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Why an ecologcal approach to food?
Mare Walser, Ncolas Brcas and Damen Conaré

Ecology rst developed as a scientic discipline and subsequently as a political 
movement. is points to two arguments for adopting ecology as an analytical 
framework for thinking about food from a sustainability angle: it constitutes 
a ‘hub science’ for the study of relationships and has an inherently political 
dimension.

s book explores food and assocated sustanablty ssues from an ecologcal 
perspectve. s choce of words sets a dauntng challenge, gven that ecology 
encapsulates a host of magnares and expectatons, some of whch oen go 
unfullled. Moreover, n French, the use of the multfaceted word ‘almentaton’1 
contrbutes to ths challenge, as t alludes to the sheer complexty of the queston 
of food, though wthout explctly descrbng t. s chapter seeks to explan the 
ratonale behnd ths conceptual choce.

Ecology, ecologcal, ecologsm . . . 

What exactly s an ecologcal approach? e term ‘ecologcal’ may refer to 
anythng envronmentally frendly. e expresson ‘ecologcal practces’ s 
used n ndustralzed socetes to desgnate behavours that seek to lmt ther 
envronmental mpact. Food waste compostng and organc farmng, for nstance, 
are regularly presented as alternatves – oen descrbed as ‘sustanable’ – to 
envronmentally damagng practces. Gven the envronmental damage caused 
by ndustralzed food system operatons (Chapter 7), a transton towards a 

1 s complex term can at once refer to food, nutrton, det, foodways, food dshes, eatng practces, 
foodscapes, food styles and related aspects of culnary lfe.
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more ecologcal system s an absolute prorty. s s a rst nterpretaton of 
what consttutes an ‘ecologcal approach to food’. However, we use the term 
‘ecologcal’ here not smply n the strct sense of beng envronmentally frendly 
but n ts prmary sense of ‘relatng to ecology’.

e word ‘ecology’ was coned n 1866 by the German bologst Ernst 
Haeckel. s novel term – derved from the Greek words oikos (house) and 
logos (knowledge) – denotes the study of relatonshps among lvng organsms 
and between these organsms and ther envronment. e term emerged shortly 
aer the publcaton of On the Origin of Species by Charles Darwn, whose theory 
of evoluton by natural selecton posts lvng organsms as a vast, dynamc and 
transformatve system rather than smply a collecton of statc, ndependent 
speces. However, ecology was not nsttutonalzed as a scentc dscplne untl 
twenty-ve years later n the 1890s.

s new eld of knowledge was grounded n the bologcal scences and had 
the dstnctve feature of beng consdered a nexus scence from the outset – the 
result of a complex nterplay between varous dscplnes such as bogeography, 
natural hstory and physology. Its poneers, ncludng the French naturalst 
Georges-Lous Leclerc de Buon (1707–88) and the German geographer and 
explorer Alexander von Humboldt (1769–1859), set out ts man prncples by 
seekng to dentfy, based on ther observatons, ‘the nteracton of natural forces’. 
e unpredctable nature of ecologcal phenomena proved to be a major challenge 
for scentc ecology, as the use of conventonal scentc crtera – whch seek to 
dentfy the regularty of a structure or model that can be explaned, predcted or 
quanted – s ll-suted to understandng what eludes the usual representatons 
of order n complex ecosystems. Although ecologcal processes are governed by 
the laws of physcs, lvng organsms retan some degree of autonomy, thereby 
makng t mpossble to place them wthn a set of predctve laws. Lvng 
systems are therefore both constraned and autonomous, whch makes them 
unque. e dstncton between derent organzatonal levels (populatons, 
speces, communtes, ecosystems) does of course enable scentsts to classfy 
lvng organsms and dstngush between derent research topcs. But ther 
object of study s stll a tangle of trajectores (ndvdual, populaton etc.), whch 
gves t a dynamc dmenson. e latter s shaped by the varablty n space and 
tme of lvng organsms that are contnually co-evolvng wth ther envronment 
and other forms of lfe. By studyng sets of nested ecologcal systems, ecology 
provdes a paradgm that has served as nspraton for the development of 
conceptual models n several scentc dscplnes, ncludng nutrton (Sobal 
et al., 1998) (Chapter 9).
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Ecology has nterrogated the role of the human speces n the lvng world 
from the start, wth a long ntellectual tradton of attentveness to and a senstve 
relatonshp wth nature (Hepburn, 1967; Kormondy, 1969; Hausman, 1975; 
Rousseau, 2004). Ecologsts are not lmted to studyng ‘prstne’ envronments 
that conjure up mages of the orgnal lost Eden of the Western Chrstan tradton 
but nstead focus on the mpact of human actvtes on the envronment. In the 
nneteenth and early twenteth centures, poneers such as John Mur (1897), 
Jean-Baptste Charcot (Pénard, 1913) and Albert Howard (1940) warned of the 
eects of destroyng nature n pursut of prot or through war. In 1864, George 
Perkns Marsh argued that ‘the ravages commtted by man subvert the relatons 
and destroy the balance whch nature had establshed between her organzed 
and her norganc creatons’ (Perkns Marsh, 1864).

Aer the Second World War, as Western countres embraced a consumer 
socety and developed an unparalleled destructve and explotatve capacty, the 
mpact of human actvtes on the envronment became a growng concern. As 
early as 1962, n her ground-breakng book Silent Spring, Rachel Carson warned 
of the mpact of pestcdes on the entre lvng world: sol, waterways, plants and 
anmals and even human DNA. In the same decade, as the ntal mages of the 
earth taken from the moon underscored the fraglty of the world’s habtablty, 
the rst poltcal ecology movements emerged (e.g. Frends of the Earth n the 
Unted States n 1969). ey hghlghted the global nature of ecologcal ssues 
and called for the protecton and even safeguardng of the dversty of lvng 
organsms through the project of a socety bult on a renewed relatonshp 
between humans and non-humans.

It was not untl the early 1970s that poltcal and publc awareness of the 
loomng ecologcal crss began to gather momentum. In 1972, the report ‘e 
Lmts to Growth’ (otherwse known as the ‘Meadows Report’), commssoned 
by the Club of Rome, predcted the collapse of the global system as a result of 
the pressure exerted by human actvtes on natural resources. Aer decades of 
developng an academc dentty, scentc ecology s now n the spotlght and, at 
the dawn of the twenty-rst century, s contrbutng to the quest for solutons to 
global ssues. To ths end, nternatonal expert bodes are beng set up, such as 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Clmate Change (IPCC) created n 1988 and 
the Intergovernmental Scence-Polcy Platform on Bodversty and Ecosystem 
Servces (IPBES) set up n 2012. ere s growng consensus that the lfestyles 
of some segments of humanknd urgently need to be called nto queston f we 
are to avod an ecologcal crss. In ths respect, socal ecology draws the lnks 
between ecologcal and socal nequalty crses. For nstance, as wealth creaton 
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n a country becomes ncreasngly monopolzed by a small number of people, 
the rest of the populaton has to counterbalance ths monopolzaton through 
ncreased economc development, whch can be envronmentally destructve. 
e socal mpact of envronmental degradaton ders across ncome classes, 
thereby generatng ‘envronmental nequalty’ (Laurent, 2015).

Ecologcal movements – whether actvst, poltcal or socal – have long been 
the man drvng force for change that s strugglng to become wdespread. 
Note that there are also rs wthn the poltcal ecology space whch, shaped by 
derent phlosophcal and deologcal roots, s rfe wth controversy fuelled by 
the clash between sometmes contradctory value systems (Chansgaud, 2018). 
s s true for bodversty conservaton, sustanable development and reslence 
(Lévêque, 2013). Co-vablty, whch mples the sustanable coexstence of 
ecologcal and socal systems, could serve as a unfyng approach (Barrère 
et al., 2019). s concept s one of the buldng blocks of both scentc and 
poltcal ecology.

Studyng food and assocated sustanablty ssues

s hstorcal overvew shows that ecology oers a relevant framework for 
studyng food and assocated sustanablty ssues for at least two reasons.

Frst, as a nexus scence of relatonshps, ecology has an ntegratve dmenson – 
that s, t s geared towards ganng holstc nsght nto the phenomena studed, 
focusng on the lnks between the derent facets of these phenomena and 
the dynamcs produced by ther nteracton. s approach thus fosters the 
artculaton of complementary vewponts. Whle the segmented study of the 
derent facets of a phenomenon s certanly essental to ganng a comprehensve 
understandng of each facet, relyng solely on ths approach lmts the potental 
for understandng the overall complexty of a phenomenon, whle also runnng 
the rsk of reducng t to just one of ts multple dmensons. s s llustrated 
by the parable of the elephant and the blnd scholars n the Jana metaphyscal 
doctrne of Anekāntavāda (‘relatve realty’), n whch sx blnd Indan scholars 
try to learn what an elephant s lke by studyng t from derent angles. One 
studes the trunk, the second the ears, the thrd the tusks, the fourth the sdes, the 
h the tal, and the sxth the legs. Fnally, the scholars all nterpret the elephant 
from ther own obvously relatvstc standpont and are never able to agree on 
what an elephant s really lke. An ntegrated approach wll not overlook possble 
concts between sometmes antagonstc postons but wll nstead provde a 
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space to dentfy these concts (Luyckx, 2020) along wth the propertes that 
emerge through nteracton.

Food s ndeed a multdmensonal ssue that can be nterpreted from several 
perspectves (Fgure 8.1). Hstorcally, the derent dscplnes that have studed 
food have each been structured around a specc dmenson. For nstance, 
nutrton s manly concerned wth the bologcal aspects of food, psychology 
and neuroscence wth ts hedonc aspects and socology wth ts socal aspects; 
whle anthropology examnes the role of culture, economcs analyses food as a 
commodty for consumpton, exchange and value creaton, agronomy studes 
the agrcultural producton system from a techncal perspectve and so on. 
s epstemologcal fragmentaton s rooted n the hstory of scence. In the 
wake of the Age of Enlghtenment, the twenty-rst century was permeated by 
a postvst vson of knowledge that could only be ganed by gatherng facts 
through experments and therefore through dscplnary specalzaton. s 
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means that food research comes wth the rsk of ‘knowledge scatterng’ (Poulan, 
2017), whch s extremely detrmental at a tme when the socal and ecologcal 
crss we face requres a global approach to sustanablty ssues so as to grasp 
and leverage nterconnectons.

In practce, ‘food ecology’ therefore nvolves breakng down the barrers of 
knowledge on food through nterdscplnary dalogue so as to gan an overarchng 
understandng of the sustanablty ssues that underle the functonng of food 
systems (Chapter 9). s artculaton of derent perspectves on food s guded 
by a holstc approach that s able to recognze the dverse dmensons of food 
wthout presumng any herarchy, draw lnks between them and shed lght on 
the dynamcs produced by ther nteractons. s approach seeks to avod the 
temptaton to nvestgate food ssues whle excludng some key aspects from 
the analyss (lookng at health wthout consderng pleasure or culture, lookng 
at envronmental and socal ssues wthout consderng economc aspects etc.). 
ere s also a rsk of falng to objectfy the contradctons and emergng ssues 
at play along the pathway to sustanablty, whch may sometmes mpede or 
conversely foster change.

Second, ecology’s central focus on the lnks between lvng bengs gves t an 
ethcal dmenson. It urges us to change our relatonshps n the world and to 
reconsder ourselves as beng ‘amongst others’ – that s, among other human bengs, 
forms of lfe and generatons before and aer us. In essence, ecology champons 
an exhlaratng sense of beng part of the lvng world, wth a responsblty to 
uphold decent lvng condtons for other humans and non-humans, now and 
n the future. From ths ecologcal perspectve, non-sustanablty s vewed as 
the result of the breakdown of socoecologcal bonds, thereby undermnng the 
ablty to sustan decent lvng condtons wthn our collectve home (oikos).

Contemplatng sustanablty, especally n terms of food, thus mples 
rethnkng our nteractons wthn socoecologcal systems n the lght of 
prncples such as dversty, reslence, symboss, reserves, cycles, free ows 
and senstve lnks. ese notons run counter to ratonalstc, reductonst, 
productvst and ndvdualstc vews of exstence n many contemporary 
socetes. In ths respect, ntensve, concentrated and unform ndustralzed 
food systems are a far cry from servng as a prmary sustanable nurturng source 
and generally operate at the expense of substantal socal and envronmental 
externaltes. e man stakeholders n such systems are aware of ther 
vulnerablty (Les Greners d’Abondance, 2020), yet they rely on advanced 
technology, bolstered by the advent of synthetc bology, nanotechnology 
and dgtal technology (IPES-Food and ETC Group, 2021) to ensure that the 
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systems reman rmly entrenched outsde the fabrc of lvng relatonshps and 
dynamcs.

In practce, ‘food ecology’ thus nvolves a poltcal commtment to ensurng that 
food systems contrbute to the achevement of present and future socoecologcal 
co-vablty (Chapter 10). Protestng, advocatng and expermentng are some of 
the pathways pursued by actors engaged n ths new relatonshp wth the world, 
ncludng cvl socety actors, the prvate sector, local authortes, poltcans and 
so on. For anyone seekng to get nvolved n transformng food systems, the key 
s to be aware of and overcome the unforeseeable factors, techncal barrers and 
poltcal resstance that hnder change.

Concluson

s proposed ‘food ecology’ s ntended to oer a new way of thnkng about 
food (Fgure 8.2). It s a scentc call to connect the derent dmensons of food 
and to commt to transformng food systems.

e purpose of food ecology s to fuel reecton by researchers and students, 
but t may also nspre anyone nvolved n food systems or anyone who s 
aware of and curous about sustanable food ssues. Its am s not to dene a 
normatve framework or prescrbe good sustanable food practces. We beleve 
that food should be studed wthn ts context n order to act as consstently as 

Food ecology

to address food system
SUSTAINABILITY issues

Political ecology
New relationships with living beings

and living environments

Scientific ecology
Study of relationship between 

living beings and their environment

Decompartmentalization
of knowledge

Food as a multidimensional focus

Commitment to social 
and environmental co-viability 

Food as a political focus

Ethical dimension
requiring

Integrative dimension
requiring

Figure 8.2  Food ecology prncples.
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possble n relaton to the stuaton at hand. Food ecology s more of a school of 
thought concerned wth the complexty of food and ts contemporary ssues – 
ths captures the perspectve of the UNESCO Char n World Food Systems, 
whch has matured over several years of scence–socety dalogue on sustanable 
food ssues. e next two chapters outlne the two proposals underlyng food 
ecology: decompartmentalzng knowledge on food and takng a poltcal stand 
for the transformaton of food systems. e practcal mplcatons of these two 
proposals are presented n Parts 4 and 5 of the book.

e authors would lke to thank Mathlde Coudray, Vncent Devctor 
and Jacques Tassn for proofreadng ths chapter and for ther suggested 
mprovements.
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