
Introduction 
Everyone Eats 

 
Everyone eats rice 
Yet no one knows why 
When I say this now 
People laugh at me 
But instead of laughing along with them 
You ought to step back 

and give it some thought 
Think it over, and don’t let up 
I guarantee the time will come 
When you’ll really have something worth laughing at 

—Ryokan, Great Fool: Zen Master Ryokan 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 

The eighteenth-century Zen poet Ryokan probes us on many levels. He is 
most concerned with the ultimate questions: What is life? Why live? Is 
there such a thing as life or existence? Indeed, if you ponder those, you 
will find much to laugh about. . . . 

But there are more immediate, if no less laughable, questions posed by 
this innocent-seeming verse. Why do we eat what we eat? How did “rice” 
become synonymous with “food” throughout so much of eastern Asia? 

We may further ask, How many of our foodways are determined by 
biology, how many by culture? Why do we love spices, sweets, coffee? 
Why do the British and the French not only eat so differently but also 
tease each other so mercilessly about it, century after century? The British 
call the French “frogs,” to which the French respond that “the English 
have a hundred religions and only one sauce.”1 Why did pizza zoom from 
total obscurity to favorite American food in only a few years? 
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(Everyone Eats. Understanding Food and Culture, by E. N. Anderson, New York University Press, 2005)
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In fact, human foodways are a complex result of the interaction of 

human nutritional needs, ecology, human logic or lack of it, and histori- 
cal accident. Humans make food, but, as Karl Marx said of history, “they 
do not make it just as they please” (Marx 1986:276). They construct their 
foodways within limits set by biology, economics, and psychology. There 
is an infinite number of possible dietary regimes, but no dietary regime 
can long endure if it does not provide protein, carbohydrates, fats, vita- 
mins, and necessary minerals. 

Ryokan also stimulates us to ask, Who made these decisions? Who de- 
veloped the staple foods that support us? Who created the wondrous va- 
riety and complexity of cuisines that so greatly enrich our lives? The an- 
swer is thought provoking, and this time the humor is subdued and gen- 
tle. No one knows the names of the great inventors. We know the names 
of a few latter-day chefs, but food history—unlike the history of war and 
violence — is generally a history without names. Whoever developed 
bread wheat—a complicated, difficult hybrid—benefited humanity more 
than any named hero; yet we have no clue as to his or her name or lan- 
guage, though we know every detail of the lives of arch-villains like Stalin 
and Hitler. The unknown Mexican indigenous people who developed 
maize gave life to countless people. We know nothing about the maize 
breeders, though we know the names of the conquistadors and generals 
who massacred their descendents. 

Millions and millions of humble, gentle, caring human beings—farm- 
ers and homemakers, innkeepers and famine relief workers, lovers and 
helpers—gave us the benefit of their insight, brilliance, creativity, and 
labor. To the familiar record of oppression and exploitation, they coun- 
terpose a hidden record of generosity, concern, and responsibility. We do 
not know who they were. We know nothing about them. They live on, 
but only in the silence of bread, the calm of a bowl of rice, the joy of wine, 
the light of a cup of coffee. 

Strange immortality! To help so much, to pour the goodness and care 
of life into the most neglected and most important of everyday things, and 
then to be forgotten. Perhaps they did not care; perhaps they felt that 
fame is for those who have nothing better to leave. 

Even their modern descendents, whose names we know, are not house- 
hold words. From the late unlamented twentieth century, almost every- 
one knows of Madonna and Elvis, but few indeed recall E. V. McCollum 
or Albert Szent-György (the discoverers of vitamins A and C, respec- 
tively). 
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Ryokan, in other poems, poses the classic Buddhist opposition be- 

tween the glory, fame, and transience of kings and the obscure but en- 
during world of the common folk. Those ordinary people must survive 
the wars and famines that their rulers unleash. Somehow, those ordinary 
people have not only kept their loved ones fed; they have steadily im- 
proved crops, recipes, and cultures. One can only repeat, in their mem- 
ory, that most poignant of all food metaphors: “Ye are the salt of the 
earth”2 (Matthew 5:13). 
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Savoir pour prévoir, prévoir pour pouvoir. (Know in order to predict, 
predict in order to be able to do something.) 

—Attributed to Condorcet (France, eighteenth century) 
 

Knowing about food is fun, but there are more cogent reasons to worry 
about understanding foodways. At least 15 percent of the world’s popu- 
lation does not have enough to eat (Farley 2002). The figure rises to 18 
percent of those in developing regions. UNICEF reports that almost 30 
percent of children are undernourished (UNICEF 2002). Most of the hun- 
gry are in areas of war and unrest, or of massive disease epidemics, espe- 
cially AIDS epidemics. Conversely, many people have too much, or at 
least too much of the wrong things. A far larger percentage of the world’s 
people has too little iron, or too little vitamin A, or folic acid deficiency 
(a common cause of horrible birth defects); even iodine, easily added to 
salt, is deficient in some areas (UNICEF 2002). The problems of hunger, 
of obesity, and of malnutrition are among the world’s most serious con- 
cerns. Diabetes, heart disease, cancer, and other diseases owe much of 
their prevalence to poor eating habits. 

Humanity has succeeded—only recently—in providing enough food 
for everyone. The planet produces enough for all, for the first time in 
human history. Yet, undernutrition continues. Much food is lost in stor- 
age or distribution. Much more is wasted by careless people. Most im- 
portant of all, those who need it are the poor who cannot afford it. 

The future is cloudy. Rampant population growth threatens our hard- 
won food security. Environmental damage is an even more serious and 
immediate threat. Most unfortunate of all, however, are the wasteful eat- 
ing habits of those who can afford to ignore the poor and the needy. Too 
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much grain that could go to the poor is fed to chickens and cows. Too 
much farmland is producing luxury crops of no nutritional value. Too 
much of the world’s fish catch is thrown away because rich buyers accept 
only a few luxury species. Too many people who should be eating fruits 
and vegetables are living largely on highly processed foods, especially 
bulk starch, oil, and sugar. 

In all these matters, we need better understanding so that we can pro- 
vide better food and encourage better use of it (Brown 1995, 1996; Smil 
2000). Our basic nutritional needs, and some very broad preferences, are 
set by biology. Environment can modify the needs somewhat, but cannot 
change the basic biology; we all need protein, vitamin C, and so on, no 
matter what we think or believe. Preferences, however, are notoriously 
subject to cultural and social forces. 

Most studies of food, until recently, concentrated on production and 
took consumption for granted. This has changed with the rise of nutri- 
tional anthropology (Bryant et al. 1985; Counihan and van Esterik 1997; 
Goodman et al. 2000; Goody 1982) and food history (Davidson 2000; 
Flandrin and Montanari 1999; Kiple and Ornelas 2000). This changes 
our understanding of what to do about world food problems. Until re- 
cently, the sober literature stressed producing more, and convincing peo- 
ple to eat more healthily. Yet, consumption is not a simple function of 
production. Consumption determines what is produced, by creating ef- 
fective demand (i.e., basically, the actual buying or otherwise acquiring of 
food). Production and consumption determine each other. Since cultural 
and social factors have an enormous influence on consumption, it follows 
that culture and society are more important determinants of production 
than studies of production usually imply. 

Thus, recent works often deal with the entire food system, looking at 
production, distribution, and consumption as part of a single process. 
That is the approach used here. I follow a biocultural approach. This in- 
volves paying close attention to human biology, to culture, and to politi- 
cal economy, all at once—recognizing that all are necessary and impor- 
tant determinants of food systems (see Goodman et al. 2000; see also 
Goodman and Leatherman 1998). The biocultural approach contrasts 
with narrowly biological or narrowly cultural ones. Foodways simply 
cannot be explained by simple nutritional considerations, or by simple 
cultural ones (such as symbol, meaning, or text). 

The alternatives to a biocultural practice theory are two. First, there 
are strictly ecological and economic theories that see foodways as deter- 



Introduction   |   5 
	  

 
mined by biology—human nutritional needs, instincts, and environment. 
Second, there are theories that see Society and Culture as monolithic 
structures, separate from biology and (usually) divorced from the ordi- 
nary actions of mere mortals—who are expected to be the “bearers” of 
culture, not its creators. These two types of theory have dominated nu- 
tritional anthropology at various times in the past but are now rather 
widely seen as inadequate. We need to combine them into a biocultural 
synthesis to get at why everyone eats. 

Society is made up of individuals interacting with each other to try to 
satisfy their various needs. “Culture” is a word used by anthropologists 
to refer to the rules, customs, and other shared plans and behaviors that 
result from this interaction. The understanding of society as interaction, 
and of culture as the knowledge that dynamically flows from that inter- 
action, goes back to Kant (if not earlier); it was developed as a theory of 
society by the nineteenth-century Kantian social scientist Wilhelm Dilthey 
(1985) and his student George Herbert Mead (1964). My own under- 
standing of it is practice oriented and draws on theories of culture as 
practice (Bourdieu 1977, 1990; Lave 1988). I see both economics and 
ideas as growing out of practice—out of interactions that are repeated 
and repeated until people develop from these interactions the generaliza- 
tions that we know as “foodways” or, more broadly, as “knowledge” and 
“culture.” Such practice has to be informed by at least some concept of 
the need to stay well nourished. Practice is structured by class, gender, 
ethnic, and regional identities, as well as by historical accident and inci- 
dent, including sheer fads. 

It is easy to understand why impoverished Mexicans ate maize until re- 
cently and have now switched (locally) to white bread; these were and are 
the cheapest foods available. It is not so easy to understand why slightly 
more affluent Mexicans love chiles, avocados, and tamarind. The chiles 
are nutritious as well as tasty, but they hurt the mouth, at least until one 
is accustomed to them. The avocados are nourishing also, but expensive, 
and they were a rather unpromising candidate for domestication when 
they were brought into cultivation thousands of years ago. Tamarind, a 
newcomer to Mexico from Asia, is sour and strange flavored—not the 
sort of taste one would expect to see spreading like wildfire among ordi- 
nary people. Nobody knows how it managed to do this in Mexico, espe- 
cially since it is not popular elsewhere in North America. 

In this book, I rely heavily on examples of this sort—revealingly com- 
plex cases that may or may not be explained as yet. 
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The immediate urgency of writing about food is provided by wide- 

spread hunger among the poor, and also, among the less poor, widespread 
and increasing obesity and its sequelae (such as diabetes, hypertension, 
and other problems, in those genetically susceptible). Foodways also pro- 
vide us with an almost perfect case study in social theory. Unlike sex 
habits, they are easy to study. Unlike religion, they are grounded in obvi- 
ous biological fact; no one can deny the reality of food or of starvation. 
Unlike politics, they are not often the subject of highly polarized and vi- 
olent debate. They rank with kinship—social scientists’ favorite institu- 
tion for cross-cultural study—in being universal, well recorded, and usu- 
ally highly structured. 

Basic human biology sets limits—very wide limits—for what we can 
eat. No one will use strychnine as a staple food, or construct a diet lack- 
ing in vitamin C. Basic biology also makes some regimens more likely 
than others; where grain abounds, people will rarely overlook it. How- 
ever, biological, economic, and ecological realities underdetermine food- 
ways, except in desperate cases. Starving people will eat anything avail- 
able, but anyone above the desperation threshold exercises considerable 
choice. Even quite hardscrabble communities and societies can have very 
complex, elaborate foodways, often structured by religion and other ab- 
stract symbolic systems. 

Food is used in every society on earth to communicate messages. Pre- 
eminent among these are messages of group solidarity; food sharing is lit- 
erally sacred in almost all religions and takes on a near-sacred quality in 
many (most?) families around the world. It also carries messages about 
status, gender, role, ethnicity, religion, identity, and other socially con- 
structed regimes. It is also, very often, used in even more fine-tuned ways, 
to mark or indicate particular occasions, particular personal qualities, 
particular hangups and concerns. It is subject to snobbism, manipulation, 
and debate. It has served as a source of metaphors for writers and artists 
from ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia on down to Marcel Proust, James 
Joyce, and D. H. Lawrence, to say nothing of films like Ang Lee’s Eat, 
Drink, Man, Woman. (If there is one omission I most regret in the present 
book, it is the lack of a section on food in art and literature; I am simply 
not qualified to go there.) 

Many anthropologists explain cultural ways by recourse to 
functions—usually fairly simple, straightforward functions such as pro- 
viding food, getting money, protecting the group, or keeping the society 
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together (Malinowski 1944; Turner and Maryanski 1979). Optimal for- 
aging theory (see chapters 2 and 3) is a functionalist theory. Functional- 
ists often see culture as an adaptive mechanism, allowing people to sur- 
vive and reproduce. They are concerned with nutrition, mating, and child 
rearing, economics, social conflict, and harmony. Other anthropologists 
see culture as a complex network of symbols and symbol systems, and see 
the anthropologist’s task as one of interpreting and explaining these 
meanings. They see culture as communication. They are thus concerned 
with art, music, traditional literature — in short, texts. Foodways, for 
them, become texts to interpret and analyze. Many, perhaps most, an- 
thropologists see these explanatory styles as complementary, not exclu- 
sive. In general, the more they see humans as united by broad, general 
concerns based on common human genetics, the more they look toward 
biological functionalism; the more they see humans as dramatically dif- 
ferent from each other because of profound cultural differences, the more 
they involve themselves with meaning and experience. I see them as the 
two wings of the bird of social theory; without both wings, equally de- 
veloped, the bird doesn’t fly. People everywhere have to deal with the full 
range; they have to get food and shelter, but they also have complex per- 
sonal lives heavily informed by language and belief. Experientially and 
phenomenologically (to use the long words), people are simple function- 
alists sometimes, complex meaning-generators at other times. One can 
follow Mennell et al. (1992) in classifying foodways explanations as func- 
tionalist, structuralist, or developmental (broadly historic and political- 
economic). However, structuralist explanations do not capture all the in- 
terpretive, meaning-based explanations in the field. 

The result, often, is a rather delightful chaos. Humans are not simple, 
uniform, easily understood creatures. One corollary is that the present 
book is not tightly organized around one theme. A more unified work 
would ensue if foodways were all ecology (Harris 1985) or all political 
economy (as the Marxists hold) or all cognitive structure (Lévi-Strauss 
1962). But they aren’t. Foodways can only be understood holistically, 
with just about every aspect of human life taken into account. Daily 
practice brings together many disparate determinants, from need for vit- 
amin A to desire to emulate the rich and famous. Unity is provided by 
the fact that people must integrate into one meal, or one snack, or one 
shopping trip, the satisfaction of many needs: health, affordability, social 
and sexual life, a sense of control, and, last but not least, enjoyment. No 
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computer on earth could run a program optimizing the satisfaction of all 
these. But people are brilliant approximators, and they manage to inte- 
grate all those goals—not perfectly effortlessly, but successfully enough 
for everyday purposes. 

This book is not a textbook or basic reference work.3 I hope for read- 
ers in classrooms, but I am more hopeful of readers in the vast world out- 
side academia and outside scholastic pursuits. Many encyclopedic and 
comprehensive works on food already exist (notably Katz and Weaver 
2003 and Kiple and Ornelas 2000). I have tried to minimize repetition of 
easily available information. Standard sources, including my own works, 
are not summarized in much detail. I have concentrated instead on less 
well-known material, and especially on my own observations and un- 
published research. I have included as much as I can from my own expe- 
rience—verifying published material when I could not do the research. 
This means that, among other things, China, Maya Mexico, and the 
Mediterranean area—the areas I know reasonably well—get a good deal 
of attention, while other areas—including India (for which see Achaya 
1994, 2002) and northern Europe (see Adamson 2002 and references 
therein)—get short coverage. I have included a good deal on hunter-gath- 
erer foraging and on scent, but I have regretfully left to others the task of 
going in detail into matters like obesity and anorexia, where my expertise 
is not sufficient to allow me to add much to the many excellent works 
available. 

One of the best ways to improve world nutrition is to pick up the best 
ideas from the thousands of cultures that humanity has developed. Each 
culture encodes a vast amount of knowledge of local foods: how to iden- 
tify them, prepare them, grow them (if they are planted), and so on. Each 
culture has its ways of enjoying food and of constructing foodways as so- 
cial entities. We need to appreciate these ways far more fully. We need to 
see “other people’s foods” as not merely exotic delicacies, to be eaten for 
variety, but as sources of ideas for saving the planet. Time is short, eco- 
logical disaster is at hand; we have no time to lose. The only cost-effec- 
tive, time-effective way to broaden our food systems enough to insure nu- 
trition through the twenty-first century is to draw on these vast existing 
stocks of knowledge. We have no guarantee that this will be enough to 
put us over, but at least it will help; we need to investigate all possibilities. 
“Valuing diversity” should not be merely a buzzword for schoolkids. It is 
a life-and-death matter. 
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Ultimately, the better we understand why people eat what they eat, the 

better we can feed the world.4 

 
If these sleeves  
of my black robe 
were only wider 
I’d shelter all the people 
in this up-and-down world 
—Ryokan 
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