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INTRODUCTION

FOOD, DRINK AND IDENTITY IN EUROPE:
CONSUMPTION AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF LOCAL,

NATIONAL AND COSMOPOLITAN CULTURE

Thomas M. Wilson

Abstract
Eating and drinking have increasingly been considered by scholars
in the humanities and social sciences as constituent elements in the
creation and reproduction of local, regional and national cultures
and identities in Europe. Such approaches are also part of the
newer scholarship on Europeanization and European integration
which has turned to issues of social identification in its attempt to
identify forces that will  enhance or hinder the realization of an
ever closer union. This essay reviews some of the current concerns
in the scholarship on food and drink and their roles in identity
and identification in localities, regions and nations in Europe. It
also introduces the themes that link the historical and
contemporary case studies that make up the volume which it
precedes.1

Scholars have increasingly researched and theorized social eating and
drinking over the last decade. This growing attention has sought to
examine food and drink within their contemporary and historical
social contexts, in order to explore the changing nature of these
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ingestibles within both traditional and transforming societies. To
achieve this, the social sciences and humanities have converged in their
interests and approaches to the subjects of what and how we consume,
when, where and why we consume, and to what ends and with what
significances. This turn in many scholarly disciplines to eating and
drinking, to consumption in the most literal of senses, has focused a
number of overlapping themes and focuses: 

1. Food and drink as commodities, material goods that are
symbolic of so much more in society and culture, but also, how food
and drink as commodities act as elements in essential economic and
social processes of production, distribution and consumption; 

2. Eating and drinking as practices that figure prominently in many
and diverse private and public social behavioural processes, whether
such behaviours be the everyday or normal practices of social l ife that
in and of themselves are part of the ordinary minutiae of societal
interaction, or the stuff of extraordinary social event, whether
unpredicted or recurrent, as, for example, might be found in rites or
passage and other rituals that involve feasting, fasting or particular
uses of food and drink; 

3. Food and drink as signifiers of group culture and identity,
wherein the items ingested say something meaningful about people, to
themselves and others, in often open-ended processes of social
identification, that are at the heart of ethnic, national, class, gender,
sexual, local and other identities.

The reasons for this growing interest among scholars in past and
present foods, drinks and their associated practices are many.
Globalization theory in general has called attention to the ways in
which diverse and distant groups of people often eat and drink similar
things in increasingly similar ways, as well as how peoples often
consume similar items in increasingly dissimilar ways, sometimes as a
reaction to the homogenizing effects of global foodways, often in
patterns of conformity and resistance that are at the core of
globalization debates. The manner in which the peoples of the world
are growing closer in their consuming habits and values, or drifting
farther apart in the face of so many forces for integration and
conformity, is the veritable stuff of globalization studies in the social
sciences. And the people who are the focus of such scrutiny are often
representative of larger groups of people who have been remarkably
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2 There are many other explanations offered by scholars for this growing litera-
ture in food and other consumption studies. For example, in Mintz and Du BoisÕs
recent (2002: 111) examination of the staggering rise in studies of food and eating
in anthropology and sociology they suggest three major trends over the last
quarter-century as its source: globalization; the affluence and cosmopolitanism of
Western societies, and the inclusivist themes in US society that drive the cross-
cultural exploration of variation.

3 One of the first and most comprehensive collections of essays to focus on
themes similar to this book was Peter Scholl iers (2001b); our volumeÕs tit le was
chosen to complement that of the earlier work.

4 For key examples of this growing scholarly literature, see Bell and Gill  1997,
Caplan 1997a, 1997b, Counihan 1999, Counihan and van Esterik 1997, deGarine
and deGarine 2001a, 2001b, Gabaccia 1998, Goody 1982, Lentz 1999, Scholl iers

stable over time and place, and consistent in the reproduction of their
consumption behaviours over generations and sometimes across great
territorial expanses. This is why eating and drinking as aspects of
tradition and heritage are central concerns in many narratives of local,
regional and national cultures, that are perceived to be under threat of
change due to a combination of external, often global forces, as well as
due to forces that are internally produced.2

These globalization studies have much in common with a broad
range of analyses that have been part and parcel of scholarly post-
modernity. All  of them seem to have as a principal interest the
investigation of culture. In these studies culture is viewed in multiple
ways, among them as an ideology, as sets of fixed or free-floating
symbols, and/or as significant and reproducible social institutions and
structures that are instrumental in regular and innovative social
practices. This turn to culture, perceived in various guises as low, high,
elite, everyday, and minority- and majority-cultures, is important in
scholarly studies of past and present manifestations of modernity, as
well as in the theoretical underpinning of post-modernity.

It is the intention of this book to situate food and alcohol, and
some of their associated eating and drinking practices, within broadly
conceived cultural and political frames of historical and contemporary
Europe.3 As such, this book contributes to a rapidly growing
scholarship on the social constructions that are related to food and
drink, constructions that figure in analyses of everyday culture, of the
changing foundation of nations in a globalizing world, and of food
and drink as subjects and objects of consumption within the dynamic
material worlds of late capitalism and late modernity.4 The
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2001b, Watson and Caldwell 2005, Wilson 2005b.
5 For an oft-quoted treatment of identity in contemporary social science, see

Hall  1990; see also Hall  1994. For influential perspectives on the notions of the
social constructions of consumption, see Douglas 1987 and Douglas and Isher-
wood 1979.

contributors to this volume focus in particular on the consumptive
patterns that have shaped some European national histories, that today
help to constitute changing identity and culture in various localities
and nations in Europe, and which have fostered a variety of forms of
Europeanization within the context of European integration.

Consuming Identities
Food and drink have long been associated in the popular imagination
with what contemporary scholars often label as ÔidentityÕ, which,
roughly drawn, refers to the personality, mentality, character, and
social, political, economic and cultural identifications of individuals
and groups.5 Food in particular is often seen to be elemental in social
identity, perhaps because of its universality, but also because of the
regularity with which individuals and groups eat. But patterns and the
needs associated with food and drink tell us little of the meanings that
people attach to their related practices of eating and drinking, which,
in many ways, are constitutive of all  sorts of personal and group
identities. As Brillat-Savarin suggested in 1826 (1971, as quoted in
Leitch 2000), ÔTell me what you eat and I will  tell you who you areÕ,
indicating that the consumption of foodstuffs and alcoholic and non-
alcoholic drinks are often at the centre of what observers think of
others as well  as what people think of themselves as they make their
choices or are constrained in their attempts to use food and drink as
markers of identity. But who we are is also a reflection of our pasts. 

As David Sutton (2001: 7) has also noted, not only can people be
approached in cultural and identity terms through an appreciation of
Ôwe are what we eatÕ, but our social histories can be approached
through the notion that Ôwe are what we ateÕ. And food often serves as
the main motif in narratives of self-discovery (as Gabaccia [1998: 9]
asks, Ôif we are what we eat, then who are weÕ?) and in narratives of
territorial identity (as suggested in such geographical studies as Bell
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6 These queries, found in Gabaccia (1998) and Bell and Valentine (1997), also
figure prominently in the discussion put forward by Scholl iers (2001a), which seeks
Ôto invite historians, sociologists and anthropologists to explore the way in which
identiti es were built, interpreted, negotiated, narrated and altered by means of foodÕ
(Scholl iers 2001a: 5). My essay and the volume it introduces is a response to Schol-
liersÕ invitation.

7 For a recent review of social science perspectives on drinking, culture and
identity, see Wilson 2005a.

and Valentine [1997] in which it is queried: Ôwe are where we eatÕ).6

And as such perspectives on past and present culture and identity also
apply to critical approaches to the consumption of drink, in particular
that of alcohol, in what Mary Douglas (1987) has aptly termed
Ôconstructive drinkingÕ.7 Douglas (1987: 8-12), in fact, reminds us that
most cultures celebrate matters with alcohol, and that drinking, like
eating, is essentially a social act that marks the boundaries of personal
and group identities and their related notions of inclusion and
exclusion. 

The importance of food and drink to identity has been made clear
in all  of their related social science and humanities research. Food and
drink are the lifeblood of social cohesion, integration and
differentiation, and are active ingredients in humansÕ perceived ties to
the sacred and the supernatural. Both food and alcohol build and
enhance peoplesÕ senses of belonging and becoming, the twin bases to
social identity. Food and drink are integral to most if not all
definitions of identity as either put forward by the subjects of analysis
or by the analysts themselves. The importance of drinking and eating
to identity matters is apparent in all  places and walks of life, regardless
of whether one chooses to see identity as a set of relatively fixed
personal and social attributes, largely immutable over time and space,
or sees it as behavioural and symbolic responses to multiple social
stimuli, wherein aspects of status, role and social meanings combine to
create and constrain complex and always changing notions of self and
notions of identification with larger and wider social entities. Food
and drink are building blocks in the construction of all  social
identities.

In this book our authors pursue this idea of constructive eating
and drinking in order to examine various ways in which groups of
people in Europe are defined in part, by themselves and others, by
what, how, where, when and with whom they eat and drink. The
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8 See Harmsen and Wilson 2000 for a discussion of the range of social science
definiti ons and usages of the term Europeanization.

outsider and insider social constructions involved in such
consumption are windows on the changing dimensions of local,
national and global cultures and identities, which in turn allow us new
vantage points from which to monitor transformations in the spatial
and temporal dimensions to society, polity and economy. As BringŽus
has remarked, with reference to the comparative study of food
ethnology in Sweden, but in a manner which I suggest holds for all
European societies and cultures, eating and drinking are much more
than the ingestion of foodstuffs, they are part of temporal and spatial
cultural patterns: ÔWe eat at certain times, in certain places and usually
together with certain people. Also, different dishes are eaten in a
certain orderÕ (BringŽus 2001: ix). This is but one manner in which
eating and drinking are constituent parts of cultural patterns; they are
made socially important, and at times socially mundane, through the
significance assigned them by mainstream and minority cultures.
Eating and the production, distribution and consumption of food and
drink are forces for order; as (BringŽus 2001: x) suggests, a meal
Ôexchanges chaos for cosmosÕ, whether it be part of the ordinary daily
routine, or an aspect of wider social hospitality and group feasting.
And in their varied and ever-important roles of helping to construct
and reproduce daily and everyday social identity, food and drink
continue to delineate the boundaries of group membership and values,
in localities, regions, nations and beyond, in a new Europe with many
new and many old European identities.

Europeanization, food and drink
Europeanization is a term which is increasingly being used by scholars,
policy-makers, journalists and many more people in the European
Union (EU), to describe processes of becoming more European, in a
variety of ways and means. While political scientists and international
relations experts concentrate on Europeanization as a process of
convergence in political structure and form, sociologists and
anthropologists have examined Europeanization and its related
identifications with ÔEuropeÕ as processes which go beyond political
and economic adaptations to EU institutions and policies.8 Many
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scholars from these and other academic disciplines have increasingly
viewed EuropeanizationÕs role within processes of regionalism,
deterritorialization, transnationalism and globalization. Borneman and
Fowler describe Europeanization as a process which is Ôredefining
forms of identification with territory and peopleÕ (1997: 489) and as a
historical and contemporary force for the transformation of European
society and culture. Taken from this perspective, Europeanization may
be seen as a movement of ideas, peoples and things which is radically
changing various notions of traditional and modern culture and
identity, thereby changing the groundwork of local, regional and
national social, economic and political frames of reference. 

Europeanization, however, should not be seen as a subversion of
local, regional and national identities and cultures, but a supplement
or complement, one of many new mantles of identity which
Europeans may slip on or off, depending on social situation and social
mood. Europeanization is a process in the reconfiguration of various
identities in Europe, in a manner which contextualizes without
supplanting national, regional and local identities. Borneman and
Fowler (1997: 487) see Europeanization as 'fundamentally reorganizing
territoriality and peoplehood, the two principles of group
identification that have shaped the modern European order', whether
this occurs as part of a centralized European Union project (Shore
2000) or in peripheral parts of Europe where Europeanization is
largely an effect of EU policies on local political and cultural
institutions and identifications (Wilson 2000).

Irrespective of the level at which Europeanization is having effect,
its growing significance in EuropeansÕ lives is not in doubt,
particularly because it is inextricably linked to so many other global,
diasporic, transnational and world-systemic forces. Europeanization, in
fact, is a process of identity-building that cannot be easily contained
within more traditional notions of society and polity. As Delanty and
Rumford (2005: 23) have suggested, ÔThe cultural significance of
Europeanization can be associated with cosmopolitanism rather than
with something specific as a European People, a European society, a
European supra-state, or a European heritage. This view of
cosmopolitanism draws attention to dynamics of becoming that arise
when the national and global interconnect.Õ In their view, the process
of Europeanization has four dimensions, each of which needs to be
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considered if EuropeanizationÕs role in the localities of and across
Europe is to be understood. To Delanty and Rumford (2005: 18-20),
Europeanization is a form of cross-border and transnational societal
interpenetration, a force in the transformation of the state, a discursive
and socio-cognitive transformation in almost all  levels of European
societies, and an overall  force in the transformation of modernity in
Europe.

The scholarly study of food and drink in a changing Europe of the
EU is one very useful way to examine these various forces of
Europeanization, as may be seen in the essay in this volume by Stacia
Zabusky and in that by Erick Castellanos and Sara Bergstresser, who
each approach notions of national identity through new practices and
policies of European integration. In ZabuskyÕs analysis of identity and
identification in one location of and among various occupations at the
European Space Agency, she indicates ways in which Europeans drawn
from across the continent use food to resist and to accommodate
more important and widespread change emanating from ÔEuropeÕ
(where Europe is alternatively defined as the EU or as an imprecise
marker of global cultural changes). Zabusky engages the ideas put
forward by Leitch (2003), who examined resistance to EU food policies
in Italy, where local and regional producers of a local delicacy fought
what they saw as homogenizing laws that would in the end destroy
regional traditions and identity. Zabusky goes farther, though, in her
analysis of food and eating as categories of cultural and political
critique of both changing notions of national and cultural identity
and of European integration and Europeanization which are to be
found in elite European circles. In so doing, she cautions us all about
the continuing importance of cultural stereotypes (over lunch in the
dining hall  or in sporting events) to the ways we all  approach
European differentiation and integration.

Castellanos and Bergstresser also contribute to our understandings
of food as resistance and eating as symbolic of national and regional
identities in Italy. In their examination of particular foods and food
practices as constitutive of Italianess, they have consciously brought
our attention to the disintegrative effects of globalization and
Europeanization, where fights over food tastes, presentation, quality
and character are simultaneously contests over national culture and
identity, which while always active at the levels of interpersonal
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9 This attention to food practices as elements in cosmopolitanism is suggestive
of the fi lm tit les of the 1960s, such as Divorce Italian Style or Marriage Italian Style;
here we must consider Eating Italian Style. For a complementary view of region and
consumption in Italy, see Counihan 1988.

contact and media stereotyping, also have clear policy and governance
implications. In short, Italian notions of gastronomic superiority are
much more than symbolic markers of lovely but relatively
unimportant cultural differences Ð they are manifestations of trends in
Italian society that will  influence the future of Europe in Italy and of
Italy in Europe.

And in this analysis Castellanos and Bergstresser also show us
something about the malleability of what is often seen by scholars to
be new and innovative forms of analysis and social critique, but which
in effect are often representative of quite old and quite comfortable
traditional identities. In this case they explore how cosmopolitanism is
an element of Italian national identity, and that one key marker of
this cosmopolitanism is Italian food and its cooking and eating.9 To
Italians, cosmopolitanism is not an indicator of transnational or
global identities, but of clear and overarching national identification.

Common to both of these chapters in the book, however, is the
clear realization that Europeanization is made meaningful in daily and
everyday life through some remarkable manipulations of local,
regional and national cultures and identities, and that all  of these may
be approached through the themes of eating and drinking.
Throughout Europe, this need to examine food and drink as aspects of
national culture is not only a concern of contemporary European
societies, but historical ones as well.

Nationalizing, Localizing and Ingesting 
For decades scholars of nations and nationalism have used culture as a
tool to explicate the multiple dimensions to ethnic groups and
nations. In this theorizing of the nation, culture has been seen as an
element in historical and contemporary nations: there is less and less
talk of cultural nationalism, for example, and more and more
discussion of the politics of culture and the cultures of politics. The
analyses of nationalism in scholarly discourse are as likely to use the
concepts of Ôinvented traditionsÕ and Ôimagined communitiesÕ as they
are to consider government, territory and national borders. Ingrained
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10 Notable among these social and cultural histories of eating and drinking are
Coll ins and Vamplew 2002, Holt 2006, Mintz 1985, Scholl iers 2001b,Visser 1986. 

within such studies of the cultures of nations has been the attention to
social life from below, and the historical and contemporary forces at
work to construct quotidian culture, among the poor, displaced and
powerless as well as among those with wealth and influence. 

As part of this turn to various cultural forces in the past of the
nation, historians have also turned to explorations of past forms of
eating and drinking, not only to trace contemporary patterns of
consumption and to determine origins and continuing importance,
but also to investigate how food and drink were implicated in the
development of other forms of national and local culture.10 In these
works eating and drinking are differentiating and integrating social
practices, historical processes of identity formation, reproduction and
transformation, which in many senses have captured the national
imagination, at home and abroad. 

For example, no matter how much one might want to distance the
Irish from their most famous foodstuff, it would prove difficult when
on occasion a sit-down farmersÕ meal in Ireland still  may include
mashed, roasted and fried potatoes, heaped upon the one plate, after
which the server might inquire of the diner: Ôwould you like some
vegetables to go with your spudsÕ? And how strenuously should one
continue to associate particular European peoples today with such
foods as limes, frogs, cabbage, cheese, beef and pork, even though these
foods continue to serve as epithetical symbols of national difference
and contest? The same historical and contemporary constraints also
apply to alcohol and the many associations it has with national
identities, from Guinness to cognac to plum brandy to vodka. In
short, food and drink still  figure prominently in shared and disputed
notions of national identity, where pasta suggests Italian, porter
indicates Irish, and cheese the Swiss, and where garlic can no longer
elicit an image of one Mediterranean country and when lamb, rice and
tomatoes seem to be generically Mediterranean. This is why a history
of our food is also a history of ourselves, in national and imperial
garb as well in our local and regional costume, and as we have already
seen in relation to the foods we venture to serve on nominally
integrated European tables, these foods continue to be the stuff of
pride and contest, as is demonstrated in the analyses, by Menno
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Spiering, Joep Leerssen and Michael Wintle in this volume, of
particular foods as they have played important parts in the
development of England, Ireland and The Netherlands respectively.

Long seen on a world stage as a land where there may be plentiful
supplies of food but it is badly prepared and served, Spiering shows us
that England is also a land where its people have remarkable love for
their food, particularly beef. In fact, the ÔbeefeaterÕ is a source of
national pride, a symbol of past and present English greatness (as may
be witnessed in the privileged imaging of the Beefeater guards at the
Tower of London, and on the label of the famous gin). But Spiering
also shows that this source of this pride, as in so many national
identities, is in its opposition to others, in this case in foodÕs role in
differentiating the English from their neighbours, particularly the
French. However, Spiering asks, what is to become of a national
symbol, such as beef, in an era of globalization and Europeanization,
when the ÔothersÕ are no longer so clear cut, and where former
distinctly different nations are being touted as your fellow Europeans,
with whom you (must?) share identity? Whatever the answers to these
questions, which in their broadest terms are related to all  of the
peoples and countries our contributors discuss in this book, food and
eating are the sites of resistance and compliance, and as such are the
laboratory of changing national identities in Europe, testing grounds
where the experimental results may very well prove surprising. In Tory
fantasies in England, fantasies they may very well realize, it will  not be
the Europeans who consume the English, but the other way around.

The projection of national food and eating symbols both at home
and abroad may often serve nation-building processes, but just as often
they are part of the exchanges between imperial partners, including
colonizer and colonized, and peripheral nation and core nation.
Leerssen approaches the historical relations between the Irish and the
English through the twin lenses of food and drink, on the one hand,
and intercultural encounters on the other. As early as the 16th century
the English were categorising their neighbouring Irish peoples in many
negative ways, including in them references to their food and drink,
but as often happens in colonial and imperial relations, some of these
same practices and products become appropriated by the more
powerful partner, who takes them on as symbols of partnership and
integration. Whiskey may have been among the first of these
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appropriated products, a symbol of difference of course, but also one
of healing and warmth shared, a dream perhaps of the invader but one
shared over generations by many Irish and English. But foods also take
on significances of much more sinister colonial relations and imperial
effects, as may be seen in the role of the potato in the development of
Irish national identity. Leerssen shows us that the images of poverty
and want, of suffering and exile, that were associated with the potato
due to the events during and after the Great Famines of the 19th
century have been superseded by new images of food and drink, in a
nation many perceive has transcended its long historical role as
EnglandÕs first colony, to become a much-loved and well-respected
nation of the New Europe. While the new ingestible symbol on that
stage may be that of Guinness, which to many consumers new to the
pint of black gold find to be an acquired taste, Ireland and the Irish
seem happy with that image: take your time, try it again, and youÕll
learn to love it, and them!

Food is much more than a symbol, and its role in national
development is also that of feeding the nation, of being a part of the
diet that sustains and reproduces the peoples of the nation. This is
what Wintle shows in his history of consumption in The Netherlands,
wherein he points out that while there has been a great deal of recent
scholarship on the history of consumerism in European nations, there
is still  a need to chart the course of consumption in the past and
present. In the history he offers us in this volume, Wintle
demonstrates the complicated nature of such food analyses, which at
the least must also entail studies of demography, food products,
agriculture, prices and markets. In this approach the potato takes on a
significance which a study of its symbolic role in national identity
does not adequately cover. The potato was a staple for peasants and
proletarians for generations in The Netherlands (as in Ireland and
elsewhere in Northern Europe), and historians need to know how it
was prepared and eaten, and who lived off of it, in order to begin to
determine the importance of food, drink and their related practices to
the history of the nation. Yet all  of these foods and practices have
changed as a result of modernization in The Netherlands, where now
the industrialization of agriculture, the globalization of markets, the
blurring of class and regional boundaries, and the changes in diet and
tastes have led to new considerations of what is traditional and
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national in Dutch food and drink. Similar questions have had
particular salience elsewhere in Europe, nowhere more so than in
France, where to so many people around the world the notions of
good food and the good life seem synonymous.

Wendy Leynse and Karen Montagne have each in their chapters in
this book explored the increasingly important question in French life
today: can we maintain the quality and assortment of our foods in
order to sustain our local, regional and national cultures, all of which
are under threat from the related processes of Europeanization,
Americanization and globalization? The answers to this question are
many, as are the ways in which the people of rural France have
changed in order to protect traditional products and practices. Leynse
examines, for example, the manner in which the land and its foods are
not only related in essentialist ways in the Loire Valley, but also how
these associations are the subject of school trips, for students to
experience the Ôingestible topographyÕ of the region, and to learn from
movement and comparison the many ways in which local differences
constitute cultural sameness and local identity. She offers a perspective
on this region of France that suggests consumption and consumerism
are active forces in the association of people with land, history,
culture, identity and politics, all  of which come to bear in the guise of
the Ôsituated eaterÕ. But these forms of consumption and consumerism,
while adapting to national and international trends, are locally
produced and sanctioned, in ways which foster a socialization of
young people into a distinctly local identity.

So too in the Gers region of France, where the production and
consumption of food depends to a great extent on local notions of
trust, in your supplier, in the quality of home-grown foods, and in the
connections of family and friends who provide support in so many
ways that are seen to be indicative of local and regional culture and
identity. As Montagne concludes in regard to the Gers, and in ways
similar to the region examined by Leynse, locality in France is
dependent on some very precise notions of terroir, which in its many
manifestations is a consistently raised element in French national
identity. In both the Gers and Loire Valley examples contained in this
book, it is clear that traditional and contemporary notions of food,
eating and their related consumption behaviours are excellent vantage
points from which to appreciate major changes to the quality of life in



24 Thomas M. Wilson

11 For a comparative case of changing notions of quality under external threat
in France, see Demossier (1997, 2000).

12 For a consideration of the politi cal and economic relations that accrue to
Basque and Catalan drinking and eating, see Hansen 1976, Kasmir 2002.

France, itself so long dependent on the realization of quality of food,
wine, water and the other tangibles that make up the good life in
France.11 It is also clear in MontagneÕs case study that this quality of
daily life in France seems to be consistently under threat, at least in
terms often expressed by locals. This theme of threat runs through all
of the papers in this volume. The sources of this threat in France are
many, including but not limited to animal diseases such as Ômad cowÕ
(to which we must now add the avian flu), migrant peoples, the
Americanization of language and other forms of culture, and the
standardization and homogenization that come with modernization
and Europeanization. As Montagne, Leynse, Zabusky, Castellanos and
Bergstresser and so many other authors have shown us, one of the first
and most emotional lines of defence against these perceived threats is
that of what we eat as an expression of who we are, whether it be the
British pinta milk, Irish sausages, Italian lard sandwiches or stuffed
goose liver. The localizing processes of trust and quality, in food and
social relationships, are the cornerstones of national culture and
identity, where food and drink are just as emotive.

However, some local eating and drinking practices are not so much
about defence against threats as a strong offense, a clear projection of
identity to those near and far who may not share some of the
attributes that are so important to some peopleÕs group membership.
F. Xavier Medina presents us with a complex picture of how wine and
its consumption are key symbols in the operation of Basque society in
the middle of the Catalan capital. Basque people there continue the
Basque styles of eating and drinking, in ways that complement but
also slightly subvert local practices, which are so similar to the Basque
in some ways and so different in others.12 Medina, like other authors
in this collection, presents a topography of consumption and identity,
where place, social space and consumer relations are emotionally
charged remembrances of distant lands and memories, where a glass of
wine or a bite of a dish from home are sometimes quiet considerations
of identity, and sometimes part of communal displays for othersÕ
public consumption.
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The Basque diaspora in Catalonia is an excellent example of intra-
state international movement of people, where two nations without
states mingle in the midst of a national state dominated by another
ethnonational group. On the surface this seems a far cry from the
situation that pertains in Oslo and Bergen, cities of the one nation
and state. But as Gary Armstrong and Hans Hognestad discuss, other
identifications can make cities and their various citizens both rivals
and all ies. In their case, the other identity we may need to consider is
that of football  fans, mainly young and male consumers of both the
masculinity and sportsmanship that are part of the football  fanÕs life,
but also consumers of the drink and other commodities that go along
with the highly-charged daily, weekly and seasonal activities of a true
football  fan. As Armstrong and Hognestad show, the routines and
intensity of beer drinking among football  fans is more than an
interesting case study of comparative sports or Norwegian urban
change; Ôhitting the barÕ in Bergen and Oslo represents a major
transformation between generations in Norway, a radical break with
older patterns of alcohol use, and as such an internal threat for some
to Norwegian identity. This is especially so if the football  side one
supports is British, and if much of oneÕs support is so dependent on
the globalized media packages that allow British sport to be broadcast
throughout Europe. In this view, drinking beer while enjoying a good
football  match between British, Italian or Spanish sides might
constitute a socially revolutionary act, one that may help define future
Norwegian national identities. Such acts again demonstrate that the
consumption of anything that has such emotional appeal is a practice
in the construction of local, national and European identities, and
worthy of continuing scholarly attention.

Conclusion
It is the shared assumption among the contributors to this book that
the importance of food and drink to scholars of culture and identity
cannot be overstated. This book is a collection of historical and
ethnographic case studies in the sites, practices and meanings of eating
and drinking, and the multiple roles which food and alcohol play in
various social and cultural constructions of locality, the nation and
Europe. It is the intention of our authors to examine the cultural
dimensions of eating and drinking, as practices and social institutions
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13 For an evolving perspective on the changes in alcohol-related research in the
social sciences since the 1960s, see the continuing work of Dwight Heath (for
example, 1975, 1976, 1987, 2000) See also Hunt and Barker 2001. 

that substantiate individual and group identity, whether they are at the
local level of the factory floor or at national levels of cuisine and food
production. In their shared view eating and drinking are acts of
identification, differentiation and integration, particularly in the social
arenas of ethnicity and national identity. 

It is also clear to our contributors that in all  of the humanities and
social sciences that are represented in this book the study of food and
drink has seldom been the principal focus of research and writing, at
least that is, until recently. This is surprising in many ways,
particularly because of the importance of eating and drinking to the
social structures and practices that are the principal focuses of so
much historical and social science research. But the lack of attention
to such matters is also predictable, in that until recently culture and
identity took backstage roles in these same studies. Today, with the
post-modern turn in much academic analysis, culture and identity
have become principal subjects and objects of scholarly research, where
change Ôfrom belowÕ is as important to many scholars as any top-down
great person-induced change. Even now, though, scholars often still  see
the need to validate their choice of the consumption of food and
drink as important sites and motifs in their research.13 Nevertheless,
this bookÕs contributors, like so many of the authors cited in our
bibliographies, have chosen to approach consumption studies with a
new dedication to the understanding of how culture and identity
shape and are shaped by our attitudes to and actions over food and
drink. We collectively offer these case studies of eating and drinking as
one way to advance the use of such emotional practices in the wider
analysis of locality, nation and Europe.
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FOOD, PHAGOPHOBIA
AND ENGLISH NATIONAL IDENTITY

Menno Spiering

Abstract
As in other countries, food and national identity are closely linked
in England. Since the sixteenth century the English have considered
beef as the commodity that best expresses their perceived national
characteristics of common sense, love of liberty, manliness and
martial prowess. Even today beef remains a popular emblem of
nationhood, as witness the deep national indignation when the
product was declared unsafe in the 1990s. Discussing the relation-
ship between diet, food and national identity, this article explores
the history and meaning of beef in England, and also instances of
food imagery employed in nationalist discourse in the past and in
the present. Once a familiar figure in prints and literature, Ôthe
eating EnglishmanÕ has been replaced by images of Ôthe Englishman
being eatenÕ, an indication of increasing national uncertainty, espe-
cially since the end of the Second World War. It is proposed that
this phagophobic reaction is the result of continuing strains in
Anglo-European relations.

This article is about food and English national identity. The terms
ÔfoodÕ, ÔEnglishÕ, ÔnationalÕ and ÔidentityÕ are all  open to debate, with
ÔidentityÕ perhaps being the most troublesome one. Much can, and has,
been said about identity, about its relation to national character, im-
age, reality and perception. It is generally accepted that statements
about identity cannot be separated from the predispositions of the
observer. There is, for instance, a real difference between the self-per-
ception of an identity and the perception of this identity by an out-
sider. In simple terms, a FrenchmanÕs idea about what is typically
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English is invariably influenced by his own Frenchness. This paper is
concerned with the national self-perceptions of the English (and some-
times of the British. As usual the two groups cannot always be differ-
entiated.) English national identity is the identity Englishmen or Eng-
lish women ascribe (or have ascribed) to themselves. 

National identity is expressed, inter alia, by means of personifica-
tions, attributes or symbols, illustrating the alleged typical national
characteristics. Whereas the cockerel and the Ôbonnet phrygienÕ (or
Ôbonnet rougeÕ, or Ôbonnet de la libertŽÕ) traditionally symbolise French
national identity, the bulldog and the bowler are emblems of English-
ness. Food, clearly, may also function as an attribute or signifier of
national identity. The French are usually associated with snails and
frogs; the Germans with beer and sausages. As it involves ingestion, Ôa
crossing of the border between the outside and the insideÕ (Scholl iers
2001, 8), the relationship between food and identity is, arguably, par-
ticularly significant. According to one scholar, Ôafter language food is
the most important bearer of national identityÕ (Rogers 2003, 3).

But what is food? This article focuses on food imagery and the
food items used to symbolise English national identity. In this sense
food is not diet. Many studies have been published about diet in Eng-
land, showing how changes in eating habits reflect changes in English
society, but such developments do not necessarily affect the food items
or imagery used to express English national identity. National diet and
national food symbolism are not necessarily related.

A bleeding dish nation
There is no doubt which food is first and foremost associated with
English national identity: beef. It has been a signifier of Englishness at
least since the sixteenth century. In Henry V (1599) Shakespeare por-
trays the English as Ôeating great meals of beefÕ and since then the
association has evolved into a commonplace through repetition in
countless poems, plays, songs, novels and pictures. 

The history of the English special relationship with beef has often
been described, most recently in a study by Ben Rogers (2003). It was
in the eighteenth century that the connection became firmly estab-
lished in the context of prolonged and intense Anglo-French rivalry. In
many a song, pamphlet or print the English happily portrayed them-
selves as hearty beefeaters, whereas the French were usually depicted as
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pathetic creatures having to make do with soupe maigre. James Gill rayÕs
Consequences of a Successful French Invasion (1798) shows skeletal French-
man forcing downcast Englishmen to harvest onions and turnips. A
soup cauldron can be seen steaming in the background (Figure 1).

Figure 1: James Gillr ay, Consequences of a Successful French Invasion, 1798.

The question why beef reached this status in England is not so easy to
answer. Rogers and others (e.g. Mennell 1985, 102) suggest that from
an early date onwards the English really ate large amounts of meat,
and in particular beef. The least reliable evidence to support this claim
are reports from foreigners. The Italian Merchant Alessandro Magno,
who visited London in 1562, was apparently staggered by the English
meat consumption:

It is extraordinary to see the great quantity and quality of meat Ð beef and
mutton Ð that comes every day from the slaughter-houses in this city, let
alone the meat that is sold at a special market held every Wednesday for
meat brought in from outside the city. Truly, for those who cannot see it
for themselves, it is almost impossible to believe that they could eat so
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1 For more travellersÕ reports on English meat consumption see Helen Morris
(1938).

much meat in one city alone. The beef is not expensive, and they roast it
whole, in large pieces (Rogers 2003, 11).1

Reports such as these make good reading, but they cannot be trusted.
Did the English really have an extraordinary relish for beef, or did
Signor Magno only think so, noting perhaps merely a relative differ-
ence between the English and his own national dietary habits? The fact
that many others repeated the ItalianÕs claim does not make the obser-
vation more reliable. Travel literature is notorious for copying earlier
sources and claims rather than offering first hand observations. Instead
of studying reality the visitor to foreign parts sees what he thinks he
ought to see and pleases his audience by confirming their expectations.
The familiar tales of African cannibalism, for instance, are the result of
this intertextual process.

The idea that the English consumed much beef finds more reliable
support in the observation that large parts of the island are suitable
for raising cattle and were thus used, especially after the fall ing of
wool prices in mid-sixteenth century. As the practice of enclosure
became more widespread, more and more meat became available at
reasonable prices, to be traded at one of the many English markets
(Rogers 2003, 12-15).

It is possible, then, that the English did indeed produce and con-
sume relatively large amounts of beef. Yet, this fact in itself cannot
explain why this commodity became a national emblem. It seems
logical to assume that abundance of supply has something to do with
this, but what is abundance? Man does not live by meat alone. Obvi-
ously there were many other products which were consumed in equal
or greater abundance than beef. Statistical evidence shows that for
many generations the average Englishman was a not a beef but primar-
ily a cereal and pulses eater (Mennell 1985, 63). The point that emerges
is that the emblematic value of a food product is in the quality, not
the quantity. Histories of national diet and culinary habits are there-
fore of limited value to those interested in food and identity. The fact
that beef became a symbol of English nationhood can only partly be
attributed to what people actually consumed. Beef attained its special
status not just because it was around, but because as meat it enjoys
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particular symbolical qualities. Meat is more than a source of protein.
Meat is special. 

Firstly, being high up in the food chain meat is an expensive, even
a luxury product. Today affluence and status are still  connected with
meat intake: ÔThe higher the income bracket, the greater the propor-
tion of animal products in the dietÕ (Fiddes 1991, 13). At the top of
the hierarchy, moreover, we find red meat, such as beef. ÔLower in
status are the ÒbloodlessÓ meats Ð chicken and fish Ð and below this
are the animal products Ð eggs and cheeseÕ (Twigg 1983, 21-22). No
wonder, then, that in their conflicts with the French the English made
the most of their beef eating image. In anti-Gall ic prints of the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries the Frenchman is invariably portrayed
as a pauper having to make do with vegetables, whereas the English-
man, usually personified as the no-nonsense, commonsense, ÔJohn
BullÕ, is presented as a prosperous beef eater.

Secondly, beef, especially when served as plain and simple roast
chunks (as was common in England) proved an excellent symbol of
the virtues of Protestant honesty and simplicity the English liked to
ascribe to themselves. The unnatural, dishonest tendencies of the Cath-
olic French, on the other hand, were visible in their preference for
over-refined, embell ished dishes. Fearing for the Frenchification of
England, Robert Campbell complained in 1747 that Ômighty roast
beefÕ and Ôour Cookery [which] was plain and simple as our mannersÕ
is threatened by Ômeats and drinks dressed after the French fashionÕ:

Fish, when it has passed the hands of a French Cook, is no more fish; it
has neither the taste, smell, nor appearance of fish. It, and every thing else,
is dressed in masquerade, seasoned with slow poisons, and every dish preg-
nant with nothing, but the seeds of diseases both chronick and acute (as
quoted in Rogers 2003, 40).

It was only natural that, given these unfortunate tendencies, the
French suffered the yoke of absolute monarchs or the tyranny of revo-
lutions. Blessed by their love of honesty and hearty, unadorned dishes,
the English, on the other hand, enjoyed a balanced government of
King and Parliament, bestowing liberty on each and every Englishman.
Honest beef and honest liberty were thus united in patriotic poems
and songs of which the club song of the ÔSublime Society of Beef-
steaksÕ (founded in 1736) is the most famous:
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Throughout the realms where despots reign,
What tracks of glory now remain!
Their people, slaves of power and pride,
Fat Beef and Freedom are denied!
What realm, what state, can happy be,
Wanting our Beef and Liberty?

The third and most important reason why meat reached national
emblem status is that it associates well with a core aspect of the Eng-
lish national identity, more important still  than the supposed pen-
chant for honesty, simplicity and liberty. Writing about nineteenth-
century imperialism, Michael Paris calls the English a Ôwarrior nationÕ
(2000). Surely, this is an apt appellation, even today. In no European
country can so many war memorials and museums be found, are so
many war memories propagated by the media, and so many past bat-
tles reenacted in numerous TV documentaries or by groups of enthusi-
asts all  over the country. War and warrior worship is an abiding part
of the English national fabric.

All  this, however, did not just start in the nineteenth century. Every
nation derives its identity from opposition to others. National an-
thems, histories and folklore invariably celebrate past battles and
bloody victories. As the saying goes: Ôwar is the midwife of nationsÕ.
This is particularly true of the birth of the English nation, which
fought its way into the British isles in the fifth century BC and has
since then fought, merged with, and fought again countless rivals and
invaders, and, in due course, peoples in all  parts of the world until the
mighty Empire was built. England, Shakespeare reminds us, is Ôthe seat
of MarsÕ (Richard II , II , 1). Meat goes well with this manly self-image,
long held to be the traditional food of hunter-warriors. ÔDeeply embed-
ded in dominant culture is the idea of animal food around the quali-
ties of strength, aggression, passion, sexuality (...). Men in particular
are thought in some sense to need meatÕ (Twigg 1983, 22). Even Ma-
hatma Gandhi concurred with these ideas. He once tried to convince
himself that the only way to overthrow the warrior nation would be
for the colonised to become carnivores themselves: ÔIt began to grow
on me that meat-eating was good, that it would make me strong and
daring, and that, if the whole country took to meat-eating, the English
could be overcomeÕ (Fiddes 1991, 67). (Gandhi, by the way, very quick-
ly dropped eating meat as it made him physically sick and Ôfull  of
remorseÕ.) The vital, virile qualities of meat are thought to be especially
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present in beef, as this product can, and usually is, served in bloody
chunks. The world, according to Ch‰tillon-Plessis, can be divided into
Ôbleeding dish nationsÕ and Ôsauce nationsÕ (Mennell 1985, 309). There
is no doubt to which group the English belong. Our Ôwarlike predeces-
sorsÕ, Joseph Addison wrote in 1710, Ôhave paid great respect to this
excellent foodÕ (of beef). ÔWe use the word Òbeef-eaterÓ in a respectful
and honourable sense. Beef and mutton was the diet which bred that
hardy race of mortals who won the fields of Agincourt.Õ A few decades
later Henry Fielding linked the exploits of the warrior nation even
more directly with their intake of beef in his famous patriotic song The
Roast Beef of Old England (1731):

When mighty Roast Beef was the EnglishmanÕs food,
It ennobled our Hearts, and enriched our Blood;
Our Soldiers were brave and our Courtiers were good.
Oh, the Roast Beef of old England,
And old EnglandÕs Roast Beef!

Then, Britons, from all nice Dainties refrain,
Which effeminate Italy, France, and Spain;
And mighty Roast Beef shall command on the Main.
Oh, the Roast Beef of old England,
And old EnglandÕs Roast Beef.

The eating Englishman
Moving from food as an emblem of English national identity to gen-
eral food imagery employed in English nationalist discourse, a first
glance at English patriotic prints reveals a high proportion of images
of eating Englishmen. That John Bull  eats meat is important, but even
more important, it seems, is to portray him in the act of eating and
drinking itself. Well known is the splendid engraving ÔJohn Bull  Tak-
ing LuncheonÕ published by James Gill ray in 1798, after Horatio Nel-
sonÕs victory over the French at Aboukir Bay. The massive ÔGrumble-
GizzardÕ can be seen devouring with great relish platefuls of French
ÔfrigaseesÕ supplied by Nelson and other triumphant British admirals
(Figure 2).

In written discourse the eating Englishman is a similarly well-
known figure, ranging from ShakespeareÕs rotund Sir John Falstaff and
Sir Tony Belch, to the huge Dr Samuel Johnson (Ôhe who does not
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2 One of the good doctorÕs many remarks on food as noted down by James Bos-
well (Birkbeck Hill  1887, 468). About this Ôtrue-born EnglishmanÕ, Boswell contin-
ues to write that Ôhis (Dr JohnsonÕs) looks seemed riveted to his plate; nor would
he, unless when in very high company, say one word, or even pay the least atten-
tion to what was said by others, ti ll  he had satisfied his appetite, which was so
fierce, and indulged with such intenseness, that while in the act of eating, the veins
of his forehead swelled, and generally a strong perspiration was visible (...). They
who beheld with wonder how much he ate upon all  occasions when his dinner was
to his taste, could not easily conceive what he must have meant by hungerÕ
(Birkbeck Hill  1887, 468).

mind his belly will  hardly mind anything elseÕ2), and the modern
Grumble-Gizzard Roger Micheldene, main character in Kingsley AmisÕ
One Fat Englishman (1963).

Also well known is the image of the Englishman who unperturbed-
ly continues to eat and drink whatever else happens around him.
Many will  remember the scene in Asterix in Britain where the English
insist on drinking their tea even though terrible battles rage around
them. It is variant of a rich legacy of similar anecdotes and cartoons,
deriving probably from a remark made by an Italian visitor in 1500
that Ôwhen the war is actually raging most furiously, they will  seek for
good eating, and all  their other comforts, without thinking what harm
might befall themÕ (Sneyd 1847, 23).

Figure 2: James Gillr ay, John Bull Taking Luncheon, or British Cooks Cramming
Old Grumble-Gizzard with Bonne-Chere, 1798.
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This initial investigation into food imagery and English national iden-
tity warrants the formulation of a hypothesis, if not a firm conclusion.
The act of eating signifies what meat signifies. It stands for affluence,
strength, health, confidence. Just growing food is not enough. The
warrior nation wants to be seen expanding its girth as it expands its
empire. As the Gill ray print shows, John Bull  dines on his enemies
with great gusto, swallowing ever greater parts of the world. No won-
der anti-imperialists depicted the British as guzzling swines, ÔhoggingÕ
the globe (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Britain Hogging the Globe. The New York World, 1895.

In contemporary England food remains an important signifier of
national identity, with beef still  topping the charts. In 2004 the nation
was asked Ôwhat people, places, activities or characteristics set the coun-
try apart.Õ A substantial 73% opted for roast beef, along with Yorkshire
pudding and fish and chips (BBC 27 April 2004). The enduring na-
tional identification with beef should not however be taken to mean
that there is no debate about English identity. Judging by the number
of books, articles and documentaries on the present state and uncer-
tain future of the country, the merits and meaning of Englishness are
pondered as never before. As in the past, food and food imagery have
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a prominent place in these contemplations of English national iden-
tity.

Cool Britannia
It is received opinion that since the Second World War the English
have increasingly felt uncertain about their national identity. Many
have argued, in as many books and articles, that Ôthe English no longer
know who they areÕ and Ôfeel anxious about themselvesÕ (Paxman 1999,
viii). To what extent the nation is really experiencing these tribulations
is difficult to measure, but there is some statistical evidence. A 1999
MORI poll  showed, for instance, that the English identify with a be-
wildering collection of national flags. Whereas the vast majority of the
Welsh simply prefer their Red Dragon flag, the English opted first for
the Union Jack and then for the Cross of St. George. The American
Stars and Stripes, however, came a good third, followed by the Welsh,
European and Scottish national flags (MORI 1999).

Four reasons are usually mentioned as to why the English have lost
confidence in who they are: the demise of Empire and the ensuing
increase in ÔethnicÕ immigration; devolution or Ôthe Break up of Brit-
ainÕ; European integration; Americanisation or globalisation. No
doubt all  these events have caused rapid changes in society, as witness
equally rapid changes in the English diet. A 1976 Gallup Survey
showed that in that year Ôchow mein and sweet and sour pork were
known by seven out of ten, pizza by eight out of ten, and ravioli by
nearly as manyÕ (Burnett 1979, 348-349). Now, in the twenty-first cen-
tury, surely these figures are ten out of ten across the board, with
many other ÔforeignÕ dishes being consumed on a daily basis. However,
as was pointed out earlier in this article, a changing diet does not
necessarily mean a shift in the food items or imagery used to symbol-
ise the nation. What is the role of food in the present debate about
English national identity?

We have just seen that beef is still  the preferred food item to sym-
bolise the English nation. English butchers continue proudly to drape
their shops in Union Jacks, and beef remains a Sunday dinner favour-
ite. The events surrounding the BSE crisis of the 1990s further illus-
trates the continuing love affair between the English and their beef.
No nation is happy when one of its products is declared unsafe by
others. The English are no exception. They reacted, however, with
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exceptional fury when the export of their beef was banned by the EU
and other nations in 1989. Even after the authorities had accepted that
a high proportion of British beef was infected with Bovine Spongiform
Encephalopathy (BSE), and could thus pose a health risk to consum-
ers, the mood in the country remained defiant. A large section of the
media urged the nation to keep on eating beef, while boycotting the
produce of persistent sceptics such as the French and Germans. Appar-
ently, of all  English produce, beef retained a very special status. At the
height of the BSE crisis the agricultural minister John Gummer made
a great public show of feeding his four-year-old daughter a hamburger,
while in Parliament many spoke passionately about the enduring quali-
ties of beef. It is a Ôprime productÕ, declared the Parliamentary Secre-
tary to the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food in 1996, and
Ôthe EuropeansÕ, who were then still  refusing to import it, are Ômugs to
miss outÕ (Browning 1996). In that same year the Earl of Lindsay
summed it all  up by stating that beef remains part of Ôour national
identityÕ (Earl of Lindsay 1996).

That beef has prevailed as a symbol of Englishness does not gainsay
that since the Second World War the English have felt uncertain about
their national identity. After all , by their very nature symbols tend to
be unchanging. The national uncertainty of the English is rather re-
flected in a multitude of government and media sponsored campaigns
aimed at reinventing, re-imagining or rebranding British or English
national identity. The last decade saw the launching of the New La-
bour ÔCool BritanniaÕ campaign, aimed at Ôshowcasing Britain as a
young stylish post-imperial nation with leading-edge creative cultural
industriesÕ (McLaughlin 2003); a BBC ÔRebranding BritainÕ competi-
tion so as Ôto relaunch Britain to the worldÕ; a ÔNominate EnglandÕs
Greatest IconÕ contest sponsored by the Department of Culture, Media
and Sport; suggestions for new national flags (such as a ÔUnion BlackÕ);
several attempts by the British Council to ÔrefreshÕ the image of Britain
and England around the world; and the publication of various reports
on Ôrenewing our identityÕ, for instance the 1997 DEMOS report titled
Britain TM:

The renewal of identity does not imply casting off what has gone before.
Our challenge is to find a better fit between our heritage and what we are
becoming. Two hundred years ago our ancestors invented a new identity
that proved enormously successful. They pioneered new institutions, new
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images and new ways of thinking, free from any sentimental attachment to
the traditions they had inherited. Today we need to do the same again (Leon-
ard 1997, 5).

Food is given an important role in this pioneering of new images.
Rather than beef, modern, ÔcoolÕ or multicultural food items are
plugged as suitable symbols of the new national awareness. The ÔCool
BritanniaÕ campaign was apparently inspired by the introduction of a
new Ben and Jerry ice-cream flavour in 1996 (vanilla with strawberry
and chocolate-covered shortbread). The launch of the campaign Ôin-
volved Britannia parading around the Royal Albert Hall  dragging a
large tub of the new ice creamÕ (McLaughlin 2003, 1). Tea figured large
in the EnglandÕs Greatest Icon contest, only now the productÕs colo-
nial origins were proudly promoted as Ôan early example of multicultur-
alismÕ (BBC 8 June 2004). One of the new British Council posters,
finally, shows a plate of ÔtraditionalÕ fare (including beef) cut across by
new products such as stir-fried vegetables and pizza (BBC 24 Septem-
ber 1998).

The threat of Europe
Some reasons were mentioned above as to why the English have felt
increasingly uncertain about their national identity since the Second
World War. Of all  these reasons ÔEuropeÕ is the most important one.
Ever since the creation of the first European cooperation schemes in
the 1950s, the English debate about whether or not to join Europe has
been fierce and infused with countless references to ÔidentityÕ. In short,
the English are unhappy in the European Union because they feel
different from Ôthe EuropeansÕ. In the early 1960s, when the United
Kingdom attempted to accede to the EEC for the first time, many
feared that Ôjoining EuropeÕ would inevitably lead to an utter loss of
national identity. ÔThere is a valueÕ, wrote Sir Herbert Read in 1963,
Ôthat is threatened by the Common Market which I would call  na-
tional or regional identity and it is a value of incalculable importance
from a cultural point of viewÕ (Read 1963).

The issue of identity would remain at the centre of Anglo-European
debate in years to come. The outbursts of Margaret Thatcher about
how English honesty was threatened by European duplicity are fa-
mous, but Labour politicians, too, have expressed similar concerns.
Labour leader Hugh Gaitskell , for instance, feared the effects on Brit-
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ain of the Ôevil features of European historyÕ (Gaitskell 1997, 21). Of
the many Eurosceptic groups and parties that are active in Britain
today, none limit their arguments to political or economic issues. On
their website the United Kingdom Independence Party asserts that it is
the future of ÔBritishness that is at stake.Õ

If it is true that food is a particularly meaningful signifier of na-
tional identity, then one would expect to find a good many references
to food in the English European question debate. It is indeed remark-
able how often such references were (and are) made. As the United
Kingdom negotiated EEC entry, there was widespread concern that
membership would dramatically increase food prices. According to one
survey, the cessation of Commonwealth imports, coupled with the
implementation of the European Common Agricultural Policy, would
add a crippling £600,000,000 a year to BritainÕs food bill  (Burnett
1997, 365). Many Eurosceptics reached similar conclusions and pro-
posed to maintain Commonwealth food imports, while cutting off
relations with the EEC, which is Ôa body of busy-fingered, interfering,
self-righteous, obsessive harmonisers in BrusselsÕ (Stanley-Smith 1975,
12).

But it was not just the price of food that was an issue. Many ex-
pected that joining Europe would jeopardise the very existence of
traditional English fare, and thus strike at the heart of English iden-
tity. The British press habitually reports on the intrusion of European
directives in the national life. In the major newspapers, of the 129
scare stories about such directives published between 1995 and 2004,
30% were about food and drink. Invariably the reports suggested that
the European obsession with regulation was not only daft, but a real
threat to the British way of life. Believing that ÔEuropeÕ was about to
ban the sale of milk in glass bottles, the Sunday Telegraph remonstrated
that Ôanother sliver of the British way of life bites the dustÕ (26 August
2001, 13). Over the years similar scares have been spread about the
imminent demise of British traditional cheeses, chocolate, clotted
cream, crisps, cod, mince pies, mushy peas, mustard, rhubarb, shandy,
strawberries and Ôfry-upsÕ (European Commission Representation in
the United Kingdom 2005).
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The Englishman being eaten
A typical formula in Eurosceptic discourse is that Britain is being
swallowed up by Europe, the Europeans or a European superstate.
Writing about the draft European Constitution, the Sun, for instance,
warned that ÔBritain is drifting ever closer towards being swallowed up
by a European superstateÕ (1 June 2003). Showing a fierce dragon rip-
ping apart the United Kingdom, the same newspaper described the
European Union as a Ôbeast which aims to devour our national iden-
tityÕ (23 April 1996). The Campaign for an Independent Britain is particu-
larly fond of the Ôswallowing metaphorÕ, which occurs in many of its
publications. ÔOur country is faced with the gravest crisis in all  its
historyÕ, says one of its most active members, Sir Richard Body. ÔA
crisis in which its very existence as a nation is being sedulously assailed
by people in high places seeking to see our nationhood swallowed up
in a federal EuropeÕ (Campaign for an Independent Britain 2005). This
imagery of Britain being ingested by Europe is interesting as it recalls
the imagery of the eating Englishman (or John Bull) which was dis-
cussed above. Only now the situation is reversed. Gone are the days of
confidence and dominance. The Englishman is no longer eating but
being eaten.

A persistent Eurosceptic fear is that the United Kingdom will  not
just be swallowed up by the European Union, but by one of its mem-
ber states, Germany, which is often portrayed as the evil fairy god-
mother of European integration. Looking ahead to the year 2045, the
historian Andrew Roberts describes how England has degenerated into
a insignificant province of a European superstate dominated by the
Germans. The European offices have moved from Brussels to Berlin,
the English are coerced into speaking German and the streets of Lon-
don are made unsafe by German louts chanting ÔBritons will be slavesÕ
and ÔDeutschland Ÿber allesÕ (Roberts 1995, 142). In 1990 the then
trade secretary Nicholas Ridley expressed similar anxieties when he
stated that the Germans were bent on Ôtaking over the whole of Eu-
rope.Õ ÔIÕm not against giving up sovereignty in principle, but not to
this lot. You might as well give it to Adolf Hitler (Ridley 1990, 9).
Reverting again to the imagery of ingestion, the Times Magazine
summed up these fears by publishing a large portrait of a huge Chan-
cellor Kohl gorging on Europe, a fork in one hand while rubbing his
stomach Ð covered by the European flag Ð with the other (8 March
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1997). The similarities with the Gill ray print which was discussed
above are striking. Only John Bull  is replaced by John von Bull . Ap-
parently, in the English imagination the Germans have taken over the
role of conqueror and warrior nation, reducing to fodder the once
proud empire builders.

The anxiety syndrome phagophobia, of which the fear of being
eaten is a variant, usually manifests itself in persons suffering from a
severe lack of self confidence (Kohl 1998). Just as eating involves Ôthe
principle of incorporationÕ (Scholl iers 2001, 8), so being eaten signifies
a total abandonment of self and absorption in Ôthe otherÕ. Applying
psychological analyses to nation states is a dangerous game with obvi-
ous limits. Having said that, the images showing Europe eating Britain
or England must be indicative of something. Jeremy PaxmanÕs proposi-
tion that since the end of the Second World War the English have
increasingly felt anxious about themselves finds particular support in
English Eurosceptic discourse. The European Union is more than an
organisation compromising British sovereignty. It is widely perceived
as an ogre feeding on an apparently defenceless and unassertive nation.

Figure 4: Dave Brown, Europe Devouring Britannia. ©The Independent.
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When the then President of the European Commission, Romano
Prodi, visited Britain in 2001 the press again showed a great
preponderance for words like ÔdevouringÕ and ÔswallowingÕ, and tales of
Europeans predating on the island race. It prompted a fantastic car-
toon by Dave Brown in the Independent of 16 February 2001 (Figure 4).
Taking his cue from GoyaÕs dramatic painting of Saturn devouring
one of his children, he portrayed a terrible Prodi (covered only by a
napkin made out of a huge bloodstained European flag) sinking
carnassial teeth in a small , pall id Britannia. Tony Blair, obviously
personifying the Eurosceptic claim that Britain is unable to assert
itself, can be seen assisting the European monster by offering him a
good helping of sauce (Figure 4). The bleeding dish nation has become
a bloodless nation and it is Europe, but also the own national uncer-
tainty, which is to blame.

Conclusion
Many histories about the English (or British) diet have been written,
giving useful insights into the changing social and economic cir-
cumstances of the nation. They do not, however, necessarily inform
about the English perception of national identity and how this is
associated with food or food imagery. Though it was never a true
staple, beef became the prime emblem of Englishness in the sixteenth
century and has remained so ever since. Being Ôred meatÕ the product
combines well with core aspects of the English national self-image,
such as honesty, love of liberty and, above all , manliness and martial
prowess. Similar qualities are manifest in the image of Ôthe eating Eng-
lishmanÕ which figures large in English literature and the visual arts.

Beef remains a favourite national symbol even today, in spite of
major shifts in the way the English perceive themselves, especially since
the end of the Second World War. No longer ruling the world, or
Britannia, the English, by various accounts, have lost all sense of who
they are and where they stand. The plethora of government-sponsored
campaigns aimed at reinvigorating or reinventing the nation are indic-
ative not so much of a ÔCool BritanniaÕ finding fresh ways of express-
ing herself, but of a nation which has lost past certainties and not yet
found a new identity. The postwar encounter with Ôthe EuropeansÕ and
the European Union has been experienced as particularly unsettling, as
witness the many Eurosceptic campaigns, pressure groups and parties
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which predict that the English national identity will  not survive incor-
poration in a European superstate. Eurosceptic discourse is larded with
references to food which, if one accepts the adage that Ôafter language
food is the most important bearer of national identityÕ (Rogers 2003,
3), is an indication of how seriously the European threat is felt. In
England ever closer union has brought ever deepening phagophobia.
Not content with regulating away traditional domestic dishes and
culinary habits the Europeans are about to consume the English.
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FROM WHISKEY TO FAMINE:
FOOD AND INTERCULTURAL ENCOUNTERS

IN IRISH HISTORY

Joep Leerssen

Abstract
Food provision and diet belong to the fundamental cultural patterns
that mark a society, and are often foregrounded as salient experiences
in intercultural encounters. This is also the case in one of the most
long-standing intercultural confrontations in European history: that
between Ireland and England. Some discursive thematizations of
Irish diet (whisky, dairy, potatoes, famine) are traced in this article,
both in their historical context and in their rhetorical function.

In intercultural encounters, the thing that stands out most saliently as a
marker of cultural otherness is (apart from costume) diet. Eating is a
universal biological given; Claude LŽvi-Strauss has made us aware of the
anthropological constant that what sets us apart from animals in our
human self-perception is the fact that we process our food before ingest-
ing it. On that basis, the differences in what we eat, and how we eat,
stand out as a deep, fundamental part of the differentiation of human
culture.1

One of the oldest and best-documented cross-cultural encounters in
European history is the one between England and Ireland. From the
twelfth century onwards, there is a rich and continuous record of English
observations on the neighbouring isle as it was brought into English
purview and under English domination. The starting point, Giraldus
CambrensisÕs Topographia Hiberniae, was written in 1188, when Norman-
Welsh barons undertook to assert in arms the suzerainty of the English
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2 What follows is set forth in much greater detail in Leerssen 1996.
3 And a trope it is. To be sure, the absence of snakes from Ireland is an ecological

fact; but so is the absence of reindeer or of boars, which is never commented upon.
Moreover, the tropical nature of the no-snake-comments is demonstrated by its
recurrent link to non-factual, speculative comments as to the Irish paucity or plenti-
tude of bees (which is unremarkable either way).

crown over Ireland. English descriptions of Ireland have a number of
important features in common.2 They are all exoticist (in that they con-
centrate on uncouth rather than on familiar things), they are all ethno-
centric (in that they measure Irish society by English standards), and they
frequently rely on previous descriptions rather than on first-hand obser-
vation. 

As a result, a number of commonplace themes or tropes took shape
at an early stage which became fixed ÔtagsÕ in the intertextual tradition of
Ireland-related discourse. The trope that Ireland harbours no snakes (or
indeed any other venomous animal) is derived, ultimately, from the clas-
sical geographer Solinus.3 In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
references to Irish laziness and to the use of wailing mourners at funerals
became a similar standard fixture Ð and so did the references to Irish
food and drink. Whereas the medieval tradition, from Giraldus
Cambrensis onwards, recycles topographies and mirabilia taken from
classical authors and from sheer fancy, the early modern period gives
more detailed geographical and social observations. The ideological
background is that of colonial domination: in the decades after 1543,
Ireland was brought under the direct sovereignty of the English Crown
(it had been a feudal lordship before), ruled through a civil administra-
tion and Privy Council rather than through feudal enfeoffment. At the
same time, colonial ÔundertakersÕ were encouraged to set up plantations
in IrelandÕs more remote regions, which accordingly were now gaining in
economic and political interest. The change in outlook can be reflected
no better than in the differences between CambrensisÕs Topographia of ca.
1188, and the 1596 V iew of the present state of Ireland, by none other than
the poet Edmund Spenser (himself a colonial landowner in Co. Cork).

Modern-style descriptions of Ireland from Tudor times onwards are
more attentive to the daily manners and customs of the native inhabit-
ants. These are invariably depicted as uncouth, restive, lazy and untrust-
worthy Ð the standard stock-in-trade of colonial denigration. Comments
about their diet are twofold, and in both cases Gaelic loanwords are used
to describe it. The first of these is usquebaugh or usque for short, nowadays
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4 There is now a somewhat artificial division between the spelling with or without
an e. Whisky is supposed to be used only for the Scottish, whiskey for the Irish variety.
Both are derived, by way of the earlier loanword usquebaugh, from the common Gaelic
uisce beatha. These words, uisce (ÔwaterÕ) or uisce beatha (Ôlife-waterÕ; ÔspiritÕ, cf. Latin aqua
vitae) are common to both Scottish Gaelic and Irish Gaelic, two languages which in
any case only grew into separate standards long after the word usquebaugh had been
introduced into English.

5 A mid-seventeenth-century Gaelic satire against upstart yokels, written from an
aristocratic perspective, denigrates them also in their diet, which is grotesquely exag-
gerated as consisting of loathsome and unclean refuse, but which nonetheless may
throw some light on the dietary situation in the first half of the seventeenth century:
Ôthe head-gristle and trotters of cattle, and the blood, gore and entrails of dumb
animals, (...) coarse, half-baked barley-bread, messy mish-mashes of gruel, skimmed
milk, and the butter of goats and sheep, rancid (...)Õ Williams 1981, 2.

6 ÔAnswer to the craftsmanÕ (1730), in McMinn 1990.

spelled whiskey.4 Whiskey is unanimously praised by those who describe
it; it is drunk for its comforting propensities, and praised because it
Òdries more, and inflames lessÓ than other distilled cordials; the phrase is,
again, a formula that we can trace from one description to another. Even
William CamdenÕs Latin geography Britannia (1586) says that the Irish
aquam vitam optimam habent, quae multo minus quam nostra inflammat et magis
exsiccat Ð an indication, again, of the high intertextual consistency of the
descriptions: commonplace rules. 

The other loanword refers to one of the staple food elements in the
traditional Gaelic diet: a form of curdled milk called by its Gaelic name,
b‡inne clabair. Anglicized to bonnyclabber, the word enters the English lan-
guage in the early seventeenth century, and falls into desuetude in the
course of the eighteenth. This may reflect a change in the native Gaelic
lifestyle under English rule: the Gaelic clans were originally of a semi-
sedentary, pastoral nature, with cattle at the heart of the economy. Dairy
produce (and meat, when affordable) would accordingly be at the centre
of an Irish diet.5 By the eighteenth century this pastoral pattern has been
ousted by a new system, based on strict, territorially divided, sedentary
and crop-raising land ownership under English or English-ruled land-
lords. Tellingly, Jonathan Swift in one of his Irish pamphlets mentions
the old-fashioned b‡inne clabair side by side with another staple food
which thenceforth was to dominate Ir ish life and Irish stereotype: he
satirically refers to the Irish people as Òliving with comfort on potatoes
and bonny clabberÓ.6 

Potatoes were introduced into Europe as part of the selfsame colonial
expansion which saw Ireland brought under English control. It provided
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7 Many travellers from the period 1740-1840 testify to this. Windows were a
luxury, since real-estate taxation took the form of Ôwindow taxÕ and chimney taxes; as

cheap and plentiful nourishment and soon became the staple of the
poorer classes all over Europe. (This Ôfood for the poorÕ is thematized in
Van GoghÕs painting ÔThe potato eatersÕ of 1885.) In Ireland, it provided
an alternative to the dairy-oriented diet of earlier periods. In what is
known as the Ôlandlord systemÕ, large estates were held by landowners of
English background and sympathies, and worked by natives whose Ca-
tholicism deprived them, under the prevailing laws, of any legal standing
or protection. The resulting exploitation was severe. When Swift wrote
his Irish pamphlets, the Irish peasantry were a pauperized underclass
driven to beggary in the lean seasons of the year; famines and starvation
were not uncommon. Indeed one of the most ferocious satires in the
English language, SwiftÕs ÔModest ProposalÕ (1729; repeatedly reprinted,
also in McMinn 1990), was occasioned by precisely this condition.
Adopting the voice and persona of a fatuous Anglocentric economic
planner, Swift launches a scheme Ôfor preventing the children of poor
people from being a burden to their parents or country, and for making
them beneficial to the publickÕ (subtitle). The scheme boils down to
cannibalism. Rearing young Irish children to the age of two and then
slaughtering them for food would solve the problem both ways: more
food supply, and fewer mouths to feed. With the gruesome systematic
consistency so characteristic of true madness, Swift works through the
implications of his scheme, the yield and recipes (extolling the suitability
of toddler flesh for broiling, or fricassees), the costs, pricing and benefit.
This hair-raising text still stands out as one of the most savage denuncia-
tions in literary history against the dehumanization of the oppressed.
What is more, SwiftÕs attack has an uncanny prophetic quality: obviously,
food and famine are, by the 1720s, already looming large over the colo-
nial exploitation of Ireland. This was to reach catastrophic proportions a
century later. It all hinged on the potato.

The worst iniquities of the landlord system were redressed in the
climate of Enlightenment patriotism from 1780 onwards. Ireland was no
longer exclusively an exploitation economy, improving societies made
their influence felt, landlords were concerned with improving their es-
tates, and the civic disabilities of Catholics were mitigated. The native
peasantry established a modus vivendi of sorts. Although they lived in
airless, windowless hovels7 and were dressed in rags, a minimum level of
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a result, the dwellings of the poorer peasantry, one-room cabins, only had a door and
a smoke-hole in the roof.

8 See Casey and Rhodes 1977.
9 I take the phrase from Eugene WeberÕs classic Peasants into Frenchmen. I have

argued the case at greater length in Leerssen 2002.

subsistence was guaranteed by, precisely, the potato. Such lands as were
available for their own farming only needed a small minimum size to
accommodate a few potato-beds, suff icient to keep a family in food.

From the 1820s onwards, observers began to comment on what was
apparently a population explosion as a result of this.8 Holdings were
subdivided to their very smallest possible extent, and the countryside was
crowded with settlements fed on a mono-diet of potatoes. Protestant
academics would comment, with a degree of worry, on the improvident
tendency among poor Catholics to marry early, set op a hovel with a
potato bed, and have numerous offspring. This worry was partly inspired
by Malthusianism, but also partly inspired by sectarian anti-popery and
contemporary politics. Daniel OÕConnell, the hero of Catholic Ireland,
had in the 1820s managed to mobilize the ragged peasantry for political
agitation. Whereas in previous decades the Catholic peasantry had mani-
fested its discontent in wayward acts of rebellion and revolt, OÕConnell
had managed to rally them into a movement, which first wrested full civil
rights from an unwilling British government (ÔCatholic EmancipationÕ,
1828-29), and subsequently flexed its muscle in mass rallies aimed at
obtaining an autonomous Home Rule status for the country. OÕConnell
was, to borrow a phrase, turning peasants into Irishmen,9 and their sheer
number and destitution presented a worrying aspect to Protestant Tories.

Parallels with the French Revolution were unspoken but obvious.
The French Revolution had unleashed a savage, famished underclass;
stereotypically, the Frenchman was seen as a lean, hungry rascal under-
nourished on soupe maigre (and, as such, mockingly opposed to the Eng-
lish opulence of roast beef and plum pudding, a subject explored by
Menno Spiering in his contribution to this volume); the parallel between
France and Ireland, both characterized by hunger, by a demographic
power imbalance and by potentially violent disaffection, was obvious to
all, certainly in the years surrounding the Reform Bill. If  Benjamin Dis-
raeli was later to base his programme of Ôone-nation ToryismÕ on the
worried realization that British society was divided into two separate
nations, rich and poor, without common interests, then that societal split
was all the more severe in the case of Ireland, with its colonial-style
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10 In his pamphlets against the ÔPenal LawsÕ, the anti-Catholic law code in Ireland
depriving the Catholic mass of the population of elementary civil rights, Edmund
Burke had already warned that this legal discrimination divided Irish society into
separate, hostile nations (ÔTracts on the Popery LawsÕ, c. 1765; in Burke 1988, 1-69).
This influence, by one of the architects of anti-Revolutionary Conservatism, on Dis-
raeliÕs own political programme is as yet under-researched. DisraeliÕs own comment
on the Ôtwo nationsÕ divide was phrased, famously, in his political novel Sybil, or the two
nations (1845).

11 There is a sizeable body of literature on the topic. I mention only Woodham-
Smith 1962; Mokyr 1983; î  Gr‡da 1983. A good digest is given by Foster 1988, 318-
244: ÔThe Famine: before and afterÕ.

landlord system, where rich and poor were coterminous with a religious
and cultural divide: Protestant and Catholic, English and Gaelic.10 In his
1837 The French Revolution, Carlyle spoke of the Irish peasantry as the sans-
potato, in an obvious play on the French sans-culotte.

But what if History, somewhere on this Planet, were to hear of a Nation, the
third soul of whom had not for thirty weeks each year as many third- rate
potatoes as would sustain him? History, in that case, feels bound to consider
that starvation is starvation; that starvation from age to age presupposes
much: History ventures to assert that the French Sansculotte of Ninety-three,
who, roused from long death-sleep, could rush at once to the frontiers, and
die fighting for an immortal Hope and Faith of Deliverance for him and his,
was but the second-miserablest of men! The Irish Sans-potato, had he not
senses then, nay a soul? In his frozen darkness, it was bitter for him to die
famishing; bitter to see his children famish. (...) Such things were, such things
are; and they go on in silence peaceably: and Sansculottisms follow them.
(Carlyle 1906, 2: 381)

In the event, the threatened revolution did not materialize. What did
happen, however, was the greatest natural catastrophe to hit Europe
since the Black Death: the potato famine of the years 1845-1849.11 The
Irish peasantry was, quite literally, decimated by it. As a direct or indirect
result of the famine, the Irish population was halved from an estimated
eight million to ca. four million. The millions that disappeared (ca. one
million as a direct result of starvation and attendant disease, the other
three millions as a result of mass emigration, higher mortality and infant
mortality, shorter life expectancy and reduced fertility) were all from the
poorest peasant classes. The Irish peasantry melted away, and even today
the faint ridge-style traces of abandoned potato-beds can be seen on
desolate mountainsides.

Lean periods and minor famines had occurred before, but sporadi-
cally. What happened in 1845 was a total failure of the entire potato crop
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12 Bourke 2003.

all over Ireland owing to fungus infestation.12 Total crop failures re-oc-
curred in subsequent years. The poor peasantry in the outlying areas,
which depended exclusively on the potato for almost their entire suste-
nance, was hit hardest. Rural Ireland was, by now, densely populated, but
its lacked urban centres, administrative or civic infrastructure as well as
proper communications or roads. As for food, there were no food alter-
natives except in some coastal areas where the population could take to
kelp (edible seaweed) and shellfish.

The Irish Famine has been extensively described, analysed and com-
mented upon. The details of its causes, development and impact need
not be rehearsed here; the aspects that I want to present in the present
context concern the reactions the famine provoked: among the British
authorities, among the Irish population and among the survivors.

The role of the government in this horrendous catastrophe is still a
subject of debate. On the one hand, it must be admitted that not even
the most pro-active, concerted government action could have prevented
or even significantly lessened the terrible effects of the potato crop fail-
ure. The exclusive subsistence of millions of people on a single staple
diet, suddenly wiped away, must have presented almost insurmountable
problems to any relief programme; all the more so, since the famine
struck distant areas without adequate communications or infrastructure.
On the other hand, it is equally obvious that the reaction of the authori-
ties was passive, despondent and dismissive. It may be that, in general,
the more harrowing the reports are of distant catastrophes, the more
diff icult it is to convince people of the need for urgent action (reports on
Nazi extermination camps also met with British off icials reluctant to take
them at face value). Even so, government inaction was not wholly due to
the, quite literally unbelievable, magnitude of the catastrophe. To begin
with, there was an ingrained mistrust of Ir ish rhetoric. The Irish were
stereotypically known as beggars, prone to exaggeration and rancorous
self-pity; this allowed some unsympathetic government off icials to dis-
miss the problem as partly one of exaggeration. 

Moreover, the political and economic climate of the time was callous.
The famine struck at the height of Dickensian Victorianism, with its city
slums, its child labour, its economic ruthlessness. People starving to
death was nothing special: any severe winter would see numerous cases
of starvation and freezing on the streets. The traditional poor relief based
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13 Black 1970.
14 î  Cios‡in 2001.

on an England of rural parishes was inoperative in the large new cities,
and alternatives (poor houses, work houses) were only grudgingly being
tried out. Prevalent economic opinion believed that the market must be
steered only by the Ôinvisible handÕ of supply and demand, and that to
intervene in the availability or cost of food and shelter meant sending the
entire economy into a tailspin. Laissez faire was the doctrine of the day,
and the government, already embroiled in the ongoing, debilitating Corn
Law debates, was reluctant to give free food to whining, unemployed
Irish beggars; this, it was felt, would be tantamount to rewarding passive
inaction and take away any incentive for the Irish economy to right
itself.13

As a result of all these factors, government sustenance and relief was
tardy, grudging, and inadequate. A poor-house system in South-West
Ireland almost collapsed under the pressure of the desperate masses;
relief rarely reached into the outlying rural districts where the famine hit
hardest; and when government-sponsored labour projects were set up
(building roads and piers so as to give employment to the destitute peas-
antry), remuneration was often in money that had no immediate buying
power in what was essentially a barter economy. Only after a long delay
was food relief made available.

Local help from landowners was likewise inadequate. Although many
of the more humane landowners set up food relief on their estates,
waived rents and fees, and practically ruined themselves in order to pro-
vide for their starving tenants (often by subsidizing emigration to more
prosperous countries), there were many landlords who did not reside on
their estates (this ÔabsenteeismÕ being one of the key elements that gave
Ireland its colonial character) and who did not feel the same compunc-
tion to relieve suffering or forego their rental income.

Such factors turned the grief and the horror of the catastrophe into
political bitterness.14 The aging Daniel OÕConnell was almost literally
heartbroken when he failed in urging a sceptical, uninterested House of
Commons into relief action. The leading Irish newspaper of the day, The
Nation, began to appear with black mourning borders around its front
page as the death toll mounted, and in bitter editorials denounced gov-
ernment inaction. Would the British government, so it was asked, have
been similarly passive if the famine had struck in Yorkshire? Was this not
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15 There had been, since the early 1800s, evangelical and Tractarian missions in the
West of Ireland, trying to convert the Catholic natives to Protestantism. The distribu-
tion of emergency food went hand-in-hand with their proselytizing attitude and gave
rise to the charge of missionary blackmail, known as ÔsouperismÕ. On the religious
dimension of the Famine, see Kerr 1994.

a sign that Ireland, though nominally an integral part of the United King-
dom, was in fact only a colony to be exploited and forgotten about?
Anti-English rancour increased at signs that the full impact of the Fam-
ine hit only the poorest rustic peasantry. Signs of agricultural productivity
(cattle farming, corn) were a cause of outrage: why was not this food
immediately used for the relief of the starving victims?

It is safe to say that Irish nationalism was vehemently radicalized as a
result. The notion that corn and beef were exported while the peasantry
starved was not economically reasonable (the amounts involved would
only have had a minimal relief effect), but symbolically it was devastating.
It summarized the callous, inhumane laissez-faire attitude of an exploit-
ative British government vis-ˆ-vis its Irish subjects, worse than anything
Jonathan Swift could have predicted. And so conspiracy theories began
to crop up: food was supposedly made available provided the takers were
willing to convert to Protestantism;15 the government was deliberately
allowing the Irish peasantry to starve into extinction as a sort of ÔFinal
Solution to the Irish QuestionÕ; landlords who were subsidising the emi-
gration of their peasant tenants to England, America or Australia were
aiding and abetting the draining of Ireland of its native population; the
Famine, in short, was being used for purposes of ethnic cleansing.

Such dark tales were particularly strongly represented among the Fam-
ineÕs emigrant survivors. While many of them sought survival in Eng-
land, hundreds of thousands made the Atlantic crossing and arrived on
the shores of America, often after harrowing passage Ð the Ôcoff in shipsÕ
have gone down in folk memory. All of these escapees had their traumas.
They had seen neighbours and relatives die; they were forced from the
place where they had been born and raised, and were thrown like flotsam
upon the shores of an alien country. In these conditions a strong mixture
of affects took hold: nostalgia for a Lost Ireland that had been ruined
and lost, and hatred for the British-dominated system under whose rule
they had been forced to abandon their ravaged country. In the following
decades, the Irish population of America found its bearings in a new
society. Ir ish America became the base from which a radical-separatist
nationalism took shape.
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16 See Connell 1968.
17 For the literary treatment, see Fegan 2002.

The Famine ground to an end after 1848: crops were once again free
from, or resistant to, the fungus, and fewer people were left who needed
food. The disappearance of the poorest peasants created consolidation
opportunities among the remaining survivors. When the landlord system
was abolished, after violent agitation, in the 1880s, the Irish peasantry
finally became a farming class16 Ð fairly prosperous in some cases, quite
poor in others, but no longer the famished underclass of CarlyleÕs sans-
potatoes. What had disappeared in the process, was an entire pre-modern
culture. The rural communities that had sustained it were decimated; its
language, Gaelic, was now shunned as a mark of primitiveness; its verse
and stories were remembered as something quaint from bygone days.

Ironically, then, the Famine triggered the rise of militant nationalism
in the same process that almost extinguished the native populationÕs
culture. The first militant separatist movement in Ir ish history, that of
the Fenians (with a strong base in the diaspora of emigrants in America,
Australia and Britain), was also the first to name itself after an ancient
Gaelic example: whereas national or autonomist movements had carried
contemporary names or slogans like ÔEmancipationÕ, ÔHome RuleÕ, ÔRe-
peal of the UnionÕ or ÔYoung IrelandÕ, the Fenians named themselves
after an ancient Gaelic warrior band, known from myth and ancient
romance, called the Fianna. The peasantry, such as it survived after the
Famine, still knew tales of the Fianna; but when they met Fenian agita-
tors, they did not make the connection between the ancient myth and the
modern ideologists. As a result, the Gaelic term for these Fenian nation-
alists was not the old Fianna, but a neologism, coined for the purpose:
F’n’n’. The nationalist invocation of a continuity between Old and Mod-
ern Ireland was lost on the Gaelic-speaking population.

The potato famine of 1845-1849 marks the point where Irish history
diverges from that of other European subaltern nations. Irish literature
was to return to the Famine with increasing intensity after the initial daze
had worn off , that is to say from the mid-1850s onwards. Nationalist
historians like John Mitchel thematized it as the apogee of mounting
Irish suffering under English rule, while in plays, novels and verse the
peasantry gained a tragic dignity as survivors of a holocaust.17 The pres-
ence of a large emigrant population in the United States gave Irish na-
tionalism the quality of what Ernest Gellner (1983) has identified as Ôdias-
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18 For this typology of European nationalism, following on the work of Miroslav
Hroch, see Leerssen 2006.

pora nationalismÕ: the mixture of prosperity, nostalgia, bitterness and
distance meant that Irish America continually exerted a radicalizing influ-
ence, from the Fenian days of the 1860s until the financial support for
the Provisional IRA in the 1970s and 1980s. 

In all these respects, Irish nationalism was, as it were, Ôde-Euro-
peanizedÕ. To be sure, its main patterns follow the trend of nineteenth-
century European national movements generally: it is generated as cul-
tural nationalism in the climate of Romanticism, driven by academic and
literary historicism, and claims national independence not only in order
to achieve an autonomous control over political and economic issues,
but also to incorporate what is felt to be an ethnic-national identity.18 At
the same time, the effect of Ôdiaspora-nationalistÕ features has tended to
create resemblances between Irish nationalism and non-European na-
tional movements towards decolonization. Ireland has come to see its
history as that of a third-world colony, a trend that was reinforced by
Irish neutrality during the Second World War. In the European confron-
tation with Nazism and fascism as exaggerated, aggressive forms of
nationalism, Ireland stood apart; and while in European terms national-
ism was subsequently burdened with the mortgage of its fascist out-
growth, nationalism is Ireland remained a positively valorized ideology:
the legitimate pursuit of national self-determination. Accordingly, the
commemoration of the Famine in the period 1995-1998 stressed the
global (that is to say, non-European) nature of famines and the global
need for famine relief. 

Meanwhile, as a member state of the European Union, Ireland has
seen a remarkable rise in its living standards. Its cuisine, which well into
the 1970s was frugal and unimaginative, has participated in a hedonistic
espresso-and-tiramis•  globalization driven by tourism and a demographic
generational shift. The potato, or its dearth, are no longer icons of Irish-
ness. Instead, the twentieth-century dietary symbol has become the pint
of Guinness. Guinness encapsulates different layers of the Irish national
image as it changed over history. From the early twentieth-century on-
wards it connotes pub culture: male conviviality in small, dark, cozy bars.
Those bars in turn are an icon, used extensively for Irish local colour in
films, stories and tourist advertisements. The ÔIrish pubÕ (now itself a
global trend, thriving in cities around the world) stands for a sense of
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community, fiercely intense amongst its insiders (to the point of conspir-
atorial hermeticism) whilst yet open and welcoming to outside arrivals.
Whiskey is still (or again) a characteristic presence in such pubs, and as
such continues the oldest strata in a dietary image of Irishness; comple-
mented now by Ôthe pintÕ. James Joyce celebrated Dublin pub life in his
Ulysses, and Dublin sports a good deal of pubs which either carry names
derived from Ir ish literature, or else capitalize on their literary connec-
tions, in that well-known authors such as Brendan Behan or Flann
OÕBrien were amongst their patrons. The hard-drinking Irish writer is
himself a stereotype (the combination of Ôdreamer and fighterÕ) largely of
American vintage; while the allure of Ireland as a place of relaxed conviv-
iality is part of the twentieth-century Continental-European romanticiza-
tion of the Irish image. 

Cultural encounters cross borders in the real world and in our head.
They involve a complex combination of real (social or anthropological)
differences and imaginary (stereotypical) commonplaces. On the basis of
an anthropological constant (we must all eat and drink) we register cul-
tural differences (what and how we eat and drink is different from place
to place), and turn these into formulas of what we consider representa-
tive or ÔtypicalÕ of a nation or society. Eating and drinking in Ireland has
changed from century to century; those changes register as variations in
our habits of encountering the place.
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DIET AND MODERNIZATION IN THE NETHERLANDS
DURING THE NINETEENTH

AND EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURIES

Michael Wintle

Abstract
This article focuses on modernization of diet in the Netherlands
between 1800 and about 1950, which covers the time span when the
Dutch (and most of Europe) moved to a modern consumption pat-
tern. The Dutch case-study is examined on the basis of contemporary
accounts, with consumption and price figures: the treatment is mainly
statistical, with additional qualitative data. This entails that the health
and nutrition aspects are as important as the socio-cultural ones, and
the article is concerned with the mass of the Dutch population, rather
than just the elite. Attention is paid to high Dutch death rates and the
dietary reasons for them, food production and prices, diet (potatoes),
alcohol consumption and civilization offensives and (mal)nutrition.
The main theme is change in consumption patterns as a facet of the
process of modernization. In that sense, the Dutch were not espe-
cially unusual, but a good example of a general trend, naturally with
their own idiosyncrasies.

Food, culture and death
We now live, in the early twenty-first century in the West, in a food-
obsessed culture. Food is important. Those of us who have travelled to
less aff luent areas in the world will have noticed that food matters there
as well, but often more in terms of whether there is going to be enough
of it for the evening meal today, tomorrow and next week. In the West,
it is more generally a question of lifestyle. We live to eat, and what and
how and where we eat announces and even determines our status and
identity in our communities. That was not always the case, of course.
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There are still a few individuals, usually of an older generation now, who
are uninterested in food except as a necessary bodily function: eating to
live, rather than living to eat. Such people are viewed as rather unsophis-
ticated, unworldly, as those would be who take no interest whatsoever in
the style in which their houses are decorated and furnished. It is very
hard to live outside fashion in the twenty-first century. But a hundred
and fifty years ago, only a tiny minority of people in the Netherlands
(and elsewhere) would have viewed their eating habits in that way: they
simply ate to live, and were delighted with anything they could get. It was
a question of staying alive, not of style and culture. There was in fact very
little choice involved. The great metamorphosis, from eating to live to
living to eat, is the subject of this article, with a case-study focus on the
Netherlands in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The Netherlands has an atrocious reputation for its cuisine and food:
it is almost as bad as that of the British, except that at least the Dutch
diet is considered ÔwholesomeÕ. The inspirational food writer Alan
Davidson wrote in his encyclopaedic Companion to Food about the stolid
Dutch fare in masterly, diplomatic terms, saying that it had shown Ôgreat
continuity since medieval times É  as befits people who can count con-
servatism amongst their numerous virtuesÕ. Davidson put the Ð literally Ð
indescribably tedious Dutch cuisine down to bourgeois civilization offen-
sives in the early twentieth century, Ôin which nutritional values were
dominant and questions of palatability and pleasure were considered to
be of secondary importanceÕ (Davidson 2002, 636; Van Otterloo 2005,
32-7; Den Hartog 1992, 17). Ironically and magnanimously the Dutch
honoured him anyway with the prestigious Erasmus Prize, bestowed by
Queen Beatrix herself, for his work on food history, shortly before his
death in 2003; in any case, things have changed a great deal now, as in-
deed they have in Britain and other former gastronomic black holes.
Dutch towns and cities are now as culinarily cosmopolitan as most of
their European counterparts, although the Dutch were apparently slow
to relinquish their traditional peasant-style comfort food at home in the
evening, making exceptions only for colonial exoticism (the Chinese-
Indonesian restaurant), and for a surprisingly early and enthusiastic devo-
tion to fast food from automatic vending machines (De la Bruh•ze and
Van Otterloo 2003) 

There is now a substantial literature on food as culture, and indeed on
the role played by food and its consumption in identity formation and
representation. Peter Scholliers and his colleagues from the International























































































































































































































































































1 Some of the ideas discussed in this paper appeared in a preliminary form in
Zabusky 1998. My thanks to Donald Spector for his careful reading of the initial drafts
of this paper.
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FOOD, NATIONAL IDENTITY,
AND EMERGENT EUROPEANNESS

AT THE EUROPEAN SPACE AGENCY1

Stacia E. Zabusky

Abstract
In this paper, I explore how participants in European space science
mission development at the European Space Agency became Europe-
ans in the organizational contexts of working, talking, and, most
especially, eating together. The analysis is based on data collected
during a year of participant-observation fieldwork from 1988 to 1989
at the European Space Research and Technology Centre (ESTEC) in
the Netherlands. In an ethnographic analysis, I show that in the ev-
eryday contexts of working together at ESTEC on European space
science missions, a cultural process of Europeanization was taking
place. In this process, food often served as both a technique and an
icon of national identity (i.e., where there was food, there was bound
to be national identity, and vice versa), thus making consumption an
integral component in producing an emergent ÔEuropeanness,Õ espe-
cially in contexts of leisure or ritual activity linked to the organization.

In this paper, I explore how participants in European space science
mission development became Europeans in the organizational contexts
of working, talking, and, most especially, eating together at the European
Space Research and Technology Centre (ESTEC). Designing and build-
ing space science missions requires a high level of expertise, personal
commitment, and political support and funding, and in 1988, when I
began a year of ethnographic fieldwork at ESTEC, the European Space
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