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The dietetics

Foucault: History of Sexuality vol 2 and 3

diete - mode of everyday living



The dietetics

• Moderation (sophrosyne)
• Self-mastery (enkrateia)
• Training and diligence (askesis)

Especially in relation to natural appetites 
(eating, drinking, sex)



Food as central concern



Christianity and commensality (1)
• Bonds, friendships and companionships 

in early Christianity were founded on 
sharing food. 

• The word 'company' derives from 
communis meaning ‘with' and panis, 
meaning 'bread’. 

• Christian communion, therefore, begins 
with sharing, or breaking, bread 
(Barbotin, 1975: 329).



Christianity and commensality (2)

• St Paul: "Those who share the meal are 
companions of Christ" (1 Corinthians
10: 16-22),



Food and commensality in 
early Modern Europe



Professor Ken Albala

• Food in early European history
• Cooking in Europe
• The role of the banquet
• Food and the renaissance



Sharing and bonding





CHANGING FAMILIES, 
CHANGING FOOD

Family Meal at Home:
“Sixty dollars a month 
isn’t a lot of money, but 
Mrs Siebold is a good 
manager and she feeds 
her family well with the 
small budget she has for 
food” (WPA, November 
1937)

The Leverhulme Trust:
‘The Family’ programme
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The veneration of domestic 
commensality

• The Adelaide family food study – 25 
year follow up

• 40 families 1994
• 22 families in 2020



Families 1994
• Interviewer: Which of meals do you share as a 

family?
• Gemma: Every meal really, we sit down every meal. 

Breakfast, lunch and tea (Family F3)
• Gaye: 5 or 6 meals a week we would come into the 

main room for a proper sit-down meal (Family B2)
• Frances: I think probably because we still do hold the 

view that having a meal is a family event and that you 
know you need to be paying attention to family 
members, not watching TV (Family B6)   



Families 2020

• Jennifer: Yeah, these things are very important and I 
think [family meals] are very pivotal, and also for 
learning how to be part of our family.

• Anastasia: I think [the family meal] is very important, 
yeah, it just, I suppose, it creates a bond and 
memories. (Family 20F1)

• Melanie: So we might not come to the table happy 
and we might not leave the table happy, but I think 
it’s nice to make [the family meal]  a priority no matter 
where our head is at. (Family 20F6) 



The veneration of commensality: 
the benefits of family meals



The demise in cooking

• De-skilling – cooking skills decline
• De-skilling - retreat from the kitchen
• Deskilling - greater reliance on pre-

prepared food
• De-skilling - increase in take-out meal





On commensality…

• The end result of a process requiring:
• planning, 
• procurement, 
• prioritising, 
• preparation, and 
• putting into practice
• putting food on the table
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Foodwork
Everyday



De-skilling or Re-skilling?
In Australia:
• Women’s participation in the (paid) workforce 

has continued to rise from 50% in 1980, to 
70% in 2020

• Women’s time on household tasks (e.g., food 
provisioning) remains same from 1980 to 
2016 

(OECD 2017)



Mean working time men and women and earning arrangements

Time dedicated to unpaid work (including food provisioning) by males and females in couples with different relative earnings. 
Adapted from The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia Survey, 2018, by Applied Economic & Social Research, 
University of Melbourne. 



Women’s time in paid workforce

Men’s time in paid workforce

Women’s time spend at home on food provisioning

Time



Feeding the Australian family: 
challenges for mothers, nutrition 

and equity *

*Mehta, Booth, Coveney, Strazdins, 
Health Promotion International, 2019



Feeding the Australian family: 
challenges for mothers, nutrition 

and equity *
• Interviews with mothers in the paid workforce 

and major responsibility for household food 
provision

• How is time managed? 
• How are family food priorities considered? 
• How are family obligations addressed?

*Mehta, Booth, Coveney, Strazdins, Health Promotion International 2019



Summary of findings

• Shared family meals achieved, but at 
the expense of…
– Time poverty
– Mental load
– Frustration and exasperation
– Self-recrimination and guilt

– Gastro-politics



Findings – guilt and frustration
• I think the hardest part of the food preparation 

is just thinking of what to cook; that’s thinking 
about something that everybody will eat, 
that’s the nightmare (p9)

• You still feel guilty that you don’t do it enough, 
that you don’t live up to that like everybody 
sitting down together with lovely meals (p20)



Findings - conflict

• Oh, I’m angry at my husband because 
he, like, when I was working full time 
and he was actually working part time, 
he didn’t take much of responsibility at 
home. . . I’m doing everything around 
the house, and he’s telling me that I can 
be more efficient. . .I’m like it’s just not 
fair.(p22)



Conflict
• “…he [father] can cook but it just 

doesn’t happen that often…it’s easier to 
just not have that expectation because I 
just found it’s not a priority for him” 
(Mother 4) 

• “…unless we were going to have big 
arguments all the time, no, I think it’s 
probably better if […] I just get on with 
doing it” (Mother 3)



HILDA study
2018



COVID and confinement

• Total lockdown in most Australian cities
• But more in Melbourne

– first wave = 50 days, 
– second wave = 120 days 

Central Melbourne 
Flinders Street Station 



Confinement for
families with children

• Home confinement
• Home schooling
• Paid work priorities
• Unpaid work priorities (eg housework)
• Extended family obligations



• Housework (including food provisioning) 
increased by 1 hour 10mins every day 
for women

• Less than half an hour for men

Before COVID During COVID

Ideal COVID



Veneration of the family meal

Commensality: 
Family meals

Positive 
attributes/benefits



Commensality: 
Family meals

Positive 
attributes/benefits

Moderating 
factors



Do family meals deliver?





Systematic Literature Review

Middleton, G. Coveney, J. Patterson, K. Golley, R, Le Moal, F. What can families gain 
from the family meal? A mixed-papers systematic review. Appetite. October, 2020.

To determine the health and wellbeing 
benefits families can expect to gain from 

participating in family meals



Findings 
32 eligible 

papers 
identified

17 qualitative 
papers

15 intervention 
papers

9 original 
interventions

Only two of the nine interventions reported significant 

difference between intervention and control group



The benefits of family meals



On commensality…

The end result of a process requiring:
• planning, 
• procurement, 
• prioritising, 
• preparation, 
• putting into practice,
• putting food on the table

CHANGING FAMILIES, 
CHANGING FOOD

Family Meal at Home:
“Sixty dollars a month 
isn’t a lot of money, but 
Mrs Siebold is a good 
manager and she feeds 
her family well with the 
small budget she has for 
food” (WPA, November 
1937)
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Everyday



Commensality 
under threat?



Will we still eat together?
• Do commensal family meals deliver, and 

what are the costs?
• Are we ready to talk about post-

commensal family meals? What would 
they look like?

• What alternatives may promote positive 
attributes? 

• Are we interested in constructing family 
meals, or family meal times?

• Conviviality vs commensality?



https://www.foodculturehealth.com/

john.coveney@flinders.edu.au


