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Decompartmentalzng knowledge on food
Jean-Marc Louvn and Mare Walser

Food is a multidimensional issue. Together, the perspectives of dierent 
scientic disciplines have converged to achieve a shared understanding of 
this research topic and its associated issues.

s chapter represents the rst step towards an ‘ecologcal approach to food’ – 
the decompartmentalzaton of knowledge to enable us to grasp the complexty 
of food and assocated sustanablty ssues. Aer ntroducng the concept of 
holsm, the chapter llustrates how three dscplnes – nutrton, the humantes 
and socal scences (HSS) and agronomy – have shed ther respectve research 
lenses to work towards a multdmensonal approach to food. e chapter 
then consders the recent formalzaton of a new nterdscplnary research 
topc, ‘sustanable food systems’, n connecton wth the advent of the systemc 
approach and the growng sustanablty ssues of the late twenteth century. 
It concludes wth a dscusson on the vtal role of dscplnary nterfaces n 
decompartmentalzng knowledge both wthn and beyond the boundares of 
scence and fosterng transformatve nteracton.

Holsm

An ecologcal approach to food calls for a holstc perspectve so as to gan 
an overarchng understandng of food wthout reducng t to any one of ts 
dmensons. Whle the dea of holsm (from the Greek hólos: ‘whole, entre’) can 
be attrbuted to the wrtngs of Plato (Meno) and Arstotle (Politics), the term 
tself s a neologsm rst coned by the South Afrcan phlosopher and statesman 
Jan Chrstaan Smuts n hs book Holism and Evolution (1926), n whch he 
dened t as a ‘fundamental factor operatve towards the creaton of wholes n 
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the unverse’. In other words, holsm was ntally seen as an entty n tself. s 
meanng, however, was not the one that attracted the attenton of twenteth-
century scentsts, for whom the concept prmarly referred to the dea that the 
whole s greater than (or at least derent from) the sum of ts parts. Holsm s 
thus at varance wth reductonst theory, whch posts the whole as reducble to 
ts consttuent parts.

Food s at the crossroads of a range of ndvdual, socetal and global ssues 
(Parts 1 and 2) and s a ‘total human realty’ (Poulan, 2017). It aects all aspects 
of lfe and, n turn, can be understood n terms of the materal and symbolc 
features of the context n whch t occurs. In academc crcles, however, food 
has long been nvestgated followng a segmented approach, wth scentsts 
studyng ndvdual aspects of food through the lens of ther specc dscplnes. 
At a tme when sustanablty ssues are becomng ncreasngly globalzed and 
nterconnected, t s vtal to break down the barrers between derent areas 
of food-related knowledge so as to oer approprate gudance for food system 
transformaton ntatves. Several scentc dscplnes have, each n ther own 
way, taken a chance on decompartmentalzaton and adopted paths towards a 
more holstc – and one mght even say more ecologcal – approach to food.

Holstc approaches to nutrton

e orgns of nutrton date back to Ancent Greek detetcs. As a scence and 
everyday practce, detetcs placed food wthn the realm of lfe (work, physcal 
exercse etc.), wth health nterpreted as a balance between bodly humours 
(uds) and food propertes (Montanar, 1993; Shapn, 2014). Followng the 
rse of modern scence n the sxteenth century, the qualtatve approach to 
people’s state of health gave way to a quanttatve approach based on the study of 
food compounds and ther mpact on the body. In 1875, wth the advent of the 
chemcally based nutrton paradgm (Hall, 1974), nutrton research became 
even more focused on the study of the varous bochemcal components and 
processes underlyng the connecton between det and health. s prompted 
scentsts n the late nneteenth century to dentfy all macronutrents 
(protens, carbohydrates and lpds), followed by mcronutrents (vtamns, 
mnerals and trace elements) n the second half of the twenteth century and 
to dstngush between healthy and less healthy components. e dscovery 
of DNA marked the begnnng of nutrtonsts’ nterest n how det nuences 
genetc expresson.
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In the nneteenth and twenteth centures, ths scentc approach – segmentng 
humans and ther det nto ever smaller components so as to condense the 
functonng of lvng organsms nto laws – ganed momentum wth the 
success of ts socetal applcatons,1 to the extent that nutrton became trapped 
n a nutrtonst paradgm (Scrns, 2008, 2013). s paradgm was rooted n 
a bologcal reductonsm that reduced food and health to nutrtonal compounds 
and quantable physologcal processes respectvely. Moreover, the many 
scentc advances n nutrton contrbuted to the gradual ‘nutrtonalzaton of 
food’ (Dxon, 2009) – that s, the adopton by socety as a whole of a reductve 
understandng of food, lmted solely to ts role as a means of ensurng health. 
e latter s thus central to the nutrtonst paradgm.

s nutrtonst deology (Pollan, 2008; Scrns, 2008) has been the focus of 
substantal epstemologcal, methodologcal, socal and moral crtcsm whle 
also potentally stallng advances n nutrton research (Burlngame, 2004). s 
approach s reproached for beng unable to propose solutons to meet current 
challenges (be they health, socal or ecologcal) (Cannon and Letzmann, 2005) 
and s clamed to be a source of oen neectve and even counterproductve 
technologcal solutons (Dxon et  al., 2009). s s exempled by medcnal 
foods, wth controversy surroundng ther eect on people who already have an 
adequate det (Poulan, 2017). Fnally, from a moral perspectve, nutrtonsm 
s one of the drvers contrbutng to excessve responsblty beng placed at the 
feet of eaters (Coveney, 1999; Fschler, 2011) and even to stgmatzng anyone 
who devates from the norm, such as people wth anorexa, bulma or obesty 
(Poulan, 2009).

Nutrtonsts have developed a range of approaches to overcome these falngs. 
We present them here from the perspectve of ther holstc dmenson. For 
clarty, we dstngush three derent categores: ntranutrtonal approaches – n 
other words, those whch adopt a holstc perspectve wthn the framework of 
the scence of nutrton tself; nutrtonal approaches, whch strve to ntegrate 
knowledge from other dscplnes to shed lght on ther object of study; and 
extra-nutrtonal approaches, whch go so far as to overhaul the conceptual, 
methodologcal and axologcal foundatons of nutrton.

Intranutrtonal approaches have been appled n research carred out by the 
nutrtonsts Coln Campbell and omas Campbell (2006) and Coln Campbell 
and Howard Jacobson (2013) n the Unted States and Anthony Fardet (2017) n 
France. ese approaches take a fresh look at nutrtonal analyss by consderng 

1 For nstance, the dscovery that food could prevent scurvy.
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the whole as an entty that cannot be reduced to ts parts (Fardet and Rock, 
2014), partcularly through the concepts of food synergy (Jacobs and Steen, 
2003; Jacobs et  al., 2009) and the food matrx (Fardet et  al., 2013; Agulera, 
2019) (see Box 9.1). Unlke nutrtonsm, whch focuses speccally on studyng 
the eects of ndvdual chemcal compounds on health n a decontextualzed 
framework, ths research hghlghts the need to study the health eects of 
nteractons between derent nutrents at the ndvdual food, meal and even 
det level.

Nutrtonal approaches are dstngushed by the fact that they take food 
dmensons other than purely bologcal aspects nto account. ey have a 
publc health orentaton, studyng food consumpton from the perspectve of 
the relatonshps between bologcal, psychologcal, economc and socologcal 

Box 9.1  Food matrces

Claire Mouquet-Rivier

e food matrx concept goes beyond merely consderng nutrtonal compounds 
(macro- and mcronutrents) and boactve compounds (polyphenols, phytates, 
saponns, bres etc.) together – t captures the complex arrangement of these 
compounds, whch are subject to multple nteractons, thereby formng 
mcrostructures. Compound arrangements and nteractons n food matrces 
gve foods novel nutrtonal or organoleptc propertes that ndvdual 
compounds alone cannot provde. e propertes of these mcrostructures are 
the outcome of physcal nteractons nvolvng the sze, spatal conformaton 
and plastcty of the molecules, as well as chemcal nteractons nvolvng pH, 
derent energy bonds, oxdaton-reducton phenomena and solublty. ey 
may be moded over tme n the process of food processng – for example, 
under the eect of pressure or heat – or durng dgeston as a result of the acton 
of mastcaton, dgestve uds, gut mcrobota and so on. Food should therefore 
be understood n knetc terms, wth the avalablty of matrx components – 
ncludng nutrents and aromatc compounds, as well as any heavy metals and 
other compounds wth harmful health eects – beng shaped by these temporal 
dynamcs. e food matrx thus has a major regulatory mpact on ntestnal 
absorpton.

Fnd out more: Agulera J.M., 2019. e food matrx: mplcatons n 
processng, nutrton and health. Critical Reviews in Food Science and Nutrition, 
59(22): 3612–3629.
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factors (Fattore and Agoston, 2016). ese approaches ncorporate knowledge 
and methods from other dscplnes such as the socal scences and agronomy. 
e ‘socology of nutrton’, for nstance, studes the mpact of macrosocal 
forces on eatng practces (Glass and McAtee, 2006; Traverso-Yepez and 
Hunter, 2016); nutrtonal anthropology focuses on the mpact of culture on 
these practces (Calandre, 2002); and nutrton economcs analyses the mpact 
of eaters’ economc status on ther nutrtonal well-beng (Pergnon et al., 2017). 
Fnally, cross-sectoral health and agrcultural approaches shed lght on how 
agrcultural developments can aect people’s nutrtonal status (Frson et al., 
2006; Hawkes and Ruel, 2007; Dury et al., 2014). e journal Ecology of Food 
and Nutrition showcases these cross-cuttng perspectves, whch shed lght on 
contemporary nutrtonal ssues shaped by a range of challenges.

Lastly, extra-nutrtonal approaches nvolve the reorganzaton of the 
conceptual framework of nutrton – ndvdual health here encompasses publc 
health, whle the health concept ncorporates envronmental health and socal 
well-beng. e French nutrtonst Jean Trémolères was one of the rst to pave 
the way for these approaches by fosterng dalogue between the so-called hard 
scences and the socal scences and humantes wth the publcaton of hs 
Cahers de nutrton et de dététque n 1965. Recognzng the one-sded bas of 
the nutrtonal approach, whch ‘when t focuses on everyday lfe [. . .] only sheds 
lght on one aspect of t’ (1975), Trémolères proposed approachng food from 
the more holstc perspectve of data (detetcs), whch also takes nto account 
the socal, cultural and hedonc dmensons of food.

Over the last forty years, the rse of sustanablty ssues has led to a renewal of the 
scence of nutrton. Nutrtonal ecology, for nstance, embraces an nterdscplnary 
approach that takes nto account nteractons between physologcal, socal, cultural 
and envronmental factors (Gussow, 1978; Schneder and Homann, 2011). Cannon 
and Letzmann (2005) proposed a new conceptual framework through the New 
Nutrton Scence Project, whch led to the sgnng of the Gessen Declaraton.2 s 
project brought together scentsts from derent dscplnary backgrounds wth a 
vew to overhaulng the foundatons and prncples of nutrton (Beauman et al., 
2005). Guded by a ‘phlosophy of co-responsblty’ towards non-human lvng 
bengs (Meyer-Abch, 2005), these scentsts sought to shed lght on the network 
of real and symbolc relatonshps that connect humans, non-humans and ther 
bophyscal envronment.

2 e Gessen Declaraton. Publc Health Nutrton, 8(6A), pp. 783–6.
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More recently, n the wake of the ecologcal crss, the scope of nutrton has 
broadened to nclude ts envronmental dmenson. Eco-nutrton (Wahlqvst 
and Specht, 1998) thus ncorporates health and envronmental ssues n the 
study of dets that contrbute to meetng nutrtonal needs as well as safeguardng 
bodversty and the envronment (Frson et al., 2006; Marlow et al., 2009; Chappell 
and Lavalle, 2011; Pergnon et al., 2016). In lne wth ths approach, the French 
nutrtonst Chrstan Rémésy (2020) has drawn up a charter for ‘nutrecology’ – 
‘a dscplne that ams to full human nutrtonal needs whle preservng the 
Earth’s ecologcal resources and enhancng ts nutrtonal potental’.

Holstc approaches n the socal scences and humantes

Both n Europe and across the Atlantc, food has struggled to preval as a research 
object n ts own rght n the socal scences and humantes (Montanar, 1993; 
Poulan, 2017). Food has ether been deemed trval due to ts ordnary nature 
or llegtmate because of ts bologcal dmenson and has therefore not been 
seen as a relevant prsm for sheddng lght on the functonng of socetes. In 
the nneteenth century, socology was a nascent dscplne stll carvng out a 
space of ts own and consdered food solely n terms of ts most ‘socologcally 
amenable’ aspects, such as the role of meals n famly lfe (Halbwachs, 1912). 
Up untl the md-1960s, the ssue of food was merely consdered as a pont of 
entry to nvestgate other anthropologcal and socologcal ssues deemed more 
mportant, such as health, famly and rural lfe (Poulan, 2017).

Despte these epstemologcal roadblocks, nterest n food wthn the socal 
scences and humantes grew n the second half of the twenteth century. 
Claude Lév-Strauss’s (1969) structuralst perspectve played a key role n 
consoldatng the anthropologcal status of food and cookng through the 
dentcaton of structures such as the so-called culnary trangle. s model 
of relatonshps between derent forms of cusne based on the way n whch 
food s cooked (raw-roasted, rotted-fermented, cooked-smoked) was beleved to 
reect how socetes functon. Moreover, the study of consumpton patterns n 
Europe (Mouln, 1975) and n France (Lambert, 1986; Herpn, 1988) provded 
socologsts and soco-economsts wth a gateway to food research.

At the same tme, the socal scences and humantes developed a more holstc 
approach to food. Four derent approaches are presented here: nterdscplnarty 
and food studes, followed by a bocultural approach and nally what we call a 
mult-scalar approach.
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Frst, the decompartmentalzaton of perspectves can nvolve the sharng of 
knowledge and/or methods specc to several socal scences and humantes 
dscplnes. In France, for example, an nterdscplnary approach to food developed 
through cross-dscplnary hybrdzatons such as soco-anthropology (Serra-
Mallol, 2010; Tbère, 2013), psychosocology (Barthes, 1961) and even a form 
of hstorcal socology of food (Depecker et al., 2013). In the Amercas, another 
type of holstc approach emerged n the 1990s, nspred by cultural studes: food 
studes, whch amounts to a food metadscplne combnng a number of scences 
(hstory, lterature, phlosophy, socology, anthropology etc.).

Second, one partcular approach transcends the barrers between the hard and 
socal scences nsofar as t focuses on the artculatons between the bologcal, 
psychologcal and socal facets of food. s so-called bocultural approach, 
nspred by the complexty approach proposed by Edgar Morn n the 1970s, 
was exempled through the collaboraton between the nutrtonst Else May 
Wddowson and the anthropologst Audrey Rchards n a study of Bemba 
communtes n southern Afrca (de Garne, 1988). It was promoted thereaer 
by the anthropologst Igor de Garne (de Garne, 1972, 1979; Froment et  al., 
1996) and further conceptualzed by Claude Fschler n Issue 31 of the journal 
Communcatons (1979) and n hs book L’Homnivore (1990). Fschler 
acknowledged food as a ‘truly transdscplnary theme’ and lad the foundatons 
for a socology of eaters, takng a holstc approach by explorng dscplnary 
nterfaces. s drve to artculate the natural and the cultural s also found n 
Jean-Perre Poulan’s theorzaton of the ‘food socal space’ concept, whch allows 
for thnkng about food cultures n terms of an organsm’s bologcal lmtatons 
as well as envronmental constrants n connecton wth eaters’ ways of relatng to 
nature (Poulan, 2017).

Fnally, the mult-scalar approach to food – that s, consderng food on 
several levels – oers another way for the socal scences to nvestgate food from 
a holstc perspectve. s approach, borrowed from geography, artculates 
derent levels of observaton (ndvdual, famly, socal group etc.) to gan a 
comprehensve understandng of the research object and capture the complexty 
of realty. In relaton to food, ths nvolves the artculaton of knowledge produced 
at the macrosocal, meso-socal, mcro-socal (Germov and Wllams, 2016) and 
bologcal (Desjeux, 1996) levels to fully grasp all the dmensons of food.

Although ths s beyond the scope of ths chapter, t s mportant to note that 
alongsde ths focus on eaters, socal scence studes on topcs such as ruralty, 
health, organzatons and economc networks also contrbute to our understandng 
of food as an ‘all-encompassng human realty’.
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Holstc approaches n agronomy

Whle agronomy largely studes food from the perspectve of agrcultural 
producton, a number of French researchers – oen agronomsts and sometmes 
technologsts – have been drawn to a more holstc approach. Wthn the 
framework of ther dscplne, they have gradually developed a passon for ther 
research object, namely a plant or a food product, to the pont of ultmately 
becomng encyclopaedc specalsts able to connect ts orgns, agronomc 
features, processng methods, uses and symbolc dmensons. Some publcatons 
have thus endeavoured to artculate prevously fragmented knowledge on
products such as yams (Degras, 1993; Dumont and Mart, 1997), ol palm 
(Jacquemard, 1995), fono (Cruz et al., 2016) and even beer (Hébert and Gron, 
2010, 2012) n the form of large ntegratve syntheses.

Gven the systemc nature of ts subject matter, agronomy s ntrnscally 
multdscplnary. It encompasses a range of dscplnes, ncludng hard scences – 
for example, ecophysology, boclmatology and sol scence – as well as the socal 
scences and humantes, such as economcs, geography, socology and management 
scence, to nvestgate producton systems from a broader perspectve. Scentc 
knowledge s always artculated wth farmers’ emprcal knowledge, whch exsted 
long before the advent of the academc dscplne (Perret, 2005). In partcular, 
agroecologcal knowledge – whch ams to leverage bologcal processes to full 
both producton needs and a range of ecosystem servces – ntally emerged on the 
frnges of the scentc sphere.

Agroecology has now been nsttutonalzed as a dscplne (Wezel and Soldat, 
2009), whch posts the agrcultural producton space as a complex adaptve 
system encompassng bodversty, humans, ther socal structures and ther 
representatons (Hubert and Couvet, 2021). Some scentsts have broadened the 
scope of agroecology to encompass the entre food system. Francs and colleagues 
(2003) thus descrbe agroecology as ‘the ntegratve study of the ecology of the 
entre food system’ whle advocatng the need to ‘buld brdges and connectons 
among and beyond our dscplnes n producton agrculture, as well as beyond 
the farm gate nto the rural landscape and communty’. Stephen Glessman (2016) 
descrbes agroecology as a stepwse approach to transformng food systems, 
from agrcultural producton to downstream actvtes. s understandng of
agroecology, whch seeks to connect the envronmental, economc and socal 
dmensons of the food system wth ts derent stages, provdes an ntegratve 
approach that s relevant for addressng sustanablty ssues.
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A systems-based approach to food

e systems paradgm emerged n Western scentc thnkng n the second 
half of the twenteth century. It partally eclpsed the analytcal ratonale of 
explanng the whole by studyng ts parts, whch had prevaled snce the 
seventeenth century but had struggled to account for the complexty of the 
world. Systems thnkng – based on the work of neurobologsts, mathematcans 
and cybernetcans – s characterzed by a global or holstc approach to complex 
phenomena, grounded n the study of a ‘set of dynamcally nteractng elements’ 
(Camben, 2007) that are treated as a system n order to meet a specc research
objectve. e systems-based approach s therefore an epstemologcal choce. 
Gven the complex nature of ts objects of study, ths approach s cross- and 
nterdscplnary. It strves not to replace conventonal dscplnes but to foster 
‘synergy and synthess between them’ (Camben, 2007).

e systems paradgm has broadened the horzons n many scentc and 
socetal elds, ncludng that of food. e applcaton of ths approach to food 
systems has radcally reshaped the way n whch food s understood, whch was 
prevously fragmented across derent dscplnary slos or sectors of actvty. In ts 
early dentons (Collns, 1963; Maron, 1986; Malasss, 1994), a food system was 
understood to refer to all or part of the food chan, ‘from land to mouth’ (Kneen, 
1993), ncludng producton, processng, dstrbuton, transport and consumpton. 
e study of the key dmensons of the food system thus became drven by the need to 
gan a comprehensve understandng of food at a tme when there was a vtal need to 
feed a growng populaton (Béné et al., 2019b). In 1998, Jeery Sobal and colleagues 
proposed one of the rst ntegrated models of the ‘food and nutrton system’, a tool 
‘depctng the extent of the system and outlnng the processes, transformatons and 
nteractons nvolved n food systems’. Snce the food system was rst recognzed 
as a subject of scentc and socetal nterest, a number of conceptual models have 
been proposed to dene and explan ts functonng. Integratng spatotemporal 
scales, dscplnes, stakeholders, practces and customs s becomng central to part 
of the research on agrculture and food (Chevassus-au-Lous et al., 2008).

e rse of envronmental and socal ssues has challenged the prevalng modes 
of food producton and consumpton and has markedly altered the purpose of 
food systems. e prmary concern s stll guaranteeng food securty,3 but the

3 ‘Food securty exsts when all people, at all tmes, have physcal and economc access to sucent 
safe and nutrtous food that meets ther detary needs and food preferences for an actve and 
healthy lfe’ (FAO World Food Summt Declaraton, 1996).
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sustanablty of food systems has now been dented as a major challenge 
(Eakn et al., 2017). A new research area s emergng: ‘sustanable food systems’ 
(Blay-Palmer, 2010; Marsden and Morley, 2014; FAO, 2018; Wllett et al., 2019). 
It artculates so-called ntegrated, systems-based, holstc or multdmensonal 
approaches to study the condtons requred for a food system transton that 
takes nto account both the complexty of the system and the multdmensonal 
nature of sustanablty4 (Foran et al., 2014; Moscatell et al., 2016; Horton et al., 
2017; Blay-Palmer et al., 2019). Interdscplnarty s pvotal to these approaches, 
snce monodscplnary strateges are unable to cope wth the complexty of 
the ssues nherent n food system sustanablty (IPES-Food, 2015). e food 
system s oen depcted as ‘soco-ecologcal’. In many elds, ths new approach 
brngs together the hard and socal scences (Schoon and van der Leeuw, 2015) 
and calls for fully takng nto account the nterdependence between human 
and natural systems – here n relaton to food ssues (Ercksen, 2008; Allen and 
Prosper, 2016). s approach allows for consderng the nterdependence of 
food securty, envronmental ntegrty and socal well-beng and for explorng 
the concept of food system reslence (Hodbod and Eakn, 2015; Tendall et al., 
2015; Schpansk et al., 2016; Doherty et al., 2019).

e food system may be a uned object of study for experts n derent 
dscplnes, but perspectves on sustanablty ssues and the resultng transton 
scenaros that are proposed can vary wdely across dverse knowledge communtes 
(Eakn et al., 2017; Béné et al., 2019a). us whle there s consensus on the need 
for a sustanable food system, the proposed pathways to acheve such a system 
der. Whle these dvergences reect how sustanablty s narrowed down to only 
some of ts dmensons, they also hghlght profound antagonsms surroundng 
the pathways of transton. Developng a complex approach to food helps (among 
other thngs) to make these antagonsms more explct. By suggestng that the 
envronmental, economc, socal, health and poltcal dmensons of dets be 
consdered on an equal footng, the sustanable dets approach developed by 
Pamela Mason and Tm Lang (2017) oers a tool for the multdmensonal food 
governance.

4 Accordng to Béné and colleagues (2019a), ‘sustanablty, n ts most unversal sense, s a mult-
dmensonal concept that ncorporates three fundamental elements: the pursut of socal equty, the 
creaton of human welfare (oen presented as an economc dmenson), and the mantenance of 
the envronmental ntegrty of the resource-base on whch the economc and socal dmensons are 
bult. A fourth dmenson s oen supermposed on these three, one that nvolves tme and the dea 
that the sustanablty of today should not be acheved at the cost of the sustanablty of tomorrow’ 
(Brundtland, 1987).
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People as keystones n food ecology

e food ecology approach advocates the dssemnaton and artculaton of 
the scentc approaches presented above, whch to varyng extents seek to 
decompartmentalze perspectves on food so as to address the multdmensonal 
nature of both food and ts assocated ssues. Furthermore, food ecology s also 
geared towards developng nter- and even transdscplnary approaches, whereby 
scentsts come together to share ther perspectves on food (Chapter 21).

e key dea underpnnng ths approach s that of a ‘return to the subject’ n 
scence (Gosseln, 1987) – that s, establshng dalogue between scentsts rather
than between scentc dscplnes, through and beyond ther dverse dscplnary 
horzons. Any dscplne, pror to becomng a framework for the producton of 
knowledge, s ultmately a group of men and women who ‘play the role of scentsts’ 
(Bourdeu, 2000, 2004). s role essentally conssts n applyng the paradgms, 
methods and analyses of a gven dscplne, and all actors must play t wth ‘full 
awareness’ (Morn, 1982). Insofar as ‘all knowledge stems from our worldvew’ 
(Hubert et  al., 2015), the man challenge wth ths approach s no longer to 
produce a hghly ntegrated body of knowledge but rather to encourage actors 
to become more reexve as a rst step towards graspng the complexty of the 
subject at hand. Whle food ecology recognzes the need to mantan dscplnary 
elds, t also advocates the creaton of nterfaces – n other words, spaces for 
dalogue, exchange and expermentaton – n whch to artculate knowledge, 
debate controverses, nterrogate representatons, compare research programmes 
and collectvely recognze the grey areas and antagonsms nvolved n ther 
artculaton. ese so-called nterface spaces are many and vared and may nclude 
anythng from symposa and semnars to scentc journals and nterdscplnary 
research projects. ey enable researchers to keep abreast of what s happenng n 
the eld of food beyond ther specalst area, to queston ther personal vewponts 
and to experence moments of collectve awareness regardng food ssues.

Food ecology also recognzes the need to transcend the lmts of the scentc 
communty and foster ‘the cohabtaton of dscplnary and generalst knowledge’ 
(Poulan, 2017) or even ther nteracton as part of an ‘ecology of knowledge’ 
(Santos, 2016). Wthout fallng nto the trap of relatvsm, ths nvolves the 
scentc method not havng prmacy over other forms of relatonshp to realty
(Mormont, 2015), nsofar as knowledge s equally ntellectual on the one hand 
and practcal and emotonal on the other. Food must be approached as a perceved 
object and a lved experence, whch structures senstve relatonshps and 
practces between ndvduals, socety and the bosphere. Interacton between 
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scentc and non-scentc actors s essental to address sustanablty ssues n 
food systems: ‘cross-knowledge dalogue’ (Santos, 2016) and the co-constructon 
of research problems aord a shared understandng of what transton can 
nvolve (Lamne et  al., 2019), catalyse change by drawng on the knowledge 
specc to each actor (IPES-Food, 2015) and allow for the development of 
mproved practces. Transdscplnary nterfaces foster a sense of belongng to 
a ‘communty of fate’, ralled to buld shared values. ese shared values n turn 
nform reecton on, and the organzaton of, solutons that ncorporate the 
multdmensonal nature of food and grasp the complexty of the ssues nvolved.

Concluson

Food ecology promotes the decompartmentalzaton of food knowledge and 
thereby fosters a complex understandng of food (Morn, 2008). It s therefore 
essental to make explct the antagonsms (the smultaneous expresson of postve 
and negatve eects), feedbacks (an acton trggered n response to one’s own) 
and recursveness (repetton of a fact that nduces a consequence whch n turn 
nduces the fact) nvolved n the derent dmensons of food (Morn, 1990). us, 
t s clear that although certan watchwords pontng the way to achevng food 
sustanablty have ther role to play (Part 4), there are no straghtforward answers 
to the multdmensonal challenges rased by our contemporary eatng habts.

Artculatng focused approaches and openness to nterdscplnarty – n 
other words ‘dstngushng between’ and ‘connectng’ these approaches’ derent 
perspectves – better equps food-related scences to dentfy relevant pathways for 
change towards sustanable food systems. Inter- and transdscplnary approaches – 
as spaces for nteracton and co-constructon – not only help strengthen tes 
between researchers n pursut of a common goal, but they also anchor the 
search for solutons n everyday lfe by lnkng them to the actors, processes and 
nsttutons nvolved n food systems (Chapter 21). e ecology of food thus calls 
for dalogue between scentc dscplnes and between scence and socety.

s chapter largely draws on the research of Jean-Marc Louvn durng an 
nternshp at the UNESCO Char n World Food Systems on the topc of ‘Holstc 
approaches to food – state of the art’ (2017).

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