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Sustainability, Society and You   

Big Issues for our World 

 

Food and Identity 1     Naomi Sykes 

 

Introduction 

 

Cultural anthropologists and sociologists have long recognised that food fulfils far more than biological 

need – this is clear from the fact that no society on the planet consumes all the sources of food 

available to them; they tend to eat a limited range. For instance, in the UK most protein is derived from 

a restricted suite of domestic animals, whilst equally edible species (e.g. dogs, cats, rats and horses) 

are eschewed.  

 

This very fact highlights the cultural motivations behind food choices. Indeed, scholars such as Mary 

Douglass and Claude Levi-Strauss have argued that food is a language, communicating our ideologies – 

be they personal, social, religious or cultural.  

  

If food is a language, what does it say about us? And can we learn from the message? 

 

While the following reading often refers specifically to the UK, the issues it raises are similar to those 

faced around the globe. 

 

A Sociology of Food 

Walk into most supermarkets today and the consumer is faced with choices. To buy organic or 

genetically modified produce? Free-range or intensively farmed? Individual decisions will be based on a 

whole raft of considerations: questions of price; assessments of quality, freshness and taste; concerns 

for the environment including such issues as food miles or animal welfare; life-style choice and even 
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self-image. The simple act of choosing, say, carrots, is thus an engagement (whether people choose to 

acknowledge it or not) with wider bioethical debates surrounding the politics of food.  

 

Sustainable sources of food (such as battery farmed eggs) are not always the most ethical sources (e.g. 

free-range eggs). And there are certainly many bioethical and political issues surrounding the 

mechanisms via which we fill our mouths. 

 

Food Issues 

 

One of the biggest problems with food in the West is waste, with scandalous quantities of edible 

goods being discarded as a result of stock-piling and misguided beliefs about ‘out of date’ foods being 

‘rotten’.  

 

Another problem in the UK, and other developed countries, is over-indulgence, with high percentages 

of the population being obese. This stands in stark contrast to the near one billion people in the world 

who are currently hungry.   

 

Currently there is sufficient food to feed everyone in the world, but this is not achieved due to 

profligacy in the West and poor distribution mechanisms in the developing world. By 2050 our food 

systems will have to feed 50 per cent more people than they do today.  

 

However, in addition to population increase, the situation is set to worsen with the onset of climate 

change. 

 

As a result of climate change, the UK is likely to experience… 

 

• increasingly warmer weather: the average annual temperature in the UK is expected to rise 

by between 1°C and 5°C by the end of the 21st century  

• warmer, wetter winters with fewer frosts and cold spells.  

• hotter, drier summers leading to more summer droughts.  

• more extreme weather events such as high summer temperatures and more winter storms.  

• sea level rise: potentially by up to 80cms on parts of the UK coast during this century.  
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These changes will have a drastic effect on agriculture. Cultivable land will be lost to sea level rises 

and soils will be degraded due to salination. Extreme weather conditions will encourage more crop 

pests, which will produce increased pollution through more pesticide use. Top soil, our most precious 

resource, will disappear from deforestation, floods, landslides and droughts.  

 

As a result, farming livelihoods will disappear leading to widespread food insecurity all over the globe.  

 

Above text sourced from OpenLearn under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 Licence 

http://labspace.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=426512&section=1.2  
 

What is food security? 

Food security is defined by the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation as ‘a condition in which all 

people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet 

their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life’.  

 

The impact of climate change on food security will be a consequence, not just of biophysical climatic 

changes, but of the social, economic, institutional, demographic and technological responses (or non-

responses) to the challenge that climate change poses. Food security is undermined by lack of action or 

the wrong kind of action in these spheres.  

 

above text sourced from OpenLearn under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 Licence 

http://labspace.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=426512&section=1.3.1  

 

The situation is exacerbated by the Following Factors 

 

• fossil fuel depletion  

• corporate control of genetic diversity, seeds and natural resources  

• displacement of indigenous people  

• soil degradation  

• water scarcity  

• increasing population  

• increasing urbanisation  

• intensive livestock farming  

• competition for land and resources  

• super farms and monoculture  

• poor planning of urban areas  

• just-in-time distribution  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/uk/
http://labspace.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=426512&section=1.2
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/uk/
http://labspace.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=426512&section=1.3.1
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• supermarket domination  

• geopolitics and war.  

Above text sourced from OpenLearn under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 Licence 

http://labspace.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=426512&section=1.3.1  

 

Heading for a fall? 

 

If we take our ‘just-in-time’ food distribution system, we can see that it takes only a minor shock to 

almost bring our food system to a halt. In the UK in 2000, road hauliers’ protests at increasing fuel 

costs led to a blockade of fuel depots across the country and brought the food distribution system to a 

standstill. Supermarket bosses told government ministers that shelves could be bare within three days. 

Considering 80 per cent of our food is purchased through supermarkets, this is a sobering example and 

highlights the folly of relying on foods sourced from great distances: not only does it lead consumers 

vulnerable; the food miles are contributing to climate change.  

Above text sourced from OpenLearn under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 Licence 

http://labspace.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=426512&section=1.3.2  

 

The rise and rise of agriculture  

 

For many, the move away from hunter-gatherer lifestyles and towards sedentary agriculturalism 

heralded humanity’s fall from the Garden of Eden: where once people had lived in balance with nature, 

the ascent of farming changed the relationship whereby humans now sought to take from it without 

return.  

 

To some extent, agriculture did break the ‘Virtuous Cycle of Return’ instigating the soil depletion and 

erosion that is becoming particularly prevalent today. However, many of the extinctions of megafauna 

(e.g. mammoths) can be attributed to the actions of hunter-gatherers and we should be wary of 

idealising their lifestyles.  

 

The development of agriculture – which saw the emergence of domesticate plants and animals (the 

first Genetically Modified organisms) certainly helped to support population increase, and many would 

argue that farming (and in particular GM crops) holds the key to supporting the population as it grows. 

 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/uk/
http://labspace.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=426512&section=1.3.1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/uk/
http://labspace.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=426512&section=1.3.2
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Many critics of GM feel that the techniques reflect an unwelcome form of ‘tampering with nature’. This 

is a particular concern of some consumers with respect to food. Such a view is sometimes scornfully 

interpreted as an expression of what is called the ‘naturalistic fallacy’ – a belief that equates morality 

with naturalness, seeing what is natural as ‘right’. But concerns about GM foods may reflect a more 

reasoned and defensible position. Proponents of GM crops argue that further development of this 

technology is vital to meet the challenge of ‘feeding the world’ 

 
Above text sourced from OpenLearn under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 Licence 

http://openlearn.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=398604  
 

There are reasons to question the legitimacy of the traditional ‘nutritional pyramid’ that places farmed 

carbohydrates at the base, as the foundational dietary staple. Although this pyramid is preached 

widely, some would argue that this is a ‘received wisdom’ perpetuated by those in the agri-business to 

ensure that profits from cereal crops continue to roll in. 

  

It is becoming increasingly apparent that the high carbohydrate diet brought by farming is perhaps less 

balanced and nutritious than that of our hunter-gathering ancestors. Indeed, there are even new dietary 

regimes, such as the ‘Palaeolithic Diet’ that are gaining in popularity as people seek to lose the weight 

brought through excessive consumption of carbohydrates. 

 

Above text and image sourced from OpenLearn under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 Licence 

http://labspace.open.ac.uk/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=452006&extra=thumbnail_id391744489892 
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