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this year marks the release of the tenth anniversary edition of Marion Nestle’s
pathbreaking Food Politics. With that book, Professor Nestle shook up the food
industry, food studies scholarship, and the ways in which ordinary consumers understand the convoluted and often collusive intersections of politics, industry, and science that influence the production of the foods we put into our bodies. I am pleased
that this issue of Gastronomica features an interview with Professor Nestle, where she
reflects on the impact of her book and offers insights into where we – as scholars,
enthusiasts, eaters, and citizens – need to put our energies next in order to continue to
reform the food industry.
*****
This past spring quarter, I taught my upper-division course ‘‘Anthropology of Food.’’
The majority of my students are food enthusiasts in some fashion: some are active in
community food justice initiatives, others are involved in campus sustainability
efforts, and most are passionate about healthy eating and ethical eating, not to mention the art and appreciation of eating. But as anthropology students, they are all
committed to the challenge of thoughtful critical inquiry into how people throughout
the world use, think about, and value food. Class discussions often become quite
boisterous as students debate what makes food healthy, desirable, and pleasurable,
whether food choices should be personal decisions or are the responsibility of governments and communities, and the ethics of giving and withholding food in different
political contexts. They love talking about food, and our classroom conversations
often carry over into hallway chats, section meetings, and online forums. Given their
enthusiasm for thinking and talking about food, I was thus somewhat surprised when
they were uncharacteristically silent one day. I had planned a session on molecular
gastronomy, and my father-in-law, a retired chemist, had generously agreed to demonstrate some simple molecular gastronomy techniques and discuss the science
behind the techniques, thereby demystifying ‘‘molecular gastronomy’’ and showing
how it was simply part of the repertoire of basic chemistry that ordinary cooks use at
home every day. Our ‘‘equipment’’ included an official ‘‘molecular gastronomy’’ kit,
basic ‘‘chemistry’’ ingredients such as xanthan gum and soy lecithin that I had picked
up from my local grocery store, and tools scavenged from my own kitchen and my
husband’s professional chemistry toolbox.
My objective for the session was to challenge students to grapple with the fundamental question of ‘‘what is food’’: how ingredients and foods can be transformed
from one state into another by exploring the shifting terrain between food science and
food art; how expectations may differ from reality in terms of the flavors, textures, and
ingredients of food; and how cultural assumptions about forms of technology, the
settings where food production occurs, and the individuals who make food affect
the values (and prices) placed on those foods. The students were enthralled by the
experiments, the science discussion, and, of course, the samples. They appreciated

the foamed fruit and the raspberry sphericals, but they especially loved the apple pie
that I had made and were amazed when I revealed that it was not, in fact, an apple pie
but a mock apple pie made with Ritz crackers. However, the students were reticent to
engage in critical discussion afterward, which was not like them at all.
I initially assumed that, despite their interest in the principles of molecular
gastronomy, they felt a vague sense of discomfort at the idea of ‘‘denaturing’’ food
through ‘‘mechanical’’ means, i.e., turning food into something else, such as making
Ritz crackers taste like apples, or simply at the idea of a failed experiment that might
end with food being thrown away. After much probing, what we collectively discovered was more surprising: they were uncomfortable with the idea that it was acceptable to play with food. They acknowledged that they had internalized an American
cultural value that it was bad manners, and even immoral, to do so. Many reflected
that when they were children, they were scolded for such ordinary things as putting
pitted olives on their fingers, building mashed potato volcanoes, and mixing multiple
foods together into an unappetizing mush that only the dog would eat. That realization then opened up a far more interesting discussion about the seriousness of food
and the importance of creativity, personal interest, and even personal pleasure. We
thought carefully about how play and experimentation were necessary both to food
and eating (how else would new recipes or new technologies ever come about?), and
to the intellectual study of food. And we discussed how playfulness enhanced and
celebrated the pleasurable parts of the otherwise serious activities of growing, cooking, and eating food.
This issue is devoted to playfulness and creativity – the tweaking of expectations,
the upending of conventions and norms, the sense of adventure that comes from
trying new things, the delight in the unexpected. As the contributors to this issue
reveal, there is beauty, grace, humility, and not a little humor in our encounters with
something new, something different. Each in its unique way, the contributions in this
issue highlight the importance of play, creativity, and inspiration to how we experience and appreciate food.
In some cases, playfulness evokes the giddy thrill that comes from searching out
something rare and hidden, as in Meredith Bethune’s and Jimmy Schwartz’s reflections on the pleasures and pitfalls of mushroom hunting, or in Brian Gersten’s
cheekily thoughtful reminiscence of how an urban journey into the culinary wilderness in search of unusual meats opens up critical questions about taste, novelty, and
ethics. In other cases, playfulness encourages us to take the familiar and find new ways
to enjoy it, as with Barbara Crooker’s celebration of the nectarine or Kate Lebo’s
contemplation of rhubarb. In still other cases, playfulness invites us to venture outside
our comfort zones and explore new worlds and forge new relationships. R.J. Fox’s
essay, ‘‘The First Supper,’’ delightfully recounts how the trip to meet a beloved
partner’s family entails adventures in food and drink around a Ukrainian dinner table.
In a similar vein, Enrique Fernández reflects on how the immigration experience
itself is an exercise in imagining and encountering the Other and its food. For Amy
Gentry, it is the play and creativity of Rob Connoley, an unconventional chef, that
makes possible a wild but rewarding culinary ride that is not for the faint-of-heart but
something to be appreciated and savored by similarly adventurous souls. Fox, Fernández, and Gentry help us to imagine how a bit of creative bravery might take us on
journeys we never had thought possible before.
Creativity and play are also what drive innovation. Not only does innovation
ensure the potential for newness in our lives, it allows food cultures to travel and

eventually settle in distant places. In her research essay on food habits in the United
Kingdom, Anne Murcott elegantly details the evolution of British cookery and the
history behind such familiar traditions as a ‘‘cuppa’’ and the ‘‘fish supper.’’ Kristy
Leissle provides a fascinating account of the rise of artisanal chocolate in West Africa
and how West African cocoa production has been in fact the backbone of the modern
candy industry. Yet innovation and change may also have unintended consequences
that raise important questions about whether what is new and different is always
better, an issue that Jennifer Patico explores in her research brief on the many
problems sparked by a honey bun in a school vending machine. Nutritional beliefs,
economic realities, and the highly charged world of moral parenting – all are evoked
by a simple packaged snack.
Ultimately, the contributions to this issue highlight that much of the pleasure we
associate with food comes precisely from our ability to play with it – to experiment, to
venture beyond how we cook and eat in our everyday lives, and to appreciate the
infinite possibilities for relationships, traditions, and imagination that food can
enable. And as my students recognized, food play does not devalue the importance
of food, denature it, or necessarily entail wasteful frivolousness. Rather, play is a serious exercise in and of itself. Play requires thoughtful consideration, responsible
oversight, and a deep commitment to acknowledging the necessity of both bodily
and intellectual satisfaction. In that light, I hope that you enjoy this issue and that it
inspires you to imagine or, better yet, to engage in, some play of your own.

Melissa L. Caldwell
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