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Food and culture: the exercise of commensality

Abstract
This article, presented as an essay, brings forward a conceptual 
reflection on food and culture. In this context, part of the 
discussion is geared towards commensality and its importance 
throughout the historical and social process involved in the 
formation of different peoples, presenting use of fire as a major 
cultural and social factor that promoted the integration, as well 
as the core piece for the change of eating habits. The dynamics 
of commensality, dietary habits in the contemporary era and its 
connections with the traditional and the modern. This debate 
also brings forward the approaches used by some authors on 
the anthropology and sociology of food, the difference between 
nourishment and food – when it comes to physiological and 
automatic aspects, such as a support for human survival and the 
meaning given by the cultural bias – when eating also acquires a 
symbolic importance. Therefore, this article is based on a cultural 
and social understanding of food. It is that sense in which, 
through socially established rules, bonds between the eater and 
other dynamics involving commensality are created.
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Introduction

Much beyond a biological attitude, food also plays a cultural role. Biological, as a matter of 
survival, but it also represents an irreplaceable factor for maintenance of life and a prerequisite for 
all human beings. It is directly related to the vitality of the individual, to the physiological need to 
absorb nutrients that help to maintain body’s vital functions, and in this respect, it is a behavior 
concerning human nature. What to eat and the quantities to be consumed to meet the needs vary 
from person to person, depending on factors such as age, height, weight, type of activity, clinical 
picture, among others. 

Corresponding to a natural attitude of instinctive trait does not necessarily transform the 
act of feeding onself into  something conscious from the nutritional viewpoint, because not all 
individuals know the composition aspects of foods. Those who are aware of that not always think 
about it when having a daily meal, an issue addressed by Harris1 and García2.

Food choice process

De Garine,3 based on Margaret Mead’s concepts,4 points out that the dietary choices of human 
beings are related to the possible foods made available by nature and according to their technical 
potential. 

The survival of a human group obviously depends on a diet which satisfies its members’ nutritional needs. 
However, the level of satisfaction of those needs, the definition of which is a matter of controversy, varies 
from one society to another both quantitatively and qualitatively. It also varies within each one according to 
categories such as age, sex, economic status, among other criteria3 (p. 4).

According to Contreras & Gracia,5 and Woortmann,6 food choices, which form the eating habits, 
are part of the cultural overall. For Contreras & Gracia,5 it can be said that “we are what we eat”,* 
both in the physiological and the spiritual aspect,  when we psychosocially “incorporate” cultural 
elements of foods we take in, elements that can be connected to spirituality as well as to affective 
memory. For the same reason, they also support the idea that “we eat what we are”. 

* A well-known aphorism by the German philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach7, na obra: he mystery of sacrifice or 
man is what he eats. Also Brillat-Savarin8 wrote in his essay The taste of physiology, "Tell me what you eat and 
I will tell you who you are”. Both aphorisms are often used by those who write about food.
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We eat what make us feel good, we take in foods that appeal to the senses and provide us pleasure; we fill 
up the shopping basket with products available in the supermarket or in the street market and that we can 
afford; we serve meals or we are served according to our characteristics: if we are men or women, children 
or grown-ups, poor or rich. And we choose or refuse food products based on our dietary, religious or philo-
sophical ideas5 (p. 16).

In the light of this perception, Woortmann,6 in studies on social dimensions of food among the 
peasants, considers that “food” for this group acts a “cultural nucleating agent” that is linked to 
“work” and “land”, and that dietary choices that include forbidden, permitted and prefered foods 
are associated with gender, memory, family, identity and religious dimensions, among others. 

DaMatta9 argues that que “the way to eat defines not only what is consumed but also who 
consumes” (p. 56). It can be said, therefore, that eating is more than just an act of survival; it is 
also a symbolic and cultural behavior.

The present essay is founded on the cultural and social understanding of food. This is that sense 
that creates, through socially established rules, links with those who eat, with what is produced 
and with other dynamics that involve commensality.** Or in the sense given by Cândido:10

Whatever food position, its importance as the core sociability component is always highlighted – not only what 
is organized around it (work systems, distribution, etc) but those in which it appears as a tangible expression 
of acts and intentions10 (p. 30).

The difference between food as a biological factor and food as culture is discussed mainly by 
Montanari,11 Delormier et al.,12 DaMatta,9,13 Maciel,14 Ishige,15 Silva Mello,16 Crotty,17 De Garine,3 
Câmara Cascudo18 and Woortmann.19

Although the act of eating accompanies the human species since its origins, the term “food” 
appeared, according to Poulain,20 around the year 1120, but its current meaning was only used 
from the sixteenth century, when it began to replace the term “meat” and the latter started to refer 
only to the meat as we know it, i.e., edible animal products. The author explains that, previously, 

** Etymologically, commensality derives from the Latin “comensale”. The act of eating together, at the same table. 
“Com”: together, and “mensa”, table. It implies having the meal at the same time and place. For Poulain,20 
commensality establishes and enhances sociability. “It is through cuisine and eating habits that the most 
fundamental social learning is produced and society transmits and allows the internalization of its values. 
Food is one of the ways to intertwine and keep social ties.” (p. 182).
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the term “meat” was used to refer to everything that was good to maintain life, whether it was meat 
or not. For this author, a food product must have these four qualities: nutritional, organoleptic, 
hygienic and symbolic. Regarding the symbolic quality, he highlights: 

To be a food, in addition to the first three quality characteristics, a natural product must be the object of projec-
tions of meaning by the eater. It should be able to become significant, be part of a communications network, 
an imaginary constellation, a world view20 (p. 240).

Crotty17 apud Delormier et al.12 argues that feeding practice covers two meanings: the one after 
food intake and which is related to the sphere of biology (physiology and biochemistry); and the 
one prior to ingestion. The latter is related to cultural and social issues, in other words, the social 
nature of eating. According to the author, in the field of Nutrition, too little emphasis is given to 
this aspect, also because its technical and scientific objectives. In accord with Crotty’s notions, 
Delormier et al.12 support the idea that ignoring social and cultural aspects of the field in question 
represents, in one sense, a limitation to any discipline. The authors also consider that the process 
of food choice, in most cases, does not occur, in a first instance, due to the nutritional option, but 
because of the influences of daily social interaction, which may be present in family relationships, 
but also in the workplace, at school and in other convivial spaces that allow exchanges and help 
to shape the individuals’ food systems. 

The symbolic status assigned to food and to the act of eating is defined, according to some 
authors, by the semantic difference between “food” and “aliment”. DaMatta,13 when studying the 
Brazilian food, noticed that all nutritional substances constitute aliment, but not all food constitute 
aliment. Aliment, the author affirms, is universal and general, is what the person eats to stay alive; 
on the other hand, food helps to place an identity and define a group, a class, a person. “We have 
aliment and we have food. Food is not only a nutritional product, but it is also a manner, a style 
and a way to feed oneself”9 (p. 56). Similar to DaMatta,13 Woortmann19 suggests that “food” as 
the opposite of “nourishment”, although deriving from it, as food is the transformation of the 
nourishment through cooking.  

In this sense, the act of eating provides an intimate relationship with the human being as there 
is a psychosocial investment in the food choice. The intake process itself sufficient shows details 
of the intimacy between the food and the body, considering that it comes to, what, according to 
Mintz,21 “is placed inside the body” (p. 31). The author argues that “no other non-automatic behavior 
is só deeply connected to our survival”. Corroborating Mintz concepts, Câmara Cascudo18 affirms 
that “there is no point in thinking that food only contains the essential elements for nutrition. It 
contains unimaginable and decisive substances for the spirit, joy, creativity, good mood” (p. 348).
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Maciel14 also agrees with the idea of differentiating “food” from “nourishment”, recognizing 
the connection between nature and culture when it comes to food, because a few hours after birth, 
instinctively, the child cries and searches for breast milk. However, breastfeeding in humans is 
also a cultural act, considering that the newborn, while being breastfed, experiences the feeling 
of coziness, favoring the mother-child emotional attachment and also the pleasure of eating. 
Children like the taste of milk and do not reject it. Milk is, therefore, food and nourishment – 
nature and culture .*** 

Hence, food is the nourishment transformed by social and cultural representations. It is 
also suggested by Montanari,11 to whom, unlike other animal species, man make use of  foods 
found in nature and also creates his own food using staples found, transforming them through 
the use of fire and applying technological practices developed in the kitchen. “The basic values 
of the food system are defined as a result and representation of cultural processes that envisage 
domestication, transformation and reinterpretation of nature” (p. 15). Food consumption is also 
considered as culture by the author, given the fact man chooses what to eat based on economic, 
nutritional criteria, preferences, but also on symbols attributed to nourishment – therefore, food. 
For these reasons, “food is presented as a decisive element of human identity and one of the most 
effective tools to communicate it” (p. 16). For example, nature produces food, but the culture 
brings out important codes, such as the different options menus, recipes, habits, which in turn 
are related to taste, to the pleasure related to the organoleptic properties of food and, above all, 
to the pleasure of tasting.

The social and cultural importance of the use of fire and its relation to commensality 

The cultural value of food becomes stronger when fire was discovered and at the start of 
the process of cooking foods. Social scientists as Claude Lévi-Strauss,24 Jean Anthelme Brillat-
Savarin,8 Richard Wrangham25 and Massimo Montanari11 were the first to give an emphasis on 
the essential role of fire for nourishment transformation, assigning it a cultural function besides 
the biological one.

According to Montanari,11 for human beings, food is culture and not only pure nature, due to 
the adoption – as an essential part of their techniques – of production, preparation and consumption 
modes, as well as the knowledge about vegetables suitable for human consumption. For the 
author, the use of fire is fundamental to transform raw nourishment into a cultural product, into 

*** Silva Mello,16 Sandre-Pereira,22 Mead,4 Bosi & Machado23 are scholars who also discuss on the issue of 
breastfeeding and culture. 
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food. In relation to this notion, Lévi Strauss24 discusses, in “The raw and the cooked”, how the 
use of fire has, in a way, enabled man to change from a natural state – by referring to the intake 
of  nourishment obtained by hunting, collecting or in its raw state – to a cultural state, from the 
transformation of the nourishment into a cooked food. In an analogy to the verbal language of 
communities, he proposes to explain the relationship nature-culture using the food language. 
Through this explanation, the author, in his article “The culinary triangle”, giving food the status 
of universal language, affirms: “if there is no society without a language, nor is there any which 
does not cook, in some manner, at least some of its food” (p. 25). The culinary triangle proposed 
by the anthropologist is formed by the raw, the cooked (roasted and boiled) and the rotted.

It is clear that in respect to cooking the raw constitutes the unmarked pole, while the other two poles are strongly 
marked, but in different directions: indeed the cooked is a cultural transformation of the raw, whereas the 
rotted is a natural transformation. Underlying our original triangle, there is hence a double opposition be-
tween elaborated/unelaborated on the one hand and the culture/nature on the other. No doubt these notions 
constitute empty forms: they teach us nothing about the cooking of any specific society, since only observation 
can tell us what each one means by “raw”, “cooked” and “rotted”, and we can suppose that it will not be the 
same for all”24 (p. 25).

On a scale of cultural relevance, raw is at the lowest part of the scale, followed by the cooked, 
which occupies the second position, as it only requires the fire. Therefore, the most elaborated are 
the boiled and the roasted, which due to the fact that they require greater human involvement 
and a a pot containing water, are placed on a more complex level of elaboration and thus on a 
scale of higher cultural relevance.

Fire plays an important role in the discussion of food as culture since the early days of mankind. 
This is so true that Lévi-Strauss analyzed the mythology of Amerindian peoples and their “culinary 
world” attempting to translate, among other issues, the myths about the origin of fire from the 
representation of this group. After Lévi-Strauss, other studies highlighting the importance of 
fire in cooking were carried out, and one of the latest is the one performed by the anthropologist 
Wrangham,25 who also supports the notion that the discovery of fire and cooking were mankind 
determinants and responsible for distinguishing humans and apes, resulting in the genus Homo. 
A similar a statement is made by García26.:

The conquest of fire led to (metaphorically) a definitive separation of the living creatures into two groups: men 
and other animals. The fire made us human. The domestication of fire generated a breakthrough in human 
history, an impulse that allowed the production of new and advanced techniques that have opened doors to 
new developments, causing a chain reaction that culminated in the complex and technified contemporary 
world26 (p. 167). 
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Cooking increased the food value. Thus, the use of fire physically altered the human body, 
reducing the digestive tract and increasing brain size, but it also changed the use of time and social 
life. The impact falls also on relations with nature, which, according to Wrangham,25 “it made us 
into consumers of external energy and thereby created an organism with a new relationship to 
nature, dependent on fuel” (p. 7). Cooking facilitated the intake and digestion of many types of 
foods such as cereals, for example, as well as legumes and most tubers. 

“People do not have to cook their food, they do so for symbolic reasons to show that they are 
men and not beasts” (Leach27 apud Wrangham,25 p. 15). After all, we are the only animals that 
are able to cook their own food. On the other hand, one cannot say that eating raw food has no 
cultural characteristics, as Giard28 argues: “even raw and harvested directly from the tree, the fruit 
is already a culturalized food, before any preparation, due to the simple fact that it is considered 
edible” (p. 232). For the author, the notion of edible food will vary from one group to another, 
that is, it is defined by culture, issues previously mentioned in the present article.

One can highlight another important factor, which can be attributed to the discovery of fire, 
the fact that it provided people and groups the opportunity to come together around it to keep 
warm, but also to prepare food, distribute it and eat it. Thus, this facilitated the establishment of 
commensal relationships, which, over time, became daily encounters and were transformed into 
a socializing activity. 

In accordance with Fladrin & Montanari29 arguments, regardless of the form and the differences 
in the rules of behavior of every society, the fact is that “commensality is perceived as a ‘founding’ 
element of human civilization in its creation process” (p. 109) and, for Carneiro,30 constitutes “a 
complex symbolic system of social, sexual, political, religious, ethical and aesthetic meanings, 
among others.” (p. 2).

Around the fire one can warm up and prepare food, but also establish a dialogue. According 
to García,26 in the early days of mankind, the daily meetings of groups took place around the fire 
to share experiences about had gone on that day and draw out hunting strategies, for example. 
For Wrangham,25 the advent of the fire changed the way our ancestors interacted. They spent 
more time together to warm them up and eat together. In volume 1 of the first work directed by 
Philippe Ariès & Georges Duby,31 A history of private life, the importance of fire is immediately 
highlighted at the beginning of a chapter written by Yvon Thébert,32 and the private life and 
domestic architecture in Roman Africa are examined. Houses did not have chimneys or stoves, 
but fireplaces, “whose smoke vented out through a hole in the roof and, paradoxically, constituted 
one of the celebrated pleasures of the rude rural existence, when snow covered the fields” (p. 303).
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According to Flandrin & Montanari,29 othe use of fire allowed man to eat together, initially 
around it, and over the years, with the creation of food social space, in the household (kitchen and 
the dining room) and, subsequently, with the creation of outdoor public spaces (restaurants, coffee 
shops, etc.). Therefore, food, which is noursihment transformed by culture, would also have an 
integrative function for humans. This function is called “commensality”, which means the ability 
to establish important social relationships, since it implies bringing people together around the 
table. That is to say, while eating, the group also has the opportunity to dialogue and exchange 
everyday experiences. 

For Fischler,33 commensality is one of the most significant features concerning human 
sociability, not only related to food intake, but also to manners of eating meals, involving cultural 
habits, symbolic acts, social organization, and the sharing of experiences and values. In this 
sense, Woortmann19 clarifies that, in Brazilian culture, a “meal” is considered a social act and, 
therefore, should be taken with other diners to be effectively regarded as a meal. Also, in this 
culture, according to the author, different meanings were created for this type of action, such as 
daily eating every day and eating at special events, eating at home and eating out .

The ritual-symbolic character of eating is clearly expressed in the habit of inviting people for a dinner at home, 
in the habit of “dining out” on certain occasions or the “Sunday lunch”. In those and other similar occasions, 
there is much more at stake than nutritional needs. We do not invite people to have dinner at our house to 
feed them as biological bodies, but to feed and reproduce social relations, in other words, to reproduce the 
social body, which means that we are in turn invited to eat in the house of our guest. What is at stake is the 
principle of reciprocity and commensality. The presence of food, however, is central, transforming biological 
needs into social needs19 (p. 3).

Similarly, Algranti34 points out that there are past records showing that, since the colonial 
period in Brazil, family gatherings during meals at least once a day became a habit, which has been 
perpetuated in rural households as well as in urban areas. And according to Giard,28 moments 
like these demarcated social and emotional relationships between family members and also the 
development of personal food tastes. In this sense, “eating” is both a social and a political act and 
involves customs, dialogues, uses, tastes, smells and even labels, which correspond to the ways of 
eating that are learned throughout the commensality process itself that appears in social groups.

It should be emphasized, however, that not all cultures enjoy eating together. Thus, precepts 
of commensality cannot be considered as a rule. As shown by Geertz35, in the Balinese culture, 
eating is considered an activity that generates feelings of revulsion: “[...] but the act of eating is 
seen as an unpleasant activity, almost obscene, it must be performed hastily and privately due to 
its association with animality ” (p. 190).
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The place of fire and the practice of commensality in the domestic architecture 

Whether or not eating in group, in almost every culture there is a specific place where fire 
and heat are present. In Western society, the location of the fire is mainly in the kitchen, which 
was first attached to the house, and the stove is the equipment that represents it. The kitchen, 
according to Flandrin,36 arises as a result of changes in social customs over time. Thus, the pleasure 
of eating and drinking together was modified concurrently with the social changes. Technological 
advances and encounters with other cultures favored the life and the creation of internal spaces 
in the houses geared towards commensality, for example. The kitchen, which was previously 
shared with several people around the courtyard, is now inside of each house. The private area 
is associated with intimacy and refuge, in contrast to the public area from which the daily family 
life goes gradually deviates. Meals, which were taken outdoors or in easily accessible places, are 
now taken in brick houses, whose front doors are closed, preventing unauthorized access, except 
for invited persons.

Even though the kitchen has initially remained separate from other rooms, it had a privileged 
position in the housing characteristics, from the simplest to the most exquisite, since the colonial 
period in Brazil, as Lemos37 points out in a study on Brazilian urban and rural housing. “In 
Portugal, until recently, and in Colonial Brazil, the house was always called ‘fire’ or ‘stove’. Every 
census affirmed that a specific city had a particular number of inhabitants living in a particular 
number of ‘fires’” (p. 11).

In the Brazilian colonization period, the kitchens always faced the outside area of the house, 
in its back, away from bedrooms and chambers, keeping them free from the smell of smoke and 
fat. Due to the fact that piped water supplies were not available at that time, the kitchen was 
often located in the outside area of the house.38,39 In order to facilitate the use of this space and 
to maintain the kitchen facilities close, the best alternative was to create a subdivision.40 Thus, in 
the nineteenth century, the “dirty kitchen” (where meats, sweets and fried foods were prepared), 
remained outside the house, while the “clean kitchen” - where coffee, cakes, salads were prepared 
- was coupled to the residence.

According to Abdala,41 The kitchen area in the houses of the nineteenth century-colonial period 
in Minas Gerais  was large, well-ventilated, and the wood-burning stove, made of clay or soapstone, 
occupied a prominent place. It was still an intimate space, and strangers were not allowed to enter..

The dining room appears between the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 
Previously, every room in the house was used for this purpose, even in huge castles where there 
was no great degree of comfort, despite the large areas. Both rooms  constituted, throughout 
history, the main spaces for commensality.18 And it was also an area, as well as the kitchen, where 
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women had to prove their skills as housewives, their ability to receive guests, an activity which 
was part of the knowledge transmitted from mothers to daughters, so that no matter how simple 
they were, the dining rooms reflected the personality of the house owner.38

Changes in the size and structure of these domestic spaces in recent times indicate that the 
arrangements for this activity are being socially redefined, but did not disappear. In southern 
Brazil it is still common, nowadays, to have wood-burning stoves, even in residences located in 
inland cities. Unlike the Southeast, especially the State of Minas Gerais, where the wood stove 
is mostly made of masonry, in the southern States, they are are made of enameled cast iron in a 
industrial style. On cold days, family and friends gather around it to cook and taste the pinion, for 
example, accompanied by wine and long conversations. In Minas Gerais, the wood-burning stove 
is present in almost all rural households and it is assumed that its use is constant to prepare daily 
meals. The permanence and the use of the wood-burning stoves nowadays in the surveyed rural 
areas, are the main topic of empirical research for the doctoral thesis that includes the discussion 
presented in this essay. 

In rural Brazil, the kitchen and the relations established therein occupied different places over 
time, but always played an important role, as shown by Luís da Câmara Cascudo18 and Gilberto 
Freyre.42

Freyre42, intending to address the characteristics of the houses of the sugar cane cycle, explained 
that there were differences between the kitchens in big farm-houses, two-story houses, suburban 
houses and the mill house. In the latter, the author affirms, the kitchen was the most important 
space. These differences were also reflected in the size of the table destined to meals and to host 
those who came for lunch. 

Travelers and peddlers, besides the compadres who never missed, the manioc mush eaters, the poor relatives, 
the administrator, the overseer, the chaplain, the cowboys and daily guests: whole families coming from other 
mills in oxcarts. Rosewood tables were sometimes six, eight meters long as we still observe in the big-house – a 
large rural two-story manor located in the Noruega mill.42 (p. 143).****

The author explains that the large tables - usually five per two meters - to receive large families 
were common in rural manors and houses, however, in cities and suburbs the lifestyle was more 
restricted and without the hustle, unlike what occurred in the mill houses where “travelers were 
received at any time with a silver bowl, linen cloth, a place at the table, a hammock or a bed to 
sleep”42 (p. 144).

**** This mill was portrayed as a watercolored engraving, in 1933, by Cícero Dias. The watercolor make up the 
book The Masters and The Slaves, by Gilberto Freyre43 (1st volume), as an annex attached to the volume in the 
form of a paper folding.
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However, not always this piece of furniture, the “table”, is or was used. Sitting on the floor to eat 
is part of the indigenous and also the Asian culture. The Indians sit directly on the bare ground 
or on mats, and Asian peoples sit on rugs, affirms Câmara Cascudo.18 According to the author, in 
colonial Brazil the poor also ate this way, which spawned the term “mat food” . The slightly less 
poor ate at a wooden table. “The history of food on mats precisely stems from the cabocla heritage, 
the black slaves, the humble mestizos” (p. 794). Even among the rich in the nineteenth century 
the table existed, but was improvised, made of planed boards, in most cases.

Despite being a common utensil used as support for plates, cups, drinks and bottles containing 
the foods, in anthropological and sociological discussions its figurative sense related to the act of 
“eating together” is what matters most, whether sitting on the floor, on a couch or around a table 
made of wood or iron. 

Marcel Mauss,44 in his Essay on the Gift, mentions the “Round Table” of King Arthur’s chronics, 
whose circular shape had the symbolic purpose to help his knights to live in harmony, as they had 
constant disputes and used to feed hatred and envy. The idea was that when sitting around, all 
knights recognized themselves as equal in power, as there was no prominent location or superiority . 

The bretons, and the Chronics of Arthur, tell how King Arthur, with the help of a Cornish carpenter, invented 
that wonder of his court, the miraculous Round Table, seated round which, the knights no longer fought. 
Formerly, ‘out of sordid envy’, in stupid struggles, duels and murders stained with blood the finest banquets. 
The carpenter said to Arthur: ‘I will make you a very beautiful table, around which sixteen hundred and more 
can sit, and move around, and from which no-one will be excluded. No knight will be able engage in fighting, 
for there the highest placed will be on the same level as the lowliest.’ There was no longer a ‘higher table’, and 
consequently no more quarrelling. Everywhere that Arthur took his table his noble company remained happy 
and unconquerable. In this way nations today can make themselves rich, happy and good. Peoples, social 
classes, families and individuals will be able to grow rich, and will only be happy when they have learnt to 
sit down, like the knights, around the common store of wealth44 (p. 314).

What matters most is to understand the role of commensality in the socializing and integrative 
process, as that used by Poulain,20 considering that it involves the act of eating together, a concept 
which is also similar to the meaning assigned by Sobal & Nelson.45 Fischler33 adds a space attribute 
to this sense and states that it literally means “eating at the same table” The table in this case may be 
even a circle in the middle of a forest, a towel set for a picnic or a circle of people in a social event. 

Rarely a social event occurs without any food or drink - the famous cocktails. Food plays a 
facilitator of relationships and dialogue in events, in addition to its power to gather those who 
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are present. On such occasions, one might eat up, not necessarily due to hunger, but because of 
the pleasure derived from an interaction, even if only for a moment, according to Flandrin e 
Montanari:29

Civilized men eat not only (and less) due to hunger or to satisfy a basic need of the body, but also (and espe-
cially) to turn the occasion into a moment of sociability, in an act of strong social meaning and great power 
of communication  29(p. 108).

Conforme reforçado por Giard,28 “the table is a complicated social machine, but also effective: 
it makes people talk, ‘we take a seat at the table’ to confess that we would like to omit. There is 
nothing better than a conversation after dinner to further the work, business and love affairs” (p. 
266). It is at the table that ways of eating are recognized, the differences between what we eat and 
ways of eating. However, modern lifestyle has changed commensal relations that were formerly 
more traditional and more frequent in gatherings. 

The new lifestyles tend to provide a number of modifications in the ways of eating, in  commensal 
relations and in the food identity of individuals, both in urban and rural areas, and can also 
interfere with dietary habits. Family recipes that were on kept on notebooks and passed on from 
generation to generation, now can be found on the back of food packaging, in the Internet, in 
magazines or television programs; family members’ food schedules do not always coincide ; neither 
the domestic space is used only for this purpose. Contemporary life compels to make adjustments 
to new developments that constantly appear. In this context, changes also affect rural households 
that need to find a way to adapt themselves, creating alternatives to deal with the new reality. 

Due to these aspects, some authors critically examine the contemporary trend of the 
homogenization of eating habits, which is a point of no return. This homogenization equal eaters 
of modern times under the influence of globalization, thus they would soon acquire very similar 
food habits and tastes. These considerations are present in the analysis performed by Arnaiz,46 
who presents, based on the study of the dietary habits of the Spaniards and on the arguments of 
authors such as Warde47e Germov & Willians,48 four trends of the modern food system:

The phenomenon of consumption homogenization in a mass society; the persistence of a differential and 
inequitable consumption; the increase of personalized supplies (post-Fordist, the exact term of the authors), 
endorsed by the creation of new popular lifestyles, and finally the increasing food particularism, caused by 
the growing anxiety of contemporary diners 46(p. 148).
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Fischler49 corroborates this idea of homogenization, which he calls “hyper-homogeneous”. Based 
on this, and mentioning the study carried out by Mennell et al.,50 Fischler33 cdraws attention to 
the fact that contemporary food jeopardizes commensality as a power of sociability, integration, 
considering that the modern world has facilitated the particularism, including with regard to 
food. A clear example of the above is the growing number of people, even at home, that prepare 
a meal and sit in front of the television or computer. Situations that indicate that other dynamics 
have emerged in the sphere of commensality in the contemporary world. 

Concluding remarks

The present analysis leads to a ref lection on the different meanings of food and its 
representations, and indicates the need to understand eating habits as a relationship to which 
physiological, symbolic and cultural factors may be linked. In this sense, understanding food as a 
higher attitude than just eating, especially a pleasurable act enabling the connection with meanings 
involving cultural heritage, affective memory and social moments. 

It also points out to the challenge of this coexistence in the contemporary world, where the 
time devoted to take daily meals becomes increasingly scarce and hence it reduces the number of 
family meals. Similarly, practicalities offered by technology and the modern way of life create new 
habits as well as more individualized practices that are thus reflected in food choices. 

The discussion presented in this article also indicates the importance of the anthropological 
viewpoint as a contribution to the dialogue in the fields of Nutrition and Health.
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