chapter, I analyze clean eating 

discourses circulating within food tracking apps and food blogs through the theory of im/purity I 

introduced in last chapter to better understand how clean eating ideologies and directives operate 

on and are taken up by individuals.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CLEAN LIFESTYLES AND HEALTHY SUBJECTIVITIES: AN 

ANALYSIS OF BIOPEDAGOGY IN POPULAR FOOD TRACKING APPS AND FOOD 

BLOGS  

 

Introduction 

 

In this chapter, I bring together insights garnered from previous chapters to explore how 

purity and impurity operate within contemporary diet discourse by examining two food tracking 

apps and six food blogs. I already established the popularity of food tracking apps and the 

significance of attending to their design, uptake, and use in the previous chapter. Food blogs are 

good a complement to food tracking apps given their popularity and their ability to provide a 

space for combined narratives of food and self.422 As I will flesh out more fully in this chapter, 

both food tracking apps and food blogs are a form of what scholars have termed 

“biopedagogies,” or the instructional practices of biopower. An examination of both food 

tracking apps and food blogs reveals the ways in which these different forms of digital media are 

embedded in the same discourses that teach people how to maintain the purity and health of their 

bodyminds.423 

 

In my discussion on how food tracking apps are techniques of biopower in the previous 

chapter, I showed how people engage with these apps in ways that challenge or resist their 

regulating and normalizing functions. In this chapter, I extend this analysis by exploring how 

food tracking apps and food blogs, understood as biopedagogies, enlist people’s conformity. By 

engaging with Noom’s mini-courses, Lifesum’s clean eating diet plan, and the narratives weaved 

 
 
422 Rodney et al., “The Online Domestic Goddess: An Analysis of Food Blog Femininities,” 

Food, Culture, and Society 20, no. 4 (2017): 685-707, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/15528014.2017.1357954; Alexandra Rodney, “The Rise of the Blogspert: 

Biopedagogy, Self-Knowledge, and Expertise on Women’s Healthy Living Blogs,” Social 

Theory and Health 19, no. 2 (2021): 155-171, https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2021.2002394. 
423 Following Bailey et al., I use the term bodymind to acknowledge the that the mind and body 

are inseparable to resist medical and positivist regimes that suggest otherwise. As will be seen, 

using this terminology is apt for the narratives of self presented in these digital spaces. See 

Bailey et al., “Is #YogaForEveryone? The Idealised Flexible Bodymind in Instagram Yoga 

Posts,” Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise, and Health (2021): 1-16, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2021.2002394.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/15528014.2017.1357954
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2021.2002394
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through six popular food blogs, a more nuanced understanding of how and why people are taught 

to maintain their purity and health emerges. Such an analysis produces a fuller understanding of 

how people take up these injunctions in ways that both reify and resist pathologizing narratives 

around eating.  

 

In this chapter, I utilize Valerie Harwood’s suggested framework for empirical 

investigations of biopedagogical practices that draws on Paul Rainbow and Nikolas Rose’s 

delineation of biopower’s three planes.424 Those three planes include: (1) truth – how bodyminds 

become objects of self-development; (2) subjectification – how people are expected to work on 

themselves; and (3) power – who has the authority to disseminate knowledge about bodies.425 

Using this framework with an eye to purity and impurity, I explore how food tracking apps and 

food blogs function as biopedagogy to answer the following questions: Do they identify 

particular bodyminds as in need of self-development? What sort of self-development do they 

articulate? Who is granted authority to share instructions about bodies, food, and purity?  

 

Biopedagogy, Healthism, and Postfeminsm 

 

Biopedagogies refer to knowledge practices concerned with how people should live and 

they define the value of bodies and produce subjectivities.426 In other words, biopedagogies are 

the “moralising information, advice, and instruction about bodies, minds, and health that function 

to control people through affects of praise and shame alongside discourses of ‘expert knowledge’ 

to urge conformity to physical and mental norms…”.427 Biopedagogy brings together Foucault’s 

notion of biopower with that of pedagogy to foster an understanding of the bodymind as a 

political space. According to Andrea LaMarre, Carla Rice, and Glen Jankowsi, biopedagogies 

emerge within what Basil Bernstein terms “totally pedagogized societies,” wherein control 

 
 
424 Rainbow and Rose, “Biopower Today,” 203-4. 
425 Ibid.  
426 Rodney, “The Rise of the Blogspert: Biopedagogy, Self-Knowledge, and Expertise on 

Women’s Healthy Living Blogs,” 158.  
427 Bailey et al., “Is #YogaForEveryone? The Idealised Flexible Bodymind in Instagram Yoga 

Posts,” 2.   
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through instruction of social relations is instituted at every site of life.428 Going beyond John 

Evans, Emma Rich, Brian Davies, and Rachel Allwood’s notion of body pedagogies as 

conscious activity designed to enhance one’s understanding of their own and others’ 

corporeality, biopedagogies conceive of the body as inextricably bound up with life.429 As such, 

they are understood as “disciplinary and regulatory strategies that enable the governing of bodies 

in the name of health and life.”430  

 

Initial investigations into biopedagogies focused mainly on the practices encouraged and 

enacted in the name of the “obesity epidemic” in formal educational contexts. Since then, 

analyses of biopedagogical practices have expanded to attend to the ways in which instructions 

and directions are transmitted through media, health care settings, families, and everyday 

interactions.431 Utilizing praise and shame, alongside “expert knowledge” to urge conformity to 

mental and physical norms (thin, white, fit, male, mentally normative, and able-bodied), 

biopedagogies are more than just transmitted knowledge, but active information that shapes 

subjectivity.432 In defining a normative bodymind along the lines mentioned above, 

 
 
428 Andrea LaMarre, Carla Rice, and Glen Jankowski, “Eating Disorder Prevention as 

Biopedagogy,” Fat Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Body Weight and Society (2017): 1-

14, https://doi.org/10.1080/21604851.2017.1286906; Basil Bernstein, “From Pedagogies to 

Knowledges,” in Towards a Sociology of Pedagogy: The Contribution of Basil Bernstein to 

Research, ed. Ana M. Morais, Isabel Neves, Brian Davies, and Henry Daniels (New York, NY: 

Peter Lang, 2001): 365.  
429 Evans et al., Education, Disordered Eating and Obesity Discourse (London and New York: 

Routledge, 2008).  
430 Jan Wright, “Biopower, Biopedagogies and the Obesity Epidemic,” in Biopolitics and the 

‘Obesity Epidemic’: Governing Bodies, ed. Jan Wright and Valerie Harwood (New York: 

Routledge, 2009), 14.  
431 Eliza Chandler and Carla Rice, “Alterity In/Of Happiness: Reflecting on the Radical 

Possibilities of Unruly Bodies,” Health, Culture and Society 5, no. 1 (2013): 230-48, 

http://hdl.handle.net/10214/15072. 
432 Annemarie Jutel, “Doctor’s Orders: Diganosis, Medical Authority and the Exploitation of the 

Fat Body,” in Biopolitics and the ‘Obesity Epidemic’: Governing Bodies, ed. Jan Wright and 

Valerie Harwood (New York: Routledge, 2009); Carla Rice, Becoming Women: The Embodied 

Self in Image Culture (Toronto: UT Press, 2014); Chandler and Rice, “Alterity In/Of Happiness: 

Reflecting on the Radical Possibilities of Unruly Bodies,” 232; Emma Rich, “‘I see her being 

obesed!’: Public Pedagogy, Reality Media and the Obesity Crisis,” Health: An Interdisciplinary 

Journal for the Social Study of Health, Illness, and Medicine 15, no.1 (2011): 3-21, doi: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21604851.2017.1286906
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biopedagogies uphold racism, sexism, sizeism, and ableism, while simultaneously denying the 

reality and history of these forces.433 

 

The ultimate objective of biopedagogy is to produce good biocitizens who internalize 

directives and self-manage in the name of health and happiness, increasing their productivity.434 

As discussed in Chapter Two, healthism situates solutions to illness in the individual. By positing 

a particular ideal of healthy bodymind and lives, health becomes a multifaceted and moral 

project, with diet and exercise both strongly implicated in this pursuit. Biopedagogies reproduce 

healthism insofar as they “engage flexible subjects in teaching and learning about healthy, 

admired, and valued bodies.”435  

 

Agency, empowerment, and pleasure are both necessary for and promised by imperatives 

to transform oneself through the pursuit of “perfect health,” aligning with what Rosalind Gill 

calls postfeminist sensibility. Gill proposed the term “to articulate the way popular media 

culture…addressed women as self-made, savvy, empowered consumers.”436According to Gill, a 

postfeminist sensibility is characterized by:  

 

the notion of femininity as bodily property; the shift from objectification to 

subjectification; an emphasis on self-surveillance, monitoring and self-discipline; 

 
 
10.1177/1363459309358127; John Evans and Brian Davies, “Embodying Policy Concepts,” 

Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 33, no. 5 (2012): 617-633, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2020.1794537; Wright, “Biopower, Biopedagogies and the 

Obesity Epidemic.”  
433 Ibid.  
434 Ibid.   
435 Bailey et al., “Is #YogaForEveryone? The Idealised Flexible Bodymind in Instagram Yoga 

Posts,” 3. As Melinda Lewthwaite and Andrea LaMarre note, the idea that if people know 

enough and work hard enough on themselves, they can achieve health, motivates this pursuit. 

See Lewthwaite and LaMarre, “‘That’s just healthy eating in my opinion’ – Balancing 

Understandings of Health and ‘Orthorexic’ Dietary and Exercise Patterns.” Refer to my 

discussion of healthism in Chapter Two.  
436 Riley et al., “A Critical Review of Postfeminist Sensibility,” Social and Personality 

Psychology Compass 11, no. 12 (2017): 3, https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12367. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1363459309358127
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2020.1794537
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a focus on individualism, choice, and empowerment; the dominance of a 

makeover paradigm; and a resurgence of ideas about natural sexual difference.437 

 

Postfeminist sensibilities, however, extend beyond femininity. Postfeminist discourses around 

masculinity construct ‘postfeminist men’ as “a melting pot of masculinities, blending a variety of 

subject positions’ such as the ‘new man’, the ‘metrosexual’, the ‘new father’, and the ‘new 

lad’.”438 The field of new masculinities is characterized by tensions and doubts between 

hegemonic and caring masculinities.439  

 

A postfeminist sensibility can be thought to function like an ideology, but Gill’s use of 

the term “sensibility” orients us to its affective qualities. Understood as a more fluid affective set 

of ideas about femininity and masculinity, postfeminist sensibility influences subject formation 

and everyday social relations. Postfeminist culture places great significance on monitoring and 

optimizing one’s bodymind. Such a culture calls forth a subject incited to work on their body and 

psychic disposition by shaping both how they look and what and how they think and feel.440 By 

disavowing or rendering palatable a range of experiences and emotions (e.g., insecurity, 

neediness, anger), attention is placed on responsibility for one’s own happiness rather than on 

transforming the social and economic structures that fail to meet people’s basic needs. 

Consumers of media draw on these ideas to make sense of themselves and to work on themselves 

so that they can be rendered intelligible through these ideas.441  

 
 
437 Rosalind Gill, “The Affective, Cultural, and Psychic Life of Postfeminism: A Postfeminist 

Sensibility 10 Years On,” European Journal of Cultural Studies 20, no. 6 (2017): 615-6, 
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(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017), 143.  
439 Gruson-Wood et al., “The Emotional Toll of Postfeminist Fatherhood,” Gender, Work & 
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The several trillion-dollar wellness industry attests to the force of imperatives to self-

manage in the name of health.442 As Elisabeth Harrison notes, the distinction between the 

concepts of well-being and wellness is not always clear and the use of these concepts can 

overlap.443 Nonetheless, she argues  

 

that the main distinction that seems to be found between it [well-being] and 

wellness, is that while using the terminology of well-being sometimes connotes a 

recognition the social and structural upon multiple dimensions of health and 

happiness, the latter term is more typically used to refer to the pursuit of 

individual health… many times in ways that position health as something 

available for purchase by those who can afford it.444 

 

As such, wellness is enmeshed within neoliberal and individualizing “healthist” values such that 

it situates responsibility at the level of the individual. Across the data analyzed here, “wellness” 

is the concept of choice for describing the sort of health praised and sought after. As will be 

shown, health and happiness are the focus of this pursuit, but are positioned as valuable through 

a forgetting of the conditions necessary for approximating the happy and healthy ideal.  

 

Im/purity, Affect, and Biopedagogy 

 

According to K. Alysse Bailey, Carla Rice, Melissa Gualtieri, and James Gillett, while 

biopedagogical theory suggests expert discourses mobilize emotions to enlist conformity, there is 

a lack of theorizing about how this might occur.445 As I noted in the previous chapter, people do 

 
 
experience of gender, how individuals make sense of themselves through these ideas is always 

context-dependent. 
442 Elisabeth Harrison, “Trans, Genderqueer, Non-Binary and Gender Non-Conforming People’s 

Experiences with Mental Health Care in Ontario,” (PhD diss., University of Guelph, 2021), 71.  
443 Ibid.   
444 Ibid., 68  
445 Bailey et al., “Is #YogaForEveryone? The Idealised Flexible Bodymind in Instagram Yoga 

Posts,” 4.  
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not always engage with healthy citizenship discourse in ways expected or desired of them. 

Bailey et al. ask what is it about the way biopedagogies are formed and deployed that make them 

more likely to be taken up? Their answer draws on Sara Ahmed’s notion of affective economies, 

wherein emotional and sensorial flows circulate through and across individual bodies and social 

discourses.446 This circulation of emotions shapes people’s experience and informs meaning-

making of people and things. Bailey et al. suggest that “expert and user-generated knowledge 

claims come to ‘stick’ to certain bodies through their tethering to… affective economies.447 

Biopedagogies, in deploying various emotions (e.g., happiness, shame) in their injunctions to 

become healthy, are able to assign value and meaning to bodyminds. In other words, emotions 

circulate across biopedagogies, sticking to certain bodyminds while freeing up others, making 

their advice and instructions more enticing to take up.  

 

As I will show in my analysis below, the circulation of purity discourses within 

biopedagogies is intimately bound up with, and even made possible by, the circulation of 

emotions within them. In Chapter Three, I argued for an understanding of purity and impurity 

articulated by Duschinsky and Lugones. That which is pure is whole, unified, all-of-a-piece with 

itself, while that which is impure is composed of heterogeneous, foreign, or inferior elements. 

Pure subjects and phenomena are homogeneous and correspond entirely with their imputed 

essence. Importantly, both Duschinsky and Lugones emphasize that this essence is ascribed; it is 

performatively produced through classifications of purity and impurity themselves and these 

classifications draw on and bring together other essentializing discourses around gender, 

sexuality, nationality, and so on. As such, im/purity discourses occlude the contingency of the 

pure ideal itself and naturalize the power relations that underpin and permeate them.  

 

Having sufficient purity allows one to make claims to dominant and legitimate subject-

positions, but impurity always threatens to contaminate and decompose one’s status. Tied to this 

is that the attainment of purity, like health, becomes a perpetual pursuit where individuals are 

 
 
446 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (New York and London: Routledge, 2004).  
447 Bailey et al., “Is #YogaForEveryone? The Idealised Flexible Bodymind in Instagram Yoga 

Posts,” 4. 
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encouraged to take responsibility for their realization and failure of becoming pure.448 

Duschinsky writes of an economy of moorings that holds in place the affects of tension, pain, and 

aspiration associated with the perception of lack that arises from one’s interpreted distance from 

the pure ideal.449 This economy is comprised of strategies of self-management and self-

transformation. In other words, this economy of moorings is comprised of biopedagogical 

instructions, which utilize emotions to enlist people to conform. These emotions circulate across 

and within individual bodyminds and discourses, sticking to and freeing certain bodyminds, 

shaping experience, and informing what meanings we ascribe to ourselves and to others.  

 

No research to date has explored how food tracking apps and food blogs mobilize food 

and bodyminds discursively with an eye to the role that purity discourses play in these 

mobilizations. Moreover, no research to date has examined these two forms of digital media 

side-by-side. Putting the discourses underpinning and permeating these digital media into 

conversation with one another allows us to form a better picture of how the biopedagogies found 

circulating within these digital media enlist people’s conformity. Such an analysis also provides 

a lens for seeing how these biopedagogies are extended and/or resisted within the selected digital 

media. In the following sections, I explore how the biopedagogies circulating within the data 

draw on discourses of purity within their instructional practices and how individuals make sense 

of themselves through these practices.  

 

Data and Methodology 

 

The data analyzed in this chapter consists of seventy-two blog posts from six clean eating 

blogs, Noom’s set of ten mini-courses, and Lifesum: Healthy Eating’s clean eating diet plan. 

Blogs relevant for thorough analysis were initially identified through a Google search for popular 

clean eating analysis. An initial sample of fifteen was narrowed down to six based on the blog’s 

degree of focus on clean eating and wellness, geographical location (U.S./Canada), popularity, 

 
 
448 Failure is always imminent given the contingency of the ideal itself.   
449 Duschinsky, “Ideal and Unsullied: Purity, Subjectivity, and Social Power,” 13.  
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sufficient posting activity, and level of personal narrative in blog entries.450 The blogs at the 

center of this analysis include: Goop, Downshiftology, Lexi’s Clean Kitchen, Jessica in the 

Kitchen, My New Roots, and Fit Men Cook451 Following a growing body of literature that 

understands blogs as comparable to other forms of media produced for public consumption, I 

have chosen not to anonymize the names of blogs and bloggers.452 

 

The authors of all but one of the blogs are based in the United States, while Sarah Britton 

from My New Roots is based in Toronto, Canada. Four of the bloggers are white women, one is a 

Black woman, and one is a Black man. When determining the sampling universe for analysis, I 

specifically sought out BIPOC blog authors in the clean eating and wellness space. I did so 

because food blogs are predominantly written and read by women and the most popular blogs are 

penned by white women.453 Food blogs depict lifestyles that are predominantly middle or upper-

middle class, heteronormative, and largely white.454 Since my goal in analysis is to better 

understand how these digital spaces function as biopedagogies, including diverse authors is not 

only important, but necessary for a nuanced understanding of how purity discourses are 

employed to produce desirable and undesirable subjectivities. Moreover, it is crucial to 

emphasize that the discourses produced on these blogs and apps are fashioned presentations of 

identities and enactments of health.455 These discourses do not provide a window into the 

blogger’s offline self.456 

 

 
 
450 I determined the popularity by looking at each blog’s social media following (e.g., Instagram, 

Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, YouTube) because I was unable to determine their popularity 

outside of these channels. I have focused on the North American context to stay in line with my 

historical analysis presented in Chapter Two.   
451 See the List of Blogs and Apps on p. vii for quick links to these blogs (vii).  
452 Rodney, “The Rise of the Blogspert: Biopedagogy, Self-Knowledge, and Expertise on 

Women’s Healthy Living Blogs,” 160-1.  
453 Kaisa Tiusanen, “Fulfilling the Self through Food in Wellness Blogs: Governing the Healthy 

Subject,” European Journal of Cultural Studies 24, no. 6 (2021): 1382-1400, 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1367549417733003. 
454 Rodney et al., “The Online Domestic Goddess: An Analysis of Food Blog Femininities,” 692.  
455 Rodney, “The Rise of the Blogspert: Biopedagogy, Self-Knowledge, and Expertise on 

Women’s Healthy Living Blogs,” 160.  
456 Ibid.  
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I approached analysis from a post-structuralist lens wherein knowledge and reality are 

socially shaped through discourse and practice. I use such a lens within a reflexive thematic 

analysis to understand the data.457 Reflexive thematic analysis (TA) is a method for identifying, 

analyzing, and reporting patterns of shared meaning (themes) within data that understands 

researcher subjectivity as an inevitable and important aspect of the research process. Rather than 

aim at some misguided form of objectivity, reflexive TA is a method in which researchers 

continually reflect back on themselves, “questioning and querying the assumptions [they] are 

making in interpreting and coding the data.”458  The goal is not, then, to eliminate these 

subjective components in the analysis, but to better understand how the analysis itself is shaped 

by researcher positionality.459  

 
 
457 Lisa R. Trainor and Andrea Bundon, “Developing the Craft: Reflexive Accounts of Doing 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis,” Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health 13, no. 5 

(2021): 705-726, https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2020.1840423; Virginia Braun and Victoria 

Clarke, “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology,” Qualitative Research in Psychology 3 (2006): 

77-101, doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp063oa; Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, “Reflecting on 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis,” Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise, and Health 11, no. 4 

(2019): 589-597, https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806; Virginia Braun and Victoria 

Clarke, “One Size Fits All? What Counts as Quality Practice in (Reflexive) Thematic 

Analysis?”, Qualitative Research in Psychology 18, no. 3 (2021): 328-352, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1769238; Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, 

“Conceptual and Design Thinking for Thematic Analysis,” Qualitative Psychology 9, no. 1 

(2022): 3-26, https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/qup0000196. 
458 Braun and Clarke, “Reflecting on Reflexive Thematic Analysis,” 594. 
459 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke first outlined thematic analysis as a method for 

identifying and analyzing themes within data in 2006 (Braun and Clarke, “Using Thematic 

Analysis in Psychology”). Since Braun and Clarke’s initial attempt to delineate TA as a 

methodology, they have contoured its dimensions in ever finer ways to account for the variations 

that exist among its specific uses. Originally, Braun and Clarke describe this method as 

something you either do or do not get and as always theoretically flexible. In practice, there are 

several clusters of thematic analysis (of which reflexive TA is but one) and flexibility is more or 

less constrained depending on the epistemological assumptions underpinning the method. 

Moreover, in their earlier conceptualization of TA, themes are themes that are searched for, 

while in more recent articulations of TA, Braun and Clarke note that there are different 

understandings of a theme and that the language of ‘theme-generation’ better reflects the point 

that themes are not merely out there waiting to be discovered but are actively produced through 

interpretation. See Braun and Clarke, “Reflecting on Reflexive Thematic Analysis;” Braun and 

Clarke, “One Size Fits All? What Counts as Quality Practice in (Reflexive) Thematic 

Analysis?”; Braun and Clarke, “Conceptual and Design Thinking for Thematic Analysis.” 
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I familiarized myself with the data by looking over the text and images of the chosen blog 

posts, following Alexandra Rodney, Sarah Cappeliex, Merin Oleschuk, and Josée Johnston in 

examining all elements of a blog’s text (e.g., photographs, biographical information, etc.).460 

Using this method, I created a sample of twenty-three blog posts, which included “About” (and 

related) pages for each blog and 54 articles related to food and lifestyle from each blog. In doing 

so, I was able to capture a broad picture of blog content and capture important aesthetic practices 

and central tendencies across the blog sample. Unlike Rodney et al., however, I did so through a 

deductive-inductive coding process, rather than just an inductive one.461 In the previous sections, 

I detailed the various theories I draw on in this analysis. These theories informed the construction 

of my research questions, determination of the dataset, and my interpretation of the data. I drew 

on these theories given the purpose and structure of the overall project undertaken throughout the 

previous chapters and, ultimately, to develop a rich understanding of the data that goes beyond 

semantic level descriptions of the data. I develop themes at both semantic and latent levels by 

attending to both text and image to identify and examine the ideologies shaping the semantic 

content of the data.462   

 

 
 
460 About and related pages contain important biographical details important to the blogger’s 

identity. See Rodney et al., “The Online Domestic Goddess: An Analysis of Food Blog 

Femininities,” 692.  
461 Ibid. According to Braun and Clarke, “A deductive orientation in reflexive TA involves using 

preexisting theory as a lens through which to interpret the data; deductive reflexive TA is not 

about “testing” a preexisting theoretical framework or hypothesis” (Braun and Clarke, 

“Conceptual and Design Thinking for Thematic Analysis,” 8). By inductive, they mean that 

“analysis is ‘grounded in’ the data, rather than ‘pure’ induction, because you cannot enter a 

theoreticalv vacuum when doing TA” (Braun and Clarke, “One Size Fits All? What Counts as 

Quality Practice in (Reflexive) Thematic Analysis?”, 331). These “poles” exist on a continuum. 

For my research to be a bit of both means that I am approaching data analysis with a pre-existing 

theory to interpret the data, but how the specifics of my interpretation are grounded what is (and 

is not) “present” in the data.   
462 Semantic refers to “meanings directly observable on the surface of the data,” while latent 

refers to “meanings that underlie the data surface” (Braun and Clarke, “Conceptual and Design 

Thinking for Thematic Analysis,” 5).  
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This initial deductive-inductive coding process described text and image content and 

composition and other general patterns operating across the posts (e.g., types of images, 

metaphors, narratives). From there, I sorted posts into preliminary themes based on the coded 

commonalities and differences found across text and images. Before settling on any theme names 

and content, I put the coded commonalities and differences found within this subset of the data in 

conversation with the other subset of data from food tracking apps that I had collected in April 

and May of 2022.  

 

The food tracking apps were selected by first putting together a list of popular diet 

and/nutrition related apps from the Apple Store based on the number of customer reviews.463 

Ranging from 1,000 (Intent: Healthy Meal Plan) to 1.7 million reviews, this initial sample 

consisted of thirty-one apps. The final determination to use only Lifesum and Noom in this 

analysis was based on a consideration of each app’s popularity and whether the app in question 

has nutrient tracking features and draws on clean eating discourse. The food tracking app dataset 

included screenshots taken from my engagement with various aspects of Lifesum and Noom’s 

platforms. With respect to Lifesum, screenshots include those taken from my profile creation, 

“Health Test,” and clean eating diet plan. With respect to Noom, screenshots include those taken 

from my profile creation, progression through the mini-courses, and messages received through 

the platform.464  

 

The initial deductive-inductive coding process here followed that of the process 

undertaken for blog posts. I described text and image content and composition, as well as 

identified general patterns operating across the screen shots (e.g., types of images/colors, 

metaphors, narratives). As with the blog posts, these coded commonalities and differences were 

sorted into preliminary themes. Once I had preliminary themes from both subsets of the data 

 
 
463 At the time of the research, I did not have access to google play and Apple does not release 

information about downloads freely.   
464  I chose not to engage with the tracking features of either app because of my own history with 

disordered eating and desire not to trigger unwanted thought patterns and behaviors. See 

“Researcher Positionality” (p. 122).  
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(blog posts and food tracking apps), I engaged in additional deductive coding to determine 

commonalities and differences circulating across and within these subsets of data.  

 

Researcher Positionality 

 

At the time of conducting the research, I was a twenty-seven-year-old, middle-class, U.S. 

citizen studying in Canada, white queer non-binary doctoral candidate. I situate myself both 

inside and outside of this research, having lived experience of being an anorexic in recovery who 

has engaged in orthorexic-like behaviors at various points throughout my recovery. Informed by 

discussions of positionality and standpoint in feminist analyses and gender theory, critical race 

theory, and social epistemology, I endeavored to conduct my research with an awareness of my 

privileges and how my unique lens shaped my interpretation of the data.  

 

Findings 

 

Truth: What kinds of bodyminds need self-development? 

 

The clean eating blogs and food tracking apps analyzed here position all bodyminds as 

capable and in need of development, though bodyminds that do not look and/or feel their best are 

especially in need of self-development. We do not simply inhabit the right bodymind; we need to 

develop the right kinds of habits.465 This is true for everyone but is felt and experienced 

differently depending on competing demands made of our bodyminds. Across the data, there is 

particular emphasis placed on how one feels in and about one’s body. Many of the blogs include 

narratives about moments in the past when blog authors realized that their bodyminds did not 

look and/or feel their best. In these narratives, blog authors discuss the formal and/or informal 

means through which their bodyminds were identified as problematic (e.g., bodily signals; a 

doctor’s advice; the scale).  

 

 
 
465 Sara Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness (Durham and London: Duke University of Press, 

2010).  
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Fit Men Cook describes Kevin Curry’s reaction to seeing a photo of himself on his 

friend’s Facebook page (Figure 1). Curry re-tells experiencing “a mixture of denial, surprise, and 

a little shame for letting himself go as much as he had.”466 Lexi’s Clean Kitchen describes how 

Lexi Davidson “started thinking more about indulgences in society, how food is portrayed to us 

in the media, and what the food we are eating is eating” while “eating poorly and going up on the 

scale” in college.467 Davidson then goes on to position this interest as partially rooted in her 

constantly having “horrible stomach aches, hormone and skin issues, and other ailments.”468 

Initially, it is the connection between eating poorly and gaining weight that led Davidson to 

examine her food choices further, but she quickly includes bodily signals and discomfort as an 

important impetus for her clean eating journey. 

 

 
Figure 1: Screenshot of Fit Men Cook's "About" page. Source: Curry, "About." 

 
 
466 Kevin Curry, “About Fit Men Cook,” Fit Men Cook, accessed April 15, 2022, 

https://fitmencook.com/about-fit-men-cook/.  
467 Lexi Davidson, “My Story,” Lexi’s Clean Kitchen, accessed April 14, 2022, 

https://lexiscleankitchen.com/my-story/.  
468 Ibid.  
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Various affects circulate across these narratives, demonstrating the ways in which affect 

sticks to certain bodyminds while freeing up others. Ahmed’s discussion of affective economies 

reveals how emotions are investments in social norms.469 Bodyminds that do not meet white, 

masculine, heterosexual, thin/fit, and ableist ideals often become stuck and are experienced as, 

for example, shameful, hated, and feared on account of the histories and associations that are 

“reopened in each encounter.”470 Lexi’s Clean Kitchen, for example, provides a detailed 

description of Davidson’s transformation from a young child stashing away junk food to a post-

graduate suffering from gastrointestinal issues to a wife and mother finally feeling less bloated, 

more energetic, and confident in her body.471 Davidson’s description of feeling sick all the time 

demonstrates how experiences of illness are often experienced as a profound alteration of one’s 

bodily experiences.472 Davidson describes being unable to go out and do things, spares readers 

the details of her constipation, and emphasizes having to pay “closer attention to how [she] was 

feeling – physically, emotionally, and mentally.”473 All of these comments attest to the ways in 

which illness can be felt as a loss of control and spontaneity as well as an intensification of 

shame about and responsiveness to one’s bodymind.  

 

Similarly, in an article on Guideposts, a spiritual non-profit focused on fostering wellness 

through inspirational content, Curry describes his battle with shame and self-loathing extending 

back into his youth.474 Curry tells of growing up comfortably in Dallas, Texas but having a 

difficult time switching from private to public school when a debilitating disease left his father 

on permanent disability and his mother working to keep everything together. Struggling with his 

mental health, Curry describes his frustration with his Black and church communities and shame 

 
 
469 Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness. 
470 Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness, 54. We can think of an encounter as encounter with 

another person, an object, and even ourselves.   
471 Davidson, “My Story.” 
472 Havi Carel, Phenomenology of Illness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).  
473 Davidson, “My Story.” 
474 Kevin Curry, “How Cooking Helped Kevin Curry Confront His Depression,” Guideposts, 

April 25, 2019, https://www.guideposts.org/better-living/life-advice/finding-life-purpose/how-

cooking-helped-kevin-curry-confront-his-depression.  

https://www.guideposts.org/better-living/life-advice/finding-life-purpose/how-cooking-helped-kevin-curry-confront-his-depression
https://www.guideposts.org/better-living/life-advice/finding-life-purpose/how-cooking-helped-kevin-curry-confront-his-depression
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around not being able to successfully have his faith make him better.475 Ultimately, a 

combination of medication, exercise, and cooking helped Curry most, though his faith remained 

an important element in his healing.476 Curry describes making an Instagram account, 

@FitnessAndFaith, eventually changing it to @fitmencook, to share his recipes and struggles 

with food and depression.  

 

Curry’s struggle with food and depression highlights the complexity of Black masculine 

identity in a neoliberal and postfeminist culture. Historically, Black masculinity has been framed 

as a problem to Black families and to the whole nation. Stereotypical images of Black men 

include hypersexualized “bucks” “absent fathers,” and “thugs.”477 Black men’s own 

conceptualizations of their manhood paint a different picture. Self-determination, accountability, 

family, pride, spirituality, leadership, community involvement, and so on have all been shown to 

be a part of Black masculine identity.478 Curry’s experiences of struggling to fit in with his Black 

peers, learning to adapt and cope with his father’s illness, and grappling with the stigma around 

his mental health highlight the ways in which race, class, gender, and disability intersect in his 

 
 
475 According to Rosalyn Denise Campbell and Madison Rose Winchester, Black communities in 

America “have a greater burden of untreated mental health problems than any other racial 

group…[and] are also less likely to seek professional counseling support…, and often turn to 

spiritual leaders to meet their mental health needs.” Rosalyn Denise Campbell and Madison Rose 

Winchester, “Let the Church Say…: One Congregation’s Views on How the Black Church Can 

Address Mental Health with Black Americans,” Social Work & Christianity 47, no. 2 (2020): 

106, doi: 10.34043/swc.v47i2.63. 
476 Curry, “How Cooking Helped Kevin Curry Confront His Depression.” 
477 Letisha Engracia Cardoso Brown, “Eat to Live, Don’t Live to Eat: Black Men, Masculinity, 

Faith and Food,” International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 17, no. 12 

(2020): 1-13, doi: 10.3390/ijerph17124264. 
478 Andrea G. Hunter and James Earl Davis, “Constructing Gender: An Exploration of Afro-

American Men’s Conceptualization of Manhood,” Gender & Society 6, no. 3 (1992): 464-479, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/189997; Andrea G. Hunter and James Earl Davis, “Hidden Voices of 

Black Men: The Meaning, Structure, and Complexity of Manhood,” Journal of Black Studies 25, 

no. 1 (1994): 20-40, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F002193479402500102; Baron K. Rogers, 

Heather A. Sperry, and Ronald F. Levant, “Masculinities Among African American Men: An 

Intersectional Perspective,” American Psychological Association 16, no. 4 (2015): 416-425, 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/a0039082; Brown, “Eat to Live, Don’t Live to Eat: Black 

Men, Masculinity, Faith and Food. ”  

https://swc.nacsw.org/index.php/SWC/article/view/63
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17124264
https://www.jstor.org/stable/189997
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F002193479402500102
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/a0039082
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life. Food and fitness emerge as an important means through which Curry can attend to and heal 

from his experiences of shame and frustration.  

 

Within the data, bodyminds that do not look and/or feel their best are contrasted with 

bodyminds that “feel better, think better, and look better” as a result of diet and lifestyle 

changes.479 By developing the right kinds of habits, blog authors demonstrate how they make 

sense of themselves in response to their experiences of shame and insecurity, which are 

ultimately tied to demands to feel, think, and look in certain ways. Jessica Hylton Leckie from 

Jessica in the Kitchen, for example, describes how in changing her diet to a clean (re: vegetarian) 

one she “immediately saw a change in [her] health, sleep, mood and overall lifestyle for the 

better.” 480 Moreover, in her e-book, It’s That Easy: Your easy step-by-step guide for switching to 

a healthier, meatless lifestyle you’ll love, she details how her diet change “was the ONLY thing 

that really cured 10 years of sickness.”481 In a similar vein, Davidson describes how today “she 

doesn’t struggle with gut issues and she has more energy, her weight fluctuates less, and overall 

she feels great, healthy, and happy” and Britton from My New Roots describes her blog as 

helping people “return to a state of healthy balance and well-being.”482 

 

 
 
479 Sarah Britton, “About,” My New Roots, accessed April 18, 2022, 

https://www.mynewroots.org/site/about/.  
480 Jessica Hylton, “About,” Jessica in the Kitchen, accessed April 14, 2022, 

https://jessicainthekitchen.com/about/.  
481 Hylton, “About;” Jessica Hylton, “Ebook,” Jessica in the Kitchen, accessed April 14, 2022, 

https://jessicainthekitchen.com/its-that-easy/.  
482 “Britton, “About;” Davidson, “My Story.” We see this same linking of healthy bodyminds 

with feeling good in Noom’s minicourses. Periodically throughout Noom’s minicourses, one is 

presented with the success story of a fellow Noomer. These success stories often detail how the 

Noomer in question has achieved weight loss and the sorts of positive results that have flowed 

from it. For example, I am introduced to Andrea on day 15, who, with one little change (eating 

breakfast everyday), began losing weight. Andrea re-tells her experience in the following way: ‘I 

got to a point where I decided I never wanted to feel tired, depressed, or unhappy again, so it’s 

worth it to keep up the healthy habits” (Noom, Inc., Noom, Version 10.25.0 (2022), 

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/noom-healthy-weight-loss/id634598719). It is also important to 

note that this is one of only two uses of “well-being” across the data. I will discuss this in the 

next section. 

https://www.mynewroots.org/site/about/
https://jessicainthekitchen.com/about/
https://jessicainthekitchen.com/its-that-easy/
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/noom-healthy-weight-loss/id634598719
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The use of “return” above is significant for it suggests an understanding of able-

bodiedness and able-mindedness as the natural state. Returning to a state of health is to return to 

an undisturbed and pristine embodiment.483 The implication is that those bodyminds revealed as 

problematic through how one feels, the number on the scale, a doctor’s diagnosis, and so on are 

disturbed and sullied embodiments. Blog authors’ feelings of shame, insecurity, and bodily doubt 

are experienced as evidence that they have failed to approximate some ideal. In other words, 

these revelation narratives and success stories highlight how shame, insecurity, and bodily doubt 

attach to bodyminds that no longer look or feel their best, serving as an impetus to strive to attain 

and maintain bodyminds that both feel and look good. 

 

Subjectification: What kinds of self-development work are necessary? 

 

In the data, the self is transformed through clean eating and living. Unhappy and unwell 

bodyminds are transformed into feeling and looking their best through diet and lifestyle changes. 

Appeals to and promises of happiness and living one’s best life are common throughout the data. 

Ahmed’s discussion of happiness is particularly useful here. Ahmed argues that happiness 

involves an “end oriented” intentionality: “It is not just that we can be happy about something, as 

a feeling in the present, but some things become happy for us, if we imagine they will bring 

happiness to us.”484 To think of happiness in these terms means that other things become means 

to happiness. Objects that are designated as a source of happiness already circulate as social 

goods and directs us toward those things. In other words, objects enter our sphere with an 

affective value already in place, just as our bodies do not arrive in neutral.  

 

Objects embody not only good feeling, but the good life. Orienting ourselves to the right 

objects and developing the right tendencies towards those objects promises not only good 

 
 
483 Jenny Slatman, Our Strange Body: Philosophical Reflections on Identity and Medical 

Interventions (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2014); Talia Welsh, Feminist 

Existentialism, Biopolitics, and Critical Phenomenology in a Time of Bad Health (London: 

Routledge, 2021).   
484 Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness, 26.   
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feeling, but the good life.485 It is by eating and living clean and healthy that blog authors and the 

intended audiences of blogs and apps are expected to orient themselves to the right objects in the 

right ways. In a neoliberal and postfeminist culture that values health, beauty, and ability and 

believes happiness to flow from these things, objects and habits that bring us closer to these 

ideals take on positive affective value and are worthy of our pursuit. In other words, it is through 

clean eating and living that we can feel good and happy, and by extension, become good, or the 

best versions of ourselves.  

 

Happiness, goodness, and purity are closely linked. As Duschinsky notes, “the ability of 

purity to make claims regarding the essence of the true human being” encourages subjects to 

engage in reflexive agency, which includes “a continual project of striving for the good life, 

represented as a source of purity and perfection, in which existence is reconciled utterly with an 

ideal essence.”486 Appeals to purity and impurity are particularly potent means through which 

value and affect is attached to certain objects and bodies. Striving for happiness and a good life 

through eating and living clean entails successfully approximating acceptable definitions of the 

human. One is treated as whole and proper, natural and neutral, to the extent that they 

approximate ideals of health, beauty, and ability that are tied to their experience of gender, race, 

class, and so on. 

 

If we are what we eat, then an important way in which to be treated as whole and natural 

is through eating foods thought to be whole and natural. Across the data, clean eating is 

understood through a framing that dichotomizes food using the terms whole (real, natural, clean) 

and processed (refined, artificial, nasty). Whole foods are those “as close to their natural state as 

possible” with “no artificial preservatives, colors, flavors, or ingredients you can’t 

pronounce.”487 Two of the blogs are strictly plant-based, while the rest include meat and dairy. 

For those blogs that are most explicit about this, ethics and health guide bloggers’ dietary 

 
 
485 Ibid.  
486 Duschinsky, “Ideal and Unsullied: Purity, Subjectivity, and Social Power,” 8-9. 
487 Lisa Bryan, “Philosophy,” Downshiftology, accessed April 14, 2022, 

https://downshiftology.com/philosophy/.  
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decisions. According to Goop, “ingredient souring is important – for the planet, our guts, and 

because you need fewer things and simpler recipes when the components stand on their own.”488  

 

Lifesum utilizes a similar framing in its description of clean eating: “Get the nutrients 

you need to stay in shape and be healthy with real, unprocessed foods that didn’t come from a 

lab.” They get a little more specific when outlining the guidelines of the clean eating diet plan. 

Those include stocking up on whole foods (e.g., oil, nuts, fish, lean meat, fruit and veggies); 

eating less processed foods with a lot of added sugar and sodium; staying away from 

preservatives, ‘chemically charged’ foods, sugars, saturated fat, and trans-fat; planning meals 

and workouts; and eating regularly. Noom does not have an explicitly clean eating focus but does 

emphasize the importance of shifting to an unprocessed foods diet and making sure that the 

“majority of your diet [is] made up of nutritious, whole foods that make your belly full (think 

low caloric density and the science of satiety) and your body happy (think energy and 

regularity).” 

 

Utilizing Duschinsky’s framework, those foods which get marked as “clean,” “whole,” 

and “real” are foods that are all-of-a-piece with themselves, or as much so as possible. Foreign 

elements such as preservatives, artificial coloring, and hormones contaminate the natural, real, 

and pure state of the food. Foreign elements can also be the sort of ethical relations we become 

embedded in, with the environment and with other people, when a particular food is consumed.  

Britton from My New Roots, for example, describes eating almost entirely organic and 

occasionally consuming freshly caught fish if she “know[s] where it came from, who caught it, 

and that it was killed humanely.”489 In such a case, it is not simply that food should not be 

contaminated by chemicals, but also that it should not be contaminated by “dirty” relations of 

production. Knowing where, who, and how our food is killed enables us to avoid consuming 

founds produced via suffering and exploitation. However, as will be shown below, this is not 

often the focus across the data. Framing food in this way suggests that “dirty” foods threaten to 

 
 
488 Goop, “Food & Home,” Goop, accessed April 15, 2022, 

https://goop.com/food/?click_source=nav-3-foodhome-explore-exploreallfoodhome.  
489 “About,” My New Roots.  

https://goop.com/food/?click_source=nav-3-foodhome-explore-exploreallfoodhome
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contaminate our bodyminds, making us unhealthy and unhappy. By eating whole and real foods, 

we can feel good and pure — and be good and pure.  

 

The emphasis on how one feels is reflected in how clean eating and living is depicted 

across the data. Emphasis is placed on nourishing and providing comfort, which is tied to 

understandings of health as going beyond one’s physical body to include one’s psychological 

and emotional health. At Goop, they “love vegan, gluten free, keto, and paleo options (especially 

cleaned-up comfort food).”490 Paula M. Salvio’s investigations into depictions of comfort food 

on food blogs detail the ways in which blog authors portray comfort food as simple, 

approachable, nostalgic, seasonal, and enjoyable.491 Comfort foods vary from person and culture, 

but what unites them is their apparent ability to soothe or comfort a person. Such foods might 

bring back fond memories and/or trigger the brain’s reward system because of their high carb, 

sugar, and fat contents.492   

 

While Goop is the only blog to use the language of “cleaned-up comfort food,” in the 

data analyzed here, food is depicted in all the above-listed ways.  Clean foods are described as 

comforting in their simplicity, seasonality, and enjoyableness. “Cleaned-up comfort food” is 

food that is simple, enjoyable, and even nostalgic while foregoing the processed sugars, 

preservatives, high carbs and fats, or other allergens, nutrients, or additives considered to be 

toxic and unhealthy that are typically found in classic comfort foods. The implication in Goop’s 

wording is that typical comfort food is not clean given its association with health-hindering 

ingredients but can become so through appropriate substitutions with foods free of health-

hindering contaminates. Comfort food made with appropriate (clean, whole, real) ingredients 

which are simple, seasonal, and enjoyable is food that can nourish and comfort you. This 

emphasis on comfort works to attach happiness, goodness, and purity to healthy, able 

 
 
490 Goop, “Food & Home.”  
491 Paula M. Salvio, “Dishing It Out: Food Blogs and Post-Feminist Domesticity,” Gastronomica 

12, no. 3 (Fall 2012): 31-39, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/gfc.2012.12.3.31. 
492 Comfort foods are not always high in these things, but they tend to be.  
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bodyminds. Ultimately, it provides blog authors, readers, and app users with the means to make 

sense of themselves and to hopefully feel better.  

 

While seemingly health-positive or at the very least innocuous, it is important to attend to 

the ways in which power is naturalized and obscured through these discourses. As I discussed in 

Chapter Three, purity is performatively produced through essentializing discourses that position 

certain subjectivities and phenomena as pure and others as impure. In other words, purity 

discourses naturalize and obscure power. Ingredient-sourcing is praised across the data, although 

most of the time the sourcing focus has to do with the quality of the food and its impact on health 

(however vaguely), rather than with the people and environments these foods are embedded 

with. The power relations that bring into focus the people and environments, I argue, are 

obscured across the data despite clean eating’s ingredient-sourcing focus. Although locality and 

seasonality are often prioritized, there is little acknowledgement and discussion of the sorts of 

obstacles to consuming local and seasonal.  

 

Affordability and accessibility are two such obstacles. Being oriented towards the right 

objects in the right ways requires educational, cultural, embodied, and economic capital that is 

not often addressed across the data. Eating and living clean involves self-knowledge, knowledge 

about nutrition, knowledge about the toxicity of the world around us, trial and error, among other 

more tangible things like access to grocery stores, money, time, and energy. “Wellness,” rather 

than “well-being,” is the preferred framing across the data. This is reflected in the consumerist-

oriented nature of both the blogs and apps. The blogs not only house recipes, but market products 

(e.g., kitchen gadgets, cookbooks, online courses) that are framed as important for taking one’s 

clean and healthy eating journey to the next level (though their price points make them 

inaccessible to many). Interestingly, when discussing eating clean on a budget, several blog 

authors emphasize eating local and seasonal as one strategy.493 Many food insecure households 

 
 
493 Lisa Bryan, “10 Easy Tips to Eat Healthy on a Budget,” Downshiftology, September 17, 2019, 

https://downshiftology.com/healthy-eating-on-a-budget/; Jessica Hylton, “How to Eat Healthy on 

a Budget,” Jessica in the Kitchen, last modified December 7, 2021, 

https://jessicainthekitchen.com/how-to-eat-healthy-on-a-budget/; Lexi Davidson, “Meal Prep: 8 

https://downshiftology.com/healthy-eating-on-a-budget/
https://jessicainthekitchen.com/how-to-eat-healthy-on-a-budget/
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do not have access to, or the resources for, these foods. Even if local foods are cheaper, they 

must be there in the first place. The blogs market their diets and lifestyles as approachable and 

“for anyone,” yet several blog authors offer readers insight into how to eat according to their diet 

on a budget only after readership feedback highlights the inaccessibility of the diets and lifestyles 

popularized on the blog.  

 

In addition, Noom, for example, frames issues of affordability and time as thought 

distortions, which are “tricks or minds use to convince us of (usually negative) things that aren’t 

actually true,” that need to be overcome.494 This framing positions these obstacles as primarily 

mental, rather than structural. Such emphasis on individual responsibility for health mirrors the 

neoliberal and postfeminist nature of many wellness spaces by obscuring social and 

environmental determinants of health that are best addressed at the level of the community. The 

result is that happy, healthy, and pure subjectivities and lifestyles become sedimented as ideals 

that anyone and everyone can and should aspire to attain — with no critical analysis or 

justification.  As such, critical issues of affordability of, and accessibility to, different nutrition 

knowledge, foods, and products are often obscured throughout the blogs.  

 

Across the data, food is thought to help nourish and comfort selves that do not feel like 

their optimal, best selves, but it cannot do so by itself. A lifestyle approach that includes things 

like exercise, stress management, home care, and sleep is necessary. Tied to this is a repeated 

emphasis placed on finding balance. For example, Bryan describes clean eating as  

 

prioritizing self-care, stress management, good quality sleep, healthy 

relationships, physical activity and life enjoyment. It’s “taking life down a notch” 

 
 
Budget Friendly Lunches,” Lexi’s Clean Kitchen, accessed April, 15, 2022, 

https://lexiscleankitchen.com/8-budget-friendly-lunches/.  
494 Noom, Inc., Noom. Both Noom and Lifesum offer free features, although to access their 

Premium services (weight programs, diet plans, and coaching), users need to pay for these 

services. For example, Noom’s four-month auto renewing plan (which Noom says most users 

start out with) costs $159 USD. Their annual auto-renewing plan costs $199 USD. See, Noom., 

“How Much Does Noom Cost (and What Do You Get)?”, accessed July 24, 2022, 

https://www.noom.com/blog/how-much-does-noom-cost/.  

https://lexiscleankitchen.com/8-budget-friendly-lunches/
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and allowing you to breathe. It’s balancing work and life to actually be 

balanced. It’s connecting with mother nature and dipping your toes in the sand. 

It’s figuring out what makes you happy and doing more of that!495 

 

In addition to encouraging the occasional indulgence, healthy foods are depicted as fun and 

delicious. For example, most of the recipes on Lexi’s Clean Kitchen reflect Davidson’s 

“balanced practical approach” to eating where she “eats healthy, nutritious meals made with a 

balance of protein, carbohydrates, and healthy fats, but [she] also indulge[s] in sweet treats 

because what is life without a little dessert or the occasional cocktail.”496 Across the data, a 

balanced practical approach to eating means approaching food not from a place of restriction and 

sacrifice, but from a place of love of food and self.  

 

These findings reflect Kate Cairns and Josée Johnston charting of a contemporary food 

discourse they call the “do-diet,” which “reframes dietary restrictions as positive choices, while 

maintaining an emphasis on body discipline, expert knowledge, and self-control.”497 According 

to Cairns and Johnston, women engage in a process called calibration, “wherein women actively 

manage their relationship to the extremes of self-control and consumer indulgence in an effort to 

perform acceptable middle-class femininities.”498 They argue that the do-diet remediates the 

tension between expressing freedom choice and embodying discipline through dietary control at 

the heart of neoliberal consumer culture.499 It involves calibrating oneself between obsession and 

lack of discipline to enact hegemonic rather than pathologizing food femininities. This is done 

through occasional indulgence, as mentioned above, as well as through repudiating the use of 

labels and distancing oneself from fad diets.  

 

 
 
495 Bryan, “Philosophy.”  
496 Lexi Davidson, “Start Here,” Lexi’s Clean Kitchen, accessed April 14, 2022, 

https://lexiscleankitchen.com/start-here/.  
497 Katie Cairns and Josée Johnston, “Choosing Health: Embodied Neoliberalism, Postfeminism, 

and the “Do-diet,” Theory and Society 44, no. 2 (2015): 154, doi: 10.1007/s11186-015-9242-y. 
498 Ibid.  
499 Ibid.  
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Across much of the data, a balanced approach to eating that is intuitive, rather than being 

tied to dietary labels and fads is depicted.500 This is evident across the blogs with women authors, 

as well as Noom. For example, Lexi’s Clean Kitchen, describes clean eating as “an intuitive 

lifestyle approach to eating that transcends dietary labels,” while Britton from My New Roots 

describes how the only label that applies to her is that of “whole food lover.”501 Noom, in a 

similar vein, distances itself from restrictive dieting by describing itself as being about habit and 

behavior change through fostering addition, rather than removal, mindsets.502 Noom focuses 

extensively on helping people to change how they think and, by extension, how they eat. As on 

many of the blogs, self-control becomes about treading the line between restriction and 

indulgence. On the one hand, emphasizing pleasure and indulgence can be seen as an attempt to 

challenge healthist and nutritionist ideals of denial of pleasure. Yet on the other hand, reducing 

health to individual responsibility and dichotomizing food re-inscribes healthist and nutritionist 

values of self-discipline and dichotomies of good/bad foods.  

 

Curry from Fit Men Cook also demonstrates the ways in which Black men engage in a 

process of calibration within what are predominately white and feminine spaces. Part of the food 

philosophy of Fit Men Cook, for example, emphasizes that “food should be vibrant and tasty, 

never boring.”503 Moreover, in an article on desserts, Curry writes,  

 

Being careful with our diet doesn’t mean we can’t indulge every once and a 

while. Especially if we make smart decisions like using healthy dark chocolate 

instead of milk chocolate. The latter is overprocessed and full of sugar, while the 

former is associated with TONS of health benefits.504 

 

 
 
500 The distancing of one’s food philosophy from dieting attests to the larger discussions being 

had about the deceptions and harms perpetuated by diet ideologies. 
501 Davidson, “Start Here;” “About,” My New Roots.  
502 Noom, Inc., Noom.  
503 Kevin Curry, “Download Meal Prep App,” Fit Men Cook, accessed April 25, 2022, 

https://fitmencook.com/app/.  
504 Kevin Curry, “15 Healthy Chocolate Recipes for Delicious Desserts,” Fit Men Cook, accessed 

April 25, 2022, https://fitmencook.com/healthy-chocolate-recipes/.  

https://fitmencook.com/app/
https://fitmencook.com/healthy-chocolate-recipes/
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Here, we see that, like the women blog authors, Curry is also managing his relationship to the 

extremes of self-control and consumer indulgence, suggesting that such calibration is part of 

Black men’s constructions of their masculinity as well. On the one end of the extreme, there 

exists conceptualizations of engaging in food practices in the name of appearance and health as 

obsessive and femininely pursuits.505 On the other end of the spectrum, there exists constructions 

of Black masculinity as problematic and out of control. We also cannot forget that Black men’s 

own perceptions of their masculinity, as mentioned above, emphasize self-determination and 

accountability. Given these complexities, we can see how the tension between freedom and 

discipline at the heart of neoliberal consumer culture is remediated through the do-diet and can 

be part of performing acceptable Black masculinity.  

 

Beyond language describing ingredients and dishes as fresh, simple, and balanced, 

nourishment and comfort are depicted through the photographs embedded throughout the recipes 

on the blogs (Figure 2). Across all the blogs, the combined stylistic frameworks of authenticity 

and mastery portray food in its most wholesome and real state.506 With respect to authenticity, 

ingredients are photographed, sometimes individually, sometimes together, to demonstrate just 

how few ingredients comprise a dish. Foods are bright and colorful, connecting understandings 

of health with “eating the rainbow.” Complete dishes are zoomed in on, making it easy to 

determine individual ingredients. The minimalist backgrounds and pervasive use of white as 

backdrop are combined with displays that demonstrate expertise and perfection. Sometimes not a 

crumb is out of place; more often, just a few crumbs, herbs, or fruits scatter the countertop, 

depicting a more authentic, rather than contrived, mastery. Such portrayals emphasize that the 

transformation of self through the healing power of food requires treading the fine line between 

control and release. As such, they legitimize the fashioned presentation of healthy identity in an 

inherently disembodied (digital) space.   

 

 
 
505 Cairns and Johnston, “Choosing Health: Embodied Neoliberalism, Postfeminism, and the 

“Do-diet.”  
506 Nathan Taylor and Megan Keating, “Contemporary Food Imagery: Food Porn and Other 

Visual Trends,” Communication Research and Practice 4, no. 3 (2018): 307-323, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/22041451.2018.1482190. 
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Figure 2: Photos of Recipes from Britton, “Umami Rice Stacks” (top left); Bryan, “Shrimp Fried Rice” 

(top right); Hylton, “Bang Bang Cauliflower” (bottom left); Hylton, “Vegan Almond Flour Cookies” 

(bottom right). 

 

While the shift in attention from appearance to feeling good through clean eating and 

living obscures the pathological fat body from one’s view, fat phobia is still reproduced 
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throughout the data. While movement and exercise are often mentioned in the “About Me” and 

related pages of the blogs, most of the time they do not become a significant focus of the blog.507 

Fit Men Cook focuses the most on the physical body of all the blogs.508 While most of the 

women blog authors mention exercise, it is not the focus of their blogs. Instead, they steer clear 

of attending explicitly to the production of a thin feminine body. According to Goop, such an 

intuitive lifestyle approach to food as clean eating is about “[t]apping into that sweet spot of 

where your food choices naturally and effortlessly align with your body’s needs.”509 Clean eating 

and living is here positioned as inherently intuitive, or at least becomes so the more one tries, 

fails, and tries again.510 For example, several of the blog authors emphasize how they do not 

have to worry about their weight or counting calories when they eat clean.511 Instead, their 

 
 
507 Noom describes exercise as being optional but is encouraged. Regardless of it being optional, 

they include it in the four pillars of health. They note that exercise does not help with weight 

loss, but that it helps keep it off once you have lost it (Noom, Inc., Noom).  
508 Curry’s message is that: “our bodies are built in the kitchen, sculpted in the gym” (Curry, 

“About Fit Men Cook”).  
509  Goop, “Can You Eat Healthier and Heal Your Relationship with Food?”, Goop, accessed 

April 17, 2022,   https://goop.com/wellness/health/healing-your-relationship-with-food/.  
510 It is interesting and worth examining the presentation of clean and healthy eating as an 

intuitive eating approach rather than that of a diet. The narratives across much of the data share a 

lot of similarities with the intuitive eating approach: rejection of diet mentality, listening to one’s 

bodily signals and cravings, fostering pleasure in our eating experiences, coping with emotions 

through self-care practices, and honoring your health and taste buds while feeling good. Yet, 

there are distinct differences. Intuitive eating is a weight-neutral model that does not position 

certain foods as better or worse depending on whether they are clean/dirty, whole/processed, 

healthy/unhealthy. Intuitive eating also emphasizes the importance of not tracking nutrients, but 

this is not positioned as the result of consuming clean foods, as is the case for several the blogs. 

Instead, the avoidance of food tracking is active practice taken up by those using the intuitive 

eating approach. Many of the blogs provide nutritional breakdowns of recipes and both food 

tracking apps specifically emphasize the importance of tracking nutrients and provide users with 

the tools to do so, even while drawing on some of the other messaging of intuitive eating. 

Moreover, the goal of weight loss is deeply embedded into these apps, in contrast to the weight-

neutral model of intuitive eating. It seems that across the data, the messaging of intuitive eating 

is drawn on to provide distance from problematic dieting ideology. Yet, techniques of dieting 

ideology are simultaneously used to position clean and healthy eating comprised of whole and 

real food as better than dirty and unhealthy eating comprised of processed and artificial food. For 

more, see “10 Principles of Intuitive Eating,” The Original Intuitive Eating Pros, accessed July 

23, 2022, https://www.intuitiveeating.org/10-principles-of-intuitive-eating/.  
511 Britton, “About;” “Davidson, “My Story.” 

https://goop.com/wellness/health/healing-your-relationship-with-food/
https://www.intuitiveeating.org/10-principles-of-intuitive-eating/
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bodies will naturally meet health and beauty ideals by eating the way they do. These messages 

ultimately draw on ableist and healthist conceptions of bodyminds that situate the thin, fit, 

flawless, and mentally well bodymind as a source of happiness, goodness, and purity. The fat, 

flabby, flawed, and mentally unwell bodymind is portrayed as the result of exerting either too 

much or too little discipline over oneself.  

 

Clean eating discourses work to instill hope in blog readers and app users that they too 

can overcome their suffering and become whole and happy. Such hope is understandable, but, as 

has been the emphasis throughout this analysis, it is necessary to attend to the ways in which 

“structures” get under our skin through feeling.512 Being hopeful, Ahmed argues, “may be 

necessary for something to stay possible, but it is not sufficient grounds for the determination of 

the future.”513 Producing the healthy and happy bodymind is something we can hope for, but it is 

not certain that it will come to pass.514 It requires a continual reproduction of healthy behavior 

such that the healthy body is always just beyond us. Davidson, for example, writes, “I do believe 

that our bodies and our healing is an on-going [sic] process and, as a result, I am always learning 

and doing more to improve and feel my best.”515 It is through the promise of happiness and 

purity and overcoming of shame, pain, and impurity that we both forget what is necessary to 

produce such a bodymind and through which we approximate the ideals that take on the 

appearance of being natural.516  

 

 

 
 
512 Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness.  
513 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 185.   
514 This is especially true given what is required for its production, and that things beyond our 

control threaten to make us sick and unhappy.  
515 Davidson, “My Story.”  
516 I am drawing on Talia Welsh’s argument that the bodies we are trying to produce here are 

bodies understood as a “future fetish object.” By this, Welsh means that when we take our 

bodyminds as a “future fetish object,” we forget our connection to our own labor and that of 

others and take our objects of desire to be natural and with self-evident value. Capitalism has 

abstracted the body as “future fetish object” value but takes it as concrete and natural. See 

Welsh, Feminist Existentialism, Biopolitics, and Critical Phenomenology in a Time of Bad 

Health, 113-114. 
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Power: Who has the authority to share knowledge about food and bodyminds? 

 

Across the data, several different “experts” circulate: blog authors, professionals (e.g., 

doctors, psychologists, nutritionists), and readers/users themselves. Throughout the blogs, the 

blog authors are positioned as having authority and expertise about healthy living knowledge. 

They distribute knowledge about how to achieve a healthy and happy bodymind on their blogs, 

social media, subscription-based communities, and cookbooks. Rodney uses the term “blogspert” 

to describe the process whereby blog authors, as everyday people, become positioned as experts 

because of their individual experiences of maintaining a “healthy” bodymind. Most of the blog 

authors lack professional credentials, yet are positioned as reliable sources of knowledge given 

their love and passion for food and the success they have had at becoming healthy and happy. 

Other blog authors, such as Britton from My New Roots and Bryan from Downshiftology, possess 

some professional credentials, though they are ones not recognized by the larger medical 

community. Finally, still others, such as Lexi’s Clean Kitchen, Goop, and Noom incorporate 

professional experts (e.g., dieticians, psychologists) to bolster the blog’s reliability as a trusted 

source of knowledge. 

 

Both Britton and Davidson express dissatisfaction with “how food is portrayed to us in 

the media” and “half-truths about how to look after” ourselves.517 This dissatisfaction and 

frustration is a large part of Britton’s reason for starting her blog. She describes her education in 

holistic nutrition as providing her with the necessary skills and tools to help others on their health 

journey. As a certified nutritional practitioner (CNP), Britton’s credentials are not recognized by 

the medical community, but she situates her background as a “user-guide for [the] body, mind, 

spirit.”518 Davidson lacks professional credentials herself; however, she has a team working with 

her, one of whom is a registered dietician (though this is something that fades into the 

 
 
517 Britton, “About;” Davidson, “My Story.”  
518 Britton, “About.” 
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background of the blog) and who works to bolster Davidson’s trustworthiness and reliability as 

the voice and image of a healthy and happy subject. 519 

 

Other blogsperts are less overtly critical of media and focus more situating themselves in 

relation to traditional professional expertise. Bryan, for example, is a certified health coach and 

describes how the name of her blog, Downshiftology, “came from researching all the various 

kinds of doctors she was seeing,” yet “what benefitted her the most was slowing down – 

reducing stress, getting good sleep, eating simple, fresh food and prioritizing self-care.”520 

Downshiftology uses the suffix “-ology” to forefront an approach to eating and living that 

emphasizes slowing down and is juxtaposed to traditional western medicine given its focus on 

self-care. Moreover, it is an approach that everyone can study and practice. Nonetheless, she is 

careful to highlight the importance of working with a doctor and nutritionist while listening to 

your body. As such, Bryan simultaneously draws on, bolsters, and criticizes traditional 

professional expertise. 

 

Noom explicitly draws on professional expertise to establish their status as experts on 

healthy living, especially to distance itself from the label of diet or fad.521 Noom does so 

particularly during the Noom Novice and Noom Apprentice stages of the mini-courses. 

According to Noom, what makes it different from diets is that it uses insights from research in 

psychology. Noomers do not have to eliminate foods, exercise is optional (but encouraged), how 

and why you eat is more important than what you eat, and sleep, stress, and healthy relationships 

matter. Throughout Noom’s mini-courses, Noomers are offered psych tricks and tips, in addition 

to Noom reiterating that its suggestions are rooted in psychology and backed by research. By 

filtering out urban myths and lies about what it takes to lose weight, Noom positions itself as 

 
 
519 It is unclear from the articles and recipes themselves who they are authored by. One must go 

to Lexi’s Clean Kitchen’s “Meet the Team” page to discover who is working with Davidson 

behind the scenes. Lexi Davidson, “Meet the Team,” Lexi’s Clean Kitchen, accessed April 14, 

2022, https://lexiscleankitchen.com/lets-meet-the-team/.  
520 Lisa Bryan, “FAQ’S,” Downshiftology, accessed April 14, 2022, 

https://downshiftology.com/about/faqs/.  
521 Noom, “Why Noom is Hard to Define,” Noom, last modified March 2, 2022, 

https://www.noom.com/blog/why-noom-is-hard-to-define/.  

https://lexiscleankitchen.com/lets-meet-the-team/
https://downshiftology.com/about/faqs/
https://www.noom.com/blog/why-noom-is-hard-to-define/
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providing Noomers with the knowledge, tools, and skills to help “keep the weight off for 

good.”522 

 

Goop also draws on professional expertise, but it does so in slightly different ways than 

Lexi’s Clean Kitchen and Downshiftology. As Julie Homchick Crowe has demonstrated, “Goop 

creates a superficially neutral platform for different voices that make the texts seem polyphonic 

and by extension more trustworthy given that readers can choose which health plan is right for 

them.”523 Goop incorporates a range of voices from Paltrow herself, to scientists, to alternative 

medicine practitioners. Crowe argues that by blending each voice so they “move in step,” 

combined with Paltrow’s own voice, Goop actually creates “an illusion of polyphony and 

mask[s] a dominant homophonic message that ties together mandates to ‘ask questions,’ 

empower ourselves, and embrace the assumption that young, slender bodies are signifiers of 

health and wellness.”524 Rather than position itself as the solitary correct voice on healthy living, 

Goop establishes its trustworthiness in part by purporting to merely raise questions and present a 

plethora of points of view for readers to choose wisely from. Regardless, as Crowe has 

demonstrated, the ideological underpinning of the cacophony tells readers they can become ideal 

healthy, thin, and ageless subjects.525 

 

Once one becomes a “Noom Scholar,” Noom shifts to a technique similar to that of 

Goop. For example, Noom presents Noomers with a variety of different eating styles (e.g., 

gluten-free, Mediterranean, paleo) and encourages them to use their critical thinking skills and 

 
 
522 Noom, Inc., Noom, Day 16. 
523 Julie Homchick Crowe, “Toxically Clean: Homophonic Expertise, Goop, and the Ideology of 

Choice,” Rhetoric of Health & Medicine 4, no. 22 (2021): 187, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5744/rhm.2021.2004.  
524 Ibid, 187. In the Bio section of Goop’s Instagram account, they write, “Making every choice 

count. Testing the waters so you don’t have to. Asking all the questions. Read, listen, watch, 

shop.” See Goop [@goop], goop [Instagram profile], retrieved April 15, 2022, 

https://www.instagram.com/goop/.  
525 Heather Widdows, Perfect Me: Beauty as an Ethical Idea (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton 

University Press, 2018); Katrine Meldgaard Kjaer, “Detoxing Feels Good: Dieting and Affect in 

22Days Nutrition and Goop Detoxes,” Feminist Media Studies 19, no. 5 (2019): 702-716, doi: 

10.1080/14680777.2018.1508050.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.5744/rhm.2021.2004
https://www.instagram.com/goop/
https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2018.1508050
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decide for themselves what eating style fits best with their beliefs and lifestyle. At the beginning 

of this set of mini-courses, Noom describes how they will offer their own opinion about popular 

ways of eating and ask Noomers to share their opinion (with their group).526 Noom does not want 

Noomers to simply agree with them, but notes, in parentheses, that Noomers do not have to 

disagree with Noom either. In a similar fashion to Goop, Noom presents itself as giving space to 

different voices and trusts that Noom Scholars are best suited to decide for themselves. As such, 

Noom shifts to establishing its trustworthiness away from earlier techniques of drawing on 

professional expertise to presenting a variety of views for Noom Scholars to choose wisely from. 

Nonetheless, at the end of its lessons on different eating styles, Noom goes on to say that 

whatever a Noomer’s personal choices are, whole, unprocessed foods, moderation, and 

vegetables and fruits never go out of style.527 Thus, like Goop, an illusion of polyphony masks a 

dominant homophonic message that ties together mandates to think critically, empower 

ourselves, and embrace eating styles centered around eating less processed food and more whole, 

real foods. 

 

Moreover, in this data, the racial contours of hegemonic femininities and masculinities 

are evident. Broader digital wellness and food culture is largely produced by and for white 

women. Karen Wilkes’ analysis of clean eating demonstrates how upper-class white women are 

positioned as leaders of the clean eating movement, as well as emblems of whiteness.528 

Davidson, for example, writes that, “Her growing audience consistently turns to her as a leader 

and trusted source for delicious, nutrient-dense [recipes] that friends and family love, along with 

guidance on how to live a clean and healthy lifestyle.”529 While talk about producing the thin 

body is avoided in the blogs, pictures of white blog authors demonstrate the ways in which 

norms of white femininity are promoted. All the white women blog authors are thin, 

conventionally attractive, and young. All have shoulder-length or slightly longer blonde hair, or, 

 
 
526 This occurs from Day 43 onwards (Noom, Inc., Noom).  
527 Noom, Inc., Noom, Day 48.  
528 Karen Wilkes, “Eating, Looking, and Living Clean: Techniques of White Femininity in 

Contemporary Neoliberal Food Culture,” Gender, Work & Organization (2021): 1-21, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12620. 
529 Davidson, “Meet the Team.” 

https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12620
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in the case of Davidson, brunette hair with blonde highlights, and photographs of them on their 

‘About’ (and related) pages utilize a combination of natural lighting, white backgrounds, outdoor 

settings, rustic kitchens, and inviting poses and gazes to depict their natural, modest, and “good 

girl” sensibilities. As Akane Kanai notes, such depictions convey a message of “real women” 

and “likeability, positivity, and goodness” that is typically reserved for white-middle class 

women.530 

 
Curry and Hylton, as Black food bloggers, challenge the whiteness of the femininities 

and masculinities performed in these digital spaces. In other words, Curry and Hylton challenge 

the whiteness and gendered contours of who is usually thought to be an expert on food and 

health. Hylton, for example, describes herself as the “vegan comfort food queen.”531 As Wilkes 

notes, “queen” is usually a term used to identify and valorize white femininity.532 In describing 

herself in this way, Hylton is drawing on the force of this term and challenging our conventional 

understanding of which bodyminds are valorized as queens. Curry and Hylton’s incursion into 

the wellness space shifts and shapes it into a space, at least for their followers and readers, that 

embraces self-care and self-love within Black communities, an ethic that is central to Black 

political movements.533 For both Curry and Hylton, the political implications of their attention to 

self-care and wellness are not explicitly discussed on their blogs. The reasons for doing so are 

unclear and to speculate would be to re-inscribe whiteness. Like the other blog authors, Curry 

and Hylton are trying to negotiate discourses around food and health and fashion themselves 

within them to feel better in and about their bodyminds.  

 

The final type of expert circulating within the data is that of the reader or user 

themselves. Throughout the data, there is an emphasis on helping others become experts of their 

 
 
530 Akane Kanai, Gender and Relatability in Digital Culture: Managing Affect, Intimacy, and 

Value (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019): 56; Wilkes, “Eating, Looking, and 

Living Clean: Techniques of White Femininity in Contemporary Neoliberal Food Culture.”  
531 Jessica Hylton Leckie [@jessicainthekitchen], Jessica 🌱 Easy Vegan Recipes [Instagram 

profile], retrieved April 14, 2022, https://www.instagram.com/jessicainthekitchen/.  
532 Wilkes, “Eating, Looking, and Living Clean: Techniques of White Femininity in 

Contemporary Neoliberal Food Culture.”   
533 Audre Lorde, A Burst of Light: and Other Essays (Mineola, NY: Ixia Press, 2017), 61.  

https://www.instagram.com/jessicainthekitchen/
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own bodymind and clean living. My New Roots’ online classes “Grow,” for example, encourages 

participants to become their own teacher by learning “how to look after [themselves] holistically, 

on all levels of their being.” Moreover, progression through Noom’s mini courses takes one from 

a “Noom Novice” to a “Noom Expert.” As a novice, Noomers learn about Noom, that there is a 

“psychology to weight loss,” and what their relationship with food looks like.534 More 

experienced Noomers, labeled experts, are deemed to have entirely remodeled their relationships 

with food, exercise, and themselves (which is most important). They can also apply the skills 

they have learned to other areas of their lives. 

 

One important way in which expertise is achieved is through community and holding one 

another accountable. While this idea seems laudable, what is problematic is the way in which 

these spaces function as an exhibition of one’s bodymind, opening blog authors, readers, and app 

users up to evaluation and measurement of their performance in how well they are doing in their 

pursuit of health. On day 15, Noom introduces Noomers to their support group and group coach 

and encourages Noomers to share their wins and slip ups with their group. Fit Men Cook also 

describes the blog as functioning in a similar way: it is about “taking our individual stories and 

fitness and nutrition philosophies and sharing them with others to grow and improve together.”535 

Fit Men Cook cultivates this community accountability through a meal plan app that allows users 

to share food selfies, in addition to a large Instagram and YouTube following. Other blogs also 

include elements aimed to cultivate community and accountability within their readership. For 

example, both Downshiftology and Lexi’s Clean Kitchen have private Facebook groups.  

 

Community serves to not only connect and educate, but also as a space in which the 

promise of and hope for happiness and health circulate. As mentioned in the previous section, the 

happy and healthy body is always just beyond our reach and, as such, requires continual work 

made possible through promise and hope. It is through the sharing of success and failure with 

others that the hope for happiness and health is sustained. As Ahmed argues, happiness often 

 
 
534 The phrasing, “psychology to weight loss,” is Noom’s own. The implication of this wording 

is that losing weight becomes about having the right psychological disposition. 
535 Curry, “About Fit Men Cook.” 
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demands agreement. These online communities function as a means through which to garner 

agreement around diet, lifestyle, and bodyminds. They also function as a space in which to 

demonstrate that one finds the right things agreeable in the right ways, as much as it might also 

be a supportive space during one’s inevitable failings.536 While this demand for agreement might 

only be coercive in the sense that it shapes the direction of one’s will, we are often directed away 

from bodyminds that fail to meet ideals and directed towards those who are ostensibly healthy 

and happy.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I have shown how both food tracking apps and food blogs are a form of 

biopedagogy that mobilize food and bodyminds utilizing discourses of purity and impurity. The 

apps and blogs examined here position all bodyminds as in need of self-development, with 

particular emphasis on sick and fat bodyminds as in need of transformation. Transformation into 

a happy and healthy subject is achieved through nourishing and comforting one’s bodymind via 

clean eating and living. Such subjects continually calibrate themselves between control and 

release and hegemony and pathology in the pursuit of a healthy (re: thin, fit, happy) bodymind 

that is ever beyond one’s reach. The blogs and apps position themselves as experts through both 

their own success and by drawing on professional expertise in varying degrees. Ultimately, the 

goal is for the reader of the blog or user of the app to become an expert themselves, performing 

the difficult balance work of nourishment and comfort through clean eating and living.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
536 Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 

 

In Chapter One, I argued that orthorexia is best understood within a broader framework 

of socially produced food behaviors. Specifically, I suggested that orthorexia practices emerge to 

negotiate and re-establish boundaries of the self as a response to culturally constructed anxieties 

over identity, autonomy, gender, sexuality, and so on. This framing can better explain the 

development of disordered eating within historical and cultural contexts. Not only does it allow 

us to come to a more nuanced understandings of individuals’ relationships to food, but it reveals 

why the pathologizing of food behaviors is problematic. In the chapters that followed, I 

discussed the historical and cultural context leading up to the emergence of orthorexia in the 

United States; provided a theoretical framework for an analysis of purity and impurity within diet 

discourse; showed how layers of power underpin and permeate contemporary diet discourse by 

focusing on the datafication of health via food tracking apps; and, finally, examined the 

biopedagogical practices embedded within food tracking apps and food blogs in an effort to 

attend to and understand online portrayals of clean subjectivities. In this chapter, I highlight key 

insights from the previous chapters, as well as point to the strengths, limitations, and future 

directions of this research.  

 

Key Insights 

 

The impetus for this project was a fuller and more nuanced understanding of the 

sociocultural conditions that give rise to orthorexia as a phenomenon in North America. As I 

discussed in Chapter One, much of the literature being produced on orthorexia focuses on 

definition and diagnosis, with insufficient attention to embodied experiences of orthorexia and 

the broader sociocultural contexts in which this phenomenon exists.537 In an effort to better 

understand the social processes that contribute to the emergence these food practices, I argued 

 
 
537 There is certainly growing interest in this. Hanganu-Bresch, for example, is working on a 

book-long project analyzing the social and cultural conditions of orthorexia. See Cristina 

Hanganu-Bresch, “Current Projects,” accessed July 28, 2022, https://hanganubresch.com/current-

projects/.  
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that we can come to understand orthorexia better by attending to the sorts of selves that are 

promised and transformed through our food practices. 

 

The small, but growing, research into these areas has thus far demonstrated the viability 

of this approach. Musolino et al. demonstrate how orthorexic eating practices are embodied as a 

logic of care that garners social distinction.538 Moreover, Cinquegrani and Brown’s narrative 

exploration of orthorexia demonstrate that discourses of ‘clean eating’ emerge as a form of 

cultural and body work to improve one’s sense of their human embodiment.539 Finally, Christine 

van Dyke has most recently argued that orthorexia is an “extreme manifestation of sociocultural 

norms that people are all being pushed toward.”540 These analyses situate orthorexia within a 

broader landscape of food and eating practices as a vehicle of self-transformation.  

 

My research adds to this discussion through a genealogy of clean eating discourses to 

better understand why and how these discourses operate as self-evident in the twenty-first 

century. According to Guido Nicolosi, our societies are increasingly becoming ‘orthorexic 

societies,’ where individuals are called on to sort through advice to assess the risks and benefits 

of our food choices.541 In Chapter Two, I examined the emergence of such a society in the 

United States by charting the connections and plays of force between critiques of industrial food, 

nutritional scientism, and healthism. The polarization between industrial, highly processed foods 

local whole foods is part of a long history of shifting global and local food relations, which 

influence and are influenced by dominant nutrition and public health paradigms.  

 

Today, emphasis is placed on the importance of the beneficial and health-enhancing 

components of food and their ability to enhance specific bodily functions and to optimize bodily 

health. This tracks with public health’s growing concern with preventing noncommunicable 

 
 
538 Musolino et al., “‘Healthy Anorexia’: The Complexity of Care in Disordered Eating.”  
539 Cinquegrani and Brown, “‘Wellness Lifts Us Above the Food Chaos’: A Narrative 

Exploration of the Experiences and Conceptualizations of Orthorexia Nervosa Through Online 

Social Media Forums.”  
540 van Dyke, “Eat Y’Self Fitter: Orthorexia, Health, and Gender,” 553. 
541 Nicolosi, “Biotechnologies, Alimentary Fears and the Orthorexic Society.”  
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diseases (e.g., ‘obesity,’ heart disease, diabetes) and efforts to shift responsibility for health to 

the level of the individual. This set of comingling discourses have constructed idealized eaters in 

ways that respond to (perceived) threats to whiteness, femininity, masculinity, class, and ability. 

Highly processed and nutritionally engineered food products are a pervasive feature of this 

paradigm of individualized health and wellness. Yet, paradoxically, there has been a resurgence 

in consumer desire for and corporate marketing of “whole” and “natural” ingredients. The rise of 

discourses of clean eating, I have argued, can be seen as emerging from within this resurgent — 

yet, as we have seen, socially complex — demand for unprocessed food. 

 

As Chapter Five demonstrates, clean eating discourses dichotomize food along polarized 

lines that constitute the contemporary food system (whole/processed, real/artificial). This 

polarized food system that locates responsibility for health at the level of the individual and 

reduces health to biomarkers of dietary intake and nutrient status obscures the social, 

geographical, economic, and technical bases of its production. Purity discourses, as my analysis 

in Chapter Three shows, are particularly useful in facilitating the concealment of these bases, 

and, ultimately, naturalizing the power relations that produce our food system. Such is the case 

because classifications of purity and impurity are part of a continual process through which 

phenomena and subjectivities are constructed as self-identical and all-of-a-piece-with-

themselves. The logic of purity of course falsely supposes the world to be homogenous and 

unified.542 It is this assumption that generates both the construction of a viewpoint that can 

capture unified wholes and the subject who can occupy such a position.543 

 

By drawing on purity and impurity, clean eating discourses render its bases of production 

invisible. This is reflected in my findings from Chapter Five, where we saw an obfuscation of the 

educational, cultural, embodied, and economic capital necessary to pursue a healthy and happy 

life through clean eating. There, clean foods were conceptualized as whole, natural, and real; 

moreover, their locality and seasonality were portrayed as contributing to their purity and 

healthiness. Clean foods were positioned in opposition to processed, artificial, and junk foods, 

 
 
542 Lugones, “Purity, Impurity, and Separation,” 463.  
543 Ibid.   
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which were implicated as dirty and harmful to one’s health. By ascribing purity to foods 

perceived to be whole, or all-of-a-piece-with-themselves — whether that be because they do not 

contain preservatives, added sugar, pesticides, and so on — clean eating discourses render these 

foods as inherently desirable and worthy of our pursuit in their ability to make us whole, healthy, 

and happy. Clean foods were praised primarily because of their ability to improve our health, 

rather than for ethical or political reasons to do with food justice. This focus on pursuing 

individual health through clean eating ultimately obscures the structural conditions of our food 

system that make this pursuit of health highly dependent on having the appropriate capital to do 

so.  

 

As Christina Hanganu-Bresch argues, the clean eating revolution is amplified by the 

digital revolution. This observation informed my decision to focus on food tracking apps and 

food blogs in the latter half of my project. The resurgence of interest in whole and natural foods 

within a context that emphasizes placing the onus on individuals to assess their risk for illness 

and change their behaviors accordingly has occurred against a backdrop of failures of industry 

and science to deliver credible knowledge about the role of nutrients in maintaining health. 

Within this context and against this backdrop, a digital wellness industry has flourished. We can 

find a multitude of websites, blogs, apps, gadgets, and social media accounts to help guide our 

search for wellness.  

 

The digital wellness industry forms part of the broader “datafication of health” comprised 

of the multitude of ways in which qualitative aspects of our lives have been converted into 

quantified data. The “datafication of health” is constituted by scales and registers that range from 

those addressing the social and structural dimensions of health and happiness to those focusing 

on the pursuit of individual health in ways that position health as available for purchase. In 

Chapter Four, I demonstrated how food tracking apps are part of the history of quantification of 

food insofar as they are located within the same nutritional scienticism in which food guides and 

food labels are embedded. As an outcome of the comingling of the datafication of health and the 

quantification of food within a healthist context, food tracking apps are underpinned and 

permeated by familiar biopolitical and infopolitical techniques of health optimization through 

dietary changes that operate on us at the corporeal, population, and virtual levels. The 
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intersection of modalities of power within food tracking app design and functionality constructs 

and targets the ‘healthy nutricentric citizen’: the citizen who is responsible, yet structurally ill-

equipped, for balancing their nutrient intake and associated health outcomes. Food tracking apps 

hold out the promise of enabling subjects to meet the demands of nutrient maintenance and 

health optimization through more refined measuring of bodily movement and food consumption 

and the use of micronudges in the form of rewards and feedback based on data inputs such as 

dietary preferences and weight goals. 

 

Food tracking app developers perceive and treat their subjects (‘users’) as nudgeable, but 

also seem to grasp that they are constituted by the tensions between responsibility and 

discipline.544 To track one’s food requires valuing one’s choices and one’s responsibility for 

them, while also relieving oneself of responsibility by delegating some of it to technology. 

Richard Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein describe the nudge as a way of altering people’s behavior 

by reframing rather than constraining their choices.545 In both presupposing and constraining 

freedom, the nudge is thus the perfect mechanism for enacting the sort of balancing or calibration 

between control and indulgence that is valued in our neoliberal capitalist landscape. In my 

analysis in the previous chapter, I showed how blog authors and app developers position clean 

eating in opposition to restrictive diets. Healthy dietary choices are reframed through a logic of 

care that avoids constraint and restriction, and instead emphasizes pleasure and the occasional 

indulgence. As such, blogs and apps nudge users into healthier and happier lives by offering 

knowledge and guidance on how to eat and live clean without restriction and sacrifice.  

 

My analysis there reveals how selves with a past seek to involve, persuade, and move an 

audience through both telling and doing. Revelation narratives, success stories, and 

demonstrations of clean and healthy living on blogs and apps chart the transformation of 

unhappy and unwell bodyminds into those who are living their best lives. They draw in, 

persuade, and move their audiences through the circulation of affects (e.g., shame, insecurity, 

 
 
544 Schüll, “Data for Life: Wearable Technology and the Design of Self-Care,” 328.  
545 Richard Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein, Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and 

Happiness (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008).  
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happiness, hope). The future healthy bodymind who is happy and feels good is promised through 

clean eating. Attending to how affect circulates through clean eating discourses, sticking to 

certain bodyminds while freeing up others, enables us to see how the ‘outside’ gets ‘inside’ and 

vice versa. Rebecca Lester’s framework for analyzing self-starvation combines individual 

psychology and cultural context by positioning the body as a metaphor for the self.546 As such, 

food, as a substance that transverses the boundary between “me” and “not me,” can be used to 

negotiate and re-establish boundaries of the self. Attention to the use of affect through praise and 

blame provides a deeper understanding of how these concerns are embodied and experienced by 

individuals and why certain methods of negotiation and re-establishment are pursued. As Sara 

Ahmed argues, it is through feelings that structures can get under our skin.547 Clean eating 

enables negotiation and re-establishment of the boundaries of the self around culturally 

constructed concerns of race, gender, class, and ability. The revelation narratives and success 

stories of Chapter Five speak of the shame, insecurity, and doubt that attach to bodyminds who 

fail to approximate ideals. They also tell of how happiness and good feelings attach themselves 

to bodyminds made whole through eating (and living) whole, real, and clean.    

 

Nudgeable subjects produced and targeted by food tracking apps and food blogs are 

subjects whose bodyminds are rendered simultaneously transparent and spectacular. The 

nutritional scienticism underpinning food tracking app design and functionality views the body 

in functional terms, mirroring the functional view of food that dominates our contemporary food 

system. Breaking food down into their component parts and assigning them health-related 

functions depends on a heightened sense of the connection between foods and nutrients and 

specific bodily functions and health conditions. In one sense, this is a transparent bodymind, 

whose inner recesses are rendered more visible and knowable, and hence (it is assumed) more 

manageable. These apps enable us to track the inner workings of our bodyminds by assisting us 

with breaking down the foods we consume into their invisible component parts, all of which 

have purported associated health benefits and risks that the nutricentric person is responsible for 

knowing.  

 
 
546 Lester, “Embodied Voices: Women’s Food Asceticism and the Negotiation of Identity.”  
547 Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness, 227.  
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In another sense, the functional view of the body embedded within food tracking apps is a 

spectacular bodymind, simultaneously hypertext and flesh. In recording the food we consume, 

the breakdown of nutrients ends up being a display of the intricacies of our bodyminds and our 

eating behaviors. We see this most clearly with Noom, who simultaneously positions itself as 

anti-diet while promising weight loss success through a combination of Noom education and 

daily food and weight tracking. Yet, we also see this sort of subject being produced and targeted 

in the nutrient breakdown of recipes often offered at the end of a post on blogs who position 

clean eating as a natural and intuitive approach to weight loss. Moreover, as I demonstrated in 

Chapter Five, blogs and apps stressed the importance of listening to our bodymind’s needs and 

finding the sweet spot where our food choices naturally align with those needs. Across the data, 

emphasis is placed on how one feels in and about one’s body and that eating clean will lead to 

improvements in feelings of health and happiness, even when the health benefits of foods and 

nutrients are not explicitly or fully explained. This assumes in users a heightened sense of the 

connection between foods and nutrients and specific bodily functions and health conditions.  

 

The blogs analyzed in Chapter Five constitute attempts at answering the question of how 

one’s bodymind is doing in their approximation of ideals around gender, race, class, and health. 

As Talia Welsh argues, this “body[mind] is indeed me, but its value is a matter of it conforming 

to an abstract ideal. In executing my responsibilities, I do have to objectify my body[mind] by 

disciplining it, having it evaluated, and measuring my performance. In every way I am my living 

body[mind], the question is how well that body[mind] is doing.”548 Food blogging and food 

tracking are a means through which to display the success and/or failure of one’s ability to be 

aware of and appropriately attend to the transparent bodymind. In other words, presentations of 

bodymind work on blogs and apps are exhibitions of disciplining the bodymind, are forms of 

measuring and recording progress, and, ultimately, are opportunities for evaluation.  

 

 
 
548 Welsh, Feminist Existentialism, Biopolitics, and Critical Phenomenology in a Time of Bad 

Health, 113.  
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The sort of transparent and spectacular bodyminds produced and targeted across the data 

analyzed in Chapter Five are bodyminds whose ‘fleshiness’ (sensations, feelings) are valued as 

reliable sources of ‘truth’ about the bodymind. In other words, in shifting expertise onto the 

individual, there is a sense in which trust is placed back into one’s bodymind. Nonetheless, as 

mentioned, realizing individual health through the right consumption choices (e.g., food, kitchen 

gadgets, cleaning supplies, beauty products) requires a significant amount of educational, 

cultural, embodied, and economic capital. Our bodyminds may be trustworthy, but there are 

significant barriers to listening and responding “appropriately” to the trustworthy bodymind. 

Moreover, while the bodymind is conceptualized as trustworthy, the imperative to calibrate 

demonstrates mistrust of a needy and vulnerable bodymind. We can trust our feelings, but 

without due diligence it is easy to slip into the extremes of control and release where, on the one 

hand, we obsess over health too much and, on the other hand, indulge too much.  

 

The lofty aims and messaging of these eating apps belies a complex, contradictory, and 

sometimes sinister undercurrent of social practices. Van Dyke, for example, cautions that self-

proclaimed respect for one’s bodymind may not reflect actual love for our physicality.549 Indeed, 

she argues “that the self-defeating obsession with healthy eating and the optimal diet masks a 

deep underlying fear of embodiment, what Elisabeth Spelman has termed ‘somatophobia’ or 

body-loathing.”550 Praise of and calls for tuning into one’s bodymind epitomize both trust and 

mistrust of one’s bodymind. The elision of appearance and focus on improving how our body 

functions and feels can be read as signaling attempts to “move beyond the limitations of human 

embodiment.”551 The promise of purity, health, and happiness through clean eating is ultimately 

grounded in a problematic view of the bodymind who is not pursuing clean eating as impure, 

sick, fat, and otherwise bad.  

 

Here, we see the complexity of clean eating discourses as they have emerged out of 

nutritional scientism and within growing skepticism of dieting ideology promulgated through 

 
 
549 Dyke, “Eat Y’Self Fitter: Orthorexia, Health, and Gender.”  
550 Ibid., 570.  
551 Ibid.  
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government guidelines, food industry marketing, and even digital wellness spaces. As Chapter 

Five shows, we can see that the ‘healthy nutricentric citizen’ is still produced and targeted by 

these discourses when clean eating is positioned as going beyond dietary labels and the need to 

track one’s nutrients. Successful demonstrations of clean eating through continual approximation 

of these ideals solidifies one’s vantage point as an expert in healthy living. It is from this vantage 

point as a healthy and happy (“pure”) subject that the illusion that one can be whole or unified 

and control our own and the world’s heterogeneity is maintained. Successful clean eating 

requires treading the line between too much and too little control, between restriction or 

obsession and indulgence or letting-oneself-go. “Control” of the heterogeneous is not all-or-

nothing but involves the appropriate amount and timing of control and release to avoid falling 

into the “pathological” extremes of obsession and laziness.  

 

For this to happen, it is necessary that pure subjects’ needs are taken care of by others 

who are hidden from public view. In other words, the production of the pure subject through 

clean eating requires that others produce them. The subject who approximates purity through 

clean eating similarly depends on the invisibility of the conditions that help produce them, such 

as the labor and capital involved in running a food blog, exploitative working conditions on 

farms and food processing plants, environmental degradation, and lack of access to “clean foods” 

(among many others). Masking the historicity and power relations on which clean eating relies 

ultimately legitimates dominant subject position and situates their attributes as the universal 

norm. 

 

The findings from the previous chapter demonstrate an awareness of, and contribute to, 

the stigma associated with dieting and caring too much about one’s health.552 These reflections 

echo the question that Fixsen, Cheshire, and Berry pose, namely, whose interests would be 

advanced by including orthorexia in the DSM?553 There is clearly danger in overmedicalizing 

 
 
552 Fixsen et al., “The Social Construction of a Concept – Orthorexia Nervosa: Morality 

Narratives and Psycho-Politics;” Simpson and Mazzeo, “Attitudes Toward Orthorexia Nervosa 

Relative to DSM-5 Eating Disorders.”  
553 Fixsen et al., “The Social Construction of a Concept – Orthorexia Nervosa: Morality 

Narratives and Psycho-Politics,” 1110.  
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what may for many people be a largely preferable lifestyle. As Fixsen, Cheshire, and Berry 

demonstrate, adherence to orthorexic eating practices is often embodied through a logic and 

praxis of care, while simultaneously enabling identification with a wider cultural or social 

movement (e.g., veganism, clean eating).554 Yet, as I have shown, the wider social movement of 

clean eating paradoxically contributes to the stigmatization of orthorexic eating practices by 

prioritizing balance and positioning obsessive healthy eating behaviors as one end of the 

continuum we need to regulate ourselves in relation to. Analyzing media coverage of orthorexia, 

Ross Arguedas argues that the circulation of orthorexia attempts to resist healthist ideologies 

even while it epitomizes medicalization.555 More specifically, Ross Arguedas argues that, as a 

diagnosis, orthorexia is employed to challenge the ideals of self-discipline, denial of pleasure, 

and dichotomies of good/bad foods that underpin healthism and nutritional scientism.556 In a 

similar fashion, the discourses of clean eating found circulating across blogs and apps attempt to 

challenge these same ideals, stressing the importance of balance, pleasure, and indulgence. 

Nonetheless, they simultaneously re-inscribe healthist and nutritionist values in focusing on the 

pursuit of individual health through consumption choices and erasing the social conditions that 

give rise to ill-health. 

 

While Deborah Lupton’s analysis of the food tracking apps demonstrates how eating apps 

deploy promissory narratives of better health through the linkage of seeing and counting food 

consumption, my analysis has shown how attaching affects to certain bodyminds through linking 

cleanliness and health similarly also attempts to draw users into the cultural movement of clean 

eating.557 My reflections on the connection between purity, health, and happiness demonstrate a 

presumption that happiness is our telos. Ahmed argues that happiness can involve the demand 

for agreement.558 It entails that one finds the right things agreeable; it shapes the very direction 

of the will. However, the pleasure and joy praised in clean eating discourses circulating on food 

 
 
554 Ibid.  
555 Ross Arguedas, “‘Can Naughty Be Healthy?’: Healthism and Its Discontents in News 

Coverage of Orthorexia Nervosa.”  
556 Ibid.  
557 Lupton, “‘All at the tap of a button’: Mapping the Food App Landscape,” 1375.  
558 Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness, 223.  
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blogs and food tracking apps is not just the experience of finding clean foods and items 

agreeable, but also the experience of being affirmed because one finds the right things pleasing 

in the right way. It is by finding the right things to be agreeable (i.e., eating clean and pursuing 

health) that we can overcome bad feelings and feel affirmed by others; this is the ultimate 

promise held out by clean eating discourses. 

 

Nonetheless, the promise of happiness depends on the concealment of the suffering of 

others; they suffer so “we” can hold on to the good life.559 Affects of shame, pain, and aspiration 

are associated with perceptions of lack from pure and healthy ideals. These bad feelings are 

attended to insofar as they are meant to be overcome on our path to our best, healthiest and 

happiest, lives. Following Ahmed, we can wonder what it would look like to attend to these bad 

feelings to learn how we are affected by what comes near, rather than to just overcome them. In 

attending to bad feelings in this way, we may see how it is our proximity to sick, fat, and 

otherwise marked bodyminds as signs of failure that causes these bad feelings.  

 

Bad feelings are often seen as being oriented to the past, while good feelings create the 

promise of a future.560 Yet, such an understanding forecloses the possibility of a future for those 

bodyminds that have been made to stick to bad feelings, while erasing the fact that good feelings 

are predicated on historical forms of injustice. As Ahmed argues, unhappiness does not become 

our telos in attending to bad feelings, but instead registers as more than what gets in the way.561 

If happiness is no longer the agreed endpoint, then “the way” itself becomes a question. In other 

words, if happiness is not the endpoint, or the only endpoint of eating, possibilities open up. 

Eating as self-abeyance, rather than self-transformation, can then be seen as a valuable activity 

beyond eating to make us better or eating in certain ways as a response to the structural 

conditions that diminish flourishing.562 Food is a necessary part of existence and a space of 

 
 
559 Ibid. 
560 Ibid.  
561 Ibid.   
562 Lauren Berlant, “Slow Death (Sovereignty, Obesity, and Lateral Agency),” Critical Inquiry 

33, no. 4 (2007): 754-80.  
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controllable, reliable pleasure. Eating is a form of relief, and by challenging happiness promised 

through purity and health as our telos, it can be an interruption of the desire to build a good life.  

 

Strengths and Limitations of My Project 

 

This dissertation has drawn on research in multiple disciplines — such as Sociology, 

History, Anthropology, Gender studies, and Psychology — more than is typical for a thesis in 

Philosophy. The current state of professional philosophy indicates that interdisciplinary research 

is not widely practiced, even though it may be commonly endorsed.563 The rise of logical 

positivism and academic specialization shifted the previous norm of integrating philosophical 

inquiry with investigations into other fields out of view, leading to greater degrees of isolation 

for philosophers. Collaboration and coauthoring are by-and-large foreign to philosophical 

methodology. We, as philosophers, have much to gain by engaging with the theories, methods, 

and skill sets of other disciplines.  

 

My project is not only unusual in its methodological approach insofar as it engages with 

and attempts to incorporate the insights of other disciplines, however; it is also atypical in its 

efforts to undertake a form of empirical research — namely, my use of an interpretative 

qualitative method (reflexive thematic analysis) to better analyze food blogs and apps. These 

tools and approaches make it possible to understand orthorexia as a sociocultural phenomenon. 

More specifically, my project is grounded in social theory given its Foucauldian framework and 

seeks to understand the transformation of self through food practices by attending to the cultural 

specificity of purity and impurity discourses found circulating in digital spaces. In doing so, I 

have been able to interrogate the sociocultural context out of which orthorexia emerges in an 

effort to show how taking up orthorexic eating practices is increasingly expected of, and desired 

by, individuals. Although my methods may be ambitious, drawing on the research and 

methodological tools of different academic fields has enabled me to interrogate the sociocultural 

context of orthorexia more thoroughly — and to show its broader importance within the broader  

 
 
563 Andrew Higgins and Alexis Dyschkant, “Interdisciplinary Collaboration in Philosophy,” 

Metaphilosophy 45, no. 3 (2014): 372-98, https://doi.org/10.1111/meta.12091.  
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landscape of sociocultural discourses and practices that cast the individual as responsible for 

their own health, flourishing, and longevity. I also hope that this thesis serves as an example of 

why philosophy needs to engage with other disciplines, particularly the social sciences.  

 

Finally, I acknowledge the limitations of this project in terms of its size and distribution. 

While I have chosen to study clean eating discourses in North America to attend to its specific 

contextual features, a comparative, multi-country analysis would no doubt reveal crucial insights. 

Related to this is the fact that I have chosen to study digital spaces where real and imagined 

audiences are often distinct, yet difficult to discern. In examining portrayals of online selves, real 

audiences fade from view. Future critical research exploring users’ engagement with clean eating 

discourses presented on these digital spaces would yield even more nuanced understandings of 

embodied experiences of these food practices. Finally, we cannot overlook the fact that online 

portrayals of selves are inherently disembodied; this perhaps partially explains why there is a 

shift from appearance to feeling within these discourses and the digital spaces in which they are 

showcased. Future research, therefore, might usefully attend more fully to how the ‘inside’ gets 

‘outside’ through investigations that draw out how these biopedagogical practices are taken up 

by real audiences. Nevertheless, I hope to have motivated a more critical view of the contexts in 

which orthorexia emerges. 
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