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Cairns, K. and Johnston, J., (2015) Food and Femininity, London, 

Bloomsbury. 

 

Julie Parsons (Plymouth University, Devon, UK) 

 

In Food and Femininity, Kate Cairns and Josée Johnston provide a timely 

contribution to the field of food studies with their focus on the performance of 

contemporary food femininities amongst women and men from Canada and 

North America. They did not originally set out to investigate femininity but were 

instead engaged in research that focused on consumer food choice. This 

research began with a series of 20 focus groups that included 89 participants (69 

women and 20 men) and examined how Canadian and American consumers 

negotiated food decisions in their everyday lives. It was following on from these 

that they decided to “probe more deeply into women’s personal food narratives” 

and carried out 40 interviews with women (who had not previously participated in 

the focus group), eleven specifically targeted because of their roles as Toronto-

based food activists in keeping with their unwavering commitment to food justice 

and the ethics of consumption. Following analysis of all of these texts alongside a 

discourse analysis of food blogs and magazines, they organized their book 

around important themes for middle class female food consumers, especially 

those in neo-liberal highly Westernized societies, notably five key sites/chapters: 

shopping (3), mothering/ maternal foodwork (4), health and body/the ‘do-diet’ (5), 

politics (6) and pleasure (7).  

 

These “findings” chapters are bookended with a concluding chapter and two 

introductory chapters that position the book. Firstly, in “caring about food” Cairns 

and Johnston following DeVault (1991) ask how food and femininity are 

connected today. Secondly, they develop what they refer to as a conceptual 

toolkit. Drawing on feminist theories of embodiment, they identify how food 

continues to be a key means of “doing” and/or performing gender. They argue 

that contemporary femininity is constituted through “multiplicity”, with women 
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engaged in negotiating “post-feminist ideals of consumer choice, pleasure and 

individual empowerment through food”. Cairns and Johnston’s conceptualization 

of “calibration” is particularly noteworthy as it highlights how women position 

themselves as reasonable, informed and moderate when negotiating the tension 

between the politics and pleasures of consumption in neo-liberal societies. They 

refer to women continually calibrating positions to avoid pathologized 

performances of femininity such as “making healthy” food choices without 

becoming a “food fanatic” (p. 92). Or being “committed to the politics of food” 

without being dogmatic, whereby “politically minded participants distanced 

themselves from an uncaring, unethical approach to food, [but] also rejected an 

overly perfect or righteous model” (p. 118). This theory of calibration runs 

throughout the book, and the authors contend that their participants engage in an 

“extensive” and “active” calibration (negotiation of these boundaries), whilst 

simultaneously making it appear effortless. These tensions, or binaries are 

reminiscent of Warde’s (1997) four antinomies of taste used by advertisers in 

food marketing, notably (1) “novelty and tradition”, (2) “health and indulgence”, 

(3) “economy and extravagance” and (4) “convenience and care”.  

 

In the first of the five “findings” chapters Cairns and Johnston examine food 

shopping, which continues to be a particularly gendered activity. They make use 

of Bourdieu’s (1984) conceptualization of habitus to explore how these gendered 

experiences intersect with issues of race and class. They distinguish between 

“privileged women, able to invest in hegemonic consumer femininities by virtue of 

their cultural and economic resources” with those shopping for food on limited 

budgets. They clearly identify the boundaries here between what might be 

considered a “respectable middle class femininity and a pathologized working 

class one”, particularly in terms of the “disgust” expressed by some in relation to 

discount stores. Indeed, it is in the arena of food shopping that Cairns and 

Johnston make the most of how gender and class/race intersect. The classed 

dimension to everyday foodways (ways of doing food) (see Parsons 2015a) is 



 3 

less explicit throughout the rest of the book, although there is always a laudable 

nod towards the need for some kind of food justice. 

 

The focus of the second of the findings chapters is on maternal foodwork, 

although only a third of the participants from the focus groups and interviews 

could be identified as parents. Cairns and Johnston highlight how in a 

contemporary foodscape, discourses around food risks and issues of ethical 

consumption means that mothers in their study calibrate the boundaries of 

‘intensive mothering’ (Hays 1996), as well as their roles as the guardians of 

health for the family. Alternatively, one might consider how mothers calibrate a 

care and convenience antinomy, with the use of “convenience” foods associated 

with “lack” of care or poor mothering. Indeed, the association between “good” 

mothering and preparing “healthy” home-cooked meals from scratch is discussed 

more fully elsewhere and can be directly related to issues of class/cultural norms 

and values (Parsons 2014a, 2014b). In Cairns and Johnston’s study the focus is 

on raising a “pure”, “self-regulating” “organic child” and the need for middle class 

mothers in their study to calibrate a position between the over protective 

intensive mother and one who does not care. They identify how a “good mother” 

provides “healthy meals, socializes neo-liberal individual tastes and protects 

children from food system risks”. Indeed the interweaving of the personal with the 

political is ever present. The focus on ethical food politics reflects Cairns and 

Johnston’s particular interests in this area (Cairns et al 2010, Johnston and 

Baumann 2010).  

 

In the “do-diet” chapter, the women in Cairns and Johnston’s study carefully 

calibrate a position between health and indulgence, with a gendered pressure to 

perform “proper” healthy eating. They introduce the notion of the “do-diet”, which 

they explain has developed in response to middle class women eschewing 

explicit “dieting” (excessive food restriction) in favor of healthy eating. Again, they 

contend that women have to engage in extensive calibration to avoid being 

considered “pathological” or fanatic, in control but not denying pleasure. They 
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argue that this “do-diet” places women in a “double bind, as those who openly 

restrict their diet are viewed as disempowered” on the other hand “those who do 

not monitor and control food consumption may fail to embody the healthy (read 

thin) idea”’. Indeed, they highlight how the focus on “healthy” eating has not 

released women from the tyranny of slenderness (Chernin 1981; LeBesco 2001) 

as an enduring cultural symbol of contemporary femininity. This is what Bourdieu 

(1984:175) refers to as an “ethic of sobriety for the sake of slimness”. Further, 

Cairns and Johnston righty emphasize how the “do-diet” despite its “anti-diet 

message reproduces and legitimizes fat phobia and undermines what might be 

considered a feminist aim for social justice for all women regardless of body size” 

(p107).  

 

The book is especially strong when it concerns issues of particular interest to 

Cairns and Johnston, for example their chapters on food politics and pleasure 

(foodies) are reminiscent of their previous work (Cairns et al 2010, Johnston and 

Baumann 2010). Again, when women in their study embrace the care-work of 

ethical consumption, these performances require active calibration, even though 

“they are committed to the politics of food, they are careful not to be dogmatic in 

their approach”. Cairns and Johnston argue that “feminine subjects become 

pathological if their political commitment inconveniences, overshadows or 

marginalizes their immediate care relationships”. They explain how vegetarian 

participants like the mothers who “hide” vegetables in their children’s meals, will 

eat a potato cooked in a pan with chicken, or prepare delicious “vegetarian” 

meals all week, in order to not appear “extreme” or “fanatical”. This is certainly 

something that does not usually concern men when examining their approach to 

food politics or pleasure (see Parsons 2015b). Similarly “foodie femininities 

challenge other longstanding feminine goals of health promotion, ethical 

responsibility and caring for others – goals that are deeply woven within cultural 

renderings of food and femininity”. Here “everyday cooking” is a taken for granted 

component of women’s daily everyday foodwork, whilst leisure cooking continues 
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to be coded as male or certainly only available to those “free” from ordinary 

(mundane) domestic responsibilities (Parsons 2015a, 2015b). 

 

Cairns and Johnston conclude by calling for a culinary reskilling (of both men and 

women) and the development of a feminist food politics that avoids sectarianism. 

However, whilst they “acknowledge that meeting (or at least approximating) 

contemporary standards of normative femininity requires tremendous attention to 

food”, they believe that “caring about food” is rich in political possibilities for 

social justice. This book clearly demonstrates the complexities of contemporary 

food femininities, how women negotiate the fine line between hegemonic and 

pathological performances of femininities, as well as the post-feminist ideals of 

consumer choice, pleasure and individual empowerment through food. Further 

Cairns and Johnston make a strong case for the possibilities of a feminist food 

politics to “revitalize collective movements” and expand the horizons of a 

gendered social justice. It is therefore also particularly relevant to those 

interested in the ethics of consumption and not just food scholars.  

 

Overall the book provides a clear insight into the tensions inherent in the 

performance of “appropriate” everyday foodways for middle class women 

participants in contemporary North America and Canada, who engage in what 

might be considered forms of “culinary capital” (Naccarato and LeBesco 2010). 

Cairns and Johnston’s notion of calibration is supposed to seem effortless, yet is 

clearly emotional work that requires time and money (i.e. an investment of 

economic capital). As noted previously there are some references to the 

pressures of economic disadvantage on calibrating food femininities, however 

there could certainly have been a greater emphasis placed on the fact that 

“calibration” is a privilege for those who do not have to consider where the next 

meal is coming from. Indeed, performances of femininities are influenced by 

intersectionalities of gender with class, race and age and whilst there are some 

fleeting references to this, the heart of the book emphasizes the difficulties of 
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calibrating food femininities for middle class white women and this could have 

been more clearly highlighted as its focus from the beginning.  
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