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Changng food habts
Ncolas Brcas and Mare Walser

Major contemporary societal changes are reshaping our relationship with 
food. Nevertheless, it is important to nuance the hypothesis of food-style 
standardization. Moreover, changes in the way eaters relate to their food can 
be interpreted as a result of various forms of distancing.

What we eat, how we prepare to eat – shoppng, cookng, servng meals and 
managng waste – and how we thnk about t – our representatons, values and 
concerns – consttute what are called ‘food styles’. As these styles are relatvely 
constant over the short to medum term, they are more commonly referred to 
as ‘food habts’. ey can however change over longer perods of tme, ether 
slowly or suddenly. For nstance, there were no potatoes n France, no tomatoes 
n Italy, and no cassava or maze n Afrca before the sxteenth century. In 
France, foods such as swans, peacocks, cranes, herons, whales and porposes 
were hghly esteemed socally n the seventeenth and eghteenth centures 
but then completely vanshed from the realm of what was consdered edble 
(Flandrn, 1989). Changes n food habts correlate wth agrcultural (Chapter 
4) and food supply (Chapter 5) transtons, but they also reect socetal changes 
that transform food consumers’ lfestyles and values.

e eects of socetal change

Developments n agrculture and food systems are clearly nstrumental n 
changng the world, promptng demographc growth and shapng landscapes. 
But human socetes are also marked by major trends external to the food sector 
that contrbute to transformng the way we thnk about and organze food. We 
oer a few examples here.
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Urbanzaton, made possble by the producton of surplus food to feed ‘non-
farmers’, has transformed people’s ways of lfe and food practces. In urban areas, 
purchasng power has become the man factor determnng access to food. ese 
areas are home to populatons of dverse orgns wth dstnct food cultures, 
who have arrved over the waves of mgraton that have populated towns and 
ctes. e food oer n urban areas s therefore more dverse than n rural areas. 
Moreover, cty dwellers’ connecton to the agrcultural world s wanng. People 
now oen work far from ther homes n an ncreasngly fast-paced world (Rosa, 
2010), where tme savng and convenence largely nform food practces. In 
Morocco, for nstance, urban mothers’ socal roles are dversfyng, so they oen 
seek to lghten ther meal-plannng load by outsourcng some meal preparaton 
tasks or by patchng together meals from leovers or prepared takeaway products 
(Zrar, 2020). Fnally, cty dwellers oen lve n denser housng, where some 
food processng tasks are harder to carry out (dryng, smokng, fermentng, 
poundng).

e ncrease n salared employment, wth the development of ndustry and 
servces, has led to more regular and less fragmented ncomes. Purchasng power 
s ncreasng n all countres wth the emergence of a mddle class. It s estmated 
that there were 3.2 bllon mddle-class people worldwde n 2020, a gure set 
to ncrease to 4.9 bllon by 2030, wth two-thrds of these people concentrated 
n Asa (Kharas, 2010). s mddle class represents a market for processed 
foods that reduce some of the burden of housework. Yet, despte ths economc 
growth, there are stll people lvng n poverty, partcularly n low-ncome 
countres, where over 200 mllon of the nearly 350 mllon exstng jobs are 
lled by people consdered to be moderately (95 mllon) or very (125 mllon) 
poor (Bendjebbar and Brcas, 2019). From the eghteenth century to the 1970s, 
nequalty n lvng standards ncreased between countres but decreased wthn 
ndvdual countres. ereaer, the trend totally reversed (Graud, 2019), wth 
nequalty declnng between countres but rsng wthn them, even n the 
rchest countres.

Human mgraton s not solely the result of an exodus of rural people 
ockng to ctes. It also nvolves nverse or even pendular movements that are 
conducve to the crculaton of food styles between these rural and urban worlds 
(Odéyé and Brcas, 1985). It s also nternatonal and enrches food styles wth 
new products, cusnes and consumer practces. e cusnes of North Afrca, 
Southeast Asa, Japan and Lebanon, for nstance, have spread to many countres. 
ese cusnes are talored and transformed n the host countres and can n 
turn be re-exported followng ths ntal reappropraton (Herskovts, 1945), as 
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n the case of Italan pzza (Sanchez, 2008) and Tex-Mex cusne (Plcher, 2001) 
followng a North Amercan detour. Cusnes must therefore be vewed n lght 
of ‘the cultural mxes that permeate, structure, mantan and transform them’ 
(De Lma and Do Paço, 2012). Caterng plays a key role n the spread of foregn 
cusnes and n the cultural mxng process.

e ndvdualzaton of lfestyles snce the nneteenth century s consdered 
to be a major trend n Western and, more broadly, urban socetes (Étenne et al., 
1994, e.g. n Afrca). s s reected n the reducton of household szes and the 
growng number of people lvng alone (15 per cent of the French populaton n 
2013). It s also reected n the rse of more ndvdualstc values and atttudes. 
Communty caterng s becomng a way of puttng together a communal meal 
consstng of portons of derent dshes that are chosen accordng to ndvdual 
preferences. Commensalty (.e. eatng together) s changng shape – the same 
moment s shared but not always the same food (Fschler, 2015). In terms of food, 
and especally nutrton, ths ndvdualzaton trend has been compounded by 
the drve to personalze the food supply n order to better meet the specc 
bologcal needs of ndvduals accordng to ther heght, weght, age, genetc 
trats, place of resdence or level of physcal actvty (Fourner and Poulan, 2017).

Identty dverscaton s the counterpart of ndvdualzaton. Wth urbanzaton 
and populaton mxng, communtes of ndvduals are beng reconsttuted, 
becomng more complex and multplyng. Alongsde the major tradtonal 
nsttutons (famly, relgon, professon) – whch are becomng weaker n some 
countres and stronger n others – new socal structures are emergng, such as 
anty-based trbes (Maesol, 1996). s dverscaton s reected n ndvduals’ 
belongng to multple socal groups (Kaufmann, 2004; de Sngly, 2016). One may 
smultaneously feel attached to ther parents’ regon of orgn, be an ardent supporter 
of a football club n the town where they lve and be a great fan of a partcular musc 
genre. Wth ths multfaceted dentty, behavours – especally eatng behavours – 
may sh dependng on the stuaton and the group nvolved (Ascher, 2005). s 
trend has led to recognton of the dversty of acculturaton processes, far beyond the 
lnear noton of a transton from a ‘tradtonal’ to a ‘modern’ model. Deculturaton 
refers to the loss of tradtonal food bearngs, whch can n turn trgger food anxety 
among eaters (Fschler, 1990). Hyperculturaton refers to a defensve overvalung of 
one’s hertage culture, pendulsm to an alternaton between one’s culture of orgn 
and host culture, mxng to the blendng of cultures and nnovaton to the creaton 
of a new culture.

Whle the femnzaton of socety s takng place at very derent paces across 
derent socetes, t s facltated by urbanzaton and the nuence of external 
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models. s enables women to access salared employment where they acqure 
new sklls and responsbltes, n turn aordng them a more ndependent 
ncome, even though they are oen pad substantally less than men for the same 
qualcatons and responsbltes. s femnzaton trend s also transformng 
(though generally very slowly) the gendered dvson of household food–related 
tasks: shoppng, cookng, washng up and so on.

Trends towards the ‘medcalzaton’ (Foucault, 1988) and ‘healthcaton’ 
(Polqun, 2015) of socety can also be observed. Medcalzaton refers to the 
growng nuence of scentc knowledge produced by health professonals 
as a substtute for relgous precepts, whle healthcaton denotes the trend 
towards ndvduals strvng to enhance ther state of health through a range of 
practces to control ther body and envronment. Nutrtonalzaton (Chapter 9), 
whch reduces food to ts bologcal functon, ts wthn ths movement. ese 
trends reect the development of scentc knowledge n bology, medcne and 
epdemology, whch on a daly bass reveal new rsk factors that receve wde 
meda coverage. ey also translate nto growng concern for health ssues, wth 
food emergng as a key vector of health. However, aganst a backdrop of detary 
confuson marked by the prolferaton of competng standards (Fschler, 2019) 
and dstrust of scentsts, choosng food that s good for one’s health s not always 
an easy feat.

Envronmental degradaton n the form of polluton, deforestaton, resource 
depleton and clmate change s scentcally documented. s degradaton s 
ncreasngly publczed n the meda and perceved tangbly by people, whch has 
heghtened ethcal concerns, especally for the envronment, whle also boostng 
awareness of lvestock lvng condtons. s s n lne wth the more long-standng 
quest to mantan a relatonshp wth an dealzed ‘nature’, whch many socetes 
perceve as beng external to humanknd (Chapters 3 and 10). Rural and natural 
areas are valued as ‘wellness’ spaces, a percepton that fuels eorts to rentroduce 
such areas wthn cty centres through urban forests, ecologcal corrdors, urban 
agrculture and related ecologcal projects. Naturalness s now consdered a qualty 
attrbute (Lepller, 2012) for both the envronment and food products.

ese changes n the envronment, lfestyles and socetal concerns are 
shapng food behavour and demand. Agr-food companes are also takng them 
nto account, turnng them nto opportuntes for nnovaton (Chapter 5). s 
has accentuated the trends outlned above, whch are spreadng worldwde, 
partcularly through the globalzaton of nformaton and the penetraton of 
multnatonal corporatons nto markets n emergng countres. But does ths 
mean that food habts are convergng towards a uned model?



Changing food habits 71

Towards standardzed food styles?

roughout the world, food consumpton s gradually convergng towards a 
new average calore ntake structure: whle the ntal carbohydrate-lpd-proten 
rato was around 75-15-10 (n per cent), all countres are headng towards a rato 
of around 50-40-10 (Combrs and Soler, 2011). e proten ntake structure 
s also changng, wth a reduced ntake of plant protens n favour of anmal 
protens. s trend s presented as a food transton drven by the ncreased 
food supply, the commodcaton of access to food, rsng lvng standards and 
urbanzaton (Popkn, 2014). s nexus of trends s also reected n the overall
ncrease n processed products and the global spread of certan foods (bread, 
pasta, chcken, onons, tomatoes, sugar, beer, so drnks) and even dshes 
(pzza, hamburgers, sush, kebab). For some authors, ths trend ndcates the 
‘Westernzaton’ (Popkn, 2014) or even ‘Coca-colonzaton’ (Rtzer, 1992) of 
global food. However, there s a lack of consensus n the analyss of these trends. 
Fgure 6.1 below llustrates two perspectves on the evoluton of total calorc 
ntake (x-axs) and anmal calorc ntake (y-axs) between 1961 and 2005 n 
major countres around the world (representng more than 5.3 bllon people).

e graph on the le hghlghts the overall trend, whch appears to be 
structurally nescapable, whereas the graph on the rght shows the dsparty 
between stuatons for the same total calorc ntake level and focuses more on 
what derentates them. ese two perspectves pont to two approaches n the 
strateges adopted by multnatonal food corporatons – the rst s geared towards 
dsregardng the hstorcal and cultural backdrop to focus on spreadng a uned 
model, whle the second, conversely, calls for takng these derences nto account.

If we consder the more granular scale of products consumed rather 
than large agro-nutrtonal aggregates, the convergences are less apparent. 
Although wheat, rce and maze are staple foods for half the global populaton, 
communtes n entre regons of the world stll rely on cassava, yams, mllet, 
sorghum or potatoes as ther man staples. Chna and Inda, whose economc 
trajectores are marked by a hgh ncrease n purchasng power, der n that 
meat consumpton has rsen sharply n Chna and dary consumpton n Inda. 
At an even more granular scale, even though some dshes are now becomng 
globalzed, culnary specctes stll preval. Lebanon s a prme example. Wth
a large global daspora exposed to a wde range of nuences, and wth mports 
accountng for 70–80 per cent of ts food (Bessaoud, 2020), the country s a 
perfect symbol of globalzaton. Yet Lebanese cusne tself s stll very much 
alve wthn the country and s exported all over the world. e dssemnaton of 
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food models from domnant countres can trgger a hyperculturaton response 
(Juvn and Lpovetsky, 2010) – that s, an asserton and over-apprecaton of 
models perceved as beng threatened (Barber, 2010).

Global cusnes do more than smply resst outsde nuences. ey are 
constantly developng, adaptng, mxng and nnovatng by borrowng from 
a host of derent sources. Foregn products are reclamed n derent ways 
dependng on culture, habts and lfestyles (Gasse, 2017). Ceebu jën (rce 
wth sh) was nvented n the late nneteenth century by cooks n Sant-Lous 
(Senegal) usng broken rce mported from Indochna, vegetables ntroduced 
by Europeans, Afrcan vegetables, peanut ol from Central Amerca ntroduced 
durng French colonal rule, and the abundant sh caught along the Senegalese 
coast. Its preparaton method dered markedly from that of Senegalese dshes 
at the tme: the rce and sauce were cooked n a sngle pot (ben cin), whereas 
‘tradtonal’ dshes were cooked n two separate pots (niari cin) – one for the 
cereal base and the other for the sauce (Sankale et al., 1980). s dsh – ntally 
an urban nventon from Sant-Lous and then Dakar – s now a hallmark of 
Senegalese cusne and has been exported throughout the rest of West Afrca, 
along wth a meat varant, riz au gras or riz wolof (named aer the domnant 
ethnc group and language n Dakar). Ctes are therefore major hotbeds of 
nnovaton, n terms of both cusne and the ways n whch food s sourced and 
meals are organzed, as the Afrcan, Latn Amercan and Asan contrbutors to 
the ‘Eatng n the cty’1 symposa hghlghted (Soula et al., 2021).

Soarng food prces n 2008 and then 2011, along wth the rots they trggered 
worldwde, have rased a recurrng queston n the meda: what wll we be eatng 
n the future? Prospectve future food products – nsects, n vtro meat, textured 
soy, nutrtonal beverages, algae, plls and so on – are attractng as much attenton 
as the dscovery of the unque features of ‘exotc’ peoples’ food. ey evoke a 
mxture of curosty and fear, even dsgust, much to the delght of the meda. Yet, 
lookng back over the last y years, food habts have remaned relatvely stable. 
e plls, powders and food tablets that scence cton characters have been 
eatng for decades have been slow to catch on, despte some companes regularly 
launchng them on the market (e.g. Soylent) or developng them n laboratores 

1 ese symposa were organzed by CIRAD and the UNESCO Char n World Food Systems n Pars 
n 2017 and 2020 and n Porto Alegre n 2018 on the topc of street food (https://www.chareunesco 
-adm.com/2018-Comer-en-la-calle-Eatng-n-the-Ctes). ey led to the publcaton of a book 
(Soula et al., 2021) and, n 2020, a specal ssue of the journal Anthropology of Food on the theme of 
‘Gender and foodways under the urban lfe’.
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(Monbot, 2020). Changes n the food sector are relatvely slow compared wth 
trends n other consumer sectors such as communcaton technology.

Out-of-home eatng habts are also dverse. Whle caterng has exsted snce 
markets and fars rst emerged and snce the advent of urbanzaton wth street 
food and nns, n France, restaurants really began to develop n the nneteenth 
century (Ptte, 1999). Compared to home cookng, out-of-home caterng s 
stll more of a complementary servce that people rely on for convenence or 
enjoyment on specal occasons. Yet there are major derences between countres. 
For nstance, eatng out s very popular n Indonesa (Tnker and Cohen, 1985), 
but far less so n Inda, where home cookng s stll the norm, although ths oen 
nvolves sendng home-cooked meals to the other end of the cty, as n Bombay, 
wth ts ncredble system of dabbawalas – delvery persons who work as a network 
to dspatch food throughout the cty (Roncagla, 2013). Street food and small-
scale caterng preval worldwde (Abrahale et al., 2019) despte the prolferaton 
of food ndustres and supermarkets run by global corporatons. However, t wll 
be mportant to keep an eye on the onlne orderng and delvery revoluton that 
s now extendng to processed convenence food, wth the growng nvolvement 
of both small- and ndustral-scale caterers (Chapter 16).

An ncreasngly dstant relatonshp wth food

e growng dstance n eaters’ relatonshp to food can be observed on several 
levels (Fgure 6.2). Derent forms of dstancng may occur smultaneously:

 – Geographcal: not all areas, especally ctes, can produce ther own food; 
those that cannot are therefore forced to source t from ncreasngly dstant 
areas. Urban sprawl, whch encroaches on fertle land and producton areas, 
along wth the low cost of martme shppng that makes long-dstance trade 
very nexpensve, contrbutes to ths geographcal dstance. Food consumers 
thus no longer know the exact orgns of the food they buy and consume.

 – Economc: ths s the result of the growng number of food processng, 
transportaton, storage and dstrbuton ntermedares between farmers and 
food consumers. e prce pad by the consumer s shared proportonally 
among a growng number of actors, whle the share le to producers s 
shrnkng.

 – Cogntve: the proporton of farmers s declnng aganst a backdrop of low 
generatonal transton and the lack of appeal of farmng professons. At the 
same tme, cty dwellers are ncreasngly dsconnected from rural communtes. 
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ere s also less rst-hand knowledge of the farmng and food sectors. Some 
cty dwellers no longer know where mlk or cheese comes from, how to dentfy 
certan fruts and vegetables, or what the addtves lsted n the ngredents of 
processed products actually are.

 – Sensoral: whereas food qualty used to be assessed by tastng, smellng 
or touchng an tem, nowadays ths s ncreasngly done by readng the 
nformaton on packagng labels. e prehensle senses (taste and touch) 
are beng superseded by the perceptve sense – sght, for nstance, to read 
labels (Fgué and Brcas, 2014).

 – Socal: the ndvdualzaton of eatng behavour s undermnng the socal 
standards that once made food a ‘no-braner’ (Poulan, 2017). People are 
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Figure 6.2  e forms of growng dstance between consumers and ther food.
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becomng ncreasngly responsble for ther ndvdual food choces and – 
under growng pressure – must personally decde what s and s not healthy 
to eat.

 – Poltcal: ctzens’ control over ther food system has been reduced to the 
choce of places to shop and products to buy, whle ther nuence on food 
polcy – for nstance, n relaton to pestcdes – s lmted.

ese forms of dstancng generate worry and anxety (Fschler, 1990), whch 
can even trgger a crss of consumer trust (Masson, 2011) and a feelng of 
abandonment. In response, people are seekng proxmty: geographcal proxmty 
(local), economc proxmty (drect sales and short supply chans), cogntve 
proxmty (gardenng, foodng), sensory proxmty (taste schools), socal proxmty 
(food nuencers) and poltcal proxmty (food democracy). s response could 
be regarded as a grassroots movement – a pendulum swng towards a wdespread 
return to local proxmty (Chapter 17). It could also be vewed as ntermttent or 
partal practces, whch companes sometmes take advantage of to allay eaters’ 
concerns wthout actually callng nto queston the blnd frenzy of excessve 
consumpton.

Concluson

Food styles are a reecton of socety and are shaped by the food supply, lfestyles 
and values, but they also shape socety. Food consumers send sgnals to companes 
that cater to ther needs; these companes may also n turn stmulate or surpass 
these needs by creatng substtute foods that may or may not leave a mark on 
people’s eatng habts. e consumpton of these foods – whether responsble or 
not – may have mpacts on the envronment, socal equty, consumer and anmal 
health and the bosphere. Food-style dynamcs are reected n ths nteracton 
between food consumers and ther envronment. Hence the mportance of 
research on food envronments or foodscapes, transcendng the dea that only 
people’s specc characterstcs are relevant to understandng ther behavour. 
Recognzng that supply matches the demand whle also shapng t shs the 
responsblty from the soveregn consumers to the actors (NGOs, non-prot 
organzatons, nsttutons, poltcans etc.) who buld the foodscape (Part 5).

Dverscaton ndeed appears to be a general trend n the evoluton of food 
styles: ths hghlghts the need to take nto account the dversty and combnaton 
of eaters’ food preferences, eatng practces and representatons. Food styles 
should be approached through the prsm of the dverse range of food products 
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and places of procurement, producton and processng, as well as the ways n 
whch products are arranged n dshes, dshes n meals, and meals n food weeks, 
months or years. s can help avod smplstc representatons that pgeonhole 
food consumers nto boxes, categores or typologes.

s chapter draws on the research carred out by a workng group on foodways 
nvolvng Ncolas Brcas, Claude Fschler, Perre Combrs and Jula Gasse as 
part of the MOND’Alm 2030 foresght ntatve – as outlned n the chapter 
by Jula Gasse (2017) – on a summary supplementng ths foodways foresght 
ntatve (Hérault et al., 2019), on the annual symposa of the UNESCO Char 
n World Food Systems from 2014 to 2017 and on three symposa on the topc 
of ‘Eatng n the cty’ organzed by CIRAD and the UNESCO Char n World 
Food Systems from 2014 to 2017.

e authors would lke to thank Mathlde Coudray and Véronque Pardo 
for proofreadng ths chapter and for ther suggested mprovements.
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