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In a twenty first century neo-liberal era, everyday foodways are a 
powerful means of drawing boundaries between social groups, distin-
guishing the �self� from the �other�, defining who we are and where 
we belong. Throughout this book I draw upon data and analysis of 
75 auto/biographical food narratives that formed the basis of my 
doctoral study: �Ourfoodstories@e-mail.com; an auto/biographical 
study of relationships with food�. My research leads me to argue 
that everyday foodways enable individuals to present themselves as 
responsible neo-liberal citizens, so that eating healthily for example 
demonstrates an engagement with public and medical discourses 
that positions the self as responsible for her or his own health and 
well-being (responsible individualism). In this book, I emphasise 
the power of everyday foodways in maintaining and reinforcing 
social divisions along the lines of gender and class. Indeed, everyday 
foodways have become a potent means of �doing gender� (West and 
Zimmerman 1987) and performing a middle class habitus (Bourdieu 
1984). 

Throughout, I use the term foodways. This usually refers to the 
production and distribution of food at a macro level; it is also used 
in anthropology when exploring food cultures or shared common 
beliefs, behaviours and practices relating to the production and con-
sumption of food (Counihan 1999). Here I also consider foodways 
at a micro level, to reflect the multiplicity of ways of �doing� food 
that incorporates all aspects of everyday food practices, from acquir-
ing food, growing it, or shopping for it, preparing, cooking, sharing 
and eating (in/outside the domestic sphere), to the consumption of 
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food media. This incorporates the notion of foodways as an essential 
aspect of an individual�s cultural habitus (Bourdieu 1984), which 
is cultivated and inculcated over time. Indeed, foodways are narra-
tives of relational affectation, or how we learn to know food, with 
our food preferences embedded, produced and maintained through 
the practice of doing �tastes�, over and over again (Carolan 2011: 6). 
Thus, foodways are �affective practices� (Wetherell 2012: 96), because 
they are ongoing emotional, socially constructed, embodied, situated 
performances infused with sedimented social and personal history. 
This sedimentation is like lime scale fixing itself to the inside a kettle, 
it becomes part of the material body of the kettle, naturalised. 

Further, �foodways� has multiple meanings; it highlights the sig-
nificance of modes of practice or ways of �doing� food, as well as 
movement and direction across time (history) and space (culture). 
Consequently, foodways connect the individual with the social 
through everyday practices (action/habit). The significance of food-
ways or ways of doing food is reminiscent of West and Zimmerman�s 
(1987) notion of �doing� gender, Butler�s (1999) conceptualisation 
of gender as performance, and Morgan�s (1996) theories on �family 
practices� as significant in distinguishing between what families �are� 
and what families �do�, in contrast to the institution of �the� fam-
ily (Morgan 2011). A focus on foodways therefore emphasises the 
embodied, affective, everyday food performances; interactions and 
temporal ways of doing food that connect past, present and future. 

It is notable therefore that foodways (like gender and class) work 
within three interconnecting domains: (1) on an �individual� level, 
through socialisation, internalisation, identity work and the con-
struction of the self; (2) through interactional �cultural� expectations 
and �othering� of practices; and (3) via �institutions� that control 
access to resources, as well as ideologies and discourses (Risman 
2004). Thus, performances of everyday foodways are validated, con-
strained and facilitated by reference to wider institutional contexts 
that may include gender (patriarchy), class (economics), culture 
(capital) and �the� family (discourse). Accordingly, everyday food-
ways inculcate a cultural habitus (Bourdieu 1984) through the rep-
etition, reproduction and reinforcement of values and tastes. Hence, 
in an era of heightened anxiety about obesity, everyday foodways 
continue to be morally loaded activities that have the power to 
consolidate cultural boundaries. Similarly, public health discourses 
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reinforce divisions between appropriate and inappropriate foodways, 
with �healthy� everyday foodways associated with �good� food and 
therefore being good. 

Gender and class

A focus on gender and class raises obvious questions about why and 
how these forms of stratification still matter. Indeed, the impact of 
class and gender on foodways seems to belong to a former era and 
have more in common with research carried out across the UK in the 
early 1980s (Murcott 1982, 1983, Charles and Kerr 1988). In these 
studies gender roles within the home were clearly demarcated and 
economic social class directly related to household expenditure on 
food. Today gender and class positions are considered fluid and less 
easy to discern. Instead, there are cultural codes and symbols that 
individual consumers choose to buy into, such as �healthy� eating 
or �authentic� cuisine and these give the impression that we are free 
from patriarchal constraints and economic determinism. Of course 
this belies the reality for many, especially in terms of everyday food-
ways, that what we eat, with whom, how, where and when, are heav-
ily influenced by cultural values inculcated within the family over 
time, and although this does not seem to relate directly to patriarchy 
(Walby 1990) or economic capital (Bourdieu 1984), �time� is money, 
with those in control of it still mostly male. 

When discussing gender throughout this book I will be referring 
to performances of femininities and masculinities (Butler 1999), or 
�doing gender� (West and Zimmerman 1987). Although I identify as 
a feminist scholar, I will not be providing analysis of the range of 
possible feminist perspectives, as these are well rehearsed elsewhere 
(Cairns and Johnston, in press). Suffice to note that I agree with the 
Fawcett Society�s (2010) mission statement in supporting �a vision of 
society in which women and men enjoy equality at work, at home 
and in public life�. For me, being, doing or becoming a feminist is a 
political act. It signifies an alignment with egalitarian values. In the 
context of gender identities, everyday foodways are routinised repeti-
tions, performances and affective practices that give the impression 
of a stable self; these become part of the �performativity� of hetero-
normative gender practices �that creates the illusion of an inner 
essence or psychic gender core� (Butler 1999: 28). However, whilst 
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