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INTRODUCTION

Re-reading Africa Through Food: Introduction
Desiree Lewisa and Heather A. Thuynsmab

aDepartment of Women’s and Gender Studies, University of the Western Cape, Cape Town, South Africa; 
bPolitical Sciences, University of Pretoria, Hatfield, South Africa

“Food” in African Scholarship

Humanities-oriented scholarship and research on food has rapidly expanded in the global 
North. Marion Nestle and W. Alex McIntosh (2010), for example, remarked that food 
studies had grown as a “new field”, with the humanities steadily consolidating interdisci
plinary work on food. Their remarks respond to the way in which food studies were pre
viously disparaged in humanities disciplines, despite Claude Lévi-Strauss’s and Roland 
Barthes’ pioneering of interdisciplinary work about food.

In the global South, however, such work remains limited. The relative invisibility of 
African humanities-oriented work is not a result of a paucity of research or critical interest 
but rather is due to the stranglehold of dominant paradigms. Existing publishing platforms, 
sources of research support and influential paradigms shaping food research privilege func
tional and technical as well as market-driven understandings of African peoples’ relations to 
food. The neoliberal capitalist framework underpinning research is especially noteworthy. 
The subject of food in African scholarship is mired in models of economic development, 
stereotypes about Africa’s general “lack”, and an ongoing legacy of situating Africa as a sup
plicant and victim in global policy, research and practice. Basic searches for “Africa and 
food” therefore yield images and text that underscore malnutrition and chronic hunger 
in African contexts, and that centralise expertise and solutions emanating from the 
global North. Currently, this is strongly evident in the launch of the seemingly humanitarian 
Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa in 2007. The apparent newness of this Alliance 
extends the assumptions of the first Green Revolution and its ostensible goal of alleviating 
chronic hunger in the global South through deepening integration into the global food 
system and its related technologies and markets.

Progressive scholars, such as William G. Moseley (2016), incisively expose how 
humanitarian and developmental models lock Africa into networks of economic 
dependence and an expanding Big Food System. It is therefore alarming that well- 
funded, high-profile and prolific research related to food both directly and indirectly ser
vices these models. In certain disciplines that are seemingly concerned with improving 
Africans’ experiences with food (such as development studies) as well as many in the 
natural sciences, food scholarship often amounts to confirming Africa’s food insecurity 
and providing short-term strategies to make Africa “food secure” (see, for example, 
Tsongo et al. 2024).
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One pivotal aim of this special issue is to introduce humanities-oriented conceptualising 
that explores food in very different ways from our existing and dominant industry of food 
scholarship linked to global capitalist development and neoliberal policy and practice. 
This sense of “re-reading Africa through food” means examining food from the perspec
tive of its connection to – inter alia – social agencies and struggles, groups’ meaning 
making, human cognition and sensory consciousness. Seen in this way, food is not 
merely a material source of sustenance, but a lens for examining the multifaceted histori
cal, cultural, semiotic, social and affective dimensions of particular human experiences. As 
revealed in this issue’s contributions, attention to food yields innovative opportunities 
and interdisciplinary inquiries into African cultural, historical and social studies. This 
does not merely entail revisiting or confirming existing African humanities work by lever
aging food as subject matter; it also involves inventively crafting transdisciplinary theor
etical frameworks and methodologies for exploring food as material culture with 
reference to, for example, subject constitution, cultural or symbolic expressions of politi
cal struggles, and both early processes of colonisation and current manifestations of 
neocolonialism.

These interdisciplinary explorations have been the main research objectives of the 
Critical Food Studies programme driven by the Universities of the Western Cape, Pretoria 
and KwaZulu-Natal for over five years (see https://criticalfoodstudies.org.za/). The confer
ences, seminars and journal special issues coordinated by this programme have focused 
squarely on humanities-inflected scholarship in South Africa. This special issue of the 
Journal of African Cultural Studies draws together work from and about a range of 
African countries in expanding this national focus, with a key aim being to demonstrate 
how critical attention to foodwork, food cultures, food histories, foodways and food as 
material culture can deepen pivotal areas of research in African humanities.

Certain pioneering humanities scholars have already made inroads into the study of 
food’s centrality to social, historical and cultural processes, and, therefore, have opened 
up novel avenues for exploring these processes. For example, Jonathan Highfield 
(2017) confronts the nuances of subject formation, cultural and social encounters 
with colonialism, and neglected aspects of social history in his work on foodways as 
represented in literature from countries including Sierre Leone, Nigeria, Botswana 
and South Africa. Generally, literary critics’ studies of African fiction have made con
siderable advances in unravelling meanings and dynamics linked to food. Doseline 
Kiguru (2021), for example, examines African futures and urban spaces by focusing 
on food imagery in selected short stories. Several literary critics focusing on food in 
Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions reveal how important an analysis of foodways, 
food metaphors and eating are to the colonial phenomena on which this influential 
novel focuses (see Wright 1995; Cusack 2023; Rhu and Wright 2021). Apart from 
African literary criticism foregrounding food, both graduate research and published 
work by, for example, anthropologists, historians, sociologists and linguists (see 
Lewis et al. 2024; Mjekula 2019; Stanley, Lewis, and Mafofo 2023) demonstrate how 
the interdisciplinary lenses often used to read food enrich their seemingly discipline- 
specific areas of interest. An example here is Henrietta Nyamnjoh (2018), an anthropol
ogist whose focus on textual analysis and the semiotics surrounding food enriches her 
insights into forms of African identity making in the context of today’s large-scale 
migration.
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This collection seeks to build on a diffuse existing tradition of work on food within 
African humanities scholarship by collating innovative studies and mapping out some 
of the main research areas to which it contributes. Clearly, contributions to this issue 
are by no means representative of the variety of scholarship about and within different 
African countries. However, these submissions from Uganda, Nigeria, Zimbabwe and 
South Africa collectively gesture towards key thematic areas, outlined in the following 
subsections, that critical humanities-oriented work on food can amplify. The articles in 
this issue consequently illustrate how work that uses food as an optic can also enrich 
humanities-inflected African scholarship more generally.

Colonialism, Race and Food

A lively yet often superficial discussion of indigenous African food has burgeoned in many 
African contexts, with seemingly unchanging dishes being linked to heritage and often 
tourism (Fisher and du Rand 2022; Gangiah 2024). Much of this romanticises Africa’s 
past, in particular reproducing the stereotype of Africans’ ostensibly indigenous meat- 
eating orientation. The persuasive, resilient and compelling myth strongly informs 
ideas about homogenised “African” identity, globalised assumptions about African 
eating (as evidenced, for example, in restaurants promoting a sense of African-ness), 
and belief systems that many Africans defend.

Essentialist ideas about African food draw attention to food’s discursive construction, 
especially colonialist interpretations. Many aspects of colonial discourses can be 
unpacked through empirically rich and informed critiques of the seemingly scientific 
approach to food in knowledge and practice emanating from the global North. The dom
inance of Western-centric knowledge and nutritional and health expertise is explicit in 
current public health and nutritional discourses. Establishing a binary between bodies 
that are seen to have almost innate differences, perceptions of food and eating often per
petuate racialised as well as caste, gendered and classed binaries. Hierarchies of race, 
gender, caste and class are frequently invented and justified by (socially influenced) 
sensory responses to food, the pseudo-scientific classification of the nutritional value of 
food, or seemingly scientific standards that are mobilised to measure healthy and 
normal bodies. In their provocative study of caste, gender, eating and olfaction, for 
example, Thiyagaraj Gurunathan, Rajbir Samal, and Binod Misha (2023) draw attention 
to corporeal and sensorial meanings associated with food that are projected onto socially 
constructed bodies in India. Oluwas. eun Williams (2025), in this issue, carefully examines 
the colonial origins of what has come to be seen as strong meat-eating taste among 
West Africans. Extending Guruthan, Sama and Misha’s attention to popular beliefs, he 
focuses on the use of science in the colonial engineering of “traditional” African meat 
eating and taste.

This kind of research can amplify understandings of group-embodied hierarchisation. 
Often, the assumption is that food and eating merely reflect pre-established race, caste 
or class hierarchies, which are constructed on the basis of other primary embodied 
characteristics, especially somatic ones. Yet what is often the case is that types of food, 
food odours and eating practices vitally inform the social categorisation of bodies, and 
can play important discursive roles in constructing ethnicised, caste-identified or racia
lised identities. This can reinforce colonial and racial dominance; but it can also be 

152 D. LEWIS AND H. A. THUYNSMA



linked to subverting these. By turning to fictional representations, the article by 
Idom Inyabri and Elizabeth Olaoye (2024) in this issue shows how food memories 
and eating, especially in the context of transnational migration and neocolonialism, can 
be existentially empowering for many Africans. The authors show how Nigerian immi
grants in the North embrace their home country’s food memories in order to be 
“bodies that belong” – in the face of a racist world that denigrates their bodies. Acknowl
edging the visceral qualities of eating, food evaluation and taste can therefore deepen 
insight into deep-seated identity making. Strong defences of food eaten within groups 
create compellingly embodied connections between subjects and geopolitical spaces. 
Insight into embodied identities can therefore be strengthened by research focusing 
on racially subordinated groups’ food memories and meanings in responding to domi
nant groups’ pathologising of these groups’ tastes and bodies. Moreover, colonialism’s 
elaborate classification of bodies since the nineteenth century can be further explored 
by confronting colonial and neocolonial stereotypes linked to eating, taste and taste 
cultivation.

The categorising of bodies through food and eating has been a persistent and often 
covert discursive instrument in colonial and neocolonial power relations. The commodifi
cation of food in Africa – over centuries – is a far more obvious focus for examining past 
and present colonial dominance. This theme is familiar in political economy scholarship 
confronting the growing influence of Northern foods since the Industrial Revolution. 
The production of surpluses necessitated using the colonies not only as sources of 
labour and raw materials, but also as potential markets. Since formal decolonisation 
and the rise of neoliberal globalisation, the growth of Big Food and the corporate food 
industry has led to a surge of work on Africa’s increased exploitation and food depen
dence on the North. What helps to extend this analysis of political economy, however, 
is how food injustices are held in place and rationalised.

Attention to myths about certain foods’ efficiency and availability (in terms of pro
duction and the reduced work efforts of the consumer) or about their health benefits is 
important in understanding how and why colonial-capitalist control over food in Africa 
continues to be so intransigent. These myths contradict each other, as we see in the 
expansion of fast-food corporations that target the global South at exactly the moment 
when many countries in the global North are implementing strict controls over foods 
with high sugar and fat content or over marketing fast food to children. Food marketing 
and branding, the growing celebrity chef craze and ornate cuisine fads are increasingly 
linked to middle-class aspirations (in Africa and globally). Such trends, as well as the ubi
quity of “food porn” in digital and print media, warrant careful attention within and across 
disciplines in African humanities. Alluring images, persuasive text and fantasy worlds of 
pleasure and satiation work to establish fast-food loyalty – especially among young 
people and children. In their discussion of the advertising of fast food to children in 
South Africa, for example, Desiree Lewis, Sheetal Bhoola, and Lynn Mafofo (2020) show 
how compelling narratives and images – in which global food corporations invest a 
great deal – are increasingly shaping the tastes and appetites of young Africans, and 
also reinforcing, for example, class aspirations, rigid gender scripts or standards of 
beauty and physical desirability. In this issue, Gibson Ncube’s article (2024) explores 
fast-food advertising in Zimbabwe, and demonstrates how gendered discourses in the 
marketing of food are integrated into everyday speech and jokes – to the extent of 
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perpetuating blatantly misogynistic myths about women as sexually available edible 
bodies and men as appetite-driven sexual predators.

The messages in fast-food advertising may seem very different from the message that 
certain food promoted, produced or sanctioned in the global North is good for the 
“needy” bodies of Africans. These influential messages have been categorised as “nutri
tionism” by Michael Pollan (2008), having been globalised in a primarily commercially 
driven rush, rather than a belief in certain foods’ health value. As several writers have 
shown, the profit-making objectives of the neocolonial corporate food system have led 
increasingly to the marketing of specialised foods’ ostensibly medicinal qualities. As John
athan Jodamus (2025) explains in this issue, the messages are so compelling because they 
prey on individuals’ (socially determined and culturally influenced) anxieties. Body dys
morphic disorder is often associated with women’s gendered identification. Yet Joda
mus’s detailed examples and analysis demonstrate how significantly they influence 
ideas about normative or universally desirable manhood.

Masculinities, like all other gender identities and performances – are highly context- 
specific, and, within Africa, they vary among countries, communities and classes. 
However, the global rise of fitness foods and their international advertising open up 
important paths for researching the nexus of globalisation, eating and masculinity. In 
many African contexts, manhood has been seen to be threatened by colonialism: essen
tialised ideas (within Africa) valorising men’s virility can intersect with globalised nutri
tionism – especially among young African males. Studies that deconstruct food’s 
advertised health benefits not only have a great deal to offer to humanities work on chan
ging globalised masculinities in Africa; interdisciplinary research drawing on social psy
chology, cultural studies and gender studies can also encourage work on commodified 
food connected to, for example, infant feeding (see Andrews and Paremoer 2023) or 
women’s health and wellbeing – often by disparaging African bodies and local eating 
practices. Clearly, humans have favoured certain foods for their health benefits for centu
ries, and this has been a global pattern. But the concerted push to mobilise science and 
policy in neocolonial corporate food systems has been a distinctive feature since the 
twentieth century and has significantly influenced scientific and everyday knowledge 
about African children’s, men’s and women’s desirable or normative bodies.

In this issue, Williams’s (2025) examination of the colonial origins of nutrition 
exposes a long history of galvanising science to create and justify food markets in 
Africa. As shown in this author’s careful attention to precolonial communities’ eating, 
hegemonic norms of taste and nutrition, connected to colonial commercial interests 
and political and economic dominance, have long dictated foods for Africans. Far 
from assuming the normativity of Africans’ traditional meat eating, detailed analysis 
of precolonial eating habits warrant rigorous archival research, rather than generalis
ation about static food cultures. Williams demonstrates how the need for meat 
markets drove colonial commercial interests and needs and was rationalised by 
“good eating practice” and nutrition for Africans. In similar ways to the global Big 
Food industry’s promotion of specific eating habits in global South contexts, nine
teenth-century British commercial interests, policymaking and practice rapidly normal
ised meat eating in many parts of Nigeria and fixed binaries between desirable foods 
and dominant embodied subjects on one hand, and, on the other hand, well-fed Eur
opeans. This is a reminder that many prominent forms of food studies and policy (such 
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as public health) warrant careful historical scrutiny in terms of their role in reinforcing 
racial binaries and colonial beliefs about normative bodies.

Nation, Migration and Food

Benedict Anderson’s (1991) study of nationalism is often invoked in work on food’s collec
tive meanings. As Igor Cusack (2000) shows in his work on food and nation building in 
Africa, “national cuisines” are often actively constructed by combining (and ossifying) 
different regional and local cuisines. Elements of these are arbitrarily selected and 
reified through, for example, restaurants, cultural nationalist discourses, magazines, web
sites and other sources that fix and promote national culture, especially around tourism. 
These cuisines help to constitute what Cusack, drawing on Michael Billig, calls “banal 
nationalism” (see Cusack 2000, 208). Paradoxically, therefore, a colonial legacy and 
Africa’s territorial compartmentalisation in the nineteenth century are often central to 
the “national cuisines” that many often celebrate as authentic to particular African 
countries. What many regularly cook and value in a particular country is therefore not 
necessarily what has come to be constituted as national cuisine. In his investigation of 
jollof rice in West Africa, Yegandi Alagidede (2024) explores an obviously hybridised 
and mobile dish, often celebrated for unifying and celebrating what is “national” in 
different West African countries. Rigorous archival research on national cuisines can there
fore illuminate a great deal more about African foodways than descriptive and romanti
cising accounts that assume the stasis of food cultures. In turn, carefully exploring these 
foodways can shed light on early and current forms of migration and social interaction, or 
past and present patterns of political and cultural dominance among groups in African 
countries. Such scholarship could also confront social and cultural interactions that com
plicate or flesh out existing knowledge of colonial and postcolonial patterns of trade, or 
legacies of bricolage in different African countries during the precolonial and postcolonial 
periods.

The influence of Pierre Bourdieu in food studies has been considerable, since this the
orist has extended Anderson’s attention to national identification with an emphasis on 
the range of cultural resources that confirm social subjects’ belonging – in terms of 
class, gender, subculture and so on. Henrietta Nyamnjoh (2018) has drawn on Bourdieu’s 
theorising of habitus to examine ways in which Cameroonian migrants living in South 
Africa construct group affiliations through food. In their co-authored study of different 
African literary works in this issue, Inyabri and Olaoye (2024) carefully unravel how literary 
texts trace differently socially situated characters’ disconnection from and affiliation with 
“home” through food. While the authors do not draw on Bourdieu, their analysis is 
strongly informed by this theorist’s sensitivity to the symbolic cultural resources, includ
ing food, that enable social subjects’ group identification. In the case of their study, 
habitus is linked to racialised, gendered, classed and national identification and renego
tiation. In a recently published study, directly drawing on Bourdieu to focus on food as 
a symbolic resource, Pamella Gysman et al. (2024) shed light on the complexities of 
being Black and middle class in a well-known African city.

The globalisation of food is often associated with Africa’s exploitation, subordination 
and dependency. At the same time, the rapid circulation of food types and tastes, 
especially in the current millennium, reveals how Africans (and, indeed, all human 
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subjects) encounter food with inventiveness, transformation and, often, subversion. The 
documentary series High on the Hog: How African-Americans Transformed American 
Cuisine examines how African Americans, since the North Atlantic slave trade, turned to 
cooking as art, as a source of memory making and as a way of dignifying the dehumanised 
body. In ways related to High on the Hog, Ivan Lukanda’s (2024) work on the ingenuity and 
symbolic complexity of street food in contemporary Uganda is a rejoinder to the stereo
type of African “lack” in relation to food and eating. It also challenges the economic deter
minism of a rigid focus on Africans’ inevitable subjugation in our current global food 
system. There is therefore abundant scope for serious scholarly attention to subversion 
and agencies in relation to the everyday nature of food, or to information documented 
mainly in magazines, recipe books, by celebrity chefs and on television. Foodways are 
never linear, but tentacular and unpredictable – sites for illustrating the creativity, curios
ity, resilience and humour of groups generally considered hopelessly marginalised and 
“food insecure”. By relinquishing many of our predictable and obvious ways of reading 
power and human wellbeing through foodways, we can uncover hidden forms of resist
ance, agency and struggle.

Feminism, Gender and Foodwork

Anglo-American feminist scholarship has played a key role in consolidating humanities- 
oriented food studies in the global North since the late 1990s (see Nestle and Alex McIn
tosh 2010). And since Anglo-American feminist frameworks have provided influential 
arguments and concepts in African humanities work, it is often this tradition that 
informs social science and humanities work on food and gender. The importance of 
exploring gender in relation to food seems obvious: foodwork is gendered, and access 
to food is often influenced by gendered relations. As contributions to this issue demon
strate, however, it is not only foodwork and food access that uncover gendered complex
ities. Food and eating are always “socially charged” and embodied – in the sense of being 
connected to the intersecting power relations and identities that shape senses of belong
ing. As many contributions to this issue therefore reveal, critical analysis of food as 
material culture – whether or not the focus is foodwork and food access – often draws 
on feminist frameworks and subject matter related to gender.

Even more important is that some postcolonial and decolonial work (attentive to what 
Maria Lugones [2016] terms “the coloniality of gender”) offers epistemological interven
tions through re-reading foodwork and challenging generalisations about those who 
usually do it, as well as its social standing and how it is valued. Universalising feminist 
ideas about women’s prescribed roles in foodwork drown out thought about contextually 
determined agencies and creativity. As some research shows, women’s cooking can reveal 
their agency (rather than subjection) in shaping taste and gustatory pleasure. Seen in this 
way, many cooks, despite raced, gendered or classed subordination, play influential social 
roles in fashioning tastes within families or wider communities. Moreover, they can 
influence other appetites and desires connected to taste.

The subject of women’s underexplored agency in foodwork has been provocatively 
explored by some scholars. Among others, Betty Govinden (2008), Vasu Reddy and Rele
bohile Moletsane (2021), Goolam Vahed and Thembisa Waetjen (2010), Gabeba Baderoon 
(2014) and Desiree Lewis (2016) offer provocations for interpreting women’s domestic 
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cooking positively, and for recognising their authority in recipe creation (whether through 
writing, oral communication or group or individual glossators, as Aneesa Bodiat puts it in 
this issue [2024]). As Baderoon (2014) shows in her work on food, certain Black South Afri
cans were themselves exploring a variety of gustatory pleasures and tastes, while also 
introducing others to new sensory worlds. Paradoxically, constraints such as limited 
leisure spaces outside the home or limits on travel and eating out coexisted with a 
spirit of adventure and cultural curiosity. And this was often concentrated in individual 
homes and in the seemingly very uncosmopolitan space of the kitchen.

Clearly, in other African contexts where groups are socially and culturally marginalised, 
women’s adventurous recipe collections and their use (often through orality) can intro
duce others to new domains of taste, the senses, cultural difference and “Pan-African” 
diversity. Overall, therefore, domestic cooking cannot be connected to women’s pre
scribed or reproductive labour and universalising feminist interpretations. Moreover, 
cooking can play influential (even though everyday) political and cultural roles in the 
context of specific communities’ volatile social transformation. Although the idea of 
families and communities “appreciating women’s cooking” often seems to reinforce 
their obligatory gendered work, in some contexts the appreciation is a deep recognition 
of their innovation and social authority. While shifting traditions of Anglo-American fem
inist food studies are increasingly registering women’s agencies and creativity in domestic 
cooking (see Carole Counihan [1999], for example), the African scholarship referred to 
suggests deeper and broader forms of influence.

The strong impact of women’s domestic cooking can be illustrated by reconsidering 
the spatial politics of “the kitchen” and specific sites for domestic cooking. Dhee 
Naidoo and Vasu Reddy (2023) and Baderoon (2014) question Anglo-American frame
works’ assumption that domestic and public realms are rigidly hierarchised, with 
women often being “confined” to domestic spaces. Symbolically, communities’ recog
nition of certain foods’ healing potential leads what is eaten for everyday sustenance at 
the domestic level to be experienced as medicine that cures at the level of specialisation 
and what is public (Naidoo and Reddy 2023). Baderoon (2014) illustrates collective invol
vement in cooking acts, where women – as experts – direct other family or community 
members in networks that blur or undermine conventional gender hierarchies. Conse
quently, context-specific research on particular African communities as well as attention 
to the specific social histories of women’s cooking (or women-led cooking) can signifi
cantly expand insights into the politics of material culture and gendered dynamics 
within what we often understand to be “the kitchen”.

In this issue, Bodiat (2024) extends understandings of women’s agency in foodwork by 
addressing the invisibilised knowledge making often linked to cooking. Her auto-ethno
graphic analysis opens up possibilities for comparison and the transferral of methods and 
conceptual framing. Moreover, her methodology – grounding attentive and thoughtful 
interpretation of foodworlds in the writer’s own knowledge and experiences – is itself pro
vocative; it is a reminder of how distinct vantage points (in food studies and the huma
nities generally) shaped by memory and observation can guide insightful scholarship. 
Although Bodiat turns to a well-researched subject, the iconic cookbook Indian Delights, 
she raises fresh insights by focusing on different women’s writerly contributions to recipes 
in this book. Generally, recipe creation and writing, including orally transmitted or hand
written recipes, can be a focus for thoughtful analysis. As Bodiat indicates, improvisation 
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and multimodal recipe scripting often personalise dishes that express individual women’s 
imaginativeness and knowledge as well as culturally valued tastes. Consequently, what 
Bodiat terms “glossators”, in contrast to the writers of published cookbooks and the 
subject of much Anglo-American feminist food writing, deserve scholarly interpretation 
in African contexts.

Re-Reading Africa?

The phrase “re-reading Africa” in this issue title may seem like a tall order, and ambitious 
claims are made about the scope and potential of attention to food in the humanities. 
Many African scholars have advanced arguments about how to energise the humanities, 
including supporting research capacity building; strengthening the continent’s limited, 
under-resourced and under-rated publishing platforms vis-à-vis increasingly hegemonic 
publishing sites in the global North; and epistemological arguments. This epistemological 
imperative is explained by Grace A. Musila (2011, 1) as a situation in which “Africa con
tinues to produce raw data, while the global North appears to provide the conceptual 
tools for ‘reading’ African experiences”. The first section of this introduction showed 
that much work on food exemplifies the North–South dynamic that Musila hones in on. 
Scholarship on food (quantitatively speaking) is dense and prolific, often supported by 
higher education institutions, donor funding and government agencies, and generally 
believed to be of considerable social relevance. (Edith Mukudi’s study [2003], which pro
vides statistics from different countries to generalise about African food challenges gen
erally, is an example. As is the case in other food-foocused scholarship, Mukundi’s 
connects formal education, modernity and nutrional wellbeing in a colonial narrative 
about Africa’s development.) Yet its overall effect is often to validate Northern-centred 
conceptual frameworks such as food security policies, public health programmes or 
poverty alleviation paradigms.

In considering humanities-oriented food studies as a site of what Musila terms 
“reading”, rather than data provision, many research themes or threads could be 
mapped out in addition to or instead of those in the subsections above. In framing the 
contents of this issue, however, this introduction identifies some well-trodden paths in 
humanities research in Africa, and signals possibilities for invigorating them by turning 
to food as a lens.

The relevance of food studies to the humanities in Africa also involves challenges for 
the humanities globally. Writing over a decade ago, Achille Mbembe wrote: 

The biggest challenge facing the humanities now is arguably the reframing of the disciplines 
and critical theory in light of contemporary conditions and the long-term sustainability of life 
on earth. If to survive the ecological crisis means to work out new ways to live with the earth, 
then alternative modes of being human are required. (Mbembe 2012, 9)

What human subjects recognise as “food” can directly alert them to relationships to other 
animal species, plants and the environment. And since food is taken into and therefore 
also reconstitutes human bodies, it involves their visceral experience of embodied rela
tionality. Post-humanist scholars in the global South, such as Juanita Sundberg (2014), 
identify neglected non-Western knowledges – usually surfacing outside the academy – 
that speak back to anthropocentrism, even though post-humanist scholarship driven 
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by the Northern academy is usually believed to confront this definitively. Critical work on 
food’s multilayered connections to African human subjectivities therefore offers promis
ing avenues into the challenge that Mbembe identifies. As discussed in an introduction to 
a journal special issue on transnational perspectives on food, ecology and the Anthropo
cene (Lewis, Reddy, and Mafofo 2023), food’s distinct connections to different trans
national practices and knowledges can support scholars’ search for precolonial and 
contemporary ontologies that trouble the human-centric foundations of the humanities 
in the academy.
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