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Food as a lnk wth ourselves
Mare Walser, Trstan Fourner and Ncolas Brcas

Food, beyond its biological and health functions, connects us with ourselves.  
It is a source of sensory experience and pleasure, provides the building  
blocks for our individual and collective identities, and is a vehicle for  
self-optimization. What we eat today shapes the fate of our bodies and  
minds and, thus, our futures.

Food s not just any consumer commodty. Despte ts commonplace nature, 
eaters face a fundamental paradox every day: eatng s vtally essental, yet t 
nvolves takng rsks (Fschler, 1990). Apart from drugs, food s one of the very 
few thngs that, once ngested, s processed to facltate ts assmlaton. It thus 
transts from the outer world to the ndvdual’s nteror – from the outsde to the 
nsde – transcendng personal barrers. e mouth could therefore be lkened 
to a chamber wth a safety valve that allows food to be swallowed or not. e 
subsequent journey of food wthn the body reshapes the most ntmate aspects 
of the ndvdual on bologcal, emotonal, dentty and moral levels. Hence, food 
ntake s not only objectve but also symbolc: t nuences the eater’s well-beng 
as well as ther overall sense of self and self-armaton. s chapter explores 
ths connecton to the self through food.

A health component

e rst thought that sprngs to mnd when contemplatng the role of food s 
oen: ‘t’s essental for lfe!’ Dentvely ceasng to eat would rapdly result n 
death. Apart from extreme stuatons of total deprvaton or ntoxcaton, eatng 
‘well’ s wdely regarded as key to good health.
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Awareness of the nexus between food and health s certanly not new. s 
connecton has been recognzed n detetc prncples snce ancent tmes. 
Accordng to Hppocrates, as well as tradtonal Chnese medcne and Indan 
Ayurvedc medcne practtoners, some foods may serve as medcne to mantan 
a healthy ndvdual’s state or to restore the sck to health. Foodstus such as 
garlc and gnger n Chna or asparagus and barley n Europe are thus oen 
used together n daly cookng and for therapeutc purposes, sometmes n 
combnaton wth pharmaceutcal remedes (Ausécache, 2006; Mare, 2015). 
Detary advce on food was long underpnned by emprcal evdence due to a lack 
of knowledge of the pathophysologcal mechansms underlyng the relatonshp 
between food and health. Ancent European medcne, for nstance, mantaned 
that det mproved health when the four fundamental elements that make up the 
body – water, earth, ar and re – were n balance. Some of these detary tenets 
were nevertheless eectve. For nstance, snce ancent tmes, endemc gotre 
(an ncrease n the volume of the thyrod gland due to odne decency) had 
been treated by prescrbng marne-derved remedes, even though no one was 
aware of the exstence of odne or of the thyrod gland (Jaol, 2011). Snce the 
seventeenth century, n Western socetes, detetcs has gradually gven rse to the 
nutrtonal scences, wth research sheddng lght on the mcroconsttuents of 
food (macro- and mcronutrents, bactera etc.) and ther cellular and molecular 
mechansms of acton on the human body (Chapter 9).

e food det s certanly only one of several components of health – alongsde 
physcal actvty, lfestyle, sleep and genetcs, for example – yet ts eects on 
bodly functons are so profound that t perpetually redenes human bengs on 
a bologcal level. Food qualty aects parameters as dverse as a person’s heght, 
lfe expectancy, and physcal and ntellectual abltes. Malnutrton, when t 
aects young chldren or ther parents pror to concepton, can have lfelong 
ramcatons for ndvduals. A chld’s ‘rst 1,000 days of lfe’ (from concepton 
to two years of age) are thus seen as a crtcal wndow of opportunty durng 
whch detary practces (n utero, breastfeedng, det dverscaton etc.) may 
nuence the rsk of developng dseases n adulthood. Even before brth, there s 
evdence of fetal programmng of obesty and metabolc dseases (Barker, 1998).

Beyond malnutrton, mcronutrent decences (vtamns, mnerals) can 
mpar certan physologcal functons such as eyesght and mmunty, whle 
overeatng may lead to overweght, obesty and certan non-communcable 
dseases (cardovascular dseases, type 2 dabetes and some forms of cancer). 
Moreover, a person’s health can be aected by substandard food qualty, wth 
adverse eects rangng from vomtng to death n the most acute cases. In 
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ndustralzed socetes, the medum-term health eects of certan chemcal 
compounds contaned n food, such as mcroplastcs, pestcdes and addtves, 
are also startng to be dented (Tandel, 2011; Bouwmeester et al., 2015; Km 
et al., 2017).

Recent advances n nutrton, whch have hghlghted the crtcal roles of 
ntestnal mcrobota and epgenetcs, have provded a more detaled understandng 
of the lnk between det and health. Food, far from beng merely one of many 
determnants of health, exerts a lastng eect on our bodes.

A sensory and emotonal experence

Foods all have n common that they trgger a taste sensaton when placed n 
the mouth. e sense of taste, lke those of sght, touch and smell, transmts 
nformaton to the nervous system, thereby enablng the eater to determne 
the nature and qualty of the food. Yet t also has the partcularty of causng an 
‘aectve resonance of nformaton’ (Chva, 1983): the taste of food trggers a 
clear and mmedate emotonal response assocated wth a hedonc dmenson 
(Chva, 1979; Le Magnen, 1984). ese emotons are prmarly nnate – newborns 
subjected to taste stmulatons systematcally show a mmcry response that 
ders dependng on the sapd qualty of the stmulus (Stener, 1974). s 
reacton s unntentonal n the rst months of lfe (Chva, 1983); t s an aectve 
reex rather than the result of cogntve processng of sensory nformaton. 
Cogntve processes subsequently take precedence n shapng food choces. 
Yet the pleasure – or dspleasure – nduced by the taste sensaton remans a 
fundamental drver of food ntake (Le Magnen, 1951) and a powerful regulator 
of eatng behavour through ts ablty to change based on a person’s physologcal 
state (Cabanac, 2010; Dupuy, 2013).

roughout lfe (and as early as pregnancy, when the chld’s eatng patterns 
begn to develop), bologcal and soco-cultural processes are nterwoven to 
shape the unque tastes of each ndvdual. e food neophoba phase, whch 
usually occurs durng chldhood between the ages of three and seven, s an 
anthropologcal landmark n whch chldren experment and buld ther own 
food choces (Fschler, 1990; Rochedy and Poulan, 2015). At rst, the chld oen 
refuses foods that are unfamlar or prepared n new ways (Rgal, 2006). er 
taste palette wll subsequently broaden to a varyng extent, dependng on the 
chld’s soco-cultural and emotonal background. e taste of food, along wth ts 
assocated representatons and the crcumstances n whch t s consumed, shapes 
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the complex conguraton of food pleasure through whch a person asserts ther 
status as a plural eater (Corbeau, 1997; Dupuy, 2013). On a more general level, 
psychologcally, food plays a role n structurng the ndvdual’s relatonshp wth 
pleasure. e oral phase, whch s characterzed by the pleasure nduced by suckng 
when the nfant nurses and the satsfacton of the bologcal tenson caused by 
hunger, s a key stage n the development of ther personalty (Freud, 1905).

e act of eatng s sometmes drven solely by the quest for pleasure. Moreover, 
even pror to eatng, smply thnkng about a food may trgger a specc emoton 
lnked to ndvdual appettes and hstores, creatng a desre to concretely relve 
ths emoton through the experence of eatng. From the food-preparaton stage, 
one may derve sensory pleasure from the smells, the combnaton of tastes and 
textures, and the presentaton of food on the plate. e prospect of pleasure s 
tself a source of satsfacton, whch can also contrbute to promotng a healther 
det when t nvolves reducng the amount of food consumed (Chandon and 
Jouvent, 2017). Lke Proust’s madelene, food s thus a vector of well-beng and 
even of fullment and comfort. We should note that the aectve dmenson 
of food s also nvolved n the broad range of eatng dsorders (EDs) that can 
develop as a way to control negatve emotons (Bourder, 2017). Food hedonsm – 
through both ts organoleptc and contextual dmensons – therefore contrbutes 
to eaters’ emotonal balance.

A medum of ndvdual dentty

Eatng means acceptng to be transformed by food through the ngeston of all 
or part of ts propertes. Humans feed on nutrents, yet they are also nourshed 
by meanng. Food ntake occurs on a bologcal level but also on an magnary 
one, where the symbolc, moral and ntellectual qualtes of foods, partcularly 
those of the anmals consumed, are transferred to the eater (Fschler, 1990) 
(Chapter 3). Dependng on the soco-cultural context, some foods are speccally 
przed for ther real and magned benets. Meat s regarded as a food that 
conveys strength (Chapter 13). e people of northeast Inda whom Lucen 
Lévy-Bruhl ntervewed more than a century ago clamed that they lked eatng 
owls to mprove ther nght vson (Lévy-Bruhl, 1926). In the Bulu communty of 
southern Cameroon, some foods are consdered remedes for both physologcal 
and so-called supernatural dseases (Otye Elom, 2018).

Conversely, eatng a food deemed to have bad symbolc qualtes poses a 
threat to the eater’s dentty. For example, warrors n some communtes studed 
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by James George Frazer n 1890 avoded eatng hare or hedgehog ‘for fear of 
losng ther courage or shrnkng away from danger’ (Frazer, 1894). Moreover, 
the symbolc mpurty of a food mples a rsk of contamnaton (Douglas, 1969), 
whch may lead to cogntve revulson and nhbt consumpton. s s the case 
of foods that are labelled as forbdden n certan relgons or cultures. Hence 
even food that may be consdered ‘good to eat’ (bon à manger), as t s safe for 
the body, s not always ‘good to thnk about’ (bon à penser) (Lév-Strauss, 2021). 
Snce we become what we eat, each mouthful represents an opportunty or a rsk 
(Fschler, 1990).

‘Tell me what you eat and I’ll tell you who you are’. Two centures ago, n 
hs book e Physiology of Taste (rst publshed n French n 1825), Jean 
Anthelme Brllat-Savarn (1971) descrbed food as a knd of ‘mrror of the self ’. 
By reectng our denttes as eaters, forged from our personal hstores, soco-
cultural roots and shared values and belefs, t s revealng of our person and 
our nteractons wth the collectve. In ths regard, the concept of ncorporaton 
provdes a framework for explorng the relatonshp between the ndvdual and 
the collectve, for to eat s to embed oneself n a communty and ncorporate ts 
rules (Fschler, 1990) (Chapter 2). From a constructvst perspectve, dentty s 
a dynamc and reexve process that s contnually reshaped by the ndvdual’s 
varous structurng experences of socalzaton across derent spheres of actvty 
(Dubar, 1991). By eatng, ndvduals adopt the values and codes of the group to 
whch they belong. At the same tme, they assert ther ndvdualty, sometmes 
through adaptaton or opposton and oen by nuencng the group n return. 
Meals thus appear to consttute a key ste of socalzaton from the earlest age 
(Larson et al., 2006; Dupuy, 2013; Comoretto, 2015). A chld, through contact wth 
ther close crcle, gradually adopts the famly’s range of preferred foods (Watez, 
1994) whle assertng ther poston as an ndvdual wthn the collectve dentty 
(Chapter 2). In many other stuatons, eaters use food to assert ther poston 
n a specc socal context, engagng n processes of complance, dentcaton, 
dstncton, provocaton or transgresson. e consumpton of alcohol among 
adolescents and young adults clearly exemples ths dentty-asserton process 
(Palerne et al., 2015).

e way n whch each eater relates to ther food s therefore shaped by ther 
own experences. Food practces – partcularly cookng and the possbltes t 
oers for creatvty and self-dstncton – reect the eater’s ndvdual hstory. 
s may nvolve a recpe nherted from one’s grandmother and adapted to sut 
the person’s current mood, an exotc food dscovered durng a trp and bought 
from a gourmet shop, a strkng dsh recreated aer a dnner at a restaurant, 
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a food supplement consumed as part of a medcal treatment and so on. Food 
choces reveal a symbolc and socal constructon of the ‘self ’, conveyng a person’s 
mndset, constrants and preferences.

A form of self-optmzaton

Food can also be a vehcle for presentng oneself to the world. In hs book e 
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Ervng Goman (1959) approaches the 
socal world as a theatre: actors (us) have roles that are prepared backstage 
(where rehearsals take place) and performed n plays (socal nteractons) before 
an audence (the others). e restaurant s a typcal example of a venue where 
people stage themselves n a relatvely explct and coded way and where food 
may serve as a socal fol. e dshes selected and openly savoured, as well as 
those prepared prvately n the ktchen for a spouse, famly or frends or to brng 
to work, reveal a whole part of a person. s process s far from trval: t reects 
our tastes, values, lvng standards, commtments and degree of receptveness to 
nutrtonal recommendatons or ethcal debates. s self-stagng mechansm 
has become all the more pronounced wth the current growth of the self-help 
market and the wdespread use of socal meda and moble apps, whch allow 
the publc sharng of pctures of one’s dshes and meals. One’s det can thus 
become a narcssstc and selsh endeavour, an ordnary everyday self-narraton 
tool (Hassoun, 2010) geared towards publcly auntng oneself n the best lght. 
Food consumpton s therefore constantly artculatng the ndvdual and the 
collectve, whle also beng the outcome of the convergence of ‘centrfugal’ and 
‘centrpetal’ forces (Corbeau, 1992).

But what do we actually stage when we nvte frends to a barbecue evenng or 
share a pcture onlne of the cake we made for our chld’s brthday? s process 
of promotng part of oneself may relate to the dea of (detary) performance: we 
perform what others expect of us, or rather what we thnk they expect of us, or 
what we would lke them to thnk of us. s performance s closely dependent 
on the moral njunctons that permeate our socety, the degree of appropraton 
of whch vares based on the prevalng socal-attachment crtera such as class, 
age and gender (Parsons, 2015). If one belongs to the upper-mddle class, t 
mght be a matter – n the case of a barbecue wth frends – of showng that one 
has assmlated the nutrtonal norm but s also able to devate from t on socal 
and festve occasons. If one s a man, t may – n the case of the brthday cake – 
nvolve showng one’s commtment to the egaltaran gender norm by presentng 
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oneself as a so-called modern man who knows how to cook and care for hs 
chldren.

ese moral njunctons – that s, healthy eatng (Adamec, 2016) and sharng 
domestc chores (Fdoln and Fourner, 2022) – trgger reactons rangng from 
enthusastc support to outrght rejecton, wth more mplct or negotated 
postons n between. e queston of nterest here s, above all, how ndvduals 
approprate these njunctons to optmze ther det. What do they make of them 
n practce? e everyday act of eatng could be lkened to the bed of a rver that 
always ows n the same drecton but meanders accordng to the roughness of 
the landscape. e moral njunctons mentoned above, as well as the bographcal 
events and the nteracton settngs n whch food s consumed, consttute these 
rough features. ey challenge eaters and foster ther reexvty; that s, they drve 
them to gan perspectve on themselves and the ablty to (self-)crtque. s also 
sometmes enables eaters to do thngs derently, whch can lead them to consume 
new categores of food products (food supplements, organc food etc.) or to adopt 
new practces (vegansm, ‘free-from’ dets etc.).

s reexvty may therefore be enacted on a daly bass through cookng and 
eatng. Moreover, t may be conducve to wanderng (delberately strollng through 
a market or allowng oneself to ‘waste tme’ makng a dsh from scratch) and 
even lead to ndvdual expermentaton (monotrophc dets, ntermttent fastng 
etc.). All of ths mprovsaton, whch may be both dscreet and nstructve, has 
a transformatve potental that ranges from seekng a more relaxed relatonshp 
wth oneself to ndvdual and collectve forms of poltczaton of food (Lepller 
and Yount-André, 2020). In ths sense, food can be grasped as a form of self-
optmzaton (Dalgalarrondo and Fourner, 2019), that s, as a socal space, 
a technque or yet a practce that provdes a means of seekng and sometmes 
achevng a satsfactory compromse between norms and possbltes, between 
moral njunctons and ndvdual preferences.

Concluson

To eat s to satsfy hunger, treat oneself and reveal oneself to others n the moment. 
A nourshed body wll almost nstantly emt messages of satsfacton, more or 
less pleasant emotons and regulatory sgnals, partcularly satety. Yet eatng s 
also a long-term self-constructon process. Food shapes our bodes and mnds 
through ts bologcal, hedonc, socal and dentty dmensons. We become what 
we eat, conscously or subconscously, voluntarly or not.
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Becomng aware of ths relatonshp wth ourselves, woven through food 
consumpton, enables us to gan some perspectve on ths essental component 
of our lves, whle contemplatng the queston – beyond who we are – of who 
we want to be. Eaters, through ther food and the ways they mprovse t, nd 
ways to ‘optmze’ ther lves so as to full ther own expectatons or those of 
others, whle also navgatng the constrants placed upon them. However, 
the conguraton of certan forms of food consumpton s now changng the 
stuaton. In lght of the range of products avalable on the market, people can 
talor ther own specal det and optmze t accordng to ther genetc prole, 
preferences and lfestyle. ese new optons broaden the scope of opportuntes 
whle also rasng questons about the reshapng of the relatonshp between 
eaters and ther tablemates, food retalers and, more generally, ther food culture. 
Food s clearly a vehcle for connectng wth others.

s chapter partly draws on the nput of contrbutors at two conferences 
organzed by the UNESCO Char n World Food Systems, I Am What I Eat? 
(2016) and Pleasures in Food (2017).

e authors would lke to thank Mathlde Coudray, Anne Dupuy and 
Mchelle Holdsworth for proofreadng ths chapter and for ther suggested 
mprovements.
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