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From blade of grass to earthworm

Imagine a blade of grass grazed by a ruminant such as a bualo or gazelle. 
e gazelle is eaten by its predator – say, a lion. e lion leaves the remains 
of its meal to vultures, hyenas and other scavengers, and then to detritus 
feeders such as earthworms. Bacteria and other decomposing microorganisms 
subsequently intervene and further contribute to the humus enrichment 
process, but they may themselves be preyed upon by protozoa.

In 1866, Ernst Haeckel coned the term ‘ecology’ to refer to the study of 
nteractons between speces and ther envronment. Ecologsts subsequently 
realzed that the envronment (or botope) nteracts n a complex way wth the 
speces lvng n t (bocenoss), modfyng these nhabtants whle n turn beng 
moded by them – together, ths consttutes an ecosystem.

e ecosystem can thus be descrbed n ‘phagc’ terms – that s, accordng to 
who eats whom. Researchers have desgned and measured the so-called trophc 
ndex, whch helps determne the poston of speces n the food chan – that 
of Homo sapiens s around 2.2, whch s close to that of, say, anchoves or pgs
(Bonhommeau et al., 2013).1 H. sapiens’ poston n the trophc chan, therefore 
n the ecosystem, can be measured precsely because ths speces s part of what 
s commonly called ‘nature’, whch means we should have second thoughts 
about the nature–culture dchotomy or any other way of opposng ‘human’ and 
‘natural’.

1 e trophc ndex represents the number of ntermedares between prmary producers and ther 
predators. Homo sapiens would therefore not be the top predator t s commonly thought to be, 
unless one consders the speces n non-food terms. e trophc ndex markedly vares dependng 
on the det of human groups.



xvPreface

e trophc (nutrtonal) dmenson s essental to ecosystems and to our 
planet’s ecosphere. e topc of food therefore obvously rases questons 
pertanng to the fundamental mechansms of lfe. But t also relates to socety – 
to the dstrbuton of edble resources gathered or produced and therefore to 
socal organzaton and the economy, to daly lfe and hstory, to soldarty and 
nequalty, to sharng and competton and so on. Inevtably, food studes must 
be ecologcal and mult-, nter- and transdscplnary, encompassng a dverse 
range of dscplnes, ncludng the socal scences and bology. Yet – and perhaps 
because of ths – socal scentsts have long had lttle to say about food.

For almost een years, the UNESCO Char has dsproved ths latter 
statement. Wth food as the central ssue, t has been relentlessly presentng 
research from multple dscplnes, eldwork as well as reectons and ‘real-lfe 
experments’ from around the world. e watchword of ‘decompartmentalzng 
knowledge’ echoes the call of the French socologst and phlosopher Edgar 
Morn – further relayed by UNESCO – to ‘close the knowledge gap’ by breakng 
down the ‘Great Wall of Chna between spheres of knowledge’. As Morn once 
remarked, ‘bran and body are studed n bology departments whle the mnd 
and socal lfe are studed n psychology and socology departments’. e present 
book wraps up a decade-long streak of relentless, panstakng research gatherng 
knowledge on the phagc dmenson of H. sapiens.

s preface does not am to outlne the hstory of food research. Instead, 
based on a few examples – though at the rsk of overlookng some key authors – 
t llustrates how food can be nvestgated from an ecologcal perspectve, whle 
hghlghtng the project that underpns ths book and reectng on the future 
and the loomng ssues that may arse over the next decade.

We rst see that food research n the socal scences has lagged, marked by 
nderence, prejudce or mere nerta. We then observe that food has sometmes 
been treated as an ancllary topc rather than a specc focus of research. Fnally, 
we brey revew the tme perod durng whch food became a ourshng and 
even prolc research theme, whle ponderng the potental emergence of socal 
demand.

‘Below the belt’

Qute planly, t seems that there has been a knd of food blndness n the socal 
scences. Some poneerng researchers may well have been adversely aected by 
ths nderence, wth ther research lackng support or attractng lttle attenton. 
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Many dscplnes have long ressted exchange, communcaton, the free and 
unhampered transgresson of the dvde between dscplnes, and even any form 
of mxng and mergng.

Hence, n the 1930s, the Brtsh anthropologst Audrey Rchards, a student 
of Bronslaw Malnowsk and poneer of an nterdscplnary approach to 
food and nutrton, was astounded that food, beng the most basc bologcal 
need, receved so lttle nterest n the socal scences – unlke sexualty, whch 
she beleved psychoanalyss showcased excessvely. Accordng to Rchards’s 
so-called functonalst perspectve, the ‘prmary bologcal functon’ – n 
other words, nutrtonal needs – underpnned much of the organzaton and 
nsttutons of the groups she studed. Yet at the same tme, ‘the bologcal facts of 
appette and det are themselves shaped by human relatonshps and tradtonal 
actvtes’. s was n some ways an ecosystemc vson ahead of ts tme, whle 
also demonstratng that the organzatonal process of gatherng and explotng 
resources before dstrbutng them rases ssues of herarchy, justce, soldarty, 
legtmacy and dvson of labour – all of whch consttute the buldng blocks 
of socal organzaton.

For anthropologsts, the reason for the lack of nterest n food lay precsely 
n ts prmary and basc nature, whch these specalsts consdered self-evdent 
and even trval. Some of the ‘foundng fathers’ of anthropology and the socal 
scences before Audrey Rchards (as she herself ponted out) had n fact shown 
an nterest n food, but had focused on aspects that were ‘naturally’ perceved as 
beng of key mportance to ther dscplne – that s, sacred, rtualstc, symbolc, 
festve, Donysan or, n a nutshell, extraordnary events. e ordnary features 
all but fell to the waysde. Émle Durkhem (1982 [1895]), the fervent founder of 
French socology who was always keen to delneate, approprate and legtmze 
the academc scope of hs dscplne, sternly stated: ‘Each ndvdual drnks, 
sleeps, eats and reasons, and socety has a vtal nterest n ensurng that these 
functons are regularly fullled. If such matters were socal, socology would 
have no purpose on ts own, and ts sphere of actvty would overlap that of 
bology and psychology’. s staunch defence of an academc turf that had only 
recently been conquered was rooted n an archac and farly unversal vew of 
food as a ‘lowly’ and trng functon, whch relegates the human condton 
to the realm of anmalty – the same stance that sees fastng as a pathway to 
enlghtenment and sprtualty.

As the bblcal maxm goes, ‘Man does not feed on bread alone’ but also needs 
the word of God (Deut. 8:3; Mt. 4:4). Is t therefore any wonder that food has 
long been lterally regarded as a ‘below-the-belt’ research topc?
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An ecology of socal bonds

It took an atypcal researcher – renowned n hs tme (somewhat belatedly) yet not 
as well regarded wthn as outsde academa and keen to stress the fundamental 
socologcal mportance of ntmate and everyday lfe – to try to renstate the ordnary 
meal as a major socologcal and anthropologcal focus. Georg Smmel (1992 [1910]) 
wrote an essay on ‘e Socology of the Meal’ (Sozologe der Mahlzet). He showed 
n partcular that the daly meal nextrcably combnes a hghly ndvdual act (what 
s ngested by one ndvdual cannot be ngested by anyone else) and an event of far-
reachng socal and collectve sgncance – namely the sharng of a substance and
an experence that s repeated, coded and rtualzed, whle engenderng a sense of 
belongng. In France, Smmel was only slowly and belatedly (re)dscovered (around 
the 1980s). Much later, the socologst Phlppe Joron (2017) noted that Smmel had 
actually heralded ecosystemc thnkng. He wrote that, accordng to Smmel, ‘the 
socal bond s thus stuated at the nterface between ndvduals and socety, whch 
are embedded n the natural envronment. It s n ths all-encompassng system – 
what Edgar Morn later called “an ecology” and Augustn Berque referred to as 
mesology – that socal bonds are forged’.

Half a century aer Audrey Rchards and sx to seven decades aer Smmel, 
the humantes were n a state of ux, caught up n debates and dscussons 
around Marxsm, psychoanalyss and structuralsm, as well as the events of May 
1968 and ther aermath n the case of France. Claude Lév-Strauss and Mary 
Douglas had sought to grasp cultural structures – and even culture as a whole – 
through the prsm of cookng and table manners. In hs book Mythologies, 
Roland Barthes (1972) had delved nto the semology of steak and chps, wne 
and mlk, culnary photographs n Elle magazne and – wth morose delght – 
dsplays of ‘petty bourgeos deology’ wth regard to food. In ths context, the 
topc of food began acqurng an nklng of legtmacy, though more as a gateway 
than as a subject per se.

A lttle later, n the 1970s, Perre Bourdeu (1984 [1979]), n La Distinction: 
Critique Sociale du Jugement (Dstncton: A Socal Crtque of the Judgement of 
Taste), approached culnary tastes and table manners n the same way and on the 
same terms as artstc tastes or poltcal preferences, amng to show that the same 
class logc apples to socal crtera of taste and dsgust n these derent domans:
judgements of taste reect socal poston and nvolve the correspondng habtus. 
In other words, once agan, food s used rather than consdered as a specc 
object. It carres a theoretcal challenge that ether goes beyond t or reduces t, 
but t s not envsaged as a scentc object n ts own rght.
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e role of hstory

e dscplne of hstory speccally devoted attenton to food qute early on. 
e subject was at rst treated as a ‘mnor anecdotal hstory’,2 ourshng n 
an nderent or even condescendng vacuum and dsregarded by legtmate 
academc authortes (Toussant-Samat, 1992). It was also sometmes regarded 
as a form of hghly specalzed or margnal hstory. For nstance, n 1932, the 
Swss doctor of Polsh orgn Adam Maurzo (2019 [1932]) publshed a book on 
the hstory of plant food n German, later translated nto French as Histoire de 
l’alimentation végétale de la préhistoire à nos jours (Hstory of Plant-Based Food,
from Prehstory to Present Days) and reprnted several tmes.

Wth the French École des Annales and ts successve hstorcal currents 
(‘quanttatve hstory’, ‘hstory of mentaltes’, ‘new hstory’ etc.), the dscplne 
ntally focused on the materal hstory of food, partcularly the provsonng and 
management of castles, monasteres and other nsttutons, and, when sources 
were avalable, on the food of ‘common people’. Wth Fernand Braudel, then 
later Jacques Le Go and Mchel Foucault, and subsequently Georges Vgarello, 
Alan Corbn and many others, hstory began openng up to new topcs (the 
body, senses and sensblty etc.) and above all to other dscplnes n the socal 
scences. Hstory – perhaps because t s a tme-honoured dscplne wth a sound 
sense of legtmacy and capable of assmlatng and ncorporatng contrbutons 
wthout feelng overly threatened by them – has embraced anthropo- and soco-
hstorcal approaches. Roland Barthes (1961), for nstance, publshed Pour une 
psycho-sociologie de l’alimentation (For a Psychosocology of Food) n a specal 
ssue of Annales.

In the book L’invention du quotidien (e Practce of Everyday Lfe 
[1998]), Mchel de Certeau helped legtmze the study of everyday cookng. 
Somewhat of a maverck, Jean-Paul Aron (1976) then proposed a hstory of 
food senstvtes n Histoire de la sensibilité alimentaire (Le Mangeur du XIXe 
siècle) (Hstory of Food Sensblty [e Eater of the Nneteenth Century]), 
and a lttle later Jean-Lous Flandrn began focusng hs research on a hstory 
of taste, the scope of whch eluded many of hs colleagues (see n partcular 
Flandrn, 1992, 2007).

2 About whch the leadng hstoran of food and taste Jean-Lous Flandrn (pers.com) oen expressed 
some degree of annoyance.
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Growth and ts lmts

In 1972, the Club of Rome publshed the Meadows Report on e Limits to 
Growth. In the same year, Edgar Morn and Nobel Prze–wnnng bologst Jacques 
Monod convened a transdscplnary conference ttled Unity of Man. Morn 
later expanded hs paper nto a book, Le Paradigme perdu: la nature humaine 
(Paradgm Lost: Human Nature), n whch he gathered the threads he had been 
weavng for several years between bology and the socal scences, ecosystems, 
nformaton and self-organzaton. e topc of food was only touched upon 
occasonally, but t seemed apt for an approach smlar to that appled n the
book, artculatng bology and the socal scences. s s how t appeared to ths 
author – stll a novce researcher at the tme – and t was largely guded by these 
nuences that food became the subject of hs PhD thess and further research 
(Fschler, 1979, 1990). Other researchers adoptng a smlar stance on food had to 
contend wth mockng condescenson n academc crcles regardng the subject 
of ther dssertatons, thereby forcng them to assert ther legtmacy through the 
rgorous applcaton of socologcal and anthropologcal tenets (Poulan, 2017b).

Food studes and socal trends

In the followng years and decades, research on food n the socal scences and 
humantes grew steadly, to the extent that between 1990 and 2000 a new academc 
eld, food studes, emerged n the Unted States and Europe. In 2015, thrty-nne 
unverstes n nneteen countres worldwde were oerng master’s degrees on 
food wth a humantes and socal scences (HSS) focus, whle eght were ttled 
food studes, most retaned the name of a core dscplne (Poulan, 2017a).

Many of these programmes are stll qute a-theoretcal, sometmes leanng 
towards mnor anecdotal hstory. Food as an object of study nevertheless seems 
to have ganed a certan legtmacy. s could be explaned by the ongong
twofold process of ndvdualzaton and problematzaton of food.

Aer ‘gvng’ people the freedom to choose ther career, spouse or romantc 
partner, and n the wake of the legtmzaton of self-esteem, the hstorcal 
process of ndvdual empowerment has now reached food, wth mpacts on 
consumpton patterns, table manners and ther transmsson to chldren, 
relatonshps between eaters and forms of commensalty.

In hunter-gatherer socetes – as n the past memores of baby boomers and 
ther parents – what was eaten was clearly consdered to be a share, that s, a part 
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of a shared or shareable whole for whch the eater was essentally accountable. 
ere was no queston of eatng more than one’s share, loudly vocng a preference 
or averson, or expressng dsgust (except to forewarn others of a danger), and 
especally of declarng an ntenton to shun a partcular food or food category. 
Eatng alone was to be avoded and was even vewed wth suspcon or repressed 
n many cultures.

In our ndvdualzed world, however, the man drver s freedom of choce 
rather than the oblgaton to share. A form of ndvdualst–utltaran utopa 
s unfoldng n whch choosng s paramount, yet choces must be responsble. 
In ths utopa, food would be just another consumer product, f not smply a 
commodty. Food consumers would then have the freedom to make choces – 
assumng that they are good, responsble choces – whle beng supported and 
protected by publc authortes. In a book publshed n 2010, we mentoned ths 
utopa of the perfect food consumer but may have underestmated ts realty:

In a world of perfect eaters (as understood n ths mplct worldvew), consumers 
would walk through the supermarket asles readng labels, notng the nutrtonal 
nformaton and composton of products, comparng ther nutrent and calore 
contents to recommended nutrent ntake levels or to gudelnes ssued by 
relevant ocal bodes, consumer organzatons and scentc publcatons. A 
pocket computer would clearly be an ndspensable shoppng accessory for ths 
task. (Fschler and Masson, 2010)

Our menton of a pocket computer shows that we underestmated the potental of 
the nascent smartphone and dd not foresee the advent of the Nutr-Score system,3 
though we dd antcpate the emergence of what are now wdespread apps.

e truth, however, s that food does not readly t the consumer product 
mould, especally as the growng trend towards ndustral food processng has led 
to ncreasng warness and even actve dstrust of processed foods, oen marked 
by outbursts of anger and dsgust. A call for standards has been mountng for 
decades, wth people askng: What and how should we eat, how do we choose 
and how and whom should we trust?

Moreover, ths free-choce envronment has gven rse to ssues n dealng 
wth  the array of choces, a stuaton whch the psychologst Barry Schwartz 
(2005) refers to as the paradox or even tyranny of choce and whch he 
contends to be a recpe for dsarray, anxety and even depresson. All ths begs 

3 e Nutr-score s a ve-level French nutrtonal labelng system, rangng from A to E and from 
green to red, placed on the front of food packagng, based on the nutrtonal value of a food product.
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the queston: Wll t ever be possble to create a new status for food as another 
consumer product – based on total transparency of product nformaton, from 
farm to fork? s s a complex challenge, gven the deluge of nnovatons 
emergng worldwde  – cellular agrculture, plant-based meat, n vtro meat 
(also known as ‘cellular meat’) and so on. Yet ths world s n the throes of an 
ecologcal transton, wth the development of agroecology, the rse of organc 
farmng and nutrtonal educaton campagns. Meanwhle, ndustral processng 
s beng challenged wth growng fury. s world wll most lkely be very wary 
of new products whch, despte beng plant based, seem to fall nto the ultra-
processed category.

A profoundly changng world

We are lvng n a tme of global transton. Major cvlzatonal changes are 
unfoldng at an accelerated pace. IT, dgtzaton and now AI are reshapng the 
world, lfestyles, lves, knowledge and understandng. A gender revoluton s 
also underway, wth an ncreasngly radcal contestaton of gender relatons. 
Another no-less radcal challenge has also emerged as the queston of humans’ 
relatonshps wth anmals has been explctly placed on the global agenda, wth 
major mplcatons for food and potentally for ecosystems n general.

e current pandemc crss has put the brakes on some aspects of 
globalzaton, promptng border closures and curbng trade and travel. But t 
may also have heghtened awareness of the mportance of global unty n dealng 
wth health ssues as well as envronmental threats and ther clmate mpacts.

We are wtnessng a dzzyng watershed moment for bology, neo-Darwnsm, 
heredty, the key concepts that shape them and ther relatonshp wth the socal 
scences. Let us now look at recent developments n two areas and consder ther 
mplcatons for food.

Bologcal revolutons

In the early twenteth century, Ele Metchnko, vce-drector of the Pasteur 
Insttute n Pars and wnner of the 1908 Nobel Prze for hs semnal work on 
mmunty (phagocytoss), was convnced that the apparent and remarkable 
number of centenarans n the Balkans could be explaned by ther tradtonally 
hgh consumpton of fermented dary products – he beleved certan lactc acd 
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bactera found n such products could play a role n protectng the dgestve 
tract (he practsed what he preached by consumng a lot of yoghurt and other 
fermented dary products). More than a century later, although there now seems 
to be greater nterest n the Japanese centenarans of Oknawa than n those 
of the Balkans, Metchnko ’s obsessve whm almost seems lke early ntuton: 
what was then called ‘ntestnal ora’ has now come to be known as the ‘gut 
mcrobome’.

Whle Metchnko had envsoned a lnear and unvocal determnsm 
based on a category of foods, dscoveres over the last decade or so have 
shown that the gut mcrobota conssts of 50–100 bllon bactera and other 
mcroorgansms (the genes of whch are known as the mcrobome) and s 
nvolved n a complex way n shapng our mmunty, n the functonng of our 
central nervous system, wth whch t communcates, and n regulatng our 
moods and mental states. Moreover, dysboss (an mbalance or depleton of 
the gut mcrobota) s assocated wth condtons rangng from obesty to type 
2 dabetes and depresson, and the mcrobome may also play a role n autsm 
and even schzophrena.

e communty of bactera, yeasts and other mcrobes that resde n our 
dgestve tract s now regarded as both an organ and an nternal ecosystem. In 
addton to nhabtng the dgestve tract, the mcrobome s an ntegral part of the 
body: t nteracts wth t, communcates wth ts cells, co-produces metaboltes 
(whch n turn communcate wth other organs), nforms and s nformed, 
regulates and s regulated. Food s the vehcle of communcaton wth the external 
ecosystem that nforms – or dstorts – ts composton and functonng.

We lve on and n a global ecosystem that s tself a collecton of ecosystems. 
Each of us conssts of or harbours one or more dverse ecosystems – the skn, 
the respratory system, the mouth and the vagna all host mcrobota. e 
mcrobome nteracts wth our bran – the organ wthn whch representatons 
and belefs emerge, thrve and spread – whch drves our ndvdual and socal 
behavours whle beng nuenced by collectve norms, rules, tradtons and 
practces. We can begn to pcture how a contnuum from mcroorgansms to 
the socal and macrosocal mght look lke.

e bologcal revoluton was ushered n by growng nsght nto the 
mcrobome, yet another, even more fundamental, sea change s also unfoldng 
wth the rse of epgenetcs. e natural selecton-based genetc evoluton 
paradgm s beng forced to change or, at the very least, one mght say, to add a 
touch of Lamarcksm to ts Darwnsm – or rather, neo-Darwnsm.

Epgenetcs s the study of the set of mechansms that ne-tune gene 
expresson. Varous envronmental mechansms may actvate or nactvate 
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(.e. slence) the expresson of certan genes, partcularly through food. It s now 
recognzed that some trats acqured through food can be passed on for several 
generatons. Obesty s a typcal example. s condton has a strong socal 
dmenson. It s lnked to a poor det and an overly sedentary lfestyle and may 
also lead to type 2, adult-onset dabetes. Young men who develop ths condton 
because of poor det and lack of physcal actvty could produce osprng 
who may n turn be overweght and dabetc regardless of ther lfestyle (see, 
for nstance, Danchn, 2021, p. 72). ese ndngs come aer the dscovery of 
prons durng the mad cow crss, when research nto Creutzfeldt-Jakob dsease 
revealed that msfolded protens are the cause of the dsease and that ths defect 
can be transmtted to other protens wth whch they come nto contact. s 
llustrates the jont heredtary and detary transmsson of a dsease through the 
ngeston of contamnated tssues.

e medum and the message

Food plays a pvotal role n these closely related scentc revolutons or 
revelatons. It can be consdered n terms of not only the provson of energy 
(calores) and bochemcals (nutrents, mcronutrents) but also nformaton. 
Food s both medum and message, vector and content, nformaton and 
nformed. s understandng calls nto queston – or complexes – reductonst 
and lnear models of causalty. Our nternal ecosystems communcate wth 
external ecosystems through our food. Moreover, heredty s now approached 
less as beng exclusvely genetc and more from the perspectve of ts cultural, 
envronmental and epgenetc dmensons. Conclusons warrant the utmost 
cauton, as they are sometmes drawn too hastly and could lead to the knds of 
stgmatzaton seen n the past – for nstance, regardng the heredtary nature of 
the pathogenc mpacts of nequaltes.

Stll, t s now absolutely essental to contemplate the world and food from 
an ecologcal and ecosystemc perspectve. Hstory, anthropology, socology 
and socal psychology ntally showed lttle nterest n one another and 
progressed separately before attempts were made to forge closer lnks, marked 
by the late emergence of food studes. roughout ths process, the HSS were 
ntally sdelned or overlooked by the medcal dscplne of nutrton, even 
though the latter was tself n ts nfancy and lacked recognton among the 
other establshed elds of medcne. At rst, only modest attempts were made 
to brdge the dscplnary dvde on specc ssues such as obesty and eatng 
dsorders.
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But the rse of the envronmental queston – slow at rst but ncreasngly 
nexorable snce the turn of the mllennum, and now reachng the pont of 
crtcal urgency – has brought to lght the strkng need to lnk approaches, 
ponts of vew, research questons, acqured knowledge and emergng ssues: to 
grasp food not only n terms of an emergng ‘bo-socal nutrton’ but also wthn 
those of a generalzed ecosystemc thnkng.
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