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Editorial TH

“Tell me what you eat and I will tell you what you
are.” The maxim penned a century and a half ago by
the French lawyer Anthelme Brillat-Savarin in his
celebrated work on gastronomy, The Physiology of
Taste has not gone unheard by modern anthropolo-
gists. The foods people select from the range avail-
able to them in their environment, the ways in which
they prepare those foods for consumption, the sig-
nificance they attach to the act of eating and the
code of manners which govern it can shed remark-
able light on many other aspects of the societies in
which they live. Food and drink are so profoundly
important for humanity that they are often linked
with matters that have nothing to do with nutrition.
To take but one example described in this issue, for
some groups of Mexican farmers, maize is not only a
staple of their diet but an object of veneration, the
very heart of their culture, myths and religious
practices. If food satisfies an essential human need,
it is also an essential ingredient of cultural identity.

This issue of the Unesco Courier examines some
of the connections between the eating habits of
peoples in different parts of the world and other
aspects of their behaviour. These connections, as
our contributors point out, are many and varied.
Eating together is a way of initiating and maintain-
ing human relations. Meals convey social messages.
Through eating together as a family cultural valucs
are transmitted from generation to generation.
Symbolic meanings are attached to food and drink
by the major world religions, and eating is associ-
ated with initiation and burial rites and other ccre-
monies. Food is used as a form of currency. The
consumption of rare and expensive foods is a mark
of status.

This issue is thus intended as an introduction to
the “anthropology of eating” rather than an ex-
amination of the problem of world hunger. If the
question of food aid to the victims of natural catas-
trophes and other disasters is evoked, it is in terms
of the impact of such aid on the nutrition habits of
those who receive it.

Finally, the importance of food and eating is
reflected in proverbs, folk wisdom and metaphor in
many languages. We hope that the following pages
will whet our readers’ appetite for knowledge about
mankind’s “consuming passions”, provide them
with some food for thought, and leave them hungry
for more.
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Advertising in the Courier

We wish to inform readers that as of June 1987 the Courier
will be introducing advertising pages into its English,
French and Spanish editions.

Advertising matter will be entirely separate from the
editorial content and will be restricted to fields in which
Unesco takes an active interest, such as educational publi-
cations, communications technologies, and the work of
international organizations.

Adpvertising revenue will be used primarily to assist the
non-Headquarters editions of the magazine.

We hope that readers will understand the nature and
purpose of this project, which is a new departure for the
Courier but is already the practice in certain other publica-
tions of the United Nations system.
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intermittent periods. World Food Prog-
ramme mother/child health programmes
only encourage attendance for one to two
years, while food-for-work projects
attempt to offer employment at a time
when there is seasonal slack in labour
demand. Most projects also provide only
a proportion of food subsistence needs,
so that participants consume traditional
foods concurrently.

It might be expected that refugee feed-
ing programmes would be more likely to
encourage changes in food habits, since
many of these programmes are long-term
and involve total dependence on food
aid. In Asia and Latin America,
however, refugee food aid items have
been the same as, or very similar to,
normally consumed foods. This contrasts
with Africa where, for example, the main
refugee food aid staple items have been
wheat and maize, which have therefore
substituted for the more traditional sor-
ghum, millet and teff used by the Somali
and Ethiopian peoples. While these don-
ated staples have generally been accepted
in the camps, largely because of their
convenience and ease of preparation, itis
not clear whether long-term use of these
staples and other unfamiliar food items
will lead to an eventual change in food
habits, should these refugees return
home.

Some refugee settlements have been
allowed to cultivate areas of land, and
have therefore managed to grow a prop-
ortion of their former staple. Other
camps have allowed refugees individual
or community gardens where traditional
spices, vegetables and other items are
grown. But even if refugees learn to grow
and process new staples and other foods
in the settlements, it may prove difficult
for them to do so on their return. Furth-
ermore, as surveys have shown, agricul-
turalists, who comprise the bulk of refu-
gee populations, are notoriously con-
servative with regard to certain food

habits. This is borne out to some extent
by the number of food aid items which
end up in local markets as refugees ex-
change them for preferred traditional
foodstuffs.

On the other hand, many refugee
populations tend towards a younger than
normal age distribution (as vulnerable
older segments of the population may
have died in the period of hardship lead-
ing up to the refugee exodus, or may have
been abandoned), and may therefore
adapt more readily to changed food cir-
cumstances. Indeed, in many camps, chil-
dren under five will have known no other
source of nutrition thanrefugee food aid.

At present it is impossible to say with
certainty whether food aid, and in particu-
lar emergency and refugee aid, affects
long-term food habits. What is certain,
however, is that some changes in food
habits, such as greater use of appropriate
weaning foods, may be very desirable
while others such as those that may create
dependence on expensive imports, are
tions expand and as emergency pro-
grammes recur with greater frequency in
those countries increasingly vulnerable to
food crises, the need to link food aid
distribution with educational and produc-
tive activities must be recognized, in
order that relief operations of a certain
duration may be used as an opportunity
to protect and develop sound nutrition
habits. |

JEREMY SHOHAM is a nutritionist and a consul-
tant on food aid matters with FAQ.

BRUNO STAINIER is head of the Nutrition Prog-
rammes Service of FAQO, based in Rome.

Social Structures and Food Deficiency, a
book based on the proceedings of an interna-
tional seminar organized by Unesco in 1985,
will be published later this year in English and
Spanish editions. (English edition published
by the Unesco Regional Office, Bangkok.)

Food for all

THE world now has the means to attack
childhood malnutrition and disease on
a massive scale. The lives of over 4
million children have already been saved in
the last five years by countries which have
mobilized their resources in order to put
today's low-cost solutions into effect. But in-
fections and undernourishment still kill
280,000 children every week.

Through its major programme IV, “The For-
mulation and Application of Education Poli-
cies”, Unesco is contributing to the fight
against this situation by implementing, within
its sphere of competence, a series of activities
in the field of nutrition, notably through co-
operation with other agencies of the United
Nations system and non-governmental orga-
nizations concerned with nutrition and health
education.

Many individuals are also engaged in the
struggle against the tragic consequences of
famine and undernourishment. One of them is
the Greek poet and politician Yannis Cout-
socheras who, wishing to remedy a situation
which he considers to be unworthy of human-
ity and also a major obstacle to world peace,
has for some years been advocating the prop-
osition that free access to staple foodstuffs
should be recognized and practised as a basic
human right.

Since 1975, when, as a member of the
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of
Europe, he proposed that “the basic food
products necessary to humanity should not be
subject to market forces and should be de-
clared freely available to all”, he has cham-
pioned this ideal through speeches in the
Council of Europe, at Unesco and elsewhere,
and also through his writings (including his
trilogy White Hand, Black Hand). An interna-
tional meeting is scheduled to take place later
this year to discuss ways of implementing his
proposal. [ |
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