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Food is an encounter with the world . . .  
the entire world
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As we have seen, food s a formdable part of the relatonshps and nteractons 
wthn the lvng world, as well as a very partcular vector of poltcal commtment: 
food aects everyone n ther daly lves and s relevant to many elds, whether 
relatng to the envronment, health, educaton, soldarty, pleasure, or personal 
and cultural denttes. Food s also connected to the large number of economc 
actvtes on whch t depends. It s not a closed eld operatng n a vacuum. It 
s shaped by external factors and, n turn, shapes the world n whch we lve. 
Rather than defendng a specc status for food, the ‘ecology of food’ – gven 
the dverse range of relatonshps t encompasses – proposes to use t as an entry 
pont to rethnk our world. s s a world n crss, a world cryng out to nvent 
and experment wth other relatonshps. Food, a ‘total human fact’, can provde 
the ground for ths new human adventure. Let us magne, then, an adventure 
we can call a ‘world banquet’, a tale to rekndle our enthusasm n these troubled 
tmes.

e world on our plates . . . 

Under the cool shade of tall trees on ths hot summer mornng, about thrty 
people are busy settng up large round tables and chars, spreadng tablecloths, 
and placng cutlery, food and owers on the tables. A real ballet plays out between 
a large old buldng and the mmense area under the canopy, where nearly two 
hundred guests have been nvted to feast. e plates, all dentcal, were made 
specally for the occason. ey feature the patterns that male puer sh draw 
on the sand of the sea oor n Japan to seduce ther females – a sort of sculpted, 
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perfectly geometrcal mandala, provng that art s not the preserve of humans. 
s art reveals a ‘relatonal aesthetc’, to quote the curator and art hstoran 
Ncolas Bourraud, for whom ‘art s a state of encounter’.1 On the glasses, also 
sculpted for the occason, are drawngs taken from Neolthc pottery – for human 
art may well have begun wth the decoraton of household utensls. e tables are 
set, and a lght breeze has rsen.

e large buldng s as busy as an anthll. Sacks of onons, rce, potatoes, 
yams and cassava roots are pled up. ere are bottles of varous ols, tomatoes, 
eggs, sh and shellsh on ce. Men and women of all orgns are cookng on 
dozens of stoves. At large tables, we peel, we cut, we pour, we str, we taste, all 
n an ncredble blend of fragrances. Vrtually all the languages of the world can 
be heard here: there are at least 100 derent natonaltes from all contnents, 
each wth ts own people and landscapes. Groups have been formed: about thrty 
people are each cookng a dsh from ther own country wth the help of other 
partcpants from other countres. e next day, other groups wll be cookng 
other dshes. A decson had to be made on the basc ngredents that would be 
shared by all the cusnes. ey were bought from farmers who came to delver 
them n person, curous as they were to see ths gatherng so wdely covered n 
the meda. Each cook has also brought from home ngredents specc to ther 
cusne: seeds, nuts, spces, fruts, vegetables and so on. An Indonesan man gves 
a taste of galanga, a Senegalese woman lets others smell the yet, a Burknabé man 
the soumbala, an Amazonan woman the cupuacu and a Greek man hs oregano, 
whle a Mexcan woman compares chll peppers.

e ar s lled wth laughter and expressons of curosty and pleasure. 
Amazement lghts up faces. Everyone has also brought ktchen utensls – knves, 
large spoons, seves, graters, chopstcks, pestles and smlar cookng tools. 
Everyone has ther own habts and detary belefs. A Japanese man explans how 
hs gastronomy, whch s ted to the seasons and natural tastes, sparks emotons 
lnked to representatons of nature. ere s also a West Afrcan Peul woman 
who states that what makes one ‘human’ s not the act of eatng n tself (cattle 
eat as well) but that of sharng, whch allows us to buld tes wth others, wth 
nature and wth the sprts. ese same sprts, adds a Korean woman, gude 
the seemngly magcal and uncontrolled processes of fermentaton n the 
preparaton of kmch (fermented cabbage). Evdently, all these food denttes 
hybrdze and recombne as they come nto contact wth one another. Dscussng 

1 Ncolas Bourraud, Esthétique relationnelle, Édtons Les presses du réel, 1998.
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ancent Afrcan belefs, the hstoran and phlosopher Achlle Mbembe nspres 
our guests:

ere was no dentty except n a fragmented, scattered and shattered form. 
Besdes, what mattered was not the self as such, but the way n whch t was 
composed and recomposed, each tme n relaton to other lvng enttes. In other 
words, there was no dentty but n the becomng, n the web of relatonshps 
of whch each was the lvng sum. Identty, n ths sense [. . .], was what was 
entrusted to the care of others, n the experence of the encounter and the 
relatonshp, whch always nvolved tral and error, movement and, above all, the 
unexpected, the surprse that one had to learn to welcome. For n the unexpected 
and the surprse lay the event.2

Our event s, ndeed, the culmnaton of a process that began over two years ago. It 
came on the heels of the repeated crses that the planet has experenced snce 2020. 
Varous health crses have aected humans, anmals and plants. Extreme weather 
events have become more frequent and severe. e collapse of bodversty and the 
depleton of sol and water resources have led to a dramatc drop n agrcultural yelds. 
Mass mgratons caused by these crses have created great socal tensons. In 2040, 
aer months of negotatons and under pressure from hundreds of ncreasngly 
powerful ctzen movements, governments came  – wth great dculty  – to an 
agreement to launch a partcpatory, grass-roots reconstructon process to transform 
food systems. Hundreds of collectves were formed around the world to magne 
tomorrow’s oen dreamt of and desred food system.

ousands of ctzens, whether volunteers or randomly selected representatves, 
together wth professonals, experts and locally elected government ocals, were 
nvolved n buldng new food systems. e hundreds of proposals developed by 
these collectves were compled, analysed and syntheszed. e result, beyond 
specctes, derences and even contradctons, was a broad consensus to 
nvent sustanable food systems guded by a very derent drecton to the one 
whch many countres had followed untl then. s path steered clear of the 
botechnologcal rush proposed by some n the 2020s to embrace ndustral 
food producton based on seaweed, bactera or fung n order to abandon an 
agrculture that was deemed predatory and mortferous. e consensus, on the 
contrary, was to nvent an agroecology based on negotatng the relatonshps 
between all lvng bengs, both human and non-human.

2 Excerpt from the column ‘Les métaphysques afrcanes permettent de penser l’dentté en 
mouvement’, publshed n the newspaper Le Monde on 15 December 2019.
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e poltcal movement thus formed by these thousands of contrbutors 
then went on to draw up a ‘Unversal Declaraton of the Rghts of the Lvng’ – 
emphaszng no longer just humans but all lvng bengs, both human and 
non-human.

Two bodes were then created. One was comprsed of representatves 
randomly selected from among the thousands of contrbutors to the respectve 
food projects of specc terrtores. e other was made up of representatves of 
anmals, forests, waterways, plants and other aspects of nature, who, to become 
these bengs’ spokespersons, studed them and endeavoured to communcate 
wth them – wth some surprsng successes – provng that t was rght and 
just to recognze non-human Earthlngs as ‘ntellgent’ bengs. Above all, they 
sought to mplement an ‘ecology of the sentent’, dear to the ecologst Jacques 
Tassn, for whom ‘the sentent escapes theorzaton; t s a reserve of the nvsble 
where fundamental lnks are forged n the nterweavng through whch every 
lvng beng moves: the sentent connects us to each other. [. . .] not to speak 
of harmony wth Nature but rather to seek to regan a place wthn ths lvng 
matrx’.3

ese representatves decded to redesgn the world, startng wth the one 
thng that everyone, wthout excepton, does every day: eat, and n order to 
do so, gather and produce, process, cook and serve food. e way we eat (and 
organze ourselves to do so) denes the world n whch we lve. Hence the 
startng pont: What do we want to eat tomorrow? How do we want ths food 
to be produced? What consequences and uncertantes are acceptable to us and 
our descendants? For ths was not about revertng to ancent ways or freezng 
ourselves n the present tme but about collectvely denng whch changes we 
wshed to undertake n order not to jeopardze future generatons.

Gathered n one vllage, these representatves have now come from all four 
corners of the earth for a few weeks to cook and eat together and to dscuss 
the ‘Unversal Declaraton’. As the many dshes are brought to the table, the 
guests take ther seats. In the dstance, two magpes perched n a tree enjoy 
the show and comment on the guests’ colourful outts. e day before, one of 
the partcpants cooked a dsh to whch she added a magcal ngredent that gves 
those who eat t the g of Tta, a character from the novel and lm Como agua 
para chocolate – namely the g of beng able to experence through the food one 
eats the feelngs of the person who cooked t. As a result, when the guests start to 
eat, they suddenly feel overcome wth frendlness, benevolence, generosty and 

3 Jacques Tassn, Pour une écologie du sensible, Édtons Odle Jacob, 2020.
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humour, brmmng wth laughter, sensual love and poetry. Such were the feelngs 
that prevaled durng the preparaton of the meal. As the muscans start to play, 
some partcpants get up to dance, cheered on by the others. e trees rustle wth 
pleasure, and the brds accompany the musc wth ther songs.

. . . wth everyone

Back to realty, n 2020, the Occtane Regon n France organzed a ctzens’ 
conventon to come up wth proposals to mprove ndvdual and collectve well-
beng, reduce socal and terrtoral dvdes and restore trust n socety and ts 
nsttutons. One hundred randomly selected ctzens dscussed ther concerns, 
and t soon became apparent that the ssue of food, although not ntally 
mentoned, was takng up a large part of the dscussons. Food, whch s part 
of everyone’s daly realty several tmes a day, was ncreasngly at the centre of 
questons surroundng health and envronmental rsks and of the watchwords 
conveyed n the meda. Although all the partcpants felt both concerned and 
qualed to talk about food based on ther daly practces, they also admtted to 
beng somewhat lost n the maze of dscourses and contradctory nformaton. 
Who should they beleve today? How could somethng as smple as eatng have 
become so complcated? Many of the proposals dscussed durng ths democratc 
exercse thus mplctly related to food.

s experence taught us two mportant lessons. e rst s that food 
s a galvanzng topc for rethnkng socety. Of course, ths s undoubtedly 
partcularly true n France, a country so enamoured wth the topc of food. But 
the fact that, n daly lfe, everyone apples ther own set of prncples to try to 
eat well s far more galvanzng for ctzens than a more theoretcal reecton on 
the management of natural resources, for example. Food therefore consttutes a 
good startng pont to rethnk our relatonshps wth ourselves, wth others and 
wth the envronment.

e second lesson, as the actual substance of the dscussons revealed tme 
and agan, s that there s a gap between two completely separate worlds. On the 
one hand, we have the scholarly dscourses of experts warnng of rsks, actvsts 
proposng new standards of conduct and auent consumers wth sucent 
nancal and cogntve resources to experment wth new food practces. On the 
other hand, we have the vast majorty of the populaton wth lmted means – 
those wth lttle money, space or tme to spare to nvest n a more sustanable food 
supply and for whom ‘commtted’ dscourse can come across as out of touch wth 
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ther daly realtes. ese are precsely the people one meets durng these ctzens’ 
conventons. Some of them are no longer represented n opnon polls, whch are 
ncreasngly conducted onlne and nvolve long questonnares. s segment of 
the populaton s partly unaccounted for due to ts precarous stuaton, beng 
unable or unwllng to seek emergency food ad. ese ctzens are growng 
ncreasngly resentful of certan stgmatzng dscourses, and they are frustrated 
wth not beng able to mplement detary and envronmental recommendatons 
for lack of resources. Some may even challenge the new standards proposed as a 
way of turnng a blnd eye to the gap between what they should do and what they 
can actually do. s ‘Parlament of the Invsble’, as hstoran and socologst 
Perre Rosanvallon put t, feels msunderstood, forgotten and not taken nto 
account.4 Hence the crucal mportance, n the transformaton of food systems, 
of creatng nclusve spaces for dalogue and developng proposals that take nto 
account multple socal, generatonal and cultural realtes.

s s the drecton that the UNESCO Char n World Food Systems 
wshes to pursue n the years to come, approachng food as a formdable daly 
opportunty to awaken to the dversty and beauty of the world and to eat t . . . 
wth everyone.

4 Perre Rosanvallon, Le Parlement des invisibles, Seul, 2014.


