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Shocking Facts About Food Deserts 

 Truth is stranger than fiction.  We live in the modern world, yet there are residents in cities all 

over the US that have little or no access to fresh foods.  In "Food Deserts Aren't the Problem," originally 

published on Slate, author Heather Tirado Gilligan discusses the multiple initiatives and programs that 

have been developed to bring fresh foods into low-income areas, commonly known as "food deserts."  

Food deserts are typically located in urban areas (sometimes rural) in which it is difficult, almost 

impossible, to buy affordable, good-quality fresh foods.  In some parts of the US, food desert occupants 

have to commute over one hour, generally on public transportation, to purchase fresh fruits and 

vegetables.  Gilligan attempts to persuade supporters of Healthy Food Financing Initiatives (HFFI) and 

people who believe fresh food is the cure for sickness (e.g.: diabetes, heart disease, etc.), that poverty is 

actually the main contributor of declining health and not obesity or lack of fresh foods.  In the article, 

Gilligan opens with a dialogue from a cooking class offered to low-income women and explains that 

there are several similar programs in the Bay Area.  She details the topic of fresh food initiatives and the 

concept of food deserts, with a brief history of both.  Gilligan reviews how the US, mainly President 

Obama, has started these programs and initiatives to help alleviate food deserts.  She continues to focus 

on financial disparities being the main driver for sickness as opposed to the lack of fresh food options.  

Gilligan uses all three methods of persuasion (ethos, pathos, and logos) to gain the support of her 
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audience and convince the reader that low-income lifestyles or neighborhoods have not been changed 

by the efforts of HFFI or culinary education programs. 

 Gilligan did not spend much time focusing on her own credibility (ethos), but instead on the 

resources or persons that she cited.  This would indicate she is knowledgeable about the subject and its 

well-respected members.  She added a few examples of how Michelle Obama was heavily involved in 

the cause of eliminating Food Deserts (beginning with para. 6).  Gilligan cited studies from three highly 

recognizable peer-reviewed journals:  Archives of Internal Medicine, Social Science Medicine and Health 

Affairs (para. 8).  Lastly, in the opening of the article, she is writing about a community event that that 

helps individuals who live in food deserts become educated about fresh food and preparation (para. 1).  

Gilligan's tenure and experience in the industry would be the way she attains the needed credibility for 

this subject.   

 There were a few high points for Gilligan's use of pathos, but it was not the main technique of 

persuasion for her article; instead, she let the empirical data create the emotion.  This should not lead 

one to believe that emotions (pathos) are not present or cannot be considered.  The first obvious 

glimpse of pathos is a brief feeling of celebration when she writes, "The Healthy Food Financing 

Initiative was more than a victory for the food movement," (para. 7).  The emotional tone quickly 

changes in the same paragraph because she includes some shocking facts that would cause a reaction or 

stir emotion in any reader, not just her target audience.  More than $500 million was distributed as part 

of the HFFI to increase fresh food access, but at the same time, the government reduced food stamps to 

an average of $1.40 per meal (para. 7).  Arguably, no one in the US can afford to eat healthy on that type 

of budget.  She discusses the government's (and other organizations) attempts to bring fresh foods and 

healthier options to Food Deserts with such programs as the HFFI and Soul Food.  Gilligan reaches a 

pathos high point as she drives her message home in the final paragraph, by using a tone that is filled 
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with her passion of the subject and her research.  She pushes the emotions and creation of a solution 

back onto the reader with her closing remarks:  "the implication of McEwan's research - that poverty 

itself is making people ill - is not one that Americans are prepared to accept ... meanwhile, poor people 

are living shorter, sicker lives, with no new helpful policy in sight" (para. 14).   

 Logos and empirical data is the main persuasion method that Gilligan uses to win her audience.  

She starts with explaining the purpose of a program called Soul Food and offers general facts about 

illnesses affecting the Bay Area (para. 2).  Gilligan spends the next few paragraphs sharing facts about 

HFFI and other food movements.  She explains that the concept of food deserts really caught on in the 

US by 2004, "since 2004 there's been a sharp spike in the number of programs like Soul Food," (para. 3).  

She gives the reader a brief history of food deserts and where the ideology first originated; "British 

politicians introduced the idea of food deserts in the mid-1990s," (para. 5).  Gilligan continues to give 

the reader many facts about the journey to eliminate food deserts in the US, including the amount of 

time and money spent on finding a solution.  Toward the end of the article, she uses excerpts from 

various reputable sources to back up her argument that increasing numbers of grocery stores will not 

change the health concerns within food deserts; she even hints that food deserts may not exist in the 

US.  Gilligan ends her empirical evidence with citations from a study done by Bruce McEwan "one of the 

pioneers of research in the biology of health inequity," (para. 13).  This one study wholly supports her 

argument of stress and financial disparities being the cause of physiological issues and illnesses in low-

income areas.   

 These shocking facts about food deserts can easily create an emotional stir in any reader.  

Although Gilligan uses the power of persuasion through all three methods (ethos, pathos, logos) to 

convince the reader that HFFI and culinary education programs are not curing the communities for 

which they were developed, she never heeds any warning or presents a call to action.  In fact, she never 
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offers her readers an alternative solution to eliminate food deserts or health issues in impoverished 

areas.  There are times Gilligan actually detracts from her own credibility (ethos) as she writes, "Study 

after study has shown that the fresh food push does nothing to improve the health of poor people," 

(para. 4).  She is implies there has been exhaustive research on this side of the argument, but she fails to 

cite any studies or evidence to support this claim.  Gilligan makes what seems to be a desperate attempt 

to win the liberal audience by insinuating that plans to alleviate food deserts were developed as a 

marketing ploy only to benefit the conservative community.  She notes this is because of the push from 

Rush Limbaugh and Reason magazine (para. 11).  Any person, regardless of political preference, can 

easily see that the issue of food deserts is not only a matter of health, but of social injustice, that needs 

immediate attention and a real solution.   
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