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s book marks (and celebrates) the rst chapter of actvty for the UNESCO 
Char n World Food Systems, created n 2011 by Professor Jean-Lous Raston 
(L’Insttut Agro Montpeller), together wth a multdscplnary group of teachers 
and researchers from derent nsttutons1 at the Agropols Campus n 
Montpeller, France. In ths sense, ths book s an mportant step: wrtng t helped 
us reect on our own work, takng stock of the ground we had already covered 
and thnkng about our future commtments.

Snce ts creaton, the UNESCO Char n World Food Systems has dedcated 
tself to decompartmentalzng knowledge on food systems and to supportng 
the derent actors drvng change to promote sustanable food systems. e 
Char fulls ts mandate of brngng scence and socety together through 
tranng, acton research and knowledge dssemnaton actvtes, wth a vew to 
addressng all the dmensons of food systems (envronmental, soco-cultural, 
health, economc, poltcal etc.).

A unque approach

Over the years, and aded by external evaluatons of ts work, the Char has 
arrved at a number of clearly dented pllars, ncludng the followng:

 – Developng an approach focused on eldwork and ts challenges by buldng 
brdges between researchers, stakeholders and ctzens through the creaton 
of tools and spaces for reecton and dscusson, ncludng publcatons, talks, 
engagement wth the meda, partcpaton n networks of commtted actors, 
meetngs wth local authortes, partcpaton n expert commssons and so 

1 L’Insttut Agro Montpeller, Crad, IRD, IAMM, Irstea, Inrae, Unversty of Montpeller.
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on. In ths respect, the Char plays a poltcal role (n the sense of nvolvement 
n the aars of the polty) whch t ntends to contnue developng n the 
years to come.

 – Dssemnatng knowledge by artculatng derent perspectves and ponts of 
vew and by drawng on derent types of knowledge from academa (across 
derent dscplnes) and the professonal world, as well as from artstc elds 
for a senstve approach.

 – Adoptng a broad denton of food systems, spannng the full range of 
actvtes and actors nvolved n food producton, processng, dstrbuton, 
consumpton and waste management as well as the nsttutons that support 
and regulate them, strvng not for the advent of a sustanable food system 
but rather for a sustanable artculaton of derent food systems.

 – Adoptng an nternatonal perspectve to be able to approach stuatons n 
ther context, wth a partcular focus on brdgng the ‘North/South dvde’.

 – Fnally, consderng all the dmensons of food systems – health, socal, 
envronmental, cultural, economc or hedonc dmensons – and gvng 
them all equal mportance.

s book reects the unque approach that the Char has followed over the past 
years. It s ntended as a source of nspraton for agents of change and strves to 
artculate derent perspectves on food and the assocated contemporary ssues. 
As they have developed, food systems – most oen descrbed as ‘ndustralzed’ – 
rase a number of global challenges such as clmate change, bodversty loss, sol 
depleton and health crses, the eects of whch are felt throughout our socetes. 
ese challenges call for the transformaton of food systems.

To therefore take all aspects of food systems nto account n ts reecton on ths 
transformaton, the book weaves an ‘ecology of food’ so as to better address the 
sustanablty ssues surroundng food systems. e analogy we draw between food 
and ecology s rooted n the double meanng of ecology, as a scence of relatonshps 
(between the derent elements of the bosphere) and as a poltcal commtment 
(poltcal ecology). We consder food as a vehcle for both relatonshps and socetal 
engagement: ths s the core premse of our work.

On the menu

Food s a ‘total socal fact’: as prevously mentoned, t s essental (not to say 
fundamental, whch could be nterpreted as self-mportant) to the constructon of 
our derent relatonshps n the world (Part 1). s starts wth our relatonshp 
wth ourselves, as our nourshed bodes rase questons relatng to health, emotons, 
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pleasure and the constructon of our denttes – n other words, to the armaton 
of the ‘self ’ through food. Next, there are our relatonshps wth others (our 
companons and fellow dners) through the convvalty (or anmosty) of shared 
meals, the transmsson of table etquette and culnary know-how, the mxng 
of food cultures, the economc exchanges that take place between actors n food 
systems and so on. Sharng a meal s a way of connectng wth others: eatng the 
same esh creates collectve relatonshps, snce lterally ncorporatng ths collectve 
sustenance s, symbolcally, to ncorporate ourselves nto the collectve. Food also 
plays a key role n our sprtual relatonshps wth nvsble worlds, for nstance, 
through oerngs. Fnally, food nforms our relatonshps wth the bosphere, wth 
other non-human lvng bengs, from the worlds of anmals and plants but also 
across the entre mcrobal unverse, whch both forms part of us (our ntestnal 
mcrobota) and plays a role n the transformaton and preservaton of our food 
(through fermentaton, for example).

Aer explorng these relatonshps, we take a long-term hstorcal perspectve 
to dscuss the major ssues facng contemporary food systems (Part 2). We 
rst look at the ndustralzaton of agrculture followng the transton from 
a soco-metabolsm based on energy from the sun to a fossl fuel–dependent 
soco-metabolsm (relyng rst on coal and then on ol), whch saw the 
establshment of ncreasngly specalzed producton sectors and the development 
of nternatonal trade. We then consder the hstory of the ndustralzaton 
of the food supply (food processng ndustres, the globalzaton of trade, the 
concentraton of players n food supply chans, the challenges assocated wth 
dgtal technology etc.) and the evoluton of our eatng habts n connecton 
wth these socetal changes. s hstorcal perspectve helps shed lght on how 
we reached the present stuaton, where the lmtatons of ndustralzed food 
systems are plan to see n the lght of sustanablty ssues, wth adverse eects 
on the envronment, health, crops and socal nequaltes, among others.

We then descrbe our proposal for an ecology of food (Part 3), whch calls 
for both artculatng the derent dmensons of food through whch the bonds 
between the lvng are woven and reectng on forms of poltcal commtment 
to brng about sustanable food systems. Such transformaton wll contrbute to 
ndvdual health, justce and coheson, as well as co-vablty wth non-humans. 
s hghlghts the mportance of stuatng ourselves as beng part of the lvng 
and of apprecatng ts dversty n order to develop forms of co-vablty between 
envronmental and socal systems.

s multdmensonal and poltcal approach to food leads us to revst a 
number of common food tenets or dctates (Part 4) surroundng sustanable food 
systems, namely the emphass on ncreasng producton to feed the planet, the use 
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of forted foods to ght malnutrton, the transton from anmal to vegetable 
proten consumpton, the ght aganst food waste, food ad, the promoton of 
homemade food, the relocalzaton of our food supply and the power of ‘actve 
consumers’.

Fnally, ths book ams to nstl enthusasm n the actors strvng for 
the transformaton of food systems (Part 5). To ths end, we analyse the role of 
exstng alternatves: the ‘world aer tomorrow’ s already beng expermented 
wth today; ths must be recognzed and made known. s ponts to the 
challenge of scalng up these ntatves and rases the queston of the roles that 
the prvate sector, academa and tranng actors, as well as publc authortes, can 
play n order to stmulate, support and promote these transformatons.

A progress report

It s mportant to consder ths book as a work n progress and not as an end result. 
As stated n the preface, t s our attempt at artculatng several years of dscussons, 
papers, tranng sessons, symposa, research project outputs, publcatons and 
the lke. It thus developed over the course of numerous encounters, whether 
fortutous or sought out. s openness to dverse and dsparate works relatng 
to food obvously entals the rsk of ncompleteness n each of these areas. s 
s nevtable. e present book s not ntended as a scentc work n the sense of 
advancng a partcular dscplnary eld of research. Its am, rst and foremost, 
s to oer readers a broad overvew of the current challenges surroundng food 
systems n order to grasp ther full complexty and be able to artculate seemngly 
unrelated ssues. e authors we called upon for ths book, and wth whom we 
developed the derent chapters, all have n common ther nvolvement wth 
themes long central to the Char’s mandate.

Another bas that we openly acknowledge s our geographcal prsm. s 
book was wrtten n France, whch has a relatvely sngular relatonshp wth 
food compared to other countres or regons that may have ther own ways of 
understandng the world through the prsm of ther own food systems. Although 
we attempt to refer to these derent understandngs, the overall perspectve of 
ths book s certanly Eurocentrc. We are well aware of ths lmtaton and n no 
way wsh to unversalze our dosyncrases.

We wsh you a delcous read and hope you wll consume, share and 
dssemnate ths work wthout moderaton.


