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Preface

Could icaf be what it has become without Helen Macbeth? She has been a 
main actor in giving us a working structure, organising us, keeping in touch, 
informing everyone of events and of what happened in the meetings she 
attended. Her academic background contributed to the specific features of the 
scientific disciplines she endeavoured to establish. In 1964, the International 
Biological Programme on the biological structure of human populations put 
the focus on food and nutrition, on the nutritional adaptation of humanity, 
which opened the way for the human sciences. This is why icaf can be char-
acterised by its approach to food and nutrition by scholars belonging to both 
biological and human sciences. It prevented our group from drifting towards 
the study of folk beliefs on food, as did the previous International Committee 
for the Anthropology of Food and Food Habits.

It is difficult to imagine Helen not getting ready to go somewhere: 
from Australia to Slovenia, from Catalonia to America, travelling light, sleep-
ing in trains, airports, having fun and talking to people. Her experiences 
would make a nice yarn: from freezing in the Danube delta to dancing the 
waltz in Copenhagen at the opening of the ixth Congress of the European 
Anthropological Association.

How many books have been published thanks to her? The whole 
Berghahn “Anthropology of Food” series we owe to her energy, and that is 
without counting Alimenta Populorum: we all have one of the few issues of 
that nice little journal on our bookshelves. With great patience, she has edited 
and often helped re-write chapters or articles when some authors could not 
write in English. Her role in our scientific production has been major.

The work she has accomplished for our scientific group should not over-
shadow the subtle ethnographic fieldwork she has performed in the French- and 
Catalan-speaking groups in Cerdania in the eastern Pyrenees. We should also 
mention her concern for the nutritional well-being of human populations and, 
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in a lighter mood, the book she edited on Consuming the Inedible, and the charm-
ing collection of Christmas recipes from Europe which is now on the Web.

The construction of icaf Europe was not a simple task, and financing it 
was difficult, every country having its own laws about it. She did manage to get 
us together, and it worked well enough so that there was even enough money 
to pay our iuaes fees as well! Thanks to her we now have icaf treasurers!

She is the one to make us think, discuss, decide in common, suggest 
better ideas. The cottage in Kirtlington (Oxfordshire) has hosted many of 
us; just shut your eyes and you can see the old church, the lovely walks in 
the summer, tea in the back garden. For those who did not know it, it was 
an introduction to British ways of life and eating. Not as bad as the non-
British are prone to say: lovely cakes, garden potatoes cooked with mint, 
roast lamb, puddings –as the saying goes: good old home cooking. This, of 
course, was completed by visits to the local pub. But most of all Helen is a 
wonderful, kind and helpful friend.

This book as a joint effort is in her honour, to thank her in the name 
of all icaf. We chose to present papers on boundaries, physical and imaginary, 
because crossing borders has been one of Helen’s research themes. Ethnicity, 
identity, health, migrations, cultural borders and their biological implications 
are some important aspects of anthropological research. This bio-cultural 
approach has been at the centre of her work and nourished the thoughts 
and writings of some of us. The implications are important and this way of 
observing, crossing borders indeed between the physical and the intangible, 
is a better means of understanding human evolution, contemporary cultural 
and cross cultural situations as well as the application and transformation 
of the concept of identity. We present here contributions on this particular 
interaction between the “self” and the body.

For all you have done, thank you Helen.

Annie Hubert
Igor de Garine
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Foreword

This volume of Estudios del Hombre gathers together the contributions that dif-
ferent authors have made in honor of Helen Macbeth. Its central theme and 
title, Food, Imaginaries and Cultural Frontiers, has been conceived in an open 
manner in order to respond to the different thematic and research interests that 
the honoree has encouraged throughout her career, since her time at Oxford 
Brookes University and as the first president of icaf-Europe, the European rep-
resentation on the International Commission on the Anthropology of Food. 

The authors participating in this monograph represent an important 
diversity of professional profiles, all of them linked by the theme of food. 
Their contributions contain very diverse viewpoints and perspectives, rang-
ing from an anthropological and socio-cultural standpoint to a biological one, 
traversing history, sociology, psychology and ethno-botany. This variety cor-
responds with the professional practices of Helen Macbeth who, throughout 
her working career, has carried out interdisciplinary research and has taken 
into account contributions from other fields, but has always observed food as 
a cross sectional basis of research from a holistic perspective.

The present work has been structured in three parts. The first is 
entitled “Nutrition, Health and Culture”. Nutrition is a completely cultural 
event. It plays a part in all the spheres of human activity; the tangible and 
intangible ones. Among the former ones, nutrition, health, hunger, gluttony 
or food technology can be mentioned; among the latter ones, Man’s beliefs 
and representations together with his rituals concerning the nutritional pro-
cess can be related. Socio-cultural themes related to that process have been 
afforded space in this first part, that deals with studies in which facts related to 
human nutrition and ways of eating are approached, such as those presented 
by Wulf Schiefenhovel, Igor de Garine and Matthieu de Labarre; with diverse 
viewpoints of sickness tinged by cultural influences, such as those contained 
in the studies of Virginie Masdoua and Mabel Gracia Arnaiz; or with conten-
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tious themes such as the proposal of Juanjo Cáceres to examine the aspects 
linked to bio-technologies and the controversial social debate surrounding it.

The second part has been called “Food and Cultural Imaginaries.” 
Each society constructs ideas and systems of ideas which are considered as real 
even though they are, in reality, imaginary. They are viewed as being coher-
ent and pertinent and, therefore, are useful for interpreting, adopting and 
adapting the real world. Within this thematic perspective, studies are included 
that deal with these imaginaries –and the cultural adaptations of them– being 
constructed in respect to specific foodstuffs: vegetable soup, in the case of 
María-Manuel Valagâo; milk, shown by Jeremy McClancy; and the chili, put 
forward by Esther Katz. Also found in this section are works that approach 
the study of food-producing areas as well as places built and utilized, in a social 
context, in relation to food, whether it be in a specific way, as set out by F. 
Xavier Medina y Marcelo Álvarez, or Rachel E. Black, or in a generic form, 
as demonstrated by Renata Menasche. Similarly other studies concentrate on 
the relationship between food and symbolism, sacred practices and rituals, as 
covered by Alfonsina Bellio, and by Ricardo Ávila, Martín Tena and Martha 
Ocegueda in representative studies in which the supernatural aspect is inter-
preted and adapted, making them explicit –true in a certain way– from the 
point of view of its own culture. This second part also gives voice to studies 
that deal with dietary habits serving as indicators for the local construction of 
“the food business”, being the basis of the texts of David Quintero and Sonia 
Montecino. Finally, Luis Cantarero and Monica Stacconi analyze the western-
izing discourses –always in relation to the nutritional event– which cinema, as 
a mass communicational medium, has carried out throughout its history.

The studies of the third and final part, “Food and Cultural Frontiers”, 
examine how food is used as an accentuating marker, invested with an iden-
tifying power capable of assimilating or differentiating; of constructing cul-
tural frontiers. Thus, Isabel González Turmo, Rodolfo Fernández and Daria 
Deraga, María Luz Rodrigo and Aurélie Rousselot-Pailley, demonstrate in 
their texts the construction of frontiers, whether stemming from culinary 
systems, from aspects of nutrition in a wider sense or from particular dishes, 
as propounded by Fréderic Duhart and F. Xavier Medina. From this per-
spective, the migratory phenomenon provides a point of special interest as 
being an agent of nutritional contacts among groups in the same area, with 
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the consequent marking of cultural frontiers, in both aspects of exclusion and 
recognition. Those are the questions set out by Cecilia Montero, Paula Durán 
and Leila Abu-Shams, whereas Amado Milan focuses on the theme of the 
nutritional frontiers in relation to the social imaginary and cultural nature, 
but specifically in respect of the ongs.

In any given moment of her professional career, the analyses included 
here have been the object of scientific interest for our honored personage. 
This explains, creates and justifies the three structured parts and act as the-
matic axes for this book; a volume which, through the contributions of 
authors from more than a dozen countries, aims to bear witness to the sincere 
scientific and human recognition that the International Commission on the 
Anthropology of Food offers to one of its main members, Helen Macbeth, a 
very active and fruitful one.

F. Xavier Medina
Ricardo Ávila






