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Jeffrey M. Pilcher is a professor of Food History and director of the Culinaria Research 

Centre at the University of Toronto, Canada. He holds an MA in Mexican history from New 

Mexico State University and a Ph.D. in Mexican cultural history from Texas Christian University. 

Pilcher’s work primarily investigates the global history of food, with a particular focus on 

Mexican cuisine and its transnational influences. His latest book project explores the global 

history of beer over the last two centuries, tracing the expansion of European lager through 

networks of trade, migration, and empire. He is the author of notable works such as Food in 

World History (2006), Planet Taco: A Global History of Mexican Food (2012), Que Vivan los 

Tamales! Food and the Making of Mexican Identity (1998), and The Sausage Rebellion: Public 

Health, Private Enterprise, and Meat in Mexico City (2006). Additionally, he is the editor of 

the Oxford Handbook of Food History (2012) and of the Global Food History journal. He is 

an active member of the Association for the Study of Food and Society and the American 

Historical Association. His contributions have significantly influenced the field of food history, 

encouraging new research and promoting interdisciplinary dialogue.

When you started out, thinking about food through the lens 
of cultural history wasn’t very common. Today, within the hier-
archy of objects to be studied that places them in a prestigious 
position, how do you see this object among historical studies?

The longstanding neglect of food as a subject for cultural history has a number of causes. 

In part it comes from the feminization of food work, although even gender historians 

often shunned the topic due to the association of kitchen labor with patriarchal oppression. 

Paradoxically, food culture was also considered a luxury of the rich, a view articulated most 

prominently by Pierre Bourdieu in his elitist dismissal of the “taste of necessity” common 

among the lower classes. The past three decades of research, together with the growing inter-

est in food in the wider culture, clearly demonstrated the importance of food in all aspects of 

human life. For example, despite the mechanization of agriculture, food production remains 

by far the largest global employer. And even with the modern fragmentation of food con-

sumption, commensality continues to be a vital focus of sociability. Meanwhile, environmental 

historians recognized food as one of the most important points of contact between humans 

and the outside world. Nevertheless, many still consider the study of food to be frivolous, an 

attitude that I can only attribute to the discipline’s inherent conservatism.
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How do you analyze the importance of interdisciplinarity in his-
torical studies of the food?

Interdisciplinarity is absolutely essential to the historical study of food. With the founding 

of the Annales School in the 1920s, historians recognized that the methods of anthropol-

ogists, sociologists, economists, and psychologists could broaden our understanding of the 

past and help interpret the documents that have traditionally been our main primary sources. 

Anthropology, with its longstanding interest in everyday life and culture, has been the leading 

source of insights on food. Despite his blind spots, Bourdieu’s logic of social distinction can be 

usefully applied to diverse historical contexts. The economist Amartya Sen’s theory of entitle-

ments has enriched out understanding of food politics and hunger in history. More recent neu-

roscience research has informed the boom in sensory studies. The omnipresence of food within 

all aspects of human life therefore demands that we study it with a similar holistic approach.

Similarly, historians have much to offer scholars of food working in other disciplines. 

Historians’ attention to chronology and change over time can enrich the often presentist 

views of many social and physical scientists. My own book, Planet Taco, sought to historicize 

our understanding of authenticity by showing how competing versions of authentic Mexican 

food have evolved over time. The industrial modernity associated with North American fast-

food tacos encouraged Mexican elites to overcome their distrust of Indigenous cultures and 

embrace pre-Hispanic foods as a more authentic national cuisine.

In 2012, in the introduction to the Oxford Handbook of Food 
History, and in 2016, in an article for the American Historical 
Review, you reviewed historiographical perspectives and trends 
in food history. Can you give a brief overview of the field today?

Historians of food have been very productive over the past decade, and I cannot hope to 

do justice to their findings in a brief interview. Summarizing this work is also difficult 

because historians of food and food studies scholars more generally have not settled on a 

single paradigm, which is fortunate, really, because it offers opportunities to push forward in 

many directions using diverse methodologies.

One area of exciting historical research is the industrialization of food, as we seek 

to understand the origins of the ultra-processed foods that increasingly constitute our basic 

subsistence. From a technological angle, much recent work examines the biochemistry of 

food science and the search for inexpensive chemical substitutes for traditional ingredients. 
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Although engineered foods have become ubiquitous in present-day supermarkets, nine-

teenth-century examples include margarine, saccharine, and adjunct beers. Labor histories 

increasingly focus on the role of the senses in working with food, a trend that recog-

nizes the expertise demanded of even the agricultural field hands and the food processing 

factory workers. Technologies of marketing were also essential for the industrialization of 

food, at first to win consumer trust for newfangled products, and more recently to over-

whelm us with meaningless choices. Government oversight has shifted from regulating the 

wholesomeness of foods to simply providing information on the assumption that consumers 

will be able to navigate this complex media environment and make informed purchases, 

which is a challenge given the sophistication of food advertising. The historiography of 

industrialization also reminds us of the ecological and social costs of cheap food (Cohen; 

Kideckel; Zeide, 2021; Cohen, 2019; Spackman; Lahne, 2019; Zeide, 2018; Hisano, 2019; 

Frohlich, 2023; Otter, 2020).

As a complement to the industrial transformation of food, historians have examined 

changing notions of food and health. The human appetite for food, which was viewed with 

suspicion in classical times as a source of gluttony, continues to be questioned by scientific 

authorities claiming to offer the perfect diet. Working in diverse fields, from biochemistry to 

psychology, specialists have sought to displace human desire for food, which is a process 

that is now culminating in the use of Glucagon-like peptide 1 (GLP-1) class diabetes medi-

cations such as Ozempic to suppress the appetite. Since the Enlightenment, diet has also 

come to be seen as a legitimate subject for government intervention. Leaders feared that 

undernourished workers would suppress economic development and endanger the nation in 

times of war. Of course, the result was not to distribute foods more fairly but to devise efficient 

diets based on cheap starches like potatoes and discourage indulgences such as coffee or 

sausage. The so-called “wonder foods,” from Borden’s meat biscuit and Kellogg’s corn flakes 

to present-day Soylent and Impossible Meat, sought to provide technological solutions for 

political problems (Williams, 2020; Earle, 2020; Haushofer, 2022).

Cultural histories of food continue to explore the ways that people and communi-

ties make meaning around the dinner table. Scholars have made great strides in examining 

the foods of marginalized communities in particular, including African Americans, Muslims in 

India, and colonial subjects everywhere. At the same time, mobility has become a useful frame-

work for examining the ways that foods and cuisines are constructed beyond national bound-

aries. These are just some of the topics that historians have recently explored (Klein, 2020; 

Wallach, 2018; Sharma, 2023; Rappaport; Schmidt, 2024; Bender, Cinotto, 2023; Pite, 2023).
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Pioneering works such as those by James Vernon, Mike Davis, and 
David Arnold have discussed not only the presence of food, but 
also its absence in studies on scarcity and hunger as objects of 
history. In recent years, we have seen an increase in hunger world-
wide. According to the FAO, between 2019 and 2023, around 122 
million people were “pushed” into hunger, especially those living 
in Latin America and Africa. What does this mean for historio-
graphical production?

Hunger and the politics of food have been perennial topics for historians, just as hunger 

keeps getting forgotten and then “rediscovered” as a contemporary problem. Perhaps 

what is different today is that we can no longer treat hunger as natural, in large part thanks to 

Brazil’s Zero Hunger program and the development goals of United Nations that it inspired. Of 

course, the ideas behind Zero Hunger were developed within civil society in the decades before 

Lula’s election. In a similar fashion, Civil Rights activists in the United States came to recognize 

food as a human right and worked to build cooperative kitchens, community gardens, and 

farm support programs (Smith, 2023). The idea behind food sovereignty, meaning that people 

should have not just access to a bare minimum of subsistence but also have control over the 

source and nature of their foods, has likewise become a subject for historians looking at food 

quality and agricultural land (Lee, 2011; Logan, 2020; Cevasco, 2022).

A curiosity about your career: how did your academic (and per-
sonal, of course) interest in Mexican cuisine come about?

I’ve always been something of a foodie, although growing up I didn’t have much chance to 

sample diverse foods in the Midwest. After university, I moved to the Southwest and began to 

explore Mexican cuisine. At the same time, I became interested in Mexican history. The opportunity 

to combine the two as a historian of Mexican food was really a product of the expansion of the 

historical field in the 1980s and 1990s. I was fortunate to be in the right place at the right time.

You establish a relation between the formation of national iden-
tities and local cuisines, as with Mexican cuisine. What theoreti-
cal and methodological tools did you use to carry out this work?

My first book, ¡Que vivan los tamales! (1998) was written at a moment of nationalist 

revivals of the 1980s and 1990s and the research that it inspired, particularly the 
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work of Benedict Anderson. Despite the unusual topic, it was part of a longer tradition of 

history that took the state as its subject and investigated the ways that food were employed 

to create nationalist ideologies and to include or exclude diverse social groups.

Arjun Appadurai’s essay on how to make a national cuisine was also formative for me. 

Cookbooks were my most important primary source, but I took a rather empirical approach 

to them, absorbing a large corpus of works and trying to make sense of them. I didn’t receive 

much interdisciplinary training in graduate school, and I would probably have worked more 

efficiently if I had learned the tools of discourse analysis. On the other hand, a deep textual 

immersion has paid off long term dividends. I’m still discovering novelties about Mexican food 

based on that dissertation research (Charbonneau; Pilcher, 2023). 

In Planet Taco (2012) I essentially rewrote the first book from a mobility studies 

perspective by asking if Mexican food outside of the national borders, particularly Mexican 

American, mattered in the historical development of the cuisine. This was true in the early 

modern era, regarding the ways that maize traveled the world without the cultural knowledge 

of nixtamalization, which fortified the plant’s nutritional value and allowed Indigenous people 

to avoid pellagra, a deadly disease caused by the lack of vitamin B-2. In the twentieth century, 

Mexican Americans created new cuisines blending Mexican cooking techniques with the prod-

ucts of United States supermarkets. These dishes became the model for fast food versions of 

Mexican food, but their creativity was dismissed both by Mexican nationalists and by American 

gourmets seeking a primitive authenticity.

Over the last few years, you’ve been researching beer. What does 
a drink like beer tell us about the process of consolidating cap-
italism and the global circulation of commodities?

Hopped Up, as the book is titled, begins with a world map that was published on 

the social media platform PureTravel and depicts each country’s iconic or best-selling 

beer: Budweiser in the US, Skol in Brazil, Molson in Canada, and Tsingtao in China. Despite 

the diversity of the labels, they are all the same pale lager—light, clear, fizzy, and indistin-

guishable. The one exception is Ireland’s Guinness. The book explores how diverse Indigenous 

beverages came to be displaced by this global commodity. Although one could consider pale 

lager as a case study in European cultural imperialism, I suggest that this beer style is itself a 

product of globalization.

Pale lager was of course a product of industrial capitalism, but so were all the other, 

seemingly more authentic, beer styles like porter, India Pale Ale (IPA), and Munich lager. 
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London porter was the first industrial beer, and its dark malt served to hide the imperfections 

of early brewing technology. With the growth of scale needed to quench the thirst of London’s 

industrial workforce, brewers learned to control the vagaries of fermentation. By the nine-

teenth century, the pale ales formerly reserved for the gentry could be produced more cheaply 

than the workman’s porter. Brewers marketed a new version of pale ale to the growing ranks 

of shopkeepers and clerks through a form of imperial nostalgia associated with India, the IPA. 

Meanwhile, Central Europeans adapted British malting and brewing technology to their 

unique bottom fermenting yeast, producing a spectrum of lager beers ranging from dark 

Munich to golden Pilsner, from the Czech town of Pilsen. International competition between 

these beers eventually favored the light, clear Pilsner because of its seeming purity, an ideal 

of nineteenth-century industrial food processing. The success of these beers led rivals else-

where to advertise copies as Munich and Pilsner “style” beers. Unlike the French government, 

which offered legal protection to winemakers in Champagne and Bordeaux, imperial officials 

in Berlin and Vienna refused to grant similar intellectual property rights to Bavarian and Czech 

brewers. Beer styles therefore came to reflect the capitalist imperatives of industrial standard-

ization, imagined geographies, and commercialized consumption.

Pale lager spread around the world in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries through 

migration, trade, and empire. Central European migrants established lager breweries across 

the Americas, from Milwaukee and St. Louis to Rio de Janeiro and Buenos Aires. Meanwhile, 

German shipping brewers such as Beck’s displaced IPA from British imperial markets such as 

Calcutta and Cairo. Pale lager acquired customers not only among imperial agents but also 

native elites eager for a refreshing taste of European modernity. The Japanese, determined 

to acquire European skills and avoid the colonial fate of India and China, sent students to 

Germany to learn to brew lager beer. Eventually they built an empire of beer, sourcing ingredi-

ents and selling beers in China, Korea, and Taiwan. As lager beer traveled the world, brewers 

adapted the recipes. The addition of maize and rice adjuncts in North America produced a 

lighter, more sparkling beer than could be made with barley alone. Japanese microfiltration 

and fermentation techniques pushed the clean, dry flavor even further. Thus, the standardized 

commodity was a product of innovation from many lands.

The craft beer movement, although it proclaims itself to be a reaction against 

commodified lager beer, illustrates how twenty-first-century capitalism produces commod-

ities. Of course, the supposedly traditional styles favored by craft brewers are themselves 

products of capitalist industrialization. Strong bitter and sour flavors became a postindustrial 

distinctiveness in place of the clean pure flavors prized in the industrial era. In place of massive 



8

Rômulo de Paula Andrade, Adriana Salay Leme

Estudos Históricos Rio de Janeiro, vol 37, nº 83, e20240307, 2024

advertising budgets, craft brewers justified their premium prices by moral claims on local, 

artisanal, communal, and sustainable products. Nevertheless, prominent craft brands such as 

California’s Lagunitas and Scotland’s Brewdog have been selling out to global giants like 

Heineken and private equity groups, in much the same way that programmers hope to create 

a “killer app” that will be bought up by Google or Meta. By the same token, there is a curious 

affinity between craft brewers and Carlos Brito, the Brazilian executive who built AB InBev 

into the world’s largest brewing company and who has been compared to a “tech start-up 

CEO” (McCoy; Bomey, 2015). In short, the beer mug provides a lens for viewing the history of 

capitalism and the lives of people caught up in it.

From the point of view of the non-academic public, the history 
of food has a strong appeal. How do you analyze the production 
of books by people not necessarily linked to universities? Is it 
possible to have a dialogue between this production and the spe-
cialized one?

The general public has become deeply interested in food over the past few decades, and 

audiences have often been more receptive to books about food than research on the his-

tory of sexuality, for example. Public intellectuals are successful to the extent that they can take 

that interest and use it to make compelling arguments about social justice or sustainability. 

That’s where the dialogue needs to happen with non-academic writers on food, who are not 

always interested in the “why it matters” question about food. It’s unfortunate if any author 

gets so focused on the fun side of food that they lose sight of the very real problems facing 

food workers or people who lack access to healthy food.

You are the coordinator of Food Studies at the University of 
Toronto. How does it work? What research and student projects 
are related to this line of study? We ask because, in Brazil, some 
laboratories are studying the History of Food in various regions of 
the country, and we would like to learn about other experiences.

We at the University of Toronto’s Culinaria Research Centre houses a number of current 

publicly engaged and socially conscious research projects. Professor Jayeeta Sharma’s 

Feeding City Lab works with farmers, markets, and public kitchens in Toronto and worldwide 

to collect stories about innovative methods for growing and exchanging healthy and culturally 

appropriate foods. The research has focused in particular on Indigenous women’s collectives 
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seeking to maintain heirloom seeds in a time of climate change. These stories are available 

as podcasts,1 which functions as a knowledge sharing platform. A second research project, 

Tasting the Global City,2 has created historical maps of Toronto’s food system as a research 

tool for locating the contributions of indigenous peoples and migrants in making Toronto the 

culinary tourism destination that it is today. A third project that has been particularly successful 

in the Food History classroom teaches students to mine historical recipes to create meal kits 

that can be used for home or public kitchens. Thus, the Culinaria Kitchen Laboratory, which 

was built as a teaching kitchen for food studies classes, demonstrates the power of food his-

tory for recovering the past and learning lessons for the future.

Notas
1	 Available at: https://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/projects/feedingcity/. Access on: Aug. 2, 2024.

2	 Available at: https://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/projects/torontofood/. Access on: Aug. 2, 2024.
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