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While the number of scholars working on the broad topic of food has never been greater, the topic is still
divided among numerous disciplines and specialists who do not often communicate with each other. This
paper discusses some of the deep differences between disciplinary approaches, and concludes that food
scientists differ in some of their basic assumptions about human nature. After outlining some of the
institutional issues standing in the way of interdisciplinary work, the paper argues for a more synthetic and
empirical approach, grounded in the study of everyday life. True interdisciplinary collaboration will have to
go beyond assembling multidisciplinary teams. Instead we must accept the limitations of the classic
disciplinary paradigms, and be willing to question and test our methods and assumptions.

© 2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction: disciplinary divides

Despite broad support in universities and research groups for
interdisciplinarity, the reward structure and funding systems in social
and health sciences still tend to follow the outlines of conventional
disciplines. Often the spaces and institutions where interdisciplinary
collaborations are supposed to take place end up being dominated
by one or two disciplines, leaving others at the margins. The fledgling
field of ‘food studies’ is still being defined, and for the moment it is
not dominated by any single group or perspective, but it has re-
mained largely separate from food, nutritional, biological, and agri-
cultural scientists based in traditional land-grant institutions. At the
same time, social scientists and scholars from the arts and humanities
can rarely be found at the departments, conferences, and events
where food scientists gather.
1.1. Contemporary challenges

This is a particularly important time to build bridges between the
many different disciplines that are concerned with the feeding of
human beings, because we are facing unprecedented challenges and
opportunities. Food is becoming a public topic of discussion and
debate in the USA and Europe, and also in many other parts of the
world, to an unprecedented degree. Rather than being concerned
with sufficiency, much of this debate revolves around the politics of
production (e.g. GMOs and fair trade), environmental issues, and
especially concerns with safety and quality. At the same time, there
are about three billion people on the planet who are in the midst of
rights reserved.

its of discipline: Towards
a nutritional transition from a largely grain-based vegetarian diet to
one where meat and dairy are staples, a transition that has dramatic
health consequences which are now well known [1].

Can we change the course of the transition, building on what we
have learned? Population growth will add another three or four
billion hungry mouths in the next decades [2]. Demand for food is
therefore rising at an unprecedented rate, at a time when fossil
fuel prices are rising, and many renewable food resources like wild
fish stocks are at or above sustainable yield. Then we have to inject
the uncertainties of climate change, which still defy accurate
prediction, while promising major disruption to food production.
These developments give urgency to solving the problems of scale
and improving collaboration between scientists with very different
kinds of languages and paradigms, a process that requires us to
take on topics which are beyond our comfort zone, and become
more comprehensive in our approaches to understanding what
makes people eat the things they do.

2. The division of disciplines

The divisions among scholars and researchers working on the
different parts of the food system, and different aspects of food
production and consumption are hardly unique to these fields. The
gulf between the natural and social sciences also divides other fields
like environmental studies, political science, and psychology [3].
Even within well-established disciplines, there are often profound
differences among scholars on matters as fundamental as the degree
to which human characteristics are determined by genetic endow-
ment and natural selection, or environment, education, and culture.
It is obvious to many food scientists that tastes and diet choices
have been shaped by evolution and that there is a biological basis
for both preferences and distaste. Much successful recent work
seeks the neurochemical and synaptic basis for the senses of smell
interdisciplinary food studies, Physiol Behav (2012), doi:10.1016/
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and taste. It is equally obvious to social scientists studying food that
class, age, and gender are the fundamental forces shaping diets and
meals, and that each culture has distinct traditions which attach
very different meanings and valences to food.

2.1. Cultural relativism

Cultural anthropology is a good example of a social science with a
long engagement with human diet and food preference. Most of the
older work is concerned with the meaning of food, rather than its
physical composition or qualities, or the ways people's minds and
bodies respond to it. The message that cultural anthropologists of
the past brought to the table in understanding eating behavior is
commonly labeled cultural relativism. A typical relativist position is
that flavor is culturally generated, so that what seems delicious to
one group of people is disgusting to another. If there is any biological
basis for taste, it is seen as extremely plastic and pliable. The desire
for sweetness, for example, can by stifled or exaggerated through
cultural and historical processes [4]. Given the vast corpus of ethno-
graphic knowledge on world cultures, cultural anthropologists have
been able to find an exception to any rule, in a way that colleagues
in other disciplines often find annoying or trivial.

Yet extreme cultural relativists have become a small minority of
cultural anthropologists partially because a long dormant search for
human universals, founded in genetics, has been revived and given
new life, counterbalancing relativism. A “bio-behavioral” or “bio-
cultural” perspective has now been widely adopted, and there has
been a major growth in cooperative and collaborative research which
includes bioscientists, bioanthropologists and medical anthropologists
[5]. The emergence of nutritional anthropology as a recognized
specialty in the 1980s and 90s has been a major site for such
collaborations. However, a recent literature review of research in
major anthropology journals finds very few publications based on
successful collaboration between cultural and biological anthro-
pologists [6]. Is this mere inertia, or are there more fundamental
differences that need to be considered?

2.2. Methodology

Could the division between scientific food studies and social
sciences be grounded in different methodologies? Many social
sciences are closely identified with qualitative methods and ethno-
graphy, a variety of open-ended naturalistic inquiry, which is very
different from the controlled situation of the laboratory. Ethnography
has now become common in disciplines as diverse as marketing,
education, criminal justice and library science. But at the same time
there are also many social scientists doing rigorous quantitative
research, even controlled laboratory studies in fields like cognitive
anthropology and behavioral economics. Many social science
students are now routinely trained in statistics and techniques like
GIS and remote sensing. There are many ‘crossover’ fields like medical
anthropology where ethnography is combined with rigorous
methods from epidemiology and demography. In such a fluid
situation, methodology can no longer be a major source of division
between food science and social scientists working on food.

2.3. Epistemology

If cultural relativism is no longer divisive, and methodological
differences are now relatively superficial, why are there still barriers
to interdisciplinary collaboration and research? The kind of research
done by food scientists and nutritionists is still poles apart from
what one finds among anthropologists, sociologists, historians and
even cognitive scientists. This suggests that there are more fun-
damental disagreements, which are grounded in epistemology, in
basic assumptions about human nature and the methods of doing
Please cite this article as: Wilk R, The limits of discipline: Towards
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science founded on them. These divisions go much deeper than
methodology, or the French theories that are often passing fashions
in the humanities and social sciences (though some of these works,
such as those of Michel Foucault and Bruno Latour, have important
things to say about the foundations of science, and intellectual
divisions among disciplines). The fundamental differences include
issues of scale—is the unit of analysis the organ, the individual, the
family, classes, cultures or nations? There are also barriers created
by the different institutional and funding arrangements of disciplines,
proliferating and increasingly specialized publications, and the
elaboration of disciplinary jargons that make communication difficult.

3. Theories of human nature

So far this paper has not used the vocabulary of food choice and
decision-making or preference in framing the problems of inter-
disciplinary research. This is because one of the most fundamental
divisions among the sciences and social sciences is over the
epistemology of choice—the very question of whether or not behavior
has anything to do with choices and decisions. The sub-field of
economic anthropology questions the way behavior is depicted in
different research traditions. Comparison finds that the major
division is between the varieties of rational choice theories origi-
nating in neoclassical microeconomics, and the theories of group
behavior characteristic of other social sciences and humanities,
which fall into two groups [7]. These three theories of behavior are
grounded in positions on of human nature and motivation, sets of
assumptions that are rarely made explicit because they are deeply
embedded and normalized. Most scholars absorb these assumptions
during their training, and learn to avoid problems and topics that
might lead them beyond the limits of what can be explained by
their use.

3.1. Autonomous agents

The tradition of economics and many parts of psychology views
the human being as a decision making autonomous agent. In this
paradigm, if you determine the goals of the agent, their resources
and decision heuristic, and the range of choices, you can predict
behavior [8]. In food studies this means there is a direct relationship
between flavor and feeding. Of course there are differences of opinion
among those working at this level – particularly about the degree to
which individual choices are determined by biological programming,
and to what extent they are rational – but there is broad agreement
that the individual is the decision making agent. Therefore, large-
scale patterns result from aggregated individual choices in response
to the same signals or constraints. Individual-centered approaches
range from biological or evolutionary determinism at one end of a
scale of autonomy, to rational-choice theories at the other end,
where cognition and the environment are given precedence over
instinctual or hard-wired response.

3.2. Social agents

Two other paradigms of human behavior are concerned with
groups instead of individuals, and each has a distinct research
tradition and community. A social paradigm sees human behavior as
an emergent property of social groups like families, kin groups, tribes,
classes, ethnic groups and nations. From this perspective, people may
appear to be making choices, but they are just conforming to group
standards and norms. In complex societies, we would expect behavior
to correlate with social categories like age, sex, income and ethnicity.
There may also be competition within and between groups for
status, position and access to resources, as with the ‘politics’ of our
nearest primate relatives [9]. Because social behavior has its own
principles and dynamics, working at this level requires tools like
interdisciplinary food studies, Physiol Behav (2012), doi:10.1016/
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network and institutional analysis. Theories tend to be functionalist,
in the sense of finding how particular kinds of behavior (like taboos)
contribute to group cohesion, or to creating and maintaining social
boundaries. In studying food, diets are characteristics of groups,
and flavor is not particularly important; people are socialized to
consider particular things good to eat and other things disgusting,
and they rarely break out of that social conditioning.

3.3. Culture

Cultural theories posit another kind of emergent property among
human groups: a system of shared language, beliefs, rituals and
knowledge which provides members of the group with a kind of
‘software’ that determines how they perceive the world, and how
they judge and value various forms of action. Key terms include
ideologies, values, meanings, and symbols [10]. The human being,
from this perspective, is primarily in search of meaning and com-
munication, while daily behavior is determined by ideology and
systems of belief (like religion), mediated by specifics of language
and modes of communication. Flavor is culturally constructed, and
so is feeding—so both are determined by learned and shared symbolic
values. Eating is about meaning and values like those placed on
gender, health, family, modernity, and nationality. Those using
cultural theories include determinists, who see culture as a form of
hard coding that prescribes behavior and prevents rational choice
[11]. In practice most scholars of culture see it as an overlay or grid,
which most strongly affects values, while actual daily behavior is
more pragmatic or guided by narratives, tacit understandings and
the practical knowledge of “rules of thumb” [12].

3.4. How theory affects practice

These different models of human behavior are fundamental and
paradigmatic, and all of them have ‘fundamentalist’ forms that
exclude any other kind of human behavior. Furthermore, practi-
tioners are embedded in highly specialized subdisciplines with others
who share the same assumptions, and their findings are published
using specialized jargon in ever-proliferating journals and publi-
cations. Most social or behavioral scientists spend entire careers
comfortably within them, and their research rarely challenges or
tests their boundaries. Or they may invent a new field (e.g. anthro-
pology of education) that overlaps another field (e.g. educational
psychology) without engaging with or even acknowledging the
existence of the other field. This allows completely different
interpretations of the same phenomena to acquire the status of
well-established hypotheses in different fields at the same time.

In other works I have argued that there is no way to “prove” one
set of assumptions about human nature is true, because they are not
mutually exclusive, and taken individually they fail to account for
the plasticity of human behavior. I argue instead that people are
fully capable of making decisions, socially conforming and following
ideology, but scholars lack higher-order principles or meta-rules
that could tell us when and how these three different kinds of
behavior interact. But if we do not consider alternative explanations
for observed behavior, we are not being good scientists, by most
definitions of the term. If disciplines are going to successfully
collaborate, we need to be clear about our assumptions, and be
willing to challenge them. This means developing methods which
will give us access to meta-rules, effectively turning a paradigmatic
problem into an empirical one that we can engage with in our
research, instead of treating these as a matter of faith or training.

Applying this insight to studying food, taking an ‘agnostic’
approach to paradigmatic assumptions, means that just because
certain flavors or sights trigger eating behavior, we cannot assume
to have explained eating, nor that we can reject another study
which shows that class identity determines taste preference, or yet
Please cite this article as: Wilk R, The limits of discipline: Towards
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another that finds that every culture has its own trigger flavors.
Equally, if a researcher discovers that cultural context teaches people
to find a particular food texture appetizing, we should not assume
that culture is therefore the only thing that affects preferences. Rather
than confining research to a controlled situation where we can
observe strong effects, we should want to go further to ask why
these effects fade or disappear in other situations. In a tasting room,
for example, people may respond to some flavors with disgust, yet
in a social situation the same personmay happily accept, or not notice
the same flavors. We need to begin working on meta-rules that can
tell us why flavor matters so much in some situations, but not in
others. Can we find a way to build this broader form of questioning
and collaboration between sciences, social sciences and the
humanities into the emerging structure of food studies?

4. The disciplinary context of studying food

Beginning in the late 19th century, new disciplines were formed
through specialization, budding off new topics like geomorphology
from geology. Since then we have continued to define ever-smaller
specialties, but we have also built new ones at intersections, such as
biochemistry. For the most part this has been tremendously
successful (and pleasing to commercial sponsors) [13]. An organism
can be understood by separating its component parts, and looking
at their functions in the body, so this mode of inquiry is grounded
in the way natural organisms actually work, as a series of systems
nested inside one another.

4.1. Emergence of interdisciplines

As fast as we are splitting disciplines apart into new specialties, we
are putting them back together in new combinations [14]. A citation
study of the evolution of modern neuroscience, for example, found
major contributions from molecular and cell biology, neurology, and
psychology, and demonstrated that the crucial synthesis took place
during just 2 years [15]. Assisted by internet communications and
the ease of starting new open-access journals, interdisciplinary fields
like Quality of Life research, also known as positive psychology and
happiness studies, can spring forth from almost nothing, and have
five journals and four scholarly associations within 6 years [16].
Amidst this proliferation of multidisciplines, interdisciplines and
transdisciplines, there is a tremendous amount of innovative and
creative research, but there are also many drawbacks and pitfalls.
There is a lot of duplication of effort since scientists do not have
time to read outside their own areas. Take, for example, the inter-
disciplinary Society for Economic Anthropology, a group with a long
independent pedigree. The group has very limited, or no relationship
with ecological economics, economic psychology, economic history,
economic geography or economic sociology, and is antagonistic to
the work of many economists. There is a lot of topical overlap
between these fields, but little actual scholarly collaboration, and it
is not hard to find parallel discoveries, publications, and insights.
Competition is exacerbated by the system of funding, which can
take decades to adjust to new academic landscapes.

4.2. The fragmentation of food studies

These trends and problems of disciplinarity affected the deve-
lopment of scholarship on food. Indiana is typical of many other states
in the USA in that the institutions that study of food are physically
separated by institutional and geographic distance. The land-grant
university (Purdue) has agriculture, engineering and food science in
West Lafayette, while the “flagship” campus (Indiana University
Bloomington) eschews applied sciences and emphasizes “pure”
disciplines, in the humanities, arts and social sciences. Legislators
could not agree on the status of law and medicine, so they were put
interdisciplinary food studies, Physiol Behav (2012), doi:10.1016/
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halfway between the two major campuses in an awkward joint
arrangement called Indiana University-Purdue University Indiana-
polis. Though outdated even in the nineteenth century, this Cartesian
separation of the life of the body and the life of the mind, the hands
from the brain, still has a direct affect on the way research and
training are conducted. This is particularly damaging when the topic
is something as broad as food, which brings together body and
mind, and manifestly requires the collaboration of many disciplines
from the hardest science to the most esoteric of arts.

Instead different portions of the topic of food have been divided
up and distributed to different fields in a way which may have deep
historical roots, but which is otherwise almost impossible to justify.
Elsewhere I have called this “topical butchery,” and I use the example
of a simple everyday family dinner to make the point [17]. Producing
the food the family is eating is the province of agricultural sciences
and rural sociologists, while processing, preserving and packaging is
food science and technology. Marketing and selling the food is in
the hands of several departments in the business school, and
shopping takes us back to sociology and consumer research. Cooking
has no secure academic home, though institutions like the Culinary
Institute of America are trying to capture it, and it is also taught in
many hospitality management programs. The division of labor in
the kitchen is a sociological topic, though the actual serving of the
meal has not been claimed by any discipline. Other specialists take
over as the food is cut up and transferred to the mouth, and yet
more come in to play during digestion and excretion, after which
public health, waste management and sanitation scientists clean up.
The composition of the family at the table is a contested topic
among sociologists, anthropologists, economic historians, demo-
graphers and social psychologists. Children kicking each other under
the table or refusing to eat is a problem for family therapists and
mental health specialists. Historians, anthropologists, artists and
even linguists and creative writers have interesting things to say
about all of these stages, but do not ‘own’ any particular piece of it.
No discipline can accommodate the meal as a whole, and the
proliferation of new and hybrid interdisciplines furthers this frag-
mentation, rather than putting the fragments back together.
4.3. Devaluing the mundane

This complex division of labor is exacerbated by a tendency in
academia to devalue topics that are perceived as mundane, everyday,
prosaic, and uninteresting, what Miller and Woodward call the
‘blindingly obvious’ in their study of denim [18]. Within the status
system of disciplines, the mundane details of everyday life are
consistently belittled, and are kept at arm's length or ignored
altogether. For example, a French sociologist setting out to study the
everyday practices of doing laundry found virtually no prior research,
and he had great trouble finding a publisher [19]. Much important
daily behavior is so much taken for granted as normal it is are simply
invisible to both lay people and scholars. For example there are very
few academic studies of daily household budgeting and money
management, and most Americans have never discussed the topic
with anyone but their spouse. Research on money in the family
initially met a good deal of resistance among sociologists [20].

There are many reasons why an empirical approach that starts
with observable phenomena like meals or cooking, rather than an
abstraction like culture, society, or rational choice, should become
the basis for an interdisciplinary field that avoids the pitfalls of
disciplinarity described above. This means overcoming deep and
fundamental divisions that have been built into the structure of
universities and disciplines. Can an empirical and topical reorien-
tation replace approaches embedded in a set of disciplines created
in the eighteenth and nineteenth century? This might require a
commitment to what has been called “radical empiricism,” a research
Please cite this article as: Wilk R, The limits of discipline: Towards
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strategy that makes no assumptions about even the most basic
categories of description or measurement. [21]

5. Conclusion: new efforts towards integration

How might we best respond to the challenge of thinking
holistically about food systems? This is indeed one of the frequently
voiced concerns of popular critics of the way food is produced,
marketed and consumed in the USA and other western countries.
They argue that we no longer see the connections between the things
we eat and the ingredients, animals, plants and human labor that
brought them to our table [22]. Students in many schools and
departments at large universities are expressing similar sentiments,
spurred by popular culture, mass media and political movements
like environmentalism.

The conventional way that universities cope with changing demand
is to create a new program or track within an existing department. For
example, the University of California at Davis has expanded their
traditional agriculture program to include a BS degree in Sustainable
Agriculture and Food Systems, and the Agricultural Sustainability
Institute, which houses research, extension and education. New York
University, lacking a school of agriculture, built an entirely new
graduate program in Food Studies within the Department of Nutrition,
Food Studies and Public Health beginning in 1996. Since 2005 Indiana
University has developed a graduate Food Studies program and an
undergraduate minor within the anthropology department, which
has 12 contributing faculty members, but courses are taught in 11
different departments in four colleges.

Another model is to create new freestanding research centers or
institutes, which are usually controlled or managed by faculty from
an existing department or program. The new School of Sustainability
at Arizona State University is one such effort, though food has not yet
emerged as a focus. A better example is Purdue's Ingestive Behavior
Research Center, which was formed in 1999 with faculty from
Neuroscience, Psychology and Food & Nutrition, which now offers
graduate programs involving faculty from 16 departments in eight
colleges. The most extreme concept is to build entirely new
educational institutions. So far the only example is the University of
Gastronomic Sciences (UNISG) founded by the Italian Slow Food
movement in 2004, which now offers both undergraduate and
graduate training in a variety of specialties.

None of these institutions have yet taken on the project of
developing a new discipline that places food center stage, founded
on a thorough understanding of the clashing epistemologies and
paradigms that have so hindered interdisciplines. There has been
some discussion about what kinds of texts and approaches could be
considered ‘canonical,’ though food scientists have not been included
in the discussion [23]. A textbook and a handbook of methodology
both claim to map out the new terrain of interdisciplinary food
studies, though again laboratory science and food science are
excluded [24]. These examples make it clear that there still remains
a large gulf between programs and visions growing out of the
traditional agricultural and food sciences, and the large ranks of
newcomers from social sciences, humanities and arts. The time is
ripe for a more inclusive and deeper discussion that has the potential
to lead to both better understanding and more collaboration in
research and teaching.

To summarize, existing disciplinary paradigms continue to under-
cut interdisciplinary work and holistic thinking about food and
related subjects. Holistic food studies are growing rapidly in tradi-
tional liberal arts colleges, including the humanities, arts and social
sciences, but so far they have very limited connections with natural
sciences including food science and agriculture. Food Studies at
Indiana University and the IBRC at Purdue are good examples of
institutions working towards bridging the disciplinary gaps, and
there are many other new institutions developing with similar
interdisciplinary food studies, Physiol Behav (2012), doi:10.1016/
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goals. But so far they have been forging individual connections
between disciplines instead of developing a transformative holistic
approach, and they are still bound by conflicting fundamental
assumptions about human behavior.

Escaping from these limitations will not be easy, because they are
foundational to the methods, goals and intellectual framing of answers
in different research traditions. On the other hand, we should be
encouraged by the recent rapid emergence of interdisciplines like
cognitive science and evolutionary psychology. Success in the future
development of a distinctive holistic food studies will require the
production of meta-rules or meta-paradigms that challenge funda-
mental assumptions. We also will need to include scholars working
on all stages of the production, transportation, marketing, consump-
tion, and disposal of food, and build institutional structures that pro-
mote such research and education.
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