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In 2002, the historian Warren Belasco
remarked that while ‘‘food is important
. . . food scholars may still evoke a sense
of surprise’’ (Belasco 2002, pp. 2, 5). The
sociological importance of food should be
obvious: one need not be a Marxist to recog-
nize that food production forms an essential
infrastructure for other sorts of social activ-
ities, nor a Weberian to perceive the role of
eating in status and social closure. And
yet, at the time of Belasco’s writing, identi-
fying one’s primary research area as
‘‘food’’ to colleagues at an ASA meeting
could evoke a cocked eyebrow and an awk-
ward pause.

Research about food has made strides
toward academic legitimacy in the years
since Belasco’s essay. Conferences regularly
feature thematic panels about food, and
food (its production, its consumption, its
politics) is a central concern in a growing
number of sociological monographs. Nor
does another dimension of the marginaliza-
tion of food research identified by Belasco
necessarily apply. He noted that scholars
who studied food often did so to illuminate
other topics, rather than treating food as a top-
ic in its own right. But in sociology, this is
something of a false dichotomy. Sociologists
study concrete settings and bounded topics
to illuminate general processes, but this
need not (and, in the best sociology, does
not) diminish the importance of those
settings and topics.

The books surveyed in this review illus-
trate the point. When read together, these
three books demonstrate food sociology’s
potential to offer insights into enduring
sociological questions, while also delving
into the social and cultural complexity of
eating itself. One theme that runs through
these texts is the puzzle of consumer choice.
What accounts for patterns that emerge,
both in individual behavior over time and
across groups of individuals seen in the
aggregate, when shoppers encounter

products for sale in the market? A second
theme deals with social and cultural change.
Under what conditions and through what
processes are these patterns of consumer
behavior transformed? Placed in conversa-
tion, these books show that food’s position
as an object of both consumption and polit-
ical contestation makes it well suited to shed
light on these important questions.

Alan Warde’s name will be familiar to
food scholars (and many others). During
Warde’s decades-spanning career, he has
produced theoretical works in the sociology
of consumption and numerous publications
about changing food tastes and practices in
the United Kingdom. In The Practice of Eat-
ing, he builds on arguments that he piloted
in The Journal of Consumer Culture to make
a case for studying food consumption
through a framework that is grounded in
practice theory (Warde 2005; Warde 2014).
He employs this label to demarcate a body
of conceptual work, stemming in significant
part from the writings of Anthony Giddens
and Pierre Bourdieu, that distinguishes the
analysis of human action from knowledge
of the intentions of actors. These practice
theorists contend that most behavior,
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including consumer behavior, stems from
sources other than reflexive deliberation. In
contrast to agentic models of consumer
choice, this approach emphasizes ‘‘routine
over actions, flow and sequence over dis-
crete acts, dispositions over decisions, and
practical consciousness over deliberation’’
(p. 4).

Warde argues that practice theory has the
potential to correct problematic assump-
tions in the existing sociological literature
about the consumption of food and other
products. He credits the cultural turn in
the social sciences—a shift in scholarly
attention toward issues of ‘‘communication,
symbolic meaning, and lifestyle’’—with
promoting an upswing in research about
food and eating and, more broadly, about
consumer behavior of all sorts (p. 27). But
he contends that this research suffers
from a significant flaw. By conceptualizing
consumption primarily as an activity
that people engage in deliberately and
reflexively for the purposes of ‘‘identity for-
mation and aesthetic expression,’’ cultural
turn research reproduced individualistic
‘‘models of an active, expressive, choosing
consumer’’ that it imported, perhaps unwit-
tingly, from neoclassical economics (pp. 3–
4). Accordingly, it ‘‘tended to ignore practi-
cal and routine activity in favor of more
expressive and conspicuous aspects of life-
style,’’ while its ‘‘celebration of agency and
reflexivity obscured the importance of
embodied procedures and habits’’ (pp. 28–
29). To these tendencies, Warde contends,
the practice approach offers an antidote.

He argues that much eating is demonstra-
bly not the product of deliberate, reasoned,
expressive choices made by reflexive
consumers. Rather, it consists of ‘‘a series
of highly skilled improvisations in response
to contingent and unexpected circum-
stances’’ (p. 77). Consider an example: you
go to the store to buy rib eye steaks for a din-
ner party, but the price seems higher than
what you were expecting to pay, and you
notice the salmon is on sale (and fish is
healthier than beef, right?), and you sudden-
ly realize that the potatoes that you were
planning to mash with butter and serve
alongside the steak could just as well be
steamed and presented with a sauce made

of Dijon mustard (healthier still), and per-
haps some asparagus . . . . As Warde puts
it, in eating, ‘‘people readily transmute
a potentially enormously problematic series
of decisions into mutually intelligible
performances’’ without a great deal of con-
scious thought (p. 77). You didn’t enter the
store knowing precisely how much you
were willing to pay for the steak, but the price
on offer felt like too much. You didn’t com-
pare every possible permutation of protein
and starch, along with whatever symbolic
associations they might have, before deciding
to substitute salmon for steak; you just knew
that the switch would work (so long as you
prepared the potatoes differently) and that
the combination would be seen as suitable
dinner party fare. At the aggregate level,
and across time, eating choices tend to fall
into recognizable patterns despite the
absence of deliberate and reasoned efforts to
make them do so. Practice theory provides
tools for understanding how this happens.

The idea is provocative, although the
book provides surprisingly little informa-
tion about actual eating practices. The three
chapters that follow the introduction—fully
half the book—offer an extended review
of the various literatures that inform
Warde’s project. He builds on empirical
research about food consumption to argue
that eating possesses three interrelated
dimensions—the food that is consumed,
the processes by which the food is incorpo-
rated into the body, and the social settings
and occasions where this incorporation
takes place—and that any competent ‘‘per-
formance’’ of eating involves the coordina-
tion of multiple possible options across
these three dimensions.

The remainder of the book aims to refine
a practice-theoretical account of eating by
considering several contemporary food-
related phenomena, including popular dis-
course about food preparation and con-
sumption, rising rates of obesity, and the
adaptation of British consumers to foods of
foreign origin. Warde’s contention is that
regularities in eating practices result from
habits and internalized dispositions that
lead people to engage in similar patterns
of action each time they encounter particu-
lar social circumstances, and much of this
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activity occurs beneath the level of explicit
consciousness. Indeed, reflexivity most
often enters into eating behavior when peo-
ple are ‘‘bewildered’’—that is, when the
impulses of a disposition and the cues of
an environment are incongruous—which is
a relatively rare occurrence in everyday con-
sumption (p. 138).

Read in isolation, Warde’s book feels
unbalanced: heavy on theoretical abstrac-
tion, light on rigorous empirical testing.
But the ethnographies by Barnard and
DeSoucey round out the meal. In addition
to their many other virtues, these books
offer a means to explore the usefulness
and limitations of Warde’s eating-as-
practice analysis. Alex Barnard’s Freegans:
Diving into the Wealth of Food Waste in
America draws from several years of partici-
pation in an eponymous collective in New
York City. The members of this group came
to his attention through a newspaper article
that juxtaposed their privileged back-
grounds with their unusual culinary prac-
tices: as he explains, freegans were ‘‘people
with homes and educations and reliable
sources of income who ate garbage voluntar-
ily’’ (p. xi).

Intrigued, Barnard joined a freegan ‘‘trash
tour,’’ where he expected to ‘‘spend a few
hours searching out rotten apple cores and
potato peelings’’ but instead discovered
a wealth of edible food placed on Manhat-
tan sidewalks for city sanitation workers
(p. xi). He also encountered freegans’ analy-
sis of modern food systems, delivered in
curbside speeches that one group partici-
pant described as ‘‘waving the banana at
capitalism’’ (p. 8). As a sociologist and a vet-
eran environmental activist, he was hooked.

Much of the book provides (to use
Warde’s categories) a cultural turn-style
analysis of freeganism. This is not meant
as a critique—rather, the book demonstrates
enduring strengths of this approach.
Barnard characterizes freeganism as a pre-
figurative social movement that aims to
communicate a critique of modern capital-
ism and to create spaces for the flourishing
of anti- or post-capitalist ways of life. He
pieces the critique together from freegan
publications, observations of group meetings,
and excerpts from ‘‘trash tour’’ speeches, and

he explains why it resonates with group
members’ environmental concerns and with
their (frequently unsatisfying) prior experi-
ences of food-related politics and protest.

He also traces freegans’ collective efforts
to cultivate self-reliance, to rediscover lost
survival skills, and to build non-hierarchical
and cooperative social relationships. For
example, he documents the significance of
‘‘skill-shares’’ (p. 134), in which freegans
teach one another to make useful objects
from such things as discarded bicycle parts
and foraged yucca leaves, and ‘‘really
really free markets’’ (p. 143), in which
they barter and exchange salvaged items,
for reinforcing group members’ confidence
in their ability to live outside of consumer
markets. The result is a rich and lively
account of how freegans craft oppositional
identities and subcultural meanings by
enacting and reflecting on distinctive forms
of consumption.

However, Barnard is also interested in the
viability and impact of freeganism as a social
movement. To what extent are freegans actu-
ally able to free themselves from consumer
capitalism? Might their efforts contribute to
more widespread changes in consumption
patterns, or at least to a greater reflexivity
on the part of everyday consumers about
the unnecessary waste of usable items? As
far as the first question goes, Barnard
appears to channel Paul Willis’s discussion
of ‘‘partial penetration’’ of capitalist dynam-
ics (Willis 1977). Like Willis’s ‘‘lads,’’ who
rejected the meritocratic ideology of school-
ing but inadvertently reproduced their place
in the factory system, freegans articulate
a critique of consumer capitalism but remain
blind to the ways in which their community
depends on the continued functioning of
this system. As Barnard puts it, ‘‘it is largely
through the collective repurposing of capi-
talism’s waste that freegans are able to put
their anticapitalist values—community, gen-
erosity, social concern, freedom, coopera-
tion, and sharing—into practice’’ (p. 12).
This relationship becomes most evident
when it breaks down. For example, Barnard
notes that among the factors that contributed
to the dissolution of the freegan group that
he studied were decisions by several fre-
quently canvassed grocery stores to make
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their waste less accessible to streetside
gleaners.

Freegans found themselves wrapped up
in capitalist relationships in subtler ways,
as well. In one telling passage, Barnard
describes his realization that he had begun
to approach foraging tours with the same
anticipation that a mainstream shopper
might bring to a trip to the mall. He writes:
‘‘I would often engage excitedly in conver-
sations before expeditions over what I
hoped to find, only to catch myself and real-
ize that, no, I didn’t want to find anything,
because I wanted capitalism to stop ex-com-
modifying so much’’ (pp. 177–178). Similar-
ly, he identifies ways in which routines and
habits of consumerism shaped the participa-
tion of non-freegans in the group’s ‘‘trash
tours.’’ Despite leaders’ exhortations to see
the mounds of discarded food as evidence
of capitalism’s failings, several participants
told Barnard that they participated in the
tours primarily as a way to save money on
their grocery bills.

One could make the case that these
entrenched habits and dispositions repre-
sented one of the greatest challenges to
freegan efforts at social change. While their
attempts to reflect on and withdraw from
the capitalist food system were in many
ways successful, they continued to act out
certain routines of consumerism. Some of
the routines were compulsory. For example,
freegans continued to eat ‘‘dinner,’’ an even-
ing meal originally scheduled around facto-
ry routines, because of restaurants’ and
grocery stores’ practice of putting their gar-
bage out at night. Others were embodied.
Freegans themselves generated significant
amounts of trash as they unreflexively
tossed out reclaimed food that had become
too old to eat. The persistence of these
routines, while not a primary theme in
Barnard’s book, suggests one of the benefits
of Warde’s eating-as-practice approach: it
draws attention to the constancies of human
behavior that may foil even the most deter-
mined efforts at wholesale social change.

Michaela DeSoucey’s Contested Tastes:
Foie Gras and the Politics of Food substitutes
gourmet food for garbage and full-throated
contention for the prefigurative politics
described in Barnard’s study. Foie gras,

which translates literally as ‘‘fat liver,’’ is
produced from ducks and geese that are
raised using a technique called gavage. This
method involves forcing the animals to con-
sume increasing amounts of grain, using
a funnel and metal tube inserted in the esoph-
agus, for several weeks before they are
slaughtered. Because of a quirk of the birds’
biology, the extra food engorges their livers
from six to ten times the normal size. After
harvesting, the fattened livers are either
seared and served whole or slowly cooked
and combined with other ingredients.

Foie gras is ubiquitous in France, but con-
sumption in the United States is mainly con-
fined to high-end restaurants and ‘‘foodie’’
consumers. Trading on the product’s Amer-
ican obscurity, the book’s jacket blurb cheek-
ily inquires, ‘‘Who cares about foie gras?’’ In
fact, as DeSoucey demonstrates, many peo-
ple care passionately about it. At the head
of the line are animal rights activists, who
see in gavage both an act of wanton cruelty
and a proxy for the many ills of the industri-
al food system. In the United States, these
activists have aggressively targeted foie
gras producers and purveyors. In fact,
DeSoucey begins the book with a story of
one business owner whose ‘‘house was
splashed with red paint, the locks on the
house and garage doors filled with glue,
and ‘‘murderer’’ and ‘‘stop or be stopped’’
spray-painted on the house and car’’ (p. 1).
Moreover, legislators in a number of munic-
ipalities and in the state of California have
banned the sale of foie gras products. On
the other side of the Atlantic, French goose
and duck farmers also operate under a state
of siege: gavage is banned in many neighbor-
ing countries, and animal rights advocates
have pressured European Union leaders to
curtail or eliminate the practice in the EU
as a whole.

DeSoucey approaches these foie gras con-
troversies as a means of gaining insight into
gastropolitics, which she defines as
‘‘conflicts, both large and small, over food
and culinary practices that are branded as
social problems and that concurrently
enmesh the domains of movements,
markets, and states’’ (pp. 15–16). Gastropo-
litics typically reflect underlying moral anx-
ieties that encompass not only the foods
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themselves, but also economic and cultural
differences that are demarcated by the
targeted eating practices. DeSoucey’s study
of gastropolitics bears similarities to sociolo-
gists’ analyses of moral and symbolic
contests that surround other products, rang-
ing from life insurance (Zelizer 1979) to por-
nography (Beisel 1997), although gastropo-
litics are rendered somewhat unique by
the multiple connections of food with
human health, cultural and class identity,
and environmental quality. Additionally,
the state’s extensive role in monitoring
food quality and safety and in promoting
certain products on the grounds of national
heritage creates a layer of political complex-
ity that may be absent in other moral
conflicts.

DeSoucey’s investigation of foie gras
gastropolitics takes the form of a compara-
tive ethnography of the product’s produc-
tion and consumption in France and in the
United States. In the former country, she
explains how foie gras has ‘‘become, simul-
taneously, a product and a producer of
nationalistic sentiment . . . a variant of
gastropolitics that I call gastronationalism’’
(p. 32). Here, she highlights a number of
macro-level trends, including technological
innovation, an influx of capital to the foie
gras industry, and protectionist policies
established by the French government,
that have expanded the availability of foie
gras products and elevated their status in
the cultural marketplace. She then turns
to a close examination of small-scale, arti-
sanal foie gras producers in southwestern
France. While farms of this nature produce
only a small fraction of the foie gras con-
sumed in France (the majority comes from
industrial-scale operations, which do not
allow access to researchers or tourists,
and from producers in eastern Europe),
they figure prominently in gastronation-
alist narratives of foie gras’s place in
French patrimony.

The insights that derive from this research
are legion, but two that I found especially
intriguing—and that reveal the subtlety
and sophistication of DeSoucey’s ethno-
graphic sensibility—have to do with the
mutually constitutive relationship between

artisanal producers and foie gras connois-
seurs and with the complex interactions
between artisan farms and companies that
mass-produce foie gras. In the first case,
she demonstrates that while connoisseurs
provide material support to artisans by pur-
chasing and promoting their foie gras, arti-
san products also furnish connoisseurs
with the material means to display their
sophistication vis-à-vis less informed
consumers of mass-market foie gras (p.
82). On the basis of this observation, one
might suspect the existence of antagonism
between artisans and mass-market
producers, but this is not so. In fact, mass-
market producers recognize that the arti-
sans help to cultivate a positive public
image for the foie gras industry as a whole
and encourage their enterprises on this
basis, while the artisans repay mass-market
producers’ support with goodwill (p. 87).
The gastronationalistic performances
enacted on these farms are therefore jointly
produced by consumers and industrialists,
as well as by the artisan farmers themselves.

The opposition of animal rights activists
to gavage and their efforts to restrict the pro-
duction and sale of foie gras lurks in the
background during DeSoucey’s analysis of
production and consumption in France.
When her gaze shifts to the United States,
though, the foie gras opponents take center
stage. She considers, first, the surprising his-
tory of Chicago’s unsuccessful effort to ban
the sale of the product at restaurants and
other ‘‘eating establishments’’ within the
city’s limits. Although a ‘‘foiehibition’’ (a
tongue-in-cheek nickname for the ban devel-
oped by Chicago foodies) ordinance was on
the books between 2005 and 2008, it was
poorly monitored, rarely enforced, and
flouted in more or less clever ways on a reg-
ular basis.

More importantly, perhaps, DeSoucey
explains that the obscurity and cultural
indeterminacy of foie gras in the United
States—or, more precisely, its lack of
embeddedness in gastronationalist tradi-
tions and practices—enabled supporters
and opponents of the ban to define the issue
in terms of more expansive and evocative
ideas and concerns. Relatively few people

Review Essays 401

Contemporary Sociology 46, 4



in Chicago knew very much about foie gras
itself, but a fair number of people were
swayed against the product when it was
described as the result of ‘‘a cruel and pain-
ful process that produced food for rich peo-
ple’’ (p. 139). On the other hand, the tide
turned against the ban as the city’s culinary
authorities and the state restaurant associa-
tion worked to frame the issue as an illegit-
imate attempt by the city government to
restrict diners’ choices and the artistic free-
dom of chefs in service of a particular
group’s ethical principles.

While Barnard’s ethnography suggests
some of the promise of Warde’s eating-as-
practice perspective, DeSoucey’s book
reveals instead certain of its limitations. By
counterposing unreflexive practice and
hyperreflexive voluntarism as competing
accounts of consumer choice, Warde’s
framework provides little room for under-
standing the complexity of diners’ and
chefs’ creative engagement with foie gras
after the Chicago ban. As DeSoucey
explains, the former group attended under-
ground ‘‘duckeasies’’ that provided a feeling
of ‘‘glee at being bad’’ (p. 139), while the lat-
ter found ways to elude the law by advertis-
ing foie gras as ‘‘the special lobster dish’’ or
by providing it for free with the purchase of
a $16 slice of bread (p. 128). These acts were
certainly reflexive and intentional, but they
also built on a foundation of prereflexive
dispositions and routines—it was only
because they were accustomed to the
routines of the restaurant world that chefs
and diners found these acts comprehensible
and, indeed, amusing. Additionally,
Warde’s account provides little room for

intentionality in understanding changes in
aggregate eating practices, while DeSoucey
highlights the potential for determined
groups of individuals, using the tools of
social control provided by the state, to
impose their vision of ethical eating on
others.

Much more could be said about these
books and about the emerging subfield of
food sociology. Suffice to say here that
they offer an intellectual feast that, while
a bit messy, is substantively and conceptual-
ly diverse. Taken together, they both whet
a reader’s appetite for similar studies and
show food scholarship’s potential to satisfy
deeper sociological hungers.
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