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Preface

Around 15 years ago, the Chronicle of Higher Education charted the emergence of food studies as an academic field, noting a recent ‘publishing bonanza’ that had turned this formerly disdained field into what it called a ‘hot commodity’ (Ruark 1999). While mostly celebratory in tone, the article worried about the populist tendencies within some areas of food studies that the author characterized as ‘scholarship lite’, undermining more serious attempts to gain food studies a legitimate place at the academic table. More recently, the New York Times ran a similar article (Spiegel 2012), reiterating the Chronicle’s anxiety about whether food is a worthy subject of academic study. ‘Food studies’ is much less established as a distinctive research area in the UK (where I live and work) than in the United States, although one British author recently described it as a ‘burgeoning field’ (Murcott 2013).

Having been trained in human geography and social anthropology, I was attracted by the wide horizons and inherent interdisciplinary of food studies. But I have also been repeatedly drawn back to the comparative perspective of my disciplinary training, feeling compelled to make the case that ‘geography matters’ in terms of the contextual specificities of time and place, as well as being wedded to the relativizing impulses of social anthropology, with its characteristic suspicion of anything that is claimed to be absolute or universal. In what follows I attempt to show the value of this twin perspective, emphasizing the general and the specific, the disciplinary and the interdisciplinary. The book focuses on the pervasiveness of consumer anxieties about food in contemporary Western societies, tracing the rise and fall of specific food-related anxieties and seeking to understand their spatial and temporal variation. The distinctive insights of an ethnographic perspective are also brought to bear as a critique of over-hasty generalizations and, especially, the pervasive tendency to moralize food and eating.

The research project on which this book is based (the funding for which is acknowledged below) addressed the nature of consumer culture in an ‘age of anxiety’ through an analysis of the moral and political economies of food. While many historical periods have been described as an age of anxiety, this book seeks to understand why we, in modern Western societies, are currently so anxious about food when governments and other official bodies assure us that it is safer than ever before. Charting the rise and fall of specific food anxieties and exploring their social geographies, the book seeks to understand our vexed relationship with food, exploring how food serves as a powerful lens on society, acknowledging its richly symbolic value while not losing sight of food’s insistent and irreducible materiality.

As will become apparent, the book’s focus is on the social nature of contemporary food anxieties rather than on the way they are experienced psychologically by individual members of society. But it is often hard to separate the personal from the political or the local from the global, for food has a unique ability to bridge such conventional distinctions, transcending the psycho-social, the here-and-now and the there-and-then. As Warren Belasco asserts in Appetite for Change, ‘Food is a strong “edible dynamic”, binding present and past, individual and society, private household and world economy, palate and power’ (2007: 5).

Before taking up my argument in more detail, I want to acknowledge some intellectual debts and offer some personal thanks. One of the great pleasures of academic life is the opportunity to work with other people who share your interests and enthusiasms but who are not afraid to offer challenge and critique. While this is, in one sense, a sole-authored book, it would not have been possible without the help and support of many friends and colleagues. First among these, I would like to acknowledge the team who worked alongside me on the CONANX project (Consumer culture in an ‘age of anxiety’). Helene Brembeck and Matt Watson were my co-investigators; Ben Coles, Maria Fuentes, Qian Gong, Richard Lee, Angela Meah, Richard Milne and Jakob Wenzer worked as research associates; Nick Piper was our PhD student and Daphne Lai provided administrative support. Qian and Angela’s work features strongly in Chapters 6, 8 and 9 and Nick’s research underpins the argument in Chapter 7 (and their contribution is formally acknowledged at the start of these chapters). It was a very productive and highly enjoyable project that culminated in a jointly authored book (Jackson and the CONANX group 2013) and a series of other publications (details of which are available on the project website: http://www/sheffield.ac.uk/conanx).

Second, I would like to acknowledge the generous funding of the CONANX project, provided via an Advanced Investigator Grant from the European Research Council (2009–12) and a subsequent Proof of Concept award (2013–14) to explore the potential practical application of this work. I have since embarked on an ERA-Net project (2014–17), focusing on food, convenience and sustainability and I would like to acknowledge my co-investigators on this new venture: Helene Brembeck, Bente Halkier and Jonathan Everts. Jonathan was previously a postdoctoral fellow in Sheffield where we co-authored the original version of the theory of social anxiety that is elaborated here in Chapter 3.

Third, I would like to thank my colleagues in the Department of Geography at the University of Sheffield who have supported my work in many ways over the years and the wider cross-Faculty sustainable food group (SheFF), which has provided an invigorating interdisciplinary forum in which to develop my research. The Faculty of Social Sciences at Sheffield awarded me a Senior Research Fellowship in 2013–14, coinciding with a year-long study leave granted by my Department, which provided the opportunity to complete this book, together with continuing financial support for Angela Meah whose energy and enthusiasm, wit and wisdom, I have come to rely on. I am grateful to everyone at Sheffield, including both academic and professional services staff, for their collegiality and practical support. It is a great place to work. I would also like to pay tribute to an exceptional group of food-related PhD students including Lauren Blake, Jonas House, Ian Humphrey, Beth Kamunge, Anna Ludvigsen, Hannah Lambie-Mumford, Nick Piper, Ava Shackleford, Vincent Song, Roza Tchoukaleyksa, Bel Townsend and Sarah Wrathmell.

Colleagues in numerous other places have contributed to the thinking behind this project though they are not responsible for any of its shortfalls. Among them I would particularly like to acknowledge Anne Murcott with whom I have worked on several projects including the Changing Families, Changing Food programme for which she served as a critical friend (Jackson 2009). Anne was kind enough to read final drafts of two key chapters, offering sound advice and encouragement at a crucial time. I have also enjoyed working alongside Anne at the UK Food Standards Agency (FSA) where we both serve on their General Advisory Committee on Science. This also provides an opportunity to thank Sian Thomas and her colleagues at the FSA for supporting me in my role as chair of the Agency’s Social Science Research Committee from which I have learned a great deal about current UK food policy (as reflected in Chapter 5). I have also benefitted from the friendship and support of Richard Le Heron in the School of Environment at the University of Auckland, Harry West in the Food Studies Centre at SOAS, David Evans at the University of Manchester and Monica Truninger at the Institute of Social Sciences in Lisbon. Also deserving special mention is Polly Russell who has collaborated with me on numerous projects, providing valuable insights into the commercial world of food as well as helping me to communicate my research to a wider public.

As part of their series on Contemporary Food Studies, Michael Goodman and David Goodman encouraged me to write this book and saw it through to publication, offering critical advice and generous support at key moments. Thanks also to an anonymous reader who provided constructive criticism of an earlier draft and to Jennifer Schmidt and her editorial team at Bloomsbury. The maps in Chapter 2 were drawn by Jeremy Ely and the one in Chapter 5 was drawn by David McCutcheon. The index was compiled by Angela Meah.

Last but not least, I would like to thank my family, starting with my mother, Nancy Jackson, who has always been there for me and whose advice to ‘slow down a bit, you’re not getting any younger’ I promise to take to heart one day soon. But most of all it is my partner Deborah Lee and our children, Sam and Martha, who deserve my most heart-felt thanks. They sustain me in everything I do, keeping me grounded and putting my academic life into perspective. Deborah also provided the artwork for the cover design. There is no adequate way of thanking them – but I dedicate this book to them as a token of my love and gratitude.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: The roots of contemporary food anxieties

This book examines the nature and extent of consumer anxieties about food in modern Western societies. It does so by exploring a series of specific events such as the European horsemeat incident in 2013 and the infant formula scandal in China in 2008, also including longer-term issues such as the social impact of technological change in the food industry and the rise of ‘celebrity chefs’, which have influenced consumer attitudes to food in more diffuse ways. It uses a variety of evidence from official documents and government enquiries to social surveys and more qualitative evidence including interviews and focus groups, as well as ethnographic observation at the household level. Combining these sources reveals some significant issues about food-related anxiety including the gap between high levels of reported anxiety in surveys and other expressions of public opinion and the day-to-day experience of food where consumers are shown to have negotiated their anxieties into routinized practices which allow them to go about their daily lives in a relatively untroubled manner.

One of the key arguments of this book is that food-related anxieties should not be understood at a purely individual level. To do so is to neglect the irreducibly social dimensions of contemporary consumer anxieties about food. While individuals may have personal anxieties about food (such as food allergies or concerns about the health implications of what they eat), the incidence of food issues also has an intrinsically social aspect, varying by class and gender, for example, as well as historically and geographically. The book seeks to trace the contours of specific social anxieties about food, charting the way they rise and fall at different times and in different places. Addressed in this historical, geographical and sociological manner, the book seeks to understand the causes of this variable social condition (tracing the ‘roots’ of contemporary anxieties about food) and to follow the course of specific anxieties as they wax and wane, moving between social groups and morphing from one issue to another (mapping their ‘routes’). When approached in this way, consumer anxieties about food can be seen to have a wider sociological significance, acting as a vehicle for the expression of a range of other issues including concerns about social class and regional identity, gender relations and changes in family life.

As well as examining specific issues such as concerns about food safety, revealed in periodic ‘food scares’ such as the horsemeat incident or the infant formula scandal, the book also explores the impact of consumer anxieties on more systemic issues such as the environmental and health implications of the rise of ‘convenience’ food and the way that everyday domestic practices contribute to the generation of food waste at the household level. Besides its academic interest, this way of understanding consumer anxieties has practical value in terms of its relevance for food policy, addressing the gap that often exists between official advice (based on the best-available scientific knowledge) and everyday practice (based on lay understandings). The book advocates an assets-based approach to public understanding, emphasizing the stocks of knowledge which consumers use to make sense of their world rather than a deficit approach where consumers are assumed to lack essential knowledge or to wilfully ignore well-intentioned advice. The book ends with a critique of ‘consumer choice’, arguing that this concept forms a questionable basis for policy interventions, overemphasizing the role of individuals and neglecting the social character and wider context of dietary decisions such as those that are examined here in terms of consumer anxieties about food.

Writing about contemporary food anxieties can be a hazardous undertaking and it is sensible at the outset to clarify the book’s specific focus, including some necessary caveats and cautions. Despite its concern with appetite and anxiety, this book does not focus on individual food pathologies such as bulimia or anorexia, except insofar as such ‘disorders’ can be seen as symptoms of wider social anxieties about food. It should also be clearly stated that the book focuses mainly on experiences of food anxiety in modern Western societies in the Global North rather than on issues of hunger and malnutrition in the Global South. These issues are, however, ultimately inextricable and the current food security agenda shows how questions of ‘over-consumption’ in some parts of the world are intimately connected to questions of chronic malnutrition and periodic famine in other parts of the world. These issues surface at various places in the book, notably in relation to questions of food waste and related ethical dilemmas (in Chapter 8 and 9) but they are not its principal focus.

Nor, despite my title, is the focus exclusively on anxiety (as a psycho-social condition), ignoring the positive emotions that are frequently associated with eating and drinking. Rather, the book attempts to show how pleasure and anxiety are deeply interwoven as food has an almost unique ability to elicit feelings of desire and dread, provoking fear and fascination to varying degrees, sometimes simultaneously.1 The book will, however, argue that anxiety, in the way it is approached here, is a neglected issue in the academic study of food. Compared to all the recent interest by food scholars in concepts of trust and risk, for example, anxiety has received much less academic discussion, beyond its extensive treatment in the psychoanalytic tradition.2 This book aims to address these issues head-on, seeking to identify the roots of present-day consumer anxieties about food and to trace their effects in contemporary Western societies.

The paradox of contemporary food anxieties

There is a paradox at the heart of contemporary anxieties about food which centres on the question of why Western consumers report such high levels of food anxiety in public opinion surveys when food is, arguably, safer today than at virtually any time in human history.3 Harvey Levenstein (1993) identifies a similar ‘paradox of plenty’ in his history of American diet since the Great Depression where ‘the best fed people the world has ever seen’ have been subject to recurrent anxieties about weight, nutrition and processed food. Claude Fischler makes a more general claim that ‘societies of abundance’ tend to be ‘impassioned over cuisine and obsessed with dieting’ (1990: 219). What, then, is the nature of these anxieties and how might they be explained?

Some contemporary concerns about food are truly global in nature, such as the daunting challenge of feeding an anticipated 9 billion people by 2050 with limited or diminishing resources. Western consumers express high levels of concern about global food security but they report equally high if not greater concerns about domestic food safety and a range of other issues.4 Western concerns about food security peaked in 2007–8 following the ‘price shocks’ that affected many agricultural commodities, leading to food riots in many parts of the world.5 Such concerns have been reinforced by the experience of food shortages in even the most affluent economies, as demonstrated by the rapid increase in demand for food banks and other forms of emergency relief (Cooper & Dumpleton 2013, Lambie-Mumford et al. 2014).

Notwithstanding their concerns about future food security, consumers in the more privileged parts of the world also express anxieties about a range of other issues such as food safety, authenticity and provenance. Why, then, are there such high levels of public anxiety about food, given its relative abundance, alleged safety and general affordability, compared to many other times and places? The book does not seek to establish whether such anxieties are rational or proportionate to the actual risks (however they might be measured). Instead, the argument follows the sociological imperative of seeking to understand why such concerns arise, how they circulate within society and what ‘work’ they accomplish, whether or not they are judged to be logical or merited by external criteria.

The book also explores the apparent gap between reported anxieties about food (based on social surveys and similar evidence) and consumers’ everyday experience, where observational and ethnographic data show that consumers are not constantly paralysed by fear or rendered incapable of making mundane dietary decisions. Rather, the book proposes, consumers have negotiated their anxieties into everyday practices that are, for the most part, routine and relatively unconsidered at a conscious level. Consumers may not be able to resolve all of the ethical dilemmas that surround their daily actions, including complex trade-offs between cost and quality, health and indulgence or any of the other potentially conflicting issues that Warde (1997) describes as ‘culinary antinomies’.6 But the evidence presented here (particularly in Chapters 7–9) suggests that most consumers have reached some kind of compromise that enables them to carry on their daily lives without having to confront insuperable moral dilemmas at every turn. How consumers traverse this potentially troubling terrain is at the heart of the book. It also seeks to trace how we (in modern Western societies such as the UK) have got to where we are today in terms of the development of our highly industrialized agri-food system and how various ‘alternative’ forms of provisioning have emerged. These ‘alternative’ systems can, of course, introduce new anxieties of their own (such as whether organic farming can provide sufficient food at a low enough price to feed the world’s rapidly increasing, highly urbanized, population – or whether the reduction of ‘food miles’ through the consumption of local food might impose higher costs in terms of energy and other environmental demands than imported food grown at greater distance from the point of consumption under more energy-efficient conditions).

As already mentioned, it is important to remember that, for most Western consumers, most of the time, food is a source of pleasure rather than being a cause of constant anxiety.7 As most readers know from personal experience, there are few more satisfying moments in life than sharing a meal with family and friends, where conviviality goes hand in hand with commensality.8 But, as many would also concede, meal-times can be tense occasions and kitchens can be crowded, sometimes violent, spaces within the ‘heart of the home’ (Jackson & Meah 2013, Meah 2013a). These conflicting emotions arise because food has such powerful material and symbolic properties. It is vital to our health and well-being, and closely bound up with our embodied identities (when ingested, food literally becomes part of our selves). It has strong metaphorical force as well as being a necessity for sustaining life and well-being.

Contemporary agri-food systems have evolved to try and ensure that our appetites are fed, with constant year-round availability and a sometimes-bewildering choice of things to eat. Many Western consumers experience the anxieties associated with abundance and choice rather than the risks associated with a scarcity or lack of food. They experience what food scholars refer to as the ‘omnivore’s dilemma’, where feeding our apparently insatiable appetites propels a constant search for novelty which poses inherent risks, especially for those whose culinary tastes go beyond the tried and tested.9 Besides these basic drives, the use of food in identity formation may also be a source of anxiety, though the routinized nature of ‘consumer choice’, as well as processes of group identification and social regulation, arguably reduces the risks associated with exercising such choices in practice (cf. Warde 1994).

To reiterate the book’s core concerns and essential caveats, the argument focuses on the food anxieties of modern Western consumers with some reference (particularly in Chapter 6) to the experience of consumers in the world’s ‘emerging economies’. It does not deal directly with the more than one billion people (mainly in the Global South) who face a different kind of food anxiety, characterized by chronic undernourishment and long-term food insecurity. Nor does it focus specifically on the so-called obesity epidemic that is affecting an approximately equivalent number of people (mainly in the Global North) who can be considered chronically ‘over-nourished’. That the world is simultaneously ‘stuffed and starved’, in Raj Patel’s (2007) graphic phrase, is an important context for the following discussion of modern Western consumer anxieties about food but it is not its central thread. The focus is, instead, on the prevalence and persistence of consumer anxieties about food among those who normally have sufficient to eat and who do not face imminent shortages. It seeks to understand how particular food-related anxieties rise and fall, why they peak in particular times and in particular places, how they circulate within society, how they are promulgated, regulated and controlled, whose interests they serve and how they might be abated. This is, then, an account of social anxieties about food at an aggregate (collective) level, not an analysis of psychological concerns at a purely individual level. This distinction is central to the theory of social anxiety outlined in Chapter 3.

Anxiety as an explanatory term

A further characteristic of the book is that it sees the social occurrence of anxiety as an issue to be explained rather than employing anxiety as an explanatory term. This is a crucial issue which can best be illustrated through a reading of how the term is deployed in several recent books that focus on food and which include the word ‘anxiety’ in their titles or sub-titles. For example, Sian Griffiths and Jennifer Wallace’s edited book Consuming Passions (1998) refers to ‘food in the age of anxiety’, Susanne Freidberg’s study of French Beans and Food Scares (2004) is subtitled ‘culture and commerce in an anxious age’ while John Coveney’s Food, Morals and Meaning (2006) refers to ‘the pleasure and anxiety of eating’. But none of these books makes any sustained attempt to define the nature of anxiety, using it instead as a kind of catch-all for contemporary fears and concerns about
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