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Food as a lnk wth others
Mare Walser and Ncolas Brcas

Food is a vehicle to anchor oneself in the collective and connect with others, 
whether by sharing food with others at the dinner table, through the social 
interactions involved in grocery shopping practices, when travelling and 
embracing food as a gateway to local cultures and related experiences.

Beyond the queston of our relatonshp wth ourselves (Chapter 1), food s a 
fundamentally collectve matter that has connected humans for thousands of 
years. Socal behavour assocated wth food ourshed wth the domestcaton 
of re some four hundred thousand years ago (de Lumley, 2006). e collectve 
dmenson of food emerged as socal organzaton became more complex (Perlès, 
1999), rst n terms of the eatng process and later through the development of 
actvtes such as agrculture and cookng. Food s thus a key means of connectng 
wth others on a socal, economc, dentty and even sprtual level.

A socal nsttuton

Eatng meals wth others s a pvotal part of communty lfe n many socetes. s 
s referred to as ‘commensalty’, a term derved from the Latn word commensalis 
(combnng cum, meanng ‘wth’, and mensa, meanng ‘table’ or ‘food’), whch 
essentally denotes the act of ‘eatng together’.

Sharng a meal nvolves beng together n the same ‘commensal crcle’ 
(Sobal, 2000). Whle ths seemngly ordnary settng may appear to revolve 
around the performance of a seres of movements all geared towards food 
ntake, n realty t s far more complex. Mealtmes are structured by a set of 
codes that may dene the daly tme slots of meals and the order n whch 
dshes are served, for nstance, as well as the composton of the meals, the 
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way the food s prepared and eaten, and table manners (Poulan, 2002). ese 
codes are naturally expressed derently dependng on the soco-cultural 
context. For example, meals may have a so-called synchronc structure, wth 
all dshes served at once, as n Vetnam or Chna, or a ‘dachronc’ structure, 
wth dshes served one aer the other, as n France snce the ntroducton of 
‘Russan-style servce’ n the nneteenth century (prevously, the grand servce 
à la françase was synchronc!) (Aron, 1976; Poulan, 2002). Dependng on the 
occason, t s also common to use cutlery, chopstcks or ngers to channel 
food nto one’s mouth.

Not everythng s allowed or deemed approprate at meals, and dners’ 
behavour (n terms of consumpton and nteracton wth one another) s 
governed by what socologsts call ‘socal norms’. Jean-Perre Poulan stresses 
(2006) the composte orgn of these norms, descrbng them as a ‘cluster of 
njunctons rooted n cultural, socal and famly tradtons’. ese norms are oen 
underpnned by strong values such as sharng, socal herarchy, respect for elders, 
control of overndulgence and concern for hygene, whch are not to be volated 
or tensons could arse (Poulan, 2002). Meals are also a specal tme for adults to 
pass on these values and rules of socal lfe to chldren – a process referred to as 
‘food socalzaton’ (Larson et al., 2006). However, commensal meals do not bear 
the same mportance n all socetes and are gradually becomng less structured 
n some places, partcularly as a result of the ndvdualzaton of food practces 
(Fschler and Masson, 2008).

On a symbolc level, eatng together also mples ‘food communon’ wth 
others (Chombart de Lauwe, 1956). Accordng to Claude Fschler (2015), ‘the 
process of eatng together s consdered to brng people together – eatng the same 
thng means producng the same esh and blood, and symbolcally constructng 
or reconstructng a common destny’. Smlarly, Émle Durkhem (1965) spoke 
of ‘artcal knshp’ acheved through food sharng. Symbolcally, sharng the 
same esh provdes a sense of belongng whle strengthenng bonds wthn 
the communty. e term ‘companon’ (one who shares our bread) reects ths 
connecton. In Cameroon, a young chld truly becomes part of the communty 
only once they have eaten from the famly food pot (Kouokam Magne, 2021). 
Another example concerns meals at funeral wakes, where the deceased person’s 
lvng relatves come together and the grevng process begns (Bott-Mache, 
2019). Sharng the same food s also a sgn of trust, provdng a bass for forgng 
allances (marrages, trade agreements, peace agreements). Refusng to share 
food oered to one s also a symbolc dengraton of a relatonshp and may be 
perceved as oensve (Fschler, 2015). In ths regard, poor people dependent 
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on food ad are oen unable to engage n food sharng, thereby deepenng ther 
socal solaton (Ab Samra and Hachem, 1997; Callavet et al., 2006).

In some cultures, ‘eatng well’ necessarly nvolves the pleasure of sharng a 
meal wth famly or frends (Fschler and Masson, 2008). It s mportant to note, 
however, that the bonds formed durng a collectve meal can also be negatve, 
and thus feared or even shunned (Corbeau and Poulan, 2002). A meal may n 
fact be a backdrop for power dynamcs or concts that rase tensons (Wlk, 
2010). For nstance, drawng on eldwork conducted n a French medcalzed 
elderly care home, Laura Guérn (2018) demonstrated that some resdents’ 
behavour – such as fallng asleep at the table, shoutng repeatedly or movng 
around the space nstead of remanng seated – was not welcomed by others 
and oen dsrupted the collectve eatng routne. Fnally, although convvalty 
may be assocated wth temporary excesses, such as durng festve events or 
restaurant outngs (Fourner and Poulan, 2008), other nterpretatons suggest 
that commensalty helps regulate eatng behavours whle preventng obesty 
and other eatng dsorders (Fschler, 2012). Commensalty, by exposng eaters 
to the socal dctates of togetherness, tends to reduce the scope of ndvdualstc 
eatng behavours and related excesses (e.g. heavy snackng). Ether way, close 
frends and relatves – oen unknowngly – nuence our eatng habts: We 
do not always eat n the same way or eat the same thngs dependng on our 
tablemates.

A soco-economc nteracton

Food s a eld of actvty spannng both the domestc and economc spheres 
and nvolves several stages, ncludng agrcultural producton, food processng, 
dstrbuton, cookng and consumpton. ese stages underpn the functonng 
of food systems, dened by Lous Malasss (1994) as ‘the way n whch people 
organze themselves n space and tme to acqure and consume ther food’. ese 
actvtes are rooted n nteractons between actors, ntertwnng economc 
dynamcs – relatng to tme or nancal management – and socal ones.

On a domestc level, the household s a preferred space for the organzaton 
of daly food actvtes. In many socetes, women shoulder most of the 
practcal responsblty for food and the assocated mental load, from farmng 
to cookng (Allen and Sachs, 2007). s dvson of food labour rases the ssue 
of gender relatons (Chapter 16). Whle these relatons are partally shaped by 
forms of male domnaton (Counhan and Kaplan, 1998), food s also a means 
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of rebalancng them when t s embraced by women as a vehcle for creaton, 
resstance (Avakan and Haber, 2005) or empowerment (Robson, 2006).

Besdes cookng, grocery shoppng s also a key soco-economc actvty 
(Perrot, 2009). Gong to a market or a shop s not just a matter of buyng food; t 
s a way of meetng neghbours or, alternatvely, of blendng nto and thus feelng 
part of an anonymous crowd. Some consumers consder that the supermarket 
s the ultmate place for socal mxng, where one may meet a dverse range of 
people. Moreover, the market s a space where people can catch up on lfe n the 
neghbourhood and where everyone may smultaneously experence the same 
events. Strollng through shop asles or gazng at market stalls s also a way to nd 
out what s on oer, what s new and the prces of products. It s an opportunty 
for shoppers to fully mmerse themselves n ther food envronment wth all of 
ther senses (Brcas, 2010).

Farmers sellng drectly to consumers at markets sustan the local economy 
and foster urban–rural relatons, as well as nteractons between locals and vstors 
(Bessère and Annes, 2018). rough hagglng, buyers and sellers develop a 
barganng relatonshp that serves economc nterests whle enhancng mutual 
understandng. Lkewse, restaurants are both stes of economc actvty and 
meetng places. A range of derent socal relatons unfold n these spaces, such 
as neghbourly relatons at the warung makan (street restaurants) of the kampung 
(slums) n Jakarta (Arcnegas, 2021), frendshps at garbadromes (outlets sellng 
garba, a hghly popular cassava- and sh-based dsh) n Abdjan (Egnankou, 
2020), and even tes between ethnc groups at food courts n Malaysa (Tbère 
et al., 2019). Informalty oen seems to help strengthen the socal tes assocated 
wth food provson.

Upstream of the economc sphere, seed producers, farmers, processors and 
dstrbutors are all lnks n the same food chan, connected through a trade 
network. Accordng to Ronan Le Velly (2002), these commercal dealngs ‘take 
place n an ntrcate context of nterpersonal relatons, formal rules, tools and 
collectve representatons’. s perspectve suggests that economc acton s 
embedded wthn ts socal context (Granovetter, 1985). Economc actvty can 
be regulated: actors tradng comply wth standards set by external regulatory 
bodes that settle dsputes. Yet the exstence of regulaton does not preclude 
power asymmetres. Economc actors may also strve to buld trust, partcularly 
on small scales that foster tact complance wth socal norms. e collectve 
dmenson of tradng may be nstrumental n buldng ths trust. Emmanuelle 
Cheyns (2004) has shown that consumers n Ouagadougou more readly trust 
women’s groups than ndvdual women n the preparaton of qualty soumbala 
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(a fermented condment made from West Afrcan locust beans). e groups 
convey socal values, whle ther mode of functonng, ncludng the self-
montorng of group members, mnmzes the rsks of opportunstc neglect of 
the soumbala preparaton procedures.

Yet market trade s also a realm of power relatons, subjugaton and volence. 
Montesqueu’s clam that ‘trade molles morals and leads to peace’ s far from 
always beng true. Long-dstance trade has hstorcally been developed through 
the use of volence, whether through land-grabbng for farmng purposes, 
securng trade monopoles (e.g. the spce trade monopoles of the Dutch and 
Englsh East Inda companes) or relyng on slave labour to ensure the low-cost 
producton of commodtes such as cane sugar. Untl the nneteenth century, 
economc powers and hegemones were forged on the bass of countres’ ablty 
to harness energy and materals from (food and non-food) bomass, partcularly 
from remote sources (Davron, 2020). Unequal power relatons are not specc 
to nternatonal trade; they are also apparent n local trade, where wholesalers, 
processors and supermarkets are accused of abusng ther domnant postons to 
drve down farmers’ prces (Chapter 7).

In response to these power asymmetres, far trade and short supply chans 
have emerged as platforms for the ntegraton of margnalzed producers, 
rebuldng tes wth peers, nsttutons n the agrcultural sector and socety at 
large (Choleau, 2012). Socal tes can thus help promote economc actvty.

Food as a form of anchorage n the collectve dentty

Food, lke language, s a powerful vehcle for medaton between people. rough 
ts ntake, food shapes ndvdual denttes (Chapter 1), yet at the same tme t 
also transforms ndvduals n terms of ther attachment to a collectve cultural, 
socal, relgous or generatonal dentty (Fschler, 1990): our food practces 
enable us to sgnal our belongng (or derences) wthn derent collectves. 
Food s a means of symbolcally lnkng ourselves to an magnary ‘Other’ wth 
whom we dentfy by seekng to share belefs and practces – sometmes smply 
over the course of a meal.

Food s not just a random combnaton of commodtes; t s a consstent 
and uned system of socal practces, values and representatons (Stano and 
Boutaud, 2015). Food s a moorng for cultural specctes and for strengthenng 
lnks between ndvduals who share the same collectve dentty. So-called totem 
or rtual dshes are thus prme vectors of famly memory (Calvo, 1982), whle 
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also contrbutng to people’s self-dentcaton (Douglas, 1984). All the materal 
elements of food cultures (food, recpes, tools etc.) as well as ther mmateral 
elements (table manners, rtuals, values etc.) consttute a shared hertage (Bessère 
et  al., 2010). s hertage s both an object of transmsson, perpetuatng a 
porton of the collectve dentty, and a space for nventon and recomposton 
(Bessère et al., 2010). s s exempled by bâbenda, a tradtonal dsh of the 
Moss ethnc group n Burkna Faso, the recpe for whch s n the process of 
beng ‘modernzed’ to satsfy cty dwellers’ tastes (Héron, 2021). Food hertages, 
whch reman rmly rooted n a regonal rural dentty and may be attached 
to a place through the concept of terror, benet from dverse enrchments – 
ntergeneratonal, ntercultural and other enrchments – and are thus n constant 
ux. Hence ‘tradton’ s embedded n an unceasng process of legtmzaton of 
new actvtes, resultng from the mprovsaton of ndvdual culnary practces 
that blend, pck from or devate from famly or regonal practces (Warde, 1997).

rough cookng, eaters can therefore both reconnect wth ther orgns and 
open up (or not) to otherness, that s, to people who eat derently. In socetes 
wth hgh cultural dversty, food enhances the sense of ‘lvng together’. It 
encompasses both that whch s ‘n common’ – through hybrd cusnes or those 
commonly regarded as ‘natonal’, such as nasi lemak n Malaysa (Dasgupta et al., 
2021) – and derences (Tbère, 2013; Tbère et  al., 2019). In ctes, through 
culnary nnovatons, food provdes a medum for buldng a specc dentty 
that transcends cty dwellers’ rural regons of orgn (Soula et al., 2021). Ceebu 
jën (a rce and sh dsh) was nvented n Senegalese ctes n the nneteenth 
century usng broken Asan rce, groundnut ol from Central Amerca, vegetables 
ntroduced by the Portuguese and later the French, vegetables of Afrcan orgn 
and sh caught o the coasts of these ctes. It has become a dsh emblematc of 
urban areas, and lke Senegalese cusne, t s currently spreadng throughout the 
contnent (Tbère and Leport, 2018). Lkewse, garba was nvented n Abdjan 
by Ngeran mmgrants and has followed the same trend, becomng a cusne 
embraced by a new urban culture (Séda et al., 2021).

Eatng wth people who have derent tastes and prohbtons may requre 
some adjustments, but t helps buld cultural brdges between groups (van den 
Berghe, 1984). Travellng eaters may also assume several postons wth regard 
to foregn cusne. ey may be ‘neophlc’ and seek to sample the food of the 
locaton vsted as a symbolc ncorporaton of part of the local dentty. Yet they 
mght also be ‘neophobc’ and opt to eat famlar foods that are remnscent of 
ther own food culture to feel safe and comfortable (Cohen and Avel, 2004). 
In stuatons of mgraton or exle, food choces are central to fosterng a sense 
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of belongng and ntegraton. ey thus consttute a resource for ndng a place 
between one’s home country and the host socety (Éten and Tbère, 2013). 
Wthn the same country, food practces allow for navgatng derent collectve 
denttes. In South Afrca, for nstance, people make derent food choces 
dependng on whether they are at home or n the workplace. At work, n order 
to t n, a person may delberately refran from followng ther own personal 
food-consumpton habts and embrace those of the ‘Other’ (Zembe, 2017).

In France, the example of the ‘new mllonares’ (people who have recently 
become wealthy) dscussed by Pnçon and Pnçon-Charlot (2010) hghlghts 
the dynamcs surroundng changes n socal class: new codes must be acqured, 
partcularly regardng food, for nstance, n terms of the behavour to adopt at a 
luxury restaurant. Hence, food s n many ways a tremendous vector of collectve 
bondng but also a space of dstncton reectng the lnes between groups, 
senses of belongng and assgned denttes (Stano and Boutaud, 2015).

A relatonshp wth sprtual enttes

Dverse belefs have permeated humanty snce ts orgns, based on whch 
humans envsage the exstence of supernatural bengs or nvsble enttes, gods, 
sprts or ancestors to whom they attrbute propertes (Boyer, 2001). Guded by 
these belefs, people are drven to nteract wth these supernatural agents, ged 
wth ntellect and wllpower (Albert, 2009), through rtual acts that may nvolve 
oerngs of food or meals. Wthout tryng to be exhaustve or drawng general 
conclusons, we here oer a few examples to explore the ways n whch food may 
foster tes between human bengs, ther deceased kn and detes.

e queston of lfe aer death s a major concern n all human socetes. Funeral 
rtes strve to facltate the passage of the deceased from the world of the lvng to 
that of the dead – a process that may possbly nclude a food sequence. Accordng 
to Mesopotaman popular belef between the second and rst mllenna , when 
they passed away, the dead would begn a long journey to the Western edge of 
the world, to ‘the place where the sun sets’, by the Great Gate of the Netherworld. 
Provsons for the journey of the deceased, ncludng water, beer, cereals (oatmeal, 
barley, bread) and honey, were placed n dshes near the tomb. When the deceased 
reached the Netherworld at the end of ther journey, ther only source of sustenance 
was the food oerngs, wthout whch they would be unable to rest, at the rsk 
of becomng errant and a danger to the lvng (Da Slva, 1998). In Romana, the 
lvng eat to noursh the dead. ey consume colivā – a cake prepared by the oldest 
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woman n the house of the one who has ded – whch symbolzes the body of the 
deceased (Vassas, 2001). Beyond the oerngs, funeral meals are a celebraton of 
the passage of the dead nto the aerlfe, whle these feasts may also play an atonng 
and lberatng role for the lvng ‘who reman’, as s the case n Japan (Graud, 2015).

Yet food-based nteractons wth the deceased are not solely lmted to the 
mmedate post-death perod. For the Mxe people of Mexco, food oerngs n 
cemeteres are an everyday means of seekng permsson from the dead (Ptrou, 
2014), whle ancestors may be worshpped through commensal actvtes, wth ther 
essence preserved n the form of food (Rowlands and Fuller, 2009). In West Afrca, 
when openng a bottle of beer, even commercal beer, t s customary to pour the 
rst drops on the ground as a lbatonary trbute to the memory of the ancestors. In 
Bal, the sprts of the dead are oered the foods and other tems they loved durng 
ther lfetmes such that sweets, frut and cgarettes are commonly seen on altars.

Food s also sometmes beleved to be a vehcle for nteracton wth sprts or 
gods. Food rtes – meals or oerngs – may, for nstance, serve to appease the 
gods (Rowlands and Fuller, 2009), to ask for the help of nature’s enttes when a 
human undertakng s deemed uncertan (Ptrou, 2014) or to ward o evl sprts 
(Charler-Zeneddne, 2014).

Concluson

People meet and nteract through food n many ways, whether through commensalty, 
socablty n the marketplace, the dscovery and transmsson of food hertage and 
related cultural practces. A closer look reveals that these food-drven nteractons 
shape human socetes – days are organzed accordng to mealtmes, the vbrancy 
of a place can be gauged by that of ts food supply, soldarty oen begns by helpng 
a hungry person n need, and exceptonal food makes events specal. Fnally, our 
modes of food producton and consumpton shape the ways n whch we lve n 
socety. ey brng us together but also prompt us to work together to nvent new 
alternatves (Chapter 19). In studyng a eld as profoundly rooted n the lvng world 
as food, ths socal cooperaton cannot be grasped wthout reectng on our lnks, as 
humans, wthn the bosphere (Chapter 3).

s chapter partly draws on the nput of contrbutors at several conferences 
organzed by the UNESCO Char n World Food Systems: Sustainable 
Food: A Common Good? (2012), What Did We Eat Yesterday? What Will We 
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