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There are few things more culturally connected than food—what we eat, how 
we prepare it, and in what contexts we enjoy it are all entangled in the his-
tories, social relationships, and ways of being in the world that characterize 
our distinctive cultural times and places. Much of human activity is directed 
toward the acquisition, processing, and consumption of food. While food is 
a biological necessity, it is shaped by innumerable forces, including environ-
ment, genetics, technology, identity, ideology, and power. Given food’s cen-
trality in human activities and affairs, it is hardly surprising that anthropolo-
gists and archaeologists have addressed ancient and modern foodways using 
a wide range of methods and theories. It is not our intention here to present 
an exhaustive review of the history of the anthropology of food. Rather, we 
highlight some key studies that have “set the table” for the archaeology of 
food today and for the chapters in this book.
 Whatever our specific interests in the cultural practices embedded in 
foodways, we cannot escape the fact that all human diets must meet basic 
nutritional requirements. Our evolutionary lineage determines what those 
essential nutrients are and enables us to metabolize some resources but not 
others. For instance, as primates of the Haplorrhini suborder, humans have 
inherited dentition and digestive systems that allow us to eat a wide range of 
plants and animals. But we are one of only a few mammals unable to synthe-
size vitamin C (Drouin et al. 2011). If an individual’s diet does not contain 
sufficient vitamin C, they face the risk of damage to a wide range of tissues 
and, in severe cases, scurvy. Another condition that is inherited and tied 
to evolutionary selection is glucose-6-phosphate dehydrogenase (G6PD) 
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deficiency, commonly known as favism. Usually occurring in males, insuf-
ficiency of the G6PD enzyme inhibits red blood cells from working correctly. 
This condition is triggered by the consumption of fava or broad beans (Vicia 
faba) and causes red blood cells to break down faster than they are made, a 
condition known as hemolytic anemia (Dunn 2011).
 Humans have also inherited from our hominin ancestors novel traits and 
behaviors that can render nutrients more bioavailable and/or make inedible 
substances edible. For example, complex food processing, including cook-
ing, is argued to be a unique feature of the genus Homo, extending back into 
the Middle Pleistocene (Barkai et al. 2017; Roebroeks and Villa 2011) and 
responsible for a cascade of human digestive adaptations (Wrangham 2009; 
Wrangham and Conklin-Brittain 2003). In addition, populations historically 
residing in regions with abundant starchy food resources exhibit an increase 
in the number of copies of the salivary amylase gene (AMY1), improving 
digestion of carbohydrates, regulating glycemic responses, and inhibiting 
diet-related disease (Atkinson et al. 2018; Perry et al. 2007). More recently, 
and associated with dietary changes following the origins of agriculture, ad-
aptation and selection have allowed some populations to metabolize lactose 
after weaning, thus allowing certain pastoral peoples to digest dairy products 
as adults (Tishkoff et al. 2006).
 In the mid-twentieth century, cultural ecology (Steward 1955) and other 
environmental approaches to culture (e.g., Vayda 1969 and studies therein) 
led to numerous investigations of human dietary resources, their nutritional 
returns, caloric counts, carrying capacities, technologies, and land produc-
tivity. In a landmark paper in the volume Man the Hunter (Lee and DeVore 
1968), Richard B. Lee (1968) presented one such study of the Ju/’hoansi and 
related groups in Sub-Saharan Africa. Not only documenting the species 
eaten and their caloric returns, Lee also examined the energetic costs of ob-
taining food (time spent) and those edible species that were not commonly 
utilized. In the widely cited conclusion of this study, he argued that, in con-
trast to the Hobbesian view of foragers engaged in an endless search for 
nutrients, Ju/’hoansi obtained sufficient caloric yields by working about 20 
hours per week. This startling result was complemented by less-often cited 
observations that the Ju/’hoansi regularly used only a small subset of the 
edible resources available in their territory, and that they relied heavily on 
plants and were far less dependent on meat, especially from big game, than 
scholars had previously assumed. While Lee took food choice into account, 
his research centered on the quantitative issues of food costs and returns.
 The seminal Man the Hunter volume stimulated a great deal of new re-
search, which both expanded the cultural ecology approach and criticized 
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it. For example, the volume was followed by Woman the Gatherer (Dahlberg 
1983), a feminist critique of the 1968 volume, focused on the economic, bio-
logical, and evolutionary roles of both plant foods and women in human his-
tory. Both volumes provided the baseline for new approaches to document-
ing dietary components, food processing techniques, the decision-making 
that contributes to foodways, and the imbrication of all of these within gen-
dered power relations. The two volumes contain multiple examples that ar-
gue environment alone is not a sufficient explanation for food selection, and 
that there are a host of other variables that impact decisions about what is 
acquired and eaten.
 Lee’s study also coincided with a growing interest in the domestication 
of plants and animals and the spread of farming societies. Debunking the 
view of foragers as constantly on the brink of starvation opened the door to a 
host of new questions about why people changed their subsistence strategies 
and began to plant seeds and tend animals. Answers to this perennial riddle 
range from environmental change (Childe 1936), population growth (Cohen 
1977; Sauer 1952), and human technological adaptation (Braidwood and Reed 
1957), to using food in social competition (Hayden 1990) and changing views 
of humans’ place in and control over nature (Hodder 1990). Most early argu-
ments leaned toward explanations based on population-environment imbal-
ances, while more recent arguments lean more heavily on the social context 
of food production. Regardless of interpretive lenses favored by particular 
researchers, the search for “the origins of agriculture” led to a tremendous 
increase in evidence pertaining to the what, where, and when of domestica-
tion (e.g., Cucchi and Arbuckle 2021; Price and Bar-Yosef 2011).
 Archaeological approaches to food are central to our understanding of the 
human past and occupy a place of privilege in the ontology of the discipline. 
Archaeologists have tended to look at foodways from a limited number of 
orientations. One is the quantitative and material: what is eaten; how much is 
eaten; what is the caloric cost and yield? Many archaeological studies of food 
have concentrated on procurement and production, documenting what was 
consumed and how it was prepared, and its nutritive composition and con-
sequences for human health (e.g., Binford 1981; Gremillion 2011; Hillman et 
al. 1989; Khare 1980; Pearsall 2008; Sobolik 2008; Stiner et al. 2000; VanDer-
warker 2002). Within this literature, studies addressing the origins of food 
production that focused on subsistence strategies, adaptation, and ecology 
have been particularly impactful (e.g., Braidwood and Reed 1957; Flannery 
1968; Smith 2001). The material remains of food—the floral and faunal data 
often readily available to archaeologists—form the basis of many regional cul-
ture history frameworks (e.g., Childe 1936; Willey and Phillips 1958).
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 A rich linkage to both quantitative and social approaches to understand-
ing foodways is provided through human behavioral ecology (HBE), which 
views human decision-making within the context of evolutionary fitness. 
For instance, HBE scholars have examined the interaction of environment 
and food procurement, with an emphasis on minimizing cost or risk while 
maximizing yield (Kennett and Winterhalder 2006; Smith and Winterhalder 
1992; Winterhalder and Smith 1981). As stated by Winterhalder and Kennett 
(2006:13), “behavioral ecology is an attempt to assess the costs and benefits 
of alternative courses of action under a range of environmental conditions.” 
Popular foraging models including diet breadth, patch choice, and central 
place theory have been influential within this genre of food archaeology, 
particularly when applied to foraging economies (Hollenbach 2009; Stiner 
and Munro 2002) and have aided in predicting human behaviors in the past 
as well as identifying instances where behavior deviates from model predic-
tions (Elston and Zeanah 2002; Gremillion 2011; Speth 2010; Winterhalder 
and Kennett 2006).
 Recent developments in foraging theory have moved HBE beyond simple 
measures of calories and resource selection into the realm of social theory 
by adding considerations of prestige, power, and gender to the behavioral 
concerns of economic activities (e.g., Bliege Bird and Smith 2005). They in-
corporate the social archaeology of food and provide a selectionist set of 
models (e.g., the “show-off ” and “costly signaling” models) in order to frame 
and comprehend human decision-making (Hawkes and Bliege Bird 2002; 
Smith et al. 2003).
 Yet, HBE is not universally seen as a satisfactory union of quantitative 
and social approaches to food (e.g., Zeder 2012). An early framing of the 
debates between those advocating cultural and behavioral explanations as 
compared with functional approaches was presented by the contributors 
to Feasts: Archaeological and Ethnographic Perspectives on Food, Politics, 
and Power (Dietler and Hayden 2001) in their discussions of the many and 
complex forms and roles of feasting. Critics invoke the deterministic nature 
of the early models, often portrayed as unaffected by stochastic variation. 
They have also called attention to those variables which might not appear 
to contribute to resource choice and methods of acquisition, but in fact are 
important alternatives to minimizing cost and maximizing yield. Advocates 
of social food studies take the stance that minimizing cost or risk is not the 
major constraint on food choices; sometimes foods are selected because they 
are expensive, garner prestige, or become associated with specific social and 
ritual practices (Gummerman 1997; Hastorf 2016; Speth 2010).
 Although genetics, environmental constraints, costs, and risks create 
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barriers to using available food resources, many other factors contribute to 
our dietary choices. Most of these are learned within cultural contexts that 
cross multiple generations. When something is considered “food” and when 
it is not is culturally determined. In American cuisine, insects are not gener-
ally considered food, yet for many societies, insects form an important part 
of the diet (Menzel and D’Aluisio 1998). Today, insect-based food proteins 
are increasingly available in North America, reflecting the fact that food cul-
tures are dynamic and respond to broader changes in cultural context, in this 
case ethical and environmental concerns around raising large mammals for 
food (Lecocq and Toomey 2021). Similar cases can be found in past societies. 
Archaeologists have pointed to cases where ideology or identity seems to ac-
count for unexpected species representations (e.g., Arbuckle 2019; Arbuckle 
et al. 2016; Beck et al. 2016; Bush 2004; Hesse 1990).
 Food, as understood in social contexts, becomes something that is fun-
damentally transformed from raw materials (e.g., a white-tailed deer) into a 
social product (e.g., venison). As so aptly noted by Lévi-Strauss (1983), food 
(and culture) begins with the raw and becomes the cooked. It is combined 
with other foods to form meals, shared with others in a set of traditions and 
rituals that enshrine foodways within the fabric of society, both past and 
present (Bourdieu 1984; Douglas 1972). Moreover, food crosses over from 
the living to the ancestors and other supernatural social beings in the form of 
sacrifices and offerings, providing a path linking together worlds in a trans-
dimensional way (Mauss 1990; Scurlock 2002; Toohey 2013).
 Beyond domestication and the basics of subsistence strategies, archaeolo-
gists interested in food choice, identity, agency, and power dynamics have 
increasingly considered the social dimensions of foodways. Often influ-
enced by developments in the anthropology and sociology of foodways (e.g., 
Goody 1982; Mintz 1985; Weismantel 1989), social archaeological approaches 
provide creative and rich examples of how the production and consumption 
of food can be reconnected to the social contexts in which these systems 
operated in the past (Bender 1978; Crabtree 1990; Graff 2018; Hastorf 2016; 
Twiss 2007; Welch and Scarry 1995). Archaeologists who focus on social 
approaches to food examine how factors such as religious beliefs, gender, 
power relations, and cultural value systems contribute to decisions made 
about food production and consumption. It is fundamental that archaeolo-
gists not only incorporate material remains, but also reinsert material re-
mains into the culinary glue that binds societies together and also asserts 
their uniqueness (Hastorf 2016; Twiss 2007, 2019; van der Veen 2003).
 A recent direction in the archaeology of food focuses more specifically 
on the power dynamics within the discipline of archaeology itself and an 
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examination of how foods are categorized, both emically and etically. Within 
the framework of decolonizing approaches (Atalay 2006; Haber 2016), 
scholars have turned toward traditional practitioners and collaborative ap-
proaches in order to assess and reinterpret the histories of regional foods 
(Antoniou 2021; Staller and Carrasco 2010). Moreover, some scholars have 
also reoriented research on Precolonial foodways toward “future building” 
and the active engagement in revitalizing traditional food knowledge (Anto-
niou 2021; Demi 2019; Rosenzweig 2020). In addition, efforts to deconstruct 
common typological categories such as “wild” versus “domestic” have led 
to reassessments of the sophistication of the use of “wild” resources (Ergun 
2018; Gestrich et al. 2021) and have resulted in increased interest in studies 
of food systems and resource management in the Neotropics that fall outside 
traditional models of food production (Deori 2015; Fausto and Neves 2018; 
Prestes-Carneiro et al. 2021).
 Certainly, food and food remains continue to play central roles in ar-
chaeological understandings of human history. Current approaches to the 
archaeology of food are diverse both methodologically and theoretically, 
providing practitioners with a wide range of options, characteristic of what 
Hegmon (2003:214) has referred to as the “processual-plus” theoretical land-
scape. However, most work continues to develop within the recurring aca-
demic “lineages” described above, gravitating toward ecological approaches, 
nutrition, HBE, or the social archaeology of food and foodways. Integration 
between these silos is relatively rare, even as the sophistication and volume 
of work within them continues to expand.

This Volume

In this volume, we present a series of examples of current work falling under 
the umbrella of the archaeology of food that reflect a sample of the variation 
within current scholarship. Here, archaeologists with a range of expertise 
engage with the task of integrating multiple threads of evidence relating to 
plants, animals, food production and consumption, architecture, craft pro-
duction, and human health. Authors work to reconnect the material rem-
nants of food with the behaviors, practices, and meanings in which they were 
situated in past societies. We focus on the theme of “ancient foodways” as a 
way to foreground our collective emphasis on food as a way to acknowledge, 
explore, and emphasize the socially constructed worlds in which people pro-
duced, consumed, gifted, and shared their meals.
 In order to explore these wide-ranging issues foundational to anthro-
pological archaeology, a group of faculty and graduate students at the 


