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This thesis explores how the contemporary
food movement uses food as a vehicle for 
social and cultural change, combining 
political concerns and pleasure in a form of
‘political hedonism’. It investigates how the 
food movement has politicised food and how
this has produced a discourse of ‘good food’,
‘eating right’ and ‘good citizenship’. Discourse 
analysis indicates how experts of the food 
movement aim to educate citizens about food 
by connecting knowledge, responsibility and 
pleasure. The analysis of three representative
case studies – Slow Food Movement, Michael 
Pollan, and Jamie Oliver – demonstrates how 
the discourses about food produced by these 
experts are conveyed and mediatised by 
diverse (converging) media forms. The analysis
of this mediatisation, finally, indicates that the 
politics of the contemporary food movement 
have become incorporated into a mainstream 
media and consumer culture.   
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Introduction 

Through my personal interest in food culture I have noticed that while over the last twenty 
years ‘food’ has increasingly become part of popular and media culture, it has also become 
an issue for public debate and personal engagement. A Time magazine online photo gallery 
titled ‘Bam! How Culinary Culture Became a Pop Phenomenon’ offers viewers a timeline of 
food as popular culture.1 As it identifies significant moments in this contemporary history 
(1982-2010), it provides a context for understanding why and how food has gained such 
increased visibility across the cultural landscape. The eighteen moments selected for this 
gallery illustrate the social, economic, political, and ideological role of popular food culture, 
for instance the launching of the Food Network TV channel in 1993, or the more than a 
million people trying to get reservations at Ferran Adrià’s restaurant El Bulli in 2004. It also 
includes events from the political and ideological intersection of food and popular culture, 
such as chef Jamie Oliver collecting signatures to push the British government to improve 
school meals in 2005. In particular, two main parallel trends in contemporary food culture 
and the food-media landscape have attracted my attention. 

On the one hand, food has become an important part of a trendy lifestyle in popular 
and media culture: through social media platforms food bloggers, vloggers, and influencers 
have become immensely popular, with their content ranging from fitspiration, vegan and 
paleo blogs, to mukbang videos.2 The food-media landscape has also seen a revival in 
culinary television, with the rise of popular cookery competitions, such as Masterchef and the 
Great British Bake Off, and the cookery shows of Jamie Oliver and Nigella Lawson. Food 
channels such as 24Kitchen and the Food Network, Netflix’s complete subsection dedicated 
to food and cooking, and popular animation films such as Disney’s Ratatouille complete the 
picture. In fact, food has been the saviour of several traditional media industries, particularly 
television and book publishing, as the market for cookery books continues to grow (Phillipov 
2017, 2). Food, in terms of media devoted to food-related lifestyles, has thus become a 
mainstream entertainment industry. 

On the other hand, the mainstream media are also increasingly conveying concerns 
about food, health, and sustainability. The success and impact of Al Gore’s documentary 
about climate change, An Inconvenient Truth (2006), clearly indicates this shift. Until recently 

1 http://content.time.com/time/photogallery/0,29307,1995893_2150508,00.html accessed November 
2018. 
2 The word mukbang is a combination of the Korean words for eating and broadcasting. Mukbang is 
an online video broadcast in which a host eats large amounts of food while interacting with their 
audience. Mukbang webcasts became popular in South Korea in the 2010s. 
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only green parties and the anti-globalization movement had seen food issues as 
problematic, whereas now they have moved to the centre of public concern. In 2009, for 
instance, a Time magazine feature about ‘the rise of the citizen consumer – and the 
beginnings of a responsibility revolution’, reported that in a poll of 1,003 Americans ‘nearly 
40% said they purchased a product in 2009 because they liked the social or political values 
of the company that produced it’ (Stengel 2009). Over the last twenty years a food 
movement, or at least a trend for critical and ethical consumption, has emerged, which uses 
food as an entry point into wider political and ethical issues, such as health, sustainability, 
animal welfare, and social justice. Since the turn of the millennium representatives of the 
food movement in Europe and America have published scholarly as well as popular media 
texts about food and ethical consumption, often presented as manifestos or manuals. The 
most influential, which are all bestsellers, are Carlo Petrini’s Slow Food. The Case for Taste 
(2001), Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation (2001), Gary Nabhan’s Coming Home to Eat: The 
Pleasures and Politics of Local Foods (2001), Marion Nestle’s Food Politics (2007), Barbara 
Kingsolver’s Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: Our Year of Seasonal Eating (2007), Michael Pollan’s In 
Defense of Food: An Eaters Manifesto (2008), and Jonathan Safran Foer’s Eating Animals (2009). 
As well as critical films and documentaries such as Supersize Me (2004), Our Daily Bread 
(2005), Food Inc. (2008), and Taste the Waste (2010), there have been political media 
campaigns led by TV chefs Jamie Oliver and Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall. These media texts 
have been accompanied by an alternative food subculture that includes food industry 
watchdogs such as Foodwatch, and grassroots initiatives, such as farmers’ markets and 
urban gardening projects. 

What interests me most about this trend for critical and ethical consumption is that 
the ‘experts’ or activists share the same mission, that is, to educate the public about food by 
connecting knowledge, responsibility and pleasure: knowledge about where food comes 
from, responsible choices based on that knowledge, and pleasure as the cause and effect of 
those choices. It seems that we can no longer eat in ignorance: food has become a matter 
of knowledge, morality, and consciousness. This implies that the present food movement 
has politicized and moralized food by defining the norms for ‘good food’ and ‘eating right’ 
through moral as well as aesthetic criteria. Or in the words of Michelle Phillipov: it is 
important to choose ethically not just because it is morally right, but also because it ‘tastes 
better’ (2017, 40). Characteristic of the present food movement, therefore, is the integration 
of politics and pleasure in a form of ‘political hedonism’ that seeks to develop alternative 
visions of pleasure and the good life. 

At the same time, representatives of the food movement convey their messages via 
the same mainstream channels as the culinary lifestyle media, often overlapping on cross-
media platforms or specific food channels, such as Netflix. Interestingly, these messages are 
no longer conveyed by traditional authorities and institutions (scientists, governments, or 
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schools), but increasingly through the media and popular lifestyle experts or celebrities, 
such as Jamie Oliver. 

Research questions and objectives 

This contemporary food movement and its representatives, in particular the Slow Food 
movement, Michael Pollan, and Jamie Oliver, attracted my attention and raised several 
questions. 

In the first place there are questions about the conditions and context (cultural, 
political, and economic) in which the present food movement has emerged. What 
similarities and differences are there with historical reform movements concerned with 
food? In what sense can it be characterized as a movement at all? 

Secondly, there are questions about the politicization of food. Why and how have 
the contemporary food movement and its representatives politicized food? How does the 
movement combine and balance the elements of knowledge, politics, and pleasure? 

Third, there are questions about the mediatization of the food discourse. What kinds 
of knowledge, moralities, and practices (i.e. discourses) about food are produced and 
mediatized by experts? What drives their mission to educate the public about food literacy? 
Since food and health issues have become integrated into mainstream media and 
consumer culture, to what extent are the media texts produced by the food movement 
different from those created by the mainstream lifestyle and entertainment food media? 
And how does the convergence of diverse media forms facilitate the production and 
mediatization of food discourses? These observations and questions can be concisely 
summarized in the following central research question: 

Why and how have the contemporary food movement and its representatives 
politicized food; what kinds of knowledge and practices about food have they 
produced for the education and transformation of citizens; and how are these 
knowledge and practices mediatized through diverse media forms? 

The central research question can be further divided into three main goals linked to the 
three sub-questions that will structure my thesis. 

The first objective is to provide a historical and cultural context for the rise of the 
present food movement and to highlight its origins and objectives. In which (historical, 
political, and cultural) conditions and context has the food movement emerged; what are its 
main characteristics, concerns, and objectives? 

The second aim of the thesis is to explain the conditions and context for the recent 
politicization of food. Why and how has the food movement politicized food, and what are 
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the implications of this for the knowledge, practices, and moralities (i.e. discourses) 
surrounding food? 

The third objective is to analyse the kinds of knowledge, practices and moralities (i.e. 
discourses) surrounding food that are created, and how they are mediatized through the 
diverse (converging) media forms deployed by lifestyle experts in the education and 
transformation of citizens. 

 

Theoretical framework 

In recent decades, food studies has become established in the humanities as a growing 
interdisciplinary field of research, producing core publications such as Food and Culture 
(Counihan and van Esterik 1997), Food and Cultural Studies (Ashley et al. 2004), The Cultural 
Politics of Food and Eating (Watson and Caldwell 2005), Bite Me: Food in Popular Culture 
(Parasecoli 2008), A Cultural History of Food in the Modern Age (Bentley 2012), The Taste 
Culture Reader (Korsmeyer 2016), and Food and Popular Culture (LeBesco and Naccarato 
2018). In a broader sense, this thesis aims to contribute to the growing interest in 
developing a new critical understanding of food and consumer culture within the 
humanities. 

Not surprisingly, food culture has been extensively studied through the lens of 
sociological concepts such as class, cultural capital, taste, distinction, and lifestyle (Bourdieu 
1984; Mennell 1985; Bell and Hollows 2005; De Solier 2005; Johnston and Baumann 2010; 
Naccarato and LeBesco 2012). Inevitably, foodways and taste preferences still reflect class 
differences and forms of economic, social, and cultural capital. Because the contemporary 
food movement defines ‘good food’ and ‘eating right’, it also produces ideas about the ‘good 
eater’, which entails being a critical, active, responsible participant in the food system, rather 
than a passive consumer of ‘industrial’ food. From a sociological point of view, ‘eating right’ 
(e.g. organic, local, and ‘slow’ food) is regarded as a sign of social distinction, since it requires 
considerable time, money, and knowledge (economic and cultural capital) to achieve. 

Although still relevant and necessary, I am not applying a sociological framework 
informed by Bourdieu here. Instead, I will highlight a less examined connection: that 
between the politicization of food and neoliberal notions of citizenship. The food movement 
has clearly established a link between ‘eating right’ and good citizenship by shaping the idea 
of a responsible, informed citizen-consumer. To explore this connection, I will use a 
theoretical framework of political and cultural theory, including concepts such as 
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schools), but increasingly through the media and popular lifestyle experts or celebrities,
such as Jamie Oliver. 

Research questions and objectives

This contemporary food movement and its representatives, in particular the Slow Food
movement, Michael Pollan, and Jamie Oliver, attracted my attention and raised several 
questions.

In the first place there are questions about the conditions and context (cultural,
political, and economic) in which the present food movement has emerged. What
similarities and differences are there with historical reform movements concerned with
food? In what sense can it be characterized as a movement at all?

Secondly, there are questions about the politicization of food. Why and how have
the contemporary food movement and its representatives politicized food? How does the
movement combine and balance the elements of knowledge, politics, and pleasure?

Third, there are questions about the mediatization of the food discourse. What kinds
of knowledge, moralities, and practices (i.e. discourses) about food are produced and 
mediatized by experts? What drives their mission to educate the public about food literacy?
Since food and health issues have become integrated into mainstream media and 
consumer culture, to what extent are the media texts produced by the food movement
different from those created by the mainstream lifestyle and entertainment food media?
And how does the convergence of diverse media forms facilitate the production and 
mediatization of food discourses? These observations and questions can be concisely
summarized in the following central research question:

Why and how have the contemporary food movement and its representatives
politicized food; what kinds of knowledge and practices about food have they
produced for the education and transformation of citizens; and how are these
knowledge and practices mediatized through diverse media forms?

The central research question can be further divided into three main goals linked to the
three sub-questions that will structure my thesis.

The first objective is to provide a historical and cultural context for the rise of the
present food movement and to highlight its origins and objectives. In which (historical,
political, and cultural) conditions and context has the food movement emerged; what are its
main characteristics, concerns, and objectives?

The second aim of the thesis is to explain the conditions and context for the recent 
politicization of food. Why and how has the food movement politicized food, and what are

13 

the implications of this for the knowledge, practices, and moralities (i.e. discourses) 
surrounding food? 

The third objective is to analyse the kinds of knowledge, practices and moralities (i.e. 
discourses) surrounding food that are created, and how they are mediatized through the 
diverse (converging) media forms deployed by lifestyle experts in the education and 
transformation of citizens. 

Theoretical framework 

In recent decades, food studies has become established in the humanities as a growing 
interdisciplinary field of research, producing core publications such as Food and Culture 
(Counihan and van Esterik 1997), Food and Cultural Studies (Ashley et al. 2004), The Cultural 
Politics of Food and Eating (Watson and Caldwell 2005), Bite Me: Food in Popular Culture 
(Parasecoli 2008), A Cultural History of Food in the Modern Age (Bentley 2012), The Taste 
Culture Reader (Korsmeyer 2016), and Food and Popular Culture (LeBesco and Naccarato 
2018). In a broader sense, this thesis aims to contribute to the growing interest in 
developing a new critical understanding of food and consumer culture within the 
humanities. 

Not surprisingly, food culture has been extensively studied through the lens of 
sociological concepts such as class, cultural capital, taste, distinction, and lifestyle (Bourdieu 
1984; Mennell 1985; Bell and Hollows 2005; De Solier 2005; Johnston and Baumann 2010; 
Naccarato and LeBesco 2012). Inevitably, foodways and taste preferences still reflect class 
differences and forms of economic, social, and cultural capital. Because the contemporary 
food movement defines ‘good food’ and ‘eating right’, it also produces ideas about the ‘good 
eater’, which entails being a critical, active, responsible participant in the food system, rather 
than a passive consumer of ‘industrial’ food. From a sociological point of view, ‘eating right’ 
(e.g. organic, local, and ‘slow’ food) is regarded as a sign of social distinction, since it requires 
considerable time, money, and knowledge (economic and cultural capital) to achieve. 

Although still relevant and necessary, I am not applying a sociological framework 
informed by Bourdieu here. Instead, I will highlight a less examined connection: that 
between the politicization of food and neoliberal notions of citizenship. The food movement 
has clearly established a link between ‘eating right’ and good citizenship by shaping the idea 
of a responsible, informed citizen-consumer. To explore this connection, I will use a 
theoretical framework of political and cultural theory, including concepts such as 
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governmentality, neoliberalism, and micro-politics.3 The recent politicization of food, I 
suggest, can be linked to the broader politicization of everyday life, which includes micro-
practices and domestic lifestyles, such as shopping, cooking, and eating. Political theory 
explains the rise of micro-politics as the result of a reduction in welfare state services and 
the related increasing call for personal responsibility and self-care which is characteristic of 
advanced liberal societies (Lewis and Potter 2011; Micheletti 2003; Miller 2007; Rose 1996). 

The concept of governmentality – developed by French philosopher Michel Foucault 
– is particularly helpful to understanding the link between micro-politics, citizenship, and
neoliberalism. Governmentality refers to the organized practices (mentalities, rationalities,
and techniques) through which subjects shape and guide their own conduct and that of
others with certain aims and objectives in mind (Foucault 1991; Gordon 1991; Lemke 2001;
Rose 1996). The concept has been applied to a variety of historical periods and to different
power regimes. However, it is often used in reference to ‘neoliberal governmentality’, which
is characteristic of advanced liberal societies where power is decentralized and its members
play an active role in their own self-government (Lemke 2001; Rose 1996). Nicolas Rose’s
work on governmentality is particularly useful for understanding the social and cultural
technologies that have been developed to create citizens ‘who do not need to be governed
by others, but will govern themselves, master themselves, care for themselves’ (1996, 45).
Neoliberal governmentality can be defined as a political rationality that reframes the social
domain in economic terms and links a reduction in (welfare) state services and security
systems to an increasing call for personal responsibility and self-regulation (Rose 1996).

I will use this theoretical framework of governmentality to examine the knowledge-
responsibility-pleasure connection created by the food movement. It implies that 
knowledge about food’s origins provides a foundation for making responsible choices and 
for enjoying the pleasure of eating ‘good food’. This connection is also referred to as 
‘political hedonism’, in which consumers use pleasure and self-interest as an entry point 
into wider political and ethical issues, such as sustainability, animal welfare, and social 
injustice (Soper, Ryle and Thomas 2009). In advanced liberal societies personal well-being 
and involvement in food production is valued as a social responsibility, a moral duty, and a 
means of self-fulfilment (Biltekoff 2013, 86, 92-93). This means that the knowledge and 
practices needed to transform and improve themselves provide individuals with pleasure 
and fulfilment. 

The governmentality approach is also useful for exploring the changing notions of 
politics and citizenship, and re-conceptions of the consumer, producer, and citizen. For this 
reason, I will link the concept of governmentality to theories on political consumerism. 

3 The complete theoretical framework, including these concepts, will be discussed extensively in 
Chapter 2. 
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Political consumerism movements believe that consumers have the agency and power to
modify market relations, as everyday shopping choices have economic, social, and political 
impacts (Micheletti 2003; Sassatelli 2007; Soper and Trentmann 2007). However, to equate
consumer choice with citizen engagement is controversial, as will be discussed in Chapter 2 
(Micheletti 2003; Lewis and Potter 2011). For instance, governmentality approaches
question the ‘doctrine of personal responsibility’ in the citizen-consumer discourse, which
shifts responsibility from governments and corporations onto individuals.

So far, governmentality theory has not been linked to food movements or food
politics, however it has been applied to related objects of study, such as health, nutrition,
and obesity (Coveney 2000; Gard 2011; Guthman 2009); lifestyle television (Ouellette and
Hay 2008a/b; Lewis 2008); and museums and culture (Bennett 1995).

Food media as such have been studied as a separate genre (Strange 1998;
Rousseau 2012), both in relation to the food industry (Phillipov 2017) and as part of a 
broader corpus of sociological and anthropological studies on food (De Solier 2005, 2013;
Johnston and Baumann 2010). Television has attracted the greatest amount of attention
from scholars (Bonner 2005; Hollows 2003; De Solier 2005; Miller 2007; Rousseau 2012;
Strange 1998). Strange (1998) was one of the first to explore the cookery programme genre
and offer a framework for its study. However, today television is not the only source of food
knowledge; discourses about food promoted on TV compete with other sources such as
cookbooks, advertising, magazines, websites, and social media platforms. Therefore, I will
include studies on newer media as well, although publications in relation to food are still 
very limited (for instance De Solier 2013).

Because this thesis examines the mediatization of moral food discourses, the corpus
of studies focused on governmentality and media is most relevant (Bell et al. 2015; Lewis
2008; Ouellette and Hay 2008a/b). Governmentality approaches consider media an
appropriate cultural technology for ‘governing at a distance’ because they can guide and 
shape self-disciplining subjects (Rose 1996; Ouellette and Hay 2008a/b). In fact, Ouellette
and Hay argue that lifestyle television in particular is the ‘quintessential technology’ of
neoliberal societies, as it has become a medium for intervention to transform ‘needy’
individuals into functioning citizens (2008a, 11-12). Since lifestyle television is concerned 
with instructing people in how to manage their everyday lives, it links consumption practices
to discourses of self-improvement and self-government. To make the connection between
governmentality and lifestyle media more explicit I will refer to specific publications on 
lifestyle television, influencers, and experts (Lewis 2008, 2010; Bell and Hollows 2005;
Palmer 2004). Lewis (2008), for instance, points out that lifestyle TV has recently been
marked by a shift to a more educational approach to lifestyle change, teaching responsible
modes of consumption and citizenship. This shift has been accompanied by the emergence
of a range of popular lifestyle experts, whose advice is focused on the ordinary, the 
domestic, and the everyday, such as food, shopping, and cooking (Lewis 2010). Through 
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these studies I will explore how strategies for governing at a distance are accompanied by 
new forms of knowledge and expertise, providing techniques and discourses of 
empowerment. In this way, I also aim to contribute to a growing corpus of studies 
connecting governmentality to media, lifestyle expertise, and food (Bell et al. 2015; Lewis 
2008, 2010; De Solier 2013). 

Given the interconnected nature of contemporary media, it is likely that food 
education is not unique to television, but that other and newer media sources provide 
lessons in ‘food literacy’ too. Therefore, I will also include publications that focus on media 
convergence in relation to governmentality, education, and food (Ouellette and Hay 2008b; 
De Solier 2013). Ouellette and Hay (2008b), for instance, argue that the convergence 
between television and the Internet is central to the ‘government of the self’, because it 
encourages viewers to acquire and customize the proffered lifestyle instructions. I will 
extend these insights on media convergence to cross-media platforms (e.g. Jamie Oliver’s), 
which facilitate both the mediation and the commodification of food as a desirable lifestyle 
by encouraging users to purchase commodities to acquire this lifestyle. 

Corpus and method 

The overall focus of the study – the contemporary food movement – will be analysed 
through the lens of three case studies that represent and mediate the ideas of the 
movement most explicitly: Jamie Oliver, Michael Pollan, and the Slow Food Movement. 
These representatives share the same mission of educating the public about food by 
connecting knowledge, responsibility or politics, and pleasure. In their media texts we can 
see a clear manifesto for forms of consumption that combine ethical concerns with a desire 
for ‘good’ food and ‘the good life’. 

Food media texts have become the central arena where the public visibility of 
discourses and practices in popular food politics is both enabled and constrained. 
According to Phillipov, food media’s ‘mainstreaming’ of contemporary food politics, and the 
alliances between the media and food industries that this enables, thus have considerable 
power to shape the dominant discourses on food (2017, 20). Therefore it is probable that 
the mainstream media, rather than marginal food subcultures, constitute the dominant 
food discourse. The discourses produced and mediated by food writers, activists, lifestyle 
experts, and TV chefs are thus an ideal access point for understanding the contours of the 
contemporary food movement. Based on these assumptions, the case studies have been 
selected using the following criteria: 

• the media texts are contemporary: published between ± 2000 and 2017;
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• the authors of these media texts are considered experts, influencers and authorities in
contemporary food culture, working, for example, as chefs, activists, gastronomes and 
journalists;

• the media texts are influential and contribute considerably to the public discourse,
debate and image surrounding food;

• the media texts are often presented as manifestos or campaigns with an explicit political 
and educational message, using titles like ‘manifesto’, ‘rules’, ‘manual’, ‘guide’, ‘ministry’, or
‘revolution’; and

• the texts are embedded in a (cross) media environment, implying that their discourse
circulates across different media (plat)forms, channels and technologies.

The selection of the case studies implies that I will exclude the kind of food media that are
exclusively aimed at entertainment and cookery instructions (cookbooks, cookery shows,
food magazines, etc.), as well as nutrition, health, and diet guides, and marginal food 
subcultures and hypes. Here follows a short description and explanation of the selected
case studies; a complete list of the primary media texts is presented in the relevant 
chapters. My approach does not pretend to be comprehensive in its choice of media texts:
rather, I have purposely selected key texts in order to develop an analysis guided by my
research questions and aims.

Slow Food Movement

The first case study is the Slow Food Movement, which was founded in 1989 as a protest 
against the emerging fast-food culture in Italy. This is often considered a decisive moment in
the rise of the contemporary food movement. The movement presents itself as a grass-
roots initiative against industrialization, standardization, and globalization that aims to
protect local food cultures and traditions. Slow Food perceives food as a cultural, social, and 
political phenomenon, which connects ethics and aesthetics, ecology and gastronomy. The 
central focus of this case study, therefore, is the cultural politics of Slow Food: the way in
which Slow Food uses food culture as a field of political activism, morality, and education.
The central principle in its philosophy is the notion of pleasure, which is framed in a political 
and progressive discourse. The integration of politics and pleasure in a form of ‘political 
hedonism’, however, has raised critical questions and misperceptions, as will be discussed 
in the case study. Through its politicization of food, Slow Food has also created new 
conceptions of consumption and production, redefining the consumer as a co-producer and 
eco-gastronome, who is responsible for the production process, the community, and the
environment. I will explore the cultural politics of Slow Food through a discourse analysis of
primary sources, including Slow Food publications such as Slow Food. The Case for Taste
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(Petrini 2001). My analysis is embedded in secondary literature from the perspective of 
cultural politics, political consumerism, and governmentality theory. Other relevant studies 
on Slow Food focus on its historical (Andrews 2008), economic (Siniscalchi 2014), 
sociological (Donati 2005), and anthropological (Leitch 2003) perspectives. My analysis 
primarily draws on the articles of Sassatelli and Davolio (2010), Parasecoli (2003), and 
Parkins and Craig (2006), taking a cultural theory approach. This chapter aims to place the 
cultural analysis of Slow Food within a wider framework of political consumerism, and 
governmentality and media studies. 

Michael Pollan 

Michael Pollan is an American food writer, journalist, and representative of the US food 
movement, who has strongly influenced the debate about food, politics, and ethical 
consumption. As a cultural intermediary and expert, I argue that Pollan plays a crucial role 
in the education, popularization, and mediatization of food knowledge. This case study aims 
to highlight Pollan’s contribution to the contemporary American food movement that has its 
roots in the counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s. This will be achieved by exploring the 
ways in which Pollan has politicized food: by criticizing the food industry, by influencing the 
government, and by empowering consumers. I will also analyse the discourses about food 
that Pollan conveys through diverse media forms (books, articles, and documentaries), for 
instance, his manifesto, In Defense of Food (2008), and his Netflix documentary, Cooked 
(2016). So far, academic publications about Michael Pollan have been limited. For instance, 
he is mentioned by Biltekoff (2013) in her study on the cultural politics of nutrition and 
health in America, and in an article by Zimmerman (2015) on ethical consumption and the 
liberal middle class. Primarily, however, Pollan is the subject of online debates, including 
ones within academic circles. 

Jamie Oliver 

The third case study examines how, over the last ten years, Jamie Oliver’s image has 
transformed from that of celebrity chef to social entrepreneur, through his engagement in 
social and ethical issues related to food and health. First, I seek to explain how Oliver’s new 
role may have emerged from a particular political context and climate, one which promotes 
neoliberal values such as individual responsibility. Secondly, the case study analyses the 
kinds of knowledge and practices for the empowerment and transformation of citizens that 
are produced and provided through Oliver’s campaigns. To this end, I will focus on Jamie’s 
Ministry of Food (2008), because this cross-media campaign best illustrates how food 
campaigners and entrepreneurs use food as a vehicle for cultural change. Studies about 
Jamie Oliver predominantly apply sociological concepts such as class, gender, and cultural 
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capital and distinction (Bell and Hollows 2011; Hollows 2003; Hollows and Jones 2010;
Moseley 2001; de Solier 2005). Taking Hollows and Jones’s article on Jamie’s Ministry of Food
(2010) as a starting point, this chapter places Jamie’s Ministry of Food in a wider framework of
governmentality and media studies, primarily drawing on the work of Ouellette and Hay
(2008a/b) and Lewis (2008, 2010). This is achieved in two ways: first by placing Oliver’s
charity campaigns in the context of the neoliberal food and health policy in Britain and,
secondly, by analysing Jamie’s Ministry of Food as a complete cross-media campaign, not just 
a reality-TV programme. In this way, this case study aims to explore how media convergence
has enabled Jamie Oliver to establish his new role as a social entrepreneur.

Method

Combined with an analysis of the historical, cultural, and political context, this thesis
explores the production of discourses about food by representatives of the contemporary
food movement. The method, therefore, combines discourse analysis with a specific focus
on mediatization. Discourses may be understood as bodies of knowledge with rules and 
regulations that govern practices. As Foucault explains in the Archaeology of Knowledge,
discourses are practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak (1989, 49).
Discourse, in the sense of Foucault, therefore, can be defined as whatever constrains,
enables and constitutes ways of thinking and acting within specific historical limits. In other
words, discourses are ‘productive’ in the sense that they produce subjects, objects,
knowledge, and the regimes of truth we live by. Discourse analysis is obviously closely
connected to the theoretical framework of governmentality, because discourses may shape
and guide the conduct of subjects by ‘governing at a distance’. In this sense, contemporary
discourses about food constrain, enable, and constitute certain knowledge, practices, and 
moralities related to food. Since media are considered the ‘quintessential technology’ for
governing at a distance, the analysis will focus on the mediatization of food discourses.

Mediatization, similar to discourse, means that the media constitute and shape,
rather than just represent and mediate, cultural processes and practices (Blanchard 2009;
De Zengotita 2005; Jannson 2002). The term ‘mediatization’ does not refer to a single theory
but to a more general approach within media and communications research. Generally
speaking, mediatization is a concept used to critically analyse ‘the interrelation between
changes in media and communications on the one hand, and changes in culture and
society on the other’ (Couldry and Hepp 2013). As in all cultural fields, in my view, food
culture is also constituted by discourses and media texts, meaning that food media do not
simply ‘mediate’ debates about food, but they also help to construct them. Like others in the
tradition of cultural and media studies (e.g. Phillipov 2017), I understand ‘text’ not simply as
written or spoken words, but also to include audiovisual media, images, and practices. Text-
based analysis helps us to understand how media forms construct and circulate particular
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Discourse, in the sense of Foucault, therefore, can be defined as whatever constrains, 
enables and constitutes ways of thinking and acting within specific historical limits. In other 
words, discourses are ‘productive’ in the sense that they produce subjects, objects, 
knowledge, and the regimes of truth we live by. Discourse analysis is obviously closely 
connected to the theoretical framework of governmentality, because discourses may shape 
and guide the conduct of subjects by ‘governing at a distance’. In this sense, contemporary 
discourses about food constrain, enable, and constitute certain knowledge, practices, and 
moralities related to food. Since media are considered the ‘quintessential technology’ for 
governing at a distance, the analysis will focus on the mediatization of food discourses. 

Mediatization, similar to discourse, means that the media constitute and shape, 
rather than just represent and mediate, cultural processes and practices (Blanchard 2009; 
De Zengotita 2005; Jannson 2002). The term ‘mediatization’ does not refer to a single theory 
but to a more general approach within media and communications research. Generally 
speaking, mediatization is a concept used to critically analyse ‘the interrelation between 
changes in media and communications on the one hand, and changes in culture and 
society on the other’ (Couldry and Hepp 2013). As in all cultural fields, in my view, food 
culture is also constituted by discourses and media texts, meaning that food media do not 
simply ‘mediate’ debates about food, but they also help to construct them. Like others in the 
tradition of cultural and media studies (e.g. Phillipov 2017), I understand ‘text’ not simply as 
written or spoken words, but also to include audiovisual media, images, and practices. Text-
based analysis helps us to understand how media forms construct and circulate particular 
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discourses, in particular by focusing on the different components of the media text 
(narrative, visual style, voiceover or soundtrack). For this reason, cross-mediality and 
convergence are also important in the analysis, as they focus on the differences and 
interactions between the diverse media forms and technologies. 

The application of discourse analysis requires a close reading of the selected texts, 
where the key themes and overarching narratives are identified and the main discourses 
are highlighted. My reading is not complemented by audience or reception research, 
although I include some media commentary and coverage of the selected media texts, as 
well as some aspects of the production context. Finally, I want to note that I am also an 
audience member for these media texts, so my reading is not the objective view of a 
disinterested researcher, but rather that of an engaged reader and active participant. 

Structure and outline of the thesis 

In the following chapters I will analyse the contemporary food movement through the lens 
of three case studies, which represent and mediate the ideas and objectives of the 
movement most explicitly: Slow Food (Chapter 3), Michael Pollan (Chapter 4), and Jamie 
Oliver (Chapter 5). The analysis aims to demonstrate how these experts and representatives 
of the movement have politicized food; what kinds of knowledge and practices (i.e. 
discourses) about food they have produced for the education and transformation of 
citizens; and how this knowledge and these practices (i.e. discourses) are mediatized 
through diverse media forms. Consequently, the structure of each case study chapter 
focuses on three questions and objectives: 

The first objective is to provide the historical and cultural context for the rise of the 
particular food movement or expert. I will explain the (historical, political, and cultural) 
conditions and context in which the particular movement or expert has emerged, and point 
out its main characteristics, concerns, and objectives. 

The second aim is to explain why and how the particular movement or expert has 
politicized food; and to make explicit the implications of this politicization for the knowledge, 
practices, and moralities (i.e. discourses) surrounding food. 

The third objective is to analyse the kinds of knowledge and practices (i.e. 
discourses) about food that are produced and mediatized through the diverse (converging) 
media forms deployed by the particular movement or expert in the education and 
transformation of citizens. 

Before investigating these questions via the case studies, the first chapter will briefly outline 
the history of popular food media and the historical context for the rise of the 
contemporary food movement. It will therefore provide a historical overview of two other 
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influential movements concerned with food – life reform and counterculture – to highlight
the similarities, differences, and (dis)continuities with them. Thereafter, I will point out the
underlying concerns and conditions that have made the emergence of the present food 
movement possible and highlight the two main characteristics of the movement:
mainstreaming and political hedonism.

Chapter 2 introduces the theoretical framework and concepts for the analysis of the
case studies. From the perspective of political theory, I will discuss how food has become a
political field in advanced liberal societies. In particular, I will use the concept of
governmentality to explain the link between micro-politics, citizenship, and neoliberalism, as
it calls attention to the constitution of new political forms. More specifically, I will focus on
neoliberal governmentality, a characteristic of advanced liberal societies where power is
decentralized and citizens play an active role in their own self-government. Furthermore, 
the chapter will highlight some implications of the shift towards micro-politics and
neoliberal governmentality that are relevant for the cultural politics of food. For instance
how the politicization of food has generated new definitions of consumer, producer, and 
citizen, such as the hybrid concept of the citizen-consumer. The second part of this chapter
systematically examines the connections between the media, expertise, education, and 
citizenship through the literature on governmentality and media. Finally, I will point out how
the convergence of media, in particular between television and interactive media, is central
to the ‘government of the self’ because of how it guides and shapes the lifestyle choices of
subjects.

Chapter 3 explores the cultural politics, complexities, and ambiguities of the Slow
Food movement through a discourse analysis of Slow Food publications and media texts. It
aims to place a cultural analysis of Slow Food into the wider framework of political 
consumerism, and governmentality and media studies. First I will describe the origins,
complex organization, policies, and objectives of the Slow Food movement. Then I will 
examine how Slow Food uses food culture, and consumption in particular, as a medium for
resistance and change, and as an entry point into political issues. Through the concept of
political hedonism, I will discuss the ambiguous conjunction of politics and pleasure.
Subsequently, through the concepts of governmentality and neoliberalism, I will interpret 
Slow Food’s view on gastronomy as a cultural technology that aims to educate and 
transform citizens. Finally, I will discuss Slow Food’s ambivalent position in today’s media
and consumer culture and connect it to broader observations about the mainstreaming
and mediatization of food politics.

Chapter 4 aims to explore Michael Pollan’s contribution to the contemporary
American food movement, which has its roots in the counterculture of the 1960s and 
1970s. This will be achieved by analysing the discourses about food that Pollan conveys
through diverse media forms (books, articles, and documentaries). From a governmentality
perspective I will explore how the knowledge, expertise, and discourses about food that
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Pollan produces may enable and empower individuals to govern and transform themselves. 
Through the lens of theoretical concepts, such as political consumerism, I will explore the 
ways in which Pollan has politicized food, and I will discuss the possible implications of this 
politicization, for example the concept of the citizen-consumer. Finally, I will examine how 
Pollan’s discourse has shifted from consumption to production by defining do-it-yourself 
practices, such as cooking, as political acts. 

Chapter 5 examines how Jamie Oliver’s image has transformed from celebrity chef to 
social entrepreneur through his engagement in social and ethical issues related to food and 
health. First, I seek to explain how Oliver’s new role emerged in the particular political 
context and climate of the last decade, one in which neoliberal values such as individual 
responsibility were promoted. Secondly, the case study analyses the kinds of knowledge 
and practices for the empowerment and transformation of citizens that are produced and 
provided through Oliver’s campaigns. To this end, the chapter will focus on Jamie’s Ministry of 
Food, because this cross-media campaign best illustrates how food campaigners and 
entrepreneurs use food as a vehicle for cultural change. Furthermore, I will examine how 
Oliver’s cross-media platform provides the tools for self-management and how it 
contributes to the commodification of cooking as an attractive lifestyle. Finally, I will explore 
how the convergence of media forms enables and strengthens the hybridization of 
commercial and non-profit activities across the Jamie Oliver brand and enterprise. 

To summarize the above concisely, Figure 1 represents an overview of the three 
case studies, the objects of the research, and their links to particular themes and theoretical 
concepts.  
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and practices for the empowerment and transformation of citizens that are produced and 
provided through Oliver’s campaigns. To this end, the chapter will focus on Jamie’s Ministry of
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1. 

Food Movements: a historical perspective 
This first chapter aims to provide the historical context for the rise of the contemporary 
food movement. As a starting point, section 1.1 points out that media concerned with food 
and culinary education are not a new phenomenon but have a long history. They 
encompass a broad field, ranging from cookery books, gastronomic guides, magazines, and 
culinary television to food films, blogs and social media, and have various functions, from 
entertainment to instruction and education. This thesis, though, focuses primarily on the 
education and transformation of citizens through food media and the efforts of culinary 
experts. More specifically, it explores the desire to shape good citizens and reform society 
through food by connecting knowledge, responsibility, and pleasure. 

Thereafter, section 1.2 offers a brief historical overview of two social movements 
concerned with food – life reform and counterculture – with the aim of highlighting their 
influences and (dis)continuities. It is not my aim here to write the pre-history of the 
contemporary food movement but instead I will focus on two influential movements that 
used food as pedagogy for good citizenship and as a vehicle for social change: the life 
reform movement around 1900 and the counterculture that grew up around 1970 in 
Europe and America. These two movements are of special interest for my thesis because 
they tried to change society not through conventional politics, but through personal 
transformation and alternative practices. 

Lastly, section 1.3 makes explicit the recent underlying concerns and conditions that 
have made the emergence of the contemporary food movement possible. In addition, I will 
highlight two main characteristics of the present movement: its integration in lifestyle, 
media, and consumer culture; and the conjunction of politics and pleasure in the form of 
political hedonism. The conclusion will compare the three food movements to highlight 
their similarities, differences, (dis)continuities, and influences. 

1.1 Culinary education and media: a short history 

Media concerned with food and culinary education are not a new phenomenon but have a 
long history. Cookery books are among the earliest printed books. The first printed cookery 
book was the Kuchenmeisterey, published in Nuremberg in 1485. By the mid-sixteenth 
century cookery books had been printed in most of the main vernacular languages of 
Western Europe, which suggests that cooks wrote them for ordinary practitioners. Medical 
works and manner books – containing prescriptions for food and health – such as Platina’s 
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De Honesta Voluptate (1475) were often printed in Latin, however. In his history of eating and 
taste, sociologist Stephen Mennell (1985) pointed out that printed collections of recipes 
made a wider, more rapid transmission and circulation of culinary knowledge and skill 
possible than the oral tradition. With the advent of the printing press in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, numerous books were published on household management and 
food preparation. By the eighteenth century cookery books were already being written for a 
wide bourgeois audience, although in France the court and nobility still set the standard for 
the lower classes to follow (Mennell 1985, 83). 

In the late nineteenth century the middle-class reform movement initiated efforts to 
improve standards of domestic cookery, healthcare, and hygiene, which took official as well 
as voluntary forms (Coveney 2000, 77). Historians explain this desire to reform as being due 
to the closer interdependence of the social classes in the emerging urban-industrial 
societies (Mennell 1985, 230). Many countries began to introduce cookery, dietetic 
knowledge, and domestic science into their school curricula. Although cookery skills were 
traditionally transmitted from generation to generation, domestic cookery changed rapidly 
in the twentieth century, as other informal sources of influence emerged (Mennell 1985, 
232). New food products were introduced through advertising, as well as through increased 
contact with food from other countries through travel, the media, and restaurants or shops. 
Since the 1950s, media have spread the appreciation of good cookery to wider audiences 
than ever before. Mennell (1985) analysed how women’s magazines, for instance, 
introduced new technologies (e.g. refrigerators, microwaves, and convenience foods) and 
new attitudes in cookery. These magazines conveyed a sense of excitement and a more 
cosmopolitan feel about food and cooking, making it more diverse and adventurous. 

One evident element in the cookery columns of women’s magazines, noted by 
Mennell, is the diffusion of middle-class tastes and attitudes, which are entangled with other 
issues such as the relationships between men and women, and work and leisure. These 
magazines raised questions about whether domestic cookery – as part of caring for the 
home and family – should be regarded as ‘work’ or ‘leisure’ (Mennell 1985, 262). On the one 
hand, they highlighted more efficient means of cooking (e.g. frozen food, microwave ovens); 
on the other hand, they promoted cooking and eating as a source of fulfilment, enjoyment, 
and pleasure. Overall, the main trend in food media since the Second World War has been 
towards ‘diminishing social contrasts and increasing varieties’ in food habits and culinary 
tastes (Mennell 1985, 322). From a long-term perspective, culinary culture has indeed 
become less socially stratified: the styles of cookery that originated in the most elite circles 
have ‘trickled down’ over the centuries to influence what ordinary people eat. To Mennell, 
the present phase is one of the democratization of eating, marked by ‘trickle up’ as well as 
‘trickle down’, with people of all social strata participating in popular food culture (2008, 
257). As I will discuss in Chapter 2, food culture today is fully integrated into the mainstream 
lifestyle, media, and consumer cultures. 
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Furthermore, Mennell (1985) pointed out how gastronomes and gastronomic writing 
played an important role in shaping and civilizing tastes in England and France.4 The 
gastronome as a recognizable figure, and gastronomic writing as a distinct genre, emerged 
after the French Revolution. Ever since, there has been a continuous line of development, 
right up to the gastronomic guides and manuals of today. Mennell argued that gastronomes 
and gastronomic writing have always performed a double function: of articulating elite 
standards and of democratizing tastes (1985, 266). He defines the gastronome as a person 
who not only cultivates his own ‘refined taste for the pleasures of the table’ but also, by 
writing about it, helps to cultivate other people’s tastes too. To Mennell the gastronome is 
more than a gourmet – ‘he is also a theorist and propagandist about culinary taste’ (1985, 
267). 

In fact, two French writers founded the whole gastronomic genre: Grimod de la 
Reyniere (1758-1838) and Brillat-Savarin (1755-1826). Grimod’s Almanach des Gourmands 
(1803-12) was an annual guide with opinions on restaurants and food shops, whereas 
Brillat-Savarin’s La Physiologie du Gout (1826) is a combination of gastronomic education, 
physiology, and the philosophy of taste and food. Mennell described the core 
characteristics and components of gastronomy as a distinct genre (1985, 270-272). In the 
first place, it requires manuals, which explain the correct practices on matters of the 
composition of menus, the carving of meat, the ceremony of the table, and the techniques 
of service. Another important component is dietetics, prescribing the foods and forms of 
cookery that are good for one’s health, which was a recurrent theme in Brillat-Savarin, for 
instance, on treating obesity. According to Mennell, gastronomes and gastronomic writing 
have played an important role in the democratization and shaping of culinary tastes and 
society more widely. In France, for instance, the Académie des Gastronomes (founded in 
1928) sparked wider interest in French regional cooking by linking gastronomy and tourism 
through the publication of tourist guides such as the Guide Michelin and Gault-Millau 
(Mennell 1985, 276-281). 

 
In contrast to historical gastronomy, today, knowledge about food is mediated and made 
mainstream by lifestyle experts and integrated into media and consumer culture, as I will 
discuss systematically in Chapter 2.2. In post-industrial liberal societies the media are 
fundamental to the processes of education and self-formation. As traditional social 
structures (such as the family) decline, people look to the media and experts for advice and 
instruction in everyday life. This is particularly the case for lifestyle media (TV, 
documentaries, magazines, websites, and apps), which provide lessons in ‘good 
consumption’ and aim to improve the food literacy of the consumer. De Solier (2013) 

																																																								
4 The term gastronomy refers to ‘the art and science of delicate eating’. 
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extends Mennell’s definition of the gastronome to newer food media, calling them 
‘mediated food experts’, and includes among them TV chefs, food writers, bloggers, and 
restaurant critics. She also widens the gastronome’s role beyond taste education to include 
an education in food production as well as consumption (2013, 43).5 Culinary television, in 
particular, functions as a pedagogical text, informing viewers of various kinds of social and 
cultural knowledge. 

As I will argue throughout the thesis, contemporary food media and experts still 
perform a crucial role in the education, cultivation, and democratization of knowledge and 
skills about food. They educate people about food by connecting knowledge, responsibility, 
and pleasure: knowledge about where food comes from, how to make responsible choices 
based on that knowledge, and pleasure as a consequence of making those choices (Biltekoff 
2013, 82). In other words, food has become a matter of knowledge, morality, and 
consciousness. The cultural and social importance of ‘eating right’ is now more pervasive 
and significant than ever before. Over the last twenty years many scholarly and popular 
publications about food have been brought out, often presented as manifestos, guides, or 
manuals, to teach people about responsible modes of consumption and citizenship. These 
publications demonstrate how lessons in ‘eating right’ can function as the pedagogy of good 
citizenship, because they not only provide rules for how to ‘eat right’, but also guidelines for 
how to be a good person and citizen. 

Discourse on food and nutrition is fundamentally a moral and normative discourse, 
as it defines norms for ‘good food’ and ‘eating right’. John Coveney, in his book Food, Morals 
and Meaning (2000), points out that the moralization of food and the pedagogy of eating 
well has deep historical roots. He argues that – despite the emergence of rational 
nutritional science in the nineteenth century – moral criteria have continued to govern the 
discourse on food and ‘eating right’ to date. The moral problematization of food has been 
part of Western culture and religion since antiquity, as eating cannot be justified by pleasure 
alone. In fact, every traditional food culture is marked by a deep connection between diet, 
ethics, ideology, and religion, expressed in dietary laws, rituals, and taboos. Pleasure around 
food thus had to be mastered and moderated, as it was for the ancient Greeks; effaced, as 
it was for the early Christians; or rationalized, as it is for modern subjects of nutrition 
(Coveney 2000, 90). When, after the Enlightenment, religion became less influential, 
normative practices around pleasure (food and sex) came under the influence of the state, 
justified by medical and scientific discourses. Nutritional science calculated and rationalized 
food for the purpose of nourishing the body on the basis of scientific reason, undone of all 
its aesthetic and sensual pleasures (Coveney 2000, 160). In this way, nutritional science 

																																																								
5 Chapter 3 highlights how Slow Food redefines gastronomy as eco-gastronomy and the gastronome 
as a co-producer. 
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Furthermore, Mennell (1985) pointed out how gastronomes and gastronomic writing
played an important role in shaping and civilizing tastes in England and France.4 The 
gastronome as a recognizable figure, and gastronomic writing as a distinct genre, emerged
after the French Revolution. Ever since, there has been a continuous line of development,
right up to the gastronomic guides and manuals of today. Mennell argued that gastronomes
and gastronomic writing have always performed a double function: of articulating elite
standards and of democratizing tastes (1985, 266). He defines the gastronome as a person
who not only cultivates his own ‘refined taste for the pleasures of the table’ but also, by
writing about it, helps to cultivate other people’s tastes too. To Mennell the gastronome is
more than a gourmet – ‘he is also a theorist and propagandist about culinary taste’ (1985,
267).
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characteristics and components of gastronomy as a distinct genre (1985, 270-272). In the 
first place, it requires manuals, which explain the correct practices on matters of the
composition of menus, the carving of meat, the ceremony of the table, and the techniques
of service. Another important component is dietetics, prescribing the foods and forms of
cookery that are good for one’s health, which was a recurrent theme in Brillat-Savarin, for 
instance, on treating obesity. According to Mennell, gastronomes and gastronomic writing
have played an important role in the democratization and shaping of culinary tastes and 
society more widely. In France, for instance, the Académie des Gastronomes (founded in 
1928) sparked wider interest in French regional cooking by linking gastronomy and tourism
through the publication of tourist guides such as the Guide Michelin and Gault-Millau
(Mennell 1985, 276-281).

In contrast to historical gastronomy, today, knowledge about food is mediated and made
mainstream by lifestyle experts and integrated into media and consumer culture, as I will 
discuss systematically in Chapter 2.2. In post-industrial liberal societies the media are
fundamental to the processes of education and self-formation. As traditional social 
structures (such as the family) decline, people look to the media and experts for advice and 
instruction in everyday life. This is particularly the case for lifestyle media (TV,
documentaries, magazines, websites, and apps), which provide lessons in ‘good 
consumption’ and aim to improve the food literacy of the consumer. De Solier (2013)
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well has deep historical roots. He argues that – despite the emergence of rational 
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produced normative discourses through which the subjects problematized their 
relationship with food in terms of what was considered to be ‘good’ (Coveney 2000, 89). 

This historical perspective on the moralization of food implies that teaching people 
to eat well inevitably involves shaping morally responsible subjects and ‘good’ citizens. 
Biltekoff in her book Eating Right in America, for instance, points out how discourses of 
eating properly convey social ideals and prepare people for new social and political realities 
(2013, 7). In a similar way, the next section explores how reformers and social movements 
have used dietary reform to achieve social aims, such as the building of character and the 
improvement of society. 

1.2 Social movements concerned with food 

The following section explores the historical context for the rise of the present food 
movement in order to highlight its similarities, (dis)continuities, and differences with 
previous food movements. I am interested in finding out what provokes and enables 
activists of social movements to take up food reform as a medium for wider social change. It 
is not my aim here to write the pre-history, but instead I will focus on two influential 
movements that have used food as pedagogy for good citizenship and as a vehicle for social 
change: the life reform movement around 1900 and the counterculture that grew up in the 
1970s in Europe and America. These two movements are of special interest for my thesis, 
because they tried to change society not through conventional politics, but through 
personal transformation and alternative practices. Furthermore, they share the same 
scepticism of industrialization and both conveyed their ideas through media, manifestos, 
and manuals. 

Life reform movement 

Life reform was a social movement and subculture that flourished in Europe around 1900 
as a reaction to the processes of modernization.6 Life reformers believed that modern 
civilization, industrialization, and urbanization had alienated human beings from their 
natural living conditions, leading to degeneration (instead of progress) that could only be 
reversed by living in accordance with nature (Hau 2003; Krabbe 1998). For this reason, life 
reformers developed holistic models for a healthy lifestyle that was in harmony with nature. 
Life reform was not a coherent, unified movement, but consisted of various associations, 
groups, and lifestyles, including theosophy, naturism or nudism, the Wandervogel 

6 More specifically from 1880-1930 in Germany, Switzerland, Scandinavia, Britain, and also North 
America (Hau 2003; Zweiniger-Bargielowska 2010). 
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movement, and the temperance movement, which promoted abstinence from the
consumption of alcohol. The term ‘life reform’, from the German Lebensreform,7 denotes a 
wide range of practices and therapies including vegetarianism, fasting, nudism, gymnastics,
yoga, sun- and air-bathing, and the use of sanatoria, alternative medicines, and
psychotherapies (Hau 2003; Zweiniger-Bargielowska 2010). A famous example is the colony
of Eden in Oranienburg near Berlin, which was founded in 1893 and continues to promote
the ideas of health reform and vegetarianism today (Baumgartner 1992). Influential life
reform proponents were Sebastian Kneipp, Rudolf Steiner, Louis Kuhne, and Adolf Just.
Therapists, practitioners, and health entrepreneurs promoted their life reform philosophy
through public lectures, health advice books, periodicals, and medical autobiographies,
such as Louis Kuhne’s book Die neue Heilwissenschaft (1898). These publications were 
supported and exploited by a commercial health market that offered therapies, clinics,
sanatoria, and health care supplies (Hau 2003).

While some of the life reformers launched hygiene and purity campaigns, alcohol
crusades, and housing reforms, others turned to ‘the food problem’. Biltekoff (2013) points
out that female reformers, such as Ellen Richards in the US, embraced scientific dietary
reform as a means of social improvement. In the first decade of the twentieth century
Richards and her allies built a movement, known as home economics, which taught people
how to eat properly and instilled the emerging norms of good citizenship. Social change
through the improvement of living conditions was consistent with the aims of the
progressive movement in America at that time (Biltekoff 2013: 13-45).

Food and nutrition also played a central role in the European life reform movement 
as prevention against the perceived diseases of civilization. The promoted diet reduced or
avoided alcohol, meat, and tobacco, and instead included natural and raw foods, lots of fruit
and vegetables, and wholewheat bread (Baumgartner 1998). A noticeable legacy of life
reform today in Germany is the Reformhaus, a chain of shops that sells organic food and
natural medicine. Vegetarianism, an ancient practice from India, had a great influence
throughout the nineteenth century, especially in Britain. ‘Vegetarianism’ as a term and
institution dates from this period, with the foundation of the English Vegetarian Society
taking place in 1847. Vegetarianism as a practice and lifestyle, however, was practiced and 
promoted throughout the history of Western culture, for instance, in antiquity by
Pythagoras, in religious orders such as the order of Saint Benedict, and in romanticism by
Shelley, who had already addressed the inefficient use of resources in meat production.8

Whereas life reformers’ main concern was health, vegetarians also avoided meat for

7 The term dates to the mid-1890s. German definition: ‘grundsätzliche Erneuerung der gesamten
Lebensweise, einschliesslich der Ernährung [..] um der fortschreitenden Gesundheitsminderung des
modernen Menschen durch Zivilisationsschäden entgegenzuwirken’ (Krabbe 1998, 73).
8 “History of the Vegetarian Society”, accessed 18 November, 2018, https://www.vegsoc.org/history
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because they tried to change society not through conventional politics, but through
personal transformation and alternative practices. Furthermore, they share the same
scepticism of industrialization and both conveyed their ideas through media, manifestos,
and manuals.
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natural living conditions, leading to degeneration (instead of progress) that could only be
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America (Hau 2003; Zweiniger-Bargielowska 2010).
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ethical/moral, religious, ecological, and economic reasons (Baumgartner 1998; Thoms 2012; 
Zweiniger-Bargielowska 2010). Vegetarianism thus was more of an ideology than a diet: it 
was centred on the fundamental principle that the consumption of meat by humans was 
unnatural and a violation of the natural order of the peaceful coexistence of humans and 
animals (Thoms 2012, 175). 

Life reformers promoted the ideal of a healthy mind in a healthy body (mens sana in 
corpore sano) that incorporated both physical and mental well-being (Zweiniger-
Bargielowska 2010).9 They conceived of body and soul as a holistic unit and believed that 
they would be able to produce healthy bodies through practicing a healthy lifestyle that was 
in harmony with nature (Krabbe 1998). They were not only worried about their personal 
health, but also about the healing process of society as a whole (Hau 2003). As a subculture 
and social movement, its goal was social reform: to regenerate health and vitality in society. 
As I will argue, similar to later food movements, it did not strive to change society through 
formal politics or revolution, but instead through the individual as a method of self-reform 
(Krabbe 1998, 73-74). 

Michael Hau in his book on German life reform points out that life reformers shared 
the values of Bildungsbürgertum,10 which promoted a rational lifestyle emphasizing self-
discipline, moderation, and the importance of Bildung (2003, 12). These attitudes and values 
implied a desire and duty to manage and master one’s life and future. Because many life 
reformers could not change their personal and social circumstances, they focused instead 
on their bodies and health. Hau argues that control and discipline of the body and mind 
(‘Gymnastik des Willens’) was a way to overcome personal deficiencies and attain health, 
social respectability, and personal success (2003, 15, 30). 11 

Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska, in her book on life reform in Britain (2010), emphasizes 
the thesis that the ideal of a healthy and fit body at that time was regarded as a sign of 
responsible citizenship. Drawing on Foucault’s concepts of biopolitics and technologies of the 
self, she interprets the management of the body as a way of forming oneself as a subject 
(Zweiniger-Bargielowska 2010, 7).12 The regulation and control of the body was effected 
through both a range of disciplinary techniques created in state institutions (military, sports, 
and health education) and through ‘techniques of the self’. These enabled subjects to shape 
their bodies in particular ways, preventing illness, and constructing their identities as 
individuals and citizens. As Zweiniger-Bargielowska points out, ‘a well-managed body was 

																																																								
9 The idea that food, body, and soul influence each other can be traced back to Hippocrates’ holistic 
medical theory (humoral pathology), which served as a nutritional guideline well into the nineteenth 
century (Thoms 2012). 
10 An educated class that emerged from the educated upper-middle class. 
11 See also P. Sloterdijk, Du musst dein Leben ändern (2009). 
12 See Chapter 2.1 for a definition of these concepts. 
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not only the goal of social policy, but also an integral aspect of fashioning the self’ (2010, 7). 
Hau and Zweiniger-Bargielowska both conclude that in life reform the concept of moral and 
social improvement was signified by physical fitness. 

So far, it has become clear that the ‘politics’ of life reform was not so much defined 
by specific content – that is, an ideology – but rather by diverse alternative practices. Life 
reformers did not strive to change society through formal politics or revolution, but rather 
through personal transformation, as a form of lifestyle or micro-politics that included 
everyday practices aimed at the care of the self.13 As I will argue, this attitude is 
characteristic of other food movements as well: that it is possible to change society by 
transforming yourself through ‘eating right’. 

 
Some German practitioners of life reform, such as Bill Pester and Benedict Lust, immigrated 
to California in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century and influenced the 
later hippie movement. Bill Pester, escaping German military service, arrived in America in 
1906 and settled in California. With his life reform philosophy, nudism, and raw-food diet, he 
was one of the German immigrants who ‘invented’ the hippie lifestyle more than half a 
century before the 1960s (Kennedy and Ryan 2003). Pester became the mentor of a group 
called the Nature Boys, which consisted of German immigrants and American youths who 
lived in the wilderness in Southern California during the 1930s and 1940s. They had 
adopted the life reform image and philosophy, wearing their hair and beards long and 
eating exclusively raw fruit and vegetables. According to Kennedy and Ryan (2003), one of 
these Nature Boys, Gypsy Boots (born in San Francisco in 1916), became the living link 
between the old life reform era and the hippie generation of the 1960s. He had been living 
the hippie lifestyle since the 1930s and was a paid performer at many concerts, alongside 
acts such as the Grateful Dead and Jimi Hendrix. In the early 1970s many hippies in 
California and Hawaii embraced the radical idea of living in the wilderness, which can be 
seen as an echo of the life reform lifestyle (Kennedy and Ryan 2003). 

	

Countercultural food movement 

In the late 1960s the neo-bohemian youth movement in North America and Western 
Europe, known as counterculture, started to use food as a medium for social change. The 
1950s and early 1960s in America can be characterized as an era of abundance. By the late 
1960s, however, the generation that had been raised in affluence was challenging the 
culture of ‘more is better’. A few years later, the steep rise in energy and food prices 
following the oil crisis of 1973 made many Americans realize that their society was based on 
overconsumption – of fuel, forests, water, and food. In addition, rising food prices and new 

																																																								
13 Chapter 2.1 elaborates on the notion of micro-politics from a theoretical perspective. 
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unnatural and a violation of the natural order of the peaceful coexistence of humans and
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Life reformers promoted the ideal of a healthy mind in a healthy body (mens sana in 
corpore sano) that incorporated both physical and mental well-being (Zweiniger-
Bargielowska 2010).9 They conceived of body and soul as a holistic unit and believed that
they would be able to produce healthy bodies through practicing a healthy lifestyle that was
in harmony with nature (Krabbe 1998). They were not only worried about their personal 
health, but also about the healing process of society as a whole (Hau 2003). As a subculture
and social movement, its goal was social reform: to regenerate health and vitality in society.
As I will argue, similar to later food movements, it did not strive to change society through
formal politics or revolution, but instead through the individual as a method of self-reform
(Krabbe 1998, 73-74).

Michael Hau in his book on German life reform points out that life reformers shared
the values of Bildungsbürgertum,10 which promoted a rational lifestyle emphasizing self-
discipline, moderation, and the importance of Bildung (2003, 12). These attitudes and values
implied a desire and duty to manage and master one’s life and future. Because many life
reformers could not change their personal and social circumstances, they focused instead
on their bodies and health. Hau argues that control and discipline of the body and mind 
(‘Gymnastik des Willens’) was a way to overcome personal deficiencies and attain health,
social respectability, and personal success (2003, 15, 30). 11

Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska, in her book on life reform in Britain (2010), emphasizes
the thesis that the ideal of a healthy and fit body at that time was regarded as a sign of
responsible citizenship. Drawing on Foucault’s concepts of biopolitics and technologies of the
self, she interprets the management of the body as a way of forming oneself as a subject 
(Zweiniger-Bargielowska 2010, 7).12 The regulation and control of the body was effected
through both a range of disciplinary techniques created in state institutions (military, sports,
and health education) and through ‘techniques of the self’. These enabled subjects to shape
their bodies in particular ways, preventing illness, and constructing their identities as 
individuals and citizens. As Zweiniger-Bargielowska points out, ‘a well-managed body was

9 The idea that food, body, and soul influence each other can be traced back to Hippocrates’ holistic
medical theory (humoral pathology), which served as a nutritional guideline well into the nineteenth 
century (Thoms 2012).
10 An educated class that emerged from the educated upper-middle class.
11 See also P. Sloterdijk, Du musst dein Leben ändern (2009).
12 See Chapter 2.1 for a definition of these concepts.
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not only the goal of social policy, but also an integral aspect of fashioning the self’ (2010, 7). 
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So far, it has become clear that the ‘politics’ of life reform was not so much defined 
by specific content – that is, an ideology – but rather by diverse alternative practices. Life 
reformers did not strive to change society through formal politics or revolution, but rather 
through personal transformation, as a form of lifestyle or micro-politics that included 
everyday practices aimed at the care of the self.13 As I will argue, this attitude is 
characteristic of other food movements as well: that it is possible to change society by 
transforming yourself through ‘eating right’. 

Some German practitioners of life reform, such as Bill Pester and Benedict Lust, immigrated 
to California in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century and influenced the 
later hippie movement. Bill Pester, escaping German military service, arrived in America in 
1906 and settled in California. With his life reform philosophy, nudism, and raw-food diet, he 
was one of the German immigrants who ‘invented’ the hippie lifestyle more than half a 
century before the 1960s (Kennedy and Ryan 2003). Pester became the mentor of a group 
called the Nature Boys, which consisted of German immigrants and American youths who 
lived in the wilderness in Southern California during the 1930s and 1940s. They had 
adopted the life reform image and philosophy, wearing their hair and beards long and 
eating exclusively raw fruit and vegetables. According to Kennedy and Ryan (2003), one of 
these Nature Boys, Gypsy Boots (born in San Francisco in 1916), became the living link 
between the old life reform era and the hippie generation of the 1960s. He had been living 
the hippie lifestyle since the 1930s and was a paid performer at many concerts, alongside 
acts such as the Grateful Dead and Jimi Hendrix. In the early 1970s many hippies in 
California and Hawaii embraced the radical idea of living in the wilderness, which can be 
seen as an echo of the life reform lifestyle (Kennedy and Ryan 2003). 

Countercultural food movement 

In the late 1960s the neo-bohemian youth movement in North America and Western 
Europe, known as counterculture, started to use food as a medium for social change. The 
1950s and early 1960s in America can be characterized as an era of abundance. By the late 
1960s, however, the generation that had been raised in affluence was challenging the 
culture of ‘more is better’. A few years later, the steep rise in energy and food prices 
following the oil crisis of 1973 made many Americans realize that their society was based on 
overconsumption – of fuel, forests, water, and food. In addition, rising food prices and new 

13 Chapter 2.1 elaborates on the notion of micro-politics from a theoretical perspective. 
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famines in the Third World made the contrast with American abundance more striking than 
ever (Lang et al. 2009, 31; Levenstein 1993, 205). In European counterculture new social 
movements were emerging, such as feminism, environmentalism, and anarchy, which 
transformed what had once been considered private matters (e.g. gender, race, ecology, 
and food) into political issues. 

The counterculture movement raised new questions about the effects of food 
consumption on health, the environment, and the producers of food. In the polarized, 
apocalyptic climate of 1968-1970 (Vietnam, Paris)14 the environmental movement emerged 
as a peaceful, yet subversive, alternative to mainstream culture. Young people were 
breaking out of conventional family life and were seeking, often in communities of ‘dropouts’ 
or ‘hippies’, new forms of social organization that would lead to more satisfying lives. 
Dissatisfied with the civil rights and anti-war movements, middle-class youths became 
seriously involved in the politics of the environment and food (Belasco 2005, 226; 
Levenstein 1993, 179-181). But environmentalism implied more than joining 
demonstrations; it demanded a change in lifestyle, including transportation, energy use, and 
most of all, food. Food thus became the perfect vehicle for change, linking the personal to 
the political and the plate to the planet. For this reason, the ecological counterculture used 
slogans such as ‘the personal is political’ and ‘think globally, act locally’. Similar to the 
present food movement, they saw food as ‘a way of integrating the world, seeing the social 
consequences of private actions, and reminding us of our moral responsibilities’ (Belasco 
2005, 217). 

Warren Belasco (2007) has documented the history of the political food movements 
of the 1960s and 1970s in the United States, dubbing them ‘countercuisine’.15 Unlike the life 
reform movement, the countercuisine movement was less concerned with personal health, 
and more with the environment, sustainability, and the survival of the planet. Belasco (2007, 
28), therefore, considers the countercuisine movement as a serious attempt to integrate 
personal consumption with global needs and to connect the personal with the political. This 
view was accurately expressed in the Whole Earth Catalog of 1968 (quoted in Belasco 2005, 
217): 

Everything’s connected to everything 

Everything’s got to go somewhere 

There’s no such thing as a free lunch. 

14 Referring to protests against the Vietman War and the student riots in Paris 1968. 
15 Defining cuisine as ‘a set of socially situated food behaviours’ including food preferences, 
preparation, aesthetics, rituals, infrastructure, and ideology (Belasco 2005, 219-220). 
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Apart from being an expression of counterculture, alternative food practices were also a 
form of resistance to the food industry and technology of the 1950s and 1960s, to
efficiency, and to the image of food as a biochemical product (Lang et al. 2009, 33). The food 
technologists of the 1950s had predicted a future of automated farms, restaurants, and 
kitchens that would ‘liberate’ humanity from the ‘drudgery’ of food production and
preparation (Levenstein 1993, 101-119). This biochemical paradigm came under assault not 
only from counterculture, but also from the affluent, urbane gourmets of the 1960s,
inspired by TV chef Julia Child, who had introduced French cuisine to the United States
(Belasco 2005, 224-225). Her TV show, The French Chef, and her cookbooks played a major
role in popularizing French cooking among the middle class in the 1960s. Her popularity
was based on the fact that she was demystifying French cooking and making it accessible to
all (Levenstein 1993, 142-143). For this reason, Child’s shows can be seen as one of the first 
examples of the mediatization and mainstreaming of gourmet food culture, which
continued in the 1990s with programmes by TV chefs such as Jamie Oliver.

Countercuisine produced a new discourse about ‘good’ food that favoured natural,
organic, and whole over processed convenience food. Certain foods, such as meat, were to
be avoided, because they had immoral and antisocial consequences. The most popular of
the counterculture eating regimes was the Zen or macrobiotic diet (Levenstein 1993, 181).
Similar to other subcultures (e.g. Slow Food), countercuisine defined its identity through an
oppositional discourse, signifying what they were for and against. Belasco (2005, 2007) has
analysed this discourse through a set of oppositions: plastic versus natural, white versus 
brown, convenience versus craft, and product versus process.16 Plastic, white, and
convenience were associated with standardization, homogenization, and processed foods; 
whereas natural, brown, and craft signified a lack of chemicals and poisons, and 
represented authenticity and tradition. Closely related to the opposition between
convenience and craft was that between product and process. For the sake of efficiency, the 
modern food industry had removed the consumer from the act of production.
Countercuisine adherents, however, thought that processed convenience food would lead
to food’s alienation from the body, nature, and society. Instead, they focused on process 
and craft, seeing it as an opportunity to learn by doing. Their food preparation techniques
tended to be labour and time intensive, making dishes from scratch by hand (Belasco 2005,
222). Similar to the later Slow Food movement, countercuisine called for a slowdown, which
could have had subversive effects on a food industry that was based on efficiency and
convenience. In this way, the oppositional discourse of countercuisine contributed to the

16 For his analysis Belasco used various sources, including publications by countercuisine adherents
(cookbooks, guides, and the Whole Earth Catalog).
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continuing moralization and politicization of food, which still influences contemporary 
discourse on food and nutrition. 

Although countercuisine prioritized ‘politically correct’ food choices, it did not deny 
the hedonistic pleasures of food, combining ethics and aesthetics in an approach that Slow 
Food today calls ‘ecogastronomy’.17 Many leftist intellectuals, including the Slow Food group, 
started to reconceptualize food in terms of collective enjoyment, sharing, and community 
(Parasecoli 2003, 34). Quality of life, including the appreciation of food and wine, was 
regarded as a democratic matter, in which the pursuit of pleasure was everybody’s concern, 
and was not to be left to gourmets and elitists. Pleasure and hedonism thus already played 
an important role in the opposition movements of the 1960s and 1970s (Andrews 2008, 9; 
Belasco 2007, 43; Lemke 2012, 238; Parasecoli 2003, 34). 

Followers of countercuisine established a ‘radical decentralized infrastructure’ of 
organic farms, famers’ markets, cooperatives, communes, grocers, and whole food 
restaurants (Belasco 2007, 4). By 1970 many young urbanites had set up communes in rural 
areas driven by the ideal of getting ‘back to nature’. Many of these communities blamed 
private property for all that was wrong and distributed ‘free’ food every day in 
neighbourhood parks (Levenstein 1993, 181). Countercuisine was also supported by an 
informational distribution system of media, such as magazines, cookbooks, and guides 
(Belasco 2005, 220). This elaborate infrastructure differentiated countercuisine from earlier 
food subcultures, whose institutions and outlets were much more limited. Interestingly, 
many countercultural publications were distributed by mainstream mass media and 
publishers, such as Random House, Doubleday, and Simon & Schuster. As a result, the 
books became widely accessible and the royalties were often used to finance political food 
activism (Belasco 2007, 86-87). Countercuisine ideas were mediated through cult books and 
guides, such as Frances Moore Lappé’s Diet for a Small Planet (1971), The Grubbag: An 
Underground Cookbook (1971) by Ita Jones, The Whole Earth Catalog; 18 and the Tassajara 

																																																								
17 There will be more about the relationship between politics and pleasure in Chapter 3. 
18 The Whole Earth Catalog (WEC) was an American counterculture magazine and product catalog 
published by Stewart Brand between 1968 and 1972, and occasionally thereafter, until 1998. 
Although the WECs listed all sorts of products for sale (useful for a creative or self-sustainable 
lifestyle) it did not sell any of the products. Instead, the vendors and their prices were listed alongside 
the items. Brand invited ‘reviews’ of the best of these items from experts in specific fields, as though 
they were writing a letter to a friend. For this reason, Steve Jobs (2005) and Kevin Kelly (2008) 
compared the WEC to an Internet search engine and an example of user-generated content. 
Wikipedia “Whole Earth Catalog”. accessed 18 November 2018, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Whole_Earth_Catalog 
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Bread Book (1970) by Zen master Edward Espe Brown.19 Ideas were also disseminated 
through practical guides and magazines on gardening, growing, and preparing your food, 
such as Mother Earth News and Organic Gardening. These publications reflected a back-to-
the-land ethos that celebrated the joy of living simply and apart from the industrialized way 
of life. In the later 1970s ‘how to’ guides were followed by ‘why’ books such as Eat your Heart 
Out (1975) by Jim Hightower, Ecotopia (1975) by Ernest Callenbach, and The Unsettling of 
America: Culture and Agriculture (1977) by Wendell Berry (Baron et al. 2014, 184; Belasco 
2007, 87), which analysed the food system and thus broadened the information 
infrastructure. 

The cult book and bestseller of countercuisine, though, was Frances Moore Lappé’s 
manifesto for vegetarianism: Diet for a Small Planet (1971). It was published by Ballantine 
Books, a well-known publisher of mass-market paperbacks, and eventually sold over two 
million copies. It was the first influential book to critique grain-fed meat production as 
wasteful and a contributor to global food scarcity and hunger (Levenstein 1993, 180). Eating 
a plant-based diet, Lappé argued, is the best choice for the earth and our bodies – a daily 
action that reminds us of our power to change the environment. With its mix of recipes and 
analysis, Diet for a Small Planet intended to combine personal therapy with political activism. 
Indeed, Lappé saw diet as ‘a way to transform consciousness, to reintegrate mind and body, 
to overcome personal alienation and to take social responsibility’ (Belasco 2007, 60). In this 
way, Lappé’s manifesto illustrated that personal choices can either counter or contribute to 
an industrialized food system and society. 

The idea that united these diverse publications and initiatives was that through food 
the personal is connected to the political and our plate is connected to the planet. Whereas 
the model of food as a consumer product separates the personal and the political into 
separate realms, from the countercuisine perspective personal choices about food are 
political. In this view, food is not a commodity but instead a human right, and not an 
industrial product but an aesthetic and cultural object that reflects the values of individuals 
and societies. 

	

Mainstreaming 

The focus on politically correct food has gradually diminished since the 1980s, as the ideals 
of countercuisine have been incorporated and commercialized by the mainstream food 
industry (Belasco 2007, 185-243; Belasco 2005, 227-229; Levenstein 1993, 198-199). In the 
early 1970s the media and industry-subsidized food scientists initially ridiculed the organic 
food movement. But the media also highlighted the growing health concerns of Americans 

																																																								
19 In countercuisine baking bread was a form of craft therapy and meditation. Brown (1970) says that 
baking and living both come down to developing attention and awareness. 
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about pesticides, additives, meat, and cholesterol. Food marketers, from their point of view, 
were primarily interested in consumer demographics, because health-conscious consumers 
came from the affluent part of the population. Many were former counterculture followers, 
bringing with them their respect for the artisanal and a disdain for foods that were not 
fresh, natural, and ‘authentic’ (Levenstein 1993, 219). At the beginning of the 1980s the 
industry started to buy up products and businesses from the ‘counter’ movement, as 
evidenced by the sales of Celestial Seasoning to Kraft and the eco-restaurant chain Good 
Earth to General Mills (Belasco 2007, 213). Mainstreaming was further effected through 
branding and marketing, with ‘natural’ packaging, brand names and slogans connoting 
tradition and authenticity, and the promotion of healthy and ‘lite’ food products. 

The effects of this mainstreaming are still evident in today’s food advertisements, 
which promote authentic and natural foods. While these packaged food products captured 
some of the look and feel of authenticity, they apparently lacked the taste, aroma, and 
texture (e.g. bread). To fill this niche, some ex-counterculture members professionalized 
their food interests and founded ‘chic, artisan’ gourmet shops and restaurants in the later 
1980s and the 1990s in the coastal cities and university towns of the United States (Belasco 
2005, 228). A famous example is that of Alice Waters, founder and chef at Chez Panisse 
(inspired by French home cooking), who has since become vice president of Slow Food and 
is now recognized as an authority in the United States’ food movement.20 At the end of the 
twentieth century the ideas and values of countercuisine returned under new names such 
as ‘slow’, ‘local’, and ‘organic’, as the next section will point out. 

The initial aim of Belasco’s book, Appetite for Change: How the Counterculture Took on 
the Food Industry (first published in 1989), was to demonstrate how the mainstream food 
industry had incorporated and commodified (i.e. produced for profit) countercultural 
discontent. It is in fact a hegemony study inspired by the works of Dick Hebdige’s Subculture 
(1979) and Thomas Frank’s The Conquest of Cool (1997). Frank characterizes the hegemonic 
process as the ‘commodified dissent of cool marketers’ by brands such as Gap, Time-
Warner, and Whole Foods. In the same way, Belasco analyses the rise and fall of 
countercuisine as a dialectic process. He pessimistically claims that the hegemonic 
incorporation of countercuisine has come to an end, now that the power of the food 
industry is bigger than ever before (2007, preface). 

Instead of reaffirming the hegemonic process, I will explore the kinds of politics that 
emerged with and after the mainstreaming of countercultural ideals and practices. I suggest 
that mainstreaming has not reduced or marginalized the politics involved, but it has 
definitely changed them. As I will argue, the politics surrounding food have moved towards 

20 Chez Panisse Restaurant “About Alice Waters”, accessed 18 November 2018, 
http://www.chezpanisse.com/about/alice-waters/. 
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‘micro-politics’: they have become more individualized and more closely connected to
consumption practices. Micro-politics entails the belief that we can change the world by
transforming ourselves through ‘eating right’ and shopping consciously. In Chapter 2 I will
explore how the contemporary food movement has established a link between eating
properly and good citizenship by shaping the idea of a responsible informed ‘citizen-
consumer’. In addition, I will point out how notions of micro-politics and individual 
responsibility have emerged as part of the political-economic project of neoliberalism.

1.3 Contemporary food movement

Context, concerns and conditions

At the end of the twentieth century a new food movement emerged across Europe and the
United States that is often portrayed as being a bottom-up cultural revolution. Many
consider the founding of the Slow Food movement in the late 1980s as a decisive moment.
Since its beginnings, Slow Food has grown from a regional to a (inter)national and global 
grass-roots movement and organization.21 The name ‘slow food’ was chosen to contrast 
with ‘fast food’ and ‘fast life’, the result of a protest against the opening of a McDonalds in
Rome in 1989. The movement opposes the standardization of taste and culture, and the
power of the food-industry multinationals and industrial agriculture. Slow Food became a 
major player in the food movement, with the aim of undoing the excesses of cheap 
industrialized food and preventing the loss of local food and traditional foodways (Bentley
2012, 16). Reactions against the dominant industrial food system have ‘led to nothing less
than a social movement’, claims Professor of Nutrition and Food Studies Marion Nestle
(2007, ix). Like the countercuisine of the 1960s-1970s, the present food movement uses
food as an entry point into ethical and political issues, such as health, sustainability, animal 
welfare, and social justice (Biltekoff 2013; Sassatelli 2007; Lemke 2012).

Unlike the Slow Food movement in Italy, the food movement in Europe and the
United States is neither unified nor organized, although the so-called ‘conscience’ of the
movement, food writer Michael Pollan, sees indications ‘that these various voices may be
coming together in something that looks more and more like a coherent movement’ (2010).
Marion Nestle reinforces the idea that the food movement ‘embraces a great range of
issues, which have in common demands for more healthful alternatives to the current food
system, as well as for more meaningful – moral, ethical and sustainable – alternatives’ (2007,
x-xi). The movement thus includes many groups, campaigns, and goals: the local and
organic food movement, the Slow Food movement, consumer boycotts, Fair Trade,

21 For a closer analysis of Slow Food see Chapter 3.
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20 Chez Panisse Restaurant “About Alice Waters”, accessed 18 November 2018, 
http://www.chezpanisse.com/about/alice-waters/. 
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properly and good citizenship by shaping the idea of a responsible informed ‘citizen-
consumer’. In addition, I will point out how notions of micro-politics and individual 
responsibility have emerged as part of the political-economic project of neoliberalism. 
 

1.3 Contemporary food movement 

Context, concerns and conditions 

At the end of the twentieth century a new food movement emerged across Europe and the 
United States that is often portrayed as being a bottom-up cultural revolution. Many 
consider the founding of the Slow Food movement in the late 1980s as a decisive moment. 
Since its beginnings, Slow Food has grown from a regional to a (inter)national and global 
grass-roots movement and organization.21 The name ‘slow food’ was chosen to contrast 
with ‘fast food’ and ‘fast life’, the result of a protest against the opening of a McDonalds in 
Rome in 1989. The movement opposes the standardization of taste and culture, and the 
power of the food-industry multinationals and industrial agriculture. Slow Food became a 
major player in the food movement, with the aim of undoing the excesses of cheap 
industrialized food and preventing the loss of local food and traditional foodways (Bentley 
2012, 16). Reactions against the dominant industrial food system have ‘led to nothing less 
than a social movement’, claims Professor of Nutrition and Food Studies Marion Nestle 
(2007, ix). Like the countercuisine of the 1960s-1970s, the present food movement uses 
food as an entry point into ethical and political issues, such as health, sustainability, animal 
welfare, and social justice (Biltekoff 2013; Sassatelli 2007; Lemke 2012). 

Unlike the Slow Food movement in Italy, the food movement in Europe and the 
United States is neither unified nor organized, although the so-called ‘conscience’ of the 
movement, food writer Michael Pollan, sees indications ‘that these various voices may be 
coming together in something that looks more and more like a coherent movement’ (2010). 
Marion Nestle reinforces the idea that the food movement ‘embraces a great range of 
issues, which have in common demands for more healthful alternatives to the current food 
system, as well as for more meaningful – moral, ethical and sustainable – alternatives’ (2007, 
x-xi). The movement thus includes many groups, campaigns, and goals: the local and 
organic food movement, the Slow Food movement, consumer boycotts, Fair Trade, 

																																																								
21 For a closer analysis of Slow Food see Chapter 3. 
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campaigns for animal rights and welfare, campaigns to combat obesity and diet-related 
diseases, farm-to-community projects, and campaigns for better school food (Biltekoff 2013; 
Nestle 2007, 2013; Parkins and Craig 2006; Pollan 2010). Similar to the reform and 
counterculture movements it can be characterized as a grass-roots, bottom-up movement 
consisting of various alternative practices and initiatives. 

Since 2000 many scholarly and popular texts about food politics and ethical 
consumption have been published, often presented as manifestos or manuals. They are 
marked by a political and educational mission, conveying knowledge about and practices for 
responsible modes of consumption and citizenship, while at the same time emphasizing the 
importance of the pleasure of food. The most influential, which have all been bestsellers, 
include Carlo Petrini’s Slow Food. The Case for Taste (2001), Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation 
(2001), Gary Nabhan’s Coming Home to Eat: The Pleasures and Politics of Local Foods (2001), 
Marion Nestle’s Food Politics (2007), Barbara Kingsolver’s Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: Our Year 
of Seasonal Eating (2007), Michael Pollan’s In Defense of Food: An Eaters Manifesto (2008), and 
Jonathan Safran Foer’s Eating Animals (2009). As well as critical films and documentaries 
such as Supersize Me (2004), Our Daily Bread (2005), Food Inc. (2008), and Taste the Waste 
(2010), there have also been political media campaigns by TV chefs Jamie Oliver and Hugh 
Fearnley-Whittingstall. Like the publications of the counterculture movement, these texts 
have been published by mainstream publishers, such as Penguin, Simon & Schuster, Rodale 
and Columbia University Press. Many of these authors also write for internationally well-
known newspapers such as the New York Times, or have their own TV programmes on the 
BBC or Channel 4. Although each of these publications tackles different questions, they all 
manifest an awareness that seemingly unrelated issues such as food, health, the 
environment, hunger, migration, and so on are interconnected. Food writers and activists 
such as Michael Pollan try to point out these connections between industrial food 
production, agricultural policy, food-related illness, obesity, and the decline of home 
cooking. 

Despite its specific concern with food, the contemporary food movement addresses 
wider social, ethical, and political issues through and beyond food and consumption, just as 
countercuisine did in the 1970s. It connects to a broader popular critique focused on 
ethical consumption and concerns around environmentalism and sustainability (Lewis and 
Potter 2011, 7). The ‘footprint’ metaphor (often used in this discourse) captures this 
interconnectedness of culture, economy, politics, ecology, and ethics. It assumes that every 
person leaves ecological and ethical footprints, and is part of global ‘responsibility taking’ 
(Micheletti 2003, 2). The food movement thus places consumer society in a larger frame and 
proposes that food is not simply an industrial product but also an aesthetic and cultural 
object that reflects the values of individuals and of societies as a whole. Slow Food, for 
instance, understands eating not just as a physiological need, but as ‘a cultural, social and 
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political act; a way of relating to the world, becoming part of the environment and society’
(Chabrol 2004).

But why did the movement take up food instead of other material objects as a vehicle to
address wider social, ethical, and political issues? What is so different and special about 
food? And what are the underlying concerns and conditions that enabled the emergence of
the contemporary food movement in the first place?

Above all, food is a natural resource, a material substance with immediate biological 
implications. Unlike other material goods, such as clothing, food is literally transformed and
becomes part of the body. Also, food must be endlessly replaced: it does not accumulate
and is completely used up in the process of consumption.22 The absence of food has
profound implications as well: the fact that we must eat to survive makes us vulnerable and
easy to control.

Secondly, food stands at the base of human interaction: there is perhaps no more
fundamental act than that of sharing food. It is the foundation of every economy and bound 
up with social power. Therefore, all interactions involving food are necessarily laden with the
implications of social status, cultural difference, ethnicity, sexuality, and other markers of
identity (Baron et al. 2014, 2).

Linked to this primary and existential concern with food intake are notions of risk
and anxiety, which over recent decades have been instigated by food scares, scandals,
diseases, and disasters (‘mad cow’ disease, genetically modified organisms, food 
contamination, etc.). The growing lack of trust in governments to manage these risks has 
amplified feelings of vulnerability and lack of control even more (Lien and Nerlich 2004;
Micheletti 2003). While in the life reform movement control and discipline of the body and
mind were the ways to overcome personal deficiencies and attain social respectability,
today’s obsession with personal health and fitness can be linked to feelings of lack of trust 
and control. As awareness of environmental and health risks had become far greater by the 
end of the twentieth century, individuals were increasingly being expected to reduce those
risks by making responsible choices (Biltekoff 2013, 98-99).

Notions of risk and anxiety have contributed to growing concerns in general about 
the industrial food system and its implications for health, ecology, and social relations
(Bentley 2012; Korthals 2006; Lang et al. 2009; Sassatelli 2007). These concerns intensified
in 2001 with the publication of Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation with its exposé of the US
fast-food industry. This was followed, in 2002, by Marion Nestle’s Food Politics, which
undermined confidence in dietary advice by exposing the politics behind nutritional 

22 In this sense de Solier refers to the ‘ephemeral’ nature of food as a material object (2013, 82). Food 
photography and media, then, work as a technology to stabilize and document the ephemeral object
or experience in time and place.
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guidelines. Alarm about rising rates of obesity drew even more attention to the American 
diet and the industrial food system behind it (Biltekoff 2013, 84). 

Anxieties about the industrial food system have been amplified in the context of the 
growing scientific, political, and cultural attention being paid to climate change and the 
environment (Bentley 2012; Lang et al. 2009; Lemke 2012). This has been driven by an 
awareness that collective consumption patterns are producing a range of negative 
outcomes, including pollution and global warming, and that natural resources (water, oil, 
and land) are finite. The fact that a growing world population requires increasing quantities 
of food (especially meat) feeds these concerns. Other factors such as volatile world food 
prices, rising oil prices, urbanization, water shortages, and waste problems support the 
evidence that the current food system is unsustainable (Lang et al. 2009, 42-44). 

Related to the point of an increasing world population is the ‘stuffed-starved 
paradox’ (abundance in Western countries versus hunger in developing countries). The 
multinational corporations that control the global food system are being blamed for 
inequities in the global food supply. Through the processes of globalization and 
industrialization the traceability of food products has also become both less and more 
transparent, which has motivated consumers to question the origin and impact of products 
(Micheletti 2003, 74; Lemke 2012). As a result, food sovereignty for developing countries, 
land grabbing, and genetically modified crops are high on the political agenda of food 
activists. 

For all these various reasons, the food movement refers to a ‘food crisis’ that 
includes health, environmental, and social problems, as well as the loss of cooking skills and 
food culture. On a more cultural level, food reformers fear that the industrial food system 
will damage the social fabric and food culture, and will induce alienation (Korthals 2006). In 
their discourse, the return to artisanal, local food is framed as resistance to industrial mass 
production (Bentley 2012; Sassatelli 2007). As a response to the processes of 
industrialization, standardization, and globalization they promote organic, local, small-scale, 
and seasonal food production (Bentley 2012, 16). These processes did not perhaps provoke 
the rise of the present food movement directly; rather the movement shifted its attention to 
the emerging concerns and issues that were already being addressed by the 
countercuisine. Because food connects all these seemingly unrelated issues, the food 
movement approaches them through a broader critique focused on ethical consumption 
and the concerns surrounding environmentalism and sustainability. 

Mainstreaming and political hedonism 
The contemporary food movement can be further defined by at least two main 
characteristics: mainstreaming and political hedonism. Although these trends were already 
present in the previous movements, they have intensified over the last twenty years. 
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Characteristic of the present movement is the mainstreaming of countercultural concerns
and their integration into lifestyle, media, and consumer culture (Lewis 2008; Soper et al.
2009). Similar to Thomas Frank’s study on the commodification of youth counterculture in
The Conquest of Cool (1997), Belasco (2007) demonstrates that mainstreaming has been
happening since the 1980s, when the food industry started to incorporate and 
commercialize countercultural ideals. Trend forecasts23 also indicate that the concerns of
the food movement are moving out of their countercultural margins and finding a register
in mainstream culture and media. The success and impact of Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth
(2006) and Naomi Klein’s bestsellers No Logo (2000) and This Changes Everything (2014)
clearly illustrate this trend. One of the central arguments in No Logo is that the
mainstreaming of political consumerism today is an integral part of brand culture. Global 
anti-consumerist movements have been around since the 1970s, yet the shift towards an
everyday mode of ethical consumerism has been enabled by the rise of branding as a 
central corporate strategy and the growing presence of corporate brands in everyday life
(Lewis and Potter 2011, 7). At the same time, ‘greenwashing’ has emerged as a corporate 
response to the environmentalist agenda, incorporating the green rhetoric and imagery into
media and marketing strategies (Littler 2011; Parr 2009). Parr refers to greenwashing as the
‘hijacking’ of sustainability culture, which produces a mass-market of eco-chic consumers. As
a result, the ‘green ethical consumer’ has become a profitable target group for marketers
and the food industry. While the mainstream media are increasingly registering concerns
about food, health, and sustainability, lifestyle TV formats and experts (e.g. Jamie Oliver) are
teaching the public about responsible modes of consumption, as I will demonstrate in the
case studies.

Another key characteristic of the current food movement is the combination of
politics and pleasure in the form of ‘political hedonism’, which seeks to develop alternative
visions of pleasure and the good life. As indicated in the previous section, pleasure and 
hedonism played an important role in the counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s (Belasco
2007, 43; Lemke 2012, 238). Since then, many leftist intellectuals, including the Slow Food
group, have started to reconceptualize food in terms of collective enjoyment, sharing, and
community (Parasecoli 2003, 34). As a result, Slow Food has redefined pleasure and taste as
ethical and political principles, as I will discuss in Chapter 3. Parkins and Craig in their book
Slow Living (2006, 87), for instance, argue that ethical consumption and sustainable living
should be grounded in the ‘material pleasures of food’ and a sense of ethical obligation to
place, the environment, or a specific community of food producers.

23 For instance, Food Navigator, a research institute for the food sector,
http://www.foodnavigator.com.
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Characteristic of the present movement is the mainstreaming of countercultural concerns 
and their integration into lifestyle, media, and consumer culture (Lewis 2008; Soper et al. 
2009). Similar to Thomas Frank’s study on the commodification of youth counterculture in 
The Conquest of Cool (1997), Belasco (2007) demonstrates that mainstreaming has been 
happening since the 1980s, when the food industry started to incorporate and 
commercialize countercultural ideals. Trend forecasts23 also indicate that the concerns of 
the food movement are moving out of their countercultural margins and finding a register 
in mainstream culture and media. The success and impact of Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth 
(2006) and Naomi Klein’s bestsellers No Logo (2000) and This Changes Everything (2014) 
clearly illustrate this trend. One of the central arguments in No Logo is that the 
mainstreaming of political consumerism today is an integral part of brand culture. Global 
anti-consumerist movements have been around since the 1970s, yet the shift towards an 
everyday mode of ethical consumerism has been enabled by the rise of branding as a 
central corporate strategy and the growing presence of corporate brands in everyday life 
(Lewis and Potter 2011, 7). At the same time, ‘greenwashing’ has emerged as a corporate 
response to the environmentalist agenda, incorporating the green rhetoric and imagery into 
media and marketing strategies (Littler 2011; Parr 2009). Parr refers to greenwashing as the 
‘hijacking’ of sustainability culture, which produces a mass-market of eco-chic consumers. As 
a result, the ‘green ethical consumer’ has become a profitable target group for marketers 
and the food industry. While the mainstream media are increasingly registering concerns 
about food, health, and sustainability, lifestyle TV formats and experts (e.g. Jamie Oliver) are 
teaching the public about responsible modes of consumption, as I will demonstrate in the 
case studies. 

Another key characteristic of the current food movement is the combination of 
politics and pleasure in the form of ‘political hedonism’, which seeks to develop alternative 
visions of pleasure and the good life. As indicated in the previous section, pleasure and 
hedonism played an important role in the counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s (Belasco 
2007, 43; Lemke 2012, 238). Since then, many leftist intellectuals, including the Slow Food 
group, have started to reconceptualize food in terms of collective enjoyment, sharing, and 
community (Parasecoli 2003, 34). As a result, Slow Food has redefined pleasure and taste as 
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Slow Living (2006, 87), for instance, argue that ethical consumption and sustainable living 
should be grounded in the ‘material pleasures of food’ and a sense of ethical obligation to 
place, the environment, or a specific community of food producers. 

																																																								
23 For instance, Food Navigator, a research institute for the food sector, 
http://www.foodnavigator.com. 
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As I will analyse in the case studies, the present food movement foregrounds 
pleasure in its discourse of ‘eating right’. Not just hedonism, but pleasure connected to 
knowledge about where food comes from is essential to eating ethically (Biltekoff 2013, 86-
89). In the view of the current food movement’s adherents, consumers can use pleasure 
and self-interest as an entry point into larger political issues, such as sustainability, animal 
welfare, and fair trade. Protest through food does not have to imply boycotts and 
asceticism; it can also be expressed through the pursuit of alternative visions of pleasure, 
satisfaction, and the good life (Lemke 2012, 238; Soper et al. 2009, 3-5). Specifically, political 
hedonism focuses on the ‘politics and pleasures of consuming differently’,24 promoting ‘less 
alienated, more engaged’ modes of living and consuming, such as growing your own food, 
cooking a meal, and walking or cycling instead of taking the car or public transport.25 From 
this perspective, politics and pleasure are not oppositional; it would in fact be apolitical to 
deny the political element in the pleasure and enjoyment of good food (Lemke 2012, 257). 
The approach of political hedonism, however, is heavily debated, since politics and pleasure 
are conventionally perceived as contradictory, as I will discuss in Chapter 3. 

Conclusion 

By comparing the social movements concerned with food – life reform, counterculture, and 
the contemporary movement – several similarities, differences, and (dis)continuities can be 
highlighted. Similar to life reform and counterculture, the contemporary food movement 
uses food as a vehicle for social change. Despite its specific concern with food, the present 
movement addresses wider issues through and beyond food and consumption, connected 
to a broader critique focused on ethical consumption and concerns surrounding 
environmentalism and sustainability. Remarkably, none of these movements strove/strives 
to change society through conventional politics, but rather through personal 
transformation, which can be summarized by the idea that you can change society by 
transforming yourself through your diet. Furthermore, all three movements can be 
characterized as grass-roots, bottom-up subcultures. They are not coherent, unified 
movements or organizations with a clear ideology or policy; instead they include various 
associations, groups, and goals. The Slow Food movement in Italy is an exception to this, 
since it was founded and organized as a political movement from the beginning (see 
Chapter 3). 

24 Title of Soper et al. 2009. 
25 Not surprisingly, the discourse on alternative forms of consumption has recently shifted towards 
production and do-it-yourself practices, such as cooking and growing your own food, as will be 
elaborated on in Chapter 2.2. 
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The three social movements share the same scepticism of and resistance to
industrialization. Life reformers believed that modern civilization, industrialization, and 
urbanization had alienated human beings from their natural living conditions.
Counterculture opposed the food industry and technology from the 1950s and 1960s, with
its ideas of efficiency and food as a biochemical product. Countercuisine adherents thought
that processed convenience food would lead to food’s alienation from the body, nature, and 
society. Similar to the later Slow Food movement, they called for a slowdown, which could
have had subversive effects on a food industry that was based on efficiency and
convenience. In the same way, the present food movement promotes organic, local, small-
scale, and seasonal food production as a response to the processes of industrialization,
standardization, and globalization.

The ideas of these movements have been conveyed and mediated through diverse 
media forms and channels. The therapists, practitioners, and health entrepreneurs of the
life reform movement mediated their ideas through public lectures, health advice books,
periodicals, and medical autobiographies. These publications were supported and exploited 
by a commercial health market that sold therapies, clinics, sanatoria, and health care
supplies. Countercuisine established its own elaborate infrastructure of institutions and
media, such as magazines, cookbooks, and guides. Like the publications of the
counterculture movement, the texts of the contemporary food movement have been
published and distributed by mainstream mass media and publishers. Gradually, the ideals
of countercuisine were incorporated and commercialized by the mainstream food industry.
The effects of this mainstreaming are still evident in today’s food marketing, which promotes
authentic and natural foods. Typical of the present movement, in contrast to
counterculture, is the mainstreaming of countercultural ideas and their integration into a 
media and consumer culture where food is used as a medium for the branding and 
marketing of lifestyles. This has resulted in the ‘hybridization’ of commercial interests and
political or ethical values.

Another continuity with countercuisine is the conjunction of politics and pleasure in 
the form of political hedonism. Hedonism played an important role in the counterculture of
the 1960s and 1970s, and later many leftist intellectuals, including the Slow Food group,
started to reconceptualize food in terms of collective enjoyment, sharing, and community. In
today’s movement, this hedonism is continued through the idea that protest through food
does not have to imply boycotts and asceticism; it can also be expressed through the
pursuit of alternative visions of pleasure, satisfaction, and the good life.

This approach to hedonism differs significantly from that of the life reformers, whose
main concern was health. The idea of a healthy mind in a healthy and fit body at that time
was regarded as a sign of responsible citizenship. Control and discipline of the body and
mind were seen as the way to overcome personal deficiencies and to attain health, social 
respectability, and personal success. In line with Lien and Nehrlich (2004) and Micheletti 
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24 Title of Soper et al. 2009.
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elaborated on in Chapter 2.2.
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The three social movements share the same scepticism of and resistance to 
industrialization. Life reformers believed that modern civilization, industrialization, and 
urbanization had alienated human beings from their natural living conditions. 
Counterculture opposed the food industry and technology from the 1950s and 1960s, with 
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pursuit of alternative visions of pleasure, satisfaction, and the good life. 
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(2003), I would like to suggest that today’s obsession with personal health, diet and fitness, 
and eating disorders such as orthorexia, in which the patient suffers from an obsessive 
focus on healthy eating, can similarly be linked to feelings of a lack of trust and control. This 
point will be further discussed in Chapter 4, which focuses on Michael Pollan, as he criticizes 
the dominant focus on health and nutrition in contemporary food discourse. 

Another striking difference between the three movements is their views on 
vegetarianism. Life reformers practiced vegetarianism for reasons of health rather than for 
ethics. In contrast, the counterculture movement, with Lappé’s cult book and manifesto Diet 
for a Small Planet, promoted vegetarianism for ideological and environmental reasons. In 
contrast, apart from Safran Foer’s essay Eating Animals (2009), the present food movement 
does not make explicit statements for or against vegetarianism. In fact, none of the case 
studies included here, Slow Food, Michael Pollan, or Jamie Oliver, actively promotes 
vegetarianism, although they do advocate for animal welfare and sustainable, ecological 
farming. 

In addition to the historical context, this chapter has highlighted some of the 
underlying concerns and conditions that have made the emergence of the contemporary 
food movement possible. These also indicate why the movement has chosen food instead 
of other material objects as a vehicle to address wider social, ethical, and political issues. In 
a wider perspective, the recent concerns about food can be linked to the broader 
politicization of everyday life, with ‘the political’ now also including micro-practices, such as 
shopping, cooking, and eating. For this reason, the contemporary food movement strives to 
change society not through formal and conventional politics, but rather through micro-
politics and personal transformation. It aims to educate citizens about food by connecting 
knowledge, responsibility, and pleasure. By defining norms for ‘good food’ and ‘eating right’ 
the movement thus continues to politicize and moralize food, like the historical movements 
that went before it. In this way, it has also established a link between ‘eating right’ and good 
citizenship by shaping the ideal of a responsible, informed ‘citizen-consumer’. The next 
chapter, therefore, will place the recent politicization of food in the theoretical framework of 
the broader politicization of everyday life. 
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2. 

Food, Politics and Media: a theoretical 
perspective 
 

This chapter offers a more systematic and theoretical elaboration of the recent politicization 
of food, by linking the concerns of the present food movement to the broader politicization 
of everyday life. Through theoretical concepts such as governmentality, micro-politics, and 
the citizen-consumer, I will explore how ideals of good citizenship, as promoted by the food 
movement, emerged as part of the political-economic project of neoliberalism. From the 
perspective of political theory, I will discuss how food has become a political field in 
advanced liberal societies. In particular, I will use the concept of governmentality to explain 
the link between micro-politics, citizenship, and neoliberalism as it draws attention to the 
constitution of new political forms. More specifically, I will focus on neoliberal 
governmentality, which is characteristic of advanced liberal societies where power is 
decentralized and citizens play an active role in their own self-government. 

Furthermore, section 2.1 will highlight two implications of the shift towards micro-
politics and neoliberal governmentality that are relevant for the cultural politics of food. The 
first is the reframing of food politics in terms of self-regulation and personal responsibility. I 
will briefly point out how decentralization, economization, and self-regulation have affected 
food politics and policy. Secondly, I will discuss how the politicization of food and 
consumption has generated new definitions of consumer, producer, and citizen. For 
instance, the assumption that consumers practice ‘citizenship’ through their shopping 
decisions has led to the emergence of the hybrid and controversial concept of the citizen-
consumer. I will, therefore, discuss the divergent views and arguments surrounding the 
citizen-consumer debate. 

The second part of this chapter (section 2.2) systematically examines the connection 
between media, expertise, education, and citizenship through literature on governmentality 
and the media. In particular, it explores how the media and experts utilize the techniques of 
governmentality and responsibilization in the production of knowledge and practices about 
food. In this way, I also aim to contribute to a growing corpus of studies connecting 
governmentality to media, lifestyle, and food (Bell et al. 2015; Lewis 2008/2010; Ouellette 
and Hay 2008a/b; de Solier 2013). In contrast to historical gastronomy, today knowledge 
about food is mediated and mainstreamed by lifestyle experts and integrated into a media 
and consumer culture. I will discuss how contemporary food media and experts still 
perform a crucial role in the education and democratization of knowledge of and skills 
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surrounding food (culinary cultural capital). Lastly, I will explore how the convergence of 
media, in particular television and interactive media, is central to the ‘government of the 
self’, as it guides and shapes the lifestyle choices of subjects. In addition, I will discuss how 
cross-media platforms facilitate both the mediation and the commodification of food as a 
desirable lifestyle. To conclude, I question whether the lifestyle media promote new 
moralities of consumption and production, which may guide self-formation in advanced 
liberal societies. 

 

2.1 Politicizing food 

Redefining politics: micro-politics and governmentality 

Contemporary social and political theory relates the politicization of food to the broader 
politicization of everyday life, with the ‘political’ now also including micro-practices and 
domestic lifestyles, such as shopping, cooking, and eating (Bennett 1998; Lemke 2012; 
Lewis and Potter 2011; Micheletti 2003; Miller 2007). The argument is that individual citizens 
increasingly act politically in their daily private lives, which suggests a reconception of 
politics. It is no longer the state that is necessarily the primary and dominant actor in 
politics. Rather, these responsibilities are increasingly shared through multilayered 
networks that include governmental, non-governmental, and corporate actors, as well as 
individual consumers and citizens. Political scientist Michele Micheletti, argues that two 
dominant shifts in the political landscape – globalization and individualization – have 
induced citizens to take politics into their own hands and create new venues for 
‘responsibility-taking’ (Micheletti 2003, 5). The connection between daily consumer choices 
and global issues, in her view, has politicized these ‘private’ choices and erased the division 
of the political and the economic spheres. Not surprisingly, the politicization of food and 
consumption started more or less in parallel with the protests of the anti-globalization 
movement around the year 2000 (Watson and Caldwell 2005, 2-3). 

Micheletti developed the term individualized collective action to capture a form of 
citizen engagement that combines self-interest and the general good, defining it as: ‘the 
practice of responsibility-taking for common well-being through the creation of concrete, 
everyday arenas on the part of citizens alone or together with others to deal with problems 
that they believe are affecting what they identify as the good life’ (Micheletti 2003, 26). 
Micheletti’s concept is grounded in the theories on risk society, reflexive modernization, and 
micro- or sub-politics that were developed in the 1990s. Political scientists and sociologists 
working on new social movements (e.g. Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens, and Zygmunt 
Bauman) have addressed the new forms of political participation that have replaced the 
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previous, traditional ones. They explain these political landscape changes from the 
perspectives of postmodernization, individualization, and globalization. 

These new political forms are marked by a shift towards ‘micro-politics’ or ‘sub-
politics’, reframing the domestic and personal as ethico-political.26 Drawing on Beck, 
Micheletti defines ‘sub-politics’ as politics that emerges from below in places other than 
formal politics, which encourages, empowers, and allows citizens to take more responsibility 
for their personal and collective well-being (Micheletti 2003, 9). 

In Micheletti’s view, sub-politics offers citizens a central role in responsibility-taking 
for a common future and connects the public and the private spheres in a way that is 
unfamiliar in traditional politics. Contemporary citizens are looking for opportunities that 
allow them to take both individual and collective responsibility for their own needs and 
interests. These changes in the political landscape imply that it is no longer possible to 
make sharp distinctions between politics, economics, and private life. The market, the 
home, and other seemingly private or non-political spheres are appropriated as political 
arenas; and citizen activism is crossing the public–private divide that determines our 
conception of political participation and politics. Therefore, Micheletti (2003, 30-34, 149) 
concludes that the complexities of contemporary life have broadened the meaning of the 
term ‘political’. 

Political and social theory explains the rise of micro- or sub-politics as the result of a 
reduction in welfare-state services, which is linked to the increasing call for personal 
responsibility and self-care that is characteristic of advanced liberal societies (Micheletti 
2003; Miller 2007; Rose 1996). Government inadequacy in dealing with new uncertainties 
and risks has caused a crisis in state legitimacy and a responsibility vacuum (Micheletti 
2003, 29). As a result, new forms of citizenship and agency have emerged, whereby 
individuals are taking on powers and responsibilities from government. For this reason, I 
would add that it is not only the processes of globalization and individualization, but also, 
and primarily, the rise of neoliberal governmentality that has led to these shifts in the 
political landscape. 

The concept of governmentality – developed by the French philosopher Michel Foucault – is 
particularly useful for explaining the link between micro-politics, citizenship, and 
neoliberalism, as it draws attention to the constitution of new political forms. Foucault 
introduced the concept of governmentality in his lecture series at the Collège de France on 
Security Territory and Population (1977-1978) and on The Birth of Biopolitics (1978-1979). In 

26 Littler points out that varied geographies and histories are the key reason why political 
consumption theory does not use consistent terminology. The term ‘sub-politics’ is more widely used 
than ‘micro-politics’ by Scandinavian and German scholars (2011, 30). However, I will use the term 
‘micro-politics’ because it refers more clearly to daily micro-practices, such as shopping and cooking. 
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these lectures Foucault traces the genealogy of the modern state, whereby he defines
governmentality in a wide sense as the ‘art of government’. Governmentality may be
understood as both an analytical perspective and a historical mode. As a broad analytical
term, governmentality refers to the organized practices (i.e. mentalities, rationalities, and
techniques) through which subjects shape and guide their own conduct and that of others
with certain aims and objectives in mind (Foucault 1991; Gordon 1991; Rose 1996; Lemke
2001). To put it another way, as Foucault defines it, it is literally a ‘conduct of conduct’, or
government from a distance, a term which can equally be applied to governing the self and 
governing others. Foucault’s definition of government is thus not limited to the state, but 
includes a range of control techniques and can be applied to a wide variety of objects, from
the control of the self, guidance for the family, and management of the household, to the
control of populations (Foucault 2007, 121-122). In lecture four (1 Feb 1978) Foucault gives
a more specific definition of governmentality as a historical mode of governing:

[…] the ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, the 
calculations, and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific, albeit very complex,
power that has the population as its target, political economy as its major form of
knowledge, and apparatuses of security as its essential technical instrument (Foucault 
2007, 108).

Paraphrasing the entire definition, governmentality can be defined as the process through 
which a form of government with specific goals (e.g. the well-being of society), with a
particular type of knowledge (political economy) and with the technical means (apparatuses
of security) to achieve these goals, evolved from a state of justice of the Middle Ages to a
modern administrative state with complex bureaucracies (Foucault 2007, 108-110).

Governmentality indeed emerged in the eighteenth century as part of a range of
strategies and technologies used to better manage populations (e.g. demographics and 
statistics) and to secure the well-being of all. In the work of Foucault, this notion is linked to
related concepts such as biopolitics and power-knowledge. With the term ‘biopolitics’
Foucault meant: ‘the attempt, starting from the eighteenth century, to rationalize the
problems posed to governmental practice by phenomena characteristic of a set of living
beings forming a population: health, hygiene, birth rate, life expectancy, race […]’ (Foucault 
2008, 317). Biopolitics is the term used for policies and technologies that aim to optimize
the biological life of the population, whereas governmentality is oriented towards modes of
governing, including forms of subjectivation.

The concept of governmentality widens our understanding of power: not only in 
terms of the hierarchical, top-down power of the state, but also the forms of social control
in disciplinary institutions (e.g. schools and hospitals), as well as forms of knowledge. The
semantic link between governing (‘gouverner’) and modes of thought (‘mentalité’) already
indicates the reciprocal constitution of power techniques and forms of knowledge (Lemke 
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2001, 1). In The History of Sexuality: Volume 1 Foucault remarks that power should not be 
understood as the domination or subjection exerted on society by the government or the 
state, but instead ‘as the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they 
operate’ (Foucault 1978, 92). In this way, he argues, ‘Power is everywhere […] because it 
comes from everywhere’, emanating from all social relationships and being imposed 
throughout society from the bottom up rather than the top down (Foucault 1978: 92, 93). 
Foucault explained that power and knowledge are joined together in discourse, because 
discourse transmits, produces, and reinforces power, but also undermines and exposes it 
(Foucault 1978: 100, 101). He argued that power can be positive and productive: it needs to 
be considered as a productive network which runs through the whole social body, much 
more than as a negative force whose function is to repress (Foucault and Gordon 1980, 
119). 

In his later work, especially ‘Technologies of the self’ (1988), Foucault explains how 
the subjectivity of the modern individual is not only produced through discourses and 
institutions of power that ‘normalize’ and ‘objectify’ us, but also through practices of self-
discipline and training. Discourses of power determine the conduct of individuals and 
submit them to certain ends or domination. Technologies of the self, on the contrary, 
‘permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number 
of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being so as to 
transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, 
perfection or immortality’ (Foucault 1988, 18). Foucault, in this way, has shown how 
government of the self is undertaken through ethical self-formation, whereby individuals 
seek to act on themselves through self-discipline and training. Power, therefore, can be 
understood positively as a means of producing knowledge and discourses that become 
internalized by individuals and guide the behaviour of populations. In this sense 
power/knowledge is ‘productive’, as it enables and empowers individuals to govern 
themselves. 

Neoliberal governmentality 

While in his 1978 lectures Foucault traces the genealogy of governmentality, the 1979 
lectures focus on the study of liberal and neoliberal forms of government. The concept of 
governmentality can be applied to a variety of historical periods and to various power 
regimes. However, it is often used in reference to ‘neoliberal governmentality’, which is a 
characteristic of advanced liberal societies where power is decentralized and citizens play 
an active role in their own self-government. Foucault expert Thomas Lemke, for instance, 
defines neoliberal governmentality as a political rationality that ‘renders the social domain 
economic and links a reduction in welfare services to an increasing call for personal 
responsibility and self-care’ (Lemke 2001, 203). 
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Indeed, neoliberalism emerged as a discourse on the ‘reinvention’ of government 
and the welfare state in the United States and Great Britain in the 1980s (the Thatcher,
Reagan, and Bush Senior regimes) and intensified in the 1990s (under the Clinton and
George W. Bush administrations, and the Blair regime). These regimes supported ‘a leaner,
meaner government (fewer social services, more “law and order”), a state-supported but
“privatized” economy, and a socially responsible civil society’ (Lisa Duggan quoted in
McMurria 2008, 307).

As Miller and Rose (1990) and Lemke (2001) have pointed out, the economization of
life is characteristic of neoliberal governmentality, by which previously extra-economic
domains are colonized by the criteria of economic efficiency. By rendering the social domain
economic, cost-benefit calculations and market criteria can be applied to decision-making 
processes within the family, married life, professional life, and so on. For instance, in labour
relations this implies that work and leisure time are no longer conceived as opposites, but 
that they supplement each other by ‘freely’ shaping labour time and deploying leisure time
‘economically’ (Lemke 2001: 200, 202).

Decentralization is another significant feature of neoliberalism, through which the
state develops strategies for governing ‘at a distance’. This occurs, for instance, through the
privatization of public utilities and civic services, but also by delegating state obligations to
quasi-autonomous, non-governmental organizations (NGOs; e.g. civil society organizations
and stakeholders) that are governed at a distance by means of budgets, audits, and 
benchmarks (Rose et al. 2006, 91). Many of these strategies were adopted by social
democratic parties in programmes that were termed ‘the Third Way’, for example in New
Labour under Blair. Today, especially in the United States, the state relies primarily on the
private sector rather than on public bureaucracies to produce ‘good’ citizens (Ouellette and
Hay 2008b, 473-474). But the British government has also reframed its role as one which
enables and encourages change through empowerment, rather than through regulation 
and legislation, as illustrated by its neoliberal policy discourse on ‘the enabling state’ (under
Blair) and the ‘Big Society’ (under Cameron). At the same time it promotes an
entrepreneurial spirit and aims to transfer more responsibility to civil society, individuals,
and businesses. Jamie Oliver’s campaigns, for instance, emerged in a political context in
which private and non-governmental actors were expected to fill the gap between
government and individuals, providing charity and welfare services.27

Because a neoliberal form of government assumes that its members are not subject 
to direct forms of state control, it relies on mechanisms for ‘governing at a distance’ and on
the self-discipline of social subjects. The British governmentality approach (Miller and Rose),
in particular, focuses on developing social and cultural technologies to create citizens ‘who

27 See Chapter 5 for the case study on Jamie Oliver.
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do not need to be governed by others, but will govern themselves, master themselves, care 
for themselves’ (Rose 1996, 45). As a result, neoliberal government has produced indirect 
mechanisms to translate the goals of the political, social, and economic authorities into the 
choices of individuals (Rose 1996, 58). For instance, by shifting the responsibility for social 
risks (e.g. illness and unemployment) into the domain for which the individual is responsible, 
issues are transformed into those of self-care (Lemke 2001, 201). Under neoliberal 
governance, care of the self increasingly becomes one’s own responsibility, not that of the 
state, a process which is often described as ‘responsibilization’ (Burchell 1996, 29). As 
Foucault (1985, 1988) has shown, this involves working on and improving oneself: the 
individual must become an entrepreneur of his/herself, seeking to maximize his/her power, 
happiness, and quality of life. Consequently, neoliberalism redefines the subjects of 
government as enterprising, self-managing individuals, who are seeking to maximize their 
quality of life through acts of choice (Rose 1996: 41, 54, 57). In fact, creating freedom – 
through choice, autonomy, and self-responsibility – is one of the principal aims of advanced 
liberal government (Rose et al. 2006, 91). Contemporary technologies of government 
therefore encourage people to understand themselves and act as autonomous and self-
determined subjects. In articulating themselves as subjects they take part in power 
relations, thus reproducing and transforming these relations (Bröckling et al. 2010: 14, 15). 

The challenge, then for neoliberal governmentality, according to Rose, is to align the 
self-governing capacities of subjects with the objectives of the political authorities by means 
of persuasion and education, rather than coercion (1996, 50). The competences and wills of 
subjects may be shaped and governed through civilizing technologies (education, literacy, 
and skills), as well as through the media and their pedagogies (e.g. documentaries, reality 
TV, etc.). Tony Bennett (1995, 1998, 2000), in particular, has explored how art and culture 
were used to govern at a distance – in the context of the reform programmes of 
nineteenth-century liberalism – by involving the subjects in their own transformation and 
self-regulation. He argues that museums, for instance, were part of governmental civilizing 
campaigns designed to form and shape the moral, mental, and behavioural characteristics 
of the population (Bennett 1995, 21). As a result, such strategies for governing at a distance 
were accompanied by new forms of knowledge and expertise, providing techniques and 
discourses of empowerment. In this way, the lifestyles choices of subjects can be regulated 
through advertising, lifestyle media and experts, and self-help manuals (Rose 1996, 58). 
Individuals should become ‘experts of themselves’ and should develop an educated and 
knowledgeable understanding of self-care in respect of their bodies, minds, and forms of 
conduct (Rose 1996, 59). Section 2.5 will further elaborate on the relationship between 
governmentality, media, and lifestyle experts. 

Reform programmes, though, not only aimed to govern through culture, but also 
through communities, what Bennett calls ‘acting on the social’. He demonstrates how ‘the 
social’ was constructed in the form of self-managing communities, which also functioned as 
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important sites for the identity formation of their individual members. This implied a
redistribution of responsibilities from the centralized mechanisms of the state across and
through these networks of community (Bennett 2000, 1422). Rose too, explains how 
subjects may be governed by seeking to fulfil themselves within micro-domains or
communities, such as families, workplaces, schools, and neighbourhoods (Rose 1996, 57).
The subject, in this case, is addressed as a moral individual or citizen with responsibilities to
a community or network that is unified by family ties, locality, or moral commitment
(Bennett 2000, 1422). For this reason, grass-roots movements and communities have
appropriated food as a political tool, which empowers and allows citizens to take more
responsibility for their personal and collective well-being. Food communities and
movements thus function as political sites for individualized collective action, a form of
citizen engagement that combines self-interest and the general good.

Before elaborating on the relationship between governmentality and media, I will 
highlight two implications of the shift towards micro-politics and neoliberal governmentality
that are relevant for food. The first is the reframing of food politics in terms of self-
regulation and personal responsibility; the second is the redefinition of the roles of the
consumer, producer, and citizen.

Food politics and policy

In terms of food, decentralization, economization, and self-regulation have certainly affected
food politics and policy. In this sense, one could say that food and the food movement have
become ‘governmentalized’. Conventionally, food politics are located within governmental 
institutions and the rules, laws, and norms that govern social and economic interactions.
Governmental institutions implement food politics through policies and regulations, such as
agricultural policies, food rationing, food aid, and trade agreements (Bentley 2012; Lien and 
Nerlich 2004; Nestle and Joseph 2012). In relation to food, the state acts as a provider to
dependent institutions such as hospitals, schools, and prisons; as a regulator for the
regulation of trade and market competition; and as an educator in defining the norms of the
national diet (Bell et al. 2015, 7).

Food politics are, furthermore, practiced by government in more indirect ways in
terms of managing the conduct and lifestyle of populations, for instance, through public
health and nutrition promotion programmes. Drawing on Foucault’s work on 
governmentality and biopolitics, Coveney (2000) has pointed out how modern nutritional
science emerged in the nineteenth century as part of a set of technologies and strategies
designed to better manage populations. During the same period, philanthropy and charity
campaigns (e.g. for child welfare and family healthcare) laid the foundation for the later
development of state-funded services concerning the medical and nutritional surveillance of
the population (Coveney 2000, 77). The philanthropist can be seen as one of the first figures



 

	 	54 

do not need to be governed by others, but will govern themselves, master themselves, care 
for themselves’ (Rose 1996, 45). As a result, neoliberal government has produced indirect 
mechanisms to translate the goals of the political, social, and economic authorities into the 
choices of individuals (Rose 1996, 58). For instance, by shifting the responsibility for social 
risks (e.g. illness and unemployment) into the domain for which the individual is responsible, 
issues are transformed into those of self-care (Lemke 2001, 201). Under neoliberal 
governance, care of the self increasingly becomes one’s own responsibility, not that of the 
state, a process which is often described as ‘responsibilization’ (Burchell 1996, 29). As 
Foucault (1985, 1988) has shown, this involves working on and improving oneself: the 
individual must become an entrepreneur of his/herself, seeking to maximize his/her power, 
happiness, and quality of life. Consequently, neoliberalism redefines the subjects of 
government as enterprising, self-managing individuals, who are seeking to maximize their 
quality of life through acts of choice (Rose 1996: 41, 54, 57). In fact, creating freedom – 
through choice, autonomy, and self-responsibility – is one of the principal aims of advanced 
liberal government (Rose et al. 2006, 91). Contemporary technologies of government 
therefore encourage people to understand themselves and act as autonomous and self-
determined subjects. In articulating themselves as subjects they take part in power 
relations, thus reproducing and transforming these relations (Bröckling et al. 2010: 14, 15). 

The challenge, then for neoliberal governmentality, according to Rose, is to align the 
self-governing capacities of subjects with the objectives of the political authorities by means 
of persuasion and education, rather than coercion (1996, 50). The competences and wills of 
subjects may be shaped and governed through civilizing technologies (education, literacy, 
and skills), as well as through the media and their pedagogies (e.g. documentaries, reality 
TV, etc.). Tony Bennett (1995, 1998, 2000), in particular, has explored how art and culture 
were used to govern at a distance – in the context of the reform programmes of 
nineteenth-century liberalism – by involving the subjects in their own transformation and 
self-regulation. He argues that museums, for instance, were part of governmental civilizing 
campaigns designed to form and shape the moral, mental, and behavioural characteristics 
of the population (Bennett 1995, 21). As a result, such strategies for governing at a distance 
were accompanied by new forms of knowledge and expertise, providing techniques and 
discourses of empowerment. In this way, the lifestyles choices of subjects can be regulated 
through advertising, lifestyle media and experts, and self-help manuals (Rose 1996, 58). 
Individuals should become ‘experts of themselves’ and should develop an educated and 
knowledgeable understanding of self-care in respect of their bodies, minds, and forms of 
conduct (Rose 1996, 59). Section 2.5 will further elaborate on the relationship between 
governmentality, media, and lifestyle experts. 

Reform programmes, though, not only aimed to govern through culture, but also 
through communities, what Bennett calls ‘acting on the social’. He demonstrates how ‘the 
social’ was constructed in the form of self-managing communities, which also functioned as 

 

	 	 55 
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to exercise a new form of moral and technical authority. During the nineteenth century, 
however, philanthropy was supplemented and displaced by the positive sciences 
(economics, statistics, sociology, and medicine) and the rise of expert figures – the scientist, 
the engineer, and the bureaucrat (Rose 1996, 39). Modern nutrition promotion took over 
from philanthropy and is still executed by institutions with a quasi-governmental status, 
which provide dietary recommendations following scientific and medical models.28 Modern 
nutritional science produced discourses about ‘eating right’ by linking the processes of self-
improvement to social values, norms, and ideals. As a result, Coveney defines the ‘modern 
subject of food choice’ by his/her capacity for reason, self-reflection, moral autonomy, and 
self-regulation (2000, xiv). 

Contemporary food politics, thus, are no longer confined to official institutions of 
government, but are marked by a tension between government regulation and practices 
not traditionally labelled as ‘political’ (Lien and Nerlich 2004; Nestle and Joseph 2012). As 
Micheletti has argued, responsibilities are increasingly shared through multilayered 
networks that include governmental, non-governmental, and corporate actors, as well as 
individual consumers and citizens. How the decentralization and self-regulation of 
neoliberal governance affects EU food and agriculture policies today is illustrated by the 
following example. The ‘traffic-light system’, an EU-created food labelling system,29 has not 
been imposed by governments, but is a voluntary scheme in which the food industry can 
choose to participate. However, the industry has not adopted traffic-light labelling, because 
it fears that it will negatively affect the marketing of several products. On the other hand, 
the industry has developed its own food choice labels, such as the Dutch Het Vinkje label, 
also known as Ik Kies Bewust (‘I choose consciously’), of Unilever and Campina. The media 
and consumer organizations criticized the label, since it could also be found on ‘unhealthy’ 
processed food products and because producers had to pay to use the logo.30 As a result, 
in 2016 the Ministry of Public Health decided to ban the label and replace it with an app. 
This example indicates that previously state-led initiatives are being reframed in terms of 
empowering individuals to make informed choices. ‘Making the “right” choice – that is the 
rational choice – results from a process of self-problematisation and the recognition of 
one’s self as a morally responsible subject’, says Coveney (2000, 146). Choice and 

																																																								
28 For instance, the Dutch foundation for nutrition promotion, Voedingscentrum, is 100% subsidized 
by the Dutch government. 
29 Food sold prepacked may be labelled with a traffic light label showing at a glance the proportions 
of fat, saturated fats, sugar, and salt using traffic light signals for high (red), medium (amber) and low 
(green) percentages for each of these ingredients.  Wikipedia “Traffic light rating system”, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Traffic_light_rating_system 
30 Wikipedia “Het Vinkje”, accessed 18 November, 2018, https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Het_Vinkje. 
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responsibility are becoming central to people’s existence as their identities are increasingly 
being formed through lifestyle-oriented decision-making (Rose 1996; Coveney 2000). 

As a consequence, neoliberal food policies have led to debates about regulation and 
responsibility. Food and nutrition policy experts, such as Marion Nestle, Tim Lang, and 
Martin Caraher, believe that neoliberal governance unjustly shifts the responsibility for 
social problems from governments and corporations onto individuals. As proponents of 
government intervention, they argue that government already plays a major role in food 
choice, so much so that current policies actively promote obesity through an ‘eat more’ 
environment in which processed foods are subsidized and junk food is allowed to be 
marketed (Nestle 2013a).31 Despite calls for self-regulation, they question whether any self-
regulatory programme can be effective if it goes against industry interests.32 Because 
governments allegedly protect the industry under the pretext of ‘self-regulation’, experts 
agree that government regulation, such as food labelling and the banning of junk food, 
remains necessary and is the intervention most likely to improve the food environment. 

 

Redefining the consumer, the producer, and the citizen 

In this context of self-regulation and decentralization, NGOs and grass-roots movements 
have adopted food and consumption as a vehicle to address wider problems and to effect 
social change. This process can be seen as a form of individualized collective action which 
empowers citizens to take more responsibility for their personal and collective well-being. 
As a result, the politicization of food and consumption has generated new definitions of 
consumer, producer, and citizen. 

Political consumerism movements believe that consumers have the agency and 
power to modify market relations, since everyday shopping choices have economic, social, 
and political impacts (Micheletti 2003; Sassatelli 2007; Soper and Trentmann 2007). This 
approach is often captured in the slogan ‘shopping for a better world’ and is based on the 
notion of ‘consumer sovereignty’: the idea that the market and supply will only change if the 
demand changes (Low and Davenport 2007, 338). Although the phenomenon is not new, 
the term ‘political consumerism’ is of recent origin (dating to the mid-1990s) and was 
developed in parallel with the rise of the anti-globalization movements around the year 
2000. 

																																																								
31 For more on US food policy see Chapter 4. 
32 Whenever government agencies attempt to enact, for instance, anti-obesity measures, they 
encounter systematic and heavily funded industry opposition. Nestle refers to an investigation by 
Reuters into the effects of this opposition in the publication ‘How Washington went soft on childhood 
obesity’ (Nestle 2013b, 280). 
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Traditionally, political consumerism is associated with forms of activism, such as 
boycotts, protests, and consumer campaigns. Its discourse draws on political activism by 
using slogans such as ‘voting with your fork’, encouraging consumers to regard their food 
money as votes and thus to treat shopping as voting. Political consumerism offers people 
market-based political tools in both ‘negative’ and ‘positive’ forms, such as ‘boycotts’ – 
refusing to buy certain products (e.g. the Apartheid boycott) – and ‘buycotts’ – encouraging 
consumers to purchase specific goods (e.g. Fair Trade products). Through boycotts and 
buycotts political consumerism is becoming a form of everyday activism that can be 
expressed without exerting much effort or using many resources, and without unwilling 
confrontation with other actors. It constitutes ‘low-threshold action’ that can be performed 
on daily trips to the (super)market for oneself and one’s family (Micheletti 2003; Lemke 
2012). 

Other publications, though, prefer the term ‘ethical consumption’ to address forms 
of ‘responsible or conscious consumption’, in order to distinguish these from political 
activism (Lewis and Potter 2011, 5).  Ethical consumption is a loose term that refers to 
personal consumption choices which support particular ethical issues (e.g. animal welfare, 
human rights, or the environment). Lewis and Potter (2011: 10, 4) use the term more widely 
to address the ‘cultural turn in advanced liberal societies, whereby political questions have 
become increasingly linked to people’s ordinary domestic lives’ and whereby consumer 
choice is marked by questions of ‘care, solidarity and collective concern’. 

Either way, the discourse of political or ethical consumerism implies a redefinition of 
the role of consumers and producers. The assumption that consumers practice ‘citizenship’ 
through their shopping decisions has led to the emergence of the hybrid concept of the 
citizen-consumer, which is found in both activist and academic writing (Johnston 2008; 
Journal of Consumer Culture 2007; Micheletti 2003; Miller 2007; Soper et al. 2009). Michael 
Pollan (2010), for instance, suggests that many (young) people are attracted to the food 
movement today by its much less conventional kind of politics, a new form of ‘civil society’, in 
which people act not as passive consumers but as citizens and ‘co-producers’. The 
redefinition of consumers and producers as co-creators of the food system is also central 
to the philosophy of Slow Food, which introduced the term co-producer in the first place.33 

However, to equate consumer choice with citizen engagement is still controversial 
and strongly debated (Micheletti 2003; Lewis and Potter 2011). In the first place, citizenship 
and consumption have often been regarded as antithetical and mutually exclusive. Miller 
(2007), and Johnston and Baumann (2010), for instance, criticize the merging of the 
‘competing ideologies’ of consumption and economy versus citizenship and ethics. Slavoj 
Zizek characterizes this entanglement as a form of ‘cultural capitalism’ that embodies the 
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misleading idea that one does something ‘good’ through the act of buying and consuming.34 
Low and Davenport (2007, 340), accordingly, warn that ethical consumerism (e.g. the buying 
of fair trade products) has become mainstreamed, depoliticized, and dominated by a highly 
individualized form of ‘shopping for a better world from the comfort of […]armchairs 
through the convenience of the Internet’. 

Political consumerism is, therefore, also criticized for being a substitute for proper 
politics, because it gives people the sense that they are participating politically, when in 
reality they are only shopping to satisfy their private needs and wants (Micheletti 2003, 161). 
Monbiot (2007), for instance, believes that ethical consumption encourages people to 
consume more by replacing unethical with ethical products, and is thus becoming another 
signifier of social status. 

Furthermore, governmentality approaches question the ‘doctrine of personal 
responsibility’ in the citizen-consumer discourse, which shifts responsibility from 
governments and corporations onto individuals (Luke 1999; Miller 2007; Monbiot 2007; 
Ouellette and Hay 2008b). From a governmentality perspective, ethical consumption is 
understood as a ‘symptom of neoliberal societies, in which individuals are being presented 
the opportunity and responsibility for solving social problems through their purchase 
decisions, by which they are encouraged to shop for change’ (Littler 2011, 33). Moreover, 
citizens have been drawn into the role of watchdog and regulator in relation to issues of 
animal welfare, sustainability, and human rights (Humphrey 2011, 45). However, many 
examples suggest that it is government intervention and legislation that eventually shifts 
production processes towards sustainability (e.g. the removal of CFCs in refrigeration, the 
introduction of unleaded petrol, the ban on smoking in public places) (Low and Davenport 
2007: 337, 343). Although the politics of individualization and responsibilization are 
pervasive, critics point to the limitations of individual action. Consumers in general do not 
have the time, information, and knowledge to make the right choice, and they are not 
consistent and rational in their behaviour (Low and Davenport 2007, 341-342). 

Recent scholarship, on the contrary, has emphasized the agency of the consumer as 
well as the importance of social relationships (i.e. families and subcultures) and social 
identities (i.e. gender, class, and ethnicity) in consumer practices, suggesting that self-
interest is an important motivational source of an individual’s positive contribution to 
politics (Micheletti 2003; Sassatelli 2007; Soper et al. 2009). They argue that political 
consumerism gives citizens a political tool to civilize ‘capitalism’ and create regulatory 
mechanisms in areas where the state is unable or does not want to act effectively 
(Micheletti 2003, 161; Lemke 2012). Others (Bennett 1998; Parkins and Craig 2006; Soper 
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2008) seek to reframe ethical consumption practices in terms of collective responsibility and 
social change. They do not see the emergence of a consumer-based mode of political 
action as necessarily synonymous with selfish individualism and ‘decollectivization’. Instead, 
they believe that ‘care, solidarity and collective concern’ can be manifested through 
processes of consumption (Lewis 2008, 229). Low and Davenport (2007, 346), in their turn, 
advocate for the ‘re-politicization’ of ethical consumption by shortening the distance 
between the producer and the consumer, and by creating forms of social connection that 
challenge mainstream values and interests. 

The citizen-consumer hybrid can be understood as a neoliberal norm and ideal of 
citizenship, whereby the enterprising citizen is combined with the choice-making consumer, 
who is valorized by neoliberal economics. In my view, the debate remains circular and 
limited to the logic of consumerism, although many ethical and alternative consumption 
movements contest Western consumer society. For this reason, the citizen-consumer 
discourse frames citizens principally as consumers (not as producers), focusing on 
questions of ‘purchase or non-purchase’, but not on the making of things, as Humphrey has 
argued (2011, 47). While most publications on ethical and political consumerism by 
definition focus on consumption, publications on alternative hedonism (Soper et al. 2009) 
and material culture (de Solier 2013) increasingly address the importance of production. I 
would suggest that the production as well as the consumption of food and food knowledge 
constitutes the self-development and self-improvement of individuals, as will be discussed 
in section 2.2 and in Chapter 4. A third implication of the shift towards neoliberal 
governmentality, I propose, is concerned with new moralities of consumption and 
production. The next section, therefore, examines the role of media in the production of 
knowledge of and practices surrounding food. 

	

2.2 Media, education and citizenship 

In contrast to historical gastronomy, today, knowledge about food is mediated and 
mainstreamed by lifestyle experts and integrated into a media and consumer culture. 
Contemporary food media and experts still, however, perform a crucial role in the 
education, cultivation, and democratization of knowledge of and skills surrounding food. 
This section systematically discusses the connection between media, expertise, education, 
and citizenship. In particular, it explores how the media utilize the techniques of 
governmentality and responsibilization. 
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Governmentality and television 

In advanced liberal societies the media are fundamental to the process of education and 
self-formation. As traditional social structures (such as the family) decline, people look to the 
media and experts for advice and instruction in everyday life. As discussed in section 2.1, 
subjects can be governed through civilizing technologies (i.e. education, literacy, and skills) 
as well as through the media and their pedagogies (e.g. reality TV and interactive media 
tools). Therefore, media are considered an appropriate cultural technology for ‘governing at 
a distance’, as they can guide and shape self-disciplining subjects (Rose 1996; Hay 2003). 
Television is especially well suited as an indirect mode of cultural governmentality, as 
through it citizens can acquire the material and knowledge-based education needed to 
shape and manage themselves. Ouellette and Hay have argued that, in particular, reality TV 
(featuring ‘real’ people in ‘real’ locations) is the ‘quintessential technology of advanced or 
neo-liberal citizenship’ as it has become a medium for intervention that transforms ‘needy’ 
individuals into functioning citizens (2008a, 11-12). 

Reality and lifestyle TV emerged within the cultural and political-economic context of 
neoliberalism, which advocates personal responsibility, individual volunteerism, and 
corporate philanthropy as the principle means for solving social issues (McMurria 2008; 
Ouellette and Hay (2008a/b). Over the past decade, lifestyle TV (a subgenre of reality TV) has 
been marked by a growing focus on teaching audiences how to manage and optimize their 
everyday lives (Lewis 2010). This is evident by the growing genre of life intervention and 
makeover programmes on cookery, home decoration, what (not) to wear, obesity and 
health, through which new forms of lifestyle education are produced. Such programmes of 
cultivation can be understood as resources for acquiring and applying practical knowledge 
and skills, as they ‘involve mastering certain techniques for beautification, health, and well-
being’ (Ouellette and Hay 2008a, 19). As Foucault (1988) has made explicit, the mastering of 
such techniques is an important component in the cultivation, governance, and care of 
oneself. Cookery shows, for instance, promise a makeover of the self, where the stylization 
of the food metaphorically stands for the stylization of the self (de Solier 2005, 477). 
Lifestyle TV also plays an important role in modelling certain kinds of taste and cultural 
values which are tied to neoliberal notions of good consumption and responsible 
citizenship (Bell and Hollows 2005; Palmer 2004; Lewis 2008; Ouellette and Hay 2008a). This 
is particularly the case for TV programmes that focus on material objects, such as food, 
clothes, cars, homes, and gardens; and guide audiences in how to improve the self through 
the consumption and production of these objects. As Bonner (2005) has argued, much of 
ordinary television helps to construct lifestyles in terms of consumption, where tastes, 
practices, and possessions serve to reveal one’s identity. What lifestyle TV sells to the 
audience, then, is not just products but ways of living and managing one’s life. 
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Culinary cultural capital and food media 

Of all food media, television has attracted the greatest amount of attention from scholars 
(Bonner 2005; Hollows 2003; de Solier 2005; Miller 2007; Rousseau 2012; Strange 1998). 
Today, television is not the only source of food knowledge; discourses about food promoted 
on TV compete with other sources such as cookbooks, advertising, magazines, websites, 
and social media platforms. Nikki Strange (1998) was one of the first to explore the cookery 
programme genre and offered a framework for its study. She analysed four categories, 
ranging from purely educational, instructive programmes and food travel programmes to 
shows constructed around the personality of celebrity chefs. De Solier (2013) argues that 
although the genre of culinary television has certainly become more entertainment-driven 
since the 1990s, this was already a central feature of the earliest cookery programmes, such 
as Julia Child’s The French Chef, which debuted in the United States in 1963. Despite the 
emphasis on entertainment and celebrity, de Solier’s recent ethnographic research (2013) 
has found that ‘foodies’ do primarily watch cookery shows to learn. For these viewers 
education, not entertainment, is of prime importance in these media. They acquire material 
knowledge about food from both more instructional programmes and more entertainment-
oriented programmes (‘edutainment’), which suggests that this form of cultivation crosses 
the entertainment–education divide. 

Previously, de Solier (2005) has discussed how cookery shows function as 
pedagogical texts, providing viewers with various kinds of social and cultural knowledge. 
Culinary television not only teaches practical culinary knowledge, but also informs viewers 
on matters of taste. In sociology, food habits and taste are traditionally understood as 
mechanisms of distinction, which function as social markers of class identity (Bourdieu 
1984; Mennell 1985). According to Bourdieu (1984, 114) a person’s class and status is 
determined by the amount and type of capital they possess, including economic (money 
and property), social (network and relations), and cultural capital (knowledge, education, 
and skills). From a sociological point of view, for instance, ‘eating right’ (e.g. organic, local, fair 
trade food) is regarded as a sign of social distinction, because it costs considerable time, 
money, and knowledge (economic and cultural capital) to achieve. For this reason, the trend 
of ‘eating right’ is easily criticized as snobbery (Johnston and Baumann 2010; Fresco 2012). 

The concept of cultural capital, though, provides a broader productive framework for 
understanding the kind of education offered by culinary television. De Solier defines this 
type of knowledge as ‘culinary cultural capital’, referring to the accumulation of practical 
cookery skills, as well as aesthetic or ideological forms of taste knowledge. Accordingly, she 
sees watching culinary television as a form of ‘productive leisure’, in which viewers invest 
their free time in the acquisition of culinary cultural capital ‘as a means of improving the self 
through food knowledge’ (de Solier 2005, 471). It is important to note that culinary cultural 
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capital – including knowledge and skills – is acquired not only through the consumption, but 
also through the production of material objects, as I will discuss at the end of this section. 

 

Celebrities and mediated lifestyle experts 

In advanced liberal societies strategies to govern at a distance are accompanied by new 
forms of knowledge and expertise, providing techniques and discourses of empowerment. 
In this way, the lifestyle choices of subjects can be regulated through advertising, lifestyle 
media and experts, and self-help manuals. According to Mennell, the gastronome – a 
theorist and propagandist of culinary taste – has played an important role in the 
democratization and shaping of culinary tastes since the nineteenth century (see Chapter 
1.1). De Solier (2013) extends Mennell’s definition of the gastronome to newer media 
personalities, calling them ‘mediated food experts’, under which she includes TV chefs, food 
writers, bloggers, and restaurant critics. Like gastronomes in the past, these experts still 
perform a crucial role in the education, cultivation, and democratization of knowledge and 
skills about food (culinary cultural capital). This is particularly the case for lifestyle media, 
which provide lessons in ‘good consumption’ and aim to improve the food literacy of the 
consumer. Over the past ten years, lifestyle media output has been marked by a shift to a 
more educational approach to lifestyle change, teaching responsible modes of consumption 
and citizenship, and focusing on the pain and effort involved in transforming oneself into an 
ethical consumer (Lewis 2008, 233). This shift has been accompanied by the emergence of a 
range of popular lifestyle experts, whose advice is focused on the ordinary, the domestic, 
and the everyday (Lewis 2010, 580). The emergence of mediated lifestyle expertise connects 
to broader shifts towards micro-politics, through which social and political concerns are 
reframed as private, individualized issues (see section 2.1). Furthermore, expertise – 
knowledge and knowhow – is central to governing at a distance, as it sets standards and 
norms, specifying what is the ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ conduct and choice. 

In the past, the term ‘expert’ was reserved for specialists associated with high culture 
and rational knowledge, whereas today forms of popular and ordinary expertise have 
emerged in the media. Lewis (2010, 583) notices an increasing overlap between popular 
culture and the professional/governmental realm, where figures of authority and expertise 
have to compete with popular figures for attention in the media sphere. Today’s brand-
based media culture enables celebrities to move across the spheres associated with fame 
and other forms of authority or expertise, such as politics. As a result, the distinction 
between celebrity and other kinds of social or political authority is becoming less clear ‘as 
the logic of celebrity drives out less powerful alternatives’ (Turner et al. 2000, 11). 

Lewis (2010) defines the mediated lifestyle expert as a familiar and reliable figure 
who offers easy how-to guides to manage an optimal lifestyle in the context of growing 
complexity and information overload. Through their instructional role, lifestyle experts play 
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complexity and information overload. Through their instructional role, lifestyle experts play 
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a key function in affirming certain values of consumption and ways of living, and can also 
raise awareness of broader ethical issues among ordinary citizens (Lewis 2010, 594). For 
this reason, lifestyle experts, especially TV presenters, are often understood as ‘cultural 
intermediaries’, because they democratize food knowledge and give the audience 
opportunities to acquire culinary cultural capital, while also displaying their own expertise. 
Today’s celebrity chefs, such as Jamie Oliver, do not just educate and inform their viewers in 
terms of cookery skills, but primarily educate them in the ‘art of lifestyle’. Acting as cultural 
intermediaries, these chefs make ‘available to almost everyone the distinctive poses […] and 
other signs of inner riches which were previously only associated with an intellectual elite’ 
(Bourdieu 1984, 371). Bourdieu identified these cultural intermediaries as the ‘new petit 
bourgeoisie’ who encourage the consumption of new products and services. From this 
point of view, the middle-class style that lifestyle TV promotes legitimizes the taste 
hierarchies that maintain the economic structures of class inequality (Palmer 2004). Others, 
however, believe that cultural intermediaries have the capacity to address broader 
questions of social and cultural change (de Solier 2013; Lewis 2010). As will be discussed in 
Chapter 5, this is clearly illustrated by Jamie Oliver, whose image has been transformed 
from that of a celebrity chef to that of a moral entrepreneur engaging in social and ethical 
issues related to food and health. In this way, mediated lifestyle experts encourage the 
public to transform themselves into responsible citizens through the acquisition of culinary 
cultural capital. 

	

Cross-media, consumption and production 

Given the interconnected nature of contemporary media, it is likely that the governmentality 
of food and consumption is not unique to television alone. Other media sources 
(documentaries, magazines, and interactive and social media platforms) also provide 
lessons in ‘good consumption’, and aim to improve the food literacy of the consumer (Baron 
et al. 2014; Johnston and Baumann 2010; Thomas 2009). Nonetheless, the interactive and 
social media available in relation to food have attracted little academic attention so far, 
except in the work of Rousseau (2012) and de Solier (2013). Henry Jenkins refers to this 
interconnected nature of media as convergence culture, which he defines as ‘the flow of 
content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between multiple media 
industries, and the migratory behaviour of media audiences’ (Jenkins 2006, 2). Convergence 
is not simply a matter of new technologies, but a process that requires the active 
participation of users; it is both a top-down corporate-driven and a bottom-up consumer-
driven process (Jenkins 2006, 18). Ouellette and Hay (2008b, 476) have argued that the 
convergence between television and the Internet is central to the ‘government of the self’, 
because it leads viewers beyond the TV programme into other interactive media and tie-in 
merchandize. While television provides the everyday framework for supervising the 
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development of personal regimes, interactive media tools, such as apps, encourage viewers 
to take action. Convergence thus allows viewers to acquire, customize, and share the 
resources and commodities offered by the TV shows and their websites (Ouellette and Hay 
2008b, 476). For instance, at the end of most episodes, viewers are encouraged to visit a 
website or an app to find out more about the products featured on the show. Cross-media 
platforms, such as Jamie Oliver’s, furthermore facilitate the branding and marketing of 
cooking and eating as a desirable lifestyle, and encourage users to customize content and 
purchase commodities to acquire culinary cultural capital (see Chapter 5). 

As a result, civic training and well-being is not only mediatized, but also commodified 
(produced for profit) through the use of media. Under a neoliberal government, consumer-
oriented modes of citizenship are able to emerge, in which civic well-being is increasingly 
tied to entrepreneurial imperatives aimed at ‘lifestyle maximization’ (Ouellette and Hay 
2008b, 474). McMurria (2008, 309) has pointed out how ‘Good Samaritan’ reality TV has fully 
integrated philanthropy with corporate branding and product marketing in order to sustain 
a neoliberal political platform for deregulating industries and shrinking state social-welfare 
provisions. In a climate that demands enterprising skills from all citizens, the civic training 
that lifestyle media provides has become a desirable commodity and a form of cultural 
capital. In neoliberal societies individuals want to be healthy and responsible, experts 
instruct them how to be so, and entrepreneurs exploit and enhance the market for well-
being. A clear example is the culture of health and fitness, which was mediatized as early as 
the life reform movement (Chapter 1.1). Expertise thus becomes commercialized and 
mediated lifestyle experts take over the governmental work previously performed by social 
workers and educators (Rose 1996, 57–9; Lewis 2008, 238). 

Consequently, most research on food and lifestyle media focuses on consumption: 
how lifestyle media (especially TV) promote commodity consumption, and the idea that 
identities are shaped through consuming material things (Bell and Hollows 2005; Bonner 
2005; Lewis 2010; Miller 2007; de Solier 2005). De Solier (2005) argues that the acquisition 
of culinary cultural capital and its deployment in commodity consumption is central to the 
ideology of self-improvement within such media. The promotion of material consumption as 
a means of improving the self is particularly strong in makeover television, in which one’s 
body, clothes, home, or garden is improved through the consumption of commodities 
(Bonner 2005; Moseley 2000; Palmer 2004). TV chefs provide viewers with their expertise 
not only in terms of their skills and recipe knowledge, but also through their knowledge of 
the best ingredients and culinary equipment. Product placement is central to such 
programmes, which, some argue, function primarily as platforms to advertise goods and 
services (Bonner 2005). Moreover, commodification is also effected through the sale of 
spin-off merchandize such as cookbooks, apps, culinary equipment, gourmet food lines, and 
other products branded by TV chefs. Yet, while product placement has become central to 
some cookery shows (e.g. Jamie Oliver’s deal with Sainsbury’s), most programmes advocate 
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a preference for non-branded fresh ingredients and promote the idea that one can become 
a better person through the consumption of the ‘right’ food. Taste is indeed one of the main 
forms of consumer knowledge through which food programmes educate their viewers 
(Bonner 2005; de Solier 2013, 40). 

 
In contrast to theories on consumption, academic and popular publications on food and 
ethical consumption increasingly emphasize the importance of production. In her book on 
self-formation through food and material culture, Food and the Self (2013), Isabelle de Solier 
argues that ‘foodies’ are increasingly engaged in the production of material culture through 
forms of ‘productive leisure’. This may involve actually producing things (e.g. food), but also 
includes learning things (e.g. how to do something, where food comes from). Her 
ethnographic research has found that foodies’ self-formation cannot be reduced to 
questions of consumption alone. Instead, the production of material culture in the form of 
productive leisure (e.g. cooking, gardening, and blogging about food) matters most to them. 
Knowledge and production are integrally linked in productive leisure, as this involves 
‘material education’: the acquisition and expression of knowledge about material objects (de 
Solier 2013, 6). In new media studies the amateurs who are engaged in such creative and 
material production to (semi-) professional standards are known as ‘pro-ams’ (Leadbeater 
and Miller 2004) or ‘produsers’ (Bruns 2008). As a result, interactive tools and social media 
platforms not only facilitate the consumption, but also the production of culinary cultural 
capital. 

De Solier (2013, 30) argues that in post-industrial societies productive leisure is 
primarily knowledge-based, involving practical, material knowledge: ‘where knowledge work 
excludes manual skills, knowledge-based leisure includes it, for this form of practical 
knowledge carries a high moral value in productive leisure, particularly amongst the 
knowledge class’. The production of material objects through forms of manual leisure 
carries an especially high value, because it compensates for the loss of material production 
in work. In his book Cooked (2013), about the material and manual production of food, 
Michael Pollan mentions this point of compensation as well. He argues that all kinds of do-
it-yourself pursuits have intensified since ‘we started to spend more hours in front of 
screens, while four of our five senses are greatly underemployed’ (Pollan 2013, 407). 35 
Ironically, de Solier points out that material education for productive leisure is acquired via 
the media, which teach us how to consume and produce material objects as we no longer 
acquire such knowledge through work or traditional social structures (de Solier 2013, 41). 
The Channel 4 food programmes of Jamie Oliver and Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, for 

																																																								
35 I will discuss this further in Chapter 4. 
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instance, promote the ideal of growing your own food, sourcing your ingredients, and 
cooking from scratch. 

De Solier (2013, 22) relates the rise of productive leisure – as a means of working on 
the self – to processes of individualization and the compulsion to create a life of one’s own 
in neoliberal societies. Her ethnographic research underpins the idea that productive 
leisure plays a central role for foodies, not just in forming a moral self through material 
culture, but also by contributing to their sense of personal well-being and happiness (de 
Solier 2013, 25). In this sense, the production and consumption of food and food knowledge 
constitute the self-development and self-improvement of individuals. As Foucault (1988) has 
shown, the pursuit of knowledge is central to the care of the self, because educating oneself 
and taking care of oneself are interconnected activities. From this perspective, I would 
conclude that the lifestyle media promote new moralities of production and consumption 
which guide self-formation through the creation of material objects in advanced liberal 
societies. In these media, producing material things is represented as morally superior to 
simply consuming things, and self-improvement implies that, ‘if you learn to cook, you will be 
a better person’. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has offered a more systematic and theoretical elaboration of the recent 
politicization of food by linking it to the broader politicization of everyday life. Through the 
lens of theoretical concepts such as governmentality, micro-politics, and the citizen-
consumer, I have highlighted how the ideals of good citizenship, as promoted by the food 
movement, emerged in parallel with the rise of advanced liberal societies. From the 
perspective of political theory, the recent politicization of food can be understood as a form 
of micro-politics that has emerged under the influence of the processes of globalization and 
individualization, and also through the rise of neoliberal societies. This has had several 
implications for our understanding of politics and citizenship, whereby: 

• Private or non-political arenas, such as the home and the supermarket, have been 
appropriated as political spaces. In other words, citizen activism has crossed the public–
private divide that determines our conception of political participation and politics. 

• Responsibility has been shifted from governments onto individuals and the market under 
the label of self-regulation. 

As a result, new forms of citizenship and agency have emerged, whereby individuals have 
taken on powers and responsibilities from the government, leading to shifts in the political 
landscape. Responsibilities are increasingly being shared through multilayered networks 
that include governmental, non-governmental, and corporate actors, as well as individual 
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consumers and citizens. Furthermore, the connection between daily consumer choices and 
global issues has politicized ‘private’ choices and erased the division between the political 
and the economic spheres. 

The rise of neoliberal governmentality – characterized by decentralization, 
economization, and self-regulation – has affected food politics and policy, causing food and 
the food movement to become ‘governmentalized’. In this context of decentralization, NGOs 
and grass-roots movements have taken up food and its consumption as a vehicle to 
address wider problems and to effect social change. This process can be understood as a 
form of individualized collective action, which empowers citizens and communities to take 
more responsibility for their personal and collective well-being. As a result, the politicization 
of food and consumption has generated new definitions of the consumer, the producer, 
and the citizen. Political consumerism movements (e.g. Fair Trade) utilize the belief that 
consumers have the agency and power to modify market relations as everyday shopping 
choices have economic, social, and political impacts. Using the assumption that consumers 
practice ‘citizenship’ through their shopping decisions, the hybrid concept of the citizen-
consumer has been developed, as have concepts such as the co-producer and eco-
gastronome, which merge consumption and production practices. 

Governmentality, in particular, has proven a useful concept in understanding the 
changing notions of politics and citizenship. In neoliberal discourse civic responsibility is 
reframed in terms of individual choice and self-realization at the expense of state care and 
conventional understandings of citizenship and politics. The ‘good citizen’ is imagined as an 
autonomous, informed individual acting responsibly in his own self-interest, eager to 
transform and improve himself. In this sense, contemporary discourses on food also 
constitute subjects through their ethical interest in food, which requires them to be self-
reflective and self-regulating. As a result, modern nutritional science has produced 
discourses on ‘eating right’ by linking processes of self-improvement to social values, norms, 
and ideals. 

From the perspective of neoliberal governmentality ideal citizens are defined as 
those who are active agents in their own government and fate, seeking to fulfil themselves 
within a variety of micro-moral domains. As Rose (1996) has made clear, these citizens are 
governed through regulated choices and through their allegiances to particular 
communities. The citizen-consumer hybrid can therefore be understood as the neoliberal 
norm and ideal of citizenship, whereby the enterprising individual is combined with the 
choice-making customer, who is valorized by neoliberal economics. As I have argued, the 
citizen-consumer discourse remains circular and limited to the logic of consumerism, which 
frames citizens principally as consumers, and not as producers. For this reason, many 
representatives of the food movement, such as Slow Food and Michael Pollan, argue that 
the distance between producer and consumer should be shortened by creating new forms 
of connection, as expressed by the concepts of the co-producer and the eco-gastronome. 
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I have linked these redefined roles to the new emerging moralities surrounding 
consumption and production. While most publications on ethical and political consumerism 
by definition focus on consumption, publications on alternative hedonism and material 
culture are increasingly emphasizing the importance of production and do-it-yourself 
practices. According to de Solier (2013) both the production and the consumption of food 
and food knowledge constitute the self-development and self-improvement of individuals. 
In particular, lifestyle and interactive media provide material education, which guides self-
formation through material objects, such as food and cooking. 

In advanced liberal societies media are fundamental to the process of education and 
self-formation. As traditional social structures and authorities decline, people look to the 
media and experts for advice and instruction in everyday life, where lifestyle experts are 
taking over the governmental work of social workers, educators, and other professionals. As 
discussed in section 2.1, subjects may be governed through civilizing technologies (i.e. 
education, literacy, and skills), as well as through the media and their pedagogies (i.e. reality 
TV and interactive media tools). For this reason, media are considered an appropriate 
cultural technology for ‘governing at a distance’ as they guide and shape the lifestyle choices 
of subjects. Television, especially, is best suited to the indirect mode of cultural 
governmentality through which citizens acquire the material and knowledge-based 
education to shape and manage themselves. 

In addition, I have discussed how strategies for governing at a distance are 
accompanied by new forms of knowledge and expertise, providing techniques and 
discourses of empowerment. The lifestyle choices of subjects, for instance, can be regulated 
through advertising, lifestyle media and experts, and self-help manuals. Expertise is central 
to governing at a distance, because it sets the standards and norms, specifying what is the 
‘right’ or ‘wrong’ conduct or choice. Through their instructional role, lifestyle experts thus 
play a key function in affirming certain values of consumption and ways of living, and they 
can also raise awareness of broader ethical issues among ordinary citizens. In my view, 
mediated lifestyle experts today, like the gastronomes of the past, perform a crucial role in 
the education and democratization of knowledge of and skills surrounding food. Today’s 
brand-based media culture also contributes to an increasing overlap between the 
professional and the popular sphere, which makes the distinction between celebrities and 
other kinds of authority less clear. 

Lastly, I have argued that the convergence between television and the Internet is 
central to the ‘government of the self’, because it allows users to acquire, customize, and 
share the resources and commodities offered by the TV programmes and their websites. 
While television provides the everyday framework for supervising personal development, 
interactive media tools, such as apps, encourage viewers to take action. Cross-media 
platforms, such as Jamie Oliver’s, facilitate the branding and marketing of cooking and eating 
as a desirable lifestyle, and encourage users to customize content and purchase 
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I have linked these redefined roles to the new emerging moralities surrounding 
consumption and production. While most publications on ethical and political consumerism 
by definition focus on consumption, publications on alternative hedonism and material 
culture are increasingly emphasizing the importance of production and do-it-yourself 
practices. According to de Solier (2013) both the production and the consumption of food 
and food knowledge constitute the self-development and self-improvement of individuals. 
In particular, lifestyle and interactive media provide material education, which guides self-
formation through material objects, such as food and cooking. 

In advanced liberal societies media are fundamental to the process of education and 
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Lastly, I have argued that the convergence between television and the Internet is 
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While television provides the everyday framework for supervising personal development, 
interactive media tools, such as apps, encourage viewers to take action. Cross-media 
platforms, such as Jamie Oliver’s, facilitate the branding and marketing of cooking and eating 
as a desirable lifestyle, and encourage users to customize content and purchase 



 

	 	70 

commodities to acquire culinary cultural capital. The promotion of material consumption to 
improve the self is particularly strong in makeover television, in which one’s body, clothes, 
home, or garden is improved through the acquisition of commodities. As a result, through 
the convergence of these various media channels, civic training and well-being are not only 
mediatized, but also commodified. Given the interconnected nature of contemporary 
media, I suggest that diverse media forms and their convergence are central to food 
education and self-formation; however more research is needed to examine the interaction 
between new media technologies, food education, expertise, and commodification. 

This chapter has introduced the theoretical framework and concepts for the analysis 
of the three case studies: Slow Food (Chapter 3), Michael Pollan (Chapter 4), and Jamie 
Oliver (Chapter 5). The analysis aims to demonstrate how these experts and representatives 
of the movement have politicized food; what kinds of knowledge and practices (discourses) 
about food they have produced for the education and transformation of citizens; and how 
this knowledge and these practices (discourses) are mediatized through diverse media 
forms. 
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3. 

The Cultural Politics of Slow Food 
Slow Food does not defend any single food model, but promotes an attitude: the quest, 
through food, for awareness of pleasure. We believe that feeding ourselves is not the 
same as filling up our car with fuel. We know that our body is made up from the food we 
eat: we become what we eat. We know that eating is not just a physiological need: it is a 
cultural, social and political act, a way of relating to the world, becoming part of the 
environment and society (Chabrol 2004). 

This quote, from a speech by Didier Chabrol, Vice-President of Slow Food France, in my view 
captures the essence of Slow Food’s philosophy: the understanding of food as an 
inseparable part of culture, society, and the natural environment. Food is not just a 
physiological, material product, but above all a cultural object that reflects the values of a 
society as a whole. The central focus of this chapter, therefore, is the cultural politics of Slow 
Food: the way in which Slow Food uses food culture for political activism, as a guide to 
morality, and for education. Slow Food is a complex movement in terms of its organization, 
policy, and discourse, which combines politics, pleasure, economy, and morality in often 
ambiguous ways. In this chapter I will explore the cultural politics, complexities, and 
ambiguities of Slow Food through a discourse analysis of the following primary sources 
(Slow Food publications): 

• Slow Food. The Case for Taste (Petrini 2001) 

• Slow Food Revolution. A New Culture for Eating and Living (Petrini and Padovani 2006) 

• Slow Food Nation. Why our Food Should be Good, Clean, and Fair (Petrini 2007) 

• The Slow Food Education website and manual 

• The Slow Food website and media platforms 

My analysis, from the perspective of cultural politics, political consumerism, and 
governmentality theory, is embedded in the secondary literature on Slow Food. Other 
relevant studies on Slow Food focus on history (Andrews 2008), economy (Siniscalchi 2014), 
sociology (Donati 2005), and anthropology (Leitch 2003). My analysis is primarily informed 
by the articles of Sassatelli and Davolio (2010), Parasecoli (2003), and Parkins and Craig 
(2006), and takes a cultural theory approach. This chapter aims to place the cultural analysis 
of Slow Food within a wider framework of political consumerism, and governmentality and 
media studies. 
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The first section focuses on Slow Food as a movement, explaining its origins, 
complex organization, policy, and objectives. In addition, I will place Slow Food in the 
context of the Italian political landscape, addressing its political alliances, perceptions, and 
public image. 

Section 3.2 discusses how Slow Food uses food culture, and consumption in 
particular, as a medium for resistance and change, as well as as an entry point into political 
issues. Through the concept of political hedonism, I reflect on the question of why Slow 
Food is often not perceived as a political movement, but rather as a hedonistic gourmet 
club. The politicization of food and pleasure consequently creates new roles and practices 
for citizens and consumers. I will discuss these roles, and the particular notion of 
consumption that Slow Food conveys, within a wider discourse on political consumerism. 

Section 3.3 focuses on Slow Food’s redefinition of gastronomy. Through the 
concepts of governmentality and neoliberalism, I will interpret Slow Food’s view of 
gastronomy as a cultural technology, which aims to educate and transform citizens. 
Through a textual analysis I will demonstrate how Slow Food’s discourses on choice, 
responsibility, and discipline are tied to neoliberal notions of governance and welfare. In 
addition, I will discuss Slow Food’s ambivalent position towards neoliberalism. 

Section 3.4 explores the concrete practices, techniques, and activities that Slow 
Food provides for gastronomic education. Through a textual analysis of Slow Food’s 
education manifesto and manual, I will point out how the principles expressed in the 
manifestos and policy are applied and translated into practice. 

Finally, section 3.5 discusses Slow Food’s ambiguous position in today’s media and 
consumer culture. I will explore how the conjunctions of politics/morality and 
economy/business create tensions and contradictions in Slow Food’s image and activities. I 
will connect these ambiguities to broader observations about the mainstreaming and 
mediatization of food politics. 

	

3.1 The movement: revolution of the snail 

Origins, organization, and objectives 

Slow Food (hereafter SF) is a global grass-roots organization founded in 1989 to prevent the 
disappearance of local food cultures and traditions. SF was started in Italy in the 1980s by a 
group of Italian intellectuals, who at that time were members of Arcigola, a cultural 
federation of the Italian Left. The group was founded by Carlo Petrini, who would later 
become president of the SF movement. In 1986 Arcigola changed its name to ‘Slow Food’, 
after a demonstration on the intended site of a McDonald’s at the Spanish Steps in Rome. In 
1989 the international Slow Food movement was officially founded in Paris, where its 
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manifesto was signed by representatives from fifteen countries. The term ‘Slow Food’ thus 
originated in opposition to ‘fast food’ and the idea of a ‘fast life’, with McDonald’s as its main 
adversary. The SF manifesto promotes slowness and paying attention as the antidotes to a 
fast life, symbolized by the icon of the snail. SF's philosophy, which is essentially based on 
the concept of food quality, is defined by the three interconnected principles of Buono, 
Pulito e Giusto – Good, Clean and Fair:36 

• Good – flavoursome and healthy food that satisfies the senses and is part of local 
culture. Good means ‘good for the palate and good for the mind’ and has the function of 
improving the quality of life (Petrini 2007, 109). 

• Clean – food production and consumption that does not harm the environment, animal 
welfare, or health. 

• Fair – accessible prices for consumers, and fair conditions and pay for small-scale 
producers. 

SF adherents argue that food is tied to many other aspects of life, including culture, politics, 
agriculture, and the environment. They believe that through our food choices we can 
collectively influence how food is cultivated, produced, and distributed, and can change the 
world as a result. For SF members, producing and eating food is a cultural, social, and 
political act, a way of relating to the world and becoming part of the environment and 
society. Above all, SF promotes the idea that everyone has a fundamental right to the 
pleasure of good food and therefore also has a responsibility to protect the heritage of 
food, tradition, and culture that make this pleasure possible.37 In short, SF’s mission is to 
combine ecology and gastronomy, ethics and pleasure; and to demonstrate the connection 
between ‘good’ food and sustainable agricultural practices. 

The SF organization is structured in a decentralized way on international, national, 
and local levels. Its global headquarters are located in Bra, Italy (the town in Piedmont 
where the movement was born), from where the association plans and promotes the 
development of the network and projects worldwide. The association is coordinated by an 
international council and governed by an executive committee. Carlo Petrini is the founder 
and president of SF. In many countries SF is organized at the national level, which has 
decisional autonomy but follows the political guidelines of SF International. At the local level 
autonomous SF communities, so-called convivia, organize events and activities, such as 

																																																								
36 Slow Food “Our Philosophy”, accessed 18 November, 2018, 
http://www.slowfood.com/international/2/our-philosophy. 
37 Slow Food “Our Philosophy”, accessed 18 November, 2018, 
http://www.slowfood.com/international/2/our-philosophy 
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shared meals, tastings, and visits to local producers, farmers markets, and conferences. 
Today, there are about 1,500 convivia and 100,000 members worldwide. 38 

Over the last fourteen years local SF communities have developed from regional to 
national and international networks. The concept of a worldwide SF network was launched 
at the first Terra Madre (Mother Earth) event in 2004, a meeting of local food communities 
from all over the world. Terra Madre evolved into a network and holds a biennial meeting in 
Turin alongside the Salone del Gusto, SF’s gastronomic fair. The purpose of Terra Madre is 
to give a voice and visibility to small-scale farmers and food producers around the world 
whose approach to food production protects the environment and communities. The 
network brings them together with academics, cooks, consumers, and youth groups, 
enabling them to join forces to improve the food system.39 The creation of Terra Madre 
indicated a new dimension in SF’s approach, shifting the emphasis from a local association 
in Italy to an international movement and network. With this new focus on the Global South 
and poor farmers, SF presents itself as a non-governmental organization (NGO) and a 
political movement, similar, for instance, to Via Campesina, the international peasant’s 
movement. Another aspect of the SF organization is the University of Gastronomic Sciences, 
opened in 2004 to educate future food professionals, which is a ministerially recognized, 
private, non-profit institution. 40 

Although SF is a non-profit organization, it can also be defined as an enterprise. SF 
partly covers its operating costs through members’ subscription fees, but also benefits from 
income generated by the commercial food and wine fairs it holds (Siniscalchi 2014, 208-
209). The well-established Salone del Gusto food fair takes place every two years in Turin 
and attracts around 200,000 visitors. During the five-day exhibition visitors can buy and 
taste many SF products from small-scale producers. However, above all, the Salone del 
Gusto has become the media platform for SF, at which its political messages can be 
communicated to a larger public than just SF members. Besides food fairs, SF also 
generates income though its commercial publishing house, Slow Food Editore, which 
publishes successful gastronomic guides, such as Osterie d’Italia, as well as a range of books 
on wine, recipes, and food history, and the quarterly Slow Food Magazine (see section 3.5 for 
more on mediatization). 

 

																																																								
38 Slow Food “Our Structure”, accessed 18 November, 2018 https://www.slowfood.com/about-us/our-
structure/ 
39 Slow Food “Terra Madre Network”, accessed 18 November, 2018, https://www.slowfood.com/our-
network/terra-madre-network/ 
40 University of Gastronomic Sciences, accessed 18 November, 2018, https://www.unisg.it/en/ 
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Shifting alliances 

In order to understand the shifts in SF’s politics, it is necessary to look at the evolution of 
the ideology of the Italian Left, since this has affected how food is conceptualized as a social 
and political practice. Parasecoli (2003, 30-33) explains how the influence of the hippie 
movement in the US generated uncontrollable conflicts within the traditional left-wing 
parties in Italy. This resulted in a radical left culture that took up the issues promoted by the 
‘new social movements’, which included feminism, environmentalism, and anarchy, thus 
transforming what had once been considered private matters (e.g. gender, race, ecology, 
and food) into political issues. When looking at food in particular, the US countercuisine of 
the early 1970s expressed a strong sense of responsibility towards the planet and the 
environment, and this influenced Western European counterculture too (as discussed in 
Chapter 1.2). Food became the perfect vehicle for change, linking the personal to the 
political and the plate to the planet. Quality of life, including the appreciation of food and 
wine, was regarded as a democratic issue, whereby the pursuit of pleasure was everybody’s 
concern, and was not to be left to hedonists and elitists (Andrews 2008, 9). That is why 
pleasure and hedonism played an important role in the opposition movements of the 
1960s and 1970s, and led to many leftist intellectuals starting to reconceptualize food in 
terms of collective enjoyment, sharing, and community (Belasco 2007, 43; Lemke 2012, 238; 
Parasecoli 2003, 34). Food had become a social and cultural practice, and a focal point 
connecting various heterogeneous discourses. 

The SF group itself – at that time members of Arcigola – was also thoroughly 
immersed in the Marxist Italian counterculture of 1968 through its independent magazines 
and radio stations (Andrews 2008; Parasecoli 2003; Petrini and Padovani 2006; Sassatelli 
and Davolio 2010). Accordingly, the group called themselves ‘the new epicures; democratic 
and antifascist gluttons; new hedonists’ (Petrini 2001, 11). On the one hand their mission 
was to combine the protection of the environment and the defence of consumers with 
conviviality, good living, and pleasure; on the other hand, they aimed to convert the entire 
Left to the pleasure of good food and wine, which was a taboo in this camp. Parasecoli 
(2003, 29) characterizes the attitude of the Italian Left at that time as ‘Catho-communist’, 
uniting Catholic morality with Communist ideology. Its members were suspicious of 
gastronomy and perceived it as a bourgeois luxury. Thus, Arcigola not only made enemies 
of the Communist Party but also of the Catholic Church, which had always associated 
pleasure with excess, as gluttony was considered to be one of the seven deadly sins. 

After some struggles and debates, however, Arcigola finally managed to convert the 
Left to the culture of good living (Andrews 2008, 8-9; Petrini and Padovani 2006, 4-9). They 
referred to this conversion as a ‘Copernican revolution’ and the beginning of the ‘revolution 
of the snail’ (Petrini and Padovani 2006, 58-59). For the first time the Left and its allies fully 
adopted the pleasures of wine and conviviality, as Petrini and Padovani explain: ‘until then 
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these pleasures had seemed suitable only for the snobbish haute-bourgeoisie – for doctors, 
lawyers, and journalists – and to us, they were not connoisseurs, they were gluttons’ (Petrini 
and Padovani 2006, 9). 

This inclination of the Left towards hedonism signified a shift in the Italian political 
landscape, since many of the progressive issues raised by SF had previously been used in 
conservative contexts (Andrews 2008, 23; Leitch 2003; Parasecoli 2003, 35). The focus on 
traditional culture had drawn SF particularly close to regionalist political parties, such as the 
Alleanza Nazionale in Italy and the Green Party in Germany (Petrini and Padovani 2006: 99, 
106). Apparently anti-corporate rhetoric was combined with narratives of cultural loss to 
fuel a sense of nationalistic nostalgia. The emergence of the Slow Cities movement in Italy 
(Città Slow) is a striking example of this shift. In 1999 a group of Italian mayors founded an 
association for small cities that were centres of artisanal food production and shared a 
special quality of life (Petrini and Padovani 2006, 102). The movement became more 
conservative and nationalist when, in 2009, some of these cities, including Lucca, Siena and 
Genoa, banned foreign food (e.g. kebabs, sushi, and couscous) and fast food outlets from 
their city centres in order to preserve the culinary identity and heritage of Italian cuisine 
(Donadio 2009). Due to this policy these city councils have been accused of ‘gastro-racism’ 
and xenophobia (Ulrich 2010). In reaction to these bans, the president of SF Italy, Roberto 
Burdese, observed that the greatest enemy is not foreign food, but bad-quality food; and 
that exchange is fundamental to food culture.41 His statement confirms that for SF the 
priority is food quality; SF did not explicitly defend and support the kebab vendors on 
humanitarian grounds. 

In the early 1990s several economic and political transformations occurred in Italy as 
a result of the economic recession and the end of the Cold War: the Italian state, as the 
dominant framework controlling the national economy, was in decline; the governing 
Christian Democratic Party was dissolved; and there were several privatization initiatives 
(Stacul 2007, 450). New political forces emerged and quickly adjusted to the demands of a 
society disillusioned with the old political order: Umberto Bossi’s Lega Nord (Northern 
League) and Forza Italia (Forward Italy), a new party led by media tycoon Silvio Berlusconi, 
won the 1994 national elections. In Berlusconi’s vision for the Italian state – which was 
equivalent to Thatcherism or Reagonomics – Italy was to be transformed according to the 
enterprise model. His discourse was full of neoliberal overtones, with a strong emphasis on 
individual liberty and the need to limit the power of the oppressive and inefficient state 
(Stacul 2007, 452). 
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Shifting alliances 
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Berlusconi’s advocacy of privatization initiatives and the spread of the free market 
was appealing, not only to citizens in the industrial districts, but also to those in rural areas 
with a small-town or village culture. Here the Lega Nord presented itself as the party that 
would protect the interests of small family enterprises on the periphery against the putative 
corrupt centre of political power (Stacul 2007, 452). Localism and tradition became the 
trademarks of the federalist demands formulated by the Lega Nord (Parasecoli 2003, 37; 
Stacul 2007, 451). Localism has always been present in Italian culture as a reaction against 
the imposed unification of 1870, which tried to create a homogenized nation out of diverse 
local communities. Both Fascism and industrialization had also tried to unify and 
homogenize the country, a process which had led to the risk of regional food traditions 
disappearing. Localism is also known as campanilismo in Italy, meaning the pride of 
belonging to a community that defines its territory by ‘the space within which the ringing of 
the town bell-tower (campanile) can be heard’ (Parasecoli 2003, 36). The historical context of 
Italian localism thus explains why SF conceives local culinary tradition as a means of 
resistance. 

All in all, SF holds an ambivalent position regarding this trend towards neoliberalism. 
On the one hand, its members associate neoliberalism with fast-food outlets arriving in Italy 
in the 1990s, and it has been criticized by the movement as a ‘new individualism that 
opened many dangerous doors’ (Andrews 2008, 11). On the other hand, many of the 
progressive issues raised by SF have been adopted in neoconservative contexts. In this 
neoliberal climate, both progressive and conservative movements seem to share the same 
values of community, local culture, and tradition. Parasecoli notes that SF’s discourse has 
become mainstream, losing its original leftist connotations, and is now recognized as having 
value by most segments of society. For instance, the appeal of tradition has been 
extensively exploited by the advertising industry, whereby many products are marketed 
with images of the ‘good old days’ (Parasecoli 2003, 35-38). Section 3.5 will further elaborate 
on the mainstreaming and commodification of SF’s values. 

 

Perceptions and misunderstandings 

Generally speaking, SF has not always been recognized as a political movement, but rather 
as a hedonistic elitist gourmet club (Andrews 2008, 172; Lemke 2012, 244; Sassatelli and 
Davolio 2010, 221-222). Critics point to the elite nature of SF, its nostalgic view of the past, 
its fetishized view of pleasure, and its culinary Luddism (e.g. Donati 2005; Fresco 2006/2012; 
Laudan 2004). They see SF members as an ‘upper-middle-class’ elite, able to participate in 
events that are out of the reach of ordinary people. These critiques certainly show that 
discourse about food is inevitably framed by elitist assumptions because of its emphasis on 
aesthetic pleasure. It is indeed the element of pleasure that has created the most confusion 
in SF’s cultural politics. A few years ago, food journalist Mark Bittman interviewed Petrini 
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about the ‘misinterpretation’ of SF as an organization of gourmets (Bittman 2013a). 
According to Petrini, the problem is that gastronomy has become equated with the 
‘gourmet-ism’ that is only of concern to bon vivants (or, as we might say, ‘foodies’). In 
contrast, SF seeks to redefine gastronomy as ‘holistic’, connecting ethics and pleasure. 
Furthermore, he admits that the nature of SF has changed in recent years (since the 
founding of Terra Madre in 2004), and has started to move in a more political and ecological 
direction. 

Several scholars acknowledge that the common critique misses or underestimates 
the politics of the current SF movement (Andrews 2008; Berghuis and Wachelder 2009; 
Parasecoli 2003). Increasingly, SF is becoming a political movement and has broadened its 
mission from developed to developing countries, from consumption to production, and 
from dish to environment. Since this shift has occured, SF’s agenda has been dominated by 
campaigns on biodiversity, land grabbing, food sovereignty, climate change, and the use of 
genetically modified organisms. In particular, the inception of Terra Madre marked a new 
dimension in SF’s approach, shifting the emphasis from the local association in Italy to the 
international movement and network. It is regarded as a turning point in SF’s politics and 
public image (Andrews 2008, 48; Sassatelli and Davolio 2010, 211; Siniscalchi 2013, 295). 

Since the founding of Terra Madre, SF has become an aspiring global political 
movement involving producers and consumers, and developing a distinctive position on 
globalization. It has shifted its politics towards biodiversity, sustainable agriculture, and 
responsible consumption, summarized in the concept of ‘eco-gastronomy’. Furthermore, 
the involvement of producers, notably from developing countries, has been crucial in 
shifting the focus of SF from an association of gourmets to a political movement. SF is now 
increasingly perceived as a political movement and an NGO due to its commitment to 
‘virtuous globalization’ and eco-gastronomy (e.g. Pollan 2003; Bittman 2013a). 

The question remains as to why SF is often recognized as a hedonistic elitist 
gourmet club rather than as a political movement. Apart from the historical, institutional, 
and sociological explanations mentioned above, there may be other reasons for the 
apparently apolitical image of SF. These include Petrini’s discourse, which is typically 
perceived as intellectual, distinctive, and apolitical (Lemke 2012, 259; Sassatelli and Davolio 
2010, 221), and SF practices, such as school gardens, that do not fit into the traditional 
image of political action, which it is expected should include protests and boycotts (Lemke 
2012, 254). In the next section I will approach this question from another perspective, 
namely through the lens of political hedonism. This concept might help us to understand 
why the connection of politics and pleasure is problematic due to the legacy of Christian 
ethics that is still present and dominant in contemporary food discourse and practices. 
However, first I will discuss why and how SF started to politicize food and consumption 
itself. 
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3.2 Politicizing food and consumption 

Criticizing standardization and globalization 

SF’s founding manifesto from 1989 compares fast food and the ‘fast life’ to a virus and an 
invasion that threaten Italian culture: 

• ‘We are enslaved by speed and have all succumbed to the same insidious virus: Fast Life, 
which disrupts our habits, pervades the privacy of our homes and forces us to eat Fast 
Foods’ (Petrini 2001, xxiii). 

• ‘The SF project was born in Italy in opposition to the fast food that landed on our shores 
and tried to take over’ (Petrini 2001, 17). 

• ‘[…] threatened by the invasion of fast-food chains and stores selling jeans’ (Petrini 2001, 
13). 

SF is not only critical of fast food, but of the larger trend towards standardization and 
globalization,42 placing the slow versus fast opposition under the header of wider 
dichotomies, such as carefulness versus carelessness, and attention versus distraction 
(Petrini 2001, 33). The critique is thus more directed towards a certain lifestyle and 
mentality than towards actual food itself. Consequently, it is not only a matter of banning 
McDonald’s, but of bringing about a more radical change in mentality (Petrini 2007, 27). SF’s 
main concern is the industrial food system and its implications for health, ecology, and 
social relations. It considers standardization to be a result of industrial capitalism and its 
technocratic ideology, in which nature has become an object for domination and agriculture 
is carried out according to the principles of industry (Petrini 2007, 19). In the view of SF 
members, the industrial and technocratic model has become dominant and has imposed a 
‘fast’ lifestyle on society. 

Although Petrini (as the author of SF publications) uses the term ‘McDonaldization’ 
(2001, 69) to characterize standardization, he does not refer to either Ritzer’s book, The 
McDonaldization of Society (1993), or to Paul Ariès’ Les Fils de McDo: La McDonaldisation du 
Monde (1997). Similar to how SF conceives standardization, Ritzer defines McDonaldization 
as a rationalization process which causes the principles of the fast-food restaurant to 
dominate society: ‘the model’s principles are efficiency, calculability, predictability, and 
control’ (Ritzer and Ryan 2004, 50). For Ritzer and Ryan (2004, 45) the term McDonaldization 
does not offer any judgement about the desirability or undesirability of such social forms. In 

																																																								
42 The term ‘globalization’ had not yet become common in 1989, but Petrini (2001, 8) uses it later in 
The Case for Taste: ‘But what it really conveys is our critical reaction to the symptoms of incipient 
globalization (the term did not exist at the time, but “fast food” did).’ 
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contrast, SF’s discourse on McDonaldization is very normative and judgemental, exemplified 
by quotes such as: ‘Fast Food places are actually immoral […] Fast Food, with its planet wide 
standardization, has swept away all these traditions, these mores, when it comes to food’ 
(Petrini 2001, 33). In addition to criticizing standardization, SF’s discourse expresses the fear 
that the industrial food culture damages the social fabric and induces alienation. It 
resembles the Marxist and Frankfurt School critiques of commodification and 
standardization, which emphasize the construction and manipulation of ‘false’ consumer 
needs and wants (Lemke 2012, 70). For this reason, SF wants to prevent the vanishing of 
traditional foodways that are no longer compatible with the rhythm of industrialized 
economic globalization (Petrini 2007, 181). 

In particular, SF uses food as a vehicle for change, because, for SF members, eating 
is not just a physiological need, but ‘a cultural, social and political act; a way of relating to the 
world, becoming part of the environment and society’ (Chabrol 2004). As part of the 
broader food movement (as described in Chapter 1.3), SF adherents express an awareness 
of the fact that seemingly unrelated issues such as food, health, the environment, hunger, 
and migration are all interconnected. For this reason, Andrews (2008, 40) and Bittman 
(2013) describe SF’s vision of gastronomy as ‘holistic’. Consequently, SF uses food as an 
entry point for addressing issues of equality, sustainability, and resistance to global 
corporate culture. In the broader food movement, too, the return to artisanal food is often 
framed as resistance to industrial mass production, with tradition being incorporated into a 
leftist discourse and connected to biodiversity and anti-globalization (Bentley 2012, 21; 
Lemke 2012; Sassatelli 2007, 183). 

According to SF, industrialization and the evolution of social customs have distanced 
everyone in Western countries from their kitchens, whatever their background. Petrini 
argues that consumers no longer fit neatly into categories determined by social class, as 
food is no longer a matter of class, but of quality and taste: ‘the true dividing line is flavour 
and the importance one gives it’ (Petrini 2001, 50). Since its beginning, gastronomy has had 
elitist connotations, as the food one eats has conventionally been indicative of social status 
and power (Bourdieu 1984; Elias 1978; Mennell 1985). Since 1950, elitist gastronomy has 
been in crisis, as Petrini explains that ‘it is no longer necessarily the well-to-do citizen who 
has the best diet, since he, too, buys poor-quality industrial products in soul-destroying 
supermarkets’ (2007, 41). 

For SF, upmarket patterns of consumption no longer offer protection against 
degradation of quality, and paying top prices no longer guarantees quality of life. Therefore, 
the movement’s mission is to narrow the gap between upper and lower class, and to 
democratize gastronomy by teaching people how to distinguish between different levels of 
quality (Petrini 2001, 25). Nevertheless, research confirms that food lifestyle is still a matter 
of economic, social, and cultural capital, especially in the United States (Miller 2010). As 
Corby Kummer, one of the board directors of Slow Food USA, acknowledges, ‘the upper 
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democratize gastronomy by teaching people how to distinguish between different levels of 
quality (Petrini 2001, 25). Nevertheless, research confirms that food lifestyle is still a matter 
of economic, social, and cultural capital, especially in the United States (Miller 2010). As 
Corby Kummer, one of the board directors of Slow Food USA, acknowledges, ‘the upper 
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class is happy to pay a lot of money just to eat like the poor people of long ago. The latter, 
by contrast, can only afford junk food at the supermarket’ (in Petrini and Padovani 2006, 
138). Petrini (2007, 79), on the other hand, argues that if you want to have a better diet 
nowadays, however rich or poor you are, you are ‘forced to seek out local food and 
immerse yourself in nonglobal traditions’. 

 

Resistance through pleasure, tradition, and local cultures 

The SF manifesto promotes slowness and paying attention as the antidotes to the fast life, 
as symbolized by the icon of the snail. The resistance should begin at the table with ‘slow 
food’: ‘a firm defence of quiet material pleasure is the only way to oppose the universal folly 
of Fast Life. Let us rediscover the flavours and savours of regional cooking and banish the 
degrading effects of Fast Food’ (Petrini 2001, xxiii). The quest for slowness begins as a 
rebellion against the impoverishment of the sense of taste through fast food and makes it 
possible to rediscover flavour. For this reason, SF promotes tasting, eating, and cooking as 
the media of resistance against the lifestyles imposed by the dominant social models 
(Petrini 2007, 79). In addition to slowness, for SF the defence of local cultures and 
differences is the best way to resist McDonaldization. The variety and diversity of local 
cultures provide a response to the drive to standardize that is inherent in the fast-food 
model (Petrini 2001, 37). Slowness in this sense becomes another word for politics of place, 
concerned with the defence of local cultural heritage and material cultures of production, as 
well as biodiversity. 

As early as the late 1980s, SF began to intervene in the vigorous debate about the 
uniform new European Union food and safety legislation. Designed as a measure of 
standardization for the EU food industry, this legislation threatened the production of 
artisanal foods linked to particular local traditions (Leitch 2003, 440). In order to protect 
local food cultures and biodiversity, in 1996 SF founded the Ark of Taste, a catalogue of 
artisan gastronomic products that are ‘at risk of extinction’.43 The objective is ‘to protect the 
small purveyors of fine food from the deluge of industrial standardization; to ensure the 
survival of endangered animal breeds, cheeses’ (Petrini 2001, 91). The Ark of Taste 
manifesto (1997)44 draws heavily on the metaphor of Noah’s Ark and the flood: ‘we went to 
places where McDonalds couldn’t get a foothold, awarding the osterie that served traditional 
dishes with our snail symbol […] to rescue eating establishments, dishes, and products from 

																																																								
43 Today the Ark lists 4,757 unique foods worldwide. Slow Food “The Ark of Taste”, accessed 18 
November, 2018, https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/what-we-do/the-ark-of-taste/ 
44 Slow Food “The Ark of Taste Manifesto”, accessed 18 November, 2018, 
https://www.fondazioneslowfood.com/en/what-we-do/the-ark-of-taste/about-the-project/history/ 
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the flood of standardization’ (Petrini 2001, 28). This rhetoric carries with it the risk of 
misunderstanding and the accusation that SF is just a new incarnation of the conservative 
spirit. Not surprisingly, SF has been accused of traditionalism (Fresco 2006) and ‘culinary 
Luddism’ for opposing modernity and technology (Laudan 2004). Nevertheless, in a 
contradictory way, Petrini (2001, 86) defends the concept of the Ark as an ‘avant-garde’ 
answer to modernization: ‘the Noah principle is not a rear-guard action but an avant-garde 
response to the minefield of modernity that we have to traverse. Faced with the excesses of 
modernization, we are not trying to change the world anymore, just to save it’. With this 
formulation Petrini seems to apply a reversed logic: the conventional identification of avant-
garde with modernity is disrupted and replaced by an ‘avant-garde’ conservatism. 

So far, this section has demonstrated that SF’s publications produce an oppositional 
discourse, defining SF as a counter-trend to standardization and globalization. SF reacts in 
an apparently conservative way, by defending tradition, quality, and local cultures. 
Remarkably, this defence is presented as an avant-garde response to modernization, 
incorporating tradition in a progressive discourse. The next section examines how pleasure, 
too, came to be included in the political discourse of the left. 

 

Politicizing taste and pleasure: the right to pleasure 

In contrast to other alternative consumption movements, SF’s politics prioritize aesthetic 
pleasure, and can therefore be characterized as a form of ‘political hedonism’. As discussed 
in Chapter 1.3, this concept entails the idea that protest through food does not have to 
imply boycotts, asceticism, and renunciation; it can also be expressed through the pursuit 
of alternative visions of pleasure, satisfaction, and the ‘good life’ (Lemke 2012, 238; Soper et 
al. 2009, 3-5). Specifically, political hedonism focuses on the ‘politics and pleasures of 
consuming differently’,45 promoting ‘less alienated, more engaged’ modes of living and 
consuming. In this view, politics and pleasure are not oppositional; it is even considered 
apolitical to deny the political element in the pleasure and enjoyment of good food (Lemke 
2012, 257). As an example of political hedonism, SF reclaims pleasure from its hedonist, 
bourgeois context and redefines it as an entry point into issues of equality, sustainability, 
and resistance to corporate ‘encroachment’ in the world (Petrini 2001, 28). SF goes even 
further, as pleasure is defined as a human right, and as an ethical and humanistic principle, 
as is expressed in the subtitle of the founding manifesto of SF (1989): The International 
Movement in Defence of the Right to Pleasure. This makes SF’s mission to democratize 
gastronomy very explicit: 

	

																																																								
45 Title of Soper et al. 2009. 
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The pleasure principle is fundamental. […It is] in the first place an act of civility. Since 
pleasure is a human right, it must be guaranteed for everyone, so we must teach people 
to recognize it, to create the conditions whereby naturally good products are producible 
everywhere. (Petrini 2007, 105) 

The manifesto goes on to state that pleasure and the senses serve as instruments of 
resistance against the standardization of food and culture: ‘the training of the senses 
becomes an act of resistance against the destruction of flavours and against the 
annihilation of knowledge. It becomes a political act’ (Petrini 2007, 82). SF claims that all of 
its projects link pleasure with responsibility and food with awareness (Petrini 2001, 71). 
Parasecoli, furthermore, highlights that pleasure in the SF discourse also plays a ‘liberating 
and disruptive’ role, as it seeks to undermine the corporate vision of food as pure 
commodity (2003, 35). In an apparently contradictory way, pleasure and sensoriality have 
thus become the main tools for orienting political action against the industrialized food 
system. From a broader historical perspective, hedonism can be associated with civil 
disobedience and can catalyse social change, as can be seen through pleasure-seeking 
practices and communities, such as the carnival tradition, the youth of the Roaring 
Twenties, the counterculture of the 1960s, and the carnivalesque protests in eastern and 
central Europe in 1989 (Krznaric 2017). 

The problem with political hedonism, and in particular with SF, is that it does not fit 
with the stereotypical image of the political left as being ascetic, sober, and rational. 
Conventionally, pleasure is associated with aesthetics and hedonism, and does not have 
political or ethical connotations. The perceived contradiction of politics and pleasure, 
however, is related to a more profound problematization of pleasure in Western culture. As 
Coveney, in his book Food, Morals and Meaning: The Pleasure and Anxiety of Eating (2000), 
demonstrates convincingly, the consumption of food has been problematic in Western 
culture since antiquity, because eating cannot be justified by pleasure alone, since Christian 
belief provides a morality wherein natural appetites (for food and sex) are associated with 
greed, lust, and gluttony. Pleasure related to food is thus to be mastered and moderated – 
as it was for the ancient Greeks; effaced – as it was for the early Christians; or rationalized in 
relation to scientific reason – as it is for modern subjects of nutrition (Coveney 2000, 89). 
This suggests that the legacy of Christian ethics persists in contemporary food discourse 
and practices – and also among the followers of SF. On the one hand, SF opposes the 
stereotypical image of the ‘Catho-communist’ Left; on the other, it rationalizes pleasure as 
an ethical principle, promoting a hedonism based on ‘reasoned knowledge’ and defining 
gastronomy as a ‘science that analyses happiness’ (Petrini 2007, 56). Pleasure and 
happiness are not limited to pure enjoyment and lust, but also include ‘conscious pleasure, 
which is fortified by knowledge and is ready to be communicated, described and shared at 
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the table’ (Petrini 2007, 149). In this sense, SF has inherited – perhaps unintentionally – the 
legacy of Christian ethics. 

In a way, political hedonism seeks to revive and reconceptualize notions of the ‘good 
life’ from antiquity, similar to what Foucault (1988, 22) called the ‘care of the self’. Concern 
for the self in antiquity was expressed through moderation and self-mastery over one’s daily 
practices. Balancing need and desire through moderation and self-mastery was believed to 
enhance rather than limit one’s pleasure and formed part of the art of living (Foucault 
1985/1986). In their pursuit of the good life, the original SF group called themselves ‘new 
Epicureans’, drawing on sources from Epicureanism and Renaissance humanism, for 
instance, the famous treatise of Platina (Bartolomeo Sacchi) On Right Pleasure and Good 
Health (1474). Sacchi’s work revived the medical concept of a personal regime based on 
profound knowledge of the body, and aimed to achieve a balance between instinct and self-
control, desire and wisdom, and pleasure and health. Petrini quotes food historian 
Montanari to support his concept of pleasure: ‘the ideal of balance was the foundation of 
the philosophical, medical, and dietetic treatises of Greek and Roman antiquity, so it made 
perfect sense that this value system was revived by the culture of Renaissance humanism’ 
(Petrini 2001, 21-22). In the Middle Ages this classical idea of regime and balance was 
undercut by ideologies grounded in the notion of ‘excess’ – extremes of both abundance 
and deprivation – which are still to be found in current discourses on health and nutrition. 

In this section I have reflected on the problematic notion of pleasure in political 
hedonism and in the SF discourse in particular. I have demonstrated how pleasure came to 
be included in a progressive political discourse, describing how SF reclaimed pleasure from 
its hedonist, bourgeois context and redefined it as a political and ethical principle. I have 
also explained why balancing politics and pleasure is essentially problematic due to the 
legacy of Christian ethics; and how approaches of political hedonism have tried to revive 
and reconceptualize alternative notions of pleasure and the good life. 

 

Politicizing consumption: co-producer and citizen-consumer 

Like other proponents of ethical consumption, such as Fair Trade and organic food, SF 
urges consumers to reflect on their shopping habits. As discussed in Chapter 2.1, followers 
of political consumerism believe that consumers can take political action through their 
shopping decisions, and that everyday shopping choices have economic, social, and political 
impacts. From this perspective, personal consumption is used as an entry point into larger 
political projects, such as sustainability, animal welfare, and Fair Trade (Lemke 2012; 
Micheletti 2003; Sassatelli 2006, 2007; Soper and Trentmann 2007). As with most critical 
consumerist initiatives, SF believes that consumers are major agents for change and that 
they have agency and influence. They can use their power of choice to modify market 
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relations in order to make them fairer and more conducive to a good life for all, as Petrini 
argues: 

[…] our choice of food, from another point of view, is the most powerful communicative 
tool that we possess. Our decision about what to buy and consume, in a world where 
everything is geared to profit, is the first significant political act we are able to make in 
our lives. (Petrini 2007, 87) 

As a result, SF encourages everybody to take their share of responsibility and change their 
lifestyle: ‘we cannot ask everything of politics, we must begin to behave differently, starting 
with our own little everyday acts’ (Petrini 2007, 245). This call to take responsibility can be 
understood as a form of individualized collective action, whereby citizens take responsibility 
for their common well-being through micro-practices, such as shopping and cooking. As 
discussed in Chapter 2.1, these new forms of citizen engagement connect to the broader 
shift towards micro-politics that is characteristic of advanced liberal societies. As a result, 
the politicization of food and consumption has generated new definitions for the consumer, 
the producer, and the citizen, such as the concept of the citizen-consumer. As with other 
types of political consumption, SF redefines consumers as concerned citizens who share a 
broader set of public values, such as concern for the environment, human rights, justice, 
and health. SF aims to reconsider and redefine the role of the consumer, rejecting the very 
term ‘consumer’, as it implies consumption of the land and of the environment (Petrini 
2007, 150). Instead, the final consumer must feel responsible for the production process, 
which SF denotes with the term ‘co-producer’: 

Consuming is the final act of the production process: it should be seen as such, and not 
as extraneous to the process. The old consumer must therefore begin to feel in some 
way part of the production process – getting to know it, influencing it with his 
preferences, supporting it, rejecting it if it is wrong or unsustainable. The old consumer, 
now the new gastronome, must begin to feel like a co-producer. (Petrini 2007, 165) 

The role of the gastronome has changed too: he should become an ‘eco-gastronome’, who 
takes pleasure and responsibility into account. SF introduces the term eco-gastronomy to 
emphasize the integration of gastronomy and ecology. To SF members, agriculture and 
ecology are also part of gastronomy, as they help us to understand where our food comes 
from, and how to produce it in the best possible way, respecting the principles of taste, 
environment, and biodiversity (Petrini in Sassatelli and Davolio 2010, 210). The new 
gastronome should thus know more about agriculture and the production process: 

Those who produce know nothing of gastronomy; those who consume know nothing of 
agriculture. […] This system must change, and there is only one figure who can unite and 
concern everyone: the new gastronome. The term is as applicable to farmers who have a 
gastronomic sensibility as it is to the co-producers (consumers who are aware that 
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‘eating is an agricultural act’) (Petrini 2007, 171).

In other words, considerable effort, knowledge, and investment are required from the new
gastronome. He should know everything about what he eats: its provenance, the process it 
has undergone, and the people who have been involved (Petrini 2007, 66).

Consequently, an understanding of quality and pleasure demands a lifelong
education in food and taste, as well as respect for the earth, the environment, and the
people who produce the food. It is ‘a commitment that is made by the producer and the
buyer, a constant endeavour, a political act, and a cultural act’ (Petrini 2007, 93). From this
point of view, consuming today seems perhaps even more difficult than producing.

Clearly, SF’s position fits seamlessly into the discourse of political consumerism and
the citizen-consumer. It redefines consumption as a form of production, an active process
of appropriation and self-construction, stressing the active role of the consumer.
Consumption is neither seen as the end point of the production process, nor as its logical 
consequence, but as a meaningful sphere of action with subversive as well as integrative
potential (Sassatelli 2007, 104). Through the notion of the co-producer SF aims to empower
consumers, offering the ability to exercise citizenship through shopping and cooking, not 
only for their self-interest but also for the benefit of the community, as SF emphasizes the
importance of collective responsibility, conviviality, and sharing. In summary, the SF
discourse reframes the consumer as a committed citizen, who takes responsibility for the
production process, the community, and the environment. The next section will explore
more closely how SF’s discourse redefines gastronomy as a cultural practice for the
cultivation, transformation, and civilization of citizens.

3.3 Gastronomy as a cultural technology

Gastronomy for education and transformation

Central to SF’s philosophy is the education and cultivation of gastronomic knowledge.
Similar to other cultural forms, gastronomy functions as a vehicle for educating and 
empowering citizens. Accordingly, SF applies a discourse of reform and civilization in its
mission to democratize gastronomy:

The pleasure principle is fundamental. […] in the first place an act of civility. Since
pleasure is a human right, it must be guaranteed for everyone, so we must teach people
to recognize it, to create the conditions whereby naturally good products are producible
everywhere. (Petrini 2007, 105)

SF’s education differs from most food education as it is based on the idea that food signifies
pleasure, culture, and conviviality. Consequently, SF rejects any moralizing approach aimed 
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which SF denotes with the term ‘co-producer’: 

Consuming is the final act of the production process: it should be seen as such, and not 
as extraneous to the process. The old consumer must therefore begin to feel in some 
way part of the production process – getting to know it, influencing it with his 
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‘eating is an agricultural act’) (Petrini 2007, 171). 

In other words, considerable effort, knowledge, and investment are required from the new 
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3.3 Gastronomy as a cultural technology 
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pleasure, culture, and conviviality. Consequently, SF rejects any moralizing approach aimed 
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at addressing health issues: ‘generally, lessons are limited to nutritional tables and videos 
about what is “good” and “bad” for you […] The pleasure principle is deliberately ignored’ 
(Petrini 2007, 154). In contrast, SF teaching methods are centred on pleasure, 
involving cognitive, experiential, and emotional dimensions. SF redefines gastronomy as a 
holistic eco-gastronomy, connecting pleasure and responsibility. In addition, SF also 
includes the idea of gastronomy as a civil and cultural technology in its definition: 

Gastronomy is the reasoned knowledge of whatever concerns man’s nourishment: it 
facilitates choice because it helps us to understand what quality is. It enables us to 
experience educated pleasure and to learn pleasure-loving knowledge. Man as he eats is 
culture: gastronomy is culture, both material and immaterial. Choice is a human right: 
gastronomy is freedom of choice. Pleasure is everybody’s right and as such must be as 
responsible as possible: gastronomy is a creative matter, not a destructive one. 
Knowledge is everybody’s right, but also a duty; gastronomy is education. (Petrini 2007, 
55) 

Compared to traditional definitions of gastronomy, such as ‘the art and science of delicate 
eating’ (Mennell 2007, 239), the SF difference is clearly highlighted. While traditional 
definitions focus primarily on aesthetic characteristics, SF strongly emphasizes ethical and 
intellectual principles. The next section discusses some key elements from the SF definition 
– knowledge, choice, responsibility, and discipline – relating them to the theoretical 
framework on governmentality. 

In 2004, SF set up the University of Gastronomic Sciences to establish gastronomy 
as a distinctive discipline and science. Students study courses on, inter alia, food history, 
sensory analysis, nutrition, and the geography of food and wine.46 Above all, SF considers 
gastronomy as practical knowledge that should be based on sensory experience, treating 
‘eyesight, hearing, smell, touch, and taste as so many instruments of discernment, self-
defence, and pleasure’ (Petrini 2001, 69). In contrast to Western philosophical tradition, SF 
considers all the senses, especially taste, as aesthetic and intellectual instruments of 
discernment. Not surprisingly, in Latin and Italian taste and knowledge are etymologically 
linked: sapore (taste, flavour) and sapere (to know). Both words share the same etymological 
root which means not only to taste, but also ‘to perceive’, ‘to research’, and ‘to be wise’ 
(Naccarato et. al 2017, 1). This might explain why for both the SF movement and in Italian 
language and culture there is a close connection between the perceptual and the 
intellectual sphere (Petrini 2007, 99; Montanari 2003, 84). Furthermore, in aesthetics and 
philosophy, the word ‘taste’ is used as a metaphor for aesthetic sensibility, for the ability to 
distinguish the qualities of objects, despite the fact that in Western philosophical tradition 
the eyes and ears were regarded as the dominant aesthetic senses, while smell, taste, and 
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touch were considered the lesser senses (Korsmeyer 2007, 195; Korthals 2006; Mol 2009, 
279). 

Consequently, for SF, gastronomy cannot be learned from theory, books, authorities, 
or the media, but instead only from taste workshops: 

The workshops are a return to the senses and the analytical spirit, against the authority 
of books and merchandise, newspapers and advertising. In the workshop, taste in the 
truest sense of the term is developed: pleasure that evolves into knowledge and 
knowledge that turns to pleasure. (Petrini 2001, 77) 

As mentioned in section 3.2, SF promotes a political hedonism based on conscious and 
educated pleasure, which is rationalized and moderated through knowledge. The rejection 
of theory and media seems particularly contradictory, since SF publishes theoretical books 
on gastronomy and promotes its mission via diverse media platforms. Nevertheless, SF 
considers practical knowledge and know-how to be as valuable as theoretical knowledge – 
or even more so: 

The science of the farmers, of the producing communities, of the fishermen, of the 
cooks, has the same dignity as the more established academic disciplines, and is a field 
of human knowledge which must not be neglected. (Petrini 2007, 86) 

These kinds of culinary know-how and skills are described as the slow knowledge that has 
been marginalized (Petrini 2007, 180). According to SF, the predominance of industrial food 
technology has deprived us of such traditional methods and know-how. 

To sum up, gastronomic knowledge has been redefined by the movement as a 
cultural practice that can be learned and cultivated through sensory training. As discussed 
in section 3.2, in this way SF seeks to revive an ancient art of living, in which need and desire 
are balanced in order to achieve an educated, distinctive form of pleasure. Section 3.4 will 
look in more detail at the concrete techniques and practices that SF teaches and conveys. 

 

Knowledge, choice, responsibility, and discipline 

As discussed in Chapter 2.1, contemporary discourses on food construct the ‘modern 
subjects of food choice’ through their ethical interest in food, which requires the subjects to 
be self-reflective and self-regulating. In other words, choice and responsibility become 
central to people’s existence, as their identities are increasingly formed through lifestyle-
oriented decision-making (Rose 1996, Coveney 2000). In line with neoliberal discourse, SF 
convinces citizens not to rely on governmental institutions. Instead the movement 
encourages them to take their share of responsibility and change their lifestyles, starting 
with their personal practices. SF, as a political consumerist movement, considers food 
choice as the most powerful tool that consumers possess, while gastronomic knowledge 
facilitates that choice. Consequently, sensory education is the best way to resist 
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standardization, because it enables consumers to distinguish good quality from bad. The 
objectives of SF education are to train the senses, refine perceptions, and restore the 
‘atrophied’ dimensions of the sensory experience (Petrini 2001, 69). The gastronome’s 
mission, therefore, is to choose and discern: 

The senses become tools of choice, defence, and pleasure […] The gastronome, from this 
point of view, may be seen as a privileged person who can discern and who, by his 
choices, which are immune to the distractions of industrialized society, can direct our 
future. (Petrini 2007, 82) 

In his history of gastronomic writing, Mennell (2007, 239-240) makes a useful 
distinction between gourmand, gourmet and gastronome. In contemporary English 
‘gourmand’ still has the pejorative meaning of glutton, and ‘gourmet’ the more favourable 
sense of a person with a refined palate. The ‘gastronome’ however is more than a gourmet 
– he not only cultivates his own refined taste, but also writes about it and helps to cultivate 
other people’s tastes. Mennell (2007, 240) refers to the gastronome as ‘a theorist and 
propagandist about culinary taste’. SF makes a sharp distinction between the gastronome 
and the gourmet as well: the former has a more profound and holistic understanding of 
food in the global context, while the latter’s commitment to taste is not matched by global 
or environmental awareness. SF seeks to create a new type of professional, ‘an expert who 
is able to lead and elevate the quality of production, to teach others how to taste, to guide 
the market and to communicate about and promote foods and beverages’ (Andrews 2008, 
70). In terms of governmentality this would mean that the gastronome has not only the 
responsibility and privilege to educate and cultivate himself, but to guide and govern others 
as well. As a morally responsible expert he knows how to make the ‘right’ choice for himself 
and for others; as a co-producer and eco-gastronome he is also responsible for the 
environment, society, and human dignity. All in all, SF attributes considerable responsibility, 
influence, and privilege to the gastronome. 

Neoliberal discourse strongly emphasizes the discipline and effort involved in 
transforming oneself into a responsible citizen-consumer (Lewis 2008; Ouellette and Hay 
2008a/b). Change is framed in terms of self-control, self-management, and informed choice, 
as well as in terms of responsibility to the community and duty to the nation. Likewise, SF’s 
discourse emphasizes the effort involved in the accumulation and cultivation of 
gastronomic knowledge. It seems contradictory that the search for pleasure requires so 
much discipline, as Petrini (2001, 110) acknowledges: ‘today the paradox of pleasure is the 
discipline you have to impose on yourself in pursuit of it’. Although pleasure is everybody’s 
right, it is also a duty that requires ongoing cognitive, as well as sensory, training. The new 
gastronome should know everything about what he eats: ‘good, clean and fair are the 
cornerstones of this knowledge, ideas which require a great cognitive effort’ (Petrini 2007, 
149). In line with neoliberal discourse, gastronomy is redefined as a hedonistic science, 
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because it stimulates us to improve our existence and enables us to live the best life 
possible (Petrini 2007, 56). 

As mentioned in section 3.2, SF members believe that discipline and responsibility 
enhance pleasure and satisfaction. As a form of political hedonism, SF seeks to revive and 
reconceptualize notions of the good life similar to those from antiquity and the 
Renaissance. In the ancient art of living (e.g. Epicureanism) balancing need and desire 
through moderation and self-mastery was seen as enriching, rather than as limiting, one’s 
pleasure (Foucault 1985/1986). Foucault’s notion of ‘technologies of the self’ expresses a 
similar paradox, because it describes how freedom and agency rely on technical 
achievements. Freedom is not understood as the opposite of control, but as a matter of 
how one controls oneself by exercising freedom ‘correctly’ through various technologies 
and rules of self-governance (Ouellette and Hay 2008a, 21). The next section will look more 
closely at the concrete practices and techniques that SF has to offer for self-cultivation and 
self-governance. 

 

3.4 Mediated practices and training 

Education manifesto 

As discussed in the previous section, for SF, gastronomy functions as a cultural technology, 
emphasizing the importance of lifelong education and training for the cultivation and 
civilization of citizens. For this purpose, SF has established an extensive education 
programme, with a website47 and manifesto48 that use the slogan ‘experience – learn – 
change’. The programme promotes change by developing new and more responsible 
thoughts and behaviours: 

By understanding where our food comes from, how it was produced and by whom, 
adults and children can learn how to combine pleasure and responsibility in daily choices 
and appreciate the cultural and social importance of food.49 

Two main principles are expressed in SF’s education manifesto that relate to the 
discourse on governmentality and cultural politics. In the first place there is the emphasis 
on responsibility. The manifesto encourages citizens not to rely on governmental 
institutions, but to involve other actors. It stresses that education is everybody’s 
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responsibility, especially that of the community, which is responsible for passing on cultural 
knowledge: 

Well aware that education and training of the next generations can no longer be 
provided entirely by institutions, we believe that we must offer a more broad-reaching 
educational approach, also involving other players active in the field in a cooperative 
manner. Education is an individual and collective responsibility that belongs to all but 
must be close to each of us. It should be adopted and applied in schools and in politics, 
associations, cooperatives, cultural centres, families and any other possible contexts. It is 
important to recover and foster the role of the community, to ensure the passing on of 
all knowledge tied to material and social culture, including the culture of food.50 

Secondly, the manifesto articulates SF’s mission and duty to democratize gastronomy and 
to cultivate citizens through the acquisition of gastronomic knowledge: 

Slow Food upholds that everyone has a right to education, without distinction by sex, 
language, ethnicity or religion. Education should be available in various locations and at 
any age, in order that we don’t pass on to the next generation that which we can help 
improve today. It is only through an educated, critical and motivated population that 
countries can give the best of themselves.51 

The next section explores how these principles are applied and translated into concrete 
practices and tools. 

 

Hands-on food education 

To put its principles into practice, SF has published a Handbook & Education Kit that 
provides SF educators with practical advice on teaching methodologies, exercises, and 
activities.52 The following examples have been selected from the education programme. The 
manual, for instance, provides techniques and activities to teach on how to use food to 
develop a self-awareness of everyone’s individual role and actions: 

We believe that food is the ideal instrument with which to experiment and promote an 
articulated, complex and creative education that gives value to interdependence, the 
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environment and common good.53 

Interestingly, food itself, rather than the media, is considered the best vehicle for the 
mediation of gastronomic knowledge. The manual suggests activities that highlight and 
explore the various implications of our role as a consumer and co-producer, such as a 
shopping trip to a farmers’ market, a local market, a supermarket, or a producer, to reflect 
on the consequences and values of the products purchased. Another method suggested is 
to teach the art of recycling, reusing, renovating, and exchanging (e.g. food, waste, clothes, 
and furniture), which can lead to discussions about waste and resources.54 

The education manifesto also stresses that gastronomic education should not 
consist of mainly theoretical knowledge, but should be based on learning by doing, on 
hands-on experience: ‘the right to education cannot remain an abstract declaration, as the 
principles are violated when they are not active’.55 The handbook, for instance, suggests 
planting a school, urban, or community garden. This would help to teach the rhythms of 
nature, an understanding of seasonality, and how different plants are suited to different 
environments. It would bring together generations with different paces, approaches, and 
backgrounds. Another suggested activity is making pasta or bread as a way to become 
familiar with ingredients and the production process. There are also exercises based on 
sensory education, such as exploring and identifying plants: participants are blindfolded 
and given five samples of herbs, spices, or fruits, which they have to identity by smelling, 
touching, and tasting.56 

Above all, for SF, education and cultivation of the senses are rooted in tasting. 
Interestingly, tasting is removed from any nutritional connotations (‘nobody goes to the 
taste workshops to eat’), which apparently better stimulates the sensorial experience 
(Petrini 2007, 157). Furthermore, the education of taste is compared to learning a language 
(the grammar of taste) with its own alphabet, vocabulary, grammar, and syntax (Petrini 
2001, 76). This analogy reinforces the aforementioned connection between taste and 
knowledge even more. A basic exercise from the taste workshop is to recognize and identify 
different tastes, sensations, textures, consistencies, and aromas from samples. Participants 
use the following descriptors to ‘understand’ and describe the characteristics of the 
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responsibility, especially that of the community, which is responsible for passing on cultural 
knowledge: 

Well aware that education and training of the next generations can no longer be 
provided entirely by institutions, we believe that we must offer a more broad-reaching 
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Hands-on food education 
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environment and common good.53 

Interestingly, food itself, rather than the media, is considered the best vehicle for the 
mediation of gastronomic knowledge. The manual suggests activities that highlight and 
explore the various implications of our role as a consumer and co-producer, such as a 
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on the consequences and values of the products purchased. Another method suggested is 
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touching, and tasting.56 

Above all, for SF, education and cultivation of the senses are rooted in tasting. 
Interestingly, tasting is removed from any nutritional connotations (‘nobody goes to the 
taste workshops to eat’), which apparently better stimulates the sensorial experience 
(Petrini 2007, 157). Furthermore, the education of taste is compared to learning a language 
(the grammar of taste) with its own alphabet, vocabulary, grammar, and syntax (Petrini 
2001, 76). This analogy reinforces the aforementioned connection between taste and 
knowledge even more. A basic exercise from the taste workshop is to recognize and identify 
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samples: the five taste sensations (sweet, salty, sour, bitter, and umami); aromas 
(complexity, intensity, aftertaste); trigeminal sensations (spicy) and texture (smooth, rough); 
sounds (crunchy); and visual sensations (colour, transparency).57 Another typical exercise is 
to train the senses through tasting and comparing three types of the same product (e.g. 
honey, chocolate, or apples). Through the pleasure of tasting, participants learn how the 
product is made, the differences between certain types of food, their sensory 
characteristics, and their uses in the kitchen. They also have to describe what they like and 
dislike about the tasted food.58 

SF education differs from most food education as it is based on the idea that food 
signifies pleasure, culture, and conviviality. Consequently, SF teaching methods are centred 
on pleasure, involving cognitive, experiential, and emotional dimensions. Taste workshops 
are regarded as light-hearted and convivial occasions at which to feel good and enjoy 
oneself.59 In this sense, for SF members, tasting is a means of creating conviviality and a 
feeling of community. The taste workshops can thus also be understood as rituals in which 
food becomes a medium, producing different forms of sociability, and linking producers and 
consumers to specific physical and knowledge environments (Siniscalchi 2013, 301-302). 

All in all, the practices provided by the handbook place great emphasis on tasting 
and the sensory experience, and less on cooking and preparing food. Herein lies a major 
difference with other representatives of the food movement, such as Jamie Oliver and 
Michael Pollan, who stress the importance of cooking and growing your own food. 
Furthermore, SF does not convey a neoliberal do-it-yourself discourse or a moralizing 
approach. Rather, the movement generally articulates food education in terms of pleasure, 
conviviality, and community. 

 

Conviviality and community 

An important contrast with the neoliberal discourse is that SF does not frame change and 
reform in terms of individual responsibility, but in terms of community. A crucial element of 
SF’s international grass-roots organization are convivia,60 local food communities through 
which SF members (consumers and producers) come together. The aim of convivia is to 
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facilitate exchange and participation among local networks, reinforcing the sense 
of community by involving local associations, producers, and cooks. For instance, getting 
involved in cultivating a community garden would facilitate an exchange of knowledge and 
skills between people, ‘weaving a dynamic cooperative web’.61 In this way, a learning 
community can be formed, whereby its members are teaching and learning at the same 
time. Another objective is to bring taste education and an awareness of food issues to a 
broader public. For that purpose, convivia organize events, such as taste workshops and 
food courses, for adults who want to refine their sensory skills and expand their knowledge 
and appreciation of food. The Master of Food programme is one such food education 
project developed by Slow Food Italy, a kind of ‘people’s university’ (Petrini 2007, 157). The 
idea is not to train professionals, but to bring knowledge to consumers, stimulating their 
curiosity and promoting responsible choice-making.62 Similarly, taste workshops are held 
during the Salone del Gusto which combine tasting with an explanation of the origin and 
production of the product. 

This section has analysed how SF employs gastronomy as a cultural technology, 
providing practical training for the education and cultivation of citizens. This corresponds to 
the governmentality discourse on reform and civilization, addressing the individual’s own 
responsibility, as well as offering practical techniques for empowerment and improvement. 
In contrast to neoliberal discourse, SF prioritizes pleasure and hedonism above control and 
discipline. SF’s discourse on pleasure is not moralizing or normative, whereas neoliberal 
discourse on food is often reduced to the issue of ‘eating right’. Most importantly, in 
contrast to neoliberal discourse, SF is much more oriented towards community and 
collective responsibility than towards the self-enterprising individual. The education 
manifesto and programme do not convey a do-it-yourself discourse – although the SF 
movement distrusts government too; the focus is primarily on community and conviviality. 
What has become clear so far is that, for SF members, eating is not just a physiological 
need, but above all a cultural, social, and political act, through which the pleasure of food 
and tasting should be shared together in conviviality. One could question whether this is a 
typical Italian interpretation of food culture, as Dickie (2007, 345) does: ‘but what 
commensalità [companionship at table] also suggests is that no country other than Italy 
could have generated such a far-reaching food philosophy’. 
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3.5 Slow Food in the consumer and media culture 

As a complex organization, SF takes an ambiguous position vis-à-vis today’s consumer and 
media culture. Although SF is explicitly critical of consumerism and the food industry, and 
allegedly ‘immune to the distractions of industrialized society’, it is also embedded in a 
commodity culture that uses food as a medium for the branding and marketing of lifestyles. 
As mentioned in section 3.1, SF is a non-profit organization as well as an enterprise, mixing 
business and politics, which creates tensions and contradictions in its public image. 
Commercial food and wine fairs, such as the Salone del Gusto, as well as its commercial 
publishing house, Slow Food Editore, generate income for SF. 

SF has an ambiguous relationship with the media. On the one hand, the SF 
manifestos claim that gastronomic education cannot be learned from theory or the media, 
but only through hands-on experience. On the other hand, similar to other NGOs, SF is 
active on diverse online media platforms, which include an international website, 
involvement in online campaigns and petitions, and the receipt of donations; as well as 
through its own commercial publishing house. Despite the anti-corporate discourse against 
multinational corporations, SF is present on all the mainstream social media platforms, such 
as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram. It seems contradictory to advocate slow 
living through fast technology and new media, but since SF has become an international 
organization these media platforms have played a crucial role in promoting SF’s identity and 
goals. However, a closer look at SF’s diverse media channels reveals the lack of a broader 
media and content strategy aimed at specific target groups. The online media channels and 
newsletters communicate about general news items, campaigns, and offline events, but 
these are not targeted at specific demographic groups. The content, photography, and 
design of their media expressions is, however, of high quality, which corresponds with the 
image of SF. Slow Food Editore publishes many books, including cookbooks, gastronomic 
guides, and the books of Carlo Petrini, as well as the Slow magazine and three apps 
sponsored by Lavazza which provide digital guides to SF restaurants. All these publications 
are only available in Italian, with the exception of a few books in English, such as the Slow 
Wine guide – this does not seem to correspond with the international character of the SF 
movement. Furthermore, the content of these publications, such as recipes and guides, is 
not shared, disseminated, or promoted on other (online) media channels. Therefore, we 
cannot speak of a coherent cross-media platform with content moving freely across diverse 
media channels. In my view, the mediatization of SF’s politics, therefore, lies not so much in 
its (online) media presence, but more in its offline events, such as taste workshops and food 
fairs, where food and tasting function as the media for education and connection. 

In fact, the Salone del Gusto fair has become SF’s most prominent media platform, 
where its political messages are communicated to a larger public than just SF members, 

 

	 	 97 

thereby contributing to the mediatization and mainstreaming of SF’s values. The media 
campaign for the Salone del Gusto consists of a website containing event information, 
promotion throughout the city centre as part of Turin’s city marketing, and finally the fair 
itself, at which SF products are promoted (Figure 2 and 3). Because the Salone del Gusto 
mixes economics, morality, and politics, it has received strong criticism: it is SF’s ‘Achilles 
heel’, according to Siniscalchi (2014, 211). The fact, for instance, that the commercial event 
is sponsored by big brands such as Lavazza (Figure 4). It combines classic consumerism (the 
exchange of goods) with political debates on food sovereignty, the environment, and local 
economies. On one side of the market are the gourmets who can afford to buy and taste, 
and on the other side are small producers, often from the Global South. 

 

 
Figure 2: Salone del Gusto 2016 in Turin (scattidigusto.it, 25 Sept. 2016) 
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Figure 3: Salone del Gusto 2018 stand (rietinventrina.it, 21 Sept. 2018) 

Figure 4: Lavazza advertisement during Salone del Gusto 2014 Turin (engage.it, 23 Oct. 2014) 
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Additionally, SF also consciously brands and markets artisanal products, for instance, via the
Salone del Gusto and the Ark of Taste (Andrews 2008, 104; Dickie 2007; Leitch 2003;
Sassatelli and Davolio 2010, 207). Dickie (2007, 349) underlines that ‘much of the diversity
that SF seeks to protect was itself generated by specialisation for urban markets’. Some of
the Ark’s products, for instance, are branded and marketed as exclusive and authentic
products with a Presidium label:63 ‘the Ark is a place for products with commercial potential,
for which consumers will pay premium prices because of their superior flavour. Rather than
the worn-out word tipici (typical) we prefer to call these products historical and localized’ 
(Petrini 2001, 92). However, Petrini also acknowledges the risk of too much protection: ‘we 
need to be careful that greater knowledge about the products of a given territory does not
explode into a cult. [...] When a product becomes a status symbol it draws a horde of
profiteers and hustlers, and suckers who are easy to fool’ (Petrini 2001, 57). This implies that 
these products must remain exclusive and scarce in order to preserve their ‘authenticity’.
Many SF and Presidia products are sold through the high-end Eataly shop, which sells high-
quality agricultural food products (alti cibi) that are produced with sustainability,
responsibility, and sharing in mind.64

Unintentionally, such promotion has often had the opposite effect: a lot of
‘endangered’ products from the Ark have become status symbols, including lardo di
Collonata, balsamic vinegar, and fiore sardo cheese. As Leitch (2003, 438) points out, by the
late 1990s the home of lardo di Collonata had become a major destination for culinary
tourism. In the past, lardo, cured pork fat, was an essential calorific ingredient in the marble
quarry workers’ diet, and was associated with poverty and scarcity. However, it has become
symbolic of the ‘endangered’ foods which SF aims to protect from the threat of
standardization and the imposition of new EU hygiene legislation (Leitch 2003, 446).
Ironically, as a result of SF’s promotional campaign, the food industry began copying the
product, and lardo makers then had to lobby to protect the name of lardo through a DOP 65

label.
Recently, Slow Food Italy published an article about how a typical ancient cheese

from Sardinia, fiore sardo, had become threatened by the food industry.66 Fiore sardo was
once the cheese made by Sardinian shepherds and was made only from Sarda-breed 
sheep. Slow Food awarded it a Presidium label to safeguard traditional production in a few

63 A registered brand including a logo and guidelines to which producers must subscribe.
64 https://www.eataly.net/it_en/shop/, accessed 18 November, 2018.
65 Denominazione d’Origine Protetta meaning Protected Designation of Origin. DOP ensures that these 
food products are all grown, produced, and packaged within a designated zone and according to
tradition. Every step, from production to packaging, is regulated.
66 “Fiore Sardo, formaggio antico sotto attacco”, Slow Food Italy, February 2, 2018, accessed 18
November 2018, http://www.slowfood.it/fiore/.
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small towns, where a handful of farmers are still passing down the skills of artisanal 
cheesemaking. However, the consortium (association of cheese producers) for the 
protection of the fiore sardo is now in the hands of the dairy industry, which happened to 
own 75% of the production companies. As a result, the small-scale farmers have come 
under threat, because the consortium imposes a tax of €3,000 per year on those producers 
who are not members of the consortium but adhere to the Slow Food Presidium. 

These examples clearly illustrate the complexity and often unintended effects of SF’s 
policy. Many ‘endangered’ food products which SF has aimed to protect from 
standardization and the imposition of EU hygiene legislation have become niche market 
products with a high status. As a result, the food industry takes the opportunity to start to 
copy the products, branding and marketing them using a DOP label, in a way which 
excludes small-scale producers. Furthermore, these examples provide a clear example of 
the ‘commodification of tradition’: how a local food product can be rebranded and 
commodified as an exclusive item for gourmet consumption (Leitch 2003, 448). In a 
paradoxical way, SF has contributed to the commodification of authenticity and to 
gastronomic tourism (Ashley et al. 2004; Dickie 2007; Parasecoli 2008). This bears a 
resemblance to how the ideals and products of the countercuisine were incorporated and 
commercialized by the mainstream food industry in the 1980s, as discussed in Chapter 1.2. 

The protection of endangered local foods has thus resulted in unintended effects, 
including commodification, mainstreaming, and neoconservatism. This assertion is 
supported by the observation that SF’s values have also become more mainstream due to 
neoliberalism, with its growing emphasis on the branding and marketing of lifestyles (e.g. 
‘green’ or ‘slow’ lifestyles). As discussed in Chapter 2.2, in today’s brand-based media culture 
food knowledge has become a form of culinary cultural capital through which ‘foodies’ 
increasingly shape their identities and lifestyles. Thus despite its anti-corporate discourse, 
SF remains, perhaps unwillingly, embedded in a commodity culture that uses food as a 
medium for the branding and marketing of lifestyles. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have highlighted how SF can be understood as a complex organization that 
combines politics, pleasure, morality, and economy, and how this combination creates 
tensions and contradictions in its public image. Through a textual analysis I have 
demonstrated that SF produces an oppositional discourse, defining itself as a counter-trend 
to standardization and globalization, and promoting slowness and pleasure as means of 
resistance. I have also discussed how SF defends local food cultures and traditions in an 
ambiguous way, combining a conservative as well as a progressive discourse. 
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This chapter has problematized the notion of pleasure in SF’s discourse. I have 
explored how pleasure came to be included in a progressive political discourse: by 
reclaiming pleasure from its hedonist, bourgeois context and redefining it as a political and 
ethical principle. Through a Foucauldian framework I have reflected on why balancing 
politics and pleasure is still problematic due to the legacy of Christian ethics. In addition, I 
have shown how the approaches of political hedonism seek to revive and reconceptualize 
alternative notions of pleasure and the good life, deploying pleasure and hedonism as 
political tools against the industrialized food system. 

Furthermore, I have discussed the particular notion of consumption that SF conveys 
within a wider discourse on political consumerism that connects consumption and 
production, gastronomy and ecology, and pleasure and responsibility. I have demonstrated 
how SF’s discourse redefines the consumer as a co-producer and eco-gastronome, that is, 
as a committed citizen who takes responsibility for the production process, the community, 
and the environment. Through the concepts of governmentality and neoliberalism, I have 
interpreted SF’s view of gastronomy as a cultural technology for the education and 
transformation of citizens. Textual analysis has demonstrated how particular SF discourses 
on reform, choice, responsibility, and discipline correspond to neoliberal notions of 
governance and welfare, but also how SF takes an ambivalent attitude towards 
neoliberalism. 

On the one hand, SF’s discourse is clearly embedded in Italian neoliberalism and 
neoconservatism – emphasizing localism, tradition, and entrepreneurship – which has 
resulted in the mainstreaming of SF values. In line with neoliberalism, SF articulates a 
discourse on lifestyle maximization: how to improve and transform one’s life through 
informed choice and discipline. Also drawing on a discourse of reform, SF promotes 
gastronomy as a cultural technology for the transformation and education of citizens. 
Instead of relying on governmental institutions, SF educates its own experts – eco-
gastronomes – who have the privilege and duty of governing themselves and others. 

On the other hand, the analysis also highlighted important differences. Compared to 
neoliberalism, SF prioritizes pleasure and hedonism above control and discipline. SF’s 
discourse on pleasure is not moralizing or normative, whereas neoliberal discourse on food 
is often limited to issues of health and nutrition (‘eating right’). Instead, SF seeks to revive an 
ancient art of living, in which need and desire are balanced in order to achieve an educated, 
distinctive form of pleasure. Most importantly, in contrast to neoliberal discourse, SF is 
much more oriented towards community and collective responsibility than towards the self-
enterprising individual. 

I argue that for SF gastronomy functions as a cultural technology, providing practical 
training for the education and transformation of citizens. This corresponds to the 
governmentality discourse on reform and civilization, addressing the idea of individual 
responsibility, as well as offering practical techniques for empowerment and improvement. I 
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have demonstrated how the principles expressed in SF’s manifestos and policies are 
applied and translated into practice. An analysis of the education manifesto and manual has 
shown that SF places great emphasis on tasting and sensory experience, with less focus on 
cooking and preparing food. Herein lies a major difference with the other case studies of 
Jamie Oliver and Michael Pollan, who both stress the importance of cooking and growing 
your own food. Furthermore, SF does not convey a neoliberal do-it-yourself discourse or a 
moralizing approach, but articulates food education in terms of pleasure, conviviality, and 
community. In taste workshops food functions as a medium itself, creating conviviality and a 
feeling of community, and connecting consumers and producers to one another. This has 
raised the question of whether SF’s conception of gastronomy is a typical Italian 
interpretation based on its rich and traditional food culture. While for Pollan cooking is a 
political act, for SF members eating and tasting constitute both political acts and media 
forms in their political strategy. 

I have observed that SF is a complex, non-profit organization as well as an 
enterprise, and thereby it mixes business and politics, which creates tensions and 
contradictions in its public image. This is evidenced, for instance, through the commercial 
Salone del Gusto fair, which combines classic consumerism with political debates. Despite 
its anti-corporate and anti-media rhetoric, SF remains embedded in a commodity culture 
that uses food as a medium for the branding and marketing of lifestyles. Consequently, the 
mediatization of SF’s politics lies not so much in its (online) media presence, but more in its 
offline events, such as taste workshops and food fairs, where food and tasting function as 
the media for education and connection. 

Finally, I argue that through the protection of artisanal products SF has 
unintentionally contributed to the commodification of authenticity and the mainstreaming 
of its values. This connects to a broader argument in my dissertation that in today’s brand-
based media culture food knowledge has become a form of culinary cultural capital through 
which ‘foodies’ are increasingly shaping their identities and lifestyles. Although SF claims that 
food is no longer a matter of class and that it aims to democratize gastronomy, food-
oriented lifestyles are still based on economic, social, and cultural capital, which are 
deployed in practices of social distinction. 

Chapter 4 
Michael Pollan: 

Voting with Your Fork 
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4. 

Michael Pollan: Voting with Your Fork 
The American food writer, activist, and journalist Michael Pollan is widely regarded as the 
voice of the American food movement. He has become well-known to a wider, and also 
European, audience through his bestsellers, which include Food Rules. An Eater’s Manual 
(2009); his contribution to the influential documentary Food Inc. (2008); and popular quotes 
of his, such as, ‘Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants.’ and ‘Voting with your fork’. This 
chapter aims to explore Pollan’s contribution to the contemporary American food 
movement which has its roots in the counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s. This will be 
achieved through an analysis of the discourses about food that Pollan conveys through 
diverse media texts (books, articles, and documentaries). From a governmentality 
perspective, I will explore how the knowledge, expertise, and discourses about food that 
Pollan produces may enable and empower individuals to govern and transform themselves. 
I suggest that Pollan as a cultural intermediary and expert plays a crucial role in the 
education, popularization, and mediatization of food knowledge. For this reason, I will 
analyse Pollan’s manifesto, In Defense of Food (section 4.3), and his manual, Food Rules 
(section 4.4), which both combine a critique of the food industry and nutritional science with 
common-sense knowledge and popular lifestyle instruction. Furthermore, I will explore the 
ways in which Pollan has politicized food: by criticizing the food industry, by influencing the 
government, and by empowering consumers. Through the lens of theoretical concepts, 
such as political consumerism, I will discuss the possible implications of this politicization, 
for example, the citizen-consumer debate. Finally, section 4.5 examines how Pollan’s 
discourse has shifted from consumption to production by defining do-it-yourself (DIY) 
practices, such as cooking, as political acts. Through an analysis of the book and 
documentary Cooked (2016), I will discuss the kinds of DIY tools and practices that Pollan 
provides in order to govern and transform the self as well as the food system. 

	

4.1 Representing the American food movement 

The voice of the food movement 

After the food safety scandals of the 1980s and 19-90s, the discussion about food politics 
that had briefly flourished in the 1970s in America was revived again. Thus by the end of the 
twentieth century many scholarly and popular publications had emerged about food politics 
and industrial food production. These publications tried to emphasize the connections 
between methods of industrial food production, agricultural policy, food-borne illnesses, 
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obesity, and the decline of home cooking and eating (Bentley 2012, 16; Pollan 2010). Among 
these food writers and activists, such as Marion Nestle and Eric Schlosser, Michael Pollan, in 
particular, is acknowledged as a moral authority on food issues. 

Michael Pollan is an American author, journalist, and professor of journalism at the 
UC Berkeley Graduate School of Journalism. He was born on Long Island, New York in 1955, 
and received an MA in English from Columbia University in 1981. Pollan is a contributing 
writer for the New York Times Magazine, a former executive editor for Harper's Magazine, and 
the author of seven books on food and agriculture, which include Cooked: A Natural History 
of Transformation (2013), Food Rules. An Eater’s Manual (2009), In Defense of Food: An Eater's 
Manifesto (2008), and The Omnivore's Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals (2006). In 
2016, Cooked was adapted by Netflix into a four-part documentary series. The documentary 
Food, Inc. (2008) also features Pollan, together with Eric Schlosser, as an expert on the US 
food system. A New York Times book review describes Pollan as a ‘liberal foodie intellectual’, 
since he is regarded as one of the most influential food writers of recent times, as well as 
the voice of the present food movement (Kamp 2006). Pollan has come to be seen as a 
food ethics expert and celebrity, as demonstrated by his appearances on a range of shows, 
such as The Colbert Report (2013), The Daily Show (2010) and Oprah (2010, 2011). 

Pollan’s publications can be characterized mainly as critiques of the American food 
industry and nutritional science. Since the publication of The Omnivore’s Dilemma in 2006, 
for many people Pollan has become an ‘ethical-eating guru, pointing the way toward 
conscientious consumption for a generation devoted more and more to the cult of food’.67 
Pollan, in contrast, says that he has been appointed as the unofficial leader of the food 
movement and is not very comfortable with this position, because he sees himself more as 
a critical journalist than as an activist (Somers 2009). He is troubled by the role: ‘I don’t want 
to be the food superego for people. I don’t have the answers, and I really want people to 
work this stuff out on their own.’68 It is clear that Pollan provokes antithetical reactions, from 
blind adoration to fierce criticism. For instance, his work is typified for the ‘politically, strong 
anti-corporate themes running through his books blaming food companies for making us 
their “prey” with “edible foodlike substances”’ (Myhrvold 2013). He is regularly accused of 
being elitist, exclusively targeting a liberal middle-class audience (Zimmerman 2015); of 
being technosceptic; or worse, is blamed for ‘misguided food nostalgia’ (Fresco 2011). 
Whether or not he is a ‘guru’, Pollan’s work does represent the contemporary food 
movement in the sense that it aims to integrate knowledge, responsibility, and pleasure; 
and calls for a paradigm change to reclaim food as culture. 

																																																								
67 In Conversation: Michael Pollan and Adam Platt (2013) 
68 In Conversation: Michael Pollan and Adam Platt (2013) 
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Unlike the Slow Food movement in Italy, the American food movement is not a 
unified movement, although Pollan sees indications ‘that these various voices may be 
coming together in something that looks more and more like a coherent movement’ (2010). 
As pointed out in Chapter 1.3, the present movement includes many groups and goals: the 
movement promoting local and organic food; the Slow Food Movement; campaigns for 
animal rights and welfare; campaigns to combat obesity and diet-related diseases; farm-to-
community projects; and campaigns for better school food (Biltekoff 2013; Nestle 2007, 
2013; Parkins and Craig 2006; Pollan 2010). Similarly to the reform and counterculture 
movements, it can be characterized as a grass-roots bottom-up movement consisting of 
various alternative practices and initiatives. As argued by Nestle and Pollan, these groups 
are unified by their recognition that the current industrial food system is unsustainable, and 
therefore in need of reform, because its social, environmental, and health costs are too 
high. Pollan sees the movement’s strongest claim as the fact that the American diet of highly 
processed food is responsible for the epidemic of chronic diseases that is threatening to 
bankrupt the healthcare system: ‘The health care crisis probably cannot be addressed 
without addressing the catastrophe of the American diet, and that diet is the direct (even if 
unintended) result of the way that our agriculture and food industries have been organized’ 
(Pollan 2010). Before further elaborating on the organization of the US food system, I will 
first describe how the present food movement is deeply rooted in the counterculture of the 
1960s and 1970s. 

 

The legacy of counterculture 

With the emergence of the food movement at the end of the twentieth century the ideals of 
the counterculture movement returned under new names, such as ‘local’, ‘organic’ and ‘slow’ 
food. Although Pollan was too young (born in 1955) to be active in the counterculture, he 
was certainly inspired by it, like the many other, older food activists and authors who had 
been part of the counterculture. As noted in Chapter 1.2, Belasco (2007) called the 
American political food movements of the 1960s and 1970s ‘countercuisine’. Countercuisine 
was not as concerned with personal health as it was with the environment, sustainability, 
and the survival of the planet. Food became the perfect vehicle for change, linking the 
personal to the political and the plate to the planet. The cult book and bestseller of 
countercuisine was Frances Moore Lappé’s manifesto for vegetarianism, Diet for a Small 
Planet (1971), which was the first influential book to critique grain-fed meat production as 
wasteful and a contributor to global food scarcity (Levenstein 1993, 180). Lappé saw diet as 
a way to integrate personal consumption with global needs, connecting the personal to the 
political. 

From the 1980s on, the idea of politically correct consumption gradually became 
less prominent as the ideals of countercuisine were incorporated and commercialized by 
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the food industry, as discussed in Chapter 1.2. Yet, it returned at the end of the twentieth 
century with the emergence of the present food movement, under new labels such as 
‘local’, ‘organic’ and ‘slow’ food. This re-emergence is exemplified by the involvement of Alice 
Waters, founder and chef of the famous countercuisine restaurant Chez Panisse in Berkeley, 
California, who has since become vice-president of Slow Food, and is today recognized as 
an authority and driving force in the American food movement.69 

In a number of articles Pollan credits the counterculture movement with raising 
awareness of food and sustainability. In ‘The Futures of Food’ (2003) he reminisces about 
growing up in the 1960s with the first synthetic processed foods developed by industry and 
technology (e.g. Wonderbread). He writes that nobody in 1965 could have imagined that 
within five years ‘the synthetic food future’ would be overthrown in its advance, when the 
counterculture targeted processed food as a symbol of everything that was wrong with 
industrial civilization. Pollan stresses that the general outlines of the alternative vision of the 
countercuisine ‘are no less relevant or compelling today’ (2003). Equally the present food 
movement is still influenced by Lappé’s Diet for a Small Planet: ‘Lappé taught us how to think 
ecologically about the implications of our everyday food choices, saying that the American 
way of growing and eating food is unsustainable’ (Pollan 2011). 

These ideas now have become mainstream: ‘You can now find that way of thinking, 
so radical at the time, just about everywhere—from the pages of Time magazine to the 
menu at any number of local restaurants’ (Pollan 2011). As pointed out in Chapter 1.2, 
Belasco’s research confirms that the ideals of the countercuisine were incorporated and 
commercialized by the mainstream food industry. At the beginning of the 1980s, ‘Big Food’ 
started to take over products and businesses from the counter-movement, for instance, 
with the sales of Celestial Seasoning to Kraft and the eco-restaurant chain Good Earth to 
General Mills (Belasco 2007, 213). Mainstreaming was further effected through branding 
and marketing, with ‘natural’ packaging, brand names and slogans connoting tradition and 
authenticity, and the promotion of healthy food products. The effects of this mainstreaming 
are still evident in today’s food discourse and advertisements, which promote ‘authentic’ 
and ‘sustainable’ foods. Ironically, Pollan has contributed to this mainstreaming himself, 
since his work combines a political activist discourse with popular lifestyle advice and 
common-sense knowledge (see sections 4.3 and 4.4). 
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Unlike the Slow Food movement in Italy, the American food movement is not a 
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the food industry, as discussed in Chapter 1.2. Yet, it returned at the end of the twentieth 
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The US food system 

Building on the ideas of countercuisine, the present food movement criticizes and aims to 
reform the US industrial food system. So how is this system organized? Authority and 
expert on American food politics Professor Marion Nestle wrote the bestseller Food Politics 
(2002) to expose the ways in which the food industry influences political processes and 
consumer behaviour. Although she takes a critical view of the food industry and politics, she 
is credited as a solid authority on the topic. She approaches it from the perspective of a 
public health nutritionist who is trying to change the social, economic, and political 
environment to promote the health and well-being of individuals (Nestle 2013a, xv). Nestle 
knows the system from within, having served as a former nutrition policy adviser to the US 
Department of Health and Human Services. Nestle and her work are considered – including 
by neutral academics – as ‘the single most useful source’ on, and ‘the steadiest and most 
solid critic of the modern food industry’.70 Through her work she has become a national 
influencer on food politics, nutrition, and food education. 

In her books Food Politics (first edition 2002) and Eat Drink Vote (2013), Nestle points 
out that America’s modern food system is designed to produce, process, and distribute 
enormous quantities of food as cheaply as possible. This highly efficient system is largely 
based on industrial agriculture, consisting of confined animal feeding operations and 
enormous farms. Since national food shortages during the Second World War, production 
levels have been consistently increased through the use of agricultural technologies such as 
chemical fertilizers, pesticides, genetically modified seeds, animal growth hormones, and 
antibiotics. These innovations have created a farming system that is less labour-intensive 
and more efficient and specialized, where most farms raise just a single commodity and 
several are owned by one corporation. This has resulted in federal subsidies going to the 
larger and richer farms that grow commodities such as corn and soybean (Nestle 2013a, 5). 
Nestle claims that ‘the greater efficiency, specialization, and size of agriculture and food 
product manufacture have led to one of the great unspoken secrets about the American 
food system: overabundance’ (2007, 13). While overabundance may appear beneficial – that 
is, there is plenty of food available at relatively low cost – the effect is overnutrition (2007, 2). 

Since overabundance forces competition, food companies must convince people to 
eat more of their products or to eat their products instead of those of their competitors. 
Nestle argues that business pressures to increase sales and growth have created an 
‘obesogenic’ food environment (2013a, 12). Advertising, convenience, larger portions, and 
added nutrients in foods all contribute to an environment that promotes the idea that 
individuals should ‘eat more’ (Nestle 2007, 26). Nestle points out how the promotion of 

																																																								
70 US Food Policy blog, June 7, 2013, accessed 18 November, 2018, 
http://usfoodpolicy.blogspot.nl/2013/06/the-10th-anniversary-edition-of-marion.html. 

 

	 	 109 

nutritional advantages (e.g. low-fat, no cholesterol) increases sales, as does the use of 
health claims (e.g. lowers cholesterol, prevents cancer). This ‘eat more’ environment makes 
food ubiquitous, convenient, and inexpensive, and also makes it socially acceptable to be 
consumed frequently, anywhere, and in large amounts. 

Because dietary advice affects sales, food companies conduct systematic lobbying 
campaigns to convince government officials, health organizations, and nutrition 
professionals that their products are healthful or harmless, and to persuade government 
agencies to avoid issuing regulations that might reduce product sales (Nestle 2007, 26). 
Nestle remarks that ‘in this political system, the actions of food companies are normal, legal, 
and thoroughly analogous to the workings of any other major industry – tobacco, for 
example – in influencing health experts, federal agencies, and Congress’ (2007, 2). In 2010, 
for instance, the Supreme Court allowed corporations and private groups to donate as 
much money as they wish to electoral candidates. Lobbying records analysed by Reuters, 
reveal that the food industry more than doubled their spending in Washington in the 
subsequent three years. In the process, they largely dominated policymaking, promising 
voluntary action while defeating government proposals aimed at changing the nation's diet 
(Nestle 2013a, 9). In Food Politics Nestle convincingly demonstrates that food is political 
because stakeholders (consumers, food businesses, and policymakers) have widely varying 
interests in how food is produced, sold, and consumed (Nestle 2013a, 1). 

Commenting on the publication of the tenth-anniversary edition of Food Politics, 
Pollan credits Nestle for connecting food to politics: ‘When Food Politics was first published a 
decade ago, the marriage of those two words – food and politics – seemed surprising, even 
radical. What was political about food? Everything, it turns out. We didn’t know that then. 
Now, thanks to this book and all the work it has inspired, the words “food” and “politics” 
have become inseparable.’ For this reason, Pollan calls it the ‘founding document of the 
movement to reform the American food system’.71 It is fair to conclude that Nestle’s Food 
Politics has made food political (again) and has contributed to the rise of the present food 
movement. The next section examines how Pollan himself has politicized food over the last 
ten years. 
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4.2 Politicizing food: soft vs hard politics 

Criticizing the food industry 

Pollan’s publications can be read mainly as a critique of the American food industry, 
agriculture and nutritional science. This section examines the ways in which Pollan 
politicizes food and aims to reform the American food system. First, Pollan exposes what is 
wrong with the food industry, then he seeks to influence the government to reform the 
food system, and finally he encourages consumers to ‘vote with their fork’. 

In an open letter to the newly elected President Obama, ‘Farmer in Chief’, Pollan 
(2008b) claims that the related crises in food, health, and energy are caused by food and 
agriculture policies, and urges the president to make reform of the food system one of the 
highest priorities of his administration, addressing him personally: ‘unless you do, you will 
not be able to make significant progress on the health care crisis, energy independence or 
climate change. Unlike food, these are issues you did campaign on – but as you try to 
address them you will quickly discover that the way we currently grow, process and eat food 
in America goes to the heart of all three problems and will have to change if we hope to 
solve them’. Remarkably, Pollan’s letter to the ‘Farmer in Chief’ led to an online petition to 
appoint Michael Pollan as Secretary of Agriculture.72 

Informed by the work of Nestle, in his letter, Pollan points out that the current US 
food system is not simply the product of a free market but is designed to produce cheap 
calories in great abundance. It is the product of government policies that sponsored a shift 
from solar and human energy on the farm to fossil-fuel energy, and subsidized 
monocultures of soy, corn, and feedlot meat.73 Cheap energy enabled the creation of 
monocultures, which in turn increased the productivity of both the American land and the 
American farmer. What was once a regional food economy is now (inter)national in scope – 
thanks to fossil fuels. This system also facilitated the rapid growth of the fast-food industry, 
which relies on a constant supply of cheap meat and commodity crops (Pollan 2008b). 

In Pollan’s view, most of the problems of the American food system are caused by 
fossil fuels, on which it relies more than any other sector of the economy. As a result, food, 
healthcare, the energy crisis, and climate change are interdependent. Fertilizers and 
massive amounts of animal waste from feedlots have resulted in major pollution problems. 
Healthcare spending has risen from 5 per cent of national income in 1960 to 16 per cent 
today, placing a significant burden on the economy that has been caused by preventable 
diet-related diseases. Pollan warns the president that the era of cheap food is ending: ‘Even 
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if we were willing to continue paying the environmental or public-health price, we’re not 
going to have the cheap energy (or the water) needed to keep the system going, much less 
expand production’ (2008b). 

 

Reforming the food system 

In his letter to Obama, Pollan offers advice on how to transform the US food policy and food 
system to fit with a post-oil agriculture and economy: ‘First, your administration’s food policy 
must strive to provide a healthful diet for all our people; this means focusing on the quality 
and diversity (and not merely the quantity) of the calories that American agriculture 
produces and American eaters consume. Second, your policies should aim to improve the 
resilience, safety and security of our food supply. Among other things, this means 
promoting regional food economies both in America and around the world. And lastly, your 
policies need to reconceive agriculture as part of the solution to environmental problems 
like climate change’ (2008b). Pollan translates this general policy into three concrete reform 
principles. 

The first step would be to ‘resolarize’ the American farm. Pollan (2008b) advocates 
building sustainable agriculture by shifting energy consumption from using imported fossil 
fuels to local sunlight, where the sun nourishes the grasses, plants nourish the animals, and 
animals nourish the soil, which in turn nourishes the next season’s grasses and grains. The 
second principle consists of ‘re-regionalizing’ the food system. According to Pollan a 
decentralized food system offers many benefits: diversified farming, the reduction of fossil-
fuel use by shortening the food chain, and fresher and more nutritious food. He predicts 
that the local-food movement will continue to grow, especially when high oil prices make 
distant and out-of-season food more expensive. The third and most important reform, 
however, is to rebuild America’s fast, cheap, and easy food culture: ‘Making available more 
healthful and more sustainable food does not guarantee it will be eaten, much less 
appreciated or enjoyed’ (Pollan 2008b). For this reason, Pollan aims to change the food 
culture, which begins with children in schools, by planting school gardens, training canteen 
staff and teaching children how to cook. 

Pollan also urges the Obamas to set an example in the White House. He advises 
them to appoint a White House chef who is committed to cooking with fresh and local 
ingredients. In addition, he suggests ‘to tear out five prime south-facing acres of the White 
House lawn and plant in their place an organic fruit and vegetable garden’ (2008b). Pollan 
undercuts the argument that growing and eating organic food in the White House could be 
charged as elitist, because food reform is not inherently a right-or-left issue: ‘For every 
Whole Foods shopper with roots in the counterculture you can find a family of evangelicals 
intent on taking control of its family dinner and diet back from the fast-food industry. And 
what is a higher “family value,” after all, than making time to sit down every night to a shared 
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meal?’ (2008b). Like counterculture, the present food movement is attracting groups from a 
broad political spectrum, as pointed out in Chapter 1.3. Pollan’s ‘sun food’ agenda thus aims 
to put the interests of America’s farmers, families, and communities first. Sun food may cost 
more, Pollan admits, but cheap food is dishonestly priced through ‘the exploitation of 
workers, animals, and the environment on which its ‘putative economies depend’ (2008b). 

In spring 2009, the Obamas did indeed follow one of Pollan’s suggestions by planting 
a 100 m2 vegetable garden on the South Lane of the White House (Burros 2009). 74 In 2012 
Michelle Obama even published a book about the garden, American Grown: The Story of the 
White House Kitchen Garden and Gardens Across America. The book is filled with advice for 
parents, schools, and cities on how they can help combat the obesity crisis: how to start 
gardens, how to get children to like healthy foods, and where to find more opportunities for 
exercise (Burros 2012). The White House garden was also instrumental in the First Lady's 
Let's Move! campaign to end childhood obesity.75 The campaign, which launched in 2010, 
encouraged schools to offer healthier foods, and called for better food labelling and more 
physical activity for children. Supporters of the food movement believe that the example set 
by the Obamas will have a positive effect (Barrett and Hartman 2009). In several articles 
Pollan comments on the Obama’s engagement with food issues. He is pleasantly surprised 
that Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move! campaign has shifted the discourse about diet and obesity 
from ‘personal responsibility’ to a discussion of the ways in which food is produced and 
marketed (Pollan 2010). However, critics of the food industry, such as Nestle, have pointed 
out that the discourse about personal responsibility and exercise is mainly constructed to 
deflect attention from the food industry and marketing (Nestle 2013b, 280). 

However, in an interview in 2013 Pollan says that he is disappointed with the 
Obamas.76 While Michelle Obama has had notable success in raising awareness of the child 
obesity problem and linking it to the food system, in Pollan’s view, President Obama has 
done comparatively little to push a reform agenda (2011). One interpretation that Pollan 
offers is that there is not yet enough political support for a reform of the food system, and 
that the best thing to do in the meantime is to build a broad constituency for changing the 
food culture. The Congressional committees in charge of agricultural policies, however, 
remain openly hostile to reform. Both Pollan himself and the food movement in general 
have discovered that persuading the media, and even the president, does not necessarily 
translate into change, not when the opposing forces are so strong. According to Pollan, the 
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division between the movement’s strength in the ‘soft power’ of cultural influence and its 
weakness in conventional political terms is thus clearly mirrored in the White House (2011). 

Consequently, change will have to come from other places: from the grass-roots 
food movement and the healthcare industry. Pollan sees the political ground shifting, also 
under the influence of the healthcare reform. As the insurance industry and the 
government take more responsibility for the cost of diet-related diseases, Pollan expects 
increasing pressure for reform of the food system and the American diet: ‘We simply can’t 
afford the healthcare costs incurred by the current system of cheap food—which is why, 
sooner or later, we will find the political will to change it’ (2011). 

 

Voting with your fork 

Pollan and Nestle, therefore, expect that change will come from grass-roots movements, 
rather than from government policies and regulations. Similar to other types of political 
consumerism, participants in the American food movement believe that consumers are a 
major agent for change and that they do have agency and influence. As pointed out in 
Chapter 1.4, political consumerism implies that everyday shopping choices have economic, 
social, and political impacts, as consumers can use their power of choice to modify market 
relations (Micheletti 2003; Sassatelli 2007; Soper and Trentmann 2007). The discourse of 
political consumerism draws on political activism by using slogans such as ‘voting with your 
dollar’, which Nestle and Pollan have changed into ‘voting with your fork’: ‘Participants in the 
food movement vote with their forks every time they make a food choice’ (Nestle 2013a, 
168). Pollan says that food is different, because ‘you can simply stop participating in a 
system that abuses animals or poisons the water or squanders jet fuel flying asparagus 
around the world. You can vote with your fork, in other words, and you can do it three times 
a day’ (2006). So, they encourage consumers to regard their food dollars as votes and thus 
to treat shopping as voting for a different kind of agriculture and economy. 

The discourse of political consumerism seeks to redefine the role of consumers and 
producers, as articulated through the food movement. What is attracting so many (young) 
people to the movement today, Pollan suggests, is its much less conventional kind of 
politics, a new form of civil society. The food movement is not only about food, but also 
about community, identity, and pleasure: ‘about carving out a new social and economic 
space removed from the influence of big corporations on the one side and government on 
the other’ (Pollan 2010). For instance, farmers’ markets function as a lively new public 
square, where people act not just as consumers but also as neighbors, citizens, and co-
producers. Pollan defines the market as ‘an outlet for our communitarian impulses and a 
means of escaping the narrow role that capitalism usually assigns to us as “consumers”’ 
(2012). It is a space where consumers can ‘shake the hand that feeds you’ – Pollan quoting 
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meal?’ (2008b). Like counterculture, the present food movement is attracting groups from a 
broad political spectrum, as pointed out in Chapter 1.3. Pollan’s ‘sun food’ agenda thus aims 
to put the interests of America’s farmers, families, and communities first. Sun food may cost 
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Wendell Berry77 – by which he means that we are not just passive consumers but co-
creators of the system that feeds us (2008a, 160). This redefinition of consumer and 
producer bears close similarities to the philosophy of Slow Food, which introduced the term 
co-producer in the first place (see Chapter 3). 

The assumption that consumers practice ‘citizenship’ through their shopping 
decisions has led to the emergence of the hybrid concept of the ‘citizen-consumer’. 
However, to equate consumer choice with citizen engagement is still controversial and 
strongly debated, as discussed in Chapter 2.1. In the first place, citizenship and 
consumption have often been regarded as mutually exclusive, whereby political 
consumerism is criticized when it is used as a substitute for proper politics. Furthermore, 
governmentality studies question the ‘doctrine of personal responsibility’ in the citizen-
consumer discourse, which shifts responsibility from governments and corporations onto 
individuals. Others, in contrast, have emphasized the agency of the consumer and seek to 
reframe ethical consumption practices in terms of collective responsibility and social 
change. 

Both positions are represented in the American food movement and are articulated 
by Pollan as well as Nestle. Pollan himself poses the question of whether ‘voting with your 
fork’ constitutes a genuine politics; his answer is both yes and no (2012). On the one hand, 
the food movement has built a new economy of farmers’ markets and sustainable farming 
and has changed the way millions of Americans eat and think about food. Pollan says it is 
easy to dismiss ‘voting with your fork’ as an elite lifestyle choice. In spending our money at 
the farmers’ market, we enlarge our sense of ‘interests’ from the usual concern for ‘good 
value’ to a concern for other ‘values’. For instance, at the market we are not only consumers, 
but also citizens, neighbours, parents, and cooks. Therefore, Pollan (2012) sees the market 
as a public space, where care, solidarity, and collective concern can be performed. 

On the other hand, Pollan admits that this sort of soft politics has its limits: voting 
with our forks can advance reform only so far, since not everyone can afford to participate 
in the new food economy. And that is why the food movement cannot limit itself to voting 
with its fork, because many people do not have the money to do so. If the food movement 
does not move to democratize the benefits of good food, it will be branded as elitist, as has 
already happened (see Zimmerman 2015; Guthman 2007, 2008). That is why, according to 
Pollan, the food movement will have to engage in the hard politics of Washington too: ‘of 
voting with votes, not just forks’ (2012). 

Nestle also believes that voting with your fork is not enough and can be charged as 
elitist; government intervention and regulations, such as food labelling and the taxing of 
junk food and carbonated drinks, are also needed. Therefore, Nestle takes up the 
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aforementioned discussion of ‘responsibilization’: while voting with one’s fork empowers 
individuals, at the same time it also shifts responsibility from governments and corporations 
onto them. It is apparent that there are different views on the appropriate role of 
government in food choice. Are eating behaviour and body weight solely a matter of 
personal responsibility? Or does the government have some responsibility for promoting 
the nutritional health of its citizens? Proponents of government intervention, such as Nestle, 
argue that the government already plays a major role in food choice, so much so that its 
current policies actively promote obesity through its creation of an ‘eat more’ environment 
that has been caused by subsidizing processed foods and allowing junk food to be 
marketed (Nestle 2013b, 282). 

Despite calls for self-regulation, experts question whether any self-regulatory 
programme can be effective if it goes against industry interests. Whenever government 
agencies attempt to enact anti-obesity measures, they encounter systematic and heavily 
funded industry opposition.78 Since federal regulations often fail, cities themselves, such as 
New York, have introduced a series of measures to ban trans-fats and tax carbonated 
drinks. Because such measures directly confront the belief that government should stay out 
of personal choices, they are controversial and often evoke substantial resistance (Nestle 
2013a, 151). 

Nestle explains that the reluctance to regulate the marketing of junk food is based 
on the constitutional protection of free speech in the US. For decades, the courts have 
interpreted this protection as applying to commercial speech – advertising and marketing – 
as much as to political, artistic, and religious speech (Nestle 2013a, 9). Americans value 
personal autonomy and many citizens believe that the government should not interfere in 
what they choose to eat – even if those choices eventually make them ill and generate 
healthcare costs that must be borne by society (Nestle 2013a, xv). From her perspective as 
a public health nutritionist, Nestle thinks that government intervention and regulation is a 
good thing. She believes that food choices are not just a personal decision but are 
influenced by environmental factors. This implies that education is not enough to convince 
people to improve their diets; it is much better to change the food environment to make it 
easier to choose healthier options (Nestle 2013a, xv). A professor of food policy in the UK, 
Tim Lang (2009, 2011), agrees that government regulation, in areas such as food labelling 
and the banning of junk food, is the intervention most likely to improve the food 
environment. Because governments still offer protection to the industry on the pretext of 
‘self-regulation’, hard politics and regulation remain necessary in the view of these food-
policy experts. 

																																																								
78 Nestle refers to an investigation by Reuters into the effects of this opposition in the publication 
‘How Washington went soft on childhood obesity’ (Nestle 2013b, 280). 
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4.3 Ideology critique and paradigm change 

Now that Pollan’s general critique of the food industry and his mission to reform the food 
system have been established, this section explores the modes or forms of knowledge 
through which Pollan produces and conveys his ideas. As a writer and activist Pollan 
articulates the concerns of the American food movement and aims to provide critical 
knowledge and awareness of the food system. In this section, therefore, I will highlight one 
crucial mode of knowledge production – ideology critique – through an analysis of Pollan’s 
manifesto In Defense of Food, which deconstructs nutritional science as an ideology and aims 
to change the way we think about food. 

 

In Defense of Food: An Eater’s Manifesto 

The title In Defense of Food immediately raises the question of why anyone should need to 
‘defend’ food. According to Pollan, food needs defending from the food industry on one side 
and from nutritional science on the other. Instead of ‘real’ food, we are consuming ‘edible 
foodlike substances’ – no longer the products of nature but of food science. ‘In the so-called 
Western diet, food has been replaced by nutrients and common sense by confusion’, Pollan 
claims (front flap). That anyone needs to write a book advising people to ‘eat food’ could be 
taken as a measure of our alienation and confusion, according to Pollan. He claims that 
food science gains much from the widespread confusion about what to eat – a question 
that people in human history have been able to answer without expert help (front flap). 
Professional nutritional advice has only made the American population sicker and fatter, 
Pollan argues (2008a, 81). In Defense of Food is also a manifesto, because it aims to ‘reclaim 
our health and happiness as eaters’ (2008a, 7) and invites people to ‘join the movement that 
is renovating our food system’ (2008a, 14). Here we can recognize the voice of Pollan as an 
activist and representative of the food movement. 

In my view, In Defense of Food can be read as an ideology critique that deconstructs 
the ideology of nutritional science. Pollan defines ideology in an almost Marxist way, 
suggesting a certain masking, distortion or concealment of reality, which produces a ‘false 
consciousness’: ‘ideologies are ways of organizing large areas of life and experience under a 
set of shared but unexamined assumptions. This quality makes an ideology particularly hard 
to see, at least while it’s still exerting its hold on your culture. A reigning ideology is a little 
like the weather – all pervasive and so virtually impossible to escape’ (2008a, 28). He also 
points out that ideology produces ‘myths’, as Roland Barthes called ideology, a body of ideas 
and practices that actively promote the values and interests of dominant groups in society. 
Pollan argues that with help from the government, the food industry and nutritional science 
have constructed ‘an ideology of nutritionism’ (Pollan 2008a, 8). As with all ideologies, 
nutritionism can lead to a ‘false consciousness’ in the mind of the eater, and can mislead 
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the scientist too. In the case of nutritionism, the widely shared but unexamined assumption 
is that foods are essentially the sum of their nutrient parts. Pollan exposes three pernicious 
myths that the ideology of nutritionism has convinced us of (2008a, 8; 28-29): 

• that what matters most is not the food but the nutrient; 

• that we need expert help in deciding what to eat, because nutrients are invisible and 
incomprehensible to everyone but scientists; and 

• that the whole purpose of eating is to maintain and promote bodily health, which is too 
narrow a concept of health in Pollan’s view. 

Pollan refers to Nestle’s critique of nutritional science: ‘it takes the nutrient out of the 
context of the food, the food out of the context of the diet, and the diet out of the context 
of the lifestyle’ (Nestle quoted in Pollan 2008a, 62). He judges it as a form of scientific 
‘reductionism’ which encourages a mechanistic view of eating, studying food out of the 
context of diet (2008a, 62). Because food in this view is foremost a matter of biology, it 
follows that we must eat ‘scientifically’ – by the nutrient and number and under the 
guidance of experts. 

One of the aims of In Defense of Food is to show the limitations of a strictly scientific 
understanding of something as complex and multifaceted as food (Pollan 2008a, 13). That 
eating should be foremost about bodily health is, in Pollan’s view, a relatively new and 
destructive idea – destructive not just of the pleasure of eating, but paradoxically of our 
health as well. As discussed in Chapter 1.1, Coveney (2000) explains how modern nutritional 
science as a form of biopolitics has rationalized food on the basis of scientific reason, 
undone of all of its sensual pleasures and cultural context. The result is what Pollan calls the 
‘American paradox’:79 the more society worries about nutrition, the less healthy it seems to 
become (2008a, 9). The studies of Coveney (2000) and Biltekoff (2013) (Chapter 1) indeed 
underline that modern nutritional science has produced normative discourses of ‘eating 
right’ through which moral subjects have problematized their relationship with food, 
creating feelings of anxiety and lack of control. Thus, instead of the problem of the Western 
diet being overturned, it has increasingly been medicalized (Pollan 2008a, 142). Pollan 
argues that diabetes is becoming normalized in the West and is recognized as a major 
business opportunity, as the healthcare industry can make more money by treating chronic 
disease than by preventing it. Apparently, it is easier, or at least a lot more profitable, to 
change a disease of civilization into a lifestyle than it is to change the way that a civilization 
eats (Pollan 2008a, 136). 

																																																								
79 This is a variation on the French paradox, which refers to the apparent contradiction that the 
French have a relatively low incidence of coronary heart disease, despite having a diet relatively rich 
in saturated fats.  
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Since nutritionism is the official ideology of the Western diet, nutrition science 
cannot be expected to raise radical questions about it (2008a, 11). Therefore, Pollan urges 
us to develop a different way of thinking about food in order to escape the Western diet 
and its consequences: ‘To escape the Western diet and the ideology of nutritionism, we 
have to stop eating and thinking that way’ (2008a, 142). Remarkably, Pollan assumes that a 
change in thinking will lead to a change in eating practices, framing it in terms of a paradigm 
change. He believes that society is entering the ‘post-industrial’ era of food: ‘for the first time 
it is possible to leave behind the Western diet without having also to leave behind 
civilization’ (Pollan 2008a, 14). 

Pollan says he is not anti-science, but he is sceptical of nutritional science, and 
believes that there are other discourses about food, derived from culture, which the 
ideology of nutritionism has undermined (2008a, 81). Before scientists, governments, and 
food marketers began telling us how to eat, Pollan says, ‘we relied on our (grand) mothers 
and more distant ancestors, which is another way of saying, on tradition and culture’ (2009, 
xvi). He asks whether society is better off with these new authorities telling individuals how 
to eat than it was with the traditional authorities they supplanted. Does he think these 
traditions are infallible? No, but he believes that much of this food wisdom is worth 
preserving and reviving (Pollan 2009, xvi-xvii). 

The question is, on whose authority does Pollan speak when he is advising people to 
reject the advice of science and industry? He claims to speak mainly on the authority of 
tradition and common sense. In this way, Pollan promotes common-sense food knowledge 
over the expert knowledge of science and technology. As discussed in Chapter 1.5, a range 
of popular lifestyle experts have recently emerged who are increasingly replacing more 
traditional forms of authority and expertise. They offer easy how-to advice focused on the 
ordinary and domestic sphere, including food, shopping, and cooking. However, as cultural 
intermediaries they also play a crucial role in the education, cultivation, and democratization 
of knowledge and skills surrounding food. Although Pollan is an expert in the traditional 
sense (as a journalist and academic), he conveys his expertise in a more popular discourse 
and through more accessible media forms such as documentary films and how-to manuals. 
He often speaks in terms of ‘we’, assuming that the reader identifies with common-sense 
logic: ‘Most of what we need to know about how to eat we already knew until we allowed the 
nutrition experts and the advertisers to shake our confidence in common sense, and the 
wisdom of our mothers and grandmothers’ (2008a, 13); or ‘[w]hen it comes to food, culture 
is another word for mom, the figure who typically passes on the food ways of the group’ 
(2008a, 133). Like many other food activists, such as Jamie Oliver and Carlo Petrini, Pollan 
genders the question of food culture and tradition, identifying it with the feeding work of 
women. In In Defense of Food he does not seem to be aware of this, but in Cooked he 
explicitly devotes a section to the issue, having received some substantial criticism on this 
point (see Chapter 4.5). 
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To overcome the influences of nutritionism and the Western diet, Pollan believes 
that we need a paradigm change: a broader, more ecological, and more cultural view of 
food (2008a, 102). Scientific eating has had the effect of removing eating from social life and 
pleasure, and of emptying food choices of their ethnic content and history (Pollan 2008a, 
57-58); whereas, according to Pollan, food should be about pleasure, community, family, 
and spirituality, about our relationship with the natural world, and about expressing our 
identity (2008a, 8). Pollan, therefore, seeks to reclaim food as a form of culture, similar to the 
ideas of the Slow Food movement. Before the rise of nutritionism, people relied on their 
national, ethnic, or regional cultures for guidance on what to eat. Culture has played a 
critical role in mediating people’s relationship with nature: through a long process of trial 
and error cultures have discovered what works – how best to reconcile human needs with 
whatever nature has to offer us in a particular place (Pollan 2008a, 173). This idea, that 
many traditional culinary practices are the products of a kind of bio-cultural evolution, is 
elaborated on further by Pollan in his book and documentary Cooked (see Chapter 4.5). 

This section has analysed In Defense of Food as an ideology critique that deconstructs 
the ideology of nutritional science, which implies a reductionist scientific view of food, 
undone of all of its social, cultural, and sensual aspects. In Pollan’s deconstruction we can 
clearly recognize the legacy of countercuisine, as he reproduces a discourse of binary 
oppositions similar to those of ‘real’, ‘authentic’, ‘natural’, and ‘culture’ versus ‘fake’, 
‘industrial’, ‘artificial’, and ‘science’ (see Chapter 1.2). This oppositional discourse is 
representative of the contemporary food movement as it aims to integrate knowledge, 
responsibility, and pleasure, and calls for a paradigm change to reclaim food as culture. The 
next section, therefore, will explore the concrete rules and practices offered by Pollan as 
the means to reclaim and revive food as a form of culture. 

 

4.4 Food rules: what (not) to eat 

Having provided his audience with a critical knowledge and awareness of food, in his more 
recent publications Pollan has aimed to empower people to transform themselves and the 
food system by offering them simple rules and lifestyle instruction through popular media 
forms such as manuals and documentaries. 
 

An Eater’s Manual 

After some two years of research into nutrition for In Defense of Food, Pollan realized that 
the answer to the complicated question of what we should eat was not so complicated after 
all, and, in fact, could be boiled down to just seven words: ‘Eat food. Not too much. Mostly 
plants.’ (2009, xv). The follow-up manual to In Defense of Food, titled Food Rules: An Eater’s 
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Manual (2009), offers an explanation of these seven words in sixty-four simple rules for 
‘eating healthily and happily’ (xvii). They are a distillation of ‘dietary wisdom’ that has been 
passed down in the form of food habits, manners, rules, taboos, and everyday and seasonal 
practices. In order to avoid the influences of nutritionism and the Western diet, Pollan has 
collected these rules from a variety of sources including anthropologists, folklorists, doctors, 
nurses, (grand)mothers, and his readers. In Food Rules Pollan, as a lifestyle expert, again 
prioritizes common sense over scientific expertise. 

Pollan developed these food rules not only to ensure better health but also to give 
greater pleasure in eating, two goals that are, to him, mutually reinforcing. Therefore, the 
guidelines are not framed in the vocabulary of nutritional science and do not say anything 
about nutrients or calories. As discussed in the previous section, Pollan believes that a 
scientific approach removes all sensual and social aspects from food and eating. Pollan 
thinks of these food rules less as laws than as ‘personal policies’ or tools that might point 
one in the right direction (2009, xix): ‘I’m not interested in dictating anyone’s menu, but 
rather in developing what I think of as eating algorithms – mental programs that, if you run 
them when you’re shopping for food or deciding on a meal, will produce a great many 
different dinners, all of them “healthy” in the broadest sense of that word’ (2008a, 144). 
Similar to Foucault’s concept of technologies of the self, these personal regimes enable and 
empower individuals to govern and transform themselves in order to attain a state of health 
and happiness. Pollan’s food rules can be interpreted as a form of ‘governing at a distance’, 
by which individuals should become experts of themselves and should develop an educated 
relationship of self-care with respect to their bodies, minds, and conduct (see Chapter 2.1). 
Typical of today’s mediated lifestyle advice, these regimes and tools are grounded in 
everyday lifestyle practices, such as shopping, cooking, and eating. 

 

Through the seven famous words ‘Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants.’ Pollan aims to 
give answers to the questions of ‘what should I eat?’, ‘what kind of food should I eat?’, and 
‘how should I eat?’ Food Rules translates and explains these seven words in sixty-four 
practical one-page rules. The following short selection discusses what they represent and 
what they have to offer individuals wishing to transform themselves: 

 

What should I eat? – Eat food (Pollan 2009, 5-45) 
In this section Pollan provides practical ways to distinguish ‘real’ foods from the processed 
food products which have come to ‘dominate’ the American food marketplace and diet. 
 

• Eat food 
Pollan tells his readers to choose ‘real’ and ‘whole’ food instead of ‘edible foodlike 
substances’ – that is, processed products from the industry. 
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• Don’t eat anything your great-grandmother wouldn’t recognize as food 
According to Pollan, ‘foodish’ products, such as portable yoghurt tubes, are designed to 
encourage individuals to buy and eat more by pushing our evolutionary buttons – taking 
advantage of our inborn preferences for sweetness, fat and salt. 

 

• Avoid food products that make health claims 
It is the products of modern food science that make the boldest health claims, Pollan 
says. The healthiest food in the supermarket – the fresh produce – does not boast about 
its healthfulness, because the growers do not have the budget or the packaging to do so. 

	

• Get out of the supermarket whenever you can 
The surest way, according to Pollan, to escape the Western diet is simply to depart the 
realms it rules: the supermarket, the convenience store, and the fast-food outlet. It is 
difficult to eat badly when the food comes from the farmers’ market or from your garden. 
Rather, the food eaten will automatically be fresh and whole, harvested at the peak of its 
flavour and nutritional quality; the kind of food that is alive and eventually will rot. 

	

This section indicates that Pollan reproduces the same binary oppositions as those in In 
Defense of Food, between ‘artificial’, ‘industrial’, ‘modern’, and ‘fake’, and ‘authentic’, 
‘traditional’, ‘natural’, and ‘real’, suggesting that the former are automatically bad and the 
latter automatically good and healthy. This opposition is repeatedly linked to the opposition 
of the supermarket versus the farmers’ market. 
 

What kind of food should I eat? – Mostly plants (2009, 49-94) 
In this section Pollan explains why some foods are better for us than others, and how some 
ways of producing them and combining them can make a difference. 
 

• Eat mostly plants, especially leaves 
Our biological dependence on plants goes back in time and runs deep, which, for Pollan, 
makes it not at all surprising that eating them should be so good for us. 

 

• Eat animals that have themselves eaten well 
Pollan notes that the diets of the animals we eat strongly influences the nutritional 
quality and healthiness of the food we get from them, whether it is meat, milk, or eggs. 
This should be self-evident, yet it is a truth routinely overlooked by the industrial food 
chain in its quest to produce vast quantities of cheap animal protein. Pollan has not 
found compelling health reasons to exclude meat from our diet; that is not to say there 
are not good ethical or environmental reasons to do so. 

 

• The whiter the bread, the sooner you’ll be dead 
This rather blunt piece of cross-cultural grandmotherly advice suggests that the health 
risks of white flour have been popularly recognized for many years. 
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• Eat more like the French, Italians, Japanese, Indians, or Greeks 
People who eat according to the rules of a traditional food culture are generally healthier 
than those eating a modern Western diet of processed foods. According to Pollan, 
traditions in foodways reflect long experience and often embody a nutritional logic that 
we should not heedlessly overturn. 

	

Although Pollan seeks to avoid the discourse of nutritionism, the focus is still more on 
health than on pleasure or taste, whereas Slow Food and Jamie Oliver would simply say that 
organic produce and wholegrain bread are tastier. Since Food Rules is aimed at an American 
audience the implied focus on health is understandable, because American nutritional 
science has produced a normative discourse of ‘eating right’ which still dominates (Chapter 
1). This section also demonstrates that Pollan prioritizes and romanticizes traditional 
(especially Mediterranean) food cultures, making the assumption that America does not 
have a worthy traditional food culture. Although Pollan stresses that food cultures are 
embedded in societies, economies, and ecologies, he suggests that one can ‘borrow’ a 
traditional diet from another food culture. Yet, if one adopts a diet from another culture, 
one should then pay attention to how a culture eats. 

 

How should I eat? – Not too much (2009, 95-139) 
Pollan defines food culture as ‘the set of manners, habits and taboos that together govern a 
people’s relationship to food and eating’. He believes that how a culture eats has as much 
influence on health as what a culture eats. The secret of the ‘French paradox’ may not be 
found in the dietary nutrients that keep the French healthy (saturated fat, white flour, wine), 
but in their food habits. Pollan thinks that nutritionists pay too much attention to the 
chemistry of food and not enough to the sociology or ecology of eating. All of their studies 
on the benefits of red wine or foie gras overlook the fact that the French eat very differently 
to the Americans. 

	

• Pay more, eat less 
Pollan points out that the US food system has for many years devoted its energies to 
increasing quantity and reducing price rather than to improving quality. Better food – 
whether measured by taste or nutritional quality – costs more, usually because it has 
been grown less intensively and with more care. Pollan says it is a shame that not 
everyone in America can afford to eat well, but that most Americans can and should, as 
they spend less than 10 per cent of their income on food. Pollan believes that by 
spending a little more on healthier food Americans could reduce the amount that they 
have to spend on healthcare. 
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• Eat meals 
This recommendation sounds as ridiculous as ‘eat food’, but nowadays in America it no 
longer goes without saying. Sociologists studying American eating habits are measuring 
more ‘eating occasions’ than meals: Americans are snacking and grazing more and eating 
fewer meals together. Pollan says that eating in this way makes people eat more 
processed snack foods. 

	

• Try not to eat alone 
Linked to the above rule, Americans are also increasingly eating in solitude. Sociologists 
show that when we eat mindlessly and alone, we eat more; and that food marketing 
encourages us to eat in front of the TV or in the car. For this reason Pollan wants to 
elevate the shared meal ‘from a mechanical process of fueling the body to a ritual of 
family and community, from mere animal biology to an act of culture. It is at the dinner 
table that we socialize and civilize our children, teaching them manners and the art of 
conversation’ (Pollan 2009, 129). 

	

• Cook, and if you can, plant a garden 
Pollan believes that providing for one’s own sustenance is the surest way ‘to escape the 
culture of fast food and the values implicit in it: that food should be fast, cheap, and easy; 
that food is a product of industry, not of nature; that food is fuel, and not a form of 
communion, with other people as well with other species’ (Pollan 2009, 135). On a more 
practical level, individuals will eat what their garden yields, which will be the freshest, 
most nutritious produce obtainable; they will get exercise growing it; will save money; 
and will be more likely to cook. To Pollan, cooking for oneself is the only sure way to take 
back control of one’s diet from the food scientists and food processors, and to guarantee 
that one is eating real food and not ‘edible food-like substances’. 

 

This section is perhaps the most fundamental, as it seeks to reclaim and revive food and 
eating as part of culture. What seems to matter most to Pollan is how we eat and how much 
we care about food. In Pollan’s conception of food culture, we can identify nostalgia for 
traditional foodways, such as grandmothers’ home cooking and the family meal, and a 
romanticized image of authentic Mediterranean and non-Western food cultures. 

Having analysed food production and nutrition, it is not surprising that Pollan’s next 
book is about the middle link in the food chain: cooking. 

 

4.5 Cooked: from consumption to production 

This section explores how Pollan, in his most recent publications, is shifting the discourse of 
‘eating right’ from consumption to production, arguing that people can exercise citizenship 
and reclaim control of their diet through DIY practices such as cooking. It discusses how 
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back control of one’s diet from the food scientists and food processors, and to guarantee 
that one is eating real food and not ‘edible food-like substances’. 

 

This section is perhaps the most fundamental, as it seeks to reclaim and revive food and 
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romanticized image of authentic Mediterranean and non-Western food cultures. 
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4.5 Cooked: from consumption to production 
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and reclaim control of their diet through DIY practices such as cooking. It discusses how 
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Pollan defines cooking as a political act which may govern and transform the self as well as 
the food system. Cooked: A Natural History of Transformation (2013) is about the fundamental 
role of cooking in the evolution and transformation of both nature and culture. In this book, 
Pollan argues that taking back control of cooking may be the most important step anyone 
can take to make the American food system healthier and more sustainable. In his view, 
reclaiming cooking as an act of enjoyment and self-reliance opens the door to a more 
fulfilling life. 

Pollan starts the book with an explanation of the ‘cooking paradox’: the fact that 
people spend more time watching food being cooked on TV than they spend actually 
cooking it themselves (2013, 3). Pollan thinks that individuals like to watch cooking on 
television and read about it in books, because there are things about cooking that they miss 
in their lives. Why is cooking different from making clothes and furniture, or from fixing 
one’s car? Because cooking is a defining human activity that links us to nature and to our 
bodies, Pollan argues that it is too important for our well-being to outsource it. Pollan bases 
the idea that cooking is a defining human activity on the work of several anthropologists. 
Levi-Strauss, for instance, wrote in The Raw and the Cooked (1964) that many cultures regard 
cooking as the symbolic activity ‘that establishes the difference between animals and 
people’ (2013, 6). For Levi-Strauss cooking was a metaphor for the human transformation of 
raw nature into cooked culture. Other anthropologists have taken this idea of the ‘cooking 
animal’ quite literally, suggesting that cooking is central to human identity, biology, and 
culture. Richard Wrangham, for instance, in his book, Catching Fire: how cooking made us 
human (2009), argues that it was the discovery of cooking that set humans apart from apes. 
According to his ‘cooking hypothesis’, the advent of cooked food altered the course of 
human evolution: by providing our ancestors with a more energy-dense and easy-to-digest 
diet, our brains grew bigger and our guts shrank, expanding our cognitive capacity (Pollan 
2013, 6). Freed from the necessity of chewing and digesting large quantities of raw food, 
humans could devote their time to other purposes, such as creating a culture. Cooking also 
created the practice of eating together at an appointed time and place: sitting down to 
common meals, making eye-contact, sharing food, and exercising self-restraint all served to 
civilize us. Cooking thus transformed us by making us more sociable and civil, Pollan 
concludes (2013, 7). 

The central thesis of Cooked, in my reading, is that by transforming food – from 
nature to culture – we are transformed as well. Firstly from a physical to a social and cultural 
being, and secondly, in a more political way, from a consumer to a producer. This implies 
that cooking situates the cook in a special place between nature and culture, conducting a 
process of translation and negotiation. Both nature and culture are transformed in the 
process, and so is the cook (Pollan 2013, 18). Pollan believes that when we no longer have 
any direct personal knowledge of cooking, food becomes completely abstracted from its 
various contexts: from manual labour, from the natural world, from imagination, culture, 
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and community. Therefore, the best way to recover the reality of food is by attempting to 
master the physical processes and skills through which it has traditionally been made 
(Pollan 2013, 17). In Cooked Pollan thus explores four key transformations from nature to 
culture through cooking, learning, and mastering the techniques and processes himself: 

• fire: grilling meat on a fire; 

• water: domestic cooking in pots, such as stews and soups; 

• air: baking bread using yeast and sourdough; and 

• earth: fermenting vegetables, milk, and alcohol. 

Besides the cultural transformation, cooking also transforms us physically, Pollan believes. 
To him, cooking is probably the most important thing an individual can do to improve his or 
her diet. What matters most is not any particular nutrient, or even any particular food: it is 
the act of cooking itself. Those who cook eat a healthier diet without giving it a second 
thought. Similar to Jamie Oliver, Pollan believes that it is the collapse of home cooking that 
has led directly to the obesity epidemic, because when you cook, you choose the 
ingredients: ‘And you’re going to use higher-quality ingredients than whoever is making your 
home-meal replacement would ever use. You’re not going to use additives. You’re also not 
going to cook much junk. So the quality of the food will automatically be better.’(Bittman 
2013b). This view on cooking and health is confirmed by Harry Balzer, an expert in eating 
behaviour, in the ‘Water’ episode of the documentary Cooked, whose advice comes down to 
a simple rule: ‘eat anything you want but make it all yourself’ (36:52). 

	

Division of labour: Who will do the cooking? 

Pollan’s book Cooked was adapted into a four-part Netflix documentary series based on the 
above-mentioned four elements: fire, water, air and earth.80 Netflix has become a popular 
streaming service for high-quality food documentaries and shows, including Chef’s Table, 
Mind of a Chef, Parts Unknown, and Ugly Delicious. Oscar-winning filmmaker Alex Gibney, 
known for documentary films such as Steve Jobs: The Man in the Machine, is the executive 
producer of the series. Each episode focuses on a different natural element and its 
relationship to both ancient and modern cooking methods and food cultures. Every episode 
also features Michael Pollan cooking in his home kitchen in Berkeley, California. 

The central question in the episode ‘Water’ regards the division of labour. In it, Pollan 
compares Western food culture with that of India and explores the consequences of eating 
processed food. In America, due to time pressures, people increasingly outsource cooking 
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to professionals. How can you continue to eat wholesome home-cooked food in such a 
world?, Pollan asks (15:20). In India people feel the same time pressures, but ‘Indians are 
the least likely to succumb to Western food’, Pollan claims (15:30). In this episode India is 
presented as having an authentic, traditional food culture: ‘we eat what we grow locally and 
we build a whole culture of food around it’ (5:35); ‘we have a tradition of home cooking 
which is handed down from mother to daughter’ (38:27). Throughout the episode a rather 
stereotypical opposition is created between the ‘authentic, healthy’ India and the ‘industrial, 
unhealthy’ USA, and this opposition is reinforced by images and sounds. America is 
represented by time-lapse shots of modern, busy cities with masses of people rushing 
through traffic, on escalators and in supermarkets, similar to the iconic images of 
Koyaanisqatsi (1982), but without any music or soundtrack, just the voice of Michael Pollan 
talking about time pressure (12:30–15:00) (Figure 8). The film then switches to Mumbai, also 
represented by images of busy traffic and masses of people (15:21); however, the speed 
with which the images are depicted is much slower and traditional Indian music emphasizes 
the ‘authenticity’ of India. The question of how Indians can continue to eat wholesome food 
while they are also under time pressure is explained by the Dabbawala service, a clever 
delivery system, which delivers and returns lunchboxes (tiffins) containing hot home-cooked 
meals to people at work. The system is represented through images of a dabbawala
delivering tiffins on a bicycle, accompanied by Indian music, which creates a nostalgic 
atmosphere (Figure 9).

Figure 5: Shot of a busy city with people rushing through traffic (Cooked episode Water, 12:40)
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Figure 6: Dabbawala’s with tiffins (Cooked episode Water, 20:13)

In contrast, the episode starts with a scene in Mumbai where we see a housewife cooking a
traditional meal for her husband before he leaves for work (6:34); this raises questions
about the traditional division of domestic labour. The woman says that cooking skills are
handed down from mother to daughter, so that they are capable of feeding their future
families (5:00). Does rebuilding a culture of cooking thus imply that women should return to
the kitchen? After this scene, the film switches to Berkeley, California, where we see Michael
Pollan in his kitchen with a female chef, Samin Nosrat, who is teaching him to cook.
Throughout the episode cooking is represented as a pleasant, slow, and mindful practice,
with close-ups of manual tasks, such as slicing onions or peeling garlic cloves, often
underscored with classical music or just the natural sounds of the cooking process (see, for
instance, 44:10).

In this episode, Pollan aims to make a point about gender and the division of labour
in a politically correct way. The common and simple explanation for the loss of cooking skills
is that women stopped cooking as the feminist revolution arrived and they started to work
outside the home. This is, for instance, Jamie Oliver’s explanation for why cooking skills have
been lost in Britain (see Chapter 5.4). But Pollan’s explanation is more complex: he blames
the food industry for the loss of cooking skills (21:43). Pollan says that the food industry has
exploited the issue of domestic labour in order to sell processed food. In the 1970s in
particular, the industry made it seem progressive, even ‘feminist’, not to cook. Pollan recalls
a Kentucky Fried Chicken advertising campaign which promoted a bucket of fried chicken
with the slogan ‘Women’s Liberation’ (Bittman 2013b). The food industry presented cooking
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in advertisements as drudgery, and created the idea that home life was a constant cause of 
stress and panic (24:20). Convenience and processed foods, therefore, were presented as 
the solution in the 1960s and 1970s when women started to work in greater numbers 
(25:18). 

Since then, Pollan argues (26:00), the food industry has deliberately tried to 
undermine cooking as an everyday practice, and has tried to convince us that cooking is 
really difficult and time consuming. Traditional home cooking is an obstacle for the food 
industry, as companies try to engineer our cravings to get us to eat more, which causes 
health problems, such as diabetes and obesity (27:30). As soon as Western countries 
become aware of these problems, the industry changes direction and starts trying to sell its 
products to the developing world, in places such as India. This is illustrated quite 
dramatically in this episode, through images of an obese family in Mumbai that has become 
dependent on take-away fast food (34:20). 

If we want to rebuild a culture of cooking, we all need to get back into the kitchen 
and we need to take our children with us, Pollan argues (37:50). There follows a scene in 
which we see Pollan cooking with his teenage son in the kitchen, who says he enjoys 
cooking. In the fourth episode, ‘Earth’, we see father and son brewing their own beer. One 
of the problems with home cooking in the US, Pollan says, is that fresh produce has become 
much more expensive (an increase in price of 40% since 1980) than processed food (39:20). 
The film switches back to India, to a community kitchen in Mumbai, where rich members of 
the Muslim community subsidize meals for the poorer members, so that everyone can 
enjoy a good meal every day (40:30). Similar to the Dabbawala system, this community 
kitchen is presented as ‘authentic’ through the use of idyllic imagery and traditional Indian 
music, as well as through the inclusion of the religious slaughtering of a sheep (42:00) 
(Figure 10). In contrast to America, India is represented throughout the episode as having 
authentic traditional food ways that are highly unlikely to ‘succumb to Western food’ 
(15:30).This creates an unintended opposition and ambivalence between the situation of 
the world’s poorest people, who have to devote long hours to basic subsistence, and the 
world’s wealthiest, who have the luxury of indulging in artisanal cooking. 
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Figure 7: Community kitchen in Mumbai (Cooked episode Water, 41:45)

Cooking as a political act

According to Pollan, the food movement in the US depends for its success on the
willingness of people to cook; otherwise the growth of local, sustainable food and farmers’
markets is going to decrease. In his view, cooking also transforms us from consumers to
producers by taking production back into our own hands, which implies a different view of
the division of labour. Although specialization is a powerful social and economic force, to
Pollan it is also debilitating, as it ‘breeds helplessness, dependence, ignorance and 
eventually undermines any sense of responsibility’ (2013, 19). He argues that society assigns
us just a few limited roles: we are producers of one thing at work, consumers of many other
things all the rest of the time, and citizens only occasionally, when we vote. We delegate
virtually all our needs and desires to specialists, which is much to the advantage of
corporations. Pollan’s particular problem with the division of labour is how it obscures the
connections between our everyday acts and their real-world consequences. Taking back the
production and preparation of food has the effect of making many of these connections
that the food industry has obscured visible again (2013, 19-20). Cooking thus subverts the
rigid categories of work and leisure, of production and consumption.

Therefore, Pollan qualifies cooking and growing your own food as subversive acts:
‘To reclaim this much control over one’s food means to take it back from industry and
science’ (2008a, 200). Furthermore, ‘to cook or not to cook’ becomes a consequential
question for Pollan: cooking ‘constitutes a vote, against specialization, against the total 
rationalization of life, against the infiltration of commercial interests into our lives’ (2013, 22).
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To cook for the pleasure of it is, for him, a ‘declaration of independence’ from the 
corporations seeking to organize our daily life into another occasion for consumption. By 
reproducing the discourse of political activism (‘voting with your fork’, see Chapter 1.4) 
Pollan thus defines cooking as a political act, and cooks as citizens. Cooked can, therefore, 
be read as an invitation to modify the relationship between production and consumption, 
framing it in an obviously anti-corporate discourse. The role of consumer assumes 
dependence and a measure of ignorance about the origins of everything that we consume, 
whereas the production of our everyday needs increases our self-reliance and freedom, 
and reduces our dependence on distant corporations. Our money and power flows back 
towards us and our community as soon as we take responsibility for meeting our daily 
needs ourselves (2013, 23). To brew beer, to make cheese, to bake a loaf of bread, 
generates respect for the producer, and reminds us that all these things are not just 
‘products’ or ‘things’. Instead, Pollan defines them as a ‘web of relationships, between 
people, but also between ourselves and all the other species on which we still depend’ 
(2013, 408). For instance, in the episode ‘Water’, Pollan observes that through the practice 
of cooking you realize that ‘industry doesn’t feed us, nature feeds us’ (46:10). 

From the perspective of political activism, DIY practices such as cooking can be 
understood as a form of micro-politics and individualized collective action, through which 
citizens take responsibility for their personal and collective well-being (see Chapter 1.4). In 
Pollan’s discourse, responsibilization is formulated in terms of political activism, rather than 
in the typical neoliberal discourse of selfish individualism. From this viewpoint, 
responsibilities are collectively shared through multilayered networks, both governmental 
and non-governmental, as well as at the level of individual citizen-consumers. In Pollan’s 
manifestos self-government means governing through freedom, where active, self-
managing citizens take part in and transform a network of (power) relations (see Chapter 
1.4, in particular Rose 1996). Power in this sense should be understood as positive and 
productive (as per Foucault’s understanding), empowering individuals to govern themselves. 

Pleasure, as well as politics, is involved in producing your own food, as was 
established during the countercuisine movement (see Chapter 1.2). To Pollan the 
involvement of pleasure generates a form of ‘embodied knowledge, when your nose or your 
fingertips can tell you that the dough needs another turn or is ready to be baked’ (2013, 
406). The pleasure and satisfaction lie in ‘that sweet spot where the frontier between work 
and play disappears’ (Pollan 2013, 17). In the episode ‘Water’, for instance, Pollan’s cookery 
teacher Samin talks about ‘mindful’ tasks – while she is peeling garlic cloves – which can 
become a pleasure instead of drudgery (44:20). As discussed in Chapter 1.3, the 
contemporary food movement foregrounds pleasure in its discourse of ‘eating right’. In this 
form of political hedonism, pleasure is derived from knowledge of the production of food 
and making responsible choices based on that knowledge. 
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To Pollan, pleasure is not only derived from knowledge, but also from values of
community, care, and sharing related to food and cooking. Cooking is all about connections,
between us and other species, other times, and other cultures, but most importantly, other
people (2013, 415). Pollan has discovered that cooking gives us the opportunity to work
directly to support ourselves: ‘If this is not making a living I don’t know what it is. For is there
any practice less selfish, any labour less alienated, any time less wasted, than preparing
something delicious and nourishing for people you love?’ (2013, 23). Traditionally, cooking is
often described as a gift, as an expression of generosity. Among the ‘fermentos’ (the
subculture of brewers, cheesemakers, picklers, and bakers) especially, Pollan has
experienced uncommon generosity.81 They are so generous with their knowledge and
recipes, because they understand that the survival of cultures of any kind depends on them
being passed on. Pollan calls their culture a ‘declaration of independence’ from an economy
that would much prefer we remain passive consumers of standardized commodities, rather
than creators of idiosyncratic products (2013, 414). As discussed in the citizen-consumer
debate (Chapter 1.4), ethical consumption practices are not necessarily marked by selfish
individualism, but instead by values of care, solidarity, and collective concern. It is thought-
provoking that Pollan is shifting the discourse on ethical consumption towards production,
arguing that people can exercise citizenship and reclaim control through DIY practices, such
as cooking.

To Pollan it is no coincidence that interest in all kinds of DIY pursuits has intensified 
as we have started to spend more hours in front of screens, where four of our five senses 
are greatly under-employed. He calls these DIY practices ‘antidotes to our abstraction’
(2013, 407). As discussed in Chapter 2.2, de Solier (2013) defines these practices as a form
of ‘productive leisure’, through which foodies invest free time in the acquisition of culinary
cultural capital (food knowledge and skills). The manual production of material objects
carries an especially high value, because it compensates for the loss of material production
in (knowledge) work. Productive leisure, such as cooking, thus plays a central role for
foodies in their education, self-formation, and sense of well-being. Productive leisure in this
way can be seen as elitist, since the acquisition of culinary cultural capital requires
significant time, mobility, and money, resources which are inaccessible to many poor or 
working-class individuals (see, for instance, Zimmerman 2015). Interestingly, Pollan also has
mediatized the material culture of cooking through diverse media forms (books, manuals,
and documentaries), although he speaks critically of today’s ‘cooking paradox’.82 However, as
discussed in Chapter 2.2, food experts today play a central role in the teaching of food
knowledge and skills and in the empowerment of citizens, although this is no longer

81 This is represented in the chapter/episode ‘Earth’ of the book/documentary Cooked.
82 The fact that we spend more time watching food media than we spend cooking.
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and making responsible choices based on that knowledge. 
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disseminated through traditional authorities or social structures, but increasingly through 
the media. As a result, this mediatization creates a tension in Pollan’s work between his anti-
corporate political discourse and his more mainstream lifestyle advice. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have shown that Michael Pollan can be seen as a mediated food expert and 
activist who represents the American food movement which has its roots in the 
counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s. Pollan explicitly credits the counterculture for 
raising awareness about food and sustainability. By connecting the personal to the political, 
counterculture politicized ‘private’ consumer choices and produced a politically correct 
discourse of ‘eating right’. I have demonstrated that, in diverse media texts, Pollan produces 
a similar discourse of binary oppositions, including those of ‘real’, ‘authentic’, ‘natural’, and 
‘culture’, versus ‘fake’, ‘industrial’, ‘artificial’, and ‘science’, while criticizing the food industry 
and nutritional science. I have analysed the manifesto In Defense of Food as an ideology 
critique that deconstructs the ideology of nutritional science and produces a normative 
discourse of binary oppositions, as listed above. In the episode ‘Water’ of the documentary 
Cooked a similar opposition is created between the ‘authentic, healthy’ India and the 
‘industrial, unhealthy’ America. Although Pollan seeks to avoid the discourse of nutritionism, 
the focus is still more on the ethical than on the aesthetic function of food, which produces 
a more normative and political discourse of ‘eating right’ that differs from those of Oliver 
and the Slow Food movement. 

In contrast to the situation during the counterculture era, this discourse has now 
become mainstream and has been incorporated by the food industry and marketing 
through the advertising of ‘authentic’ and ‘natural’ products. Ironically, Pollan has 
contributed to this mainstreaming himself because he conveys his anti-corporate political 
discourse through popular media channels such as Netflix, media appearances, and 
manuals that contain simple lifestyle advice. 

As a cultural intermediary, Pollan plays a crucial role in the education, popularization 
and mediatization of food knowledge. As an intellectual he provides his audience with a 
critical knowledge and awareness of food through traditional media forms, such as books 
and articles, which are more closely associated with traditional forms of expertise and 
authority. However, Pollan also aims to empower people to transform themselves and the 
food system by offering them simple rules and lifestyle instructions through more 
accessible media forms, such as manuals, manifestos, and documentaries. I have indicated 
that this mediatization creates an ambivalence in Pollan’s work between political activism 
and more mainstream lifestyle advice. For instance, I have discussed how Pollan promotes 
common-sense knowledge over scientific knowledge and calls for a more ecological and 
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cultural view of food. In this way, his texts also create a nostalgic image of traditional 
(especially Mediterranean and non-Western) food cultures, the home cooking of 
(grand)mothers, and of family values. 

Furthermore, I have pointed out that Pollan politicizes food in three different ways: 
by exposing what is wrong with the food industry, by influencing the government to reform 
the food system, and by empowering consumers to vote with their forks. Pollan’s view of 
food politics is strongly influenced by the work of Marion Nestle, who connected food to 
politics in the first place by arguing that stakeholders have various interests in how food is 
produced, sold, and consumed. Both Nestle and Pollan believe that change in the food 
system will come from grass-roots initiatives and citizen activism rather than from the 
government. By connecting daily consumer choices to global issues, the food movement 
has politicized ‘private’ choices and practices, such as eating and cooking, into a form of 
micro-politics. I have discussed how this creates a debate about citizen activism and 
‘responsibilization’. On the one hand, soft politics and ‘voting with your fork’ can be 
understood as a form of micro-politics and individualized collective action, through which 
citizens take responsibility for their personal and collective well-being. On the other hand, it 
shifts responsibility for social problems from governments and corporations onto 
individuals. Therefore, hard politics and regulation remain necessary in the view of food-
policy experts, such as Nestle. 

Consequently, in his more recent publications Pollan aims to empower people to 
transform themselves and the food system by offering them simple rules and guidelines. 
Like other mediated lifestyle experts, his advice is grounded in the terrain of everyday 
practices such as shopping, cooking, and eating. Therefore, I have analysed Pollan’s manual, 
Food Rules, as an example of ‘governing at a distance’ – as a personal regime or ‘technology 
of the self’ that enables and empowers individuals to govern and transform themselves in 
order to attain healthy and happy lives. With these food rules Pollan also seeks to reclaim 
and revive food as a part of culture, which includes politics as well as caring and pleasure. In 
contrast to straightforward neoliberalism, in Pollan’s discourse responsibilization and self-
government are framed in terms of political activism and freedom (‘voting with your fork’), 
whereby active citizens take part in and transform the network of power relations. 

In his book and documentary Cooked, Pollan shifts the discourse of ‘eating right’ even 
further from consumption towards production, arguing that people can exercise citizenship 
and reclaim control of their diet through DIY practices, such as cooking. I have read Cooked 
as a thesis on transformation: from physical to social and cultural beings, and from 
consumers to producers. I have indicated that Pollan’s anti-corporate discourse addresses 
the issue of the division of labour and seeks to modify the relationship between production 
and consumption. He argues that DIY practices, such as cooking, increase our self-reliance 
and freedom, and reduce our dependency on corporations. Moreover, he defines cooking 
as a political act, a form of micro-politics, which may govern and transform the self as well 



 

	 	132 

disseminated through traditional authorities or social structures, but increasingly through 
the media. As a result, this mediatization creates a tension in Pollan’s work between his anti-
corporate political discourse and his more mainstream lifestyle advice. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have shown that Michael Pollan can be seen as a mediated food expert and 
activist who represents the American food movement which has its roots in the 
counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s. Pollan explicitly credits the counterculture for 
raising awareness about food and sustainability. By connecting the personal to the political, 
counterculture politicized ‘private’ consumer choices and produced a politically correct 
discourse of ‘eating right’. I have demonstrated that, in diverse media texts, Pollan produces 
a similar discourse of binary oppositions, including those of ‘real’, ‘authentic’, ‘natural’, and 
‘culture’, versus ‘fake’, ‘industrial’, ‘artificial’, and ‘science’, while criticizing the food industry 
and nutritional science. I have analysed the manifesto In Defense of Food as an ideology 
critique that deconstructs the ideology of nutritional science and produces a normative 
discourse of binary oppositions, as listed above. In the episode ‘Water’ of the documentary 
Cooked a similar opposition is created between the ‘authentic, healthy’ India and the 
‘industrial, unhealthy’ America. Although Pollan seeks to avoid the discourse of nutritionism, 
the focus is still more on the ethical than on the aesthetic function of food, which produces 
a more normative and political discourse of ‘eating right’ that differs from those of Oliver 
and the Slow Food movement. 

In contrast to the situation during the counterculture era, this discourse has now 
become mainstream and has been incorporated by the food industry and marketing 
through the advertising of ‘authentic’ and ‘natural’ products. Ironically, Pollan has 
contributed to this mainstreaming himself because he conveys his anti-corporate political 
discourse through popular media channels such as Netflix, media appearances, and 
manuals that contain simple lifestyle advice. 

As a cultural intermediary, Pollan plays a crucial role in the education, popularization 
and mediatization of food knowledge. As an intellectual he provides his audience with a 
critical knowledge and awareness of food through traditional media forms, such as books 
and articles, which are more closely associated with traditional forms of expertise and 
authority. However, Pollan also aims to empower people to transform themselves and the 
food system by offering them simple rules and lifestyle instructions through more 
accessible media forms, such as manuals, manifestos, and documentaries. I have indicated 
that this mediatization creates an ambivalence in Pollan’s work between political activism 
and more mainstream lifestyle advice. For instance, I have discussed how Pollan promotes 
common-sense knowledge over scientific knowledge and calls for a more ecological and 

 

	 	 133 

cultural view of food. In this way, his texts also create a nostalgic image of traditional 
(especially Mediterranean and non-Western) food cultures, the home cooking of 
(grand)mothers, and of family values. 

Furthermore, I have pointed out that Pollan politicizes food in three different ways: 
by exposing what is wrong with the food industry, by influencing the government to reform 
the food system, and by empowering consumers to vote with their forks. Pollan’s view of 
food politics is strongly influenced by the work of Marion Nestle, who connected food to 
politics in the first place by arguing that stakeholders have various interests in how food is 
produced, sold, and consumed. Both Nestle and Pollan believe that change in the food 
system will come from grass-roots initiatives and citizen activism rather than from the 
government. By connecting daily consumer choices to global issues, the food movement 
has politicized ‘private’ choices and practices, such as eating and cooking, into a form of 
micro-politics. I have discussed how this creates a debate about citizen activism and 
‘responsibilization’. On the one hand, soft politics and ‘voting with your fork’ can be 
understood as a form of micro-politics and individualized collective action, through which 
citizens take responsibility for their personal and collective well-being. On the other hand, it 
shifts responsibility for social problems from governments and corporations onto 
individuals. Therefore, hard politics and regulation remain necessary in the view of food-
policy experts, such as Nestle. 

Consequently, in his more recent publications Pollan aims to empower people to 
transform themselves and the food system by offering them simple rules and guidelines. 
Like other mediated lifestyle experts, his advice is grounded in the terrain of everyday 
practices such as shopping, cooking, and eating. Therefore, I have analysed Pollan’s manual, 
Food Rules, as an example of ‘governing at a distance’ – as a personal regime or ‘technology 
of the self’ that enables and empowers individuals to govern and transform themselves in 
order to attain healthy and happy lives. With these food rules Pollan also seeks to reclaim 
and revive food as a part of culture, which includes politics as well as caring and pleasure. In 
contrast to straightforward neoliberalism, in Pollan’s discourse responsibilization and self-
government are framed in terms of political activism and freedom (‘voting with your fork’), 
whereby active citizens take part in and transform the network of power relations. 

In his book and documentary Cooked, Pollan shifts the discourse of ‘eating right’ even 
further from consumption towards production, arguing that people can exercise citizenship 
and reclaim control of their diet through DIY practices, such as cooking. I have read Cooked 
as a thesis on transformation: from physical to social and cultural beings, and from 
consumers to producers. I have indicated that Pollan’s anti-corporate discourse addresses 
the issue of the division of labour and seeks to modify the relationship between production 
and consumption. He argues that DIY practices, such as cooking, increase our self-reliance 
and freedom, and reduce our dependency on corporations. Moreover, he defines cooking 
as a political act, a form of micro-politics, which may govern and transform the self as well 



 

	 	134 

as the food system. Rather than accepting the common explanation (the feminist 
revolution), Pollan blames the food industry for the loss of cooking skills. In a politically 
correct way, Pollan argues that ‘we all need to go back to the kitchen’ (especially men and 
children), but seems to particularly convey the more ‘feminine’ values related to food, such 
as care, community, and sustainability. Similar to Jamie Oliver, he believes that cooking is the 
most important thing you can do to improve your health and well-being. For this reason, 
Pollan calls for a paradigm change to revive and reclaim food culture and DIY practices such 
as cooking. This form of productive leisure, however, can also be branded as elitist – 
exclusively for the liberal middle class – since the acquisition of culinary cultural capital 
requires significant time, mobility, and money, resources which are inaccessible to many 
poor or working-class individuals. 
  

Chapter 5 
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Food: cooking for a 
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5. 

Jamie’s Ministry of Food: cooking for a better life 
Celebrity chef Jamie Oliver had a huge impact on the debate about food and health with his 
prize-winning Ted Talk in 2010.83 In the talk he expresses his concerns and mission in a 
dramatic way: ‘Sadly, in the next 18 minutes when I do our chat, four Americans that are 
alive will be dead from the food that they eat.’ He has been working tirelessly over the past 
few years ‘to save lives’ and claims that diet-related disease is the ‘biggest killer’ in the US 
and the UK, and that it is ‘a global problem, a catastrophe. It's sweeping the world.’ His 
mission therefore is to build ‘a strong, sustainable movement to educate every child about 
food, to inspire families to cook again, and to empower people everywhere to fight obesity.’ 
This talk highlights the shift in Jamie Oliver’s image from that of celebrity chef to that of 
social entrepreneur, engaging in social and political issues related to food and health. This 
transformation started in 2002 when Oliver established a Food Foundation for his charity 
projects, including campaigns to improve school meals and to teach people how to cook, as 
embodied in Jamie’s Ministry of Food (2008). 

This chapter aims to highlight how the media constitute a certain rationality 
regarding food and health, and how this has enabled Oliver to establish as himself as a 
social entrepreneur. In the first place, it seeks to explain how Oliver’s new role emerged in 
the particular political context and climate that existed, one which promoted neoliberal 
values such as individual responsibility. Section 5.2, therefore, examines how Oliver 
politicizes and moralizes food through his campaigns, and how his discourse resonates with 
Britain’s neoliberal food and health policy. 

Secondly, the chapter examines the kinds of knowledge and practices for the 
empowerment and transformation of citizens that are produced and provided through 
Oliver’s campaigns. To this end, it will focus on Jamie’s Ministry of Food, because this cross-
media campaign best illustrates how food campaigners and entrepreneurs use food as a 
vehicle for cultural change. Consequently, section 5.3 analyses how the cross-media 
campaign Jamie’s Ministry of Food worked as a cultural technology by linking food and health 
promotion to a governmental rationality. The analysis covers all the publications and media 
related to the Jamie’s Ministry of Food campaign: all four episodes of the reality-TV series 
aired on Channel 4 (2008); the cookbook (2008); the manifesto; and Oliver’s cross-media 
platform, including websites, videos, apps, and social media. All these converging media 
channels offer a broad variety of tools for different audiences. 

																																																								
83 Ted Talk Jamie Oliver, February 2010, accessed 18 November, 2018, 
http://www.ted.com/talks/jamie_oliver.html 
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Through an analysis of the Jamie’s Ministry of Food TV series, section 5.3 aims to 
demonstrate how the makeover format of the programme structures and reinforces a 
discourse on empowerment, responsibility, and change. Section 5.4 looks in more detail at 
the kinds of concrete practices, skills, and techniques that Jamie’s Ministry of Food provides 
for the government and care of the self. Section 5.5 examines how Oliver’s cross-media 
platform provides tools for self-management and how it contributes to the commodification 
of cooking as an attractive lifestyle. Furthermore, it explores how the convergence of media 
enables and strengthens the hybridization of commercial and non-profit activities across 
the Jamie Oliver brand and enterprise. 

Most articles about celebrity chefs, and Jamie Oliver in particular, focus on class and 
gender issues (Bell and Hollows 2011; Hollows 2003; Hollows and Jones 2010; Moseley 
2001; de Solier 2005). With this chapter, though, I wish to contribute to a growing body of 
research that connects food and ethical consumption to governmentality and media studies 
(e.g. Lewis 2008, 2011). Taking Hollows and Jones’s article on Jamie’s Ministry of Food (2010) 
as a starting point, this chapter places Jamie’s Ministry of Food in a wider framework of 
governmentality and media studies, primarily drawing on the work of Ouellette and Hay 
(2008a/b) and Lewis (2008, 2010). This is achieved, firstly, by placing Oliver’s charity 
campaigns in the context of the neoliberal food and health policy in Britain. Secondly, I will 
carry out an analysis of Jamie’s Ministry of Food as a complete cross-media campaign, not 
limited to just the reality-TV programme. In this way, this chapter aims to explore how 
media convergence has enabled Jamie Oliver to establish his new role as a social 
entrepreneur. 
 

5.1 Jamie Oliver: from celebrity chef to social entrepreneur 

The Jamie Oliver brand and enterprise 

Jamie Oliver is a world-renowned celebrity chef and campaigner. He was discovered in 1997 
by the BBC in The River Café, where he appeared as the sous-chef in a documentary about 
the restaurant. In 1999 his first BBC cookery show, The Naked Chef, was launched, and the 
accompanying cookbook became a number-one bestseller in the UK. Within a year the 
Jamie Oliver brand was born. Twenty years later, Oliver has starred in 30 television series, 
screened in 40 countries. He has published around 22 cookery books (selling more than 10 
million copies), produces the bestselling Jamie magazine, and owns some 60 restaurants 
around the world. His personal wealth is estimated at £240 million. From 2000 to 2011 
Oliver was the face of UK supermarket chain Sainsbury’s, for which he earned £2 million a 
year. This partnership was not without controversy, as in interviews, Oliver compared 
supermarkets with factories and stated that he does not buy produce from them (Poulter 
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by the BBC in The River Café, where he appeared as the sous-chef in a documentary about 
the restaurant. In 1999 his first BBC cookery show, The Naked Chef, was launched, and the 
accompanying cookbook became a number-one bestseller in the UK. Within a year the 
Jamie Oliver brand was born. Twenty years later, Oliver has starred in 30 television series, 
screened in 40 countries. He has published around 22 cookery books (selling more than 10 
million copies), produces the bestselling Jamie magazine, and owns some 60 restaurants 
around the world. His personal wealth is estimated at £240 million. From 2000 to 2011 
Oliver was the face of UK supermarket chain Sainsbury’s, for which he earned £2 million a 
year. This partnership was not without controversy, as in interviews, Oliver compared 
supermarkets with factories and stated that he does not buy produce from them (Poulter 
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2006). Oliver has another advertising deal with Tefal, producers of non-stick cooking pans. 
In 2016 Oliver and Hello Fresh, an international meal delivery service, announced a 
partnership to incorporate his recipes into their weekly recipe boxes. Oliver’s enterprise 
includes diverse commercial activities, such as restaurant chains, his media production 
company Fresh One Productions, smartphone apps, and several online shops selling 
cookbooks, tableware, kitchen utensils, wood-fired ovens and other food products, all 
branded as ‘Jamie’s’. 

In the contemporary brand-based cross-media culture, Oliver’s identity as a celebrity 
chef is characteristic, and enables him to move across a range of media formats and 
platforms. As with most celebrity chefs, the brand of Jamie Oliver is produced by way of 
both the on-screen/online and off-screen/offline presences through which his image is 
circulated; these include cookery shows, cookbooks, the Jamie magazine, websites, apps, 
social media, video channels, restaurants, shops, and events. Although these appearances 
converge both online and offline, their convergence is best represented by Oliver’s cross-
media website.84 The website explicitly facilitates the branding and marketing of cooking and 
eating as a trendy lifestyle, an image disseminated by the Jamie Oliver brand. 

 

Celebrity chefs and lifestyle experts 

As discussed in Chapter 2.2, in today’s brand-based media culture, chefs such as Jamie 
Oliver, as well as Nigella Lawson and Heston Blumenthal, while teaching their viewers 
cookery skills, are primarily educating them in the ‘art of lifestyle’. Since the explosion of 
lifestyle TV in the 1990s, culinary television has been transformed by the foregrounding of 
style and fashionability that is characteristic of lifestyle programming This new style of 
cookery show originated with British TV programmes such as The Naked Chef (BBC 2 1999-
2001) and Nigella Bites (Channel 4 1999-2001) (De Solier 2005). 

The power and popularity of Oliver’s brand of effortless, fun cooking is due to the 
importance it places on lifestyle. His shows and cookbooks do not simply educate the 
viewer in how to cook, but also in how to use food to display one’s lifestyle. Cooking and 
eating are not represented as domestic labour or a necessity, but rather as a form of leisure 
and a pleasurable lifestyle activity. Oliver’s ‘naked’ style makes cooking look effortless, 
accessible, and achievable. This is emphasized by Oliver’s informal language; he uses words 
such as ‘pukka’, ‘funky’, ‘wicked’, ‘smash’, ‘bash’, and ‘rip’. He takes a hedonistic approach to 
cooking, combined with an ironic tone, as expressed in the opening motto of his first show, 
The Naked Chef (1999): ‘cooking’s gotta be a laugh, it’s gotta be simple, it’s gotta be tasty, it’s 
gotta be fun’. Each episode of the Naked Chef was designed around a social situation or 
event in Oliver's life, such as a hen night or cooking for his mates after a night of playing 
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pool. Series 1 and 2 were filmed at Oliver’s home (paid for by the BBC), while series 3 moved 
around other locations, including a beach and a houseboat. The Naked Chef series were 
accompanied by three cookbooks which promote cooking as a pleasurable, easy, and social 
activity. The advertising blurb for Happy Days with the Naked Chef (2002), for instance, says: 
‘Jamie Oliver believes in finding the best ingredients and making tasty, easy, social meals. For 
Jamie Oliver, food is all about Happy Days—good fun and great eating.’ 

Oliver’s shows, such as The Naked Chef, also depict cooking as a ‘cool’ masculine 
lifestyle activity, proving that ‘real lads do cook’. New forms of masculinity such as ‘the new 
lad’ of popular media in the mid-1990s are represented through Jamie’s ‘mockney’85 accent, 
his metrosexual haircut, his high-street clothes and him riding his Vespa through London. 
The Naked Chef, therefore, was credited with inspiring men to cook due to Oliver's ‘blokey’ 
attitude (De Solier 2005; Hollows 2003; Moseley 2001). However, since Oliver became a 
father, he has increasingly been represented as a family man, for instance, in shows such as 
Jamie at Home (2007) and Jamie’s Family Christmas (2009). Oliver’s everyday language 
distinguishes his culinary style from the professional and technical vocabulary of other male 
TV chefs such as Heston Blumenthal or Marcus Wareing. Like Nigella Lawson and Nigel 
Slater, Oliver asserts the validity of home cooking, rejecting the authority of haute cuisine. 
Italy has inspired Oliver throughout his career. Trained by his Italian culinary mentor 
Gennaro Contaldo and at the Italian restaurant The River Café, ‘Italianicity’ is important to 
Oliver’s image, since it triggers connotations of casual, authentic, rustic, local, domestic, and 
family (Hollows 2003, 235). In his bestseller, Jamie’s Italy (2006), Italy is represented as ‘his 
spiritual home’, ‘where Jamie takes you to cook with and learn from the real masters of 
Italian cuisine: the locals’. Recently, Oliver published a new book on Italian cuisine, Jamie 
Cooks Italy (2018), which passes on the culinary heritage of the ‘true matriarchs of the 
kitchen, the nonnas and mammas who are the beating heart of the Italian home’. Over the 
years, Oliver has used ‘Italianicity’ to reinforce his casual and informal attitude towards 
cooking. 

Parallel to the boom of lifestyle TV, a range of popular lifestyle experts emerged, 
whose advice focused on the ordinary, the domestic, and the everyday. As discussed in 
Chapter 2.2, expertise today is increasingly caught up in the logic of celebrity, whereby 
experts and public figures are framed in ways that make them more accessible, ordinary, 
and media-friendly. Mediated lifestyle experts, such as Oliver, play a key role in affirming 
certain consumption-based values and ways of living, and in passing on knowledge of 
broader ethical issues. This is enabled by today’s brand-based media culture in which 
celebrities move across the spheres associated with fame and other forms of authority or 
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cookery skills, are primarily educating them in the ‘art of lifestyle’. Since the explosion of 
lifestyle TV in the 1990s, culinary television has been transformed by the foregrounding of 
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The power and popularity of Oliver’s brand of effortless, fun cooking is due to the 
importance it places on lifestyle. His shows and cookbooks do not simply educate the 
viewer in how to cook, but also in how to use food to display one’s lifestyle. Cooking and 
eating are not represented as domestic labour or a necessity, but rather as a form of leisure 
and a pleasurable lifestyle activity. Oliver’s ‘naked’ style makes cooking look effortless, 
accessible, and achievable. This is emphasized by Oliver’s informal language; he uses words 
such as ‘pukka’, ‘funky’, ‘wicked’, ‘smash’, ‘bash’, and ‘rip’. He takes a hedonistic approach to 
cooking, combined with an ironic tone, as expressed in the opening motto of his first show, 
The Naked Chef (1999): ‘cooking’s gotta be a laugh, it’s gotta be simple, it’s gotta be tasty, it’s 
gotta be fun’. Each episode of the Naked Chef was designed around a social situation or 
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accompanied by three cookbooks which promote cooking as a pleasurable, easy, and social 
activity. The advertising blurb for Happy Days with the Naked Chef (2002), for instance, says: 
‘Jamie Oliver believes in finding the best ingredients and making tasty, easy, social meals. For 
Jamie Oliver, food is all about Happy Days—good fun and great eating.’ 

Oliver’s shows, such as The Naked Chef, also depict cooking as a ‘cool’ masculine 
lifestyle activity, proving that ‘real lads do cook’. New forms of masculinity such as ‘the new 
lad’ of popular media in the mid-1990s are represented through Jamie’s ‘mockney’85 accent, 
his metrosexual haircut, his high-street clothes and him riding his Vespa through London. 
The Naked Chef, therefore, was credited with inspiring men to cook due to Oliver's ‘blokey’ 
attitude (De Solier 2005; Hollows 2003; Moseley 2001). However, since Oliver became a 
father, he has increasingly been represented as a family man, for instance, in shows such as 
Jamie at Home (2007) and Jamie’s Family Christmas (2009). Oliver’s everyday language 
distinguishes his culinary style from the professional and technical vocabulary of other male 
TV chefs such as Heston Blumenthal or Marcus Wareing. Like Nigella Lawson and Nigel 
Slater, Oliver asserts the validity of home cooking, rejecting the authority of haute cuisine. 
Italy has inspired Oliver throughout his career. Trained by his Italian culinary mentor 
Gennaro Contaldo and at the Italian restaurant The River Café, ‘Italianicity’ is important to 
Oliver’s image, since it triggers connotations of casual, authentic, rustic, local, domestic, and 
family (Hollows 2003, 235). In his bestseller, Jamie’s Italy (2006), Italy is represented as ‘his 
spiritual home’, ‘where Jamie takes you to cook with and learn from the real masters of 
Italian cuisine: the locals’. Recently, Oliver published a new book on Italian cuisine, Jamie 
Cooks Italy (2018), which passes on the culinary heritage of the ‘true matriarchs of the 
kitchen, the nonnas and mammas who are the beating heart of the Italian home’. Over the 
years, Oliver has used ‘Italianicity’ to reinforce his casual and informal attitude towards 
cooking. 

Parallel to the boom of lifestyle TV, a range of popular lifestyle experts emerged, 
whose advice focused on the ordinary, the domestic, and the everyday. As discussed in 
Chapter 2.2, expertise today is increasingly caught up in the logic of celebrity, whereby 
experts and public figures are framed in ways that make them more accessible, ordinary, 
and media-friendly. Mediated lifestyle experts, such as Oliver, play a key role in affirming 
certain consumption-based values and ways of living, and in passing on knowledge of 
broader ethical issues. This is enabled by today’s brand-based media culture in which 
celebrities move across the spheres associated with fame and other forms of authority or 
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expertise, such as politics. The trustworthiness and authority of celebrities can be linked to 
their personal lifestyles, their accessible media personae, and their perceived expertise 
(Lewis 2010, 583). This blurring of forms of expertise can also be traced in Oliver’s image, as 
the following sections will explore. 

 

Transformations in Oliver’s image 

What makes Jamie Oliver such an interesting phenomenon is the transformation from him 
being a celebrity chef to taking on a public service role, in which he acts as a social or ‘moral 
entrepreneur, who makes the relationship between consumption and morality explicit’ 
(Hollows and Jones 2010, 308). This shift followed Oliver’s move to Channel 4 in 2001, when 
he started to engage in social and ethical issues. In a similar way, TV chef and food 
campaigner Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall promotes ethical consumption (e.g. animal welfare) 
through his Channel 4 culinary documentaries, such as the River Cottage series (Bell and 
Hollows 2011). In the early years of Oliver’s career as a celebrity chef the emphasis was 
more on lifestyle than on ethics. The Naked Chef series (1999-2001), for instance, displays a 
hedonistic, easy approach towards cooking, designed around a social situation or event 
happening in Oliver's life. The recipes, styling, and image display ‘Italianicity’, without 
reference to the ethics, politics, or social issues related to food. The Naked Chef series thus 
can be described as entertainment or ‘foodatainment’ (Finkelstein 1999). 

Oliver’s new role as a social entrepreneur began in 2002 when he founded his social 
enterprise and restaurant Fifteen, where unemployed young people are trained to work in 
the restaurant business. This restaurant was featured in the documentary series Jamie’s 
Kitchen. In the same year, Oliver established a Food Foundation for all his charity and non-
profit activities that aims ‘to raise awareness about food and keep cooking skills alive’.86 In 
2005 he initiated the Feed Me Better campaign to improve Britain’s school meals, as 
chronicled in the TV series Jamie’s School Dinners. It produced one of the biggest online 
petitions ever: four days after the final episode was broadcast, Oliver delivered 271,677 
signatures to 10 Downing Street, demanding better school food. As a result, Prime Minister 
Tony Blair committed £280 million to improve school food and The School Food Trust was 
established. In 2006 crisps, chocolate, and unhealthy snacks were banned in UK schools as 
new food standards were introduced, and the government pledged a further £240 million 
to improving school food.87 Following the success of the campaign, Oliver was named ‘Most 
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Inspiring Political Figure of 2005’ in the Channel 4 Political Awards 2006.88 His emphasis on 
cooking and eating healthily continued as he created Jamie’s Ministry of Food (2008) and 
Jamie Oliver’s Food Revolution (2010), through which he taught ‘ordinary’ people in the UK 
and the US to cook healthy meals. The Jamie’s Ministry of Food series was described as ‘some 
of the most powerful political documentary in years’ (Lawrence 2008). 

Oliver continued to politicize food, giving his famous Ted Talk in 2010 with the aim of 
unleashing a ‘food revolution’ against the obesity ‘catastrophe’.89 His plan was to create a 
popular movement that inspires people to change the way they eat: ‘I wish for your help to 
create a strong, sustainable movement to educate every child about food, inspire families to 
cook again and empower people everywhere to fight obesity’.90 Oliver was awarded the 
2010 TED Prize for his campaign to ‘create change on both the individual and governmental 
levels’.91 Since then Oliver has been campaigning to eliminate (childhood) obesity in Britain, 
including producing a comprehensive strategy and organizing petitions to put pressure on 
the government.92 For instance, in 2015 Oliver’s campaign against excessive sugar, Jamie’s 
Sugar Rush, was launched. He introduced a levy on sweetened drinks in his own restaurants 
and was quickly joined by others. Oliver petitioned the UK government for a tax on sugary 
drinks, collecting more than 150,000 signatures. As a result, the government announced a 
sugary drinks tax, which came into effect in April 2018.93 His recent anti-obesity campaign 
has not been without criticism: a column in The Sun newspaper called it a nanny-state 
initiative that penalizes poor people (Saner 2018). 

When someone called him a socialist recently, he denied it; he says he prefers the 
idea of running a commercial business with a social ethos (Saner 2018). Although Oliver’s 
Food Foundation is a non-profit charity, the majority of Oliver’s activities are strictly 
commercial. The Foundation receives financial support and donations from companies such 
as Sainsbury’s, Hello Fresh, Tefal, and Magimix, which like to be associated with the Oliver 
brand. In this way, profit and non-profit activities converge across the Oliver brand and its 
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When someone called him a socialist recently, he denied it; he says he prefers the 
idea of running a commercial business with a social ethos (Saner 2018). Although Oliver’s 
Food Foundation is a non-profit charity, the majority of Oliver’s activities are strictly 
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cross-media website. To sum up, Oliver’s charity campaigns have shifted his image away 
from associations with lifestyle and ‘foodatainment’ towards politics and social issues. 
Nonetheless, his professional expertise and role as a cultural intermediary remain in place. 
Oliver’s main concerns are diet-related health problems due to the loss of food skills and 
knowledge. His mission as a social entrepreneur is to educate and empower people and to 
democratize culinary knowledge and cooking skills. 

 

5.2 Jamie’s Ministry of Food as governmental strategy 

Oliver’s position within the UK’s food and health policy 

Without a doubt Oliver has raised public awareness of and has put food and health issues 
on the political agenda with his charity campaigns. A key theme that emerged in 
government policy during the 2000s was children’s health and well-being. An early report 
from 1997, which recommended a national strategy to prevent future ill-health through 
early years health promotion, was dismissed by the government as ‘nanny statist’ in 1998 
(Lang et al. 2011, 21). The issue resurfaced when Oliver exposed the poor quality of school 
meals in his School Dinners (2005) series and his Feed Me Better campaign. Some, however, 
doubt whether Oliver really put the issue of school meals on the political agenda. Naik 
(2008), for instance, points out that the government had been working on this issue quite 
independently of the media until 2005, when Oliver launched his campaign. Media attention 
for the school dinners issue reached a peak in 2005 when Oliver’s documentary was 
screened. According to Naik it is not true that the media set the agenda and uncovered the 
neglected scandal of school food; the government was already aware of it and had plans to 
tackle the issue (2008, 430). Nonetheless, Oliver and the media can be credited with raising 
awareness of the debate, which in turn led to additional funding and new measures. The 
School Dinners series embarrassed the government into releasing £280 million to create the 
School Food Trust and to implement tougher school food nutrition standards in 2005-2006. 
Oliver’s second Channel 4 series, Jamie’s Ministry of Food (2008), exposed the low level of 
food skills and knowledge among citizens. On both issues, Oliver successfully catalysed 
arguments using evidence previously established by academic researchers and 
campaigners (Lang et al. 2011, 21-22). 

A further driver behind the direction of UK food policy in the 2000s was alarm at the 
rising levels of obesity in the UK, as highlighted by the Chief Medical Officer in 2003, who 
warned of an ‘obesity time bomb’. Despite a wealth of evidence, it was not until after the 
2007 election that the Labour government introduced the anti-obesity strategy ‘Healthy 
Weight Healthy Lives’, with £0.3 billion available to fund projects. After two decades of 
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warnings, health professionals felt that this was a start, but still too cautious an approach 
relative to the challenge (Lang et al. 2011, 20-22). 

Oliver’s campaigns for healthy eating emerged within a political context where 
obesity and health were high on the agenda, but also within a policy environment that 
emphasized individual responsibility. Several government speeches on healthy living 
articulated a typical neoliberal discourse on individual choice, empowerment, and 
responsibility, defining health problems as lifestyle choices (as discussed in Chapter 2.1). For 
instance, Tony Blair’s speech on healthy living (2006) expressed the Labour government’s 
view of the ‘enabling’ state that sees its role as empowering the individual, not trying to 
make their choices for them: ‘Government can't be the only one with the responsibility if it's 
not the only one with the power. The responsibility must be shared and the individual 
helped but with an obligation also to help themselves.’ Seen in this light, government’s task 
is to empower the individual to choose responsibly. Blair also stated that public health 
problems, such as obesity, are in fact questions of individual lifestyle, ‘the result of millions 
of individual decisions’. Blair said that government needs to work with industry, the media, 
and civil society to persuade people to make healthy choices, thereby endorsing Oliver’s 
campaigns: ‘This is the reason why campaigns like those run by Jamie Oliver on School 
Dinners are not a passing fad, they are central to the nation's future health’; and 
encouraging the involvement of businesses: ‘There is an industry out there in health and 
fitness, in improving lifestyle choices whose ideas and experience we could harness’. 

The ‘No Excuses, No Nannying’ speech by Conservative Shadow Health Secretary 
Andrew Lansley (2008) indicates that Lansley shared Blair’s view that health is a matter of 
choice: ‘Tell people that biology and the environment cause obesity and they are offered the 
one thing we have to avoid: an excuse. […] “No excuses” is empowering. It means it really is 
down to each one of us – and we can make it happen. Nannying – at least among adults – is 
likely to be counter-productive. Providing information and example is empowering, lecturing 
people is not. […] We all have a choice. We can make it a real choice. We can lead healthier 
lives. And a healthier society will be the result.’ 

Finally, David Cameron’s speech on ‘Building the Big Society’ (2010) also aimed to 
devolve more responsibility to individuals, civil society, and businesses: ‘We want to give 
citizens, communities and local government the power and information they need to come 
together, solve the problems they face and build the Britain they want. We want society – 
the families, networks, neighbourhoods and communities that form the fabric of so much of 
our everyday lives – to be bigger and stronger than ever before. […] Building this Big Society 
isn’t just the responsibility of just one or two departments. It is the responsibility of every 
department of Government, and the responsibility of every citizen too. Government on its 
own cannot fix every problem. We are all in this together.’ 

As discussed in Chapter 2.1, in neoliberal societies responsibilities are increasingly 
shared through multilayered networks that include governmental, non-governmental, and 
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cross-media website. To sum up, Oliver’s charity campaigns have shifted his image away 
from associations with lifestyle and ‘foodatainment’ towards politics and social issues. 
Nonetheless, his professional expertise and role as a cultural intermediary remain in place. 
Oliver’s main concerns are diet-related health problems due to the loss of food skills and 
knowledge. His mission as a social entrepreneur is to educate and empower people and to 
democratize culinary knowledge and cooking skills. 
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warnings, health professionals felt that this was a start, but still too cautious an approach 
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corporate actors, as well as individual consumers and citizens. In the same logic, the British 
government had reframed its role to enable and encourage change through ‘governing at a 
distance’, rather than through regulation and legislation. It promoted an entrepreneurial 
spirit and aimed to transfer more responsibility to civil society, individuals, and business. As 
a result, Oliver’s campaigns emerged in a political context in which private and non-
governmental actors were filling the gap between government and individuals, providing 
charity and welfare services. 

As argued in Chapter 2.2, the sphere of popular and lifestyle media has become the 
pre-eminent site for questions of politics and citizenship, marked by an increasing overlap 
between traditional figures of authority/expertise and celebrities. This is enabled by today’s 
brand-based media culture whereby celebrities move across the spheres associated with 
fame and other forms of authority or expertise, such as politics. As a result, it is increasingly 
commonplace to see celebrities representing various political issues and meeting with 
prominent political leaders (Lewis 2010, 583). As both celebrity and social entrepreneur, 
Oliver has certainly raised public awareness with his campaigns, and has put food and 
health issues on the political agenda that call for attention and political action. The next 
section highlights how this political context shaped and supported Oliver’s strategies, and 
how the Jamie’s Ministry of Food campaign resonated with the policy discourse on individual 
choice, empowerment, and responsibility. 

 

Taking over the role of government and public service 

In his role as a social entrepreneur, Oliver started his first national anti-obesity campaign in 
2008 with Jamie’s Ministry of Food (hereafter JMoF). The campaign was accompanied by a TV 
series, cookbook, manifesto, DVD, and website. JMoF was initiated and is funded by Oliver’s 
Food Foundation, which aims to raise awareness about food and keep cooking skills alive.94 
In Oliver’s view, diet-related health problems are caused and exacerbated by the loss of 
food knowledge and cooking skills. The mission of JMoF is to fight obesity and teach Britain 
to cook in order to improve the health of the nation by reducing people’s dependence on 
takeaways and convenience foods. JMoF is inspired by a British initiative from the Second 
World War called the Ministry of Food (1939-54), under which the government set up a 
national network of food advisers and cookery teachers to educate the public about food 
and nutrition so that they could feed themselves properly with the rations available.95 

																																																								
94 Jamie’s Food Revolution, accessed 18 November, 2018, http://www.jamiesfoodrevolution.org/what-
we-do 
95 Jamie’s Ministry of Food website, accessed 18 November, 2018, 
https://www.jamiesministryoffood.com 
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Oliver claims that ‘Britain needs a new Ministry of Food’, linking his campaign to the 
notion of a national food crisis and war. In the introduction to the JMoF cookbook Oliver 
makes this association explicit: ‘It’s such a shame that it takes a bloody war to focus people’s 
attention on health, but we have a modern-day war on our hands now and it’s over the 
epidemic of bad health and the rise of obesity’ (2008, 9). The accompanying manifesto 
frequently uses military metaphors such as ‘bombarding the population with health and 
advice’, people ‘armed with knowledge’, and to ‘fight against obesity’.96 Coveney has shown 
that public health discourse often draws on military metaphors, characterizing obesity as a 
‘time bomb’ and an ‘epidemic’ (2008, 208). The effect of this kind of discourse is that it 
demonizes the ill or unhealthy population and calls for radical intervention (see also Sontag 
1977). As well as military metaphors, the use of ‘ministry’ also triggers religious 
connotations, in the sense of a ‘church leader’. During his campaign the media often 
referred to Oliver as a messiah, prophet, and saint, on a crusade with his disciples (Cooke 
2008). 

The link with the Ministry of Food of the 1940s and 1950s is further established in 
several ways. The cookbook is dedicated to Marguerite Patten, one of the ‘celebrity’ chefs of 
the original Ministry of Food, who broadcast her advice to the nation on a BBC radio 
programme called The Kitchen Front. The JMoF TV series integrates original footage from 
wartime and post-war newsreels about the Ministry of Food. The JMoF cookbook and series 
apply a nostalgic, retro style and design from the 1940s and 1950s (in terms of typography, 
colours, interior photography, and sound design) (Figure 5).The poster for the JMoF 
campaign is designed in the style of First World War recruitment posters, changing the 
slogan from ‘Your country needs you!’ to ‘Your kitchen needs you!’ (Figure 6). But most 
importantly, JMoF copies the idea of a network of cookery teachers who teach people how 
to cook nutritious and healthy meals. With support from funders such as the National 
Health Service and local councils, Oliver set up Ministry of Food projects across the UK 
(there are six centres). The differences between the original Ministry of Food of the 1940s 
and Jamie’s are obvious. Britain in 2008 may have been in a financial crisis, but it was not in 
a situation of war, epidemic, malnourishment, and food rationing. Most importantly, though, 
the original Ministry of Food was a state initiative, whereas JMoF is a private enterprise 
initiated and initially funded by Oliver’s Food Foundation and branded as ‘Jamie’s’. 

	

																																																								
96 Jamie’s Ministry of Food website, accessed 18 November, 2018, 
https://www.jamiesministryoffood.com  
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Figure 8: Cover of the cookbook Jamie’s 
Ministry of Foo 

Figure 9: Poster for the JMoF campaign 
‘Your kitchen needs you’. 

JMoF suggests that Britain is a nation in need of healing, and that the government is 
incapable of providing solutions to crises, in contrast to the government of the 
1940s and 1950s: ‘What I find completely inspiring is that the government at that 
time didn’t just watch and give lip-service, it pulled its finger out and did something 
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radical…and I like radical! […] The question is: do we wait until it’s too late or do we
do something about it now? I say we do something about it now.’ 97 Oliver expresses 
a lack of confidence in the present government, conveying a do-it-yourself
entrepreneurial discourse. For instance, when he talks to the camera in the final 
scene of the series, he says: ‘People think that their single effort can’t make a
difference. Yes it can. If we all start doing something, then the government will do
just what they’re told… They don’t run us, we run the government…Bring it on!’
(episode 4). Unlike the government, at least Oliver is willing to ‘do something about 
it’. JMoF thus creates the notion of a general crisis that demands radical intervention
by an inspirational figure, in this way legitimating Oliver’s role as a social 
entrepreneur.

Oliver’s rhetoric clearly resonates with the neoliberal policy discourse on the
enabling state and Big Society, which both aim to transfer more responsibility to
individuals, civil society, and business. As discussed in Chapter 2.1, particularly in the
neoliberal market economy of the US, the welfare state has been remodelled
through networks of privatization and self-responsibilization (Ouellette and Hay
2008b, 473). Yet, as Hollows and Jones have noted, unlike in the US, advancing
neoliberalism in the UK has not led to an overall reduction of state provision (2010,
320). Although Oliver offers solutions as an entrepreneur, he insists that it is the
state’s responsibility to implement these, telling citizens that: ‘the government will
do just what they’re told’ (episode 4). JMoF is not really concerned with shrinking or
replacing the state, but rather with responsibilizing the state for solving ‘food crises’
such as obesity.

In this sense, Oliver is explicitly political, claiming that ‘Britain needs a new
Ministry of Food’ and proposing several measures to be taken by the government in
his manifesto: ‘If a better diet is one of the keys to sorting out our health and obesity
problems, then the government urgently needs to be putting cooking right at the
top of its agenda.’98 Oliver asks for funding and support from central government to
set up food centres in every town, to start up cookery classes, to support 
businesses to pass on the skills learned, and to promote cheap and healthy food. As
a result, by 2009 the local council had taken over the financing of the Rotherham
Ministry of Food, and 16 other UK councils had expressed interest in launching
Ministry of Food centres. In contrast to what Oliver suggests, it was not true that the
British government was not doing anything about the rising levels of obesity; yet, no

97 JMoF cookbook 2008, 8.
98 Jamie’s Ministry of Food website, accessed 18 November, 2018, 
https://www.jamiesministryoffood.com

mwuite1
Text Box
This image is not available in the digital version of the thesis

mwuite1
Text Box
This image is not available in the digital version of the thesis



146

Figure 8: Cover of the cookbook Jamie’s
Ministry of Foo

Figure 9: Poster for the JMoF campaign
‘Your kitchen needs you’.

JMoF suggests that Britain is a nation in need of healing, and that the government is
incapable of providing solutions to crises, in contrast to the government of the
1940s and 1950s: ‘What I find completely inspiring is that the government at that 
time didn’t just watch and give lip-service, it pulled its finger out and did something

147 

radical…and I like radical! […] The question is: do we wait until it’s too late or do we 
do something about it now? I say we do something about it now.’ 97 Oliver expresses 
a lack of confidence in the present government, conveying a do-it-yourself 
entrepreneurial discourse. For instance, when he talks to the camera in the final 
scene of the series, he says: ‘People think that their single effort can’t make a 
difference. Yes it can. If we all start doing something, then the government will do 
just what they’re told… They don’t run us, we run the government…Bring it on!’ 
(episode 4). Unlike the government, at least Oliver is willing to ‘do something about 
it’. JMoF thus creates the notion of a general crisis that demands radical intervention 
by an inspirational figure, in this way legitimating Oliver’s role as a social 
entrepreneur. 

Oliver’s rhetoric clearly resonates with the neoliberal policy discourse on the 
enabling state and Big Society, which both aim to transfer more responsibility to 
individuals, civil society, and business. As discussed in Chapter 2.1, particularly in the 
neoliberal market economy of the US, the welfare state has been remodelled 
through networks of privatization and self-responsibilization (Ouellette and Hay 
2008b, 473). Yet, as Hollows and Jones have noted, unlike in the US, advancing 
neoliberalism in the UK has not led to an overall reduction of state provision (2010, 
320). Although Oliver offers solutions as an entrepreneur, he insists that it is the 
state’s responsibility to implement these, telling citizens that: ‘the government will 
do just what they’re told’ (episode 4). JMoF is not really concerned with shrinking or 
replacing the state, but rather with responsibilizing the state for solving ‘food crises’ 
such as obesity. 

In this sense, Oliver is explicitly political, claiming that ‘Britain needs a new 
Ministry of Food’ and proposing several measures to be taken by the government in 
his manifesto: ‘If a better diet is one of the keys to sorting out our health and obesity 
problems, then the government urgently needs to be putting cooking right at the 
top of its agenda.’98 Oliver asks for funding and support from central government to 
set up food centres in every town, to start up cookery classes, to support 
businesses to pass on the skills learned, and to promote cheap and healthy food. As 
a result, by 2009 the local council had taken over the financing of the Rotherham 
Ministry of Food, and 16 other UK councils had expressed interest in launching 
Ministry of Food centres. In contrast to what Oliver suggests, it was not true that the 
British government was not doing anything about the rising levels of obesity; yet, no 

97 JMoF cookbook 2008, 8. 
98 Jamie’s Ministry of Food website, accessed 18 November, 2018, 
https://www.jamiesministryoffood.com 
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mention is made of health policy in JMoF. On the contrary, Oliver expresses his 
frustration that government reforms are ‘slow, painful, unstrategic and 
unmethodical’.99 As mentioned previously, the government, in fact, did develop 
several anti-obesity initiatives in 2007 and 2008 independently of Oliver, although 
these were too slow and too cautious to achieve much according to health 
professionals. 

Remarkably, JMoF also displays a blind spot regarding the power of the food 
industry, which is not presented as an obstacle to lifestyle reform.100 As mentioned 
in section 5.1, Oliver holds an ambiguous position vis-à-vis the food industry. On the 
one hand, he earned money from an endorsement deal with Sainsbury’s, a 
supermarket chain that profits from processed food. Moreover, in the JMoF video 
recipes Oliver uses a lot of pre-packed, ready-made ingredients from the 
supermarket. On the other hand, he has compared supermarkets to factories and 
aims to reduce the consumption of junk and processed food by cooking ‘from 
scratch’. Oliver is heavily criticized for this ambiguity, for instance, on the critical 
Jamie Go Home blog: ‘Supermarkets such as Sainsbury’s are prime suspects when it 
comes to pushing products and lifestyle choices which are related to obesity, but he 
still happily promotes them and lines his pockets’.101 Section 5.5 will elaborate 
further on the hybridization of Oliver’s profit and non-profit activities to examine 
how Oliver profits from his charity campaigns. 

5.3 Jamie’s Ministry of Food as a makeover programme 

The culinary makeover show as a cultural technology 

New lifestyle-TV formats, such as ‘the campaigning culinary documentary’ (CCD) have 
enabled lifestyle experts and celebrities to use their status to intervene in a series of 
food crises (Bell et al. 2015; Hollows and Jones 2010). The UK’s Channel 4 102 in 

99 BBC News 24 November 2007, cited in Naik 2008. 
100 Recently, however, this has changed, with the development of Oliver’s new strategy to 
fight childhood obesity, as he holds the food industry responsible for the obesity crisis. 
101 Jamiegohome blog, post 22 Oct 2008, accessed 18 November, 2018, 
http://jamiegohome.wordpress.com/2008/10/22/episode-4-no-fun/ 
102	Channel 4 is a UK broadcaster which launched in 1982. Although it is a commercially 
funded network, it has a public service role requiring it to include educational programmes 
and to provide programming for minority groups. The network’s association with food-
lifestyle programming can most clearly be seen from 1999 onwards (Bell et al. 2015).
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particular, has become a prime site for food campaigning, broadcasting shows such
as Jamie’s School Dinners (2005), Jamie’s Ministry of Food (2008), and Hugh Fearnley-
Whittingstall’s Hugh’s Chicken Run (2008) and Hugh’s Fish Fight (2011). Although these
shows are largely made by independent production companies, they offer a way of
branding both Channel 4 and a series of food personalities closely identified with
the channel (Bell et al. 2015). In addition to these shows, the Channel 4 website
contains advice on how to eat well and ethically, for instance, with information on
animal welfare, sustainable fish, and the workings of the food industry. CCDs have
become a platform for some television chefs, such as Jamie Oliver, to engage with
food politics. CCDs offer a critique of current food practices and politics by
combining elements of lifestyle and reality TV with a political and/or social agenda.
Series such as Jamie’s School Dinners (2005) shifted food programming and television
chefs away from their associations with entertainment, presenting them as cultural 
intermediaries able to address wider social problems. Blending lifestyle and reality
television with more ‘legitimate’ documentary formats, Jamie’s School Dinners offered
a blueprint for the key characteristics of the CCD (Bell et al. 2015, 1-2).

CCDs are usually structured according to the logic of the makeover genre
with its problem-solving narrative, a reality-TV format that has been clearly defined 
by Ouellette and Hay (2008a/b), Palmer (2004), McMurria (2008), and Moseley
(2000). As discussed in Chapter 2.2, reality and lifestyle TV have emerged within the 
political-economic context of neoliberalism, which advocates personal responsibility
and corporate philanthropy as the principle means of solving social issues. This is
evidenced by the growing genre of life intervention and makeover shows that teach
audiences how to manage and optimize their everyday lives (Lewis 2010). In the
makeover format lifestyle intervention is legitimized through the notion of a crisis
creating the need and opportunity for improvement and change. The inspirational 
lifestyle expert must overcome obstacles and resistance in order to effect positive
change. Interventions are frequently presented as makeovers of ‘ordinary people’,
which provides much of the dramatic conflict and entertainment within these shows
(Bell et al. 2015, 2). Transformation and change are framed in terms of self-
management and informed choice, as the expert instructs and teaches the public
‘good’ practices, skills, and consumption choices. The makeover genre typically
applies a model of surveillance, in which participants learn how to correct and 
manage themselves and others through discipline and supervision.

The narrative of CCDs centres on the question of who should take
responsibility for solving the perceived ‘food crisis’. Solutions ultimately rest on the
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ability of lifestyle experts to inspire and educate others to take responsibility for the 
problem. ‘Ordinary people’ acting as consumers are often identified as responsible 
for causing and also for solving the ‘crisis’. This process of ‘responsibilization’ can be 
defined as a practice that encourages ‘ordinary people’ to take responsibility for 
their own well-being (Bell et al. 2015, 2). Like reality TV, CCDs promote neoliberal 
values by transforming consumption into a form of citizenship, emphasizing 
consumers’ ability to make changes through their purchasing power (Bell et al. 2015, 
4-5). 

However, CCDs cannot simply be understood as a straightforward 
implementation of neoliberal logic. They also open up space for resistance, as they 
offer a critique of the food industry and question the role of government in the 
management of food crises (Bell et al. 2015, 5). While government bureaucracy is 
frequently represented as slow and constrained, CCDs do not advocate the 
shrinking of the state. Instead, they use moral entrepreneurs and celebrities such as 
Jamie Oliver to responsibilize the state for solving various aspects of these ‘food 
crises’. Bell et al., therefore, suggest that the real beneficiaries of the campaigns are 
the celebrities themselves, ‘as they add value and an increasing moral authority to 
their brand’ (2015, 8). The issue of making profit from non-profit campaigns will be 
further discussed in section 5.5. In sum, CCDs can be understood as an important 
format for transmitting views about food politics, offering narratives of critique and 
of potential transformation. The reality-TV show JMoF is structured to have the same 
makeover format as the CCD, as will be demonstrated in the next section. This 
format can be understood as a governmental strategy intended to empower 
‘ordinary’ people to self-govern and be transformed into ‘good’ consumers and 
citizens. 

 

Legitimizing intervention 

The challenge taken up by JMoF is to teach Britain to cook in order to improve the 
health of the nation. The JMoF TV series is set in the industrial working-class town of 
Rotherham, because it ‘best reflects the rest of the country’s population in terms of 
demographic make-up’,103 an odd description for one of the most deprived and 
unhealthy areas of Britain. Coveney (2000) argues that a central concern of 
governmentality is knowing what has to be governed – to target an object of 
governmentality. Certain parts of the population who cannot ‘care for themselves’, 
such as the population of Rotherham, apparently require specific interventions. The 
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target group of JMoF consists of ‘ordinary’ working-class people dependent on 
takeaways and convenience food: ‘we need to reach the people who don’t cook, 
don’t watch cookery programmes, don’t buy cook books, don’t know about food’.104 

Oliver’s mission is legitimized through the notion of a crisis creating the need 
for intervention and reform (hence the link with the 1940s’ Ministry of Food), using 
statistical evidence and sketching worst-case scenarios: ‘If nothing is done, obesity 
and diet-related health problems will have devastating consequences for the 
National Health Service…This will be the first generation in which children are 
predicted to die before their parents.’105 The voice-over in the opening scene of the 
JMoF TV series emphasizes the notion of crisis: ‘As more and more families eat junk, 
Britain is on the verge of a health disaster’; and while zooming in on big stomachs 
on the streets of Rotherham: ‘The region will soon be the fattest in England’ (episode 
1, 2:27). The opening scene further dramatizes the situation by introducing the 
viewer to Natasha, a single mother who feeds her two young children chips and 
doner kebabs out of polystyrene containers on the floor in front of the television (a 
scene repeated every episode) (Figure 7). The voiceover tells the viewer that ‘dinner 
is nearly always a kebab’. Oliver is shocked: ‘Fucking hell… it’s fucking Great Britain. 
It’s 2008. I’ve been to Soweto and I’ve seen AIDS orphans eating better than that’ 
(episode 1), implying that a kebab is not proper traditional British food. In JMoF the 
‘improper’ consumption practices of consumers, rather than the actions of the food 
industry or the socio-economic context, are presented as the cause of the ‘obesity 
crisis’. 
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Figure 10: Jamie Oliver visits mum Natasha who feeds her children chips and kebab (Youtube 
Channel 4, 2 Oct. 2008)

The JMoF TV series makes this visible through the food choices of 
Rotherham’s residents: fast food, chips, and crisps. Oliver seeks to reform the 
‘working-class’ diet and taste by reducing their dependency not only on takeaways 
and fast food, but also on cigarettes and beer. Oliver’s challenge, therefore, is to get 
the people of Rotherham to cook and eat healthily, a goal which is repeated in the 
opening scene of all four episodes: ‘Can Jamie get a whole town cooking and change 
the way Britain eats?’ Oliver’s apprentices consist of volunteers, ‘ordinary’ people 
who cannot cook, represented by the main characters: Natasha and Claire, young 
mothers on benefits who live on a diet of fast food; Mick the miner; and Julie 
Critchlow, Oliver’s harshest critic, who actually can cook traditional meals. According 
to the logic of the makeover format, the JMoF series starts with a surveillance of the 
apprentices in their homes ‘behind closed doors’, inspecting their kitchens and 
fridges, which are full of junk food, takeaways, sweets and cola. Oliver is shocked by 
what he sees: ‘Bloody hell, look at all these beers and fags on the floor’ (episode 1, 
28:00). As in many makeover shows on obesity, even the bodies of the subjects are 
literally put under surveillance, in this case when obese Claire gets a medical check-
up at the hospital that visualizes her ‘foie gras’ liver on the screen (episode 2, 30:38) 
(Gibson and Dempsey 2015).
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Pass-it-on: responsibility and empowerment

JMoF is based on the assumption that home cooking ‘from scratch’ helps you to eat 
a balanced diet and to maintain health and well-being, which is not based on any
advice from nutritionists or health experts.106 Only once in the whole series do two
doctors admit that cooking is critical, but only when Oliver asks them explicitly
(episode 3, 24:00). Neither the TV show, nor the cookbook or website provide any
information or advice on diet, nutrition, or health. It is all about cookery skills, as the
cookbook underlines: ‘Regardless of recessions and credit crunches, we all need to
know how to cook simple, nutritious, economical, tasty and hearty food from
scratch. And once we have got this knowledge, we should pass it on through friends,
family, and the workplace to keep that cycle of knowledge alive’.107 The assumption
that home cooking leads to healthy citizens seems to be grounded primarily in
Oliver’s personal beliefs, although there is evidence that this is the case.108

The central driver of the transformation process is Oliver’s ‘pass it on’
movement, in which his apprentices must pass on their newly acquired knowledge
of basic recipes and cooking skills to family, friends, and neighbours. The ‘pass it on’
concept is inspired by the Second World War’s Ministry of Food (section 5.2), when
teams of ladies taught others how to cook, and is based on a pyramid scheme, as
the voice-over explains: ‘if eight people from Oliver’s class teach ten recipes to two
friends who have to pass them on again, then in 15 steps 260,000 people [the
population of Rotherham] will have learned to cook’ (episode 1, 18:35). Oliver likens
‘pass it on’ to ‘spreading gossip’ and to traditional family structures: ‘Cooking skills
used to be passed down through the generations but now that chain has been 
broken. With more women out at work and no compulsory cooking lessons at
school, two generations have not been taught the basics’.109 In this way Oliver
implies that cooking skills were lost when women started to work outside the home.

In one scene Oliver explains to the volunteers of JMoF what ‘pass it on’
means. While they think it is about healthy cooking and eating, he corrects them
that it is about ‘starting a movement like a virus, about friends, family, community,

106 This has changed in Oliver’s latest series of cookbooks, such as Super Foods and 5 
Ingredients, where the healthy-eating claims are developed with and by a team of
professional nutritionists.
107 JMoF cookbook 2008, 9.
108 Scientific evidence for this assumption has since been added to the Ministry of Food 
website, accessed 18 November 2018, https://www.jamiesministryoffood.org/evidence/
109 Jamie’s Ministry of Food website, accessed 18 November, 2018, 
https://www.jamiesministryoffood.com
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work. Making your life better. Learning, teaching recipes’ (episode 4, 12:20). It seems 
that Oliver prioritizes community above health, trying to revive a nostalgic 
community spirit, as the voice-over reminds the viewer: ‘In the war, whole streets 
helped each other as communities’ (episode 4, 5:20). For this reason, Oliver wants to 
take ‘pass it on’ from private homes into the community, involving neighbourhoods, 
businesses, and local authorities. He tries to mass-produce ‘pass it on’ in several 
ways: by teaching 1,000 people in a day (episode 3, 30:00), by starting a walk-in food 
centre with free cooking classes (episode 3, 40:00), and by visually demonstrating 
‘pass it on’ in a football stadium with ‘proper lads’ (episode 2, 10:00). 

The concept of ‘pass it on’ can be understood as a governmental strategy 
through which the authority and responsibility of the expert is transferred to the 
participants. As explained in Chapter 2.1, governmentality is not just the 
government and surveillance of others, it also implies the government and 
surveillance of oneself. Using the same rationale, JMoF aims to educate and 
empower people for their own self-governance, providing them with the knowledge 
and skills to improve their lives.110 The ethics of self-responsibility and mutual 
obligation resonate clearly with the discourse on and policies of the enabling state 
and Big Society (section 5.2). Oliver’s mission is to empower rather than to re-
establish the authority of his expert knowledge (Hollows and Jones 2010, 312). In 
this way, culinary skills are democratized, as anyone can and must become a 
teacher within their local community. While Oliver educates his apprentices, the TV 
show does not demonstrate many cookery skills. His role is rather to inspire and 
motivate, transferring responsibility and agency to his apprentices: ‘The revolution 
starts with you guys!’ (episode 3, 28:00); and refusing to take control: ‘This needs to 
work in the workplace without me’ (episode 3, 17:40); ‘They keep looking at me to 
take control; no it’s yours, go for it’ (episode 4, 19:00). Gradually his apprentices 
have to take over: Natasha takes over Jamie’s class (epsiode 2, 35:30), they cook 
dinner for their families and run a restaurant (epsiode 3, 12:12), they teach in the 
JMoF centre in Rotherham (epsiode 3, 41:30), and they organize a street party 
(epsiode 4, 15:00). 

The ‘pass it on’ self-management programme encourages citizens to take 
responsibility for the health and well-being of themselves, their families, and their 
communities. Yet, it is not limited to the care and government of the self, as 
individual change is framed strongly in terms of responsibility to community and 
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duty to the nation (Lewis 2008, 236). Hollows and Jones also observe that ‘the viewer 
is increasingly positioned as a citizen who worries responsibly about the food 
practices of others’, creating a tension between the perceived ‘ignorant’ community 
and the ‘normal’ television viewer (2010, 309). Along the same ethical lines, JMoF 
tries to involve the entire community, businesses, and local authorities, stressing 
everybody’s responsibility: ‘Everyone has to take fucking ownership. It is about the 
home, about neighbours, about family. The Ministry of Food definitely needs to 
come back’ (episode 1, 1:36). ‘If you are an employer you can’t get away with it, you 
should be passing it on in the workplace’ (epsiode 3, 24:40). Oliver claims that he is 
paying for JMoF personally, but wants to hand it over to the local council and 
businesses, because it should serve the community (episode 3, 40:30). He seeks to 
persuade companies to make ‘pass it on’ a company policy (episode 3, 37:50) and to 
pay for cookery lessons during work time (episode 3, 20:40, 44:00). In the final 
episode Oliver organizes a festival to convince local authorities to take over JMoF, 
which is a success, as they promise to finance a Ministry of Food centre in 
Rotherham for a year.111 

The suggestion that arises from JMoF is that cultural change should emerge 
from the community and civil society. As pointed out in Chapter 2.1, subjects may 
be governed through ‘acting on the social’, by addressing them as moral citizens 
with responsibilities for a self-managing community or network unified by family ties, 
locality, or moral commitment. However, as Hollows and Jones have rightly 
remarked, JMoF is a top-down project, rather than an organic grass-roots movement 
(2010, 318). It is conceived, branded, and financed by Oliver, and designed to his 
liking. This is especially evident from the ‘pass it on’ concept and the recipes (section 
5.3), which are not based on any rational expert advice, but on Oliver’s personal 
tastes and likes. ‘Pass it on’ is made into a brand, printed on stickers, banners, and 
T-shirts with slogans such as ‘It’s pukka to pass it on’ (episode 3, 35:00). Eventually, 
this top-down approach leads to conflict and resistance, as it was not initiated by 
and grounded in the local community. 

 

Conflict and resistance 

The need for narrative conflict within the makeover format brings in other voices 
that question Oliver’s authority and generate resistance to change. Oliver seems 
frustrated and disappointed that his volunteers are not selling his idea, do not 
understand the concept of ‘pass it on’, and show no inclination to take responsibility 
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(episode 4, 11:30). Oliver’s apprentices seem ‘only interested in changing 
themselves’ and are not passing it on, says the voice-over (episode 3, 7:35), because 
they have no time or money to cook and pass it on. Oliver is ‘fed up with his class’ 
(episode 2, 8:00) and threatens to replace them (episode 2, 23:40). He is also unable 
to mass-produce the movement, for instance, in the football stadium he is booed 
off stage. 

In JMoF these conflicts are partially resolved by the end of the series as most 
of the apprentices accept Oliver’s ethics, transforming themselves in the process, as 
the following examples illustrate. Natasha, Oliver’s ambassador, says she has more 
confidence in herself (epsiode 4, 42:00) and at the end of the series Oliver offers her 
a place in a cookery school. Obese mum Claire proudly says: ‘I can cook, we have a 
table, the kids are eating veg’ (episode 4, 42:00). Mick the miner says that cooking 
has taken over his life and that he is ‘a different person’ (episode 4, 1:40). 

However, not everyone is willing to accept the norms of self-discipline and 
good citizenship as defined by neoliberal governance. Bell and Hollows have 
pointed out that in the world of lifestyle programming a refusal to change is ‘to 
refuse the very grounds of the discourse of lifestyle which demands work upon the 
self and whose ultimate goal is change’ (2011, 188). In a similar way, JMoF is based 
on a discourse of choice and responsibility in which a refusal to change is seen as a 
moral failure, for instance, when the voice-over states that the apprentices are ‘only 
interested in changing themselves’ and they are punished for not passing it on. 

Inevitably, resistance groups formed in opposition to the JMoF campaign, 
such as the critical Jamie Go Home blog, which aims ‘to speak out against celebrity 
worship, the nanny state, corporate greed, media manipulation, regional 
stereotyping, cultural elitism and hypocrisy’.112 Many felt exploited by the Jamie 
Oliver media spectacle and were furious that the local authorities of Rotherham had 
agreed to pay more than £100,000 to keep the Ministry of Food centre open, with 
several opposition politicians accusing the council of subsidizing Oliver's empire at 
the expense of local needy people (Pidd 2008). 

Furthermore, Julie Critchlow, Oliver’s most sceptical apprentice and 
troublemaker, tells him that his plans will never work, that he is ‘living in a bubble’ 
(episode 1, 20:47), and that nobody will bother once Jamie leaves (episode 3, 38:40). 
Her scepticism highlights Oliver’s blindness to structural determinants such as class 
and gender, as well as his stereotypical, nostalgic image of working-class culture as a 
close-knit community (Hollows and Jones 2010, 311). Critchlow tells him that he has 
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no idea about the daily lives of Rotherham people: ‘It’s different nowadays. It’s not 
like a close community anymore, people don’t have time. Women go to work […] 
Neighbours won’t help each other’ (episode 4, 4:50–7:00). Like other food 
campaigners, Oliver is convinced that diet is not determined by class: ‘Good food 
and good eating aren’t a class thing– anyone can eat good food on any budget as 
long as they know how to cook’.113 Bell and Hollows rightfully remark that in lifestyle 
TV it is often forgotten that class does matter (2011, 188). On their mission to 
empowerment and change, lifestyle experts seem to be unaware of socio-economic 
structures that limit the ability to makeover the self. In this way, culinary makeover 
shows such as JMoF create a distinction between ‘responsible’ and ‘irresponsible’ 
consumption practices and citizens, based on differences in the availability of 
economic and cultural capital to make the ‘right’ choice. 

 

5.4 Passing on culinary cultural capital 

Lessons in good consumption: making the right choice 

As articulated in the policy speeches that defined health as a lifestyle decision 
(section 5.2), neoliberalism constructs subjects as active, enterprising individuals 
who maximize their quality of life through acts of choice. In JMoF the ‘improper’ and 
‘irresponsible’ consumption practices of consumers, rather than the actions of the 
food industry or the socio-economic context, are presented as the cause of the 
obesity crisis. More specifically, Oliver classifies their diet as a new type of poverty 
caused by a lack of knowledge, which leaves them unable to make rational, 
informed choices: ‘They've got walls, they've got heating, they've got a rain-tight 
house; they've got a plasma screen, a Sky box, mobile phones and Nike trainers. But 
they'll sit on the floor and eat out of Styrofoam boxes seven days a week. There's an 
oven in there that's quite good, but that never gets used. There's a new type of 
poverty, and it's fucking knowledge poverty’(Cooke 2008). 

In other words, the working class make poor consumer choices due to a lack 
of culinary cultural capital (knowledge poverty), which is needed to become ‘good’ 
consumers. As discussed in Chapter 2.2, culinary cultural capital is an important 
means of improving the self through food knowledge and skills. For this reason, 
Oliver teaches his apprentices and audience lessons in good consumption and 
informed food choice. Because JMoF is primarily focused on individual consumption 
practices as both the cause and the solution to the ‘obesity crisis’, Oliver’s classes 
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pointed out that in the world of lifestyle programming a refusal to change is ‘to 
refuse the very grounds of the discourse of lifestyle which demands work upon the 
self and whose ultimate goal is change’ (2011, 188). In a similar way, JMoF is based 
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agreed to pay more than £100,000 to keep the Ministry of Food centre open, with 
several opposition politicians accusing the council of subsidizing Oliver's empire at 
the expense of local needy people (Pidd 2008). 

Furthermore, Julie Critchlow, Oliver’s most sceptical apprentice and 
troublemaker, tells him that his plans will never work, that he is ‘living in a bubble’ 
(episode 1, 20:47), and that nobody will bother once Jamie leaves (episode 3, 38:40). 
Her scepticism highlights Oliver’s blindness to structural determinants such as class 
and gender, as well as his stereotypical, nostalgic image of working-class culture as a 
close-knit community (Hollows and Jones 2010, 311). Critchlow tells him that he has 
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no idea about the daily lives of Rotherham people: ‘It’s different nowadays. It’s not 
like a close community anymore, people don’t have time. Women go to work […] 
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campaigners, Oliver is convinced that diet is not determined by class: ‘Good food 
and good eating aren’t a class thing– anyone can eat good food on any budget as 
long as they know how to cook’.113 Bell and Hollows rightfully remark that in lifestyle 
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consumption practices and citizens, based on differences in the availability of 
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As articulated in the policy speeches that defined health as a lifestyle decision 
(section 5.2), neoliberalism constructs subjects as active, enterprising individuals 
who maximize their quality of life through acts of choice. In JMoF the ‘improper’ and 
‘irresponsible’ consumption practices of consumers, rather than the actions of the 
food industry or the socio-economic context, are presented as the cause of the 
obesity crisis. More specifically, Oliver classifies their diet as a new type of poverty 
caused by a lack of knowledge, which leaves them unable to make rational, 
informed choices: ‘They've got walls, they've got heating, they've got a rain-tight 
house; they've got a plasma screen, a Sky box, mobile phones and Nike trainers. But 
they'll sit on the floor and eat out of Styrofoam boxes seven days a week. There's an 
oven in there that's quite good, but that never gets used. There's a new type of 
poverty, and it's fucking knowledge poverty’(Cooke 2008). 

In other words, the working class make poor consumer choices due to a lack 
of culinary cultural capital (knowledge poverty), which is needed to become ‘good’ 
consumers. As discussed in Chapter 2.2, culinary cultural capital is an important 
means of improving the self through food knowledge and skills. For this reason, 
Oliver teaches his apprentices and audience lessons in good consumption and 
informed food choice. Because JMoF is primarily focused on individual consumption 
practices as both the cause and the solution to the ‘obesity crisis’, Oliver’s classes 
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are focused on cooking skills, recipes, food products, and tools. The cookbook, for 
instance, lists a range of ‘essential’ but rather expensive ingredients that you need in 
your larder, such as Italian food products and Patak’s curry pastes. It also shows the 
essential kitchen equipment as ‘a list of bare minimum items’ (30 items including a 
food processor), explicitly encouraging the reader to buy these essentials: ‘The 
moral of the story is: use this list. Go out and buy it all.’114 In this way, food choice is 
simultaneously moralized and commodified, encouraging you to purchase products 
that help to improve your well-being. As explained in Chapter 2.1, civic well-being is 
increasingly commodified and tied to entrepreneurial imperatives aimed at ‘lifestyle 
maximization’. This context enabled Oliver to use moral concern as a form of capital 
and to legitimate the need for more Jamie Oliver products to ‘educate’ the public 
(see section 5.5 on commodification). 

 

The importance of home cooking: acquiring skills and recipes 

As mentioned in section 5.3, JMoF is based on the implicit assumption that home 
cooking ‘from scratch’ automatically leads to healthier citizens. Therefore, the 
central driver of JMoF is the acquisition of cooking skills and recipes. Oliver’s classes 
are organized around cookery skills and techniques (chopping, boiling, stir-frying, 
roasting), dishes (pasta, salads, curries) and ingredients (beef, mince, veg). Oliver 
does not do a lot of demonstration himself, he rather instructs his apprentices 
verbally and supervises them. 

It is interesting to see what kinds of recipes JMoF (cookbook, series, website) 
offers and what they represent. In the first place, many dishes are not typically 
British, but picked from Italian, Asian, Mexican, and Moroccan cuisines, including 
pasta, stir fries, curries, and spicy food. Yet, there are no participants with other 
cultural backgrounds involved in Oliver’s class or ‘pass it on’ movement, apart from 
one Afro-Carribean man. Typical of his ‘Italianicity’, Oliver uses a lot of Italian 
ingredients, such as basil, parmesan cheese, Parma ham, pasta, extra virgin olive oil 
and balsamic vinegar, probably not items available and affordable for people in 
Rotherham. The basic recipes that Oliver teaches his apprentices include spaghetti 
with meatballs, beef stir fry, salmon tikka and chicken chow mein. Hollows and Jones 
suggest that these typical takeaway dishes show the assumptions that Oliver makes 
about his audience (2010, 312). Certainly, JMoF does not show any interest in 
passing on traditional British or local dishes, for instance, from the participants or 
the region of Rotherham. Julie Critchlow, the only apprentice who can cook, is not 
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encouraged or inspired to pass on her traditional recipes, but rather wants to learn 
how to cook a modern curry: ‘I’ve always cooked old-fashioned meals that my mum 
taught me. But I wanted to spice things up a bit.’115 All in all, the choice of recipes 
seems to be based both on Oliver’s personal taste and liking, and on an average, 
‘globalized’ taste, as the cookbook suggests that these are the ‘recipes that we all 
love to eat’. 

Furthermore, the recipes are not based on any dietary advice and do not 
offer any information about their nutritional value or calorie content. They do not 
seem to be very healthy options to fight obesity, including, as they do, a ‘mega 
chocolate fudge cake’.116 Oliver admits that some dishes may not be particularly 
healthy. For instance, of his baked Camembert pasta he says: ‘Admittedly, pasta and 
runny cheese isn’t the healthiest thing in the world, but it is so worth it once in a 
while’;117 and of the ‘cracking’ burger, he contends: ‘There’s nothing better than a 
homemade burger. They certainly don’t have to be unhealthy, especially served with 
a salad’.118 While the initial mission of JMoF was to fight obesity, it now seems that 
the campaign prioritizes homemade above health. 

In contrast to the importance of home cooking, the recipes also convey a 
sense of convenience and speed. The cookbook includes several twenty-minute 
meals, as ‘a lot of people [are] saying they’re too busy and have no time to cook’.119 
In the video recipes (maximum 8 minutes) especially, Oliver uses a lot of pre-packed, 
ready-made ingredients from the supermarket (Sainsbury’s?) such as cheese, parma 
ham, meat, tins, and sauces. The range of cooking skills and dishes such as stir-fries, 
‘chopped salads’, ‘quick pasta’, and ‘easy curries’ (with ready-made Patak’s sauce) all 
reproduce the typical discourse on convenience from advertisements and 
supermarkets. This marks a big difference with other representatives of the food 
movement, such as Slow Food and Michael Pollan, who promote slowness, 
attention, and care in contrast to convenience and the fast-food culture. 

Lastly, the recipes do not provide much information about ethical 
consumption (organic, fair trade, or local food), with the exception of some remarks 
about animal welfare: ‘It’s really worth buying outdoor reared meat. It’s far better to 
spend a bit more on quality meat; you will enjoy it much more. Try eating better 
pork, less often, and think of it as a treat’.120 In spite of such remarks, JMoF does not 
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are organized around cookery skills and techniques (chopping, boiling, stir-frying, 
roasting), dishes (pasta, salads, curries) and ingredients (beef, mince, veg). Oliver 
does not do a lot of demonstration himself, he rather instructs his apprentices 
verbally and supervises them. 

It is interesting to see what kinds of recipes JMoF (cookbook, series, website) 
offers and what they represent. In the first place, many dishes are not typically 
British, but picked from Italian, Asian, Mexican, and Moroccan cuisines, including 
pasta, stir fries, curries, and spicy food. Yet, there are no participants with other 
cultural backgrounds involved in Oliver’s class or ‘pass it on’ movement, apart from 
one Afro-Carribean man. Typical of his ‘Italianicity’, Oliver uses a lot of Italian 
ingredients, such as basil, parmesan cheese, Parma ham, pasta, extra virgin olive oil 
and balsamic vinegar, probably not items available and affordable for people in 
Rotherham. The basic recipes that Oliver teaches his apprentices include spaghetti 
with meatballs, beef stir fry, salmon tikka and chicken chow mein. Hollows and Jones 
suggest that these typical takeaway dishes show the assumptions that Oliver makes 
about his audience (2010, 312). Certainly, JMoF does not show any interest in 
passing on traditional British or local dishes, for instance, from the participants or 
the region of Rotherham. Julie Critchlow, the only apprentice who can cook, is not 
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encouraged or inspired to pass on her traditional recipes, but rather wants to learn 
how to cook a modern curry: ‘I’ve always cooked old-fashioned meals that my mum 
taught me. But I wanted to spice things up a bit.’115 All in all, the choice of recipes 
seems to be based both on Oliver’s personal taste and liking, and on an average, 
‘globalized’ taste, as the cookbook suggests that these are the ‘recipes that we all 
love to eat’. 

Furthermore, the recipes are not based on any dietary advice and do not 
offer any information about their nutritional value or calorie content. They do not 
seem to be very healthy options to fight obesity, including, as they do, a ‘mega 
chocolate fudge cake’.116 Oliver admits that some dishes may not be particularly 
healthy. For instance, of his baked Camembert pasta he says: ‘Admittedly, pasta and 
runny cheese isn’t the healthiest thing in the world, but it is so worth it once in a 
while’;117 and of the ‘cracking’ burger, he contends: ‘There’s nothing better than a 
homemade burger. They certainly don’t have to be unhealthy, especially served with 
a salad’.118 While the initial mission of JMoF was to fight obesity, it now seems that 
the campaign prioritizes homemade above health. 

In contrast to the importance of home cooking, the recipes also convey a 
sense of convenience and speed. The cookbook includes several twenty-minute 
meals, as ‘a lot of people [are] saying they’re too busy and have no time to cook’.119 
In the video recipes (maximum 8 minutes) especially, Oliver uses a lot of pre-packed, 
ready-made ingredients from the supermarket (Sainsbury’s?) such as cheese, parma 
ham, meat, tins, and sauces. The range of cooking skills and dishes such as stir-fries, 
‘chopped salads’, ‘quick pasta’, and ‘easy curries’ (with ready-made Patak’s sauce) all 
reproduce the typical discourse on convenience from advertisements and 
supermarkets. This marks a big difference with other representatives of the food 
movement, such as Slow Food and Michael Pollan, who promote slowness, 
attention, and care in contrast to convenience and the fast-food culture. 

Lastly, the recipes do not provide much information about ethical 
consumption (organic, fair trade, or local food), with the exception of some remarks 
about animal welfare: ‘It’s really worth buying outdoor reared meat. It’s far better to 
spend a bit more on quality meat; you will enjoy it much more. Try eating better 
pork, less often, and think of it as a treat’.120 In spite of such remarks, JMoF does not 
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really raise critical awareness about ethical consumption in the same way that Hugh 
Fearnley-Whittingstall does with his campaign Hugh’s Chicken Run, which aimed to 
convince people to buy only organic, free-range chicken.121 JMoF also does not 
convey critical knowledge and awareness of processed food and the food industry, 
and their contributions to diet-related diseases.122 In contrast to Hugh Fearnley-
Whittingstall, Oliver does not teach his audience what (not) to buy in the 
supermarket, or how to read labels on food packaging. Nor does JMoF provide 
information about nutritious, seasonal, local, or affordable products, or train people 
in how to distinguish good-quality food from bad, as Slow Food does with its taste-
education programme. It seems that in JMoF, messages about health and ethical 
consumption remain embedded in a hedonistic discourse centred on consumption 
and care for the self. 

 

The pleasure of cooking: conveying a hedonistic lifestyle 

As discussed in section 5.1, Oliver does not present cooking and eating as a labour 
or necessity, but as a pleasurable lifestyle activity. Despite Oliver’s engagement with 
social and health issues, his hedonistic approach to food and his style of effortless 
and accessible cooking remain firmly in place. As a result, healthy-eating messages 
are downplayed by Oliver’s hedonistic style: ‘When it comes to salads and veg you 
should want to eat them, not have to eat them’.123 Furthermore, the titles of the 
dishes in the cookbook do not convey any message about health or restraint, but 
trigger associations with ease, pleasure, and home: ‘quick pasta’, ‘easy curries’, ‘lovin’ 
salads’, ‘delish veg’, ‘homely mince’, ‘comforting stews’, and ‘family roasts’. Above all, 
Oliver’s ‘naked’ style is clearly expressed in the JMoF demonstrations and video 
recipes aimed at inexperienced cooks. For instance, about stir-fries he says, ‘the 
cooking is a piece of piss, a bit of a laugh’ (episode 2, 22:44). In the video recipes he 
reassures the viewer in several ways: ‘take your time, no rush’; ‘feel confident, don’t 
worry’; ‘it looks like a dog’s dinner, a bit sloppy, but that doesn’t matter’.124 
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These quotes from Oliver can be read as an example of how lifestyle experts 
perform a crucial role in the education and democratization of knowledge and skills 
about food (culinary cultural capital) with their focus on the ordinary and domestic 
sphere, as discussed in Chapter 2.2. Remarkably, though, the apprentices in the 
JMoF series do not show any creativity, invention, or imagination in their cooking. 
They repeat exactly the same recipes they were taught by Oliver, even when they 
organize their own street party. This might be a result of the top-down approach of 
JMoF, as well as a consequence of the reality-TV format, in which participants play a 
role in affirming the status of the celebrity expert. 

Apart from recipes and cookery skills, JMoF conveys a hedonistic lifestyle that 
prioritizes the other values of food, such as care, conviviality, and community. This is 
made explicit when Oliver explains to volunteers what ‘pass it on’ means, when they 
think it is about healthy cooking and eating: ‘Starting a movement like a virus; it is 
about friends, family, community. Making your life better’ (episode 4, 12:20). In JMoF, 
dinner is constructed as an important and fun social activity to be shared with family 
or friends. It demonstrates how people can re-embed care in their lives through the 
practice of creating homemade and ‘care-full’ versions of convenience and takeaway 
foods, such as chicken tikka masala, lasagne, and burgers (Hollows and Jones 2010, 
312). Values such as care, home, and family are emphasized by the nostalgic 1950s’ 
style of the cookbook, as well as by the inclusion of traditional dishes such as family 
roasts, ‘one of the most satisfying and nostalgic social meals’.125 As a cultural 
intermediary and lifestyle expert Oliver plays a crucial role in affirming and passing 
on certain values, ethics, and practices. His expertise – knowledge and knowhow – is 
central to governing at a distance, as it sets standards and norms, and specifies the 
‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way to do things, as discussed in Chapter 2.1. 

This is clearly presented in the JMoF series by the transformation of the 
apprentices, who by the end of the series have incorporated the values of care and 
responsibility for family and community. While at the start of the series they were 
eating on the floor out of polystyrene boxes, by the end they are eating together at 
a table with plates and cutlery. In the cookbook they express their transformation as 
follows: ‘Me and my kids were stuck, living off burgers and kebabs six or seven days 
a week. In my dreams I had a picture of my family, happy round a table, eating real 
food. After being passed on a handful of recipes, my dream has come true. And now 
I’ve even got my own little vegetable patch!’ (Natasha).126 ‘I feel I’m providing better 
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really raise critical awareness about ethical consumption in the same way that Hugh 
Fearnley-Whittingstall does with his campaign Hugh’s Chicken Run, which aimed to 
convince people to buy only organic, free-range chicken.121 JMoF also does not 
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and their contributions to diet-related diseases.122 In contrast to Hugh Fearnley-
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supermarket, or how to read labels on food packaging. Nor does JMoF provide 
information about nutritious, seasonal, local, or affordable products, or train people 
in how to distinguish good-quality food from bad, as Slow Food does with its taste-
education programme. It seems that in JMoF, messages about health and ethical 
consumption remain embedded in a hedonistic discourse centred on consumption 
and care for the self. 
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As discussed in section 5.1, Oliver does not present cooking and eating as a labour 
or necessity, but as a pleasurable lifestyle activity. Despite Oliver’s engagement with 
social and health issues, his hedonistic approach to food and his style of effortless 
and accessible cooking remain firmly in place. As a result, healthy-eating messages 
are downplayed by Oliver’s hedonistic style: ‘When it comes to salads and veg you 
should want to eat them, not have to eat them’.123 Furthermore, the titles of the 
dishes in the cookbook do not convey any message about health or restraint, but 
trigger associations with ease, pleasure, and home: ‘quick pasta’, ‘easy curries’, ‘lovin’ 
salads’, ‘delish veg’, ‘homely mince’, ‘comforting stews’, and ‘family roasts’. Above all, 
Oliver’s ‘naked’ style is clearly expressed in the JMoF demonstrations and video 
recipes aimed at inexperienced cooks. For instance, about stir-fries he says, ‘the 
cooking is a piece of piss, a bit of a laugh’ (episode 2, 22:44). In the video recipes he 
reassures the viewer in several ways: ‘take your time, no rush’; ‘feel confident, don’t 
worry’; ‘it looks like a dog’s dinner, a bit sloppy, but that doesn’t matter’.124 
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These quotes from Oliver can be read as an example of how lifestyle experts 
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sphere, as discussed in Chapter 2.2. Remarkably, though, the apprentices in the 
JMoF series do not show any creativity, invention, or imagination in their cooking. 
They repeat exactly the same recipes they were taught by Oliver, even when they 
organize their own street party. This might be a result of the top-down approach of 
JMoF, as well as a consequence of the reality-TV format, in which participants play a 
role in affirming the status of the celebrity expert. 

Apart from recipes and cookery skills, JMoF conveys a hedonistic lifestyle that 
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for my husband and my children. That, for me is the most important thing’ (Beccy).127 
These quotes seem very gendered, since only the women/mothers and not the men 
express these traditional values of responsibility towards family and community, 
thus affirming the stereotypical connection between women, care, and feeding (see 
DeVault 1991 and Swenson 2009). The male participants, though, say that they are 
proud that they can cook a meal now, when they have never cooked in their entire 
lives, but they do not express these values of care and family. There seems to be a 
structural contradiction in foodie discourse (as I elaborate further in the case study 
of Michael Pollan): on the one hand, women are empowered by using food as an 
emancipatory instrument, on the other hand they are ‘sent back to the kitchen’. 
Thus from a sociological point of view, one could conclude that lifestyle TV, such as 
JMoF, affirms the middle-class values that maintain the socio-economic structures of 
class and gender (Palmer 2004). 

In Chapter 2.2 I pointed out that lifestyle experts – via the intimate, domestic 
focus of their advice – transfer knowledge of broader ethical and social issues to 
ordinary citizens. In this way, they contribute to the mainstreaming of ethical 
consumption, which is increasingly marked by questions of ‘care, solidarity and 
collective concern’ (Lewis 2008, 229). All in all, it appears that JMoF prioritizes care, 
community, and pleasure above health and restraint, even though the objective of 
the project was to fight obesity. The moral imperative is not only to care for yourself, 
but also for others through the medium of food and consumption. In Oliver’s 
broader strategy, food and cooking function as political tools, which empower 
citizens to take more responsibility for their personal and collective well-being. By 
applying a neoliberal discourse, subjects are addressed as moral citizens with 
responsibilities for their communities which include family, the workplace, the 
school, and their neighbourhoods. Yet, in contrast to the alternative hedonism 
approach, which promotes less alienated, more engaged modes of consumption 
(Chapter 1.3), JMoF seems to encourage more, rather than less, consumption. 
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5.5 Convergence across the Jamie Oliver brand 

Cross-media tools for self-management and commodification 

As pointed out in Chapter 2.1, in neoliberal societies civic well-being is increasingly 
commodified (produced for profit) and tied to entrepreneurial initiatives aimed at 
the empowerment and lifestyle maximization of citizens (Ouellette and Hay 2008b; 
McMurria 2008; Rose 1996). Within this context, private and non-governmental 
entities, including corporate sponsors and celebrities such as Jamie Oliver, are 
increasingly replacing public welfare services. As Ouellette and Hay (2008b) have 
argued, reality TV and interactive media play an especially active role in tying public 
services to privatized networks and resources of self-care (money, expertise, and 
outreach), as is also the case with Oliver’s charity campaigns. In their view, media are 
considered an essential cultural technology for ‘governing at a distance’, as they 
guide and shape the lifestyle choices of subjects. The promotion of material 
consumption as a means of improving the self is particularly strong in makeover 
television, in which one’s body, clothes, home, or garden is improved through the 
use of commodities (Bonner 2005; Moseley 2000; Palmer 2004). TV chefs provide 
viewers with their expertise not only in terms of their skills and recipe knowledge, 
but also in their knowledge of the best ingredients and culinary equipment. 
Therefore, product placement is central to such cookery programmes, which can 
function as platforms for advertising goods and services (e.g. Jamie Oliver’s deal with 
Sainsbury’s or Tefal). As a result, civic training and well-being is not only mediatized, 
but also commodified. 

As discussed in Chapter 2.2, the convergence between television and the 
web is central to the ‘government of the self’, because it leads viewers beyond the 
TV programme into other interactive media, subscriptions, and merchandize. While 
television provides the everyday framework for supervising the development of 
personal regimes, interactive media tools, such as apps, encourage viewers to take 
action. Convergence allows viewers to acquire, customize, and share the assistive 
resources offered through the cultural economy of television, and to participate in 
the lifestyle clusters of makeover programmes (Ouellette and Hay 2008b, 476). 
Cross-media platforms, such as Oliver’s, thus facilitate the branding and marketing 
of cooking and eating as a desirable lifestyle, and encourage users to customize 
content and purchase commodities to acquire culinary cultural capital. 
Commodification is further effected through the sale of spin-off merchandize such 
as cookbooks, apps, culinary equipment, homeware, gourmet food lines, and other 
items. 
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As with most celebrity chefs, the brand of Jamie Oliver is produced by way of 
both the on-screen/online and off-screen/offline presences through which his image 
is circulated; these include his cookery shows, cookbooks, the Jamie magazine, 
DVDs, websites, apps, social media platforms, video channels, restaurants, shops, 
and events. Although these appearances converge both online and offline, their 
convergence is best represented by Jamie Oliver’s cross-media website.128 On every 
webpage buttons and adverts link to his commercial activities and merchandize, 
such as the magazine, restaurants, books, and apps. Interactive tools encourage 
users to customize content and purchase commodities to acquire the desired 
lifestyle. While these tools offer all kinds of free content, they lead users to shops, 
subscriptions, and merchandize. Many recipes from Oliver’s TV shows are published 
on the website, which users can read and download for free and share via the usual 
social media. On the recipe pages conspicuous buttons are placed to enable users 
to buy the book or watch the show, leading to online shops. In many ways, the user 
is persuaded to join the Jamie Oliver community, tying him or her to subscriptions, 
promotions, and merchandize. Members of the community can add and share their 
own recipes, chat in forums, ask questions, and receive special offers and 
promotions. Oliver’s Food Tube channel, which is embedded in the main website, 
includes free recipes, tutorials, masterclasses, and live broadcasts. Users are 
encouraged to subscribe to Jamie’s Food Tube ‘Family and Friends’ community, 
where they can upload their own videos and become a Food Tube star.129 Most 
significantly, Oliver’s Instagram and Facebook accounts are very popular, with more 
than 6 million followers. These platforms facilitate not only the liking and sharing of 
posts by users, but also the uploading and production of their own content. For 
instance, Oliver’s Instagram posts encourage users to upload their version of a 
recipe or their result of a challenge, such as the ‘5-day Veggie’ challenge. 

Ouellette and Hay, furthermore, have argued that instructions via interactive 
media are more profitable, not only because they make learning more inclusive and 
pleasurable, but because the cultural capital they provide has become a desirable 
commodity (2008b, 475). For instance, Oliver has developed several apps which are 
do-it-yourself companions to his cookbooks and TV series, with features allowing 
the user to browse through dishes and recipes, and download and share 
ingredients and shopping lists. Oliver promotes the 15-Minute Meals app in a video, 
saying that it will ‘make your life easier’, and encourages users to purchase ‘essential’ 
products: ‘Look at all the sidebars, the equipment, the larder, I need you to get that 
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stuff […] It is gonna arm you with the confidence to rattle out brilliant meals’, thus 
seamlessly linking a discourse on empowerment and self-improvement to the 
consumption of commodities. 130 Like innovative supermarket apps, this app, for 
instance, includes a handy shopping list feature which sorts ingredients by aisle. 

Oliver’s most recent app, the YOU-app (‘Actions to better you’) is a clear 
example of how interactive media can facilitate the ‘government of the self’ by 
guiding and shaping the lifestyle choices of subjects, similarly to self-help manuals. 
The app addresses the user directly through a discourse of self-improvement, 
empowerment, and lifestyle maximization: ‘We all have it in us to live happy, fulfilling 
lives, but change rarely just happens overnight. Together with the YOU-app team, 
Jamie wants to empower you to make change happen – one action at a time. Stick 
with us for one minute per day and take small steps to a better you.’131 The app 
guides the user through daily micro actions that can be performed for ‘a healthier 
happier you’. The micro actions are focused, for instance, on food, exercise, and 
mindfulness, and include items such as ‘eat a piece of fruit’ or ‘take the stairs’. The 
idea is that with these micro actions the user takes control of small things in his/her 
life today which lead to bigger but sustainable changes and improvements in his or 
her life in the future. An important feature of the YOU-app is the ability to share 
one’s actions and experiences with the community to empower and support each 
other. Similar to JMoF, the imperative is to take care of and responsibility for not 
only one’s own personal well-being but the collective well-being too. In addition to 
the free app, users can subscribe to a personal coaching programme tailored to 
their goals. In this way, the app leads users to subscriptions and merchandize. 

What has become clear from this analysis is that the various media 
(technologies) each perform different tasks and provide different forms of 
knowledge and skills. Culinary television and makeover shows educate viewers in 
culinary cultural capital (knowledge and skills) and in the art of lifestyle. Interactive 
media, such as social media platforms and apps, not only enable users to acquire, 
customize, and share the content and resources offered by television, but also lead 
them to ways to purchase merchandize and subscriptions. Platforms such as 
YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram encourage users to like, upload, and share, 
whereas apps facilitate personal guidance and empower users to take action and 
effect change. As such, these interactive tools not only facilitate the consumption, 
but also the production of culinary cultural capital. As a result, through the 
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convergence of these various media channels, civic training and well-being are not 
only mediatized, but also commodified. 

 

Convergence of profit and non-profit activities 

Although the Jamie Oliver Food Foundation and JMoF are non-profit charity projects, 
the majority of Oliver’s activities are strictly commercial. The Foundation underlines 
that Oliver does not get a penny from his charity projects. In fact, his businesses 
raise funds and he donates royalties from successful cookbooks to the Foundation. 
The Foundation also receives financial support and donations from commercial 
companies such as Sainsbury’s, Fitness First, Tefal, Hello Fresh, and Magimix, which 
like to be associated with the Oliver brand. 

Profit and non-profit activities (such as JMoF) converge across the Oliver 
brand and cross-media website. This ‘hybridization’ makes it possible for the 
commercial activities to profit from the values – social concern and responsibility, 
health and well-being, and pleasure – established in the TV series and non-profit 
campaigns (Hollows and Jones 2010, 319). As discussed in Chapter 2.2, lifestyle 
media have fully integrated philanthropy with corporate branding and product 
marketing in order to sustain a neoliberal climate, and this enables entrepreneurs 
and lifestyle experts to exploit a market for well-being. For Oliver, profits are made 
in both material and immaterial ways through book sales and through the prestige 
associated with the project. As a social entrepreneur Oliver trades on his status as a 
celebrity and lifestyle expert, using moral concern as ‘capital’ to generate future 
profit and status (Hollows and Jones 2010, 319). In this way, charity and social 
enterprises have enabled Oliver to further establish his brand and reputation, not 
only as a celebrity chef but also as a social entrepreneur. This reputation definitely 
helps Oliver in the many fundraising projects for his Food Foundation and other 
charity organizations. 

While charity projects enable Oliver to strengthen his brand, they also 
highlight the limits and disadvantages of branding and celebritization. For instance, 
when Oliver wants to hand over his Ministry of Food concept to the local council: 
‘Everyone wants a ministry of food, 'cos they're great. So we say: go on, then! And 
then they say, well, we're not sure we want a government ministry of food. So I think: 
oh, yeah. What would a government ministry of food look like? So then I realise: I've 
branded it as Jamie's ministry of food. Ask Bradford if they want a government 
ministry of food, or a Jamie's ministry of food, and they'll say: Jamie's.’(Cooke 2008). 

JMoF and his other charity campaigns undoubtedly speak the language of 
neoliberal discourse: the state is too slow and restricted by bureaucracy, while the 
entrepreneur has the motivation and the network to get things done. As a result, 
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charity campaigns and makeover shows such as JMoF offer celebrity chefs a 
platform on which to position themselves as heroes in solving food ‘crises’ and from 
which to expand their brand. As discussed in Chapter 2.2, the increasing overlap 
between popular/consumer culture and the professional/governmental realm 
enables celebrities to move across the spheres associated with fame and other 
forms of authority or expertise, such as politics. It is precisely this hybrid role as a 
social entrepreneur, celebrity, and mediated lifestyle expert that provides Jamie 
Oliver with the opportunity and capacity to address broader social and political 
issues, and to effect change successfully. Although he offers solutions as an 
entrepreneur, he insists that it is the state’s responsibility to implement these. In 
contrast to straightforward neoliberalism, Oliver’s campaigns are not concerned 
with shrinking or replacing the state, but rather with responsibilizing the state for 
solving food crises, such as obesity. 

 

Conclusion 

In today’s brand-based cross-media culture, Oliver’s identity as a celebrity chef is 
characteristic, and enables him to move across a range of media formats and 
platforms and disseminate the image of cooking and eating as a trendy lifestyle. 
Mediated lifestyle experts, such as Oliver, play an important role in affirming certain 
consumption-based values and ways of living, and in passing on awareness of 
broader ethical issues. This is made explicit through the shift in Oliver’s image from 
that of a celebrity chef to a social entrepreneur who engages in social and political 
issues related to food and health. I have discussed how Oliver’s charity campaigns 
have shifted his image away from the associations with lifestyle and ‘foodatainment’ 
and towards politics and social issues. Despite Oliver’s engagement with social and 
health issues, his hedonistic approach to food and his style of effortless and 
accessible cooking remain firmly in place. As a celebrity and a social entrepreneur, 
Oliver has definitely raised public awareness with his campaigns and has put food 
and health issues on the political agenda that call for attention and action. 

Section 5.2 highlighted how Oliver’s campaigns for healthy eating emerged 
within a political context where obesity and health were high on the agenda, but 
also within a neoliberal policy environment that emphasized the importance of 
individual responsibility. Through discourse analysis I have analysed how several 
government speeches on healthy living articulated a typical neoliberal discourse on 
individual choice, empowerment, and responsibility, defining health problems as 
lifestyle choices. The British government, for instance, has reframed its role so as to 
enable and encourage change through ‘governing at a distance’, rather than 
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consumption-based values and ways of living, and in passing on awareness of 
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within a political context where obesity and health were high on the agenda, but 
also within a neoliberal policy environment that emphasized the importance of 
individual responsibility. Through discourse analysis I have analysed how several 
government speeches on healthy living articulated a typical neoliberal discourse on 
individual choice, empowerment, and responsibility, defining health problems as 
lifestyle choices. The British government, for instance, has reframed its role so as to 
enable and encourage change through ‘governing at a distance’, rather than 
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through regulation and legislation. It promotes an entrepreneurial spirit and aims to 
transfer more responsibility to civil society, individuals, and business. As a result, 
Oliver’s campaigns emerged in a political context in which private and non-
governmental actors were filling the vacuum between government and citizens, 
providing charity and welfare services. In addition, I have discussed how Oliver 
politicized food through his JMoF campaign and how his discourse resonates with 
Britain’s neoliberal food and health policy. JMoF clearly creates the notion of a 
general crisis that demands radical intervention by an inspirational figure, in this 
way legitimating Oliver’s role as a social entrepreneur. 

Section 5.3 analysed how the cross-media campaign of JMoF works as a 
cultural technology by linking food and health promotion to a governmental 
strategy. I discussed how new lifestyle TV formats, such as the campaigning culinary 
documentary (CCD) have enabled lifestyle experts and celebrities to use their status 
to intervene in a series of food crises. In fact, CCDs can be understood as an 
important format for transmitting views about food politics, one which offers 
narratives both of critique and of potential transformation. I have demonstrated 
that the reality-TV show of JMoF is structured in the same makeover format as the 
CCD, which affords a discourse on empowerment, responsibility, and change. It can 
be understood as utilizing a governmental strategy to empower ‘ordinary’ people to 
self-govern and be transformed into ‘good’ consumers and citizens. 

Furthermore, I have argued that culinary makeover shows such as JMOF 
create a distinction between ‘responsible’ and ‘irresponsible’ consumption practices 
and citizens, based on differences in the availability of economic and cultural capital 
to make the ‘right’ choice. As a mediated lifestyle expert, Oliver plays a crucial role in 
affirming and passing on certain values, ethics, and practices. His expertise is central 
to governing at a distance, because it sets standards and norms and specifies the 
‘right’ and ‘wrong’ conduct. In JMoF the ‘improper’ and ‘irresponsible’ consumption 
practices of consumers, rather than the actions of the food industry or the socio-
economic context, are presented as the cause of the obesity crisis. On their mission 
to create empowerment and change, lifestyle experts such as Oliver seem to be 
blind to the structural determinants, such as class and gender, that limit the ability 
to transform the self. Also, remarkably, JMoF did not convey any critical knowledge 
or awareness of the issues of processed food and the food industry, and their 
contributions to diet-related disease. However, this has changed over the last few 
years, and Oliver is now targeting the food industry and government to solve the 
obesity crisis. 

Section 5.4 analysed the kinds of concrete practices, skills, and techniques 
JMoF provides for the government and care of the self. I have argued that JMoF is 
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based on the implicit assumption that home cooking ‘from scratch’ automatically 
leads to healthier citizens. Therefore, the central driver of JMoF is the acquisition of 
cooking skills and recipes. Discourse analysis, however, has shown that, above all, 
JMoF conveys a hedonistic lifestyle which prioritizes the other values of food, such 
as care, conviviality, and community. Thus the moral imperative is not only to care 
for oneself, but also for others through the medium of food and consumption. In 
Oliver’s broader strategy, food and cooking function as political tools which 
empower citizens to take more responsibility for their personal and collective well-
being. The ethics of self-responsibility and mutual obligation clearly resonate with 
the neoliberal discourse on and policies of the enabling state and Big Society. 

In section 5.5 I discussed how Oliver’s cross-media platform and website 
facilitate the branding and marketing of cooking and eating as a desirable lifestyle, 
and encourage users to customize content and purchase commodities to acquire 
culinary cultural capital. Drawing on Ouellette and Hay (2008b), I have argued how 
interactive media can facilitate the ‘government of the self’ by guiding and shaping 
the lifestyle choices of subjects, similarly to self-help manuals. What has become 
clear from the analysis is that the various media (technologies) each perform 
different tasks and provide different forms of knowledge and skills. While television 
and makeover shows educate viewers in culinary cultural capital and the art of 
lifestyle, interactive media not only enable users to acquire, customize, and share 
the content offered by television, but also lead them to purchase merchandize and 
subscriptions. As a result, through the convergence of these media channels, civic 
training and well-being are not only mediatized, but also commodified. Platforms 
such as YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram encourage users to like, upload, and 
share, whereas apps facilitate personal guidance and empower users to take action 
and to effect change. As such, these interactive tools not only facilitate the 
consumption, but also the production of culinary cultural capital. 

Finally, I have discussed how the convergence of media enables and 
strengthens the hybridization of the profit and non-profit activities across the Jamie 
Oliver brand and enterprise. This hybridization makes it possible for commercial 
activities to profit from the values – social concern and responsibility, health and 
well-being, and pleasure – promoted in the TV series and non-profit campaigns. As a 
result, charity campaigns and makeover shows, such as JMoF, offer celebrity chefs a 
platform on which to position themselves as heroes in solving food ‘crises’ and from 
which to expand their brand. The increasing overlap between popular/consumer 
culture and the professional/governmental realm enables celebrities to move across 
the spheres associated with fame and other forms of authority or expertise, such as 
politics. It is precisely this hybrid role as a social entrepreneur, celebrity, and 
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mediated lifestyle expert that provides Oliver with the opportunity and capacity to 
address broader social and political issues, and to effect change successfully. In 
contrast to straightforward neoliberalism, Oliver’s campaigns are not concerned 
with shrinking or replacing the state, but rather with responsibilizing the state for 
solving food crises, such as obesity. 
  

Conclusion
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Conclusion 
 

The contemporary food movement: between politics and 
pleasure 
This thesis has investigated why and how the contemporary food movement and its 
representatives have politicized food; what kinds of knowledge and practices about 
food they have produced for the education and transformation of citizens; and how 
this knowledge and these practices are mediatized through diverse media forms. By 
comparing the case studies and integrating them into a historical and theoretical 
framework, it is now possible to formulate an answer to the central research 
question. 

What has become clear from the analysis is that ‘the contemporary food 
movement’ cannot be defined as a coherent, unified movement, or an organization 
with a clear ideology and policy; instead it includes various grass-roots, bottom-up 
associations and initiatives, such as the trends for local and organic food, Fair Trade, 
and campaigns to combat obesity or improve school dinners. The Slow Food 
movement is an exception to this, since it was founded and organized as a political 
movement from the beginning. Nonetheless, these loose associations may be 
coming together in something that looks more and more like a coherent food 
movement. Despite their contextual differences, these various initiatives have 
emerged under similar political and economic conditions: neoliberal government 
policies which enable and encourage change through ‘governing at a distance’ 
rather than through regulation and legislation, thereby transferring more 
responsibility onto civil society, individuals, business, and non-governmental actors. 

In addition, notions of risk and anxiety caused by food scares and scandals 
have contributed to growing concerns about the industrial food system and its 
implications for health, ecology, and social relations. The growing lack of trust in 
advanced liberal governments to manage these risks has further amplified these 
feelings of vulnerability and lack of control. For this reason, the food movement 
refers to a ‘food crisis’, indicating health, environmental, and social problems, as well 
as the loss of cooking skills and food culture. Because food connects all of these 
seemingly unrelated issues, the food movement approaches them through a 
broader critique that focuses on ethical consumption and concerns around 
environmentalism and sustainability. 

I have explained how the contemporary movement uses food as a vehicle for 
social change in similar ways to the life reform and counterculture movements. It 
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places consumer society in a larger frame and proposes that food is not simply an 
industrial product, but also an aesthetic and cultural object that reflects the values 
of individuals and of societies as a whole. For example, Slow Food understands 
eating not just as a physiological need, but as ‘a cultural, social and political act; a 
way of relating to the world, becoming part of the environment and society’ (Chabrol 
2004). 

Despite these seemingly incoherent initiatives, the chapters throughout this 
thesis have traced an increasingly coherent discourse across food media texts that 
constructs ideas about ‘good’ food and ‘eating right’. The analysis has demonstrated 
that in these texts ‘good food’ and ‘eating right’ are defined in the oppositional terms 
of ‘local’, ‘seasonal’, ‘authentic’, ‘healthy’, and ‘home-cooked’ food, versus ‘industrial’, 
‘artificial’, ‘fast’, ‘unsustainable’, and ‘unhealthy’ food. Similar to the counterculture, 
these texts have produced an oppositional discourse against standardization, 
industrialization, and globalization, promoting slowness, pleasure, and local food 
culture as means of resistance. These food media texts are frequently explicitly or 
implicitly political in nature, but it is a discourse that connects politics with pleasure 
and the good life – indicated as political, or alternative, hedonism, in which 
consumers use pleasure and self-interest as entry points into wider political and 
ethical issues, such as sustainability, animal welfare, and social injustice. From this 
viewpoint, protest through food does not have to imply boycotts and asceticism; it 
can also be expressed through the pursuit of alternative visions of pleasure, 
satisfaction, and the good life. 

Similar to the historical movements studied in Chapter 1, the contemporary 
food movement strives to change society not through formal and conventional 
politics, but instead through micro-politics and personal transformation. Through 
the theoretical framework of governmentality, this thesis has indicated how the 
ideals of good citizenship, as promoted by the food movement, emerged in parallel 
to the rise of advanced liberal societies. From the perspective of political theory, the 
recent politicization of food can be understood as a form of micro-politics that has 
emerged under the influence of the globalization and individualization processes, as 
well as due to the rise of neoliberal societies. This has several implications for our 
understanding of politics and citizenship: new forms of citizenship and agency have 
emerged, whereby individuals are taking on powers and responsibilities from the 
government, leading to shifts in the political landscape. As a result, responsibilities 
are increasingly shared through multilayered networks, including governmental, 
non-governmental, and corporate actors, as well as individual consumers and 
citizens. Furthermore, the connection between daily consumer choices and global 
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issues has politicized ‘private’ choices and erased the division between the political 
and the economic spheres. 

By defining norms for ‘good food’ and ‘eating right’, the food movement thus 
continues to politicize and moralize food; and has established a link between ‘eating 
right’ and good citizenship by shaping the idea of a responsible, informed ‘citizen-
consumer’. Food experts aim to educate citizens about food by connecting 
knowledge, responsibility, and pleasure, which implies that having knowledge about 
food’s origins provides a foundation for making responsible choices and for enjoying 
the pleasure of eating ‘good food’. In advanced liberal societies ensuring personal 
well-being and being involved in food production are valued as social 
responsibilities, moral duties, and means of self-formation. This means that 
acquiring the knowledge and practices to transform and improve themselves 
provides individuals with pleasure and fulfilment. They want to be responsible 
citizen-consumers; experts and lifestyle media instruct them how to be so, and 
entrepreneurs exploit the market for it, as Nikolas Rose (1996) points out. The 
citizen-consumer hybrid can therefore be understood as a neoliberal norm and 
ideal of citizenship, whereby the enterprising individual is entangled with the choice-
making customer, who is valorized by neoliberal economics. 

 
These new forms of citizenship and agency have not only been expressed in the 
hybrid concept of the citizen-consumer, but also in concepts such as the ‘co-
producer’ and ‘eco-gastronome’, which merge consumption and production 
practices. I have linked these redefined roles to the newly emerging moralities of 
consumption and production. As I have argued, the citizen-consumer discourse 
remains circular and limited to the logic of consumerism, which frames citizens 
principally as consumers, and not as producers. While most publications on ethical 
and political consumerism by definition focus on consumption, publications on 
alternative or political hedonism increasingly emphasize the importance of 
production and do-it-yourself (DIY) practices. In particular, the media texts of 
Michael Pollan and the work of Isabelle de Solier indicate that both the production 
and consumption of food and food knowledge constitute the self-formation of 
individuals. Pollan’s discourse on DIY practices is, however, more political, since he 
defines them as practices through which individuals can exercise citizenship and 
reclaim control from corporations. Interestingly, culinary cultural capital today is not 
only acquired through the consumption, but increasingly through the production of 
material objects and ‘productive leisure’. This contrasts with the situation in the 
consumer society of the twentieth-century, where the middle class’s authority and 
social status primarily relied upon consumption being superior to production. 
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Amongst today’s knowledge class especially, production carries a higher moral value 
than consumption, because it compensates for the loss of manual and material 
production in work. As de Solier explains, material education is increasingly acquired 
via the media, as we no longer acquire such knowledge through work or traditional 
social structures. In my view, lifestyle and interactive media in particular provide this 
material education, guiding self-formation through productive leisure, such as 
cooking and gardening, but also through blogging and other uses of interactive food 
apps and platforms. 

 

Context 

By comparing the three case studies more in detail, it becomes clear that they have 
emerged from and are embedded in different and specific national or regional 
contexts, and thereby have led to different strategies, policies, and practices. 

Slow Food differs significantly from the other two, because it was founded as 
a political food movement from the beginning and has developed from a regional 
grass-roots movement into an international movement and organization. In 
particular, Slow Food’s national and regional context, the fact that it was founded 
and developed in Italy, makes it distinct. As my analysis has indicated, Slow Food’s 
politics and discourse are clearly embedded in Italian neoliberalism and 
neoconservatism, emphasizing localism, tradition, and entrepreneurship. The 
movement’s rise was connected to a shift in the Italian political landscape, during 
which progressive ideas were incorporated into conservative contexts, such as the 
protection of local food culture, and anti-globalization and anti-EU discourses. 
Localism has deep historical roots in Italy as part of the resistance to unification and 
homogenization, and there is a refusal to trust or rely on governmental institutions, 
which explains why Slow Food sees local culinary tradition as a means of resistance. 
Another difference between Slow Food and the other two case studies is the deep-
rooted significance of food in Italian culture, which emphasizes the cultural, social, 
and aesthetic functions of food, whereby the pleasure of its consumption should be 
shared together in community and conviviality. For this reason, Dickie has suggested 
that no country other than Italy could have generated such a far-reaching food 
philosophy and gastronomy as Slow Food. 

The case of Michael Pollan differs because he is an independent food writer 
and journalist, who is not involved in food institutions or businesses, although he 
makes a profit from his bestsellers and publications. For many people, he has 
become the voice of the American alternative food movement. His views and 
discourse have emerged in the context of American neoliberalism and food policy, 
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become the voice of the American alternative food movement. His views and 
discourse have emerged in the context of American neoliberalism and food policy, 
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which have shifted responsibility from governments onto individuals, while also 
protecting the interests of the powerful food industry. Pollan believes that hard 
politics and regulation remain necessary to controlling the industry, but also that 
changes in the food system will ultimately come from grass-roots initiatives and 
citizen activism rather than from the government. 

Jamie Oliver is a unique case, because as an entrepreneur, celebrity chef, 
and campaigner he combines charity and non-profit campaigns with commercial 
activities. My analysis has highlighted how Oliver’s campaigns for healthy eating 
emerged within a political context in which obesity and health were high on the 
agenda, and also under a neoliberal government that promoted entrepreneurialism 
and aimed to transfer more responsibility to civil society, individuals, and business. 
As a result, private and non-governmental actors, such as Oliver, filled the vacuum 
between government and citizens, providing education, charity, and welfare 
services. 

Despite their regional differences, the three cases are embedded in a similar 
political context: under neoliberal government policies which enable and encourage 
change through ‘governing at a distance’ rather than through regulation and 
legislation. These policies aim to transfer more responsibility to civil society, 
individuals, and business, that is, to non-governmental actors. Another effect of this 
neoliberal climate is the hybridization of business and politics, and profit and non-
profit activities, an element which Slow Food and Jamie Oliver have in common (see 
Mediatization). 

 

Politicization 

When looking at the politicization of food and its implications for the knowledge, 
practices, and moralities surrounding food, the three case studies share many 
similarities, but also some significant differences. It has become clear that the 
representatives of the food movement have politicized food by defining norms for 
good food, ‘eating right’, and good citizenship, combining moral and aesthetic 
criteria. Similar to the counterculture, Slow Food and Michael Pollan have produced 
an oppositional discourse against standardization, industrialization, and 
globalization, promoting slowness, pleasure, and local food culture as means of 
resistance. Slow Food is, however, more radical in the way it aims to protect local 
food cultures as it applies a simultaneously progressive and conservative discourse. 
Slow Food and Pollan also convey a broader discourse of political consumerism, 
reframing the consumer as a co-producer: a committed citizen who takes 
responsibility for the production process, the community, and the environment. 
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They advocate that consumers reconnect with food producers through buying 
locally and supporting farmers’ markets. By connecting daily consumer choices to 
global issues, both have politicized ‘private’ choices and practices, such as shopping 
and eating, into a form of micro-politics, empowering consumers to ‘vote with their 
forks’. 

The three representatives aim to change society not through formal and 
conventional politics, but instead through micro-politics and personal 
transformation, although Pollan also lobbies the government to reform the food 
system and believes that hard politics and regulation remain necessary. In contrast 
to Slow Food and Pollan, Jamie Oliver has recently started to target the government 
with requests to solve food problems, such as the obesity crisis, through the 
collection of signatures for petitions. As a social entrepreneur he intervenes in 
‘crises’ and tries to offer solutions, particularly with his Jamie’s School Dinners and 
Jamie’s Ministry of Food campaigns. In contrast to straightforward neoliberalism, 
Oliver’s campaigns are not concerned with replacing the state, but rather with 
responsibilizing the state for solving food crises, such as obesity. Through the lens of 
governmentality theory such campaigns can also be understood as a form of 
biopolitics similar to the philanthropy and charity campaigns of the nineteenth 
century: as indirect strategies used to manage the conduct of a population, in this 
case the health and lifestyle of the British population. Oliver’s campaigns, for 
instance, often emphasize his mission to turn Britain’s children into a ‘nation of 
healthy eaters’. 

Slow Food and Pollan, in contrast, believe that change in the food system 
ultimately will come from grass-roots initiatives and citizen activism rather than from 
the government. However, their manifestos cannot be simply understood as 
straightforward applications of neoliberal logic. In their media texts governmentality 
and responsibilization are framed in terms of political activism, rather than in the 
typical neoliberal discourse of individual responsibility. From their perspective, 
responsibilities are collectively shared through multilayered networks, in a form of 
individualized collective action through which citizens take responsibility for their 
personal and collective well-being. In their discourse, self-government should be 
understood as governing through freedom, whereby active, self-managing citizens 
take part in and transform a network of (power) relations. Power in this sense 
should be understood as positive and productive, in terms of Foucault and Rose, 
thus empowering individuals to govern themselves. 

 
All three representatives are convinced that food has an important cultural and 
social function, emphasising values such as care, community, conviviality, and 
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collective well-being. For this reason, pleasure and hedonism play an important role 
in all three cases, but with different emphases. For Slow Food, pleasure and tasting 
comprise a political principle and a form of resistance against standardization and 
industrialization, as well as a liberating and disruptive instrument that undermines 
the corporate vision of food as purely a commodity. For Pollan, pleasure lies 
primarily in the social and cultural function of cooking and eating together, but also 
in DIY practices such as growing and cooking your own food. Pollan places pleasure 
in opposition to the dominant discourse of nutritional science, with its focus on 
health and ‘eating right’, undone of all the social, cultural, and sensual aspects of 
food. In Oliver’s media texts, though, pleasure does not have an explicit political 
function, although cooking is represented as a pleasurable lifestyle activity. Despite 
Oliver’s engagement with social and health issues, his media texts convey a 
hedonistic discourse that prioritizes values such as care, family, and community 
above health and restraint. 

In contrast to Slow Food, Oliver and Pollan both aim to empower citizens to 
transform themselves through the practice of cooking. My analysis has 
demonstrated that Jamie’s Ministry of Food is based on the assumption that cooking 
from scratch will automatically lead to healthier citizens. Similar to Oliver, Pollan 
believes that cooking is the most import thing one can do to improve one’s health 
and well-being. But unlike Oliver, Pollan defines DIY practices, such as cooking and 
growing your own food, as political acts, because they increase our self-reliance and 
freedom, and reduce our dependency on corporations. In contrast, Slow Food puts 
great emphasis on tasting and the sensory experience, but less on cooking and 
preparing food, perhaps because Italy still has a strong tradition of home cooking. 
For Slow Food, the pleasure of conscious and critical tasting is inherently a political 
act, because it teaches people to discern good-quality food from bad and to make 
the right choice. 

 
Remarkably, all three representatives – Carlo Petrini representing Slow Food– are 
male (upper)-middle class experts who want to revive a culture of home cooking, 
emphasizing the values of care, community, and family which are stereotypically 
associated with the ‘feeding work’ of women (see DeVault 1991; Swenson 2009). 
Pollan is the only one who explicitly reflects on the question of gender and the 
division of labour, which he does in the documentary Cooked (see Chapter 4.5). The 
common and simple explanation for the loss of cooking skills, as expressed by Jamie 
Oliver, is that women stopped cooking when the feminist revolution occurred and 
they started to work out of the home. Pollan’s explanation, in contrast, is more 
complex, as he blames the food industry for the loss of cooking skills, because it 
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exploited the issue of domestic labour in order to sell processed food. In the 1970s, 
especially, the industry made it seem progressive, even ‘feminist’, not to cook. For 
this reason, Pollan wants to reclaim a culture of home cooking, and believes that ‘we 
all need to go back to the kitchen’, especially men and children. But also, female 
activists support his argument, such as Alice Waters, founder and chef of the 
famous countercuisine restaurant Chez Panisse in Berkeley California, who has 
become vice president of Slow Food, and is recognized as an authority and driving 
force in the American food movement. For instance, she founded the Edible 
Schoolyard project in 1995 to build a national food education curriculum from 
kindergarten through high school, similar to the Slow Food education programme. 

Jamie Oliver has certainly contributed to a revival of home cooking, since 
cooking is not represented as domestic labour or a necessity in his media texts, but 
rather as a form of leisure and a pleasurable lifestyle activity. Oliver’s ‘naked’ style 
makes cooking look effortless and accessible, and also constructs cooking as a ‘cool’ 
masculine lifestyle activity, proving that ‘real lads do cook’. Since Oliver has become 
a father (of five children), he is increasingly represented as a family man, conveying 
the middle-class values of care and family. In contrast to other male TV chefs, but 
similar to Britain’s female celebrity TV chef Nigella Lawson, Oliver asserts the validity 
of home cooking, refusing the authority and hierarchy of haute cuisine. His casual, 
informal style, based on ‘Italianicity’, distinguishes him from the professional and 
technical vocabulary used by other male chefs. Despite their efforts to engage men 
and children in cooking, both Oliver and Pollan romanticize and idealize the nonnas 
of Italian cuisine who safeguard the culinary heritage, because in their view the 
traditional food culture in Britain and America has been lost. Interestingly, the Slow 
Food publications of Carlo Petrini do not address the question of gender and the 
division of labour, probably because in Italy the traditional food culture in which 
(grand)mothers cook for the family is still the norm. 

 

Mediatization 

When looking at the mediatization in the different case studies, we can conclude 
that the discourses and politics of the food movement have become integrated into 
the mainstream media and consumer culture, in which food also functions as a 
medium for the branding and marketing of lifestyles. This mainstreaming has 
resulted in a hybridization of commercial interest and political or ethical values, 
which creates tensions in the discourse and image of the representatives of the 
food movement. In the case of Slow Food, its complex organization, combining 
politics, pleasure, morality, and economy, creates tensions and contradictions in its 
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public image. In particular, Slow Food’s commercial fairs and its protection of 
artisanal products have unintendedly contributed to the commodification of 
authenticity and mainstreaming of its values. As discussed in the case study on 
Jamie Oliver, the hybridization of profit and non-profit activities enables Oliver to 
profit from the values – social concern and responsibility, health, and well-being – 
promoted in his non-profit media campaigns. The convergence of profit and non-
profit activities is also specific to Oliver’s brand and distinguishes it from the other 
two case studies, since Oliver’s cross-media platform facilitates the branding and 
marketing of food as a desirable lifestyle. This hybridization is enabled, on the one 
hand, by the alliances between the media and food industries, and on the other by 
the media convergence of television and interactive and social media channels. As a 
result, food education and politics are not only mediatized but also commodified 
through the construction of cooking and eating as being part of a desirable lifestyle. 
Mainstreaming and hybridization therefore not only empower citizens to transform 
themselves through practices of cooking or voting with their fork, but also through 
the acquisition of culinary cultural capital and commodities. 
 
As I have argued throughout the thesis, mainstreaming and hybridization are 
furthermore enabled by mediated lifestyle experts, who play a crucial role in the 
education and democratization of food knowledge and skills. In advanced liberal 
societies, media and lifestyle experts are fundamental to the process of education 
and self-formation, since traditional forms of authority and expertise are declining. 
As cultural intermediaries and influencers, they play an important role in affirming 
and passing on certain values, ethics, and ways of living. Their expertise is central to 
governing at a distance, because it sets standards and norms, specifying what is the 
‘right’ or ‘wrong’ conduct or choice. As they define ‘good food’ and ‘eating right’, they 
also produce ideas about the ‘good eater’, which entails being a critical, active, and 
responsible participant in the food system, rather than a passive consumer of 
‘industrial’ food. 

The Slow Food expert can be defined as a gastronome in Mennell’s sense of 
‘a theorist and propagandist about culinary taste’, who not only has the 
responsibility and privilege to educate and cultivate himself, but to guide and govern 
others as well. As a morally responsible expert, he knows how to make the ‘right’ 
choice for himself and for others; as a co-producer and eco-gastronome, he is also 
responsible for the environment, society, and human dignity. This form of expertise 
is more often associated with cultivation and distinction (setting high standards) 
than with popularization and democratization, although Slow Food’s discourse 
strongly emphasizes the importance of conviviality and community. 
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Pollan, on the other hand, plays a crucial role in the education, 
popularization, and mediatization of critical food knowledge, because he conveys 
this knowledge in a more popular discourse and through more accessible media 
forms, such as manuals and documentaries, which creates tensions in his work 
between political activism and more mainstream lifestyle instruction. He aims to 
empower people to transform themselves and the food system by offering them 
simple rules and manuals. Like other mediated lifestyle experts, his advice is 
grounded in the terrain of everyday practices, such as shopping, cooking, and 
eating. His manuals, such as Food Rules, provide personal regimes or ‘technologies 
of the self’, which enable and empower individuals to govern and transform 
themselves in order to attain a healthy and happy life. 

Even more than Pollan, Oliver represents the iconic lifestyle expert: a 
familiar, reliable figure who conveys ordinary expertise and easy how-to advice. 
Through his hedonistic style of accessible and effortless cooking, he has contributed 
significantly to the democratization and popularization of culinary cultural capital 
and food-related lifestyles. New lifestyle-TV formats, such as the campaigning 
culinary documentary have enabled Oliver to use his status to intervene in a series 
of food crises. Today’s brand-based media culture also contributes to an increasing 
overlap between the professional and the popular sphere, which makes the 
distinction between celebrities and other kinds of authority or expertise less clear. It 
is precisely this hybrid role as a social entrepreneur, celebrity, and mediated lifestyle 
expert that provides Oliver with the opportunity and capacity to address broader 
social and political issues, and to effect change successfully. Using his status, he sets 
the standards and norms for ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ conduct, presenting ‘improper’ and 
‘irresponsible’ individual lifestyle choices as the cause of the obesity crisis. For this 
reason, Oliver has received criticism for his inattention to socioeconomic factors 
and the agri-food system, although this is changing, as Oliver has recently started to 
target the food industry and government as well. 

On their mission to empower and change people, lifestyle experts such as 
Oliver seem to be blind to the structural determinants, such as class and gender, 
that limit the ability to transform the self. As discussed in Chapter 3, Slow Food 
claims that food today is no longer a matter of class, and that paying top prices 
(economic capital) is no guarantee of quality. In the view of the members of Slow 
Food, recognizing good food and ‘eating right’ are a matter of developing taste, 
knowledge, and education (cultural capital). For Michael Pollan, production and DIY 
practices (productive leisure) are represented as morally superior to consumption. 
‘Eating right’ and productive leisure in this sense can be understood as markers of 
social distinction, since the acquisition of culinary cultural capital requires 
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considerable time, mobility, education, and money, resources which are inaccessible 
to many poor or working-class individuals. As a result, the discourse of these food 
experts creates a distinction between ‘responsible’ and ‘irresponsible’ consumption 
practices and citizens, based on differences in economic and cultural capital 
available to make the ‘right’ choice. 
 
When comparing the case studies with respect to the specific knowledge and 
practices produced through the various media forms, we discover significant 
differences. Unlike Pollan and Slow Food, Oliver’s brand and enterprise is based on 
a professional cross-media platform that facilitates the branding and marketing of 
food and cooking as a desirable lifestyle. Oliver’s key message is that home cooking 
‘from scratch’ automatically leads to healthier, happier citizens; therefore the central 
driver in his media texts is the acquisition of cooking skills and recipes. Above all, 
Oliver’s discourse conveys a hedonistic lifestyle which prioritizes values such as care, 
conviviality, and community, where the moral imperative is not only to care for 
oneself, but also for others through the medium of food and cooking. The analysis 
has demonstrated that the various media forms perform different tasks and provide 
different forms of knowledge and skills. While Oliver’s television and makeover 
programmes educate viewers in culinary cultural capital and the art of lifestyle, his 
interactive media not only enable users to acquire, customize, and share content, 
such as recipes, but also lead them to purchase merchandize and subscriptions. 
Apps facilitate personal guidance and empower users to take action and effect 
change. In this way, interactive tools facilitate not only the consumption and 
commodification, but also the production of material objects in order to acquire 
culinary cultural capital. In addition, convergence and the cross-media platform 
enable and strengthen the hybridization of profit and non-profit activities across the 
Jamie Oliver brand and enterprise. 

In contrast to Oliver, as an intellectual, Pollan deploys more conventional 
media forms, such as books, and articles, which are associated with traditional 
forms of expertise and authority. Pollan aims to empower citizens to transform 
themselves and the food system by offering them simple rules and lifestyle advice 
through media such as manuals, manifestos, and documentaries. For instance, his 
manual Food Rules provides 64 simple rules and ‘technologies of the self’ for daily 
practices such as shopping, cooking, and eating. Pollan’s In Defense of Food, on the 
other hand, is written both as a manifesto to reclaim food as culture and as an 
ideology critique, deconstructing the ideology of nutritional science, which implies a 
reductionist scientific view of food, undone of all its social, cultural, and sensual 
aspects. The manifesto produces a normative discourse of binary oppositions, such 
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as ‘real’, ‘authentic’, ‘natural’, and ‘culture’, versus ‘fake’, ‘industrial’, ‘artificial’, and 
‘science’. In the episode ‘Water’ of the documentary Cooked a similar opposition is 
created between the ‘authentic, healthy’ India and the ‘industrial, unhealthy’ 
America. Although Pollan seeks to avoid the discourse of nutritionism, the focus is 
still more on the ethical than on the aesthetic function of food, thereby producing a 
more normative and political discourse of ‘eating right’, which differs from those 
produced by Oliver and Slow Food. 

Slow Food differs considerably from Oliver and Pollan, because it puts great 
emphasis on tasting and the sensory experience, and less on cooking and preparing 
food. The Slow Food media texts do not convey a neoliberal DIY discourse or a 
moralizing approach, but articulate food education in terms of pleasure, conviviality, 
and community. For Slow Food, food tasting itself functions as a medium, which 
creates conviviality and a feeling of community, and connects consumers with 
producers. For this reason, hands-on practices, taste workshops, markets, and fairs 
are more important to Slow Food than a media presence, although Slow Food is 
active on all online media platforms in order to communicate about its offline events 
and campaigns. In fact, the Salone del Gusto event has become Slow Food’s most 
prominent media platform, where its political messages are communicated to a 
larger public. In addition, the protection of artisanal products has, perhaps 
unintendedly, contributed to the commodification of authenticity and the 
mainstreaming of its values. Despite its anti-corporate and anti-media rhetoric, Slow 
Food thus remains embedded in a consumer culture that uses food as a medium 
for the branding and marketing of lifestyles, similar to Jamie Oliver’s brand and 
enterprise. 
 
This thesis has shown that food media today provide a central platform where the 
public visibility of discourses and practices in popular food politics is both enabled 
and constrained. As Phillipov (2017, 19) has made clear, the mediatization and 
mainstreaming of contemporary food politics, and the alliances between the media 
and food industries that these have enabled, thus have considerable power to 
shape the dominant discourses about food. In addition, they have also provided 
opportunities for the ‘alternative’ food movement to increase public awareness and 
visibility of producers and production practices, for instance, in the case of Slow 
Food. The initiatives and manifestos of the food movement that started as 
resistance to or dissent from prevailing food practices thus may eventually impact 
the food system in more sustained ways. However, this politics can also potentially 
be undermined by the commercial food industry’s incorporation of the activists’ 
discourses, as happened previously with the countercuisine. But also, through the 
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lifestylization and commodification of ethical consumerism by the mainstream 
lifestyle-oriented food media. Therefore, the question, put by Phillipov (2017, 20) 
remains as to whether the intensified media attention on food is ultimately helping 
or hindering changes to food politics and to the food system as a whole. 

In my view, media convergence and interactive media tools enable and 
empower ‘foodies’ to exercise citizenship as co-producers in the food media 
landscape and to produce alternative narratives. Following Jenkins, we should 
understand convergence not simply as a matter of new technologies, but as a 
process that requires the active participation of users; it is a process that is driven 
both from the top down and the bottom up. Further research on food and media, 
therefore, could focus on the food blogosphere and social media influencers, who 
disseminate and popularize, as well as criticize and parody, the discourse of food 
politics. For instance, there are several pro-am parodies of David Gelb’s Netflix hit 
Chef’s Table which perfectly imitate the stylistic trademarks of the series. Further 
research could highlight the mediated food subcultures that run counter to the 
moral and privileged discourse on sustainability, health, and restraint. These could 
include practices of culinary resistance (i.e. excessive, unhealthy eating), practices 
shaped by social media platforms (i.e. Mukbang videos), or the grass-roots networks 
that connect producers and consumers (i.e. Boeren & Buren132). These co-
producers and citizen-consumers produce alternative narratives, enabled by media 
platforms, which could potentially transform the culinary landscape. 
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English summary 

Governing Food: Media, Politics and 
Pleasure 
This thesis explores how the contemporary food movement uses food as a vehicle 
for social and cultural change, combining political concerns and pleasure in a form 
of political hedonism. Through a theoretical framework of governmentality and 
media studies, the thesis investigates how the food movement has politicized food 
and how this has produced a discourse of ‘good food’, ‘eating right’, and ‘good 
citizenship’, shaping the idea of a responsible, informed ‘citizen-consumer’. The 
experts of the food movement aim to educate citizens by connecting knowledge, 
responsibility, and pleasure, which implies that having knowledge about food’s 
origins provides a foundation for making responsible choices and for enjoying the 
pleasure of eating ‘good food’. This connection is also referred to as ‘political 
hedonism’, whereby consumers use pleasure and self-interest as an entry point into 
wider political and ethical issues, such as sustainability, animal welfare, and social 
justice. To explore this connection, the thesis applies a theoretical framework of 
political and cultural theory including concepts such as governmentality, 
neoliberalism, micro-politics, and the citizen-consumer. 

Through the theoretical framework of governmentality, this thesis indicates 
how the ideals of good citizenship, as promoted by the food movement, emerged in 
parallel to the rise of advanced liberal societies. From the perspective of political 
theory, the recent politicization of food can be understood as a form of micro-
politics that has emerged under the influence of the globalization and 
individualization processes, as well as due to the rise of neoliberal societies. This has 
several implications for our understanding of politics and citizenship: new forms of 
citizenship and agency have emerged, whereby individuals are taking on powers 
and responsibilities from the government, leading to shifts in the political landscape. 
As a result, responsibilities are increasingly shared through multilayered networks 
which include governmental, non-governmental, and corporate actors, as well as 
individual consumers and citizens. 

Furthermore, the connection between daily consumer choices and global 
issues has politicized ‘private’ choices and erased the division between the political 
and the economic spheres. Primarily, the rise of neoliberal governmentality – 
characterized by decentralization, economization, and self-regulation – has affected 
food politics and policy, causing food and the food movement to become 
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how the ideals of good citizenship, as promoted by the food movement, emerged in 
parallel to the rise of advanced liberal societies. From the perspective of political 
theory, the recent politicization of food can be understood as a form of micro-
politics that has emerged under the influence of the globalization and 
individualization processes, as well as due to the rise of neoliberal societies. This has 
several implications for our understanding of politics and citizenship: new forms of 
citizenship and agency have emerged, whereby individuals are taking on powers 
and responsibilities from the government, leading to shifts in the political landscape. 
As a result, responsibilities are increasingly shared through multilayered networks 
which include governmental, non-governmental, and corporate actors, as well as 
individual consumers and citizens. 

Furthermore, the connection between daily consumer choices and global 
issues has politicized ‘private’ choices and erased the division between the political 
and the economic spheres. Primarily, the rise of neoliberal governmentality – 
characterized by decentralization, economization, and self-regulation – has affected 
food politics and policy, causing food and the food movement to become 
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‘governmentalized’. In this context of decentralization, non-governmental 
organizations and grass-roots movements have taken up food and its consumption 
as a vehicle to address wider problems and to effect social change. 
Governmentality, in particular, is a useful concept in understanding the changing 
notions of politics and citizenship. In advanced liberal societies ensuring personal 
well-being and being involved in food production are valued as social 
responsibilities, moral duties, and means of self-formation. New forms of citizenship 
and agency have been expressed not only through the hybrid concept of the 
citizen-consumer, but also through the concepts of the ‘co-producer’ or ‘eco-
gastronome’, which merge consumption and production practices. 

Until now, governmentality theory has not been linked to food movements 
or food politics, but it has been applied to related objects of study, such as health, 
nutrition and obesity, lifestyle television, museums, and culture. Because this thesis 
examines the mediatization of moral food discourses, the corpus of studies focused 
on governmentality and media is most relevant (Bell et al. 2015; Lewis 2008; 
Ouellette and Hay 2008a/b). In advanced liberal societies media are fundamental to 
the process of education and self-formation. As traditional social structures and 
authorities decline, people look to the media and experts for advice and instruction 
in everyday life, where lifestyle experts are taking over the governmental work of 
social workers, educators, and other professionals. Subjects may be governed 
through civilizing technologies (i.e. education, literacy, and skills), as well as through 
the media and their pedagogies (i.e. reality TV and interactive media tools). For this 
reason, media are considered an appropriate cultural technology for ‘governing at a 
distance’ because they can guide and shape the lifestyle choices of subjects. From 
this perspective the thesis explores how strategies to govern at a distance are 
accompanied by new forms of knowledge and expertise, providing techniques and 
discourses of empowerment. In this way, the thesis also aims to contribute to a 
growing corpus of studies connecting governmentality to media, lifestyle expertise, 
and food (Bell et al. 2015; Lewis 2008/2010; De Solier 2013). 

 
Combined with an analysis of the historical, cultural, and political context, this thesis 
analyses the production of discourses about food by three representatives of the 
contemporary food movement: Slow Food, Michael Pollan, and Jamie Oliver. The 
method combines discourse analysis with a specific focus on mediatization, making 
the assumption that media as well as discourse constitute and shape certain 
knowledge, practices, and moralities related to food. The three case studies 
investigate why and how these representatives of the food movement have 
politicized food; what kinds of knowledge and practices about food they have 
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produced for the education and transformation of citizens; and how this knowledge 
and these practices are mediatized through diverse media forms. 

The central focus of the first case study is the cultural politics of Slow Food: 
the way in which Slow Food uses food culture for political activism, as a guide to 
morality, and for education. This case study places the cultural analysis of Slow Food 
within a wider framework of political consumerism and governmentality and media 
studies. It highlights how Slow Food can be understood as a complex organization 
that combines politics, pleasure, morality, and economy, and how this combination 
creates tensions and contradictions in its public image. This chapter, in particular, 
analyses how Slow Food has incorporated pleasure in a progressive political 
discourse: by reclaiming pleasure from its hedonist, bourgeois context and 
redefining it as a political and ethical principle. 

The second case study focuses on Michael Pollan as a food expert and 
activist who represents the American food movement, which has its roots in the 
counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s. Similar to the counterculture, Pollan’s 
media texts have politicized ‘private’ consumer choices and have produced a 
discourse of ‘eating right’. This chapter explores the various ways in which Pollan has 
politicized food: by exposing what is wrong with the food industry, by influencing the 
government to reform the food system, and by empowering consumers to vote with 
their forks. As a cultural intermediary, Pollan plays a crucial role in the education, 
popularization, and mediatization of food knowledge. This case study highlights how 
this mediatization creates an ambivalence in Pollan’s work between his political 
activism and the more mainstream lifestyle advice he offers. 

The third case study examines how Jamie Oliver’s image has been 
transformed from that of celebrity chef to that of social entrepreneur through his 
engagement in social and ethical issues related to food and health. It explains how 
Oliver’s new role may have emerged due to the particular political context and 
climate, one which promoted neoliberal values such as individual responsibility. The 
case study analyses how new lifestyle TV formats, such as the campaigning culinary 
documentary have enabled lifestyle experts and celebrities to use their status to 
intervene in a series of food crises. It also looks at how interactive media and media 
convergence can facilitate the ‘government of the self’ by guiding and shaping the 
lifestyle choices of subjects. Finally, this chapter discusses how the convergence of 
media enables and strengthens the hybridization of the profit and non-profit 
activities across the Jamie Oliver brand and enterprise. 

What becomes clear from the analysis of the case studies is that ‘the 
contemporary food movement’ cannot be defined as a coherent, unified movement, 
or as an organization with a clear ideology and policy; rather it includes various 
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the assumption that media as well as discourse constitute and shape certain 
knowledge, practices, and moralities related to food. The three case studies 
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produced for the education and transformation of citizens; and how this knowledge 
and these practices are mediatized through diverse media forms. 
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What becomes clear from the analysis of the case studies is that ‘the 
contemporary food movement’ cannot be defined as a coherent, unified movement, 
or as an organization with a clear ideology and policy; rather it includes various 
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grass-roots, bottom-up associations and initiatives. Despite these seemingly 
incoherent initiatives, the chapters throughout this thesis trace an increasingly 
coherent discourse across food media texts that constructs ideas about ‘good’ food 
and ‘eating right’. It becomes clear that the representatives of the food movement 
have politicized food by defining norms for good food, ‘eating right’, and good 
citizenship, combining moral and aesthetic criteria. Despite their regional 
differences, the three case studies are embedded in similar political contexts: under 
neoliberal government policies which enable and encourage change through 
‘governing at a distance’ rather than through regulation and legislation. When 
looking at the mediatization in the three case studies, we can conclude that the 
discourses and politics of the food movement have become integrated into the 
mainstream media and consumer culture, in which food also functions as a medium 
for the branding and marketing of lifestyles. This mainstreaming has resulted in the 
hybridization of commercial interests and political or ethical values, which has 
created tensions in the discourses and images of the representatives of the food 
movement. 

This thesis concludes that food media today provide a central platform 
where the public visibility of discourses and practices in popular food politics is both 
enabled and constrained. This implies that the mediatization and mainstreaming of 
contemporary food politics generates the dominant discourses about food. In 
addition, media convergence and interactive media tools are also enabling and 
empowering ‘foodies’ and food subcultures to produce alternative narratives, ones 
which may potentially transform the food landscape. 
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Nederlandse samenvatting 
 

Deze studie onderzoekt hoe voedsel de afgelopen twintig jaar tot een publiek 
thema is geworden en hoe media- en lifestyle experts het publiek kennis en 
bewustzijn over voedsel bijbrengen. Tegen het einde van de twintigste eeuw kwam 
er een voedselbeweging op gang in Europa en de VS als reactie op de toenemende 
industrialisering en globalisering van voedselproductie. Bovendien hebben 
voedselschandalen bijgedragen aan een toenemende bezorgdheid over het 
industriële voedselsysteem en de gevolgen voor gezondheid, ecologie en sociale 
relaties. Evenals sociale bewegingen in het verleden, zoals de reform- en de 
hippiebeweging, gebruiken de huidige activisten voedsel als instrument voor 
politieke en maatschappelijke veranderingen. Onder andere door kwesties omtrent 
gezondheid, duurzaamheid, dierenwelzijn en sociale ongelijkheid ter discussie te 
stellen. 

Vertegenwoordigers van de huidige voedselbeweging, zoals Slow Food, 
publicist Michael Pollan en chef Jamie Oliver, hebben de afgelopen jaren het 
publieke debat over voedsel sterk beïnvloed. Hun publicaties en media-uitingen, 
veelal in de vorm van manifesten, campagnes en handboeken, dragen een politieke 
en educatieve boodschap over. Anders dan culinaire lifestylemedia, gericht op 
entertainment, willen zij het publiek opvoeden tot verantwoordelijke en kritische 
burgers. Daarbij verbinden ze kennis, moraal en esthetiek met elkaar tot een vorm 
van ‘politiek hedonisme’: kennis waar ons voedsel vandaan komt, verantwoorde 
keuzes gebaseerd op die kennis, en plezier als gevolg van die keuzes. ‘Goed eten’ en 
‘het goede leven’ wordt volgens de huidige voedselbeweging dus bepaald door 
zowel ethische als esthetische criteria. In deze vorm van politiek hedonisme 
verenigen consumenten plezier en eigenbelang met grotere politieke en ethische 
kwesties, zoals duurzaamheid, dierenwelzijn, en eerlijke handel. De huidige 
voedselbeweging beschouwt voedsel dus niet simpelweg als een industrieel 
product, maar als een cultureel fenomeen dat de waarden reflecteert van de 
samenleving als geheel. 

 
Deze studie onderzoekt de huidige voedselbeweging vanuit een cultuur-theoretisch 
kader inclusief concepten zoals governmentality, neoliberalisme, lifestyle expert, en 
citizen-consumer. Daarmee beoogt dit onderzoek ook bij te dragen aan een groeiend 
corpus van studies die governmentality, media, lifestyle expertise, en food met elkaar 
verbinden (Bell et al. 2015; Lewis 2008/2010; Ouellette en Hay 2008a/b; De Solier 
2013). Vanuit dat perspectief plaats ik de recente aandacht voor voedsel in de 
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context van een bredere politisering van alledaagse praktijken en producten, zoals 
verantwoord (fair, ecologisch, duurzaam, lokaal) kopen, kleden, wonen en reizen. 
Evenals de reform- en hippiebeweging, probeert de hedendaagse voedselbeweging 
de maatschappij namelijk niet te veranderen via formele en conventionele politiek, 
maar daarentegen door ‘micro-politieke’ praktijken en persoonlijke transformatie. 
Vanuit de politieke theorie (o.a. Micheletti 2003) kan de recente politisering van 
voedsel worden begrepen als een vorm van micro-politiek die ontstaan is onder 
invloed van neoliberalisering, waarin burgers worden aangespoord om 
verantwoordelijkheid te nemen voor hun persoonlijke en maatschappelijke welzijn. 
De opkomst van neoliberaal bestuur–gekarakteriseerd door decentralisatie, 
economisering en zelfregulering– heeft voedselbeleid en -politiek sterk beïnvloed. In 
deze context hebben non-gouvernementele organisaties en grassroots bewegingen 
voedsel opgepakt als een instrument om grotere problemen te adresseren en 
maatschappelijke veranderingen te bewerkstelligen. Dit heeft geleid tot nieuwe 
vormen van burgerschap en verschuivingen in het politieke landschap. 
Verantwoordelijkheden worden in toenemende mate gedeeld door verschillende 
actoren in gelaagde netwerken: overheden, ngo’s, commerciële partijen en 
individuele burgers. Bovendien heeft de connectie tussen alledaagse consumptie en 
globale kwesties ‘private’ keuzes gepolitiseerd, waardoor het onderscheid tussen de 
politieke en de economische sfeer steeds meer vervaagt. 

Ik gebruik het concept governmentality van de filosoof Michel Foucault in het 
bijzonder om de veranderende begrippen van politiek en burgerschap te verklaren. 
Governmentality wordt vooral gebruikt in relatie tot neoliberalisme, wat 
gekarakteriseerd wordt door ‘besturen op afstand’ (governing at a distance) en 
decentralisatie van macht, waarbij burgers een actieve rol spelen in hun eigen 
zelfbestuur (Lemke 2001; Rose 1996). Nieuwe vormen van burgerschap en agency 
worden o.a. uitgedrukt in het hybride concept citizen-consumer, maar ook in 
concepten als ‘co-producent’ of ‘eco-gastronoom’, die praktijken van consumptie en 
productie verenigen. Daarom is het niet verwonderlijk dat publicaties over ethische 
consumptie en politiek hedonisme steeds vaker het belang van productie en do-it-
yourself praktijken, zoals koken en tuinieren, benadrukken. 

In neoliberale samenlevingen worden media steeds belangrijker in het 
proces van educatie en zelfontplooiing. Terwijl de invloed van traditionele sociale 
structuren en autoriteiten afneemt, richten burgers zich steeds meer op media en 
lifestyle experts die de rol overnemen van maatschappelijk werkers, voorlichters en 
andere professionals. Media worden beschouwd als de meest geschikte culturele 
technologie voor ‘besturen op afstand’ omdat zij de leefstijl keuzes van burgers 
kunnen vormgeven en sturen. In dit neoliberale klimaat nemen media- en lifestyle 
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experts steeds meer de sturende rol van traditionele autoriteiten over, ook op het 
gebied van voorlichting over voeding. Ik laat zien dat experts zoals Jamie Oliver een 
cruciale rol vervullen in de educatie en democratisering van kennis over voeding en 
koken. Maar ook dat culinaire media sterk bijdragen aan de promotie en marketing 
van eten en koken als een aantrekkelijke levensstijl.  

 
In combinatie met een analyse van de historische, culturele en politieke context 
onderzoekt deze studie de productie van vertogen over voedsel door drie 
vertegenwoordigers van de hedendaagse voedselbeweging: Slow Food, Michael 
Pollan, en Jamie Oliver. De methode combineert discoursanalyse met een specifieke 
focus op ‘mediatisering’, ervan uitgaande dat zowel media als vertogen specifieke 
kennis en praktijken met betrekking tot voedsel constitueren en vormgeven. De drie 
casestudies onderzoeken hoe en waarom deze vertegenwoordigers voedsel 
hebben gepolitiseerd: welke kennis en praktijken over voedsel dragen zij over om 
burgers op te voeden en te transformeren? En hoe worden deze kennis en 
praktijken gemediatiseerd via diverse mediakanalen? In de casestudies analyseer ik 
hoe deze experts politiek, ethiek en esthetiek op een soms tegenstrijdige manier 
met elkaar verbinden. En hoe zij het publiek proberen te ‘verheffen’ en te 
transformeren door hen kennis, bewustzijn en technieken over voedsel (culinair 
cultureel kapitaal) bij te brengen.  

Het centrale thema van de eerste casestudie is de cultuurpolitiek van Slow 
Food: de wijze waarop Slow Food eetcultuur gebruikt voor educatie, politiek 
activisme, en als moreel kompas. In deze casestudie plaats ik de culturele analyse 
van Slow Food in een breder kader van politieke consumptie, governmentality en 
mediastudies. Ik beargumenteer dat Slow Food beschouwd kan worden als een 
complexe organisatie die politiek, plezier, moraliteit en economie met elkaar 
verweeft, en hoe deze combinatie spanningen en tegenstrijdigheden creëert in hun 
publieke imago. Specifiek onderzoek ik hoe Slow Food plezier en hedonisme heeft 
geïncorporeerd in een progressief politiek discours: door het uit zijn bourgeois 
context te halen, en te herdefiniëren als een politiek en ethisch principe.  

In de tweede casestudie staat Michael Pollan centraal als expert en 
vertegenwoordiger van de Amerikaanse voedselbeweging, die geworteld is in de 
counterculture van de jaren ’60 en ’70. Ik laat zien dat Pollan’s mediateksten op een 
vergelijkbare manier private keuzes politiseren en een discours van eating right 
produceren. Dit hoofdstuk onderzoekt de verschillende manier waarop Pollan 
voedsel heeft gepolitiseerd: door de werking van de voedingsindustrie bloot te 
leggen, door de overheid te beïnvloeden om het voedselsysteem te hervormen, en 
door consumenten aan te sporen om met hun ‘vork te stemmen.’ Als cultureel 
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bemiddelaar en publiek figuur speelt Pollan een cruciale rol in de educatie, 
popularisering en mediatisering van food literacy. Ten slotte betoog ik hoe 
mediatisering een ambivalentie creëert in Pollan’s werk tussen politiek activisme en 
meer mainstream lifestyle advies.  

De derde casestudie onderzoekt hoe Jamie Oliver’s imago is 
getransformeerd van celebrity chef naar sociaal ondernemer door zijn 
betrokkenheid bij sociale en ethische kwesties in relatie tot voeding en gezondheid. 
Ik verklaar hoe Oliver’s nieuwe rol kon ontstaan in een specifieke politieke context, 
waarin neoliberale waarden zoals individuele verantwoordelijkheid gepromoot 
worden. De casestudie analyseert hoe nieuwe lifestyle tv-formats, zoals de 
campaigning culinary documentary het mogelijk maken dat lifestyle experts en 
celebrities hun status gebruiken om te interveniëren in voedsel ‘crises.’ Tevens laat 
ik zien hoe interactieve media en de convergentie van media een vorm van 
‘zelfmanagement’ faciliteren door leefstijlkeuzes van consumenten te sturen en 
vorm te geven. Tenslotte beargumenteer ik hoe de hybride vermenging van profit 
en non-profit activiteiten binnen het Jamie Oliver brand versterkt wordt door de 
convergentie van media. 

 
Uit de analyse van de casestudies is gebleken dat ‘de hedendaags voedselbeweging’ 
niet gedefinieerd kan worden als een coherente, uniforme beweging, of als een 
organisatie met een duidelijke ideologie en beleid. Daarentegen bestaat zij eerder 
uit diverse grassroots en bottom-up associaties en initiatieven, o.a. gericht op lokale, 
biologische, slow en fair voedingsstijlen. Ondanks dit incoherente geheel, heeft deze 
studie weldegelijk een coherent discours ontdekt in de mediateksten die vertogen 
over ‘goed eten’ construeren. Het is duidelijk geworden dat de vertegenwoordigers 
van de beweging voedsel hebben gepolitiseerd door normen voor eating right en 
goed burgerschap te definiëren, waarbij ze morele en esthetische criteria 
combineren. Ondanks hun regionale verschillen zijn de drie casestudies ingebed in 
een vergelijkbare politieke context: neoliberaal beleid dat maatschappelijke 
verandering faciliteert en promoot via gedecentraliseerd ‘besturen op afstand’ in 
plaats van via regulering en wetgeving. Als we naar de mediatisering in de drie 
casestudies kijken, dan kunnen we concluderen dat het discours en de politiek van 
de food beweging geïntegreerd is geraakt in een mainstream media- en 
consumptiecultuur, waarbij voedsel een belangrijke rol speelt in de branding en 
marketing van leefstijlen. Uit de analyse valt verder op dat culinair cultureel kapitaal 
tegenwoordig niet alleen door consumptie, maar steeds meer door de productie 
van materiele objecten (do-it-yourself praktijken) wordt vergaard. Lifestyle en 
interactieve media tools faciliteren mensen in hun zelfontplooiing door middel van 
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DIY-praktijken als koken, bakken, tuinieren, maar ook door ander creatief gebruik 
van interactieve media en platforms. 

Deze studie concludeert dat culinaire media een publiek platform biedt waar 
het discours en de praktijken van de voedselbeweging zowel zichtbaar als ook 
beperkt worden. Het proces van mainstreaming heeft geresulteerd in de 
vermenging van commerciële belangen en politieke of ethische waarden, wat 
spanning en tegenstrijdigheid creëert in het discours en imago van de food experts. 
Enerzijds bieden media platforms kansen aan de ‘alternatieve’ voedselbeweging om 
publiek bewustzijn te genereren. Anderzijds kan dit ook ondermijnd worden door 
de incorporatie van de commerciële voedingsindustrie, maar ook door de 
commercialisering van lifestyle-georiënteerde media. De vraag is dus of de huidige 
mediabelangstelling voor voedsel uiteindelijk behulpzaam is voor veranderingen in 
het gehele voedselsysteem. In mijn visie produceren ‘foodies’ en food subculturen 
met behulp van interactieve media echter ook alternatieve vertogen die het 
voedsellandschap potentieel kunnen transformeren.  
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Dankwoord 

Toen ik zeven jaar geleden begon met dit proefschrift, nam ik me voor om het heel 
pragmatisch en professioneel aan te pakken als een project, geen levenswerk, geen 
lijdensweg. Ik verwachtte dan ook binnen drie jaar klaar te zijn, maar nu zijn het er 
toch zeven geworden door onvermijdelijke obstakels, ups en downs, 
onderbrekingen en afleidingen. De eerste drie jaar gingen als een trein, maar na 
mijn vertrek bij de UvA heb ik stapje voor stapje in mijn vrije tijd aan het manuscript 
gewerkt, twijfelend of het ooit af zou komen. En ineens was het afgelopen zomer 
dan toch klaar. Het motiveerde mij steeds dat ik zowel in het onderwijs als in het 
dagelijkse leven bezig was met het thema van deze dissertatie: food en eetcultuur. Ik 
volgde de ontwikkelingen op dit gebied op de voet, en was zelf dagelijks bezig met 
koken, eten en bloggen. Daardoor kon ik het nuttige met het aangename verenigen 
en zag ik nog steeds de relevantie van het onderwerp: zowel de politiek als het 
plezier van food. Als compensatie en uitvlucht voor het intellectuele en zittende 
werk was ik bovendien graag met mijn handen en in de praktijk bezig: koken en 
samen met vrienden eten, naar de markt gaan, en balkon-tuinieren. Als ik het niet 
meer wist, ging ik maar een brood bakken of bedenken wat we vanavond zouden 
eten. 

Een proefschrift schrijven doe je uiteindelijk helemaal alleen, maar het was 
niet mogelijk geweest zonder de inspanning, inspiratie en steun van vele anderen. In 
eerste instantie ben ik veel dank verschuldigd aan mijn promotoren Prof. Patricia 
Pisters, Prof. Maarten Doorman en Dr. Markus Stauff. Zonder hun geduld, 
aansporing en kritische noten was deze dissertatie nooit voltooid. Naast 
inhoudelijke feedback gesprekken, hadden we ook een prettig informeel contact. Ik 
ben Patricia vooral zeer dankbaar voor de rustige en fijne manier waarop ze mij 
door het hele proces van begin tot einde heeft gecoacht. Markus voor zijn grondige 
theoretische kennis en literatuur adviezen. En Maarten voor zijn persoonlijke 
aansporingen en goede gesprekken over culinaire geneugten. Ook ben ik veel dank 
verschuldigd aan de Faculteit der Geesteswetenschappen, de afdeling 
Mediastudies, en het onderzoeksinstituut ASCA die mij de mogelijkheid hebben 
geboden om aan deze dissertatie te werken. Verder ben ik de leden van de 
promotiecommissie oprecht dankbaar voor hun tijd, belangstelling, en 
gedachtewisseling bij de promotieplechtigheid: Prof. Jeroen de Kloet, Prof. Esther 
Peeren, Prof. Giselinde Kuipers, Prof. Eggo Müller, Prof. Michiel Korthals, en Dr. 
Carolyn Birdsall.  

Ik dank mijn collega’s bij Mediastudies voor de leuke en gezellige tijd die we 
samen hebben doorgebracht, in het bijzonder: Hester, Leonie, Reinder, Thomas, 
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Daisy, Jan T, Andrea, Maryn, Anne, Melanie, Mirjam, Jeroen, Carolyn, Jaap, Julia, 
Maarten R, Dymph, Marijke, Tarja, Marie Aude, en Martijn. Ik heb nog vrolijke 
herinneringen aan kamer 1.10 en de Beaches app-groep. Ook wil ik mijn huidige 
collega’s van de opleiding Voeding en Diëtetiek van de HvA bedanken voor de fijne 
samenwerking en hun belangstelling voor mijn onderzoek, in het bijzonder Lenno, 
Marielle, Lisette, Janne, Joke, Freek, Amely en Viyan. 

Naast mijn promotietraject was ik de afgelopen zes jaar lid van het 
organisatiecomité voor The Amsterdam Symposium on the History of Food van de UvA 
en Bijzondere Collecties, wat mij ook geïnspireerd heeft in mijn onderzoek. Ik wil 
mijn collega’s bedanken voor de prettige samenwerking en de mooie symposia die 
we samen georganiseerd hebben: Garrelt Verhoeven, Joke Mammen, Jon Verriet, 
IJsbrand van Dijk, Ingrid de Zwarte en Paul Koopman. 

Bovenal dank ik mijn lieve vrienden en familie voor hun morele steun, 
adviezen, geduld, goede gesprekken en gezellige etentjes. In het bijzonder: Thomas, 
Emma, Alexandra, Andrew, Ornella, Pauline, Gabriele, Inge, Daphne, Remy, Saskia, 
Carla, Maarten, Rogier en Manon. Met speciale dank aan Leonie voor haar 
onmisbare PhD adviezen en appjes over haar intercontinentale culinaire 
uitspattingen. En natuurlijk aan Guido voor de mooie vormgeving van dit boek en 
onze hernieuwde vriendschap in Haarlem.  

Bijzonder dankbaar ben ik mijn paranimfen, Hester en Reinder, mijn maatjes 
van Mediastudies, waar we min of meer samen zijn begonnen en ook weer 
vertrokken. De uitgebreide lunches en grappige, creatieve gedachtewisselingen met 
Reinder (en ook Aimilia) gaven me altijd energie en het nodige 
relativeringsvermogen. Hester’s humor, scherpzinnigheid en morele steun klaarden 
mij altijd op; en enthousiast deelden wij tips en infotainment over gezonde voeding, 
yoga, en katten. Ik ben blij en dankbaar dat zij mij willen bijstaan bij de 
promotieplechtigheid.  

Tenslotte dank ik mijn ouders, Gesine en Paul, voor hun steun en de kunst 
van het goede leven en goed eten die ze mij hebben meegegeven. Bijzonder 
dankbaar ben ik mijn moeder voor haar geloof en vertrouwen in mij en het 
doorzettingsvermogen, maar ook relativeringsvermogen dat ze mij heeft 
meegegeven. Last but not least dank ik mijn lieve Stijn die zich met zijn 
onvoorwaardelijke vertrouwen, humor en steun op een meest wezenlijke manier 
onmisbaar heeft gemaakt in mijn leven. Gelukkig konden we onze liefde voor eten 
en koken altijd in het dagelijkse leven en op onze blog watatenzij.nl delen.  
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This thesis explores how the contemporary 
food movement uses food as a vehicle for  
social and cultural change, combining  
political concerns and pleasure in a form of 
‘political hedonism’. It investigates how the 
food movement has politicised food and how 
this has produced a discourse of ‘good food’, 
‘eating right’ and ‘good citizenship’. Discourse 
analysis indicates how experts of the food 
movement aim to educate citizens about food 
by connecting knowledge, responsibility and 
pleasure. The analysis of three representative 
case studies – Slow Food Movement, Michael 
Pollan, and Jamie Oliver – demonstrates how 
the discourses about food produced by these 
experts are conveyed and mediatised by  
diverse (converging) media forms. The analysis 
of this mediatisation, finally, indicates that the 
politics of the contemporary food movement 
have become incorporated into a mainstream 
media and consumer culture.   
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