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Introduction

The double entendre embedded in our book’s title Food Matters, says it 
all. On the one hand, food matters greatly to all of us since it is essen-
tial to sustain life. On the other hand, food matters are complex and 
wide-ranging; these include the relational scenarios extending from 
the baby at the mother’s breast through childhood family meals and 
college days barbecues to romantic dinners of adult life and nutritional 
needs and restrictions of old age. Alongside food’s psychophysical role 
throughout the individual lifespan is its actual and symbolic signifi-
cance in communal bonding, continuity, and coherence. In the former 
realm, food, cooking, and eating are co-opted by unconscious agendas 
of sexuality, aggression, narcissism, and morality. In the latter realm, 
food gets involved in culinary ethnocentrism, nostalgic idealization of 
“lost recipes”, monetary determinants of menu, and poignant as well as 
hyperbolic cinematic representations.

Our book addresses all these issues. It is divided into three major 
sections which, true to the book’s subtitle Biopsychosocial Perspectives, 
are named “Mostly biology”, “Mostly psychology”, and “Mostly sociol-
ogy”; the prefix “mostly” in these titles underscores that biology, psych-
ology, and sociology are not surgically separable; overlaps and leakages 
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across such categories are ubiquitous and inevitable. The following 
thumb-nail sketches of these sections should give readers a sense of the 
smorgasbord of ideas that awaits them.

Part I: “Mostly biology” consists of two chapters.
The first chapter, titled “Food and health”, is authored by Kelsey 

Leon. It begins by surveying a collection of foods and dieting prac-
tices that promise to bring outstanding health and even more. These 
promises reach to their logical conclusion that superfoods and biohack-
ing diets are an expression of a desire to exaggerate individual power. 
Next, the traditional idea of “healthy choices” is turned on its head, and 
clinical examples are provided to support this reversal. Whereas super-
foods and biohacking overestimate the power of individual choice, 
these vignettes demonstrate that conspicuously “unhealthy” choices 
can also bring about healthy outcomes. At its core, this chapter aims to 
undermine the notion of “healthy choices” and gesture toward a more 
nuanced vision of what actually builds healthy communities.

The second chapter, by Julian Stern, is titled “Food and illness”. In this 
chapter, the relationship between food and illness is explored. After 
describing some of the ways in which food is represented in dreams, the 
chapter explores four types of illness in which the relationship between 
food and illness is often central: (i) physical illnesses where food intake 
and digestion are issues; (ii) when disease is so severe that one cannot 
manage to eat; (iii) eating disorders; (iv) severe psychiatric disorders. 
The rich case material shows the multitude of ways in which ingestion, 
withholding, bingeing, self-loathing, self-harm, and gradual improve-
ments in self-care might manifest, and the corollaries in the therapeutic 
relationship between patient and psychoanalyst.

Part II: “Mostly psychology” has four chapters. They respectively 
address the relationship between food and sexuality, food and aggres-
sion, food and narcissism, and food and morality.

In the first chapter, Sureyya and Cuneyt Iscan explore the complex 
human experience around food and sexuality from the psychoanalytic 
perspective, using various theoretical models. A case vignette is provided 
to demonstrate the utility of psychoanalytic concepts in understanding 
psychological factors underlying complex behaviors around eating and 
sexuality. Concluding remarks highlight how feeding behavior is deeply 
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embedded in relatedness and relating, and how human sexuality and 
eroticism are interwoven in this nuanced relationship.

The second chapter, “Food and aggression”, by Nina Savelle-Rocklin, 
explores multiple definitions of aggression and explicates how food and 
aggression intertwine in our individual and collective psyches, begin-
ning with the influence of fairy tales. The chapter deals with the com-
plex nature of food as a symbolic representation of both the mother and 
the maternal relationship, as well as other relationships. In the discus-
sion, the author highlights four ways in which aggressive conflicts are 
expressed and details how food is used to manage these conflicts. There 
is also a brief examination of the bio-psychological links between food 
and aggression.

The next chapter is authored by Asmita Sharma and Prachi Akhavi. 
It explores the relationship between food and narcissism by tracing 
its origins to the early mother–infant relationship and its complexi-
ties. This chapter argues that one’s relationship with food is compli-
cated by the realization that the source of food—nourishment and 
pleasure—lies outside of oneself, and therefore poses the earliest threat 
to primary narcissism. The sensuality and aliveness of the mother dur-
ing the act of feeding creates an enigmatic relationship with the food 
being consumed. This can result in a host of states reflective of both 
horror and reverence which manifests into various pathological and 
non-pathological responses toward food. Through an extensive discus-
sion of these concepts, and a few clinical as well as non-clinical illustra-
tions, the discourse attempts to lay out the complexities of our limitless 
hunger and limited appetite, and the negotiation between the two in 
sustaining our narcissistic illusions of internal and external abundance.

The final chapter of this section pertains to food and morality, and 
is authored by Clara Mucci. She stresses that food is always linked to 
the first source of nurturing for the subject which is the maternal body. 
Therefore, elements of pollution, excess, ambivalence, and defilement 
are easily projected on food as a part (a synecdoche) for the maternal ori-
gin that has brought us to life and still keeps us alive; these projections 
and prohibitions, with aversions and disgust, are the results of cultural 
and individually created projections in which superego instances 
play a major role. Examples from Shakespeare’s work are provided to 
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show how food and the woman’s body are the depositories of cultural 
projections always at the verge of dangerous transgression and loathful 
prohibitions that are part of the culturally repressed of the time.

Part III: “Mostly sociology” has three chapters. The first of these per-
tains to money, the second to immigration, and the third to movies.

The chapter on money is authored by Alan Karbelnig and exam-
ines how projection, introjection, and identification influence our rela-
tionship with both food and money, focusing on how these processes 
converge in the restaurant industry. Addressing this theme from the 
perspective of two extreme ends of the restaurant industry—the 
three-Michelin-star restaurant the French Laundry and the ubiquitous 
McDonald’s—the chapter explores our conscious and unconscious rela-
tionships to both food and money. Also delineated are the influence of 
these psychosocial forces on individual and cultural identity, as well as 
implications for social responsibility.

In the second chapter of this section Salman Akhtar explicates the 
multifaceted relationship between food and immigration. He discusses 
the mental pain resulting from the loss of familial cuisine and the dis-
orienting anxiety caused by the encounter with unfamiliar recipes and 
edibles. The nostalgic idealization of one’s “old food” and its cementing 
role in group cohesion are discussed. The dialectics of culinary trans-
formation of the local culture by foods brought by immigrants, and the 
identity transformation of the immigrants by the new foods of their 
adopted lands, is also discussed.

In the last chapter of the section, the “meal” or the “feast” becomes 
the focus, chief symbol, and overall center of gravity of the movies 
discussed. In the first film under discussion, Waitress (2007), pies and 
pie-making forge human ties and psychical associations. These multi-
ple meanings are embodied in the film’s equation of “pie” and “baby”. 
In Babette’s Feast (1987), the emphasis is also on transformation of bar-
renness and infertility to fruitfulness via a celebratory feast. In both 
cases, the sharing of food reinvigorates the collective mentality, con-
ceived in the one case as the denizens of a diner and in the other as a 
religious “conventicle”.

While the net we have cast is wide and has captured much of what 
there is to know, understand, and “digest” about food, cooking, and 
eating, there remain areas that could have been included here. Chapters 
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based on such topics might have been titled “Food and politics”, 
“Food and law”, “Food and art”, “Food and poetry”, and “Food and 
climate”, to name but a few. Whether extending the scope of our book 
in such directions would have indicated academic integrity or intellec-
tual gluttony is a question we leave our readers to mull over. Meanwhile, 
our hope is that they find the morsels of fresh knowledge we have served 
here not only tasty but psychically nourishing as well.


