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with her life, concluding that her existence amounts to little more than ‘an infinitely
long table and plates and knives’ (68). Her ambivalent attitude here to her social role
connects her in particular to the character of Caroline Helstone in Charlotte
Bronté&’s Shirley (Chapter 5), who longs for some practical vocation other than
needlework and cookery, and is wearied by the hospitable duties expected of her as
the local rector’s niece. Like Caroline, Mrs Ramsay is conscious of the burdensome
nature of her obligations as hostess; if her dinner party is to be a sociable,
communalizing affair, she realizes, ‘the whole of the effort of merging and flowing
and creating rested on her . . . for if she did not do it nobody would do it (69). This
renewed perception of duty engenders a sudden shift in mood in the text. After
‘giving herself the little shake that one gives a watch that has stopped’, Mrs Ramsay’s
sense of purpose returns: ‘the old familiar pulse began beating, as the watch begins
ticking — one, two, three, one, two, three’, and she reverts to superintending the
‘business’ of hospitality (69). However, a nebulous ambivalence towards female
domestic responsibility remains. By figuring the role of exemplary hostess as
mechanized performance in this way, Woolf denaturalizes the idea that nurturance
is intuitive to women, recognizing it instead as part of a stifling, socially certified
‘code of behaviour’ (74).

It is perhaps owing to the artificiality of this code that Mrs Ramsay’s initial
attempts to foster unity among her dinner guests prove unsuccessful. The first course
is marred by an underlying impression of disparateness: Charles Tansley wishes ‘he
could be alone in his room working’ (71); William Bankes, who does ‘not enjoy
family life’, would prefer to be ‘dining alone’ at home (73), ‘where his man cooked
vegetables properly’ (61); and the ascetic Mr Ramsay, whose relationship to food is
purely functional and who hates social dining, declines to make polite conversation
with his guests and scowls angrily when Augustus Carmichael requests another bowl
of soup (‘he loathed people eating when he had finished’ [78]). Both Lily Briscoe
and Mrs Ramsay recognize that ‘something [is] lacking’ from the occasion (77);
however, this sense of deficiency is eventually assuaged by the lighting of the candles
on the table. The illumination they provide has a curious, coalescing effect on the
previously isolated diners: ‘some change at once went through them all . . . and they
were all conscious of making a party together in a hollow, on an island . . . against
the fluidity out there’ (80). The candlelight also has the effect of aestheticizing the
contents of the meal. The diners feast their eyes on a centrepiece of fruit arranged
by Rose Ramsay, which, ‘brought up suddenly into the light . . . seemed possessed
of great size and depth’, its undulating forms and palette of overlapping purples and
yellows resembling ‘some picture’ (79). The group’s collective appreciation of this
fructiform work of art cements their newfound communality: despite their different
points of view, ‘looking together united them’ (79).

The synaesthetic effect of the meal is magnified by the arrival of the main course:
a ‘huge brown pot’ of Boeuf en Daube (81), which the cook has spent three days
preparing.!® Its ‘confusion’ of colours, textures and aromas ~ ‘savoury brown and
yellow meats’ (82) mingled with ‘olives’ (81), ‘bay leaves’ and ‘wine’ (82) — further
stimulates the diners’ senses and engenders communal contentment, the triumphant



262 The politics of identity (1899-2003)

mélange of ingredients replicating in miniature the unification of heterogeneous
elements that has taken place around the table. As Carolyn Korsmeyer observes, the
dish exercises ‘as much social force’ over the assembly as Mrs Ramsay does (1999,
215). The aesthetic and emotional satisfaction generated by the Boeuf en Daube is
only temporary, however. Although Mrs Ramsay, while ‘helping Mr Bankes to a
specially tender piece’ of beef, feels that the perfect rightness of things at that moment
partakes ‘of eternity’, the illusion of permanence is soon shattered (85). To her
distress, a hand reaches out to take a pear from Rose’s centrepiece, resolving it back
from numinous artwork into material foodstuff. Moreover, as she rises from the
table, Mrs Ramsay is ‘suddenly overwhelmed’ by an ‘intuition of mortality’, as
Sandra Gilbert suggests (2014, 108). She realizes that the scene she is about to leave
is ‘vanishing’ before her very eyes: ‘it changed, it shaped itself differently; it had
become, she knew, giving one last look at it over her shoulder, already the past’ (90).

The sense of loss that Mrs Ramsay perceives here resonates throughout the
remainder of the text. Following her death, the Ramsay household lacks its
‘emotional, structural, or domestic centre’, as Diane McGee points out (2001, 145),
and mealtimes become disjointed and peripatetic as a result. Notably, in the final
part of the novel, Lily Briscoe eats breakfast ‘alone’, while the lunch that Mr
Ramsay, Cam and James share on the way to the lighthouse is a hastily put-together
snack, Nancy having ‘forgotten to order the sandwiches’ (121). The domestic
fragmentation experienced by the Ramsays resembles that described by the food-
writer Agnes Jekyll in the preface to her Kitchen Essays (1922):

when homes dissolve and re-form, or the main prop of a household is
withdrawn, it is often found that a good tradition or a valued formula,
painstakingly acquired, has vanished beyond recovery, and that the pleasant
things we enjoyed in youth . .. or the spécialité of some clever long-lost
cook, have all been swept irrevocably down Time’s rolling stream.

2002, vii—viii

In To the Lighthouse, Mrs Ramsay fulfils the role of domestic ‘prop’ to which Jekyll
here alludes, helping to preserve her family’s culinary heritage (the recipe for the
Boeuf en Daube is, significantly, a matrilineal legacy, passed down from Mrs
Ramsay’s grandmother). The creative gastronomy over which she presides also
provides artistic stimulus for subsequent generations; although Lily, the modern
woman, rejects Mrs Ramsay’s traditional brand of femininity, deeming it ‘dusty and
out of date’ (144), she nevertheless takes inspiration from the older woman’s culinary
success, seeking to replicate the same ‘spirit of unity’ (Knapp 1988, 35) in her
painting that Mrs Ramsay achieved with the Boeuf en Daube (though we might
note that it was the Ramsays’ cook, rather than Mrs Ramsay, who undertook
the actual labour of cooking that venerated dish).!* If Woolf famously felt the need
to ‘kill’ the ‘Angel in the House’ in her writing (1942, 151), owing to the latter’s
complicity with patriarchal norms, then in her nuanced representation of Mrs
Ramsay she, like her New Woman predecessor Sarah Grand (Chapter 5),
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nevertheless acknowledges the positive force exerted by such nutrifying, self-
denying women.

A further ambivalent portrayal of nurturing femininity emerges in Woolf’s
experimental novel The Waves, in which Susan, one of the text’s six interconnected
speakers, embodies the same nourishing instinct as Mrs Ramsay. Like Mrs Ramsay,
Susan is recurrently associated with milk and dairy produce; as a child, she relishes
the sensation of sinking her teeth into ‘soft bread and butter’ and of lapping ‘sweet
milk’ (2015, 13), and, as a young woman, she fantasizes about ‘suckling’ her future
children in the manner of the gipsy women she sees by the roadside (57). In a potent
symbolic alignment of food and maternity, Susan’s body’s fruitfulness is articu-
lated in terms of agricultural production — she compares herself to ‘a field bearing
crops in rotation’ (77) — while her culinary activity is described in terms of fecundity;
during its proving stage, the bread-dough over which she has laboured ‘rises in a soft
dome under the clean towel’ like a pregnant belly (58). In a further doubling of food
production and child-rearing, Susan expends the same fastidious care on her farm
produce as she does on her children; her lovingly ‘netted over strawberry beds and
lettuce beds’, and her pears and plums ‘stitched . . . into white bags’ to protect them
from insects, resemble her sleeping sons and daughters ‘netted over like fruit in their
cots’ (112-113)."5 ‘Netting’ here of course implies protection, but, as Glenny notes,
it can also signify ‘entrapment’ and significantly, as Susan matures, she finds herself
inextricably ‘woven into her own mesh’, ‘fenced in’ by her domestic role (1999,
171). ‘Pad[ding] about the house all day long in apron and slippers’, Susan becomes
disconnected from the outside world, no longer appreciating the passing of the
seasons (101). Finally, she admits, in a faltering repudiation of her role as maternal
nurturer, ‘I am sick of natural happiness, and fruit growing, and children’ (113).

‘ If cultivation, cooking and feeding work jointly to constrain Susan’s identity,

then food and eating induce an altogether more radical form of crisis in her friend
Rhoda. As Vicki Tromanhauser points out, ‘Rhoda’s being disintegrates over the
course of the novel’s meals’ (2014, 87) as she comes to identify more with the status
of ‘eaten’ than with that of ‘eater’. Walking down London’s Oxford Street, Rhoda
feels estranged from the crowds around her, which she perceives as ‘faces and faces,
served out like soup-plates by scullions’ (93). The thought of queuing alongside
them fills her with disgust: ‘I should . . . smell sweat, and scent as horrible as sweat;
and be hung with other people like a joint of meat among other joints of meat’ (94).
Rhoda’s self-identification with meat here is suggestive, given her recurrent dread
of being devoured; she anxiously imagines being ‘pluck[ed] at’ and ‘[torn] . . . to
pieces’ by her friends (133), and, according to Bernard, she ‘grasps her fork’ like a
‘weapon’ against them (77). Beset by fears of being consumed, Rhoda is also
troubled by the act of ingestion. For Glenny, indeed, she exemplifies the anorectic’s
abhorrence of corpulence (1999, 158). At an afternoon concert, Rhoda watches the
‘heavy bodies’ around her, ‘gorged’ with ‘beef and pudding’ (94), with a kind of
fascinated repulsion, indicative of abjection.!® Whereas another of the novel’s
speakers, Neville, enjoys the sensation of ‘becoming weighed down with food’,
deriving a sense of stability and control from ‘delicious mouthfuls of roast duck, fitly
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piled with vegetables’ (80), Rhoda abjures the carnality of consumption, preferring
instead the vertiginous prospect of dissolution. Notably, at various points in the text,
she invites the universe to ‘consume’ her (36, 96, 121) — in other words, to rid her
of the burden of embodied subjectivity.

Like Rhoda, Louis is plagued by feelings of isolation and alterity (the son of an
Australian banker, he is morbidly conscious of his social and cultural ‘Otherness’).
Unlike Rhoda, however, he craves assimilation and uses food to cultivate a sense of
belonging. He frequently spends time in a down-market eating-house, believing
that among its plates of ‘ham sandwiches’ and vapours of ‘beef and mutton, sausages
and mash’ (53) he will experience — and integrate with — autochthonous English
culture. Sitting with his book of poetry propped ‘against a bottle of Worcester
sauce’, he ‘[tries] to look like the rest’ (53), mimicking his co-diners’ eating behav-
iours while repeating the mantra ‘I am an average Englishman’ (54). Despite his best
imitative efforts, however, Louis is unable to ‘pass’ as authentic: he cannot ‘order
[his] beef, with conviction’ (54), and when he later tries to assert his preference for
everyday working-class food — ‘my favourite dish is liver and bacon’ — his claim is
rendered unconvincing by the ambivalent prefatory remark, ‘I think’ (100).
Irrevocably ‘alien’, he is unable to attune himself to the ‘thythm of the eating-house’
(54), its unspoken norms and practices; whereas his waitress serves other customers
their ‘apricots and custard unhesitatingly, like a sister’, she responds to his ‘too large
a tip’ with scornful laughter (56), effectively marking him out as an interloper. Thus,
like the restaurant at the Burton in Joyce’s Ulysses, the eating-house in The Waves
fails to foster human (or humane) communality; as Louis despondently recognizes,
as he watches the whirl of activity around him, ‘I am not included’ (54).

The quasi-mythic sense of community for which Louis yearns does emerge —
albeit tentatively — when the novel’s six speakers gather at a restaurant to bid farewell
to their friend Percival, who is leaving for India. As with the dinner party in To the
Lighthouse, the event does not initially augur well: Neville finds ‘the hostility,
the indifference’ of other diners ‘oppressive’ (69); Louis and Susan are plagued by
feelings of self-consciousness and self~doubt; while Rhoda is ‘without anchorage
anywhere, unconsolidated’ (71). Unanimity emerges, however, with the arrival of
Percival and the food, joint catalysts for a new consciousness of coming together.
The group’s senses are collectively ‘widened’ and heightened by the meal (79);
Neville’s palate is invigorated by the ‘evanescent’ wine (81) and even Rhoda is
enriched by the experience of shared consumption, perceiving ‘bloom and ripeness
... everywhere’ (78). Inevitably, though, this state of food-bound communality is
only transient. Bernard recognizes that ‘too soon the moment of ravenous identity
is over, and the appetite for happiness, and happiness, and still more happiness is
glutted’ (83). In common with the picnic-feast described in Keats’s The Fall of
Hyperion (Chapter 4), figures of vitality — of mellowing and ‘swollen’ fruit (82) — are
quickly supplanted by images of detritus and decay — of ‘mottled peelings of pears’
(83) and a ‘litter of breadcrumbs’ (84) — thus prefiguring Percival’s imminent death.
For Utell, indeed, The Waves’ central meal should be understood as a ‘symbolic
funeral’ for the departing Percival (2008, 10). However, as Bernard suggests, the
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farewell dinner also represents a form of agape or celebration: “We have proved,
sitting eating, sitting talking, that we can add to the treasury of moments’ (85). If
food, via its relationship to atrophy and abjection, threatens both individual
subjectivity and inter-subjective relations in Woolf’s fiction, it also forms the basis
for fleeting moments of pleasurable communion, the fragility of which only
intensifies their salience.

Angela Carter, The Magic Toyshop (1967); Margaret Atwood,
The Edible Woman (1969)

Following the privations of wartime and post-war rationing, the 1960s represented
a period of relative gastronomic plenty in Britain and North America and, during
this time, women were addressed explicitly as consumers within a wide range of
visual and textual media. Magazine advertisements for a bewildering range of edible
goods (often placed strategically alongside cookery features) encouraged women to
expand their product consumption (see Ballaster et al. 1991, 116), while recipe
books such as Poppy Cannon’s The Frozen-Foods Cookbook (1964) promised to help
busy housewives create quick and tasty meals using shop-bought convenience
foods. The not-so-subtle subtext of these publications was that, culinarily speaking,
women had never had it so good. Yet, despite enjoying indubitable material and
nutritional advantages over their historical predecessors, the ‘Happy Housewife
Heroines’ of mid-century marketing ideology were in fact often troubled — like
their Victorian and modernist literary antecedents — by a latent ‘hunger that food
[could not] fill’, as Betty Friedan noted in her pioneering 1963 work The Feminine
Mystique (2010, 21, 15). This hunger for ‘something more’ than the culturally
vaunted role of homemaker (Friedan 2010, 20), laid bare by second-wave feminists,
belied the construction of women as active, autonomous consumers, indicating
instead the ways in which they were disenfranchised by the economic and gendered
power structures of the 1960s. The early fictions of both Angela Carter and Margaret
Atwood repeatedly use food as a metaphor by which to explore this social and
political inequality, exposing the often damaging relationships that exist between
gender, consumption and power, as well as the disordered modes of eating to which
this insidious nexus can give rise. Unlike Friedan, however, Carter and Atwood
dispute the notion that culinary culture is incapable of engendering feminine fulfil-
ment; while acknowledging that dietary ideology is often implicated in female
oppression, The Magic Toyshop and The Edible Woman also recognize that food can
provide women with a potent symbolic medium through which to resist culturally
scripted norms.

At the beginning of The Edible Woman, Marian MacAlpin is tacitly aligned
with the unfulfilled women described by Friedan, whose work Atwood had read
around the time of the novel’s composition. Degree-educated Marian is stuck in a
job with limited prospects, designing questionnaires for a marketing company that
pitches convenience foods such as canned rice pudding and instant tomato juice to
Canadian housewives, but she has little appetite for the alternative, socially
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sanctioned roles available to her: those of wife and mother. Her comparison of her
friend Clara’s pregnant body to ‘a boa-constrictor that has swallowed a watermelon’
(Atwood 2009, 30) is indicative of a nascent matrophobia that gradually increases
through the text, ending with Marian refusing to eat eggs — a foodstuff freighted
with reproductive connotations, as Sarah Sceats points out (2000, 97). The prospect
of wifehood is scarcely more appealing: Marian’s relationship with the chauvinistic
Peter, a trainee lawyer, is repeatedly figured in terms of what Atwood calls ‘symbolic
cannibalism’ (ix). Although Peter typically casts women as ‘predatory’ sirens, whose
instinct is to lure hapless male victims into marriage (74), it quickly becomes clear
that it is ke who dominates over Marian, ‘monopoliz[ing]’ her life (32). He habitually
expects her to fulfil the traditional female role of spousal nurturer, petulantly
demanding of her, when she presents him with a boil-in-the-bag meal of smoked
meat and frozen peas, “Why can’t you ever cook anything?’ (73). He also expects her
to cater to his sexual appetites and, on one occasion, bites into her shoulder after
intercourse, in a gesture heavy with cannibalistic connotations.

The Edible Woman also deploys tropes of hunting and predation to convey (and
critique) the inequalities of modern gender relations. After Marian has spent the day
conducting market research for Moose Beer — a product that aims to foster a
‘mystical identity’ between modern, urban males and the primitive figure of the
woodsman (23) — she is obliged to listen dutifully as Peter regales her friends with
gory reminiscences of eviscerating a rabbit: ‘I whipped out my knife . . . and slit
the belly and took her by the hind legs and gave her one hell of a crack, like a whip
you see, and the next thing you know there was blood and guts all over the place’
(80). As in Anne Bronté’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (Chapter 5), hunting is here
associated less with masculine nobility than with carno-phallogocentric aggression.
Notably, whereas Peter is amused by the violence he describes, Marian intuitively
projects herself into his brutal memory, mentally conjuring the rifle-toting Peter
surrounded by trees ‘splashed with blood’ (80). Tellingly, though, she is unable to
‘see the rabbit’ (80), the quarry whose place she has unconsciously supplanted. This
imaginative identification with prey precipitates an alarming loss of self-control;
overcome by a sudden feeling of panic, Marian ‘let[s] go of Peter’s arm and [begins]
to run’ (83).

Trapped within a culture that pays lip service to ideas of ‘freedom’ while
upholding unequal power relations, Marian internalizes social disorder as
psychological disorder. Notably, her feelings of self-fragmentation only intensify
following her engagement to Peter, an event that is marked by a textual shift
from autodiegetic to heterodiegetic narration. Marian’s loss of narrative voice
is mirrored by a debilitating loss of autonomy. During an ostensibly ‘romantic’
meal for two in a restaurant, she relinquishes her choice of food to Peter: we are
told, ‘she had fallen into the habit in the last month or so of letting him choose
for her. It got rid of the vacillation she had found herself displaying when con-
fronted with a menu’ (179-180). Peter’s taste is for rare steak, a preference that is
consistent with his self-construction as primal huntsman, as well as with the long-
standing literary association of beef and masculine virility (articulated, for instance,
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in Tom Jones in Chapter 3). As Roland Barthes suggests, beefsteak is implicated in a
peculiarly ‘sanguine mythology’:

It is the heart of meat, it is meat in its pure state; and whoever partakes
of it assimilates a bull-like strength. The prestige of steak evidently derives
from its quasi-rawness. In it, blood is visible, natural, dense, at once com-
pact and sectile. One can well imagine the ambrosia of the Ancients as this
kind of heavy substance which dwindles under one’s teeth in such a way
as to make one keenly aware at the same time of its original strength and
of its aptitude to flow into the very blood of man.

2000, 62

Watching Peter slice his fillet — ‘a violent action’ (184) — Marian becomes suddenly
aware of the semiotics of sanguinary assimilation to which Barthes refers:

She looked down at her own half-eaten steak and suddenly saw it as a hunk
of muscle. Blood red. Part of a real cow that once moved and ate and was
killed . .. when you went into a butcher shop they wrapped it up so
efficiently and quickly that it was made clean, official. But now it was
suddenly there in front of her with no intervening paper, it was flesh and
blood, rare, and she had been devouring it. Gorging herself on it.

185

Despite trying to convince herself that meat is ‘natural’ and ‘good for you’ (185),
Marian finds herself (like the R omantic vegetarians discussed in Chapter 4) sickened
by the prospect of consuming another life-form and can eat no more. Her loss of
appetite ironically gratifies Peter as it fits with his assumptions about feminine docil-
ity and makes him ‘pleasantly conscious of his own superior capacity’ for ingestion
(186); unsurprisingly, he has no qualms about devouring the whole of his steak and
appears oblivious to the wider symbolic implications of his carnivorous appetite.
Marian, by contrast, remains troubled by the inherent brutality of consumption
— the ‘fiendishness’ undertaken ‘in kitchens across the country, in the name of pro-
viding food!” (190) — and is reluctant to collude in what Angela Carter calls the
‘primal condition’ of ‘eat or be eaten’ (1979, 140). She consequently develops a
problematic relationship to food that causes her to renounce ‘anything that had once
been, or . . . might still be living’ (220), until, finally, she ‘can’t eat anything at all’
(325). Her eating disorder is not explicitly taxonomized in the novel but, as a
number of critics have pointed out, its psychopathology bears some resemblance to
that of anorexia nervosa.!” Like the anorectic women described by the feminist
psychoanalyst Susie Orbach, Marian finds eating with others ‘tortuous’ and develops
a range of strategies to deflect attention away from her limited ingestion, such as
‘hid[ing] the food on her plate under the lettuce leaves’ or furtively dropping it ‘into
a convenient handbag or receptacle of some kind’ (Orbach 1993, 93). In a further
example of anorectic behaviour, Marian takes ‘perverse delight in watching other
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people eat’, even as her own relationship to food becomes more and more ambigu-
ous (190). Although she does not exhibit the ‘relentless pursuit of excessive thinness’
that Hilde Bruch identifies as the ‘outstanding feature’ of anorexia (2001, xxi),
Marian does seem to have an unconscious repugnance for body-fat. She comments
disgustedly on Clara’s ‘swollen mass of flesh’ (139) and, at the office Christmas party,
examines her co-workers’ forms in quasi-anthropological detail, noting their ‘roll[s]
of fat’, ‘ham-like bulge[s] of thigh’ and ‘jellied’ jowls (205) with a kind of nauseated
fascination, reminiscent of that exhibited by Woolf’s Rhoda in The Waves.

Crucially, Marian also identifies with the ‘basic delusion’ of not ‘owning [one’s]
body’ that Bruch sees as symptomatic of disorderly eating (1973, 50). Time and
again, she refers to the ‘refusal of her mouth to eat’ (187) or to ‘her body’s decision
to reject certain foods’ (219, my emphases), demonstrating a disorientating sense of
alienation from her physical self. Her friend Duncan interprets her apparently
involuntary food refusal as a form of somatic protest, telling her that she is ‘rebelling’
against the social system via her ‘digestive system’ (236).'® However, if this is the
case, Marian fails to derive a straightforward sense of empowerment from her
dietary mutiny. Rather (again, like Rhoda in The Waves), she is beset by fears of
‘dissolving’, of ‘coming apart layer by layer’ (274). This dread of ‘not being able to
contain herself” (274) manifests itself via an identification with foods such as jelly
and ice-cream that signify ‘vulnerability, physical instability and a liability to melt
— characteristics that mirror [Marian’s] self-image’, as Tracy Brain suggests (1995,
302). Of course, these foods are also associated predominantly with children and
thus serve tacitly to signal the way in which the culture of the mid-twentieth
century works to infantilize women.

Notably, Marian only regains a sense of autonomy when, at the end of the novel,
she seizes control by baking a sponge-cake version of herself and offering it to Peter
with the words, “You've been trying to assimilate me. But I've made you a substi-
tute, something you’ll like much better . . . I'll get you a fork’ (344). Exchanging
silent corporeal protest for verbal and culinary remonstration against the symbolic
cannibalism to which she has been subjected, Marian experiences both a return of
appetite and a return of selfhood: ‘Suddenly she was hungry. Extremely hungry’
(344). Devouring her edible surrogate, she reintegrates herself into the social order
by appropriating the role of ‘consumer’, as Duncan recognizes (353). However, this
reclamation of subjectivity (marked by her return to thinking of herself in the first
person singular) is not without its problems. If consumption enables female empow-
erment in Atwood’s novel, it is also portrayed ‘as both an act of aggression and a
participation in the status quo’, as Sceats points out (2000, 99). Marian may have
‘learned assertiveness, that sexual politics means “eat or be eaten’’, but her transfor-
mation does not resolve ‘the conundrum of how she can live without either being
consumed or becoming a predator’ (Sceats 2000, 99): how she can subvert rather
than simply invert the conventional alimentary order, a problem that Atwood leaves
unsettled at the end of the text.

Angela Carter’s The Magic Toyshop offers a differently focused, but no less
powerful, reading of and response to the predatory power relations implicit in
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mid-twentieth-century culture. The novel opens by announcing that Melanie, its
fifteen-year-old heroine, has ‘discovered that she [is] made of flesh and blood’
(1981, 1), a psychosexual development that engenders in her a new-found awareness
of bodily pleasure, but also signals the potential for her to be culturally constructed,
like Atwood’s Marian, as ‘meat’. Indeed, on the cusp of womanhood, Melanie
seems already to have internalized the gendered expectations of her society; keen
to maximize her marriageability, she harbours anxieties about housekeeper Mrs
Rundle’s ubiquitous bread pudding, fearing that ‘if she ate too much of it she would
grow fat and nobody would ever love her and she would die virgin’ (3). As a result
of these apprehensions, Melanie adopts the kind of proto-anorectic tactics
undertaken by Marian in The Edible Woman, pushing her food ‘around her plate
with her spoon’ and ‘slyly’ reallocating ‘most of her helping’ to her younger brother,
Jonathon, who eats like a ‘blind force of nature’ (4). Her nascent food aversion
further intensifies following a nocturnal adventure in her parents’ Edenic garden,
during which she wears and subsequently tears her mother’s wedding dress on the
branches of an apple tree (a literary signifier that is always symbolically charged
where acts of female rebellion are concerned). At breakfast the next morning,
Melanie cannot ‘eat for the weight of guilt and shame which seemed to have settled
on her stomach’ (23), causing her to abandon her portion of toast and bacon to her
greedy siblings. Her consciousness of having sinned is exacerbated by the revelation
that her parents were killed that night in an aeroplane accident, news which
provokes an immediate enteric response: feeling her stomach contract, Melanie runs
‘upstairs to the lavatory and vomit[s]’ (24), convinced that their deaths are a form
of karmic punishment for her night-time escapade.

The dramatic change in domestic circumstances wrought by Melanie’s orphan-
hood brings about a concomitant shift in her relationship to food. Uprooted from
her former privileged existence, where the family dinner-table ‘steamed’ with
‘hearty stews and puddings running with golden syrup’ (93-94), Melanie no longer
demonstrates anorectic tendencies. Instead, obliged to live as a dependant in her
tyrannical Uncle Philip’s lower-class home, where food is regularly withheld from
the inhabitants in the service of patriarchal authority, she comes to realize (like her
literary precursor Beth Caldwell in Sarah Grand’s The Beth Book [Chapter 5]) the
importance of maintaining a well-fed, ‘resilient’ body (138). As Emma Parker notes,
power in The Magic Toyshop ‘is connoted by consumption’ (2000, 144). Whereas
Uncle Philip presides ‘magisterially’ over the dinner-table (71), commandeering the
lion’s share of any meal for himself, his mute wife, Aunt Margaret — whom Melanie
characterizes as ‘Our Lady of Famine’ (113) — subsists on ‘the tiniest . . . Baby Bear
portion’ of food (73), although she is required to undertake all of the cooking. Aunt
Margaret’s alimentary subjugation manifests itself most vividly on Sundays when she
is obliged to wear a ‘barbaric’ silver choker that so restricts her ability to swallow
‘all she could do was to sip painfully at a meagre cup of tea and toy with a few shoots
of mustard and cress’ (113). Her sadistic husband derives ‘a certain pleasure from her
discomfort’ (113), finding that the sight of it improves his own appetite for food, as
well, it is implied, as for other forms of sensory gratification; Melanie discovers that
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it is following this ritual deprivation of sustenance that Uncle Philip chooses to
exercise his conjugal rights each week.

With his shark-like grin and oppressive presence, Uncle Philip very much resem-
bles the figure of the cannibal described in Carter’s The Sadeian Woman, who ‘turn[s]
the other directly into a comestible’ and ‘abuse[s], exploit[s] and meatiffies] the
weak’ (1979, 140). In a number of telling allusions, Melanie compares her uncle to
mythical exponents of masculine alimentary violence, such as Bluebeard, the wife-
murderer who in some variants of the tale is also a cannibal, and Saturn, the Roman
god who devoured his children in order to prevent them from rising against him.
Yet, Philip is not the only character in The Magic Toyshop to be governed by an
aggressive instinct for assimilation. Complicating the conventional gender politics
of consumption, Carter suggests that Melanie’s younger sister Victoria is equally as
capable of omnivorous voracity as her monstrous uncle. Although Victoria has not
yet developed Philip’s cruel pleasure in denying others’ appetites, she demonstrates
the same selfish preoccupation with the immediate satisfaction of her own bodily
hunger that he does. The day after her parents’ death, unconcerned by Melanie’s
inability to eat, Victoria clamours with typically thoughtless egocentricity, ‘I want
my pudding NOW?! (27), and later, like Uncle Philip, she grows fat from Aunt
Margaret’s cookery while showing little gratitude for the culinary treats with which
she is indulged. Indeed, when Melanie flouts Philip’s embargo on Christmas
present-giving in order to furnish her sister with a festive tin of sweets, the little
girl accepts the gift ‘incuriously’ and simply sets out to ‘eat them at once’ (159). So
compulsive is her ingestive instinct, she occasionally fails to distinguish between the
edible and inedible, at one point tearing ‘the fringes off the hassocks’ in church in
order to consume them (9). Elsewhere, her consumption of the decorative robin
that adorns her aunt’s chocolate yule log hints at a lurking predaciousness that once
again connects her to her uncle’s savage gluttony. As Andrea Adolph concludes,
Victoria represents The Magic Toyshop’s ‘consumer par excellence’: she is ‘all impulse,
all id’ (2009, 119).

If alimentary rapacity is not restricted to men in Carter’s fiction, then neither is
dietary disempowerment the exclusive preserve of women. Although Melanie ini-
tially categorizes Margaret’s brother Finn as orally threatening, focusing obsessively
on his teeth and identifying herself as his potential ‘prey’ (45), she later realizes that
he (like her) occupies the role of passive consumable rather than active consumer
in her uncle’s household. Watching him curled up in bed ‘like a whiting on a plate’,
she muses that ‘he should have been garnished with sprigs of parsley and lemon
butterflies’ (182) in tacit recognition of his vulnerability to devourment. Finn’s
ensuing remark — that Uncle Philip wears his false teeth ‘all the better to eat me
with’ (182) — indicates that he shares Melanie’s view of his status as food. As well as
being threatened with figurative cannibalization, Finn is also subjected to the same
kind of culinary deprivation as his sister. Owing to Philip’s relentless bullying, he
hardly eats at mealtimes; even when the family sits down to a special dinner of roast
goose, Philip serves him nothing but ‘a mean portion of skin and bone’, which Finn
then pushes ‘moodily around his plate with his fork, not eating’ (160). Finn’s status
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as hunger-striker here not only resonates with his Irish heritage, but also subverts
the simplistic notion that men automatically occupy positions of alimentary power.!
As Margaret Atwood notes, ‘although society may slant things so that women
appear to be better candidates for meathood than men and men better candidates
for meat-eating, the nature of men is not fixed by Carter as inevitably predatory,
with females as their “natural” prey’ (1994, 121). In Carter’s fiction, such cultural
roles are fluid and interchanging rather than rigidly gendered.

The power dynamics vested in acts of consumption are therefore unstable in The
Magic Toyshop, working to challenge as well as to reinforce the status quo. Although
Uncle Philip’s voracity signifies his domestic dominance, it also infantilizes him, for,
as Parker points out, in Freudian terms he is ‘stuck in the oral (cannibalistic) phase
of libidinal development’, confined to perpetual immaturity (2000, 150). Similarly,
though Aunt Margaret’s limited ingestion and servile role would seem to construct
her as the passive victim of domestic oppression, they in fact veil a dissident orectic
agency. As in Sarah Grand’s The Beth Book (Chapter 5), the provision of food rep-
resents a subversive source of satisfaction in Carter’s novel; Sceats notes that Aunt
Margaret is a ‘beneficent creator’ (2000, 20) who derives immense pleasure from
her nurturing role, which encompasses both ‘love and defiance’ (1997, 100).
Although her husband’s ‘towering, blank-eyed presence at the head of the table’ has
the capacity to ‘[draw] the savour from the good food she cook[s]’ (124), during his
intermittent absences from home Margaret transforms mealtimes into festive com-
mensal experiences. The cream tea that she prepares to welcome her nieces and
nephew on their arrival represents ‘a touching and whole-hearted welcome’ (41),
while, on another occasion, a home-cooked dinner of steak pudding is eaten with
‘exceptional appetite’ and a joyous ‘feeling of holiday’ (97). The gratification that
Margaret derives from her role as nourisher thus subtly undermines her husband’s
authority, lending her an intermittent substantiality that enables her to live ‘under
the weight’ of his rule (77).

Uncle Philip’s sporadic absences from home further enable Aunt Margaret to
satisfy her concealed, though passionate, sexual appetites. During the lavish,
carnivalesque breakfast that closes the novel — at which Margaret, like the others,
eats ‘a great deal’ (184) — it is revealed that she is involved in an incestuous
relationship with her brother Francie. Although transgressive, their mutual devotion
is not condemned in the text but rather configured as emotionally and spiritually
nourishing, as is their non-sexual, but intimate, love for their brother Finn. Earlier
in the text, Melanie has already recognized that the siblings’ affection for one
another is as ‘strong and soothing as sweet tea’ (43). Later, it is also portrayed as
expansive and inclusive: through repeated acts of culinary kindness — the provision
of a ‘cream bun as a token of friendship’ (43) or the preparation of a ‘nice cup of
tea’ (120) — Margaret, Francie and Finn ‘reach out from the charmed circle
of themselves’ to incorporate Melanie into their mutually nurturing group (123). It
is perhaps in this textual focus on the comforting aspects of commensality (a theme
that recurs throughout this study) that The Magic Toyshop differs most from The
Edible Woman, for whereas Atwood’s novel cannot seem to escape from the violent
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implications of consumption, even in its depiction of Marian’s culinary liberation,
Carter’s text emphasizes the positive affinities between food, conviviality and love.
Even so, its ending is no less ambivalent than The Edible Woman’s: having escaped
from her uncle’s suffocatingly patriarchal regime, Melanie faces an uncertain future.
Will she go on to achieve a rich and fulfilling selfhood, or will she end up realizing
her stultifying vision of marriage to Finn: ‘babies crying and washing to be done
and toast burning all the rest of her life’ (177)? While acknowledging the
emancipatory potential of eating and feeding, Carter, like Atwood, refuses her
readers the consolation of a fairy-tale ending, recognizing that the realities of mid-
century power relations would invalidate any such overly optimistic resolution.

Salman Rushdie, Midnight’s Children (1981)

Given Salman Rushdie’s acknowledgement that his purpose in writing Midnight’s
Children was ‘somewhat Proustian’ (1992, 23), it is perhaps unsurprising to find that
the novel’s sensorily gifted narrator-protagonist, Saleem Sinai, experiences an
epiphanic moment of remembrance via food. Gradually disconnected from history
following the successive traumas of the 1965 Indo-Pakistan War, the 1971
Bangladesh War of Independence and the 1975-1977 State of Emergency, Saleem
is precipitously re-immersed into his past at the end of Rushdie’s novel by an
unexpected encounter with a taste from his childhood. In the back-room of a
seedy Bombay club, he is presented with a bowl of his former ayah Mary Pereira’s
grasshopper-green chutney, the savour of which provides a spur to memory:

it carried me back to a day when I emerged nine-fingered from a hospital
and went into exile at the home of Hanif Aziz, and was given the best
chutney in the world . . . the taste of the chutney was more than just an
echo of that long-ago taste — it was the old taste itself, the very same, with
the power of bringing back the past as if it had never been away.

2008, 637

Like the famous tea-soaked madeleine of Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past (1913),
Mary’s chutney is vested with anamnestic power, facilitating a recollection of and
reconnection with lost time. It also becomes the stimulus for a more far-reaching
form of remembrance than mere individual nostalgia. Inspired by Mary’s evocative
cookery, Saleem embarks on a project of culinary and narratorial preservation,
incorporating his personal history (which coincides fantastically with that of post-
independence India) into thirty special blends of pickle, each of which corresponds
to — and takes on the flavour of — a chapter of his autobiography.

This ‘chutnification of history’ (642) represents a challenge to traditional forms
of recording the past. Immortalizing his story in both words and pickles, Saleem
moves beyond the rigid inscription of facts to encompass ‘memories, dreams, [and]
ideas’ (643) within his textual-culinary productions. His chutnified reminiscences
self-reflexively position history as a confection. It is the writer-chef — postmodern
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descendant of the author-innkeeper conjured in Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones
(Chapter 3) — who determines ‘what-must-be-pickled’ (643) from the available
raw ingredients and who gives ‘shape and form — that is to say, meaning’ (644) to
those ingredients by blending and combining them. This process of narrative-
gastronomic selectivity inevitably raises the possibility that some less palatable items
will be omitted from the mix; as Saleem acknowledges, history ‘has its proper
dietary laws. One is supposed to swallow and digest only the permitted parts of it,
the halal portions of the past, drained of their redness, their blood’ (74). Although
he goes on to assert his willingness to ‘become the first and only member of [his]
family to flout the laws of halal’, ‘letting no blood escape from the body of the tale’
(74), some aspects of his story nevertheless seem to resist full disclosure. The state-
sanctioned tortures to which he was subjected during the time of India’s Emergency,
for instance, are not easily incorporated or digested; when he reaches this point in
his account, Saleem writes: ‘here I record a merciful blank in my memory . . . there
is no chutney or pickle capable of unlocking the doors behind which I have locked
those days!” (605).

Yet, despite such obfuscation, Saleem still worries that, when ‘unleashed upon
the amnesiac nation’ (643) of India, his ‘pickles of history’ will prove ‘too strong for
some palates’ (644); that is, too piquant for those keen to conserve a blander, more
easily assimilable version of the past. Aware of his status as unreliable narrator (he
repeatedly questions his interpretation and sequencing of events), he also frets about
the presence of ‘discordant note[s] in the orchestrated flavours’ of his story, or the
unintentional inclusion of an ‘occasional speck of dirt’ (644). If historical inaccuracy
is here conceived of as culinary adulteration or impurity, the concomitant possibility
of narrative embellishment is configured by Saleem in terms of (over-)seasoning.
Drawing on the long-standing literary association of spice with ornamentation or
supplementarity (see Morton 2000), Saleem suggests that the chutnifier of history
must steer a careful path between the legitimate enhancement and wholesale altera-
tion of narrative flavours, navigating ‘the intricacies of turmeric and cumin, the
subtlety of fenugreek, when to use large (and when small) cardamoms’, as well as
‘the myriad possible effects of garlic, garam masala, stick cinnamon, coriander, [and]
ginger’ (644). Complex combinations of spices have the potential to transform
utterly the raw materials to which they are added, Saleem suggests, and although he
assures readers that his condiments/chapters ‘possess the authentic taste of truth’,
his defensive interrogative, ‘a certain alteration, a slight intensification of taste, is a
small matter, surely?’ (644), indicates that, in places, his story may well have been
enlivened with some extra savoury ‘zing’.

While struggling to synthesize the competing demands of history and auto-
biography, memory and truth, Saleem ultimately reconciles himself to the ‘inevitable
distortions of the pickling process’ (644), signalling that the benefits of (imperfect)
cultural preservation outweigh the problematics. Indeed, as Judith Plotz suggests,
the promiscuous ‘mish-mash of antithetical flavours’ involved in chutnification
would seem to offer a more useful way of thinking about the history of postcolonial
India than alternative ‘metaphors of political coherence’ (1996, 28), such as the
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classic ‘melting pot’, which, in its evocation of smooth liquescence, fails to account
for the multiple religious and cultural identities that co-exist, sometimes antagoni-
stically, on the subcontinent. Importantly, chutnifcation encompasses at once the
contradictory ideas of amalgamation and diversity: it ‘suggests the difficult unification
more or less harmoniously, more or less positively’, of miscellaneous elements,
while also ‘resist[ing] bland assimilation’ and ‘retain[ing] powerfully astringent
differences’ (Plotz 1996, 29). The metaphor thus works to communicate Rushdie’s
understanding of India as fundamentally plural, hybrid, mixed: a nation based on ‘a
mélange of elements as disparate as ancient Mughal and contemporary Coca-Cola
American’ (1992, 67).

The heterogeneity of modern India is rendered particularly clearly in Rushdie’s
representation of the culinary culture of Bombay. A city of ‘highly-spiced non-
conformity’ (2008, 428), Bombay is home not only to vendors of beachfront-grown
coconuts and locally produced street-food — ‘hot-channa-channa-hot, . . . kulfi and
bhel-puri and chutter-mutter’ (632) — but also to Europeanized establishments such
as ‘Bombelli’s the Confectioners’, with its offerings of ‘Marquis cake’ and ‘One
Yard of Chocolates’ (124). During his childhood there, Saleem’s intake of food is
correspondingly eclectic: at home, he dines not only on dishes indicative of his
family’s Kashmiri heritage, but also on the chips commonly associated with Western
diets, while at the local cinema he has the option to feast on Coca-Cola, potato
chips and Kwality ice-cream, as well as Indian samosas (except during the month of
Ramzin, when he fasts). His adolescence in Pakistan similarly fuses the tastes of East
and West: it is here that he consumes his aunt’s traditional birianis but also purchases
‘warm fresh loaves’ (438) from a hatch in the wall of Santa Ignacia convent to satisfy
his sister Jamila’s hankering for Western-style leavened bread, a ‘last relic’ of her
former “flirtation’ with Christianity (439).%° It is also in Pakistan that Saleem perfects
his ability to distinguish by smell alone ‘the twelve different available brands of fizzy
drink’: Pakola, Hoffman’s Mission, Citra Cola, Fanta, Canada Dry, 7-Up, Pepsi,
Coke, Double Kola, Kola Kola, Perri Cola and Bubble Up (441). The inclusion
of both Asian and North American brands in this list of products over which Saleem
achieves olfactory mastery demonstrates the globalized character of consumables
in the twentieth century, their entanglement in transnational capitalist networks.
Food is positioned by Rushdie as an object of worldwide commercial exchange:
while importing foreign produce on the one hand, the subcontinent reciprocally
exports its native cuisines to an avid global customer-base on the other. As Mary
Pereira proudly informs Saleem, ‘even in England they eat’ her Bombay-produced
Braganza Pickles (640).

As well as highlighting the prevalence of international culinary interchange in
the twentieth century, Rushdie’s fiction testifies to the historical patterns of trade,
migration, colonization and imperial rule that have left their gustatory mark on
India. Moraes Zogoiby, narrator of The Moor’s Last Sigh (1995), points out that it
was the European taste for pepper that originally ‘brought Vasco da Gama’s tall ships
across the ocean, from Lisbon’s Tower of Belém to the Malabar Coast’ (1996, 4), a
development that left a perceptible Portuguese influence on Indian culture. In
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Midnight’s Children, meanwhile, both the frozen dessert kulfi, sold by the vendors
at Chowpatty Beach, and the rose-infused drink falooda, advertised at the Pioneer
Café in Bombay, bear witness to the extensive temporal and geographic reach of
the flavours of the Mughal empire (see Achaya 1998, 132, 65). The culinary influ-
ence of the British is rather more comically captured in the ‘half empty pots of
Bovril’ and cocktail-hour rituals that William Methwold bequeaths to the Indian
inheritors of his Bombay estate when he departs in 1947 (130); as the Indian-born
author William Makepeace Thackeray noted in his novel Vanity Fair (discussed in
Chapter 5), ‘those who know the English colonies abroad know that we carry with
us our pride, pills, prejudices, Harvey-sauces, cayenne-peppers, and other Lares,
making a little Britain wherever we settle down’ (1968, 744). By repeatedly empha-
sizing the gastronomic pluralism of India in this way, Rushdie exposes as fantasy the
idea of a homogeneous, cohesive nation, united by its gustatory preferences and
practices of consumption. He also issues a challenge to the kind of naive natio-
culinary essentialism espoused by Ayooba Baloch, a member of Saleem’s military
unit, who reductively characterizes Indo-Pakistani conflict as a confrontation
between ‘vegetarians’ (Hindus) and ‘beefy types’ (Muslims) (484).

It is not only religious or cultural difference that engenders dietary diversity in
Rushdie’s fiction, however. As Midnight’s Children makes clear, in modern India
there also remains a huge gulf in alimentary experience between rich and poor.
Whereas Saleem’s middle-class upbringing furnishes him with a varied and nourish-
ing regimen, four hundred and twenty of his fellow ‘midnight’s children’ — those
Indians born during the first hour of independence, to whom he is telepathically
connected — fail to survive to adulthood because of ‘malnutrition’ and ‘disease’
(271). The divide between plenty and want (a recurrent theme in this study) is
emphasized further during Saleem’s juvenile experiments with extrasensory ‘mind-
hopping’ (240). ‘At one time’, he records,

I was a landlord in Uttar Pradesh, my belly roiling over my pajama-cord
as I ordered serfs to set my surplus grain on fire . . . at another moment I
was starving to death in Orissa, where there was a food shortage as usual:
I was two months old and my mother had run out of breast-milk.
240-241

Saleem’s consciousness of dietary inequality is stoked by Shiva, the boy who was
born, like him, at the stroke of midnight on 15 August 1947, and with whom he
was exchanged at birth. Whereas Saleem harbours idealistic ideas about the
ameliorative social function of the midnight’s children, Shiva (who, as a result of
the baby-swap, has grown up in impoverishment in the Bombay slums) tells him
bluntly that ‘the world is no place for dreamers or their dreams . . . five hundred
million stay hungry’ (354). Later on in the novel, Saleem goes on to experience
the realities of famishment for himself. In an ironic reversal of fortune, Shiva
achieves success as a major in the Indian army, initiating him into the feasts and
banquets of high society, while Saleem is left to struggle for survival in the magicians’



276 The politics of identity (1899-2003)

ghetto in Delhi, where the occupants subsist on scanty meals ‘composed of twenty-
seven grains of rice apiece’ (623).

As such repeated narrative references to hunger suggest, access to food functions
as a measure of social and political authority in Rushdie’s novel — and not only in
national contexts. In the domestic sphere, too, food denial and hunger serve as
indices of power and powerlessness, most notably in the ‘war of starvation’ (51) that
breaks out between Saleem’s grandmother, known as ‘Reverend Mother’, and his
grandfather, Aadam Aziz. When Aadam ejects his children’s religious instructor for
teaching them ‘to hate Hindus and Buddhists and Jains and Sikhs and who knows
what other vegetarians’ (50-51), his devout wife responds by swearing that ‘no food
will come from my kitchen to your lips! No, not one chapati, until you bring the
maulvi sahib back’ (51). Aadam protests, in turn, by refusing to feed himself and is
at risk of attenuating completely until his eldest daughter, Alia, intercedes with an
alimental olive branch: a bowl of chicken soup. While bringing an end to the
immediate spousal conflict, this détente does not, however, effect a democratization
of dietary relations; Reverend Mother quickly reassumes her domestic influence
within the Aziz household, once more asserting her control over all matters culinary.
As Saleem notes, she defends the pantry and kitchen — ‘her inalienable territory’ —
with tigerish ferocity (48) and rules over the dinner-table ‘imperiously’, marshalling
the placement of the curry and crockery, and prohibiting her husband and children
from choosing their own food (49).

As in a number of the texts considered in this chapter, then, food provision in
Midnight’s Children offers women a way to bypass or appropriate patriarchal authority
while outwardly conforming to sanctioned versions of femininity. Cookery in
Rushdie’s novel is linked to both the assertion of individual agency and the vectoring
of others’ thoughts, feelings and desires; significantly, a number of the women in the
text have the magical ability to imbue their dishes with powerful, transferable
emotions, indicative of the ‘personality of [the] creator’ (190). Reverend Mother doles
out to her family ‘the curries and meatballs of intransigence’ and ‘the fish salans of
stubbornness’ (190), foods which fill Saleem’s mother, Amina, with the determination
necessary to restore her family’s temporarily embarrassed finances; the Catholic Mary
Pereira stirs into her pickles ‘the guilt of her heart . . . so that, good as they tasted, they
had the power of making those who ate them subject to nameless uncertainties and
dreams of accusing fingers’ (190-191); Saleem’s embittered spinster aunt, Alia, serves
up ‘the birianis of dissension and the nargisi koftas of discord’, dishes that introduce a
sour note into the Sinais’ previously happy marriage (459); and Parvati-the-witch
seduces Shiva with ‘a dinner of biriani so exquisite’ that he devotes ‘his undivided
attention to her for four whole months’ (574).

The incredible affective power of female cookery is nevertheless surpassed, Saleem
maintains, by his own culinary achievements as history’s ‘pickler-in-chief” (459). ‘To
understand just one life’, he argues, ‘you have to swallow the world’ (145) — an
omnivorous task that is made possible by the ‘symbolic value of the pickling process:
all the six hundred million eggs which gave birth to the population of India could fit
inside a single, standard-sized pickle-jar’ (642). As well as aiming to capture the
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multiple histories of post-independence India in this way, Saleem’s chutneys look
forward to the future; one jar on the shelf always remains empty, emblematizing
‘what cannot be pickled, because it has not taken place’ (645). Midnight’s Children
thus moves beyond the conventional solaces of nostalgia to embrace what Laurent
Milesi calls ‘a more political and historical “remembering forward” or “promnesia”
that would help to forge [India’s] “re-membrance of future things (2001, 202).
Although the novel closes with Saleem’s prophetic visions of death, it also signals that
his wares, when released into mass production, will engender a new understanding
of history in all who consume them: a collective reprocessing/digestion of the
chutnified past that will form the tentative basis for a more appetizing future. As
another Rushdian cook, Ezekiel, puts it in The Moor’s Last Sigh, ‘we will cook the
past and present also, and from it tomorrow will come’ (1996, 273).

Andrea Levy, Fruit of the Lemon (1999); Zadie Smith, White Teeth
(2000); Monica Ali, Brick Lane (2003)

In a much-quoted 2001 speech on multiculturalism and national identity, then
British Foreign Secretary Robin Cook asserted that the enduring curry-house
favourite chicken tikka masala should be considered ‘a true British national dish’,
not only because of its massive popularity among consumers, but also ‘because it is
a perfect illustration of the way Britain absorbs and adapts external influences’ (2001,
n.p.). Encapsulating the cultural diversity of twenty-first-century Britain in culinary
terms, Cook here draws on the long-standing assumption that food practices
function as definitive components and dependable indices of nation. However,
while making recourse to the politically expedient idea of 2 common ‘national dish’,
Cook’s speech simultaneously undermines such notions of dietary essentialism;
foregrounding the hybrid origins of chicken tikka masala, Cook suggests that the
‘chicken tikka’ part derives from an authentic Indian dish, while the ‘masala’ sauce
with which it is combined represents an Anglo-influenced addition, developed ‘to
satisfy the desire of British people to have their meat served in gravy’ (2001, n.p.).?!
Chicken tikka masala thus serves as a classic example of what Ian Cook and Philip
Crang call the ‘contemporary fabrication or simulation of . . . “ethnic” cuisines’; an
invented culinary tradition, it demonstrates the pivotal role played by food in ‘the
discursive construction of . . . imaginative geographies’ (2003, 114, 115).

By highlighting the compound character of chicken tikka masala in this way,
Robin Cook’s speech implicitly recognizes and celebrates the processes of
gastronomic borrowing, admixture, innovation and naturalization that underlie
so-called ‘national’ dishes. His concomitant evocation of a cohesive multicultural
community, vitalized and enriched by migrant foodways, overlooks, however, the
fragmentizing histories of colonialism, social and economic inequality, and troubled
race relations that subtend ostensibly progressive narratives of cross-cultural culinary
exchange. These occluded political contexts are given thorough and nuanced
consideration, by contrast, in a number of the literary texts to have emerged in
Britain around the turn of the millennium. The three examples selected for
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discussion here — Andrea Levy’s Fruit of the Lemon, Zadie Smith’s White Teeth and
Monica Ali’s Brick Lane — each use food to explore questions of diasporic identity,
cultural assimilation and appropriation, and the commodification of (dietary)
difference. Though located in the kind of ethnically diverse society conjured by
Cook — each novel is set wholly or partly in late twentieth-century London and is
peopled by a combination of first-generation immigrants and their British-born
descendants — the texts refuse to ratify the naive fantasy of what Smith calls ‘Happy
Multicultural Land’ (2001, 465). Instead, through collective engagement with
the complexities and contradictions of the food—nation nexus, they convey the
difficulties and tensions — as well as the positive, creative possibilities — that arise
when different cultures are brought into a state of cohabitation.

Like many of the second-generation characters portrayed in the novels considered
here, Fruit of the Lemon’s Faith Jackson, the London-born daughter of Jamaican
immigrants, identifies primarily as British, an affiliation that is tacitly corroborated
by her dietary choices. With no ‘oral tradition’ linking her to her Caribbean heritage
(Levy 2004, 4), Faith partakes of a regimen largely indistinguishable from that of her
white peers, a correspondence that contributes to her brother Carl’s accusations of
racial self-loathing. In the house she shares with friends Marion, Mick and Simon,
Faith consumes ‘indigestible macaroni cheese’ and ‘egg and chips’ (41); in the
canteen at work, she eats ‘pork chop with two veg’ (68); and at her parents’ home
in Crouch End, she binges on the sugar-laden staples of British tea-time, Fondant
Fancies (40), all seemingly unremarkable alimentary behaviours. However,
embedded in this latter ‘quotidian act of consumption’ is a ‘complex set of historical
connections linking an imperial past . . . and a postcolonial present’, as Jeannette
Baxter points out; via her taste for Fondant Fancies, Faith participates in the
consumption of a commodity — sugar — ‘with a long and incredibly bitter-sweet
history’ (2014, 91). For the first part of the text, however, that history (laid bare in
the anti-saccharite poetry examined in Chapter 4) goes unrecognized. When Faith
thinks of Jamaica at all, it is as an alien place, visited periodically by family friends
who bring back with them ‘strange fruits’ (45). Indeed, so imbricated is Faith in
mainstream British culture, it shocks her to discover that her parents still think of
Jamaica as ‘home’. As far as she is concerned, the Jacksons are thoroughly assimilated
citizens whose preference is for ‘muffins’, ‘cups of tea’ and holidays in Devon
‘because they liked to eat scones with jam and clotted cream’ (45, 46). They have
never regaled their children with nostalgic ‘tales of life in Jamaica — of palm trees
and yams and playing by rivers’ (4) — and Mildred, Faith’s mum, is as likely to cook
dinners of roast lamb with roast potatoes and mint sauce as the Jamaican dish of rice
and peas — a pluralist culinary tendency that leads Carl’s girlfriend Ruth to accuse
her of being insufficiently proud of ‘black food’ (144).

Yet, despite the Jacksons’ evident acculturation (signified, notably, through their
tastes and eating practices), British society persists in classifying them as ‘Other’
owing to their Caribbean roots. Faith receives an early lesson in the limits of self-
identification when schoolyard bullies taunt her with the words ‘Faith is a darkie
and her mum and dad came on a banana boat’ (3), a gibe that ‘exoticizes and
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marginalizes Faith as a migrant’, as Weihsin Gui points out (2012, 86). In fact, the
Jamaica Producers’ boat on which her parents travelled emblematizes Anglo-
Caribbean interconnectedness, highlighting both ‘the foreign produce that has
become an integral part of Britain’s domestic consumption and the immigrant
labor force that supports domestic economy’ (Githire 2010, 867).22 The children in
the playground have no awareness of this socio-economic context, however,
and as a result ‘the banana boat is appropriated and resignifed as a derogatory
insult’, the ‘racist logic’ of which becomes ‘ingrained in Faith’s imaginary as well’
(Sdez 2006, 2). Notably, before Mildred explains that ‘it was a proper boat with
cabins and everything’, Faith assumes that her parents simply ‘curled up on the floor
of [the] ship’ like slaves during the Middle Passage, ‘trying to find a comfortable
place amongst the spiky prongs of unripe bananas’ (4).

During adulthood, Faith encounters further insidious indicators of non-
belonging, which, though less crude than the affronts she received at school, are no
less psychically damaging. When she visits Marion’s white, working-class family,
she is ostensibly treated as a guest, the recipient of Marion’s mother’s endless offers
of hospitality. However, the family’s casual use of racist language to describe other
black people makes it clear that Faith can never truly be at home there. A weekend
trip to Simon’s parents’ house in the ‘quintessentially English’ countryside proves
similarly alienating (115). Labelled ‘exotic’ by Simon’s mother (125), Faith later
finds her ancestry held to account in the village pub; when she responds to the
question ‘And whereabouts are you from, Faith?’ with the answer ‘London’, her
inquisitor rejoinders, ‘I meant more what country are you from?’ (130). These
accumulating reminders of alterity contribute to an incipient crisis of subjectivity
that comes to a head when Faith witnesses a racist attack by National Front thugs.
Taking to her bed, she decides that she ‘[doesn’t] want to be black any more’ (160),
a repudiation of selthood that her parents decide to remedy by sending her on a
recuperative journey of self-discovery to Jamaica.

Once relocated to her Aunt Coral’s Kingston home, Faith acquires a new sense
of rootedness via the piecemeal ingestion of her family’s oral history — a history that
is intimately bound up with the cultivation, cookery and commoditization of foods.
She discovers, for instance, that her maternal grandparents were resourceful entre-
preneurs who planted a small plot of land with oranges, lemons, coconuts, bananas,
yams and sweet potatoes, and sold the resulting produce in their shop, along with
homemade chocolate and hand-roasted coffee beans. Their story of enterprising
commercial spirit is inevitably shadowed, however, by the history of colonialism
and slave-produced commodities that haunts the Caribbean. Faith’s ancestry is
revealed to include a Mr Livingstone, a white plantation owner, and his black
slave Katherine; Benjamin Hilton, a mixed-race servant who was favoured by his
Spanish employers because of his ability to ‘cook bacalao’, a dish of ‘spiced
sweet potatoes, peppers, eggs and black olives’ (260—261); and James Campbell, a
dispossessed Scottish tenant farmer who emigrated, Robinson Crusoe-like, to find
work on a sugar-estate. Linked to both independent living and enforced labour,
empowerment and exploitation, food in Faith’s family history plays a role that is
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intrinsically bitter-sweet, a collocation that is metaphorized in Faith’s first taste of
the symbolically charged foodstuff sugar-cane:

as I bit down onto it, the sticky glutinous sweetness trickled into my mouth
and slid effortlessly down my throat. But then it became horrible. A bitter
sponge of sharp fibres that coated my mouth in woodchip wallpaper and
started to soak up my saliva.
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The transition from palatal pleasure to pain here mirrors Faith’s experience of
acquiring an ‘oral tradition’, signifying the mixed emotions to which postcolonial
acts of historical restitution can give rise. It also recalls the ambivalence of the ‘blood
sugar’ topos deployed in eighteenth-century abolitionist writings (see Chapter 4),
in which images of sweetness co-exist with images of disgust.

The motif of bitter-sweetness further underpins the story of Faith’s great-aunt
Matilda, a ‘pass-for-white” woman (307) who disowns her black racial heritage
while fetishizing ‘the ways of the English’ (312). In order to inculcate what she
assumes to be Anglicized manners in her daughter and nieces, Matilda obliges them
to eat ‘lemons with sugar and a tiny spoon’, assuring them ‘as they grimaced and
sucked in their cheeks’ that ‘this is what the English do’ (312-313). Aunt Coral’s
reflection on this curious practice — ‘the thing bitter no matter how much sugar you
put on it’ (313) — can be interpreted simultaneously as a remembrance of the literal
experience of eating sweetened lemons and a judgement on the folly of such flawed
cultural mimicry.?® Yet, if Matilda’s misguided emulative practices expose her to
ridicule, they also — as invented traditions — denaturalize the assumed link between
consumption and nation. While acknowledging, through Faith’s story, that culinary
heritage can instil a sense of belonging and facilitate temporal and geographic
(re)connections, Fruit of the Lemon refuses, in its representation of Matilda, to reify
food as the locus of authentic national identity.

Like Levy’s Faith, Smith’s Irie Jones (the mixed-race daughter of a Jamaican
mother and English father) finds that food serves as a conduit to her Caribbean
ancestry in White Teeth. During a period of teenage identity crisis, Irie seeks refuge
in the Lambeth flat of her patois-speaking grandmother Hortense, a place she
associates with ‘unusual’ fare such as ‘pickled fish head’ and ‘chilli dumplings’ (Smith
2001, 381). Comforted on arrival by a mountainous breakfast of home-cooked
Jamaican-style plantain, Irie goes on to take intellectual nourishment from Hortense’s
‘small and eclectic library’ of books on colonial history, ‘voraciously’ devouring
titles such as ‘In Sugar Cane Land’ and ‘Dominica: Hints and Notes to Intending Settlers’
(399, 400). ‘Cocooned’ within this virtual portal to her matrilineal heritage (399),
Irie begins to mentally supplant the actual prospect from her window (an allotment
of tomato-vines) with visions of ‘sugar, sugar, sugar’ (400). Furthermore, she fancies
that the smell of plantain from Hortense’s kitchen sends her ‘back to somewhere’
—a ‘somewhere’ that the narrator admits is ‘quite fictional, for [Irie had] never been
there’ (400). Just as Fruit of the Lemon’s Matilda constructs a fantasy England from
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rituals involving lemons and sugar, in White Teeth Irie transports herself to an
imaginary Jamaica via the aromas of her grandmother’s cookery. Paradoxically, it is
by laying claim to this fabricated motherland that Irie finally achieves a much-
longed-for sense of belonging: ‘so this was where she came from’ (400).

The powerful allure of ‘homeland’ — a ‘magical fantasy’ word (402) — bewitches
not only Irie but also her father’s Bangladeshi friend Samad Igbal (who is constantly
misidentified as ‘Indian’ in the text). A first-generation immigrant, Samad struggles
to reconcile his Westernized lifestyle with his Muslim faith; he lusts after his sons’
white, middle-class music-teacher and admits to eating bacon and drinking Guinness,
haram practices which he blames on his ‘corruption’ by British culture (149). Plagued
by a range of ‘spiritual, physical, [and] sexual’ hungers (141), and concerned by the
acculturation of his children’s generation, who ‘eat all kinds of rubbish’ (190),
Samad begins to idealize his Bangladeshi homeland as a repository of ‘tradition’ and
‘untainted principles’ (193) — an essentialist vision that is challenged by his wife,
Alsana, who calls attention to Bangladesh’s own history of cultural intermixture and
assimilation with the aid of the Reader’s Digest Encyclopedia: ‘you go back and back
and back and it’s still easier to find the correct Hoover bag than to find one pure
person, one pure faith, on the globe’ (236). Samad, however, cannot accede to the
pluralistic mindset by which he is surrounded — a philosophy summarized in Abdul-
Mickey’s declaration that ‘we’re all English now, mate’ (192) — and attempts instead
to engineer an unalloyed identity for his twin sons by sending them ‘home’ to
Bangladesh. In the event, he is only able to afford a single airfare, so Magid is sent
abroad while Millat remains in London, a decision that rebounds on Samad’s
deterministic assumptions in unexpected ways. Millat grows up to become ‘a fully
paid-up green bow-tie wearing fundamentalist’ (407), albeit one whose commitment
to Islamic asceticism occasionally lapses where alcohol is concerned, and whose
obsession with Mafia gangster-movies means he is better able to cook a ‘seafood
linguine’ than a ‘lamb curry’ (446). Magid, meanwhile, returns from his Bangladeshi
upbringing a ‘pukka Englishman’ (407) who horrifies his father by ordering a bacon
sandwich from Abdul-Mickey’s halal refectory, thereby transgressing its ‘most
hallowed, sacred rule’: ‘NO PORK’ (450). As Ashley Dawson notes, ‘the absolute
separation between East and West that Samad dreams of is an illusion, and even after
he separates them his sons are constantly constructing new identities based on
composites of the interpenetrating cultures of East and West’ (2007, 164).

As well as highlighting the indeterminacy of multicultural identity through food,
Smith’s novel attests to the ways in which cultural difference is decontextualized,
commodified and consumed in modern Britain. At the Palace, the garish West-end
restaurant where Samad works as a waiter, his young colleagues (‘whose furthest
expedition East was the one they made daily, back home to Whitechapel, Smithfield’s,
[or] the Isle of Dogs’) happily fabricate narratives about the exotic history and
geography of the dishes on the menu (203) — dishes that ‘do not exist in India’, as
the narrator wryly notes (59). Meanwhile, their inebriated post-pub customers
make demands to be served ‘egg fried rice whether or not it is a Chinese dish’
(206), casually conflating all non-British cuisines into a fuzzy mass of Otherness.
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The commercialization of ethnic difference within the food industry thus generates
only a shallow kind of pluralism, Smith implies, one that invites white Britons to ‘eat
the Other’, to use bell hooks’ well-known phrase (2015, 21), while leaving
unquestioned what Anita Mannur calls ‘the conditions of race and class’ which make
it necessary ‘for South Asian immigrants to enter into the business of making
Indianness palatable to Western tastes’ (2010, 4). A similar point about the com-
modification of decontextualized difference is made by Monica Ali in Brick Lane.
Noticing the trend for local curry-houses to display statues of Ganesh, Krishna and
Kali in their windows, Nazneen assumes that a new, Hindu community must have
moved into the predominantly Bengali-Muslim area until her husband informs
her that the deities are deployed because white consumers like to see them ‘for
authenticity’; as he sagely points out, ‘marketing’ is the ‘biggest god of all’ (2003, 373).

The Palace’s unthinking dietary adventurers are by no means the worst exponents
of ‘eating the Other’ in White Teeth, however.?* The white, liberal, middle-class
Chalfens demonstrate a fetishistic attitude to racial difference that is implicitly
cannibalistic, illustrating hooks’ point that, in modern society, ethnicity functions
as ‘spice’, a form of ‘seasoning that can liven up the dull dish that is mainstream
white culture’ (2015, 21). Before they meet Irie and Millat as part of a school-
sponsored mentoring scheme, Joyce and Marcus Chalfen are palpably ‘bored’ by the
‘mirrored perfection’ of their family life (314) and ‘looking for something new to
get their teeth into’, as Peter Childs suggests (2012, 222). Irie and Millat —
‘stimulating’, ‘brown strangers’ (326) — provide the requisite raw material to satisfy
their hunger. Although Joyce, in particular, is initially figured as an inveterate
nurturer, who loves nourishing others and ‘hated it’ when her children, ‘pop-eyed
addicts of breast milk, finally kicked the habit’ (315), the novel provides strong hints
that the Chalfens have a co-existent capacity for violent devourment. Marcus’s
declaration that ‘all Chalfens are healthy eaters’ (318) is affirmed by the depiction
of the family at Sunday dinner, ‘tearing apart a chicken until there was nothing left
but a tattered ribcage’ (314). Further evidence of their rapacity is provided by their
association with ‘Canines: the Ripping Teeth’ (the title of the chapter in which they
first appear) and by Alsana’s characterization of them as ‘birds with teeth’ who are
devouring her son’s alterity (345). These accumulative references to voracious
consumption signal that the Chalfens’ well-intentioned cross-cultural interactions
may have outcomes as damaging as the literal violence wreaked by ‘young white
men who are angry’ about multicultural diversity (327). As hooks points out, when
‘cultural, ethnic, and racial differences’ are served up as tantalizing ‘dishes to enhance
the white palate’, there is always a danger that ‘the Other’ will be metaphorically
obliterated: ‘eaten, consumed, and forgotten’ (2015, 39).

Like Smith’s White Teeth, Ali’s Brick Lane inhabits a conspicuously multicultural
London, in which shops sell ‘fish and chips and samosas and pizzas and a little bit
of everything from around the world’ (2003, 81). As a post-9/11 fiction,
however, Brick Lane conveys a stronger sense of anxiety than its precursor that
modern Britain’s taste for ‘ethnic’ cuisines does not necessary translate into
community cohesion and a tolerance for minorities. The racial tensions implicit in
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twenty-first-century society are highlighted via a series of right-wing pamphlets
pushed through the letterbox of the Ahmed family’s Tower-Hamlets flat, one of
which warns of the enactment of ‘multicultural murder’ in British schools, intoning
ominously that in domestic science lessons the nation’s daughters are being taught
‘how to make a kebab, or fry a bhaji’ instead of learning how to cook so-called
native dishes (207). The leaflet’s hysterical culinary patriotism is rendered ironic by
the thoroughly assimilated Ahmed girls’ preference for ‘baked beans’ over ‘dal’ (147)
and ‘Birds Eye burgers’ over ‘fish head curry’ (160) — Anglicized tastes that cause
them to clash with their Bangladeshi-born father, Chanu, who occupies a conflicted
position in relation to cultural integration. Theorizing the immigrant’s situation as
inherently tragic, Chanu explains:

I'm talking about the clash between Western values and our own. I'm
talking about the struggle to assimilate and the need to preserve one’s
identity and heritage. I'm talking about children who don’t know what
their identity is. I'm talking about the feelings of alienation engendered by
a society where racism is prevalent.

92

As Sara Upstone suggests, ‘Chanu is a master of Fanonian contradictions’ (2007,
337): an avid consumer of classic English literature, who drinks alcohol because ‘it’s
part of the culture here’ (90) and refuses to haggle while food-shopping on Brick
Lane for fear of acting ‘like a primitive’ (73), he is also, like White Teeth’s Samad,
afflicted by ‘Going Home Syndrome’ (24), a pining for Bangladesh that ultimately
manifests itself as a physical hunger; yearning for the country of his birth, the pre-
viously portly Chanu gradually loses interest in food, his stomach eventually
becoming ‘flatter than a paratha’ (401).

Chanu’s intellectual agonizing over his diasporic identity is treated dismissively
by Mrs Azad, who dresses in Westernized fashion, drinks beer and presents the
Ahmeds with a meal of ‘unidentified meat in tepid gravy with boiled potatoes’
when they visit her home (89). Revelling in the code-switching enabled by her dual
consciousness, Mrs Azad asks Chanu:

‘Why do you make it so complicated? . . . Assimilation this, alienation that!
... Listen, when I'm in Bangladesh I put on a sari and cover my head and
all that. But here I go out to work. I work with white girls and I'm just
one of them. If I want to come home and eat curry, that’s my business.
93

For Mrs Azad, living in Britain enables freedom and independence, and she contrasts
her autonomous, hybrid existence with that of other immigrant women who ‘spend
ten, twenty years here’ only to ‘sit in the kitchen grinding spices all day’ (93). This
stereotypical picture of the female migrant experience seems initially to describe the
life of Chanu’s wife, Nazneen, who moves to Britain aged eighteen, an ‘unspoilt
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girl’ from a small Bangladeshi village (16). In the early chapters of Brick Lane,
Nazneen’s daily routine is ordered around food preparation; she makes breakfast for
Chanu each moming, then busies herself with domestic chores before spending the
afternoon cooking dinner. The monotony of her task is conveyed via a list-like
succession of clauses: she ‘washed the rice and set it to boil, searched through a
cupful of lentils for tiny stones that could crack your teeth, put them in a pan with
water but no salt and put the pan on the stove’ (48). While outwardly conforming
to the role of dutiful wife, however, Nazneen also engages in subversive behaviours
that reveal what Angelia Poon calls ‘the tactical nature of everyday practices’ (2009,
429). When Chanu upsets her, Nazneen undertakes small acts of insurrection
‘designed to destroy the state from within’, such as secreting ‘fiery red chillies’, like
hidden ‘hand grenades’, in his sandwiches (50). And although she refuses to eat in
front of Chanu at mealtimes in order to ‘make . . . visible’ her wifely ‘self-restraint’
and ‘self-denial’, Nazneen takes solace in secret night-time feasts at the refrigerator,
nourishing herself on foods that remind her of her mother and homeland (62).

If Nazneen’s strategies of adaptation and survival indicate that she is more than
just a stereotype, then Chanu, too, works to subvert readerly assumptions. Although
he resembles, at times, a tragi-comic incarnation of the colonial mimic man, at
others he is humanized as a tender and caring husband. When his baby son is hos-
pitalized, Chanu brings feasts of perfectly cooked rice and ‘velvety’ dal from home
for his anxiously watching wife, which she consumes ‘like a zealot’ (104). Later,
when Nazneen succumbs to a nervous illness, Chanu, the ‘excellent cook’, lovingly
prepares for her a succession of ‘special dishes’ in order to coax her back to health
(269). Although Nazneen believes that it is her politically engaged lover Karim who
sustains her most by ‘feeding her slices of the world’ (375), he is in fact a figure of
‘false promise’ (Poon 2009, 431) who reinstates patriarchal norms, expecting her to
‘[dance] attendance’ on his casual demands for snacks and refreshments (248). It is
Nazneen’s relationship with Chanu, the narrative tacitly suggests, that is actually the
more physically and emotionally nourishing. Despite this, the pair separate at the
end of the text, Nazneen deciding that her future lies in England rather than in
Bangladesh. The novel closes with an apparently positive message about female
opportunity, multiculturalism and syncretic identity; on a day-trip to the local ice-
rink, Nazneen and her daughters eat cream-cheese and mango pickle sandwiches
(edible symbols of transcultural accommodation), while their friend Razia joyfully
declares: ‘“This is England . . . You can do whatever you like’ (413). Some critics
have read this exuberant closing statement as overly optimistic in its assessment of
modern British culture, but its potentially naive faith in the idea of personal freedom
is tempered by the knowledge that, in the first month of Nazneen’s new life as a
working single-mother, her family has had to subsist every day on ‘rice and dal, rice
and dal’ because money is so limited (409). While celebrating Nazneen's successful
negotiation of diasporic identity, Brick Lane is careful not to disregard the wider
social and economic factors that shape migrant lives — and diets.

Fruit of the Lemon and White Teeth offer similarly nuanced denouements. At the
end of Levy’s novel, Faith’s triumphant declaration that ‘I am the bastard child of
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Empire and I will have my day’ (2004, 327) attests to her positive reclamation of
her mixed cultural heritage. Importantly, though, this recuperation of the past does
not take the form of deracinated nostalgia. As Elena Machado Siez argues, Faith’s
‘acquisition of a historical context’ — and concomitant sense of belonging — ‘is
invested or maintained by commodities’ (2006, 1); her plan to take home to London
authentic Blue-Mountain coffee beans and ‘roast them as [her] grandfather used to
do’ (323), and to proudly re-tell the story of her parents’ arrival in England on a
banana boat, acknowledges that her family’s story is inextricable from wider colonial
histories of economic exploitation and international trade (histories that frame a
number of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century fictions considered in earlier
chapters). White Teeth, too, suggests the importance of the past (including inherited
foodways) to diasporic communities; however, its ambiguous ending implies that
something will always resist or escape from attempts to forge pure or essentialized
cultural identities. In the words of Irie, the roots of cross-cultural interaction run
‘too damn deep’ to be easily disentangled (Smith 2001, 527).

As the millennial fictions considered here show, representations of food provide
writers with a means to explore the haphazard processes of intermixture and
exchange, hybridity and fusion that make up modern culture, as well as the
contingent identities that emerge from them. The foods we eat are deeply embedded
in notions of subjectivity; yet they also expose the fictions and fabrications that
underlie assertions of identity. If, as Roland Barthes contends, food is ‘a system of
communication’ (2013, 24), then the meanings it produces are multiple and some-
times contradictory. Indeed, in the literature analysed in this chapter, food both
supports and challenges assumptions around gender, ethnicity and nation, both
reinforces and subverts dichotomies between ‘civilized” and ‘uncivilized’, and human
and animal. This semantic border-crossing is perhaps unsurprising when we consider
that food is, by its very nature, a substance involved in the transgression of boundaries:
external matter, it becomes integral to the consuming subject via the bodily processes
of ingestion, digestion and absorption. Although in twentieth- and twenty-first-
century culture the idea that ‘you are what you eat’ has become something of an
orthodoxy, appearing in the titles of multiple diet books, self~help manuals and
television lifestyle programmes, in the fiction of the period the equation is repea-
tedly reformulated as a question, as literary representations of food work to contest,
as well as to construct, notions of identity and community.

Notes

1 According to Marianna Torgovnick, ‘most scholars agree that cannibalism existed in parts
of Africa, but spottily, with neighbouring groups often widely diverse in attitudes toward
the practice’ (1990, 258n47). Indeed, Dorothy Hammond and Alta Jablow suggest that
‘writers were far more addicted to tales of cannibalism than the Africans ever were to
cannibalism. Its prevalence was taken for granted, and no actual evidence was required
to establish that a tribe was notoriously anthropophagous’ (1977, 94). Where instances of
cannibalism are known to have occurred, they tend to have been motivated by social and/
or religious function rather than gastronomic preference: Paul Armstrong notes that
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‘cannibals do not typically eat human flesh to appease hunger but for spiritual reasons as
part of specific rituals’ (1996, 30).

Notably, representations of colonialism as cannibalistic are found in a number of late
nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century accounts, particularly those documenting
Belgian atrocities in the Congo. One of the native witnesses quoted in Roger Casement’s
‘Congo Report’ (1904) recalls being told by ‘the white men’ of King Leopold II’s
administration, ‘you are only nyama (meat)’ (qtd. in Conrad 2006, 139).

Solitary dining is similarly characterized as non-normative behaviour in earlier literatures,
such as The Book of Margery Kempe (Chapter 1).

Cannibalism is frequently represented as animalistic in the works considered in this study:
see, for instance, the representation of Lust in Spenser’s Faerie Queene (Chapter 2) and
Crusoe’s comments about the brutality of cannibalism in Robinson Crusoe (Chapter 3).
Bloom's macabre imagery here seems indebted to Shakespeare’s Hamlet: “We fat all
creatures else to fat us, and we fat ourselves for maggots’ (2006, 4.3.21-22).

For more on attitudes to vegetarianism in Ulysses, see Freedman (2009) and Regan (2009).
Gilbert notes that underlying the plenitude at the feast in ‘“The Dead’ is ‘an extended
military metaphor: the ham and beef are “rival ends”; the fruit stand is flanked by
“sentries”; the other drinks are lined up in “squads” and known by “the colours of their
uniforms™’ (2014, 107). With its oblique references to death, the dinner reminds protagonist
Gabriel Conroy that‘“one by one”, he, his aunts, and their other guests “[are] all becoming
shades™ (108).

The idea of the Eucharist as cannibalistic has a long literary history; see, for instance, the
sections on Spenser’s Faerie Queene in Chapter 2; Milton’s Paradise Lost in Chapter 3; and
Byron’s Don _Juan in Chapter 4. Representations of the clergy as parasitic have a similarly
extensive history; for early examples, see the sections on Piers Plowman and The Canterbury
Tales in Chapter 1.

Drawing on Ellmann (1993), Mara highlights the practice of ‘fasting to distrain’ in
medieval Ireland, ‘whereby a creditor could fast against a debtor, or a victim of injustice
could fast against the person who had injured him’. She notes that self-imposed starvation
re-emerged in the early twentieth century as a form of nationalist protest against British
rule in Ireland, and again in the hunger strikes of republican prisoners in Northern Ireland
in the 1980s (2009, 94).

10 Julieann Ulin argues that ‘eviction, exposure, poverty, the cessation of ritual burial, and the

11

12

13

14

fear of dogs devouring bodies form an iconography of the Famine that is present
throughout Ulysses’ (2011, 24). For further analyses of Joyce’s novel in terms of Famine
memory, see Wurtz (2005), Roos (2006) and Mara (2009).

The construction of milk as a pure and wholesome substance extends back to the literature
of the medieval period; see, for instance, the section on The Canterbury Tales in Chapter 1.
In ‘Three Essays on Sexuality’, Freud argues that sexual desire is connected to and emerges
out of the infant’s initial experiences of feeding:

The satisfaction of the erotogenic zone is associated, in the first instance, with the
satisfaction of the need for nourishment . .. No one who has seen a baby sinking
back satiated from the breast and falling asleep with flushed cheeks and a blissful smile
can escape the reflection that this picture persists as a prototype of the expression of
sexual satisfaction in later life.

(1953, 181-182)

In the holograph draft of To the Lighthouse, Woolf gives a partial recipe for Boeuf en
Daube: ‘you stand it in water for twenty four hours: you add stir continuously; you add a
little bay leaf, & then a dash of sherry: the whole being never been being allowed, of
course to come to the boil’ (1982, 129).

The notion that there is artistry in the design and production of an exquisite meal is
shared in the writings of late nineteenth-century feminists Sarah Grand and Elizabeth
Robins Pennell (see Chapter 5).
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15 Interestingly, Woolf deploys a comparable simile in 7o the Lighthouse: Mirs Ramsay describes
her sleeping children as being ‘netted in their cots like birds among cherries and
raspberries’ (2006, 50), suggesting again the existence of a continuum between Mrs
Ramsay and Susan.

16 According to Julia Kristeva, the abject ‘beseeches, worries’, but also ‘fascinates desire’
(1982, 1). Significantly, this experience has strong links to consumption: Kristeva suggests
that ‘food loathing is perhaps the most elementary and most archaic form of abjection’
(2). The abjection that Rhoda feels in response to corpulent human bodies and meat is
replicated by Marian in Atwood’s The Edible Woman, discussed later in this chapter.

17 See, for instance, Brain (1995), Sceats (2000) and Drautzburg and Halfmann (2010).

18 The extent to which female food refusal can be read as a form of (conscious or
unconscious) social protest is a contentious critical issue in this study; see in particular the
section on the Brontés’ fiction in Chapter 5.

19 The historic link between Irish national identity, hunger and rebellion is discussed in
more detail in the earlier section on Ulysses and in note 9 above.

20 Jamila’s taste for the food of the Other mimics (but reverses the trajectory of) that found
in Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (Chapter 5), where Jos longs for authentic Indian curry during
his sojourns in Britain.

21 For more on the (contested) origins of chicken tikka masala, see Collingham (2006, 3)
and Mannur (2010, 3).

22 The interconnectedness of modern Anglo-Jamaican experience and colonial history is
articulated powerfully in cultural theorist Stuart Hall’s declaration that ‘people like me
who came to England in the 1950s have been there for centuries; symbolically, we have
been there for centuries ... I am the sugar at the bottom of the English cup of tea. I am
the sweet tooth, the sugar plantations that rotted generations of English children’s teeth’
(1997, 48).

23 Eating behaviours offer postcolonial writers rich opportunities by which to explore the
ambivalence of colonial mimicry, famously theorized by Homi Bhabha in The Location of
Culture (2004, 121-131). Like Great-Aunt Matilda, Chanu in Brick Lane (discussed later
in the section) can be interpreted as a colonial mimic.

24 Lisa Heldke discusses the modern phenomenon of ‘food adventuring’, as well as its
relation to contemporary cultural and economic colonialism, in her autobiographically
inflected study Exotic Appetites (2003).
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CONCLUSION

Charlotte Boyce and Joan Fitzpatrick

One of the notable publishing trends of the past ten years has been the rise of the
popular, hybridized genre. the ‘literary cookbook’: collections of recipes inspired
by famous meals in literature. While some of these titles — Cooking with Shakespeare
(2008), Dinner with Mr Darcy (2013) —focus on the culinary repertoires of individual
authors, others, such as Literary Feasts: Recipes from the Classics of Literature (2005), A
Literary Feast: Recipes Inspired by Novels, Poems and Plays (2015) and Voracious:
A Hungry Reader Cooks Her Way Through Great Books (2015), reimagine dishes from
an eclectic mix of canonical and non-canonical sources, many of which are also
analyzed in the present volume. Collectively, literary cookbooks bear witness to the
prevalence of food in literature, while extending to its logical conclusion the long-
standing figurative association of cooking and story-telling, reading and eating — an
association that has emerged repeatedly in this study, in texts such as Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight and The Canterbury Tales (Chapter 1), The History of Tom Jones
(Chapter 3) and Midnight’s Children (Chapter 6). Literary cookbooks also share a
sense that evocations of food in literature enrich the reading experience, providing
a tangible link to the imaginary world of the text. In the preface to Voracious: A
Hungry Reader Cooks Her Way Through Creat Books, Cara Nicoletti confesses: ‘I fell
in love with cooking through reading . . . I connected deeply to the characters in
my books, and cooking the foods that they were eating seemed to me a natural way
to be closer to them’ (2015, xi). This sentiment is echoed by Dinah Fried, creator
of Fictitious Dishes: An Album of Literature’s Most Memorable Meals: ‘many of my most
vivid memories from books are of the meals the characters eat. I read Heidi more
than twenty years ago, but I can still taste the golden, cheesy toast that her grand-
father serves her, and I can still feel the anticipation and comfort she experiences as
she watches him prepare it over the open fire’ (2014, 11).

Clearly, to a wide range of readers, representations of food in literature matter
and, although the kinds of intensely personal responses outlined here may appear to
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be of limited critical value to literary scholars, such affective reactions to fictive
meals intersect intriguingly with Pamela Gilbert’s point that traditional metaphors
of reading-as-ingestion position the text as a ‘tangible substance’ that enters, inhabits
and influences the subject (1997, 84). What is more, by foregrounding the tastes,
textures and aromas of fictional dishes, literary cookbooks and their generic varia-
tions draw attention to the inherent materiality of food in literature, issuing a tacit
challenge to E. M. Forster’s claim in Aspects of the Novel (1927) that ‘food in fiction
is mainly social’, serving more to ‘[draw] characters together’ in the interests of the
plot than to excite their palates or nourish their bodies (1990, 61). Although the
literary meal can, of course, function as narrative device, in the texts considered in
this volume food has repeatedly manifested itself as reified object, the physical prop-
erties of which may be linked to bodily pleasure — one thinks of the ‘seedcake warm
and chewed’ (Joyce 1993, 167) that Molly Bloom passes from her mouth to her
husband’s during their lovemaking in Ulysses (Chapter 6) — or corporeal pain, as
Thackeray’s Becky Sharp discovers to her cost when she samples a raw green chilli
in Vanity Fair (Chapter 5). The literary representations of hunger examined here
also testify, in inverted form, to food’s materiality; little Oliver Twist’s famous
request for ‘more’ in Dickens’s novel (Chapter 5) constitutes, in essence, a demand
for solid matter with which to fill the hollow space of his stomach. Some critics have
suggested that such references to food as concrete substance tend to be ‘limited to
the novel or to comedy, “low” genres that tolerate allusions to subjects excluded
from tragedy or lyric and epic poetry’ (Kolb 1995, 1). However, this study has
shown that even such culturally vaunted forms as Shakespearean tragedy (Chapter
2) and Miltonian epic (Chapter 3) take a clear interest in the materiality of food: it
is, for instance, the fleshy, human content of the pie served to Tamora in Titus
Andronicus that cements the visceral horror of the play’s final scene, while, in Paradise
Lost, the description of Adam and Eve chewing on the ‘savory pulp’ of nectarines
(Milton 1993, 4.335) affirms the palpability of Eden’s garden produce, rendering
paradise tantalizingly real.

The importance of food as material object is not limited to its ability to amplify
the realism of the text, of course. As Matt Watson suggests, ultimately the ‘material-
ity of food becomes the material of ourselves’ (2013, 130); we are what we eat and,
as a result of this corporal boundary crossing, food in literature is often implicated
in a radical interrogation of subjectivity, working to call into question the physical
and psychical integrity of the consuming self. For example, underpinning the some-
times comical references to (in)digestion, flatulence, vomit and excretion that inter-
leave literary history, from Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (Chapter 1) and Jonson’s The
Alchemist (Chapter 2) to Byron’s Don Juan (Chapter 4) and Atwood’s The Edible
Woman (Chapter 6), is an implicit understanding of food as foreign or extraneous
matter, which, through the twin processes of ingestion and incorporation, destabi-
lizes identity by problematizing the ostensibly clear-cut distinction between ‘self’
and ‘Other’. Although eating is typically represented as an activity essential to the
maintenance of the subject in the writings considered in this book, it can thus also
engender feelings of queasiness or disgust: see, for instance, Gulliver’s appalled
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response to Brobdingnagian breastfeeding in Gulliver’s Travels (Chapter 3), or
Rhoda’s nauseated reaction to carnivorous consumption in The Waves (Chapter 6).
Metaphysical concerns regarding the ingestion of food are particularly evident when
the eater’s mode of consumption is perceived as feral or animalistic, or when the
personal hygiene of the cook or seller is less than assured; as we have seen, the dis-
turbing corollary to the presence of human pus, skin, sweat or spittle in vended
produce in The Canterbury Tales (Chapter 1), Bartholomew Fair (Chapter 2) and The
Expedition of Humphry Clinker (Chapter 4) is the transformation of unwary consum-
ers into accidental cannibals. Cultural anxieties regarding the ontological and epis-
temological implications of ‘eating the Other’, in literal or figurative form, also
surface repeatedly in post-Reformation representations of the Eucharist and tran-
substantiation (see, for instance, the discussion of Milton in Chapter 3 and Joyce in
Chapter 6) and in post/colonial literary contexts, as evidenced by the ambivalent
attitudes towards assimilation and transculturation located in works by Defoe and
Swift (Chapter 3), Birkett (Chapter 4) and Thackeray (Chapter 5), and Conrad
and Smith (Chapter 6).

All this goes to show that the physicality of food in literature is not straightforwardly
divisible from its role as mediator of intersubjective relations, nor from its function
as repository of cultural or symbolic meaning. If literary food demands, on the one
hand, to be understood as food — as authentic textual re-presentation of the material
fare consumed by real people at various points throughout history — it also calls to
be read as the ‘embodiment of all kinds of social practices, including the formation
of ideology’, as Timothy Morton points out (2006, 1). The complex interplay
between food’s material and symbolic functions has come to light repeatedly in this
study, but can be identified particularly clearly in the literary history of bread. As
the foregoing chapters have illustrated, bread has long been constructed as ‘the staff
of life’, an essential article of human subsistence. As a signifier, it often stands
metonymically for ‘ordinary food or victual’ (OED), and it figures heavily in texts
where hunger is a prevailing concern. A basic item of material nourishment, bread
is also invariably loaded with social, political and historical meaning: in a variety of
works, its physical composition signals not only the social station of the eater, but
also his/her accordance with the hegemonic values constructed in the text. The
modest bean-and-bran loaf provided by Piers Plowman in Chapter 1, for instance,
connotes his lowly rank but also, importantly, his compliance with the principles of
Christian humility; by contrast, the fine white bread that Chaucer’s Prioress feeds
to her dogs in the same chapter indicates her relative wealth, but also suggests a
propensity towards extravagance incompatible with her religious vows of poverty.
The ideologically freighted divide between white and brown bread continues into
the literature of the eighteenth century; here, during a period of national subsistence
crisis, food reformers such as Hannah More disdained expensive white loaves as
unnecessary luxuries, while co-opting ‘mixed’ or barley breads as emblems of
wholesome frugality (see Chapter 4). Diversely textured breads have also functioned
across literary history as signifiers of national or cultural difference: in Chapter 4, we
saw Robert Fergusson celebrate oatmeal-rich bannocks and fatls as symbols of a
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distinctively Scottish identity, while, in Midnight’s Children (Chapter 6), Rushdie’s
Jamila fetishizes leavened, white loaves as exotic, occidental alternatives to the
flatbreads typically found in India and Pakistan. The intersection of bread’s material
and symbolic meanings emerges particularly powerfully in religious contexts; it is
the Catholic belief in the literal transubstantiation of bread into the body of Christ
that enables the figurative construction of the Eucharist as cannibalistic in a variety
of writings, from Spenser’s Faerie Queene (Chapter 2) to Joyce’s Ulysses (Chapter 6).

The long-standing existence of motifs such as the cannibalistic Eucharist could
be taken as an indication that certain textual staples, like bread, achieve a kind of
trans-historical relevance in anglophone literature. However, as the preceding
chapters of this book have demonstrated, food is a remarkably mobile signifier,
capable of acquiring and transmitting a range of disparate and sometimes contradictory
meanings over time. Beef is one such multivalent culinary symbol. In The Tryal of
the Lady Allurea Luxury (Chapter 4) and Vanity Fair (Chapter 5), it is explicitly
associated with a hale and hearty form of English national identity; similarly, in
Chaucer’s ‘Summoner’s Tale’ (Chapter 1) and The Woman Hater (Chapter 2) it is
considered substantial fare. However, when cooked ‘en daube’ in To the Lighthouse
(Chapter 6), beef is evocative rather of French sophistication; indeed, the assembled
company agrees that ‘what passes for cookery in England is an abomination’ (Woolf
2006, 82). Although certain literary foodstuffs appear to attain a measure of semantic
constancy — apples, for instance, enjoy a fairly stable cultural currency as symbols of
appetitive desire, despite never being specified in Genesis as the fruit that tempted
Adam and Eve — representations of food more often furnish us with a record of
shifting conceptions of taste, enabling us to map intricate patterns of socio-economic
and geopolitical change. The sudden explosion of references to turtle (a West Indian
import) in eighteenth-century fictions such as Robinson Crusoe and Tom Jones
(Chapter 3) and Lady Allurea Luxury, Humphry Clinker and Desmond (Chapter 4), for
example, attests to the transformative effect of British colonialism on the contents
of the nation’s dining tables. In similar vein, the metamorphosis of ‘spice’ from
costly medicine or flavouring in medieval and early modern literature (Chapters 1
and 2), to icon of oriental luxury in the poetry of Byron and Keats (Chapter 4), to
figure of cross-cultural fusion in postcolonial fiction (Chapter 6) bespeaks a history
of ever-expanding global trade and international culinary exchange.

The historical approach to food in literature adopted in this book reveals that
even apparently universal themes such as ‘hunger’ are constructed differently over
time. As James Vernon points out, ‘we imagine that the horrible experience of
hunger has been the same for all humans throughout time and in all places’, but, in
fact, ‘hunger has a cultural history that belies its apparently consistent material form’
(2007, 7-8). In medieval works such as Piers Plowman (Chapter 1), hunger tends to
feature as a depersonalized, allegorical entity; providentially ordained, it is depicted
as an inexorable part of the human condition, a form of divine punishment for
original sin, and a necessary spur to labour. By the literature of the late eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, however, hunger has been (largely) ideologically
reconceived as a social problem: a matter of humanitarian concern. Affect-inducing
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representations of starving children and women in Desmond (Chapter 4) and
the fiction of Dickens and the Brontés (Chapter 5) are purposefully designed to
individuate the experience of hunger and elicit an empathetic response from the
reader. Of course, this shift from providential to compassionate understandings of
hunger is by no means straightforward or linear; notably, in Chapter 4, Charlotte
Smith’s humanitarian response to exigency co-exists with Hannah More’s more
traditional attitude to food shortage as the manifestation of divine will. A
correspondingly uneven hermeneutic transition can be detected in relation to
hunger’s counterpoint — gluttony — a theme which also recurs throughout literary
history. As we have seen, anxieties over physical health have long coincided with
moral concerns in representations of gluttons (see, for instance, the portrayal of
Gluttony in Spenser’s Faerie Queene in Chapter 2); nevertheless, the discursive
balance between hamartiological and medical constructions of excessive consumption
has altered gradually over time, as immoderation has come to be viewed less in terms
of Christian sin and more in terms of individual pathology.

Temporal and epistemic changes have also affected representations of the various
social practices associated with food. Within the period considered in this study,
female fasting or food refusal emerges as a persistent motif; however, though it is
possible to identify interesting resonances in the abstemious behaviours of women
such as Margery Kempe (Chapter 1), Marianne Dashwood (Chapter 4), Caroline
Helstone (Chapter 5) and Marian MacAlpin (Chapter 6), it would be reductive to
conflate the predominantly spiritually motivated fasts of medieval literary figures
with the proto-anorexic self-denial depicted in more recent writings, as a number
of critics have pointed out. In her careful and nuanced analysis of the fasting behav-
iours of medieval women, Caroline Walker Bynum argues that cultural context is
crucial to interpretation (1987, 198, 206). Similarly, in her important study Fasting
Girls, Joan Jacobs Brumberg cautions that ‘we should avoid easy generalizations
about the existence in past times of the modern disease entity anorexia nervosa or
about “women’s nature” . .. Even as basic a human instinct as appetite is trans-
formed by cultural and social systems and given new meaning in different historical
epochs’ (2000, 5). The complex socio-historical picture around food refusal is
further complicated by the fact that the abstemious female body is an inherently
unstable signifier, subject to a variety of competing meanings: as Helen Malson
notes, in Western societies it typically signifies both ‘a multiplicity of femininities
and a rejection of femininity’, ‘a conformity to patriarchal femininity’ but also ‘a
differing from, and a deferring of, prescribed gender positions’ (1998, 113).

A comparable semantic fluidity marks other customs and rituals surrounding
food, such as commensality. The communal knightly feasting represented in Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight (Chapter 1), which both reflects and upholds the value
structures of feudal society, inevitably signifies differently from the cross-class
Christmas festivities depicted by Dickens in The Pickwick Papers and A Christmas
Carol (Chapter 5) and the disorderly tea-party found in Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland (Chapter 5). Elsewhere, a mounting scepticism towards the idea of
commensality as socially cohesive can be identified: in the modernist fictions
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of Joyce and Woolf (Chapter 6), the fragmentation of social and familial bonds
jeopardizes the possibility of achieving positive communion through food, while,
in The Magic Toyshop (Chapter 6), communal dining is associated as much with the
exercise of asymmetrical power relations as with affirmative alimentary experience.
The semiotics of hunting, likewise, undergo a perceptible cultural shift over time.
From being conceived of as a noble and morally legitimate form of food-gathering
in medieval literature, hunting comes to be associated more and more with
social inequality or predatory gender relations in later fictions, such as Tom
Jones (Chapter 3), The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (Chapter 5) and The Edible Woman
(Chapter 6), although, again, this transition is not entirely smooth or even. Sir
Gawain is implicitly represented as the prey of Lady Bertilak in Sir Gawain and the
Green Knight (Chapter 1), while in The Beth Book (Chapter 5) the female protagonist’s
trapping of animals for food is configured as a necessitous and rightful form of
restitutory justice against patriarchal oppression, rather than a socially elitist form
of ‘sport’ or an act of gratuitous cruelty.

‘While mapping such evolutions in the meaning of food-related practice, it is
important to remember references to food in literature are not simply reflective of
changes within the social field; they can also work dynamically to produce new forms
of consumer and culinary relations. Evocations of blood-stained sugar and the bru-
tality of meat-eating in the works of Mary Birkett and Percy and Mary Shelley
(Chapter 4), for instance, do not merely echo existing Romantic ethical concerns,
but rather help actively to construct a series of distinctive political identities, such
as the ‘anti-saccharite’ and the ‘vegetarian’. Literary representation has also had a
palpable influence on the conception of the ‘cannibal’ in the popular cultural imagi-
nary; as a number of critics have pointed out, stereotypical notions of ‘man-eating
savages’ are more indebted to the cannibalistic images located in works such as
Robinson Crusoe (Chapter 3) and Heart of Darkness (Chapter 6) than to historical or
anthropological fact (although, as this book has shown, Defoe’s and Conrad’s texts
have a more complex relationship to cannibalism than might at first appear, working
ultimately to subvert some of the anthropophagic assumptions they set up).

What kinds of consumers and modes of consumption might literary works help
to construct in the future? Given the close links between food, culture and society,
it seems likely that culinary and alimentary tropes will continue to adapt and trans-
mute in relation to shifting ideological values and cultural anxieties. Although reasons
of space preclude a full examination of contemporary engagements with food and
consumption in this volume, emerging literary themes in recent years have included
the obesity crisis that looms over developed, Western nations — a subject central to
Lionel Shriver’s Big Brother (2013) and Jami Attenberg’s The Middlesteins (2013) — and
the food security issues that threaten a rapidly increasing global population — a
problem addressed in texts as diverse as Suzanne Collins’s popular dystopian novel
The Hunger Games (2008) and Jim Crace’s ecofiction Harvest (2013), where it features
in more allusive form. In Ben Lerner’s 10:04 (2014) — a novel set in a world of
extreme weather events and anti-corporate protests — contemporary middle-class
concerns around food additives, high-sugar diets and the need for ‘clean eating’
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generate ‘a new bio-political vocabulary for expressing racial and class anxiety’, in
which unhealthy fast foods — ‘high-fructose carbonated beverage[s]’ and ‘deep-fried,
mechanically processed chicken’ — function as eloquent non-verbal markers of social
inferiority (2014, 97-98). Meanwhile, in Han Kang’s prize-winning novel The
Vegetarian (2015), a more existential set of anxieties arises in relation to ingestion;
here, Yeong-hye’s decision to stop eating meat is linked to her desire to cast off
human selfhood in favour of a less violent, vegetal state of being, a rejection of
anthropoid subjectivity that explodes the complacent assumptions of her husband and
immediate family. Kang’s deliberate use of food (and its refusal) to explore ethical
and ontological crises indicates that, while engaging with historically and culturally
specific events and alimentary ideas, future texts will also likely continue to deploy
dietary motifs as a means to construct, negotiate and contest the wider, philosophi-
cally complex questions of identity (and non-identity) that have long dominated
literary history. Whatever the final direction of future literary engagements with
food, cooking, eating and not-eating, one thing seems clear: the writers of literary
cookbooks in years to come will not want for new sources of creative material.
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