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Abstract 
What does the purity of food mean? Is it desirable? The questions are answered by two kinds of conceptual analyses.
First, the meaning of the term ‘pure’ is approached through its possible contrasts: dirtiness, unclarity, and richness and redundancy. As a contrast to dirtiness, purity refers to the lack of elements that would spoil the food in question. These elements can harmful to health (such as mercury), but also edible elements can challenge purity of food (e.g. pure hot chocolate does not contain tomato). As a contrast to unclarity, purity refers to accordance with conventional categories. When purity is contrasted with richness and redundancy, it means to lack of unnecessary elements.
Second, the meaning of ‘pure’ is approached by comparing it to closely related terms ‘natural’ and ‘authentic’. All three terms sometimes refer to the lack of certain elements. Moreover, both naturalness and purity may mean nutritious suitability and familiarity. Authenticity and purity sometimes refer to correspondence between claimed identity and actual properties.
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1. Introduction
Claims about the purity of food are common. We are constantly told that the products offered are instances of ‘pure olive oil’ or ‘pure rye bread’, for example. A chocolate bar may be presented as a source of ‘pure energy’ and restaurants and food companies have names such as ‘Pure Hero Salad Bar’, ‘Pure Food Co’ and ‘Just Pure Food Snacks’. But what does the purity of food mean? Is it desirable and is pure food better that food that is not pure?
The presented questions are answered by two types of conceptual analysis. The meanings of the term ‘pure’ are first approached through three of its contrasts: dirtiness, unclarity, and richness and redundancy. After that, the meanings of the term ‘pure’ are compared to meanings of two closely related terms ‘authentic’ and ‘natural’.
2. First contrast of pure: dirty
An obvious contrast to ‘pure’ is ‘dirty’. But what is dirt and what distinguishes dirty objects from the pure ones? A very few substances are dirt in all contexts. A piece of clay, for example, is dirt when found on the kitchen table. The very same piece of clay is not a piece of dirt in a pottery class where cups are made of it. Furthermore, almost any substance can in some context be dirt. Fine champagne, for example, turns into dirt when spilled to a suit. Whether something is dirt is relational and dependent on the context (Douglas 2003; Lagerspetz 2002). Generally speaking, something is dirt when it is in a place where its presence spoils something.
I follow this general description of dirtiness and understand the purity of food to mean that it does not contain elements which spoil it. Accordingly, food that is not pure is contaminated by elements that should not be present in it. But which elements spoil and which do not spoil food? How to tell elements that belong apart from the ones that spoil?
According to Mary Douglas (2003) the idea of purity combines views regarding hygiene and conventions. Hygiene is, of course, important in the food context since it contributes to food safety. Therefore, non-edible or harmful substances are one instance of spoiling elements. Pure food does not contain poisonous fungi, soil, mercury or other substances that are dangerous if eaten (beyond very minimal quantities).
The term ‘pure’ is often used in this sense also to designate the lack of elements that are considered as non-edible only by some people. The reasons for seeing something as non-edible include moral commitments, religious views, and health issues. ‘Pure vegan food’, for example, does not contain any elements originating from animals; ‘pure halal food’ is free of non-halal elements; and ‘pure gluten free dish’ does not contain wheat, barley, rye or oats. Similarly, a person who believes additives to be harmful may describe a food item ‘pure’ as long as it does not contain them.
Purity of food is desirable in the described sense. We do not want non-edible or harmful elements in our food, since they are risky for our health. Neither do we want our food to contain elements that are against our religious views, moral beliefs or life-style choices as they might – even though not directly be harmful to our physical health – threaten our psychological integrity and felt identity (as vegans or Muslims, for example) (Chackal 2016).

However, dirt is not always risky to one’s health, psychological integrity or felt identity. A stain of champagne in a suit does not, at least usually, form any hazard to these. Analogously, the purity of food does not merely mean absence of non-edible elements. Purity of food may also be compromised by elements that are considered perfectly edible. For example, a pure hot chocolate does not contain tomato and blueberries are not the ingredients of a pure insalata caprese. Blueberries in an insalata caprese are analogous to champagne stain in a suit – something which spoils the dish. This kind of purity of food is not an issue of hygiene. Rather it is a question of conventions (Douglas 2003). Presence of a certain element compromises the purity of a food item because – according to the conventions regarding the food in question – that element spoils it.

3. Second contrast of purity: unclarity
Dirt is not usually seen to compromise the identity of an entity. A suit that has a stain of champagne in it is still a suit (although a dirty one). Analogously, a salad containing few blueberries might still be an insalata caprese provided that it in other ways follows the conventions regarding the dish in question. However, if the salad contained proportionally more blueberries than tomatoes, it would no-longer be appropriate to call that salad an insalate caprese.
As a contrast to unclarity, purity of food refers to lack of elements that would confuse its identity. A salad consisting of blueberry, tomato, mozzarella and basil is not true to the essence of insalata caprese. Rather it, because of the presence of a large amount of blueberries, lacks a clear identity. As a contrast to unclarity, to be pure is to be true to one’s essence or to one’s self. Purity in the described sense is based on the idea of clear categories, entities having essences and non-belonging elements confusing and mixing those categories and essences. (Bergin 2009; Schösler et al. 2013.) Being pure means being a characteristic and typical instance – that is only following mere (‘pure’) conventions (Douglas 2003). 

Is purity as accordance with conventions desirable? From the consumer point of view, this kind of purity manifests itself as a sufficient correspondence between the claimed identity (e.g. ‘insalata caprese’) and the actual properties (ingredients, a way of preparing) of a food item. Consumers make their food choices on the basis of the names and identities given to food products. When the claimed identities and actual properties are compatible consumer gets what he expects. When they are incompatible, consumer may feel disappointed or even betrayed. Food journalist Mats-Eric Nilsson (2007) claims this kind of betrayal to be common. According to him, food industry intentionally names products in ways that do not conform to their actual properties. As examples he mentions ‘smoked ham’ that has not been produced by smoking and ‘pistachio ice cream’ which does not contain any pistachio. In similar lines, Michael Pollan (2009) guides us to ‘avoid foods that are pretending to be something that they are not’. Both Nilsson and Pollan, thus, seem to highly value purity as a contrast to unclarity.
On the other hand, mixing categories or confusing essences is not problematic as such. Moreover, failing to question conventions may sometimes be very problematic. As Lisa Bergin (2009) and Kim Q. Hall (2014) point out, the ‘metaphysics of purity’ and purity metaphors have been widely used for sexist and racist purposes. Mixed-race peoples and transgendered folks, for example, have met hostility exactly because they have not fitted to conventional categories. Thus, we should be cautious about following conventions and metaphysics of purity also in other contexts:
The metaphysics of purity […] assumes there are clear and stable boundaries that distinguish between what is and isn’t food, what is and isn’t edible. This is similar to assumption that there are clear and stable boundaries between genders that must be legible to others at all times. (Hall 2014.)
Bergin (2009) and Hall (2014) emphasize that instead of trying to make the reality follow the conventions, we should accept that categories are constantly mixed. This is, of course, not to say that faking a food product to be something should be accepted. Rather Bergin and Hall’s criticisms highlight that purity as a contrast to unclarity is not self-evidently valuable or desirable as such. There is usually nothing problematic in mixing categories when it is done without an intention to deceive (as the example of cross-kitchen nicely shows).
4. Third contrast of purity: richness and redundancy

The term ‘pure’ can also be understood as a contrast to richness and redundancy. Purity is then taken to mean the lack of unnecessary elements. ‘Pure’ in this sense means minimal and simple – something that contains only the necessary and nothing else. (Schösler et al 2013.) A pure insalata caprese, for example, contains solely tomatoes, basil, mozzarella, black pepper and olive oil. This understanding of purity seems to be common in food marketing: expressions ‘pure rye bread’ and ‘pure yoghurt’ indicate that the products contain nothing else than the very necessary ingredients of rye bread and yoghurt.

Nilsson (2009) seems to have this kind of purity in mind when he reveals to his readers the great amount of ingredients and additives of certain processed foods. Even though Nilsson is quite uneasy about his finding, there is not necessarily anything problematic in non-purity in this sense. There is nothing problematic, as such, in eating and desiring to eat foods that do not qualify as pure due to containing numerous ingredients. 

Purity as a contrast to richness and redundancy is similar to purity as a contrast to dirtiness and purity as a contrast unclarity in defining purity through lack of something. The three senses of purity, however, differ with respect to their normativity. As a contrast to dirtiness purity is necessarily normative in using the language of spoiling. As a contrast to unclarity purity is not valuable as such, but may nevertheless offer normative guidance for accurate naming of food products. As contrast to richness and redundancy purity lacks normative elements. Being simple, as such, is not prima facie better than rich and redundant, or vice versa. Thus, it can be concluded that the three senses of purity are conceptually and normatively distinct. Something can be pure on one sense of the term without being pure in another sense. Furthermore, one cannot infer from purity being desirable in one sense that it is also desirable in other senses. 

5. Pure and closely related terms: natural and authentic

In addition to claims about purity, also claims about authenticity and naturalness are common in food marketing and food related discussions. How are the three terms connected to each other? All three terms are ambiguous (for discussion on naturalness see e.g. Sagoff 2001, Siipi 2013; for discussion on authenticity see e.g. Gilmore & Pine 2007; Siipi 2014). Some of their meanings overlap. However, terms ‘authentic’ and ‘natural’ also have meanings that are distinct from the meanings or ‘pure’. For example, the meaning of naturalness as a contrast to the supernatural (Sagoff 2001) and the meaning of authenticity as being typical to certain area (Sims 2009) are not connected to the above described meanings of purity.

All three terms can be understood to mean absence of certain elements. In one of its most commonly used senses the term ‘natural’ refers to the lack of (certain) human influences (Sagoff 2001). Naturalness then means that which has not been (or has only minimally been) modified by human beings. Natural food, according to this line of thinking, has only minimally been processed and does not contain synthetic or artificial additives. The term ‘authentic’ is sometimes used in a similar sense (Sagoff 2001; Siipi 2013). A claim about authenticity of vanilla, for example, means that vanilla comes from a plant and is not an artificial synthetic product. Sometimes authenticity may also refer to peasant production process. Claims about the purity of food are quite synonymous to these senses of ‘natural’ and ‘authentic, when synthetic or artificial ingredients are seen to spoil the food.

The term pure has meanings that it either shares with naturalness or authenticity (but not with both of them). As noted above, the terms ‘pure’ can be understood to refer to a sufficient correspondence between a claimed identity and the actual properties of a food item. It seems the term ‘authentic’ is often used in the same sense. For example, a claim about a dish being ‘authentic insalata caprese’ can be taken to mean that it contains all and only necessary elements of insalata caprese.

Sometimes the naturalness of food is understood as nutritious suitability. For example, a statement that ‘cow’s milk is natural food for calves but not for human beings’ can be taken to mean that cow’s milk is very good nutrition for calves but not for humans. The term ‘natural’ is constantly used in this sense in disagreements about best dietary choices. (Siipi 2013.) This meaning of ‘natural’ is closely connected to the purity of food when purity is understood (as a contrast to dirt) as a lack of harmful or risky elements.  

Finally, the term ‘natural’ is often used of familiar entities. We tend to call customary and conventional entities natural, whereas something odd and foreign is described as being unnatural. (Sagoff 2001; Siipi 2013.) Since the purity of food may, as presented above, be taken to mean that it follows and is according to conventions, also these two senses of naturalness and purity are intimately connected. 

6. Conclusions 

The term ‘pure’ is ambiguous. It offers good reasons for food choices when ‘pure food’ is understood as a contrast to food that contains harmful elements or elements that are considered non-edible for religious or moral reasons. However, purity is not merely a question of good hygiene. It is also about following conventions. As a contrast to unclarity or unconventionality the desirability of purity is quite questionable. On the one hand, a sufficient correspondence between a claimed identity and the actual properties of food products is valuable for informed food choices. On the other hand, there is nothing wrong with breaking the conventions and mixing categories as such, only when it includes an intention to deceive. As a contrast to richness and redundancy, purity does not offer unanimous reasons for food choices. Because of their ambiguity, claims about purity (just like claims about authenticity and naturalness) should be met with a critical attitude. That something is ‘pure’ may not be sufficient for it being desirable.
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