
Food Matters

The ongoing research project “Food Matters” deals with food and foodways from an anthropological 
perspective but employing natural science methods wherever possible. This interdisciplinary 
project enquires into the interplay/interaction between food and identity as well as food and social 
organisation.

Food choices
Diet and dining are fundamental practices by which we express ourselves as cultural beings (Fig. 1 
and 2). Food is not just a biological necessity, but also a marker of social affiliations, ethnicity, religion 
and class. The famous “you are what you eat” already hints at the connection between identity and 
food. This relationship between food and identity is becoming obvious in the popular prejudices 
about food and people: Germans are “krauts” and Italians are “spaghetti-eaters”, while eating pork 
meat seemingly defines people, nearly always pejoratively, in religious or cultural terms (Fig.3). Meals 
and the act of eating are often heavily regulated and rich in metaphors.

Food as research concern
Food as a means to negotiate identity and food as a social phenomenon are thus both very modern 
concepts and also very apt approaches to the interpretation of ancient times. The relevance for modern 
times is proven by the hype and at the same time lack of discussion about Nordic Cuisine in the 
Scandinavian countries and traditional fare in many others. Ancient studies are on the other hand 
singularly well adapted for this research, as ancient texts, fire-places, cooking pots (Fig. 6) and floral 
as well as faunal remains allow the study of these questions in past societies. 

Under the umbrella of “Food matters” two workshops have been carried out. The first one 
“Commensality and Social Organisation” (Fig. 7) has been published, while the second volume “Food 
and Identity” is still under work. 

Food and Identity
Identity is a much discussed concept, which seems to be a particular concern in the modern world. 
The search for identity, the lack of identity, the necessity of a stable identity, the role of identity politics 
– all these ideas have been talked over and debated by politicians, film directors, the University of
Copenhagen and food makers.
Food is thus a very important part of our identity, it creates an “us”, which is an important mechanism
for any group, but it can also be used as a weapon to create a negative image of an “other”. Trying out
the food of other cultures has always been a very good way to learn about other people.

Food Matters

The next step in the research agenda is an investigation of the change of food habits in the end of 
the fourth/ beginning of the third millennium BCE in the Levant.  The social-political changes of 
that time period, including a change in settlement pattern, burial customs and political rule might 
be closely connected to changes in foodways and thus both to the quality of available foodstuff and 
the organisation of commensality. The project shall include a conventional and isotopic analysis of 
human bones, animal bones (Fig. 8) and floral remains, as well as a typological and chemical analysis 
of pottery (Fig. 9) from Late Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age sites from the Southern Levant. This 
poster is thus also an invitation for any interested partners from the scientific community to enter 
the discussion.
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Commensality
Eating together, in a mundane, everyday way constitutes families, friendships and work-groups. Food 
is also a prime political tool and used in the accumulation of “symbolic capital” (Fig. 4); particularly 
as formal commensality, where it creates political bonds, hierarchical relationships and long-lasting 
obligations. Banquets and feasts cement social differences (Fig. 5), in making clear, who is invited, 
who sits where and who gets what food. They constitute ties that require (competitive) generosity 
in reaction to the original excessive occasion and are arenas for complex social interactions. Excess, 
both in terms of splendour, but also in the amounts eaten is often part of such feasts.

Fig. 1: Rockwell’s painting of a Thanksgiving 
dinner; the painting was an epitome for 
homely life.

Fig. 3: Food choices: German sauerkraut and pork meats, Chinese 
choices of insects and other deep fried animals, chocolade cake, 
noodle soup and south-east Asian marube (clock-wise)

Fig. 2: White dinner in Paris. A modern invention of 
a formal dinner with many social undercurrents.

Fig. 4-6: left upper: President Obama’s inauguration dinner; left lower: Standard 
from Ur showing the king with followers at commensal occasion (3rd mill BC); right: 
Cooking pot and pot in cooking fire from 4th mill. BCE (C. Jauss). 

Fig. 7: ”Commensality” 
volume

Fig. 8: Animal bones from 
Dumuztepe

Fig. 9: Pottery from Hujayghat al Ghuzlan (DAI, Berlin)


