
The Report Committee for Marian Elizabeth Oman 
Certifies that this is the approved version of the following report: 

 

 

From Secret Luncheons to Microwave Ovens: Representations of 

Women Eating Alone in Twentieth-Century American Popular Culture 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED BY 

SUPERVISING COMMITTEE: 

 

 

 
Elizabeth Engelhardt

Mary Celeste Kearney

 

Supervisor: 



 

From Secret Luncheons to Microwave Ovens: Representations of 

Women Eating Alone in Twentieth-Century American Popular Culture 

 

 

by 

Marian Elizabeth Oman, B.A. 

 

 

Report 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Master of Arts 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

May 2010 



 Dedication 

 

For Ryker 

 



 iv

Abstract 

 

From Secret Luncheons to Microwave Ovens: Representations of 

Women Eating Alone in Twentieth-Century American Popular Culture 

 

 

 

 

Marian Elizabeth Oman, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Elizabeth Engelhardt 

 
 In this report, I examine representations of women eating alone in various sites of 

American popular culture, including 1980s women’s magazines, mid twentieth-century 

lifestyle guides, and early twentieth-century popular literature. Exploring the resonances 

between these various moments and sites of culture through which the meaning of eating 

alone has been produced reveals a complex pattern of signification, one that demonstrates 

the centrality of this mundane and often overlooked element of our daily lives to some of 

the most fundamental narratives about the place of women, food, and family in American 

culture and society. Taking as a starting point the existing scholarship on the food 

practices of women in the United States that demonstrates the existence of strong 

historical and ideological correlations between food, family and femininity, I argue that, 
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for women, eating alone is necessarily marked as a non-normative and potentially 

subversive behavior. A woman eating alone in effect upends the family dinner table 

through which an entire system of economic, social and personal relationships based 

around heteronormative domesticity is imagined to be constituted. The figure of the 

woman eating alone, then, is a powerfully charged – even dangerous – symbol, a 

condensed site of meaning through which dominant ideologies may be reified, 

reproduced and resisted. 
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Introduction 

When I mentioned to friends and colleagues that I was doing research on eating 

alone, one of the most common suggestions I received was that I should re-watch the film 

Bridget Jones’s Diary. “Doesn’t Bridget Jones eat alone a lot?” people asked. 

“Remember that scene where she cries and eats on the couch?” Yes, I thought to myself 

upon hearing the suggestion. That does sound familiar. However – as I discovered on the 

rather disappointing Saturday night I spent watching the film, pen and notebook poised 

hopefully in hand – Bridget Jones, for all her soppy singleness, does not, in fact, eat alone 

in the movie. Not once. In actuality, in the scene that most people think they remember – 

one in which Bridget wallows on the couch watching Frasier re-runs and drinking 

copious amounts of wine – our heroine does not eat anything at all. Though the tableau 

includes other familiar markers of self-pitying solitude: booze, ratty pajamas, a sloppy 

rendition of Celine Dion’s “All By Myself,” food is conspicuously absent. No tub of Ben 

& Jerry’s, no sad last pizza slice growing cold in the box, no demolished city of Chinese 

take-out containers. And yet, despite its actual absence, the mis-remembering of food in 

this film – my own included – speaks volumes about some of our most commonly held 

assumptions about when and why a woman eats alone. In the case of Bridget Jones, at 

least, I suspect that the impulse to remember food where it does not, in fact, exist is tied 

to Bridget’s failure to achieve any of the usual markers of normative femininity: a man, a 

slender figure and, consequently (according to the logic of the film), the domestic bliss of 

coupledom that would presumably preclude the need to eat alone once and for all. While 

Bridget’s eating alone may occur “off-screen,” as it were, in viewers’ imaginations, it 
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nonetheless looms large in the film, conjured into existence by the assumption that eating 

alone is the natural – and negative – consequence of Bridget’s failures as a woman.1   

Another common comment I heard from those with whom I spoke about this 

project was that I should watch the television program Sex and the City. I was most 

frequently referred to an episode “They Shoot Single People Don’t They?” from the 

series’s second season.2 In this episode, Carrie Bradshaw, the program’s heroine, 

questions whether or not she is truly satisfied with her life as a “single girl” in the city. 

After considering the alternative, however – which, in her mind, is settling for a man who 

doesn’t fulfill her needs – Carrie concludes that: “instead of running away from the idea 

of a life alone, I’d better sit down and take that fear to lunch.” And indeed, in the 

episode’s final scene, she does just that. Accompanied by “no books, no man, no friends, 

no armor,” Carrie takes herself out to a posh New York City cafe. As she arranges herself 

at an outdoor table, a waiter appears and asks whether she is “waiting for someone.” “Oh 

no,” Carrie replies, emphasizing each word for effect, “it's just me.” Interestingly, 

viewers do not actually witness Carrie eating lunch; rather, we are told in voiceover that 

she “orders a glass of wine.” And yet, though eating itself is again absent, the meaning of 

the scene is quite clear: any single woman worth her salt should be comfortable enough 

with herself to go to a restaurant alone. Like Bridget’s, Carrie’s eating alone is a 

significant, but not quite visible act whose meaning is ostensibly clear and yet occurs just 

outside the frame of representation.  

Considering the two examples described above raises fascinating and important 

questions about what it means for a woman to eat alone and how that experience is 

represented in popular culture. How has the figure of the solo woman diner come to 

                                                 
1 Bridget Jones’s Diary, DVD, directed by Sharon Maguire (Hollywood, CA: Miramax, 2001). 
2Sex and the City. Season 2, Episode 4, “They Shoot Single People Don’t They?” First broadcast June 27, 
1999 by HBO. Directed by Allen Coulter and written by Michael Patrick King.   
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symbolize both female failure (to “achieve” a fulfilling romantic relationship, to cultivate 

an appropriately domestic femininity) and an empowering, quasi-feminist rejection of the 

need to couple? What can a consideration of popular representations of women eating 

alone tell us about broader cultural discourses surrounding marriage, sexuality, 

domesticity and femininity? How do these representations reflect and produce our 

expectations about when and why a woman eats alone? And what can the exploration of 

such representations add to our understanding of the meanings and functions of food in 

women’s lives and in American culture more broadly?  

These questions are important because while the field of food studies has 

produced many valuable works on how food strengthens and builds community, little 

attention has been paid to the meanings that surround the act of eating alone. Exploring 

these meanings is particularly relevant to the study of women’s lives because, as many 

scholars have noted, food practices often play a prominent role in women’s social 

statuses, economic realities and personal identities. Because, historically, cooking within 

the home has been primarily “women’s work,” providing food for others has figured 

centrally in many women’s daily lives. Consequently, much of the scholarship on how 

food practices structure women’s experiences has focused on food as a nexus and 

mediator of family and community relationships.  

Recent works by feminist food scholars have begun to explore the ways in which 

women’s traditional role as family food providers is not always and necessarily 

oppressive – and rather can serve as an important means of self-expression.3 Feminist 

                                                 
3 For an overview of the history and literature of feminist food studies see Arlene Voski Avakian and 
Barbara Haber, eds., From Betty Crocker to Feminist Food Studies: Critical Perspectives on Women and 
Food (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2005), introduction. See also Arlene Voski Avakian, 
ed., Through the Kitchen Window: Women Explore the Intimate Meanings of Food and Cooking (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 2006). For perspectives on the experiences of Mexican American and African American 
women, respectively, see Meredith E. Abarca, Voices in the Kitchen: Views of Food and the World from 
Working-Class Mexican and Mexican American Women (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 
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scholar Meredith Abarca’s 1997 work, Voices in the Kitchen: Views of Food and the 

World from Working-Class Mexican and Mexican American Women, in particular, 

demonstrates that even when situated within a familial context, cooking and eating can be 

an important kind of personal agency for women.4 And yet, the nature of eating alone – 

away from the family – has yet to be explored in depth.  

Though the communal functions of food are undeniably important, the reality is 

that people have always eaten alone. This is true for women as well as men, despite the 

fact that historically women have had less opportunity to live lives fully independent of 

familiar structures.5  U.S. census data on women living alone demonstrates that 

throughout the twentieth century, significant numbers of women lived alone. And while 

living alone is not a guarantee that an individual will eat alone, always or ever, we can 

assume that there is some correlation between the two practices. At the very least, a 

review of census data on women living alone suggests that shared meals constitute but 

one aspect of food practices in American culture.  

                                                                                                                                                 
2006) and Psyche Williams-Forson, Building Houses Out of Chicken Legs: Black Women, Food, and 
Power (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006). 
4 Abarca, Voices in the Kitchen.  
5 Here, it is important to note what is perhaps an obvious point: that it is not only single women who eat 
alone. Married women, too, for practical and personal reasons, often eat by themselves – a practice which 
can come under great scrutiny in a society that places such a high value on traditional domesticity as the 
appropriate backdrop to any marriage. As early as 1920, for example, popular fiction writer and women’s 
rights supporter Fannie Hurst made headlines when it was discovered that she and her husband lived in 
separate apartments and – even more shocking to the public if the frequency with which it appears in 
accounts of Hurst’s life is any measure – ate their meals separately. Hurst explained the untraditional 
arrangement to reporters as a matter of personal choice: “We decided that seven breakfasts a week opposite 
to one another might prove irksome. Our average is two.” Titillating no doubt in part because of its 
insinuation of “the morning after,” stories of Hurst’s breakfast habits circulated widely in press coverage 
for years. Today, married women often face pressure to facilitate a nightly meal. The shared family meal is 
thought to be one of the bastions of healthy families, a safeguard their children against the perceived 
negative effects of eating alone. Periodic popular and scientific reports on the value of the family meal 
indicate that children who do not share nightly meals with their parents are at higher risk for poor school 
performance, drug abuse, and eating disorders. Such studies implicitly suggest that the married woman who 
eats alone (and thereby “allows” her family members to follow suit) is failing to perform her duties as a 
mother and/or wife. “Fannie Hurst Wed,” New York Times, May 4, 1920, 1:4. For an example of the 
contemporary popular discourse about the importance of the family meal, see Jan Hoffman, “The Guilt-
Trip Casserole: The Family Dinner,” New York Times, October 4, 2009, http://www.nytimes.com/2009 
/10/04/fashion/04dinner.html. 
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The number of women living on their own in the United States has increased 

steadily over the course of the century. Between 1900 and 1990, the number of people 

living alone grew from less than 100,000, or ten percent of all households, to over 22 

million, or a quarter of all households.6 In 2008, over half of those living alone – 

approximately 18 million – were women.7 Not surprisingly, the number of women living 

alone has increased most dramatically during periods of significant social and economic 

change. For example, while the percentage of women living alone as a proportion of the 

total population remained relatively steady in the decades leading up to 1960, it grew 

dramatically in the latter half of the century: from ten to twenty-five percent between 

1960 and 1990.8 As we will see, the anxieties and apprehensions produced during periods 

characterized by rapidly shifting social and economic conditions – particularly with 

regard to gender roles and sexuality – were often mapped onto women’s eating habits.  

In this paper, I begin with one such a moment of cultural change: the 1980s and 

into the 1990s, an era when the percentage of women in the paid workforce grew to 

record levels and the women’s liberation movement that began in the preceding decade 

gained significant traction – and garnered significant backlash – in the general 

population.9 These cultural currents sparked heated debates about women’s appropriate 

roles in society, including their responsibility for and relation to such bastions of 

                                                 
6 It should be noted that the quoted number of people living alone in 1900 is low due to the fact that people 
living in “group quarters,” i.e., rooming houses and the like, were not included in this particular survey. 
Susan Brower and Steven Ruggles, “Households, by Race and Sex of Householder and Household type: 
1850–1990 [Census Enumerations],” in Historical Statistics of the United States, Earliest Times to the 
Present: Millennial Edition, ed. Susan B. Carter et al. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 
Table Ae1-28. 
7 U.S. Census Bureau, “America’s Families and Living Arrangements: 2008,” in Current Population 
Survey, 2008, Annual Social and Economic Supplement (Washington: Government Print Office, 2008), 
Table H1, Households by Type and Tenure of Householder for Selected Characteristics: 2008. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Between 1960 and 2000, the number of women in the workforce increased from 36% to 58%. Sandra 
Luckett Clark and Mai Weismantle, “Employment Status: 2000,” Census 2000 Brief (Washington: 
Government Print Office, 2003), figure 2.   
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traditional values as cooking and the “family dinner.”10 Analyzing popular culture 

representations of eating alone in the advertising pages of women’s magazines from this 

period, I attempt to connect those representations to broader contemporary discourses 

about gender, domesticity, and sexuality. I then trace the figure of the woman eating 

alone backwards through time, identifying continuities with and points of origin in earlier 

representations of eating alone in various sites of American popular culture, including 

prescriptive “how-to” texts from the middle part of the twentieth century and moving, in 

Chapter Three, to an analysis of turn-of-the-century sociological studies and popular 

fiction. 

In effect, what I provide in these pages is a constellation map of sorts, one that 

describes how the act of eating alone has become imbued with meanings that extend far 

beyond its obvious practicality, identifying discrete instances when the idea of eating 

alone has taken on particular significance in the cultural record, while simultaneously 

connecting these instances to broader trends in popular discourse about gender, 

domesticity and sexuality. Exploring the resonances between these various moments and 

sites of culture through which the meaning of eating alone has been produced reveals a 

complex pattern of signification, one that demonstrates the centrality of this mundane and 

often overlooked element of our daily lives to some of the most fundamental narratives 

about the place of women, food, and family in American culture and society. 

Taking as a starting point the existing scholarship on the food practices of women 

in the United States that demonstrates the existence of strong historical and ideological 

correlations between food, family and femininity, I argue in these pages that, for women, 
                                                 
10 A particularly memorable and controversial moment in which women’s roles were debated through the 
metaphorical language of food was during Bill Clinton’s 1992 campaign for president, when wife Hillary 
Clinton said in a television news interview: “I suppose I could have stayed home and baked cookies and 
had teas, but what I decided to do was to fulfill my profession which I entered before my husband was in 
public life.” Hillary Clinton, interview by Jackie Judd, “Making Hillary Clinton an Issue,” Nightline, ABC, 
March 26, 1992. http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/clinton/etc/03261992.html.  
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eating alone is necessarily marked as a non-normative and potentially subversive 

behavior. A woman eating alone in effect upends the family dinner table through which 

an entire system of economic, social and personal relationships based around 

heteronormative domesticity is imagined to be constituted. The figure of the woman 

eating alone, then, is a powerfully charged – even dangerous – symbol, a condensed site 

of meaning through which dominant ideologies may be reified, reproduced and resisted. 

In the predominantly conservative arena of popular culture, representations of women 

eating alone are most often used to signify the transgression of normative ideologies of 

gender, domesticity and sexuality.  

As my analysis will show, in many of the sites of culture where representations of 

women eating alone appear, the real and politically subversive potential inherent in the 

act of eating alone is contained through a variety of symbolic, visual and rhetorical 

strategies. A particularly important strategy for containment is one of erasure – the use of 

strategic absences and silences to suggest that under “normal” circumstances, women 

simply do not eat alone. This erasure effectively marginalizes what common sense and 

personal experience tell us is a widespread practice. Moreover, it is important to 

recognize this erasure as part of the pervasive marginalization of people and values that 

do not fit into a white, middle-class ideal of patriarchal, heteronormative domesticity. 

Thus, though eating alone – like living alone, like women working outside the home, like 

being unmarried, like same-sex partnerships, like economic conditions that systematically 

exclude certain groups from the middle-class “ideal” – is all around us, it is nonetheless 

rendered marginal or invisible in much popular discourse, thereby preserving the 

apparent naturalness of dominant values and structures of power. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Finding representations of a practice often rendered invisible can be difficult. 

Indeed, the process of conducting research for this project was often one of looking for 

what wasn’t present or what wasn’t talked about. Learning to recognize the significance 

of these absences required a certain counterintuitive approach and an openness to what 

Psyche Williams-Forson, in her Building Houses Out of Chicken Legs: Black Women, 

Food, and Power, calls “reading the silences and hearing what the text does not tell us.”11 

Paying attention to these silences is essential, however, if we are to move beyond the 

limiting view that commensality is essential to femininity, families, and even to the 

academic field of food studies.  

Records of the individual experiences of those who eat alone are relatively hard to 

come by, though they are by no means non-existent.12 This is, in part, why I’ve chosen to 

focus here on popular culture representations of women eating alone, rather than on 

personal testimony, which, some might argue, could provide a more “authentic” 

perspective on what it means to eat alone. Yet, individuals often value the same things 

that many historians do: the special occasions celebrated with food, the memorable social 

interactions that occur over a shared meal, the personal and culinary give-and-take that 

occurs while cooking with others. Frequently, these are the moments that are recorded. 

There are myriad examples of food memoirs, histories, and anthropological and 

sociological studies that document just such moments. The America Eats! documentary 

project, for example, a fascinating and fraught endeavor conducted under the auspices of 
                                                 
11 Williams-Forson, Building Houses, 4. 
12 Such testimonies come in a variety of forms, both published and unpublished. Some women keep daily 
food diaries and we can certainly see an iteration of this in many of the food blogs one can find on the 
internet today. There are also scores of memoirs on personal eating habits, from M.F.K. Fisher’s writings to 
Marya Hornbacher’s Wasted: A Memoir of Anorexia and Bulimia to a recent collection of essays on eating 
alone, Alone in the Kitchen with an Eggplant. Marya Hornbacher, Wasted: A Memoir of Anorexia and 
Bulimia (New York: Harper Collins, 1998).  Jenni Ferrari-Adler, Alone in the Kitchen with an Eggplant 
(New York: Riverhead Books, 2007).   
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the Works Projects Administration in the 1930s, attempted to record American food 

culture through the nation’s “special” food events – its fairs, celebrations, and community 

gatherings.13 These occasions are important. But so too are the private moments of an 

individual life, even or especially those that may ordinarily be considered unimportant, 

though they may be harder to trace in the historical record. One of the methods of getting 

at these daily practices, I believe, is to look to popular culture as an important arena 

through and in relationship to which individual practices are imbued with meaning.  

This paper begins, then, in Chapter One, with an analysis of frozen food 

advertisements that ran in mainstream women’s magazines such as Working Woman, 

Cosmopolitan, Redbook and Ladies Home Journal in the 1980s.14 Though Ms. magazine 

would seem to be an ideal object of study for my research, in fact, as advertising scholar 

Katherine Parkin notes, “food ads made up a negligible portion of the ads that [Ms.] 

carried...Unwilling to have a ‘home and food section’ or a food columnist who promoted 

recipes with brand name products, Ms. found that it could not attract business in that 

category...even though its base readership was women.”15 Chapter Two expands the field 
                                                 
13 For more on America Eats! see Pat Willard, America Eats!: On the Road with the WPA - the Fish Fries, 
Box Supper Socials, and Chitlin Feasts That Define Real American Food (New York: Bloomsbury USA, 
2008).   
14 More specifically, I surveyed every issue of Working Woman magazine from the period 1983-1989 as 
well as a number of issues from other women’s magazines – Cosmopolitan, Redbook and Ladies Home 
Journal – for the longer period spanning 1970 to 1990. I chose to focus my research on Working Woman, 
which was published from 1976 to 2001, for two reasons. First, because the magazine was geared toward 
working women, who were more likely to be single or to eat alone, it was an ideal advertising venue for 
companies purveying single-portion foods. Second, because the editorial copy of Working Woman dealt 
more explicitly with the choices and challenges facing women trying balance work and personal life, it 
provided a more diverse vision of femininity than many other women’s magazines of the period. I limited 
the scope of my research to the time period mentioned for the simple reason that 1982 is the first volume of 
Working Woman available in the collection of the University of Texas libraries. Fortuitously, 1982 is an apt 
starting point for research on frozen meals, because 1983 and 1984, respectively, marked the launch of two 
major marketing initiatives for frozen food products: Swanson’s Le Menu line and Lean Cuisine’s “It’s not 
the calories that count” campaign.  
15 Katherine J. Parkin, Food is Love: Food Advertising and Gender Roles in Modern America 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 77. Although the universality of my conclusions is 
limited by the size of my sample, it should be noted it was not my objective to conduct an exhaustive 
quantitative report on the number of images of women eating alone in women’s magazines. Rather, my 
purpose here is to provide a discussion of just some of the many complex meanings and discourses at work 
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of analysis to other sites of popular discourse: the editorial content of women’s 

magazines, newspaper articles, “how to” advice columns from the 1980s, and historical 

antecedents within the prescriptive literature genre from earlier in the century. Finally, in 

Chapter Three, I turn to representations of women eating alone in the popular literature of 

the early twentieth century in order to provide a historical context for the preceding 

discussion.   

Focusing on mass media allows us to engage with some of the most dominant 

meanings attached to eating alone while asking ourselves why such associations exist and 

how they inform everything from the extremely personal choices we make at breakfast to 

broader cultural conceptions of gender and family. Why, for example, do we imagine that 

Bridget Jones ate alone? How do we feel when we go to a restaurant alone? What do we 

eat when we eat alone? I attempt to answer some of those questions here.  

At the same time, however, we must recognize that individual experiences are by 

no means uniformly shaped by dominant media messages. Popular culture is not simply a 

conduit for the one-way dissemination of dominant ideology. Rather, popular culture is a 

site of struggle over meaning, as individuals actively engage with content in constantly 

shifting, unpredictable, and sometimes subversive ways. Understanding that such 

negotiations are constantly occurring helps us to reconcile the many diverse experiences 

of eating alone in the “real world” with the negative connotations with which it is almost 

uniformly imbued in much popular discourse. Meanwhile, this “negotiation” model does 

not diminish the real power of the mass media to naturalize dominant narratives, values, 

and hegemonic power structures. Rather than being resolved in these pages the tension 

between individual interpretation, experience and resistance, on the one hand, and the 

                                                                                                                                                 
in representations of eating alone in popular culture. Further study – of additional magazine sources, as 
well as literature, television, film and other media – would no doubt illuminate additional facets and 
complexities of this topic.  
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undeniable power of dominant media messages, on the other, exists at my project’s heart 

as an animating force.16 

In her 1943 culinary memoir The Gastronomical Me, M.F.K. Fisher describes her 

experience traveling and eating alone in the following manner:  

I saw clearly for the first time that a woman traveling alone and behaving herself 
on a ship is an object of curiosity...I developed a pattern of behavior which I still 
follow...which impresses and undoubtedly irritates some people who see 
me...There are many parts to it, but one of the most important is the way I eat.... 
In general I preferred to eat by myself, slowly, voluptuously, and with an 
independence that heartened me against the coldness of my cabin and my 
thoughts.17 

I would like to suggest that both the curiosity and unspoken irritation that a woman eating 

alone engendered in the onlookers described here and the independence and pleasure that 

Fisher herself experienced are equally central to understanding the meanings of eating 

alone. As Fisher’s anecdote illustrates, how women experience eating alone is influenced, 

although perhaps not defined, by powerful cultural narratives – about the meanings of 

food, femininity, and family – that surround and give shape to the idea of eating alone. 

My analysis, in the pages that follow, of various representations of eating alone in 

                                                 
16 I see this paper as but one element of what potentially could be a much larger project that seeks to 
further define and tease out these relationships between cultural representations and individual practices of 
eating alone.  
17 Mary Frances Kennedy Fisher, The Gastronomical Me (New York: North Point Press, 1989. First 
published 1943), 182-183. Fisher’s full description of her experience of eating alone is as follows: “[Eating 
alone] not only surrounds me with a wall of awe, but makes my private life more interesting and keeps me 
from boredom. I discovered, there on the staidly luxurious Dutch liner, that I could be very firm with 
pursers and stewards and such. I could have a table assigned to me in any part of the dining room I wanted, 
and, best of all, I could have that table to myself. I needed no longer be put with officers of predatory 
passenger just because I was under ninety and predominately female. It would never again matter to me 
that the purser looked oddly at me for my requests and that people stared and whispered when I walked 
alone to my table; I had what I needed to bolster my own loneliness, a sense of strength. And once seated, I 
could eat what I wanted, and drink what I wanted. I could spend all the time I needed over a piece of pate, 
truly to savor its uncountable tastes; I could make a whole meal of little lettuce hearts and buttermilk, or 
ask for frogs’ legs provençale and pêches Victoria – and get them. And if I felt like it, I could invite another 
passenger to dine with me, and order and intelligent thoughtful meal, to please the chef and the wine 
steward. That was enjoyable occasionally, but in general I preferred to eat by myself, slowly, voluptuously, 
and with an independence that heartened me against the coldness of my cabin and my thoughts.” 
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popular culture explores some of the ways in which the meanings of eating alone have 

been produced by and in relation to these narratives. 
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Chapter One: Serves One: Eating Alone in the Frozen Food Advertising 
of 1980s Women’s Magazines 

In 1963, Betty Friedan published The Feminine Mystique. Often cited as an 

important catalyst for the reemergence of an organized feminist movement in the 1960s 

and 1970s, Friedan’s work centered on the “problem that has no name”: the 

dissatisfaction that many women living in post-war American suburbs experienced in 

their roles as homemakers.18 Using the short story fiction found in women’s magazines as 

evidence, Friedan indicted the mass media for their role in perpetuating a repressive ideal 

of femininity and an impossible myth of domestic bliss.  

In the half century since Friedan’s publication, scholars interested in women’s 

lives and history have repeatedly looked to women’s magazines as an important site of 

production of discourses concerning the nature of women’s experiences. As Ellen 

McCracken points out in Decoding Women’s Magazines, magazines aimed at women 

constitute a multi-million dollar industry that regularly delivers an “ostensibly 

authoritative grand narrative of reality...to immense numbers of women.”19 Women’s 

magazines also deliver the messages of hundreds of advertisers promoting beauty, health, 

food and other products. Together, the advertisements and editorial copy of women’s 

magazines present a “common sense” view of women’s reality that works to conceal the 

structures of power and the often sexist ideologies underlying the creation of much 

magazine content.  

Food is a prominent topic around which narratives about women’s lives are 

structured in women’s magazines. And food advertisements are a particularly important 

                                                 
18 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: Norton, 1963).   
19 Ellen McCracken, Decoding Women's Magazines: From Mademoiselle to Ms. (London: Macmillan, 
1993), 2.   
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site of production of discourses about femininity, domesticity and sexuality. Food 

advertisers have historically addressed women as wives and mothers responsible for the 

care and feeding of the family. The vast majority of food advertisements present 

women’s relationship with food in this light, using images and language to situate food 

and feeding firmly within a heteronormative familial context. As scholar Katherine 

Parkin observes in Food is Love: Food Advertising and Gender Roles in Modern 

America, her study of twentieth-century food ads: “A woman showing her love for her 

family through food purchases was one of the enduring advertising images of the 

twentieth century.”20 With remarkable consistency, food advertisements with messages 

like “Nothin’ says lovin’ like something from the oven” and “Quaker Oats for breakfast – 

because you love them [your family] so much” conflate food with love while naturalizing 

women’s supposed “duty” to provide a family with both.21  

As Parkin’s survey illustrates, for much of the twentieth century, food ads that 

acknowledged women’s experiences and needs outside the home were rare. Even more 

rare were advertisements that represented women, either visually or rhetorically, as 

possessing appetites of their own. Thus explicit representations of or appeals to women 

eating alone are, for the most part, entirely non-existent in the food advertising of the 

twentieth century. 

Within this history of family-oriented advertising messages, however, the 

entrance of microwavable, single-serving frozen meals – “TV dinners” – onto the market 

in the 1980s marks a moment of rupture that in many ways threatened to disrupt some of 

the fundamental assumptions – about the nature of feeding, femininity and the 

significance of the family meal – on which food advertisers’ customary messages relied. 

                                                 
20 Parkin, Food is Love, 36. See also Deborah Lupton, Food, the Body, and the Self (London: Sage 
Publications, 1996).   
21 Ibid, 32.  
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Although, as we will see, food advertisers did not abandon their heterosexist approach to 

food advertising, an examination of the ways in which advertisers represented – or, more 

accurately, contained and erased – women eating alone in ads for frozen dinners helps to 

lay bare some of the heterosexist assumptions that food advertising has traditionally 

worked so hard to conceal.  

Though frozen dinners had been available on the American market since 

Swanson’s introduced the first TV dinner in 1952, the frozen food sector experienced a 

surge in popularity in the 1980s with the introduction of even easier to prepare 

microwavable (rather than oven-baked) meals.22 Ads for these now-familiar products 

from companies like Stouffer’s (makers of Lean Cuisine), Weight Watchers and 

Swanson’s became prevalent in the pages of women’s magazines, the primary venue for 

print food advertising.23 Convenient and relatively affordable, frozen dinners had special 

appeal for working mothers, single women and, importantly, people eating alone. As 

such, these products were advertised to women in a manner that in many ways broke 

from the typical “happy homemaker” scenario of other food advertisements. At the same 

time, however, the lengths to which many of these ads went in order to avoid overt 

appeals to or depictions of women eating alone reveals the powerful anxieties produced 

by the figure of the woman eating alone and the challenge a woman eating alone presents 

to normative values of domesticity, femininity and sexuality.  

                                                 
22 In 1982 the revenue from sales of frozen entrees was $1.46 billion, a huge increase from $376 million in 
1972. During the same period, sales of frozen dinners increased from $419 million to $543 million. (Frozen 
entrees, according to industry definitions, are products that, unlike dinners, include a protein and starch, but 
no vegetable.) Jeanne Lessem, “TV Dinners Mark 30th Anniversary,” Los Angeles Times, September 8, 
1983, N38. 
23 Parkin, Food is Love, 6. 
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“IT’S THE TASTE THAT COUNTS”: THE PRESENT ABSENCE OF EATING ALONE 

What is most interesting about the frozen food advertisements that ran in 

women’s magazines in the 1980s is the near complete absence of people eating the 

products being promoted. Indeed, in my survey of more than a decade’s worth of 

magazines like Working Woman, Cosmopolitan, Ladies Home Journal and Redbook, 

what I found was that, while there was a veritable smorgasbord of advertisements for 

frozen meals, there were virtually no representations of women eating them. Indeed, I 

was surprised by the almost complete absence of women eating anything at all in these 

magazines – let alone women eating alone. Instead, the majority of frozen food ads that I 

encountered in the course of my research focused visually and textually on the food 

products being sold, while avoiding almost entirely depictions of female bodies and the 

social contexts in which the foods might be eaten. 

This lack of context is particularly interesting – and important – given the social 

conditions and changes underway in the U.S. in the 1980s. While some of the success of 

frozen meals during this period can be attributed to the increased availability of 

microwaves and to an newly health conscious American public eager to purchase the 

low-calorie, portion-controlled offerings of companies like Weight Watchers and Lean 

Cuisine, to a considerable degree the success of frozen meals was also a result of the 

increasing numbers of women both living alone and working outside the home.24  

Beginning in the 1960s, demographic shifts within the American population 

created, more than ever, the option, need and means for women to eat alone. As both 

                                                 
24 Though Weight Watchers had manufactured a small line of frozen food products to accompany its 
weight loss program since 1967, reduced-calorie meals did not become a force in the frozen food market 
until the 1980s, when Stouffer’s, one of the oldest names in frozen foods, introduced Lean Cuisine, its 
hugely successful line of healthy frozen entrees. In 1981, its first year on the market, Lean Cuisine 
generated $140 million in sales, exceeding the sales of Weight Watchers by more than double. Herbert J. 
Vida, “Public Warms to Frozen Meals,” Los Angeles Times, February 13, 1983, G1. See also David Seeley, 
“Chilly Scenes of Dinner,” Texas Monthly, July 1983, 164 



 17

divorce rates and the average age of marriage rose, the number of women living alone 

also increased.25 According to the U.S. Census Bureau, between 1970 and 1994, the 

number of women living alone increased 94 percent (from 7.3 to 14.2 million).26 

Meanwhile, the number of women in the workforce increased steadily throughout the 

latter half of the twentieth century. By 1980, more than half of all women worked outside 

the home.27 By giving women more financial and personal independence, these factors 

created more opportunities for women to eat alone whether during the work day or in the 

evenings. Furthermore, the reemergence of a visible feminist movement in the 1970s and 

‘80s inspired many women to question traditional ideas of femininity and domestic life, 

including the importance of a shared family meal. 

Given these demographic trends, one might think that frozen food manufacturers 

of the 1980s would have focused their attention on this burgeoning group of single and 

working women, marketing their foods as both easy to prepare for a family and 

convenient to eat alone. And yet, advertisers demonstrated a notable reluctance to address 

either of those needs directly. Despite the fact that advertisers conducted numerous 

studies indicating that the “traditional role of housewife is diminishing,” they were also 

slow to adapt their strategies to this new reality.28 Though market research increasingly 

indicated that working and single women were a valuable market segment, food 

advertisers generally refused to incorporate representations of these women into the 

visual worlds of their ads. As one ad executive commented, even the frozen food sector, 

                                                 
25 Between 1960 and 1994, the median age of first marriage for women increased from 20.1 to 24.5. U.S. 
Census Bureau, “Marital Status and Living Arrangements: March 1994,” Table A-8, Persons Living Alone, 
by Age and Sex: 1994, 1990, 1980, and 1970, in Current Population Reports: 1994, Series P20-484 
(Washington: Government Print Office, 1996), xii. 
26 Ibid, Appendix A, 9. 
27 Between 1960 and 2000, the number of women in the workforce increased from 36% to 58%. Sandra 
Luckett Clark and Mai Weismantle, “Employment Status: 2000,” Census 2000 Brief (Washington: 
Government Print Office, 2003), figure 2. 
28 Parkin, Food is Love, 64. 
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“an industry convinced that its very future depended on a steady increase in the number 

of working women, still couldn’t bring itself to target them directly.”29  

Indeed, even a cursory survey of frozen food advertising from the ‘80s reveals 

that these ads used messages that focused on taste rather than on appeals to or 

representations of women’s changing needs. In part, this strategy was a result of frozen 

food companies’ desires to distinguish their contemporary products from TV dinners of 

the 1960s, which were often thought to be of inferior quality. As one journalist put it: “It 

used to be that frozen dinners were on the bottom rung of the cuisine ladder. Only lonely 

bachelors and small children were fans of the meals encrusted in the divided aluminum 

trays. That isn’t true anymore.”30 Typical of the marketing strategies of other companies, 

Swanson’s, the company responsible for introducing the very first TV dinner into 

American homes, unveiled its Le Menu line in 1983 with an advertising campaign that 

sought to cultivate a newly positive attitude toward frozen meals. Ads for Le Menu 

emphasized the gourmet flavors of the products and used the “sophisticated” French 

moniker along with images of Le Menu dinners served on formal china dinnerware to 

suggest that these modern meals were more appropriate to the dining room table than the 

TV tray. Similarly, Lean Cuisine adopted the campaign slogan: “It’s not just the calories 

that count, it’s the taste” in 1984.  

 This emphasis on taste perhaps explains the use of a remarkably uniform 

visual appeal in the advertising for frozen foods from this period. Indeed, nearly all of the 

advertisements that I surveyed employed a similar visual tableau to market their products, 

one that emphasizes the food being sold rather than the people eating it. This style of ad, 

which appeared consistently in all of the magazines I surveyed, features a close-up image 

                                                 
29Ibid.  
30Vida, “Public Warms.” 
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of an entree or meal displayed enticingly upon a single white plate. Occasionally a place 

setting is visible in the image, although more often the plate simply floats on the surface 

of the page, eliminating the social context of eating entirely. Often, four or six different 

plates of food are tiled or staggered in the ad, highlighting the variety of flavors 

available.31  

This style of ad not only highlights taste, it also erases the intended consumers of 

frozen meals – consumers whose needs these products ostensibly and actually fulfilled 

and whose purchasing power was demonstrably key to frozen meal companies’ success. 

Indeed, sales data indicates that a significant number frozen meal consumers were single 

and/or working women.32 Moreover, many of these consumers, company executives 

acknowledged at the time, ate their meals alone. One marketing expert observed that, 

“while not originally targeted to singles (Stouffer's aimed ads at women and general 

consumers), Lean Cuisine filled a need for quality and convenience in the singles 

market.”33 And as a Stouffer’s executive explained: “As more women join the work force 

and there’s more focus on convenience and quality in food, our user base has grown 

dramatically.”34 Furthermore, company executives acknowledged that their products 

weren’t simply replacing the home-cooked foods of family dinners but were changing the 

way that people ate altogether. “Families don't necessarily sit down as a unit anymore,” 

explained a representative of the National Frozen Food Association in an interview with 

the Los Angeles Times. “It's easier to pop a frozen dinner into the microwave oven and 
                                                 
31Here it is worth noting that in the late 1980s, Kibun, an Asian frozen food company, ran a series of ads 
that depicted frozen entrees placed not at a dining table but atop an office desk amidst various business 
paraphernalia: memos, calculators, etc. The ad copy announced the product as a “business lunch.” These 
ads, perhaps more explicitly than any others discussed, clearly suggested the context in which the product 
should be consumed. The diner, however, as in other ads, remains outside the frame. See, for example, 
Working Woman, March 1987, 118.  
32 Lessem, “TV Dinners.” 
33 Valarie A. Zeithaml, “The New Demographics and Market Fragmentation,” Journal of Marketing 49, 
no. 3 (Summer 1985): 64-75. 
34 Vida, “Public Warms.” 
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get a quick quality meal on an individual basis.”35 And yet this particular, and particularly 

appealing, quality of frozen dinners – that they might be eaten alone – is completely 

obscured by the visual layouts of the ads.  

Thus, the almost total absence of a social context in these ads – whether the 

family scenarios more typical of other food ads or the suggestion that the meals might be 

convenient to eat alone – should give us pause. It is a meaningful absence, because, at 

least on the surface, it precludes the need to engage with any of the potentially 

controversial meanings attached to frozen foods: the working woman’s need for 

convenience as her time and attention shifts outside the home, the possible decline of the 

family meal in two-income households, and the appeal of single-portion foods for the 

woman who may not only have no desire to “show her love” to her family through food, 

but perhaps desires no family at all.  

The absence of depictions of women eating outside the familiar context thus seeks 

to contain the potentially radical implications of frozen food products as capable of 

upsetting women’s traditional domestic and gender roles. How successful this 

containment was, however, remains an open question. It is possible that female audiences 

read the absence of women’s bodies in frozen food advertising not as a kind of symbolic 

annihilation, but as an invitation to insert themselves into the frame. And yet, given 

frozen food advertisers’ demonstrated reluctance to explicitly target solo female diners, 

and given the extremely heteronormative messages of the other advertising and editorial 

copy of the magazines in which these ads were placed, it seems quite evident that that the 

intended reading of frozen food ads was one that left the idealized image of the nuclear 

family dinner ideologically intact by rendering the act of eating alone invisible.  

                                                 
35 Ibid. 
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NO TABLES FOR ONE: COMPULSORY COMMENSALITY IN FROZEN FOOD 
ADVERTISING 

Although, as I’ve noted, ads for frozen meals rarely depict women’s bodies, it is 

not the case that the ads do not contain messages about how – by and with whom – their 

products should be eaten. Indeed, a close reading reveals that many of them actually work 

quite hard to suggest that the meal will not be eaten alone. Thus, despite the fact that few 

ads for frozen foods actually show their product being eaten a traditional family context, 

they nonetheless reify commensality as an obligatory and important part of women’s 

daily lives.36  

Some ads accomplish this task quite simply by using pointed written text. For 

example, an ad for Stouffer’s dinners avoids the need for signifying bodies by providing 

a “script” for a romantic evening, presumably facilitated by Stouffer’s. Though the ad’s 

layout features only a single plate of food, the text below the image describes the 

intended “scene”: “Phoenix, Arizona at sunset.” The cast: “You and the friend you 

haven’t seen for so long. Grilled baby lambchops for two. And Stouffer’s Noodles 

Romanoff.”37 Using visual as well as textual clues, an ad for Armour Dinner Classics 

similarly suggests that Armour’s products are best eaten with a date. This ad alters the 

ubiquitous single-place-setting formula by featuring two frozen meal trays placed 

opposite one another at a table. Two hands – one male, one female – touch alongside the 

trays above a caption that reads: “Dress up and stay home...with Dinner Classics.”38  

                                                 
36 Though many of the ads discussed invoke an unspecified dining companion (who could potentially be 
either male or female), when read in the context of the vast majority of food advertising that so consistently 
figured women as wives and mothers in a traditional family context, it is clear that the intent of the ads is to 
imply the necessity/desirability of heterosexual partnerships. However, queer readings are certainly 
possible and deserve a more thorough treatment than I can provide here.  
37 Redbook, February 1985, 103.  
38 Ladies’ Home Journal, January 1985, 87.  
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Other advertisements employed more creative means to construct the female diner 

as part of a family or couple. Weight Watchers, notably, was one of the few companies 

that ran ads that actually depicted a woman eating. And yet, the text that accompanied the 

images of Lynn Redgrave (the actress featured in the company’s ad campaign during this 

period) stressed the idea that Redgrave was not really alone.39 An ad from the January 

issue of Ladies’ Home Journal, for example, shows Redgrave smiling over a slice of 

Weight Watchers pizza. The rare woman seen (almost) eating in advertising, Redgrave 

holds the pizza to her mouth as if about to take a bite. Below, the text accompanying the 

image reads: “Now you and I can give up dreaming about pepperoni pizza. Now we can 

eat it [emphasis mine].”40 By invoking a “we,” the ad clearly communicates that 

Redgrave is not eating alone. While this “we” could be read as a friendly invitation to the 

reader to share in Redgrave’s enjoyment of pizza, other ads invoke imaginary – and 

importantly male – dining companions more explicitly. For example, in an ad for Italian 

entrees, Redgrave stands triumphantly beneath an image of two plates of food, her tiny 

body dwarfed by their near life-size representation. Referring to ravioli and spaghetti, the 

copy reads: “Two Italians I don’t have to resist anymore.”41 Shown in silhouette at the 

bottom of the page, her hourglass figure highlighted, it is clear that Redgrave will have 

not one but two dining companions.  

Similarly, Le Menu, Swanson’s gourmet dinner line, ran a series of ads in the 

1980s that imaginatively, if somewhat unconvincingly, filled the empty seat at the female 

diner’s table with elements of nature. For example, one ad pictures a single place setting 

at a formal dinner table in the foreground. In the background, the other end of the table 
                                                 
39 Exceptions exist. For example, one ad from the campaign depicts Redgrave eating lasagna, with no 
suggestion that she might share the meal with anyone else. See Working Woman, May 1984, 167. However, 
this ad stood out as breaking from the general pattern, evident in the other ads from this campaign, of 
imagining “dinner for two.” 
40 Ladies’ Home Journal, January 1985, 41.  
41 Working Woman, February 1985, 96.  
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blurs into an ocean vista under a caption that reads: “Le Menu dinners are elegant enough 

to serve with your favorite sparkling waters. Like the Atlantic or the Pacific.”42 The 

reader is encouraged to see the ocean as the woman’s dinner date, a guest, no less, whom 

she must “serve.” 

Advertisements for other food products from this period use similar verbal and 

visual language to imaginatively conjure a shared meal. For example, a Campbell’s soup 

ad that capitalized on the company’s designation as the official soup of the 1984 Winter 

Olympics, features an image of a can of soup along with this copy: "Just about anyone 

can tell you what champions have for breakfast. Ever wonder what they have for 

lunch?...Share the table at lunchtime with another champion.”43 Inviting consumers to 

“share the table” with a can of soup, this ad constructs Campbell’s itself as the female 

eater’s dining partner. Several ads for Oscar Mayer deli meats from this period do 

actually feature images of women eating (or almost eating) alone, but nonetheless 

manage to construct the women as “coupled.” For example, one ad features a woman 

with a sandwich held up to her mouth, in much the same fashion as Lynn Redgrave’s 

Weight Watchers pizza ad. Here, however, the “problem” of the woman eating alone is 

solved by the prominent placement of her left hand at the center of the page, the large 

diamond of her wedding ring eliminating any suspicions that she is truly alone.44 Another 

Oscar Mayer ad offers a less virtuous solution: a woman’s mouth is seen biting into a 

rolled slice of ham, which, pictured from the side, looks suggestively phallic.45 No 

wedding ring needed here to invoke an implied male presence at dinner. 

                                                 
42 Working Woman, February 1984, 115.  
43 Working Woman, July 1985, 75. 
44 Working Woman, August 1986, 83. 
45 Working Woman, July 1988, 98. 
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Even ads that did make direct appeals to women’s needs did so in a way that 

emphasized their relationships to others. Most notable among these were ads from Lean 

Cuisine’s “You’ll love the way it looks on you” campaign. These ads, which ran in the 

early 1980s during Lean Cuisine’s first years on the market, are interesting in that, unlike 

many of the other frozen dinner ads, they clearly address a woman (“You’ll love it”) and 

her particular dietary concerns. And yet, importantly, the women featured are not actually 

pictured eating the products they advertise. Although these ads feature a woman’s body 

prominently, it is not an eating body. The emphasis is on the effects that eating has – on 

the body pictured and on others. For example, an ad from 1983 features a woman in what 

appears to be a workout or dance studio. Attired in a tight leotard and legwarmers, she 

stands leaning against the mirrored wall of the room, one hand on her slender waist, her 

figure reflected doubly by the mirror. Below, the copy reads: “I love the taste, I love what 

I see. I love feeling good about being me. I love the way it looks on me. And so does 

he.”46 While eating itself is absent, its effect – the slender body it produces – is 

highlighted. More importantly, the ads emphasize the effect that eating Lean Cuisine has 

on others. A woman eating, it seems, is never a solo affair.  

That the manufacturers of frozen foods wanted to avoid any potentially 

controversial appeals in their advertising – to single women who weren’t looking for a 

dinner date, to working moms who didn’t or wouldn’t make family meals a priority – 

would be less surprising were it not for the fact that other advertising of this period did 

acknowledge women’s changing roles in American society.47 Most prominent among 

these kinds of ads is the “You’ve Come a Long Way Baby” campaign for Virginia Slims 

cigarettes. As documented by Thomas Boyd, Carol Boyd and Timothy Greenlee in their 
                                                 
46 Working Woman, May 1983, 71. 
47 For one female marketing executive’s thoughts on the advertising industry’s relationship with the 
women’s movement see Anne Tolstoi Foster, “Ad Lib Takes Clue From Women,” New York Times, 
November 28, 1971, sec. F. 
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article on the company’s marketing tactics, the “You’ve Come a Long Way, Baby” 

campaign “conveyed a message of independence and control” and explicitly invoked the 

past in order to call attention to the new opportunities available to modern women in the 

present.48 Many of the Virginia Slims ads in this campaign juxtapose past and present 

through a set of opposing images of women. For example, several ads feature a hand-

drawn rendering of the hardships and injustices faced by women in the past juxtaposed 

with a color photo of the Virginia Slims woman in the foreground. Of particular 

relevance to the discussion here, one ad that appeared in the January 1985 issue of 

Ladies’ Home Journal depicts a Victorian-era scene of two men and a woman seated at a 

dining table. The men smoke cigars and talk animatedly, their heads inclined toward one 

another. Meanwhile, at the far end of the very long table, the woman sits in front of an 

untouched bowl of ice cream, her head bowed dutifully. “Virginia Slims remembers 

when a man knew his place and a woman knew hers,” reads the caption.49 The woman’s 

“place” here is apparently to be “seen but not heard,” to serve the meal but not to enjoy it. 

In the foreground of the image, a modern woman holds a cigarette, her mouth open in 

laughter. That she is not eating is not surprising – the ad is selling cigarettes after all – but 

it is interesting to note that while the female smoker, a once highly controversial figure, 

became, from the 1920s onward, a triumphant and visible figure of modernity, women’s 

independence and progress, the woman eating alone remains a phantom in modern visual 

culture.50  

                                                 
48 Thomas C. Boyd, Carol J. Boyd, and Timothy B. Greenlee, “A Means to an End: Slim Hopes and 
Cigarette Advertising,” Health Promotion Practice 4, no. 3 (July 2003): 267.   
49 Ladies’ Home Journal, January 1985, 22. 
50 Other advertisements for culinary products at least paid lip-service to women’s changing realities by 
playing on “women’s lib” rhetoric about getting out of the kitchen. In 1982, for example, an ad for Corning 
microwave cookware suggested that saving time by cooking in the microwave meant that “all doors are 
open to you.” Working Woman, October 1982, 80. Similarly, a 1987 GE refrigerator ad promised the reader 
that she’d “Never Stuff Another Turkey.” Of course, this just meant that she would never have trouble 
fitting her turkey into her new super-sized fridge.  
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Chapter Two: From Secret Luncheons to Microwave Ovens: Eating 
Alone in Other Popular Discourse 

“A FREEZER FULL OF LEAN CUISINES” 

Where the advertising content of women’s magazines of the 1980s generally 

refused to engage with any of the potentially controversial meanings attached to eating 

alone, the editorial copy did sometimes address the issue with recipe columns devoted to 

“cooking for one” and the occasional piece on the joys of “the single life.” Beginning in 

January 1986, for example, Working Woman began running a short recipe column called 

“Serves One” in addition to its regular food feature.51 Moreover, other popular print 

media from the 1980s and ‘90s indicates that frozen dinners not only proliferated in 

advertising copy, but also took on a certain cultural currency in the popular imagination. 

Indeed, the frequency with which frozen dinners were connected – often pejoratively - 

with eating alone in popular discourse suggests that far from embodying the neutral “it’s 

the taste that counts” message advertisers had hoped, frozen dinners were a kind of 

cultural touchstone, one that symbolically encapsulated a whole host of anxieties and 

struggles regarding women’s roles in American society. 

Advertisers’ reluctance to connect their products with eating alone can perhaps be 

understood as reasonable when one considers the negative connotations that were often 

attached to eating alone in much popular discourse of the period, even that which had 

little or nothing, ostensibly, to do with food. Looking beyond food advertisements to 

representations of eating alone in other sites of popular culture provides insight into 

                                                 
51 A half-page spread with no photographs or illustrations, the “Serves One” column rarely discussed any 
issues pertaining to cooking for one; it simply provided a recipe which, as the title implies, serves one 
person – although, curiously, the body of the recipes themselves make no mention of serving or portion 
size. 
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exactly the kinds of stigmas and stereotypes that advertisers clearly struggled so hard to 

avoid.  

In September 1983, an article titled “Catch-35” in Working Woman magazine 

purported to address the question: “What happens when single women in their 30s 

discover that the time to have children is growing short?” The article was illustrated by a 

large drawing of a doleful-looking woman seated alone at a dining table, a plate of food 

left untouched before her. The image is meant to invoke the sense of “worthlessness” that 

women – even those who were successful professionally – reportedly experienced when 

confronted with “the prospect of living without the husbands and children they expected 

to have.” 52 “Women who are single and childless,” the article contends, “consider 

themselves to be failures,” even when they are otherwise fulfilled.53 That the empty 

dining table is shorthand for the absence of a family is neither surprising nor completely 

illogical – yet, its efficacy as a symbol for loneliness and, indeed, failure reveals the 

negative valence attached, at least in the sphere of mass media representation, to the 

figure of a woman eating alone.  

Lean Cuisine, like the empty dining table at which it was assumed it would be 

eaten, seemed to function as an especially apt signifier of these negative connotations of 

eating alone in the 1980s and 1990s, often standing in for women’s rejection of, or failure 

to achieve, traditional domesticity and femininity. For example, in 1985 the New York 

Times ran an article on women’s attitudes about eating alone.54 One woman profiled, Luci 

Diamond, described her aversion to “eating alone in public, especially in the evening.” 

“Breakfast and lunch are fine as far as going into a restaurant alone,” Diamond told the 

                                                 
52 Jane Adams, “Catch-35,” Working Woman, September 1983, 140-143.  
53 Ibid. 
54 Enid Nemy, “Women Alone: Lunch is Fine, but Dinner is Very Different,” New York Times, November 
17, 1985, http://www.nytimes.com/1985/11/17/style/new-yorkers-etc-women-alone-lunch-is-fine-but-
dinner-is-very-different.html. 
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reporter, but “dinner is a problem.” Though she acknowledged that “society has 

progressed to a point where it is no longer considered peculiar or unusual to see a woman 

alone,” Diamond insisted that eating alone remained, for her, a “won’t-do.” Instead of 

eating alone in a restaurant, Diamond “loves her microwave oven” because it allows her 

stay home and eat Lean Cuisines in her apartment.  

The author’s choice of words here is interesting: she suggests that Diamond 

“loves” her microwave oven, figuring it, in a manner reminiscent of the advertisements 

that I have described, as her dining companion. Is dining alone – even in one’s own home 

– so far beyond the pale that it cannot be mentioned? Or is commensality so essential to 

our understanding of food that the author cannot help but see Diamond’s eating as such? I 

would argue that both factors are at work here. It is worth noting, too, that the distinction 

made here between eating alone at breakfast and lunch, on the one hand, and dinner, on 

the other, is one that surfaced in the ads that I examined. While, as I have argued, images 

of women eating dinner (alone or otherwise) were very rare, some ads did feature women 

eating snack foods like yogurt and Jell-O. This seems to suggest a certain hierarchy of 

meals that makes the idea of eating alone at dinner – the “family meal” – particularly 

disruptive of normative ideas of domesticity. 

Several newspaper articles invoke Lean Cuisine even more explicitly as a symbol 

of the rejection of traditionally heteronormative and feminine gender performance. A 

New York Times article from 1996 on the new “Rules Girls” (women committed to 

following the dating advice laid out in the best-selling guide The Rules: Time-Tested 

Secrets for Capturing the Heart of Mr. Right) describes this new generation of dating 

traditionalists thus:55:  

                                                 
55 Ellen Fein and Sherrie Schneider, The Rules: Time-Tested Secrets for Capturing the Heart of Mr. Right 
(New York: Grand Central Publishing, 1996).   
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[The Rules Girl] never talks to a man first, rarely returns a suitor's telephone calls 
and would just as soon stick pins in her eyes as accept a Saturday night date after 
Wednesday. Rules Girls not only call one another when they are on the verge of 
breaking all-important Rule No. 5 (“Don't call him and rarely return his calls”), 
but they also go out together instead of spending Saturday night microwaving a 
Lean Cuisine and brooding over a Prince Charming who says he needs his space.56 

Here the Rules Girl’s rejection of Lean Cuisine represents her refusal to sit by the phone 

and wait for Mr. Right to call exactly because she is convinced that Mr. Right can and 

will save her from a lifetime of eating lonely dinners for one. She rejects Lean Cuisine, 

just as she rejects singledom-by-choice as a viable option.  

In a scathing critique of conservative authors Wendy Shalit, Katie Roiphe and 

Danielle Crittenden, feminist writer Katha Pollitt lambastes such right-wing women for 

portraying feminists “as if [they] were scorning family life for studio apartments and 

Lean Cuisine.”57 Though the average age of marriage had risen (to 25 at the time of the 

article’s writing in 1999), “postponing marriage” Pollitt argues, “doesn’t, in fact, mean 

forgoing it altogether.” Vilified on both the right and the left, by the Rules Girls and the 

feminists, Lean Cuisine, like the empty dining table at which it is assumed it will be 

eaten, is a convenient symbol for the rejection of marriage and men. 

Finally, an article entitled “The Choice” from 1983, uses Lean Cuisine as well as 

other cultural clues to illustrate the price a woman pays for choosing to shun the 

traditional path of marriage and domesticity. The article gives an account of the life of a 

female army captain who has chosen to remain single despite the loneliness she admits 

she sometimes experiences. To illustrate the loneliness of the woman’s solitary life, the 

author of the article describes the army captain’s house as: “[It] is filled with the 

trappings of single life - a microwave oven, a freezer filled with Lean Cuisines, a state-

                                                 
56 Jill Gerston, “So Many Rules, So Little Time,” New York Times, October 23, 1996, 
http://www.nytimes.com/1996/10/23/garden/so-many-rules-so-little-time.html.  
57 Katha Pollitt, “The Solipsisters,” New York Times, April 18, 1999, http://www.nytimes.com/1999/04/18 
/books/bookend-the-solipsisters.html. 
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of-the-art stereo and a stack of periodicals that range from Handyman Magazine to Good 

Housekeeping.”58 The inclusion of Lean Cuisine in this list is used to suggest that, at least 

in part, the woman’s loneliness stems from the absence of a (handy)man who would 

provide her with a reason to cook a “real” dinner.  

Moreover, the attention paid to the army captain’s disparate reading materials in 

the list above works alongside the mention of Lean Cuisine to call her sexuality into 

question. The fact that the captain subscribes to both the “feminine” periodical Good 

Housekeeping and the “masculine” Handyman suggests that there is something 

ambiguous about her gender. The mention of the Handyman Magazine, then, not so 

subtly highlights the lack of a man in the house, but also suggests that there is something 

“manly” about the army captain herself. Her “choice” is portrayed as transgressive not 

only of a traditional performance of gender (a “real” woman wouldn’t perform handyman 

chores, a “real” woman cooks a real dinner), but of the heterosexual imperative as well.  

Furthermore, that Lean Cuisine, specifically, and eating habits, more generally, 

are mentioned in any of the articles discussed above reveals just how central food rituals 

are to our understandings of gender and sexuality. As numerous scholars have argued, 

food is one of many cultural clues used to locate all bodies within a heterosexual gender 

system. Generally, within such a matrix, women are associated with feeding, while men 

are associated with eating. Nurturing (through food) is seen as a “feminine” trait, a part of 

women’s “natural” proclivity for the maternal and domestic. This is what feminist scholar 

Susan Bordo calls the “men eat, women prepare” logic of Western culture.59 Cultural 

objects like advertisements help reify this logic by suggesting that “women are most 

                                                 
58 Ester Fein, “The Choice,” New York Times, May 5, 1985, http://www.nytimes.com/1985/05/05/magazine 
/the-choice.html. 
59 Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1993), 117. 
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gratified by feeding and nourishing others, not themselves.” 60  Building on the work of 

Bordo as well as Judith Butler’s work on gender as performative, Christina Jarvis points 

out that even the discourse surrounding lesbian food practices often seeks to incorporate 

lesbian women into an eating-feeding (butch-femme) dichotomy that simultaneously 

subverts and reaffirms the “naturalness” of a heterosexist gender model, of which food is 

a major constitutive element.61 One of the “problems” that eating alone presents, then, is 

that it operates outside this dominant system of gender performance. With no one to feed 

but oneself, the gendered eating-feeding model collapses and loses its signification. 

Bodies that eat alone, then, it could be argued, are illegible with regard to gender.62  

EATING ALONE HAPPILY 

Despite the negative tone of the articles I have discussed thus far, women’s 

magazines did, in fact, sometimes portray eating alone in a positive light in their editorial 

pages. Articles dealing with eating alone tended to belong to the “how-to” genre so 

common to women’s magazines, and often presented eating alone as part of a woman’s 

“because you’re worth it” ritual of self-care. Despite the ostensibly positive portrayals of 

eating alone in these articles, though, a closer reading reveals that they often worked to 

reify the same limiting gender roles and heteronormative values promoted in food 

advertising.  

                                                 
60 Ibid, 130. 
61 See also Lee Lynch, Sue Hardesty and Nel Ward, eds. the butch cook book. (Newport, OR: TRP 
Cookbooks, 2008).   
62 This argument works well if we think of bodies as “texts” – composed of the various meanings of our 
ongoing performances of identity. And yet, such an assessment, I think, runs the risk of obscuring the 
material reality of the practice of eating alone – which occurs thousands of times, in thousands of different 
ways, every day. To suggest that such bodies are simply “illegible” does not account for the subversive 
power of bodies which cannot be “read” using dominant codes and flattens the complexities of the multiple 
performances of each individual’s identity that may, in turn, be read differently in different contexts. Space 
does not allow for a full exploration of these ideas.  
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In 1987, Working Woman ran an article, “A Table for One, Please” intended to 

help women feel comfortable dining in restaurants alone.63 After acknowledging the 

embarrassments that many solo diners “especially women” face - being “relegated to a 

back table” or “greeted with an accusatory ‘Just one?’” - the article goes on to assure 

readers that such experiences are a thing of the past. “These days,” we are told, “more 

and more career women take themselves out to eat...the social stigma of a woman dining 

alone is a thing of the past.” The article goes on to suggest that dining out alone is part of 

the sophisticated, modern working woman’s balanced lifestyle, comparing dining alone 

to a “minivacation,” a “pleasant, peaceful interlude” in the workday, and a “mental health 

break.” Characterizing eating alone in this way – as a kind of luxurious retreat akin, 

almost, to a spa treatment, reveals the way in which social class can inflect the perception 

of eating alone. “Being served excellent food by nice people,” as one woman profiled in 

the article describes dining alone, clearly carries a different meaning than preparing 

dinner for oneself out of financial necessity. Here we can see the classed nature of when 

and where eating alone is seen as appropriate for women. A single female executive who 

takes herself out to lunch, for example, or a stay-at-home mom who treats herself to an 

occasional night out while her children are at home with a babysitter enact the middle-

class ideal of “work-life balance” via consumption. By contrast, an unmarried woman 

eating alone in her apartment or a working woman who heats up a Lean Cuisine when she 

gets home for work, allowing her children to fend for themselves, transgress similarly 

class-based values that demand that women’s first priority be their families, even if they 

work outside the home.  

Another article, from a 1983 issue of Cosmopolitan, sought to teach women how 

to enjoy being alone – a feat that entailed learning to enjoy eating alone. Titled “Being 

                                                 
63 Heidi Yorkshire, “A Table for One, Please,” Working Woman, September 1987, 132-134.   
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Alone Happily,” the article instructed women in the fine art of enjoying “your own cozy 

company.”64  Like the article on dining out, this article begins by acknowledging the 

apprehension women must surely feel upon realizing “you’re all by your lonesome,” an 

admittedly “awful” circumstance that “could make anyone feel low and leprous.” Instead 

of succumbing to these feelings, however, the article suggests that women see being 

alone as a “relief,” a “rare chance to do exactly what you want,” and an opportunity to 

give in to “sweet indulgence.” The article then provides a list of things one can do alone. 

Fascinatingly, of the seven items listed, three involve eating. So, the ridiculous “Take off 

your clothes and nap on the rug like a cat” is sandwiched between “Ruin your appetite on 

a devastatingly unhealthy snack at six and get around to dinner at eleven” and “Eat in bed 

while lapping up a late-night movie, taking time out for a good cry when Bogey gets that 

tough, hurt look in his eye.”  

That the ability to do (and eat) “exactly what you want” is portrayed as a kind of 

“indulgence” implies that under ordinary circumstances (that is, during time spent with 

men) women do not possess the right to eat whatever they want. This naturalizing of 

habitual compromise and self-denial, I believe, works to contain whatever feminist 

potential might be found on the surface of this article’s ostensible attention to women’s 

self-fullfilment. Like the guide to dining out alone, the very notion that women need a 

guide to being alone works to strengthen the notion that being alone is a rare occurrence 

and that women’s “natural” state is one of codependence, self-sacrifice and serving the 

needs of others – especially when it comes to food and feeding – within the dynamics of 

marriage and family.  

Moreover, the Cosmopolitan article clearly conflates food with sex in a way that 

serves to further associate eating alone with something slightly taboo. Not only does the 

                                                 
64 Cheri Fein, “Being Alone Happily,” Cosmopolitan Magazine, July 1983, 112-118. 
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article suggest cooking dinner in the nude (“after emerging from your [nude] catnap”) 

and eating dinner in bed, but it uses the language of food and sex interchangeably 

throughout. For example, one section describes home beauty treatments prepared from 

the content of the refrigerator. “Imagine putting food on - rather than in - yourself,” the 

author intimates before suggesting that the beauty treatments be followed with a 

candlelight bath spent “think[ing] of bodies, his and yours.” The article also recommends 

making use of one’s time alone by spending the evening making gifts for “that special 

someone.” The suggested gifts are both culinary and sexual and include a homemade 

cake (“or cupcakes if you have more than one lover”) as well as coupons for sexy “treats” 

like a sensual massage. 

This portrayal of eating alone as a kind of solitary sensual pleasure, I would 

argue, serves to further position eating alone as something “unnatural,” perhaps even 

deviant, by associating it with masturbation. Eating what you want, when you want, then, 

is both a rarity and something you don’t want anyone to catch you doing. As the text 

coyly assures us: “Being alone means never having to apologize when doing any of the 

[activities] above. It means being able to say, ‘I’m doing exactly what I want to do, and 

no one ever has to know!’”  

The Cosmo article is certainly not alone in depicting eating alone as a kind of 

secret pleasure. In 1985, in a monthly column called “A Single Woman’s Guide to Eat 

and Drink” in Working Woman magazine, author Aimee Lee Ball wrote:  

There is another category of soul food that is not so much vestigial of childhood 
as of juvenile delinquency. It is the process of saying 'to hell with the rules' that is 
so good for the soul. This usually involves some kind of junk food. A frozen 
Milky Way. A jelly doughnut. A something so derelict that it invites scandal, a 
something with no redeeming social value, whose only purpose is prodigal 
pleasure.... This kind of soul food is best eaten in bed, with no witnesses.65  

                                                 
65 Aimee Lee Ball, “A Single Woman’s Guide to Eat and Drink,” Working Woman, March 1987, 154. 
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Like the Cosmo article, Ball’s description of eating alone as a kind of “prodigal” self-

gratification, clearly hints at masturbation. That such an act is characterized as 

“delinquent” again works to reify the notion that “natural” sexual pleasure is that which 

occurs within the confines of a heterosexual relationship. Though these articles do 

perform the arguably progressive function of opening up a space in which the notion of a 

woman enjoying her own company (gastronomically, sexually and otherwise) can be 

talked about, their depiction of food-as-indulgence ultimately affirms the status quo by 

suggesting that a woman enjoying food alone, like a woman enjoying her sexuality alone, 

is devious and self-indulgent – something everybody does, but something that can never 

been seen and only talked about in whispers.  

HOW TO EAT ALONE (AND LIKE IT) 

Though they portray eating alone as unnatural, these articles, in their over-the-top 

equation of eating alone with indulgent and sexualized pleasure, differ considerably from 

earlier antecedents within the women’s “how-to” genre. Guides for women alone 

published in the earlier part of the century tended to assume that women alone possessed 

little to no appetite at all when eating alone. In the 1930s, an author named Marjorie 

Hillis published a series of how-to guides for the “live-aloner.”66 The first, the best-

                                                 
66 A year after Live Alone and Like It (1936) was released, Hillis published a cookbook, Corned Beef and 
Caviar for the Live-Aloner (1937), that expanded upon the food chapter of her previous publication. The 
latter collection begins with a similar assessment of women’s reluctance to prepare meals for one: “Of 
course it’s a lot of trouble – this business of eating in solitary splendor. It scarcely seems worth while [sic] 
to get a meal, or even order its preparation, just for yourself. And we aren’t going to pretend that an 
occasional sketchy meal out of the icebox will hurt you or that a winter of ‘eating around’ will have fatal 
results. We do, however, believe that too many sketchy meals are responsible for a lot of bad health and 
complexions...We believe too that those who pursue these not-too-appetizing courses fall into the 
temptation of economizing in the wrong place, lower their standards and morale, and miss a lot of fun...One 
cannot live on milk-shakes and peanut-butter sandwiches [eaten] at a drug-store counter” (12). Marjorie 
Hillis, Live Alone and Like it: A Guide for the Extra Woman (New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 
1936). Marjorie Hillis and Bertina Foltz, Corned Beef and Caviar for the Live-Aloner (New York: The 
Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1937).  Hillis also published, under her married name, a guide for solo women 
travelers to the 1939 World’s Fair in New York: Marjorie Hillis Roulston, New York, Fair Or No Fair: A 
Guide for the Woman Vacationist (New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1939).   
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selling Live Alone and Like It, was published in 1936 and included a chapter on eating 

alone that began with the following acknowledgement: “There is no denying that it is 

hard to make meals for one seem worth the effort.”67 In keeping with that sentiment, 

Hillis’s advice on food focuses on reminding women that they need to eat in the first 

place, a recommendation that would hardly have seemed necessary in the 1985 

Cosmopolitan article, which seems to take women’s desire for, and pleasure in, food for 

granted. Hillis cautions women against skimping on the quality or quantity of their meals, 

admonishing: “you can’t be great strong girls without plenty of nourishment. And there is 

seldom the right sort of nourishment in a meal ‘out of the ice-box.’”68  

Here, it is worth pausing to notice that Hillis’s warning against meals from the 

ice-box reveals an important and prevalent assumption about eating alone  – one that I, 

too, have made in the course of my research for this project: that people eating alone 

don’t cook “real” meals. This assumption clearly inflects the focus of my work here; the 

fact that I chose to begin my research by examining advertising for frozen foods reveals 

my own underlying assumption that these are the types of meals that people alone eat. 

While my choice to focus on advertising was also a practical one (ads are much easier to 

trace in the historical record than the eating practices of individuals), it is important to 

remember that products targeted to single people are certainly not the only – or even the 

most common –foods that single people, male or female, eat when they are alone. 

Moreover, the very notion of what constitutes a “real” meal, I think, is bound up in a 

heterosexist value system that places extreme importance on a normative domestic life 

based around the nuclear family. Part of the value in focusing on what people eat when 

                                                 
67 Hillis, Live Alone, 115.   
68 Ibid.  
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they are alone – whether a five-course dinner or a meal “out of the ice-box” – is that it 

opens a path for a more expansive, more inclusive definition of what a meal looks like.  

At the same time, it is also worth recognizing that there is some truth to the belief 

that what women eat when they are alone can sometimes differ from what they eat when 

they are with others. Though individual eating habits are incredibly varied, it is useful to 

consider the normative expectations about gender and appetite – made manifest in 

cultural objects like prescriptive literature – that may shape how and what women eat 

when they are alone.69  

WHAT WE EAT WHEN WE EAT ALONE: THE GENDERING OF APPETITE 

In what is perhaps the most well-known guide to the single life, Sex and the 

Single Girl, author Helen Gurley Brown makes it clear that eating alone is, for women, a 

matter entirely distinct from eating with others. “What you feed him and them bears no 

resemblance to what you should be feeding you when they aren’t around.”70 While 

Brown provides fairly elaborate recipes for entertaining in a chapter titled “The Care and 

Feeding of Everybody,” these are “strictly to show how talented you are and to make 

guests groan with pleasure.”71 The recipes and diet advice she provides for her readers 

are quite different. Brown, a self-proclaimed “health nut,” advises women to: “Eat 

breakfast like a king, lunch like a prince, supper like a pauper (except on a date).”72 The 

“breakfast of a king” she promotes is a liquid meal – “you can drink breakfast while you 

do your face,” she writes – made of skim milk, raw egg, artificial sweetener, protein 

                                                 
69 There are two recent collections of essays on eating alone that are illuminating with regard to what 
people “really” eat when they eat alone. See Jenni Ferrari-Adler, Alone in the Kitchen with an Eggplant 
(New York: Riverhead Books, 2007); Deborah Madison and Patrick McFarlin, What We Eat When We Eat 
Alone (Layton, UT: Gibbs Smith, 2009).   
70 Helen Gurley Brown, Sex and the Single Girl (New York: Random House, 1962; Fort Lee, NJ: Barricade 
Books, 2003), 167. Citations are to the Barricade edition. 
71 Ibid, 155. 
72 Ibid, 172. 
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powder and an orange. Though possibly quite nutritious (if not particularly appetizing), 

Brown’s smoothie recipe certainly couldn’t be a further cry from the “hearty little 

breakfast” Brown suggests a savvy single girl be prepared to “toss together” in the event 

she finds herself with a not-quite-unexpected male dining companion for breakfast.73  

Brown’s strident diet recommendations for women stem from her belief that, 

while men are attracted to women with healthy appetites, being thin is essential to a 

single girl’s happiness. Women who are “mounds of pounds overweight,” she orders with 

characteristic zeal, simply must “Do Something, or you can’t hope to be blissfully 

single.”74 That something is diet, beginning with a highly-restrictive “cleansing” fast that, 

presumably, may only be broken if one is invited out on a date. Though an almost 180 

degree turn away from Marjorie Hillis’s concern that single women couldn’t be bothered 

to nourish themselves, the two texts share the assumption that what women eat when they 

are alone differs fundamentally from what they eat while in the company of others. 

We can see residues of both Hillis’s and Brown’s assumptions that women have 

special “single” eating habits in the more recent cultural text of Sex and the City, a 

television show that clearly takes many of its cues from Brown’s brand of “girl power.” 

An episode from 1999, for example, delves into the “secret single behaviors” of the 

program’s female characters – that is, activities that the women would never want a 

boyfriend to witness.75 Protagonist Carrie Bradshaw reveals her most secret habit to be 

eating saltine crackers spread with grape jelly while standing at the kitchen counter 

reading Vogue magazines.Though Carrie’s revelation is meant to be viewed as humorous, 

that snacking at (gasp!) the kitchen counter, of all things, is considered a “secret” 

                                                 
73 Ibid, 153. 
74 Ibid, 177. 
75 Sex and the City. Season 4, Episode 13, “The Good Fight” First broadcast January 6, 2002 by HBO. 
Directed by Charles McDougall and written by Michael Patrick King.   
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behavior worth hiding from a boyfriend speaks to long-standing cultural prescriptions 

against women’s public displays of eating and appetite.  

The notion that women do not naturally possess large appetites is one that has a 

long history in Western culture. In Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and 

the Body, Susan Bordo traces the gendering of appetite to Victorian ideologies 

emphasizing the “natural” differences between the sexes. Under such a rubric, women 

were timid, frail and passive, revealing no strong desires for the bodily pleasures of food, 

sex or physical stimulation, while men were aggressive, strong and desirous of both food 

and sex. Thus the supposedly natural lack of appetite in women connoted a more general 

“feminine” lack of desire for bodily pleasures that served to codify appropriate gender 

behaviors and a rigid division between the sexes.   

Bordo contends that “female hunger (as code for female desire) is especially 

problematized during periods of disruption and change in established gender-relations 

and in the position of women.”76  Though food and hunger have been linked symbolically 

to sex and desire in many cultures for centuries, the Victorian era represents a period 

when gender roles were particularly fraught and thus representations of eating in popular 

culture from that period reflected and produced anxieties about changing sexual mores 

and practices. Beginning in the Victorian era, she argues, “depictions of women eating, 

particularly in sensuous surrender to rich, exciting foods, [were] taboo.”77  

Bordo’s primary concern in identifying this gendering of appetites is to suggest 

that such prescriptions upon displays of female appetite have lingered on in the 

contemporary visual landscape and that representations of eating as taboo for women in 

popular culture can be linked to the high incidence of eating disorders in America today. 

                                                 
76 Bordo,Unbearable Weight, 206. 
77 Ibid, 110. 
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Of particular interest is Bordo’s argument that because public displays of appetite are 

constructed as inappropriate, some women seize upon eating alone as their only 

opportunity for pleasurable, unbridled – and sometimes dangerous or “disordered” – 

eating. Bordo points to Victorian-era conduct manuals, which, as early as the mid- to 

late-1800s, discussed the tendency of women to binge in private while eating next to 

nothing in the company of others. In 1870 one such book reported that often it was the 

women who were the “most abstemious at the open dinner who were the most voracious 

at the secret luncheon....[T]he fastidious dame whose gorge rises before company at the 

sight of a single pea, will on the sly swallow cream tarts by the dozen, and caramels and 

chocolate drops by the pound's weight.”78  

The excessiveness of this “secret luncheon,” as well as the cultural logic that 

informs it, clearly recalls Aimee Lee Ball’s rapturous description of her scandalous affair 

with milky ways and jelly doughnuts. More importantly, identifying the resonances 

between these disparate cultural representations helps illuminate the ways in which a 

persistent ideology of gender that makes appetite the purview of men and feeding the 

domain of women has been reflected in and produced through representations of eating 

alone from the industrial period forward. We can see that the woman eating alone is a 

doubly disruptive figure: not only does she reveal an appetite that is meant to be denied 

or hidden, but her act disrupts the “men eat, women prepare” logic that naturalizes gender 

difference, the primacy of the nuclear family structure, and the gendered division of labor 

underpinning a capitalist system. Thus, eating alone is both made necessary by a cultural 

logic that suggests that women shouldn’t eat (much) in public and, paradoxically, made 

transgressive by the same logic. 

                                                 
78 The Bazaar Book of Decorum (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1870) quoted in Helena Michie, The 
Flesh Made Word: Female Figures and Women's Bodies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 19. 
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Chapter Three: Eating “Adrift”: A Historical Perspective 

EATING ALONE AND THE “LODGING HOUSE PROBLEM” 

If Bordo traces the proscriptions on displays of female hunger to Victorian era 

anxieties about sexual difference, we can perhaps locate a more specific point of origin 

for the cultural discourses shaping contemporary attitudes toward eating alone, 

specifically, in a particular concern that arose in the early decades of the twentieth 

century over the living – and eating – arrangements of the burgeoning class of working 

women living “adrift” in cities across America.79 During this period of nascent 

industrialization, the demand for women workers grew and unprecedented numbers of 

women left their family homes to find paid work in cities across the country. For the first 

time, a significant number of women lived away from their families.80 As the number of 

women living alone grew, so did the popularity of commercial lodging houses, where, 

unlike the more traditional boarding houses popular in the nineteenth century, meals were 

not provided.81 In Chicago, between 1880 and 1910, the percentage of all women living 

in rented housing who chose to live in establishments where board was provided declined 

                                                 
79 According to Joanne Meyerowitz, in the early twentieth century the term “women adrift” was used “to 
refer to wage-earning women who did not live with kin or with employers. In the nineteenth century, 
writers often used the adjective adrift to describe women who had no family nearby and who were not live-
in domestic servants.” The term was used “officially” by the U.S. Bureau of the Census in the 1910 Census.  
Joanne J. Meyerowitz, Women Adrift: Independent Wage Earners in Chicago, 1880-1930 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991), footnote 4, 145. 
80 By 1900, according to a special U.S. Census Bureau report on working women in major cities, nineteen 
percent of working women lived apart from their families and relatives. U.S. Census Bureau, Statistics of 
Women at Work, Based on Unpublished Information Derived from the Schedules of the Twelfth Census: 
1900 (Washington: Government Print Office, 1907), 27. This special report surveyed 173,000 working 
women in 29 cities. Interestingly, the percentage of unmarried working women living on their own (19.8%) 
was only slightly higher than the proportion of married working women (15.1%) who also lived away from 
their families, including their husbands. 
81Meyerowitz, Women Adrift, 73. 
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from 77 percent to 32 percent. A similar decline in the popularity of boarding houses 

could be seen in other major cities across the country as well.82  

While many of the women living in lodging houses embraced the freedom to 

choose when, where and with whom they ate, in the eyes of many middle-class 

reformers, this new freedom seemed patently dangerous and linked to other, more 

pernicious, forms of moral laxity. In the reform literature of the period, the eating habits 

of working women living in lodging houses came under intense scrutiny. Consistently 

portrayed as presenting a threat to women’s sexual propriety in the pseudo-scientific 

reports of government and sociological “experts,” the newfound autonomy female 

lodgers had with respect to their daily food consumption was a source of great anxiety for 

many middle-class onlookers concerned with the fate of working women. Interestingly, 

this anxiety was less about women eating alone, per se, and more about a fear of with 

whom, exactly, working women might decide to eat given a choice – namely, men.  

Lodging houses appealed to women and men alike because of their cheaper rents 

and the relative degree of freedom they provided. Though numerous studies attempted to 

prove the continuing economy of the boarding house, it is clear that many working 

people perceived lodging houses to be a more economical choice by the 1920s, because 

they freed individuals from paying for three obligatory meals a day.83 Unlike residents of 

                                                 
82 In his study of living arrangements in Toronto, Richard Harris shows that nearly three quarters of all 
renters lived in boarding houses at the turn of the century. That proportion declined to less than thirty 
percent in 1920. Harris writes that the decline of the boarding house in Toronto occurred “rather later than 
in Boston, but at about the same time as in Chicago, during the early decades of this century.” Richard 
Harris, “The End Justified the Means: Boarding and Rooming in a City of Homes, 1890-1951,” Journal of 
Social History 26, no. 2 (Winter 1992): 331-358, 335. See also Franklin Kline Fretz, The Furnished Room 
Problem in Philadelphia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1912). Albert Benedict Wolfe, 
The Lodging House Problem in Boston (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1906).   
83 For example a 1917 study of the eating habits of working women in Boston concluded that boarding 
houses were the most economic and beneficial living arrangement available to women. “The savings made 
possible by living in [boarding] houses was striking, as they offered food and lodging for less than could be 
obtained by any other plan.” Even women who “cooked all their meals in their bedrooms,” the study 
showed, spent as much as $2.65 a week on food, more than the average cost of board.  “The addition of rent 
even for part of a room would bring the weekly costs of living to above that of the less expensive 
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boarding houses, a lodger had the choice to eat only “when he is hungry and if he is not 

very hungry he saves money by taking a sandwich and a cup of coffee at a lunch-

counter,” as one observer noted.84 Of course, lodging houses also provided residents with 

the option of skimping on meal quality or quantity – or forgoing meals altogether – in 

order to save money. As a seasoned working girl explained to a newly arrived friend in a 

1913 short story titled “Her Daily Bread” by Clara Laughlin: “It's just about impossible 

to get dinners you can eat under twenty cents...but we can skimp on breakfasts and 

lunches, and maybe get through on three and a half [dollars a week].”85 

Though the choice to take up residence in a lodging house may have made good 

economic sense for many women, the lack of supervision in such establishments was of 

great concern to many middle-class observers who conflated the absence of shared meals 

in lodging houses with the decline of moral standards and a lack of sexual propriety. 

Indeed, in much of the literature of the period, published under the guise of the emerging 

field of urban sociology, middle-class observers warned that “the lodging house problem” 

was a serious one of both “social and moral” consequence.86 Of particular concern to 

these onlookers was loss of the homelike environment common to earlier boarding 

houses, where meals were typically taken in the communal space of a shared dining room 

                                                                                                                                                 
[boarding] houses.” Moreover, the study argued, cooking their own meals could be detrimental to the 
health of “low-wage women whose physical endurance is limited...[and who] need the inexpensive board 
and freedom from household tasks.” Women's Educational and Industrial Union Department of Research 
and Lucile Eaves, The Food of Working Women in Boston (Boston: Wright & Potter, 1917), 180.   
84 Wolfe, The Lodging House Problem, 48.  
85 Clara Elizabeth Laughlin, “Her Daily Bread” in The Work-a-Day Girl (New York: Fleming H. Revell 
Company, 1913), 120. The division between social science writing and popular fiction at this time is hardly 
an impermeable one and the two genres often reinforced one another’s messages about the plights of the 
poor and working classes. The Work-a-Day Girl, for example, is a collection of stories that originally ran as 
articles in popular magazines. Though the stories are fictional, Laughlin, a reform-minded journalist, based 
her work on her personal “observation and investigation...of some phases of the work-a-day girl’s relations 
to society.” In her introduction, she states that her hope for her work is that “a reader may find [within the 
pages] some suggestion upon which he or she may act in the great Opportunity, the great Privilege, or 
social betterment.” Laughlin, 12.    
86 “The effects of the change from boarding to lodging, aside from their bearing on the boarding-house 
keeper, have been mainly social and moral.” Wolfe, The Lodging House Problem, 49. 
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and social interactions were carried out under the watchful eye of a landlady with an 

ostensible interest in the moral conduct and character of her boarders. In the minds of 

many reform-minded observers, boarding houses provided an element of community, 

guidance and protection believed to be of particular importance for female residents. As 

one observer noted, the boarding house offered women “something of the home element. 

Boarders knew each other, they met at table two or three times a day, and lingered a few 

moments in conversation after dinner in the evening...There was a public parlor in which 

guests were received, and, in a reputable boarding house at least, a girl would not have 

thought of taking a gentleman caller to her own room.”87  

Indeed, underlying the anxiety about the loss of the “home element” was 

reformers’ concern about the new kinds of social interactions lodging houses enabled. 

Not only did the absence of a shared parlor and dining room encourage women to bring 

men into their rooms, but lodging houses also, it was feared, created the opportunity for 

female lodgers to strike up “chance acquaintances” and “temporary unions” with men at 

the cafes and restaurants where they now increasingly took their meals.88 And as reformer 

Albert Benedict Wolfe warned in his The Lodging House Problem in Boston, though 

these interactions offered lodgers the possibility to form friendships, “many unfortunate 

and evil associations are nevertheless formed in these establishments.89 Wolfe elaborates 

on how just such an “evil” encounter might unfold: “At first the girl pays her own way; 

then some day she allows the man to pay for her dinner or to take her to the theatre. Thus 

matters progress until...he comes unconscious to think he has some [sexual] claims upon 

her and she...comes to something of the same feeling.”90  

                                                 
87 Ibid, 47.   
88 Ibid, 50.  
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid, 142. 
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Reformers’ concerns about such interactions touches on an economic reality that 

the many in-depth reports on the condition of women workers made quite clear: because 

it was next to impossible for women in the lower stratas of the working class to support 

themselves on meager “women’s wages,” they often depended on “treats” from men to 

supplement their income.91  As Joanne Meyerowitz writes in her history of working 

women in Chicago, while “men who lived apart from family usually earned wages 

intended for self and sometimes family support...[e]mployers assumed that all working 

women lived in families where working males provided them with partial support. It 

profited employers to use this idealized version of the family economy to determine 

women’s wages,” which by all accounts were at or below subsistence level.92 This 

economic inequity thus gave rise to exactly the kind of relationships between men and 

women that reformers most feared. As Meyerowitz explains: “Women, especially young 

women, depended on their higher-paid male peers, exchanging companionship and 

sometimes sexual services for various ‘treats’ and ‘gifts.’ In some cases, these 

cooperative and dependent relationships provided women adrift with both emotional and 

economic support. In other cases, they were primarily economic, governed by the need to 

stretch and supplement inadequate wages.”93 Enabled by the looser social ties and 

“questionable” moral environment of the lodging house, “treats” – often meals – 

provided many working women with a much needed source of supplemental income. As 

a character in Faith Baldwin’s novel Skyscraper explains, affording the cost of living on a 

                                                 
91 For in-depth studies of early twentieth-century working women’s living conditions, including their 
eating habits see for example: Women's Educational and Industrial Union Department of Research and 
Lucile Eaves, The Food of Working Women in Boston (Boston: Wright & Potter , 1917); U.S. Bureau of 
Labor and Charles Patrick Neill, Report on the Condition of Woman and Child Wage-Earners in the United 
States (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1910); Anne O'Hagan, “The Shop-Girl and Her 
Wages,” Munsey's Magazine, 1914, 252-257. 
92 Meyerowitz, Women Adrift, 33.  
93 Ibid, 93. 
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meager salary is only possible “if someone else pays the check when you're out [to 

dinner].”94 

Reformers’ scrutiny of working women’s eating habits, thus, reveal an underlying 

anxiety about single women’s moral and sexual autonomy. Studies chronicling working 

women’s budgets, particularly food expenditures, proliferated during the early decades of 

the twentieth century, as though they might offer definitive proof of what many middle-

class observers feared: that women were receiving financial support in from men for 

morally compromising behavior. For example, one study carefully reported that  

“It is impossible to get a "square meal" under twenty-five cents. Breakfast will 
cost at least twenty cents, and luncheon will take another twenty- five cents. 
Under the most economical management, three meals a day will cost $4.90 a 
week. Add to this $2.00 for a room and you have a total outlay of $6.90 a week 
for room and board. One is disposed to wonder how girls working in department 
stores at a wage of from $4.00 to $10. 00 a week manage to make both ends meet, 
and dress as they usually do.”  

In fact, I would suggest, one is not meant to “wonder” at this computation at all, 

but rather to suspect that working women were participating in a secondary economy of 

sexual exchange. In its extreme, this logic suggested that the lodging house system that 

allowed women to procure meals outside of the makeshift family structure of the 

boarding house opened up the doors to prostitution. As one expert put it: “There is no 

doubt whatever that the temporary union is one avenue through which the prostitute class, 

both of men and of women, is recruited....The problem of prostitution and the moral 

problem of the lodging-house cannot be separated.”95 That the lodging house was 

perceived to be such a threat speaks not only to a widespread apprehension about the 

changing nature of gender and sexual relations in the early twentieth century, but also – 

and importantly – to the perceived centrality of shared meals eaten within the home to the 

                                                 
94 Faith Baldwin, Skyscraper (New York: Dell Publishing Company, 1931), 45.   
95 Wolfe, The Lodging House Problem, 144. 
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maintenance of the family as the primary economic and sexual unit of society. Tracing 

the history of eating alone back to this early period when women’s autonomy over their 

eating practices was, ironically, feared for the possibility it created for eating with men 

thus helps to better explain why, even though, in reality, eating alone often occurs in the 

private and appropriately “female” space of the home, it was – and continues to be – 

perceived as so fundamentally threatening to the dominant ideologies of gender, family 

and sexuality. 

HER DAILY BREAD: WOMEN EATING ALONE IN EARLY TWENTIETH-CENTURY 
POPULAR FICTION 

It was not only sociologists and reformers who were alarmed by the idea of 

working women being left to their own devices to procure their daily meals. Popular 

literature from the turn of the century also emphasized the dangers of women having 

autonomy over their eating habits. Novels chronicling the lives of fictional “women 

adrift” often used hunger and the difficulty of procuring one’s “daily bread” as 

emblematic of the hardships women faced in striking out in the world alone. Indeed, with 

striking regularity early twentieth-century popular novels phrase working women’s 

struggle to “make it” as a struggle to conquer hunger.96  

Louisa May Alcott’s novel Work: A Story of Experience chronicles the personal 

journey of Christie Devon, a precocious young orphan eager to make her own way in the 

world. Though she achieves some success in her attempts to find satisfying employment, 

Christie suffers greatly due to the poverty, overwork, and loneliness depicted as 

characteristic of the life of a woman on her own. Eventually, overcome by her failures, 

Christie attempts suicide. Just before this low point, we find Christie desperately ill and 

hopeless. Tellingly, her dire fate is described through the language of food. Having, 
                                                 
96 See for example: Laughlin, The Work-a-Day Girl, 151; Anne O'Hagan, “The Shop-Girl and Her Wages,” 
259. Charles Fletcher Lummis, The Land of Sunshine, Volume Nine (Los Angeles: F.A. Pattee, 1898), 212. 
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“undertaken to supply her own food” Christie finds that “late hours and unhealthy labor 

destroyed her appetite, and unpaid debts made each mouthful difficult to swallow....she 

too often neglected or deferred the meals to which no society lent interest, no appetite 

gave flavor.”97 In the depth of her despair, Christie asks herself: “Why should I work and 

suffer any longer for myself alone?...Why should I wear out my life struggling for the 

bread I have no heart to eat?”98 This sad state contrasts sharply with the novel’s opening 

scene in which Christie and her aunt bake bread together in a tableau of feminine 

companionship and domestic harmony. Indeed, Christie’s appetite, health, and will to live 

are only restored when she realizes the importance of friends and family, a realization 

leading Christie, first, to the domestic safe haven of marriage and then, after the death of 

her husband, back into the warm domestic embrace of a community of women. Alcott’s 

portrayal of Christie’s near death by starvation when faced with the isolation and physical 

demands of a working girl’s life thus exemplifies one way in which hunger is used to 

construct eating alone as in defiance of women’s “natural” feminine need for the 

comforts of home and hearth. 

Other works of fiction dramatized the difficulty single working women 

experienced procuring meals on their own portraying women’s reliance on – and 

vulnerability to – men as nearly inevitable. Clara Laughlin’s short story “The Girl Who 

Earns $6 A Week,” for example, describes the bleak diets of two roommates, Hazel and 

Minnie, living on minimal wages. “They were hungry. They cooked coffee, mornings, on 

the landlady’s stove, and ate dry rolls for breakfast. Luncheon they tried to forget about. 

Dinner was more coffee and dry rolls unless the boys [whom they were dating] bought 

them a meal.99 The girls’ dependence on their boyfriends for survival is sustainable for a 

                                                 
97 Louisa May Alcott, Work: A Story of Experience (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1873), 65. 
98 Ibid, 68. 
99 Laughlin, The Work-a-Day Girl, 151. 
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time, but when Minnie’s boyfriend “gets fresh,” the girls realize that there is a limit to 

how many meals their male companions will treat them to without expecting something 

in return. Though Minnie vows that she’s “not that kind of girl,” Hazel eventually gives 

in to “wild gnaw” of “nature...crying [in her] for food.”100  “I gotta eat,” she tells Minnie, 

shortly before her tragic death, “and I dassent be particular how I do it...Joe says he'd ask 

me to marry him, but he can't...So we're - we're goin' to do the next best thing...I can't live 

on hopes an' virtue.”101 Again, this story illustrates the high price women might pay for 

trying – but inevitably failing – to eat alone.  

By the early twentieth century, sensational morality tales recounting the dismal 

plights and moral corruption of working girls like Minnie and Hazel comprised a popular 

genre in itself. As Joanne Meyerwitz notes, during this period “the homeless” – and here 

I would add hungry – “working woman appeared, alone and helpless, in tract after 

tract.”102 These stories, like the writings of reformers and sociologists, depicted working 

women as fundamentally unable to support themselves, and used hunger, and the 

vulnerability to male influence it implied, to invoke the specter of sexual corruption.  

Thus, to what Dorothy Richardson, the author of the semi-autobiographical novel The 

Long Day, describes as the “clangorous” and “terrifying monody” of the life of a working 

girl – “Work or starve, work or starve!’” – we might add to this refrain a third, albeit 

unspoken option: find a man.103 Because whether they turned to prostitution, formed 

extra-marital sexual relationships, or, like Alcott’s Christie, simply sought solace in a 

return to the safety of marriage and the domestic realm, eating alone were depicted as 

fundamentally incompatible with women’s “natural” femininity and sexual purity.  

                                                 
100 Ibid, 152. 
101 Ibid, 153-4. 
102 Meyerowitz, Women Adrift, 62. 
103 Dorothy Richardson, The Long Day: The Story of a New York Working Girl, as Told by Herself (New 
York: The Century Company, 1911), 5.   
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Thus, paradoxically, eating alone, in the writings of this period, was constructed 

as both a moral imperative and a practical impossibility. Like the frozen food 

advertisements of more than half a century later, early representations of women eating 

alone portrayed the practice of eating alone only in shadow: woman eating alone were 

never “really” alone, as the very act seemed to almost conjure into being the men with 

whom women might otherwise be dining. Though the men “lurking” just off the page in 

early twentieth-century literature tended to be imagined as far more ominous than those 

implied by frozen food advertisers’ images, the similarity of the representational 

strategies at work is striking for its ability to fix women’s most mundane of daily tasks 

firmly within a male-dominated system of sexual and economic dependence. 
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 Conclusion 

A woman eating alone, then, throughout the century, has been an ambiguous 

figure. Representations that depicted eating alone as a practical and ideological 

impossibility – a fleeting, untenable act – naturalized women’s continuing and “natural” 

dependence on men – even as the act itself signaled the radical reality that such 

representations sought to contain, namely, women’s growing independence from 

traditional structures of family, gender and economic survival. The very instability of this 

construction, I think, speaks to the depth of the anxiety produced by and imagined 

through the idea of women having autonomy over the care and feeding of their own 

bodies.  

And yet, I do not wish to suggest that the dominant narratives at work in popular 

culture are the only meanings ascribed to eating alone. Indeed, it is nearly certain that 

whatever the intentions of the producers of cultural representations of eating alone, 

women’s readings of such objects – as well as their own experiences – frequently belie 

the conservative messages on the surface of such works. It is self-evident that there were 

many women who did not follow in the footsteps of fictional women adrift. Nor do 

contemporary women necessarily feel “low and leprous” – and in need of a nude cooking 

spree – when they find themselves alone. For countless women both historically and 

today eating alone does not lead to moral or physical collapse, but rather is a simple 

financial reality, a personal preference, or, perhaps, a source of pride or excitement. 

Indeed, though it is difficult to assess what women’s “real” feelings toward eating 

alone are, given the fact that there are surely nearly as many experiences of and attitudes 

about the practice as there are individual women, it is also certain that those attitudes 

were never as simple as popular culture stereotypes might have us believe. For example, 
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the incredible popularity in the early twentieth century of stories about women’s struggle 

to earn their “daily bread” in itself reveals that eating alone – and all the attendant 

struggles and taboos inherent to the practice – was appealing to female readers at that 

time. Describing the pleasure she took in reading accounts of working women’s 

adventures before she, too, struck out on her own, Dorothy Richardson, author of The 

Long Day, explains “I would pull my rocking chair into the chimney corner and read 

magazine stories about girls who lived in hall bedrooms on little or nothing a week; and 

of what good times they had, or seemed to have, with never being quite certain where the 

next meal was to come from, or whether it was to come at all [italics mine].”104 Rather 

than reading the tales of working women’s sorry lunch counter meals and “casual 

encounters” at cafes with shock or dismay as the writers of this genre intended, it seems 

likely that many young women found the prospect of a living a life adrift quite exciting, 

despite – or perhaps even because of –the dangers and taboos associated with such a 

lifestyle.  

We can safely assume, I think, that similar counter-readings of eating alone have 

shaped and continue to play an important role in the making of meanings around the 

practice. Though popular culture often represents eating alone in a manner that ultimately 

upholds the status quo, this does not preclude women from finding pleasures in such 

representations or from putting them into service of entirely different, possibly 

subversive, ends. As Janice Radway urges: “We must not, in short, look only at mass-

produced objects themselves on the assumption that they near all of their significances on 

their surface, as it were, and reveal them automatically to us. To do so would be to 

assume that...commodified objects exert such pressure and influence on their consumers 

                                                 
104 Ibid, 30.  



 53

that they have no power as individuals to resist the ways in which those objects mean or 

can be used.”105  

Indeed, even the very absence of representations of women eating alone may be 

read not as a kind of symbolic annihilation, but as an opportunity for women to subvert 

the logic governing that absence by inserting themselves into the frame. Our conviction, 

for example, that Bridget Jones surely was eating ice cream itself creates a momentary 

ripple in the apparently seamless ideology that seeks to relegate the non-normative values 

signified by eating alone outside the frame of representation. It is in these moments of 

willful rupture, perhaps, that we can see popular culture not as a static repository of 

dominant meanings, but as a site of negotiation over the nature and pleasures of eating 

alone. 

CODA 

Thus, the discussion I have provided in these pages only begins to scratch the 

surface of all of the meanings that surround eating alone. While important, the dominant 

narratives of mass media can never fully explain or encompass the experiences of 

individual women who eat alone. Indeed, when I brought up my topic of research to 

female acquaintances, they were as likely to tell me a story about some pleasurable 

experience of eating alone than to mention the negative portrayal of eating alone in mass 

media. While nearly everyone with whom I spoke seemed critically aware of the negative 

qualities – loneliness, lack of femininity, failure, and so forth – with which eating alone is 

frequently associated, they were also often eager to share an experience that outright 

contradicted these same assumptions. The readiness with which women shared their 

experiences and the frequency with which those experiences refused to mirror popular 
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culture is exactly what makes this topic so interesting. For eating alone is as common a 

practice as it is complex. Understanding that complexity will require us to listen as 

carefully to the silences and to those stories that do not fit our expectations as to the 

meanings that appear readily on the surface. 

The complex, diverse and irreducible experiences of real women who eat alone 

deserve our attention for what they can add to the conversation about the role that food 

plays in women’s lives and identities. Paying attention to what we eat when we eat alone 

– as well as what we eat when we’re together – promises to add richness and complexity 

to our understanding of food more generally, moving us beyond the negative stereotypes 

that surround women who eat alone and toward an understanding of the strength, power 

and pleasure that, as M.F.K. Fisher so beautifully described, eating alone can provide. 

This paper is the first step toward understanding and making visible those aspects of 

eating alone inasmuch as it begins to describe the ideological landscape in which women 

evaluate and give meaning to their own lives. 
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