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Food 

Roast Beef, Medium, is not only a food. It is a philosophy. Seated 
at Life’s Dining Table, with the menu of Morals before you, your 
eye wanders a bit over the entrkes, the hors d’oeuvres, and the 
things B la though you know that Roast Beef, Medium, is safe 
and sane, and sure. 

Edna Ferber (1 887-1 968) 

PRELIMINARY REMARKS 

Like clothing, food is much more than survival substance. As a concrete 
example, imagine having adopted a furry little bunny a few years back as a 
household companion, whom you have named Peter. You have come to depend 
on Peter for companionship and affection. He has become another family 
member. You would hardly perceive Peter to be a potential meal. 

Now, imagine having been recently invited over to dinner one evening by 
a family of a different cultural background for whoin you have great admiration. 
For your first dish, you are served a delicious plate of pasta. After eating the 
savoi-y noodles, you commend your gracious hosts on the exquisiteness of the 
cuisine. Next, a plate is brought out and you are served a portion of the cooked 
meat on the plate. It looks appetizing. You are ready to taste it. But before you 
put the fork in your mouth, you ask one of your hosts what kind of meat it is. 
“Rabbit,” is the answer you receive. 

How will you react? Undoubtedly, the image of Peter will come to your 
mind, and instinctively, you will probably take the fork away from your mouth 
and place it gently on your plate. Your frame of mind will probably not allow 
you to swallow the meat, feeling disgusted. What are you going to do? Will 
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you refuse the meat openly and thus risk offending your hosts? Chances are 
that you will contrive some excuse for not eating it, designed strategically not 
to insult your hosts, such as: “I’m really too full to eat anything else after that 
marvelous dish of pasta!” “I really must make room for dessert!” or somethng 
similar. 

The foregoing vignette was meant to emphasize that food is much more 
than substance for nourishment and sustenance. It is a sign imbued with 
meaning. We eat, first and foremost, to survive. But in a social ambiance, food 
takes on significance that transcends this function and that affect perceptions 
of edibility. This chapter is about the semiotics of food, an area of substantive 
interest to contemporary semioticians. 

FOOD VS. CUISINE 

Survival without food is impossible. So, denotatively food is, as mentioned, 
survival substance. But, in the semiosphere, food and eating invariably take on 
a whole range of connotations. The term that is often used to designate the 
system of connotations that food evokes is cuisine. Cuisine informs us as to 
what certain people eat, how they make it, and what it reveals about them. 

The earliest people probably ate whatever plant food they could find, 
including wild fruits, mushrooms, nuts, roots, and seeds. They caught fish 
and small land animals, and ate the meat of dead animals they found. In time, 
people developed weapons to hunt large animals, and probably spent much 
time searching for them. If the food supply in an area ran out, they apparently 
moved on. They roasted some of their food over burning wood from fires that 
started naturally. After they discovered how to make fire, they could roast 
food more often. After they learned how to make pots, they could also boil and 
stew food. 

By about 8000 BC, people had begun to raise plants and animals for food- 
hence the rise of farming as a communal activity, assuring people of a steadier 
food supply. It also meant settling in one area instead of traveling about in 
search of food. Grains were especially important crops for the early farming 
communities. So was the raising of cattle, goats, sheep, and other animals for 
meat and milk. Some groups of prehistoric people were nomadic. They traveled 
across the countryside in patterns, raising such animals as camels, goats, and 
sheep. Between 3500 and 1500 BC, the first great civilizations developed in 
river valleys, such as the Nile Valley in Egypt, the Tigris-Euphrates Valley in 
what is now Iraq, the Indus Valley in what are now Pakistan and northwestern 
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India, and the Huang He Valley in China. All these valleys had fertile soil and a 
favorable climate, whch enabled farmers to produce abundant yields. In ancient 
Egypt, for example, farmers along the Nile could raise two or three crops a 
year on the same fields. They grew barley and wheat and such vegetables as 
beans, lettuce, and peas. The Egyptians also cultivated such fruits as grapes 
and melons. Their livestock included cattle, goats, and sheep. 

At first, the ancient Greek and Roman societies could not produce enough 
food for their growing populations. They thus had to import large quantities of 
food from other countries. This may be the reason why both civilizations took 
the decision to conquer and colonize lands that had plentiful food supplies. By 
the third century AD, the Roman Empire covered much of Europe, most of 
the Middle East, and the Mediterranean coast of Africa. Most of the empire’s 
large farms specialized in raising wheat, which formed the basis of the Roman 
diet. 

The foregoing sketch only gives a schematic outline of the origin of hunting 
and farming. The point that it is intended to make is that the origin of true 
culture is a consequence of efforts to secure a source of food and to invent a 
technology to make the provision of food abundant and stable. As the 
anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss (1964) pointed out, the origin of culture 
can, in fact, be traced to the advent of “cooking technology.” Lkvi-Strauss 
claims that this transformation was accomplished by two processes-roasting 
and boiling-both of which were among the first significant technological 
advances made by humanity. Roasting is more primitive than boiling because it 
implies a direct contact between the food and a fire. But boiling reveals an 
advanced form of technology, since the process in this case is mediated by a 
pot. Boiling was the event that led to the institution of true culture-which 
implies the sharing of food in the community of others. At that point food 
takes on symbolic meanings. 

To grasp how this may have come about, imagine being in a “Robinson 
Crusoe” situation-Robinson Crusoe being protagonist in the Daniel Defoe’s 
(1660?-1731) famous novel, The Life and Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, 
whch appeared in 17 19. Although the novel is the fictional tale of a shpwrecked 
sailor, it is however based on the real adventures of a seaman, Alexander S e h k ,  
who had been marooned on an island off the coast of Chde. The novel chronicles 
Crusoe’s ingenious attempts to overcome the hardships he faces on the island. 
Like Robinson Crusoe, imagine being abandoned on an isolated island in the 
middle of nowhere. Without the support and security of a social ambiance, 
your first instincts are to survive in any way that you can. In such a situation, 
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your need for food and water takes precedence over all else. You will hardly be 
fussy about what to eat. In effect, you will eat whatever you find. 

Now, suppose that after living alone on the island for a few years you 
discover other similarly abandoned individuals, each one on some remote part 
of the island, all of whom speak the same language as you do. Since there is 
strength in numbers, you all decide to join forces as a group. The group decides 
that it is wise to assign specific roles to separate individuals for the procurement, 
storage, and preparation of food. This division of labor assigns different roles 
to the individuals. As time passes, other “social contracts” and arrangements 
are made, all designed to ensure survival. The food eaten and its method of 
preparation will start at that point to take on meanings that transcend survival. 
The group may want to reserve a day of the week to eat a special type of food, 
cooked in a special way, to symbolize the gratitude each one feels (for having 
survived). 

This vignette was meant to exemplify how food cooked for a community 
of eaters is bound to take on a meaning beyond that of “survival substance.” 
When especially favorable food sources became available, early humans settled 
in permanent, year-round communities, learning to domesticate plants and 
animals for food, transportation, clothing, and other uses. With greater 
population concentrations and permanent living sites, cultural institutions 
developed, united by religious ceremonies and ritualistic food exchanges. These 
early hunting-gathering societies soon developed complex belief systems with 
regard to the supernatural world, and the behaviors of spirits and gods. Food 
thus became a part of ritual and a source of symbolism. To this day, food 
invariably is a primary constituent of all lunds of ceremonies and rituals, from 
feasts (weddings, Bar Mitzvahs, etc.) to simple social gatherings. We schedule 
“breakfast,” “lunch,” and “dinner” events on a daily basis. Indeed, we plan our 
days around meals. Even going out on a common date would be virtually 
unthinkable without some eating component associated with this courtship 
ritual (ranging from the popcorn eaten at movie theaters to the elaborate meals 
consumed at trendy restaurants). 

FOOD AS SYMBOLISM 

Let’s now look at some specific examples of food symbolism. Take, for 
example, bread. We talk of the bread of life, of earning one S bread, and so on 
because, as in many other cultures, bread is a symbol for life. The word 
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co~npanion, incidentally, comes from Latin and means literally the person “with 
whom we share bread.” As Margaret Visser (1992: 2-3) aptly points out: 

This is true even in our own day, when people eat far less bread 
than they used to, and when bread comes to us from a factory, 
bleached, squishy, ready-cut (so much for “breahng bread”), 
wrapped in plastic or cellophane. Yet we still expect to have bread 
on hand at every meal, as background, as completion, as 
dependable comforter and recompense for any stress or 
disappointment the rest of the meal might occasion. Bread is for 
us a lund of successor to the motherly breast, and it has been 
over the centuries responsible for billions of sighs of satisfaction. 

The probable reason for the association of bread with life may be the fact 
that it is one of the oldest foods eaten and cooked by humans. Prehistoric 
people made flat bread by mixing grain meal with water and balung the resulting 
dough on rocks that they had heated. Historians believe the Egyptians learned 
to make yeast bread around 2600 BC. The ancient Greeks learned bread-makmg 
from the Egyptians and later taught the method to the Romans. By the first 
century AD, the Romans passed it on to people in many parts of Europe. 

Many of the symbolic meanings of food derive from accounts of human 
origins. The stoiy of Adam and Eve in the Western Bible, for instance, revolves 
around the eating of a forbidden fruit. The representation of this fruit as an 
apple came in medieval pictorial representations of the Eden scene. Since then, 
the Biblical symbolism of the apple as “forbidden knowledge” continues to 
resonate in our culture. This is why the apple tree symbolizes the “tree of 
knowledge”; why the “Apple” computer company has probably chosen this 
fruit for its company name and logo, and so on. 

The discovery and cultivation of the apple dates back to 6500 BC in Asia 
Minor. Ramses I1 of Egypt cultivated apples in orchards along the Nile in the 
thirteenth century BC. The Ancient Greeks also cultivated apple trees from the 
seventh century BC onwards. They designated the apple “the golden fruit,” 
since in Greek mythology the apple was given to Hera from the Garden of the 
Hesperides as a wedding present when she married Zeus. 

As another example of food symbolism, consider lamb meat, which is a 
particularly important Easter food in central and eastern European countries. 
It is eaten at this time period of the liturgical year because it represents Jesus 
and relates His death to that of the lamb sacrificed on the first Passover. This 
is why Christians traditionally refer to Jesus as “the Lamb of God.” In many 
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homes, a lamb-shaped cake also decorates the table at Easter. Many Eastern 
Orthodox Christians even hang pictures of the Easter lamb in their homes. 

Similar historical accounts can be sketched for virtually any of the traditional 
foods we continue to eat today. Symbolism is also the reason why the meat of 
certain animals is not eaten by the people of certain cultures. And it is also the 
reason for fasting. Fasting is one of a number of rites in whch physical activities 
are reduced or suspended, resulting in a state of quiescence symbolicalIy 
comparable to death, or to the state preceding birth. Fasts have been part of 
fertility rites since prehistoric times. 

Closely associated with fasts to induce fertility are fasts intended to avert 
catastrophe or to serve as penance for sin. Among the peoples of the Old 
World, the Assyrians and the Babylonians observed fasts as a form of penance. 
Among Jews, too, fasting as a form of penitence and purification is observed 
annually on the Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur. The fast observed by Muslims 
during the month of Ramadan is an expression of atonement. The early 
Christians associated fasting with penitence and purification. Although most 
Protestant churches retained fasting after the Reformation in the sixteenth 
century, stricter Protestants such as the Puritans condemned traditional fasts. 
The Orthodox Church observes fasts rigorously. Native North Americans hold 
tribal fasts to avert impending disasters. Political fasting, known as “hunger 
striking,” has also been employed as a political weapon ever since Mohandas 
Gandhi, leader of the struggle for India’s freedom, used it effectively in the 
early and mid- 1900s. 

The counterpart to fasting is indulging in food. One tradition based on 
indulging is carnival, which in Christian traditions consists of feasting and 
meirymalung just before Lent. The Mardi Gras in New Orleans is a famous 
American carnival. From this tradition the modern concept of a carnival as a 
form of outdoor amusement that consists of exhibits, games, rides, and shows 
gradually developed. 

THE EDIBLE AND THE NON-EDIBLE 

Recall the unpleasant and difficult situation into which you were projected 
above. The fact that in our culture rabbits are defined as “household 
companions” forces us to perceive cooked rabbit meat as “inedible.” On the 
other hand, in our culture bovine meat (beef steaks, hamburgers, etc.), lamb 
meat, and poultry meat are eaten routinely, with few negative perceptions and 
gustatory reactions. In India, however, a cow is considered by religious tradition 
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to be sacred and, therefore, to be inedible. Anglo-American culture does not 
classify foxes or dogs as edible food items, but the former is reckoned a 
delicacy in Russia, and the latter a delicacy in China. And the list could go on 
and on. 

Historically, the ancient Romans were the ones who had domesticated the 
rabbit, which flourished throughout their empire as a source of food. In 
sixteenth-century England, rabbits were prized instead for their fur. So, they 
were bred selectively in order to enhance their rich coats. In the nineteenth 
century, England passed strict game laws prohibiting rabbit hunting. By the 
turn of the twentieth century, rabbits were redefined in Anglo-American culture 
as household animals. The reinforcement of the anthropomorphic connotations 
that the rabbit has since taken on can be seen in the popularity of fictional 
rabbit characters (Bugs Bunny, the Easter Bunny, Benjamin Bunny) that have 
become a part of the mythology of childhood. 

Edibility is more a product of Culture than of Nature. Outside of those 
that have a demonstrably harmful effect on the human organism, the species 
of flora and fauna that are considered to be edible or inedible are very much 
the result of history and tradition. We cannot get nourishment from eating tree 
bark, grass, or straw. But we certainly could get it from eating frogs, ants, 
earthworms, silkworms, lizards, and snails. Most people in our culture would, 
however, respond with disgust at the thought of eating such potential food 
items. However, there are cultures where they are not only eaten for nourishment, 
but also as part of symbolic traditions. Our expression to develop a taste for 
some “foreign” food reveals how closely tied edibility is to cultural perception. 
Left alone on that hypothetical Robinson Crusoe island described above, the 
question would certainly not be one of “taste,” but of “survival” at any taste. 

So close is the association between food and culture, that it is used 
commonly and stereotypically as a template for evaluating other people and 
other cultures. People perceive gustatory differences in cuisine as fundamental 
differences in worldview and lifestyle-as differences between “us” and “them.” 
It is interesting to note that when people come to accept the cuisine of others 
as not only tasty but as a delicacy, the culture of the food-makers concomitantly 
takes on greater importance. 

FOOD CODES 

Food codes, like all other lunds of social codes, are regulatory systems-they 
regulate what kinds of food are eaten, when they are eaten, who is allowed to 
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eat them, and so on and so forth. Predictably, these vary considerably from 
culture to culture (Goode 1992: 236-245). Here are a few examples: 

The adult !Kung Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert in southern Africa 
never eat the scavenged contents of a bird’s nest, but will use it to 
make soup for their children. 
In traditional Chinese households, the eldest eat first, followed by the 
next generation, on down to the youngest. 
At certain intervals, the richest members of the Kwakiutl society of 
the Pacific Northwest put on a lavish feast during which they give 
away material gifts as a sign of bonding with all the members of the 
society. 
At matrimonial ceremonies throughout the world, specific kmds of 
codes may dictate the organization of parts of the ceremony (e.g., 
the wedding party normally sits apart from the invited guests). 

Above all else, food codes dictate how eating events are organized, 
including: 

the order in which dishes are presented 
what combinations can be served in tandem 
how the foods are to be placed on the table 
who has preference in being served 
who must show deference 
who does the speaking and who the listening 
who sits where 
what topics of conversation are appropriate 

These can be seen to be relevant to all lunds of eating events, but particularly 
so the dinner invitation. As Visser (1991: 107) remarks, “dinner invitations can 
be fraught with hope and danger, and dinner parties are dramatic events at 
which decisions can be made and important relationships initiated, tested, or 
broken. ” 

Eating events are so crucial to the establishment and maintenance of social 
relations and harmony that there exists virtually no culture that does not assign 
an area of the domestic abode to eating functions and ceremonies. All cultures, 
moreover, have a discrete set of table rituals and manners that are inculcated 
into the members of the culture from birth. If you do not know the table- 
rnanner codr of a certain culture, then you will have to learn it in order to 
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continue living in that culture without censure and disapprobation. Let’s take a 
concrete example. If you have never eaten spaghetti before, then you will have 
to learn that the “correct” way is to eat it with a fork if you find yourself in 
Italy. Incidentally, in nineteenth-century Naples, where the modem-day version 
of this dish comes from, people ate spaghetti with their hands by raising each 
string of pasta in the hand, throwing back the head, and lowering the string 
into the mouth without slurping. Today, the correct manner of eating spaghetti 
is to wind it around a fork in small amounts and place in the mouth. Eating it in 
any other way would be a breach of the relevant table-manner code. 

Table-manner codes clearly involve the use of flatware. Knives, spoons, 
forks, and other specialized implements for eating and serving food have until 
recent times been the privilege of the aristocracy. In Egypt, Greece, and Rome 
knives and spoons of the aristocracy were made of precious materials, including 
silver and gold, and were sometimes decorated. The Romans also possessed 
skewers that were forerunners of the fork. From the Middle Ages until the 
Renaissance, the knife remained the principal table utensil. Forks came into 
common table use in Italy in the 1500s. At the same time spoons made the 
transition from lutchen utensils to table items. From that time onward, flatware 
came to be used by all peoples of all classes. During the nineteenth century 
numerous other items of flatware were created, such as teaspoons, butter 
knives, and salad forks. 

FAST FOOD 

Expressions such as fast living, the fast lane, and the like tell us an awful lot 
about the way we live today in our consumerist culture. Everything seems to 
be “moving too fast,” as the expression goes. Even the way we eat has become 
“fast.” Since the 1960s, the “fast food” business has become a multi-billion 
dollar industry. Why has this happened? The sociologist or the psychologist 
would look for an answer in some social or behavioral pattern. The semiotician 
would look for it in the meanings associated with fast food eateries. 

The semiotic probe into the nature of fast food would, thus, start by 
seelung to determine why people go to fast-food restaurants. Evidently, people 
do so to be with family or friends, because the food is affordable and the 
atmosphere is generally congenial. Indeed, some people today probably feel 
more “at home” at such restaurants than in their own households. This is, in 
fact, the semiotic key to unloclung what contemporary fast food restaurants 
are all about. 
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Consider the case of McDonald’s. The first hamburger stand was opened 
up in 1940, in a drive-in near Pasadena, California, by movie theater co-owners 
kchard and Maurice McDonald. The modem-day restaurant chain was founded 
in 1955 by Raymond A. Kroc, a distributor of machines for making milk shakes. 
Kroc learned of a hamburger stand that had eight of the machines. He visited 
the stand, which was called McDonald’s, and was impressed with how quickly 
customers were served. Kroc persuaded the stand’s owners to let him start a 
chain of fast-service restaurants of the same name. Kroc opened the first 
McDonald’s restaurant in Des Plaines, Illinois, in 1955. It is significant to note 
that this event coincided with the rise of youth culture in the 1950s. As a 
consequence, the number of McDonald’s eateries began to proliferate, as young 
people flocked to it to be together. By 1961 Kroc had established more than 
200 stands, building McDonald’s into a powerful business. 

But the astute Kroc knew that in order to survive in the long run, he 
needed to attract adults as well. Aware that fewer and fewer families had the 
time to prepare meals within the household, Kroc wisely decided to change the 
image of McDonald’s into a place where the family could eat together. His plan 
worked beyond expectations. Families started en masse to eat at McDonald’s 
more and more often for lunch and/or dinner. The golden arches logo reflected 
the new image perfectly. Arches reverberate with mythic symbolism-they 
beckon good people to march through them where they can expect a world of 
cleanliness, friendliness, hospitality, and family values. Kroc made sure that 
McDonald’s was, in fact, run like a religion. From the menu to the uniforms, 
he exacted and imposed standardization, in the same way that religions do. 

KIOC’S advertising campaigns reinforced this new image effectively, 
entrenching it throughout society. McDonald’s was a place that would “do it 
all for you,” as one of their slogans phrased it, keeping family members united 
at meal times. Many outlets even installed miniature amusement parks in them 
for children. IOds meals were introduced throughout the restaurant chain. As 
a family -oriented company, McDonald’s started sponsoring Ronald McDonald 
House Charities, which operates hundreds of Ronald McDonald Houses 
worldwide in which the families of critically ill children may stay when the 
young patients undergo medical treatment away from their homes. Over a few 
decades McDonald’s had, in effect, turned fast food into family food. 

Incidentally, the origin of the Ronald McDonald clown is informative. The 
McDonald’s Corporation’s first mascot was a winkmg little chef named Speedee, 
who had a head in the shape of a hamburger. The character was later renamed 
Archie McDonald. In 1960 a Washington D.C. franchisee, named Oscar 
Goldstein, decided to sponsor “Bozo’s Circus,” a local children’s television 
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show. Bozo’s appearance at the Washington restaurant drew a large crowd. 
When the local NBC station canceled the show, the franchisee hired its star to 
invent a new clown who would make restaurant appearances. An ad agency 
designed the clown’s outfit and the rhyming name of Ronald McDonald was 
given to the clown. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The semiotic investigation of food brings out how Nature (the biosphere) and 
Culture (the semiosphere) intersect constantly in human life. At a denotative 
level, food means exactly what Nature has decreed it to be-survival substance. 
However, in cultural settings, food items become signs that assume specific 
kinds of meanings. Cultures vary widely as to the types and the degree of 
meaning they assign to food and eating. But throughout the world, food is as 
much symbolic substance as it is survival substance. 
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