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T 
INTR

he food system is undergoing profound changes, at the level of production and consumption models. Economic theory on 
the one hand, and sociological and anthropological theories on the other, give different interpretations of the changes, but 

these often do not confront each other. Moreover, within sociology, with regard to food, ‘(a) curious, if implicit, division of 
labour seems to have established itself… On one side are rural sociologists who study the organisation of agriculture and its 
variable local forms, and on the other, sociologists of food who locate themselves firmly within the sociology of consumption’ 
(Tovey 1997:21).  

ODUCTION 

This paper is an attempt to bridge the gaps between and within disciplines concerned with food production and 
consumption, which is made possible as a result both of the utilisation of consolidated traditions of studies and new 
theoretical perspectives. In fact, while for some time the French school of Malassis (Malassis 1979; Malassis and Padilla 
1986; Malassis and Ghersi 1996) has been analysing the agro-food system from a perspective that takes into account the 
results of economic, sociological and nutritional disciplines, the more recent economics of conventional forms (Allaire and 
Boyer 1995; Boltanski and Thévenot 1991; Revue économique 1989; Thévenot 1995; Wilkinson 1997) offer new 
opportunities for understanding the complex phenomena linked to food production and consumption. 

The objective of this article is then, to link different readings of food consumption and food production problems. Special 
attention will be given to problems of risk and risk perceptions that are central concerns of both reflexive modernisation theory 
(Beck 1999; Beck, Giddens and Lash 1994; Giddens 1991) and food consumers in late modernity.  

In the first section, I will present the relevant definitions and propose a short synthesis of the evolution of food systems 
in industrial society. Then the main features of the agro-industrial food system are presented, with particular reference to 
the work of Malassis and his school. The following section will deal with the most recent ‘satiety’ model of food 
consumption. The economic analysis of convergence and differentiation will be compared with the sociological analysis of 
risk perception and the de-traditionalisation, fragmentation and individualisation of food consumption (Beck 1999; Giddens 
1991). Risk perception and de-traditionalisation leads to the culinary disorder that Fischler (1990) effectively names gastro-
anomia. In the third section I will utilize the economic conventions theory in order to discuss the consumers’ new strategies 
of trust reconstruction in their relationship with food. Finally, some concluding remarks will be made on the necessity and 
the opportunity to formulate an integrated theoretical approach to the analysis of the late modern food system. 

THE AGRO-FOOD SYSTEM: DEFINITIONS AND EVOLUTION 
The concept of a ‘food consumption model’, first elaborated by the French school headed by Malassis (Padilla and 
Thiombiano 1996), is one of the most successful attempts at unifying economic, social and cultural perspectives in the analysis 
of food consumption. It refers to consumption as a process with different stages, comprising: how and where food is acquired, 
what is acquired, how food is prepared, how and where it is eaten, and how wastes are disposed of. Provisioning of food is 
strictly linked to foodstuff availability and exchange capacity which, in turn, are linked to the food production system. The 
consumption model is the demand side, while agro-industry is the supply side of the food system. 

In the tradition of the Malassis school, the agro-food system is defined as the set of interdependent elements that 
work together towards the end of satisfying food needs of a given population in a given space and time. The elements and 
activities are shown in Table 1:  

Table 1.  Economic processes, social actors and objects in the food system 
Economic 
processes 

Social actors Objects 

Land cultivation/ 
animal breeding 

Family/Farms Agricultural good 

Agricultural 
product 
transformation 

Family / 
Agro-food company  

Industrially transformed 
product 

Conservation / 
distribution 

Family/ 
Distribution firms 

Agricultural products and 
industrial food 

Food preparation Family/ 
Agro-food firms / catering / 
restaurants 

Service food  
(convenience food) 

Consumption Family/ 
Restaurants 

Served food 
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Waste management Family/ 

Public and/or private system 
firms 

Organic and inorganic 
residuals 

 

The complexity of the system derives from the large number of elements that are part of it, as well as from the varieties of 
domains and social subjects involved: family, state, market, and all the productive sectors - agriculture, industry and the tertiary 
sector. Elements and system structure change in time and space. The evolution of society and the economy leads to a 
succession of models of food consumption (Malassis and Allaya 1996; Padilla and Thiombiano 1996): from the traditional (the 
poverty model), to the agro-industrial (which implies the substitution of richer proteins of animal origin for poor proteins of 
vegetable origins), and to the satiety model (Table 2). Each system is defined in relation to a dominant production system and a 
consumption model that is consistent with it, although the shift from one system to the other does not imply the complete 
disappearance of the preceding one. The persistence of different models makes more complex, and thus difficult to interpret, 
food system in late modern societies. 

Table 2.   Main food consumption models 
Activity Traditional model Agro-industrial model 

(modern society) 
Satiety model 

(late modernity) 
Production -simple reproduction 

family farms  
- agricultural 
employees are a very 
high proportion of 
the total population 

-the inputs and the 
agricultural product 
transformation are 
industrialised 
-the farm is integrated in 
the agro-food industry  
- agriculture employees 
are a small part of the total 
employees  

-heterogeneity of 
techniques and flexible 
specialisation 
-the agricultural 
production process itself 
may be industrialised 
(biotechnologies)  
-re-evaluation of 
traditional techniques 

Distribution -local markets 
- exchange of food 
inside the community 
and parental groups  

-international, global 
markets 
- access to food regulated 
by markets and 
entitlements (income, land 
ownership…) 

-modern distribution has 
the most active role in 
the supply chain  
- segmentation of global 
markets 

Preparation - in the family, at 
home 

- also outside home, at the 
workplace, in restaurants, 
etc. 

- industrialisation and 
market provisioning of 
ready-to-consume food 
(catering, convenience 
food) 

Consumption -local choice, 
according to 
availability and 
status 
-nutritional 
inequality inside the 
society  
- abundance and 
scarcity alternate, 
depending on 
seasons and crops 

-mass consumption of 
standard, durable food 
- nutritional inequality 
between, more than inside, 
societies  

- individualisation, de-
traditionalisation and 
fragmentation of 
consumption styles 
- de-structuring of meals  
-eating out 

Ideological 
status, 
identity of 
food 

-man at the top of 
food chain 
-agriculture as the 
material and 
symbolic base of life  
- symbolic value of 
food, as distinctive of 
‘us’ and ‘the others’ 

-science and technical 
change give legitimation 
to the exploitation of 
nature  
- food as edible industrial 
product, coming from a 
filière, with no identity 

-science and technology 
are considered doubled-
edged and lose their 
legitimation power  
- risk, food safety 
concerns question the 
industrial techniques 
- food looks for identity  

Source : elaborated from Beardsworth and Keal (1997) and Malassis and Ghersi (1996). 

 

THE EMERGENCE OF THE AGRO-INDUSTRIAL FOOD MODEL IN MODERN SOCIETY 
The traditional food consumption model is linked to a society of generalised poverty. Both the system functions and social 
actors are limited in number. It is a very simple system, based on self-consumption, where one actor predominates: the 
producer-consumer. Farm and family are strictly intertwined, so much so that is possible to deal with them as a unit: the 
family farm. The market is limited to local exchanges. Diets are differentiated by income levels, between rich and poor. 
Diets of poor people are characterised by foodstuff with low energy values, mainly vegetables (cereals and tubers). 
Preparation and consumption take place inside the family, their forms and organization revealing of gender and power 
relations.  
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Personal proximity between producer and consumer constitutes the basis of trust in the production process and the 

quality of food. Furthermore, traditional agriculture, constrained by the territory and linked to the natural cycles of seasons, 
carries a sense of participation and identification with nature. Traditional techniques strictly link man to nature. 

The emergence of the agro-industrial model of food production and consumption (through a transition period that lasted 
many centuries, from the late middle ages to the twentieth century), leads to the disappearance of self-consumption and to 
the provisioning of industrial food through the market. 

The market, a new collective, enters the scene. The food system becomes more complex, and the network of relevant 
subjects becomes longer. Through processes of industrial appropriation and substitution, the domain of agriculture is 
limited; agricultural product transformation activities are appropriated by industry, while products and producers are 
subjected to processes of substitution; vegetable fats for animal fats; sugar beet for sugar cane; European with American 
producers; industrial products for agricultural products, etc. (Friedmann 1993; Goodman, Sorj and Wilkinson 1987; 
Kautsky [1899] 1958). 

At the general economic level, we are living at the time of industrialisation and sector differentiation of the economy. 
Agriculture no longer produces final products and it loses its links with final consumers. It becomes instead an economic 
sector producing intermediate goods for the agro-food industry. Upstream, it loses its link with nature, as techniques are 
increasingly determined by industrial inputs rather than by seasonal and territorial constraints or by the biological 
characteristics of the production process and the cultivated species. Inasmuch as the market becomes the relevant place of food 
provisioning, trade and distribution acquire a prominent role. 

Mass consumption prevails, based on standardised products. Friedmann and McMichael (1990) talk of a ‘Fordist diet’, 
whose central element is the ‘global steak’ produced by a transnational filière. For the majority of the population in rich 
countries, consumption of calories increases, while calories of animal origin substitute for calories of vegetable origin. The 
former reach about 40 percent of total final calories, making the model very costly from an energy point of view1. 

At the level of spatial organisation of society, this model implies urbanisation, pushed to an unprecedented scale by 
industrial development. The greater part of population, no longer self-sufficient for food, breaks its links with agriculture 
and establishes the demand in the market for food. 

While industrial transformation of agricultural products becomes generalised and food markets international, 
consumption becomes more remote from seasonal and locality constraints. Products come from different parts of the world, 
from territories with different agricultural vocations and with ‘out of season’ times of production. The family is still the 
privileged locus of consumption, but consumption outside the home acquires relevance, as meals consumed at the 
workplace or at the restaurants. 

Industrial food is the new-born object: industrial logic prevails and leads to standardisation, de-seasonalisation and de-
territorialisation of food. Food becomes, in Fischler’s vocabulary (1990), a not-identified edible object. Distance and 
durability (Friedmann 1993), that is the ability to last in time and to travel in space, become the essential characteristics of 
the new goods, determining a new meaning for quality, consistent with the industrial convention. 

FOOD SYSTEMS AND CONSUMPTION MODELS IN LATE MODERNITY2 
The early seventies are generally considered as a watershed: these years bring the crisis of the Fordist regime according to 
regulationists, a new technological paradigm according to economic evolutionists, and the beginning of post- or late 
modernity, according to general sociologists. 

In the analysis of food systems, we may date the crisis of the agro-industrial model from this period. The economic and 
political roots of the crisis lie in the emergence of transnational capital, with the consequent crisis of the nation state, and in 
the spatial and structural modification of the economy. At a structural level, the crisis appears as the de-structuring of meals 
and the predominance of service (retailing, catering, restaurant, etc.) over the industrial sector. 

Malassis’s French school refers to the emergence of a new model, specific to societies at the stage of satiety. Whereas 
the agro-industrial model is a growth model, the satiety stage is characterised by the saturation of energy intake and the 
stabilisation of food expenditure over total expenditure. On the supply side, the emergence of a flexible production system, 
the rationalisation of distribution (which becomes the ‘big organised distribution system’), and overall, a commodification 
of relations in the sphere of food preparation and consumption, take place. Following the generalised participation of 
women in the labour market, foodstuff progressively incorporates services (that is, different stages of preparation work) and 
become convenience food for the microwave oven or served meals in restaurants. Structured family meals lose importance, 
while snacks and meals consumed outside the home increase. Market relations extend to the kitchen and the table and, in 
the terminology of Goody (1982), retailing, rather than industry, acquires a bigger role in the food chain.  

                                                 
1 …fast food is not an efficient way, from an energetic point of view, to feed people. The success story behind the recent “superchicken” is 
entirely based on a feed containing not only maize, soybeans, sorghum and other high- protein content feed plant, but also animal products, 
predominantly fish flour. ... From the point of view of nutritive value, all these feed plants, together with the fish flour, mean that the average 
American chicken eats better than three quarters of world population (Harris 1990: 126) 
2 Arguments in this paragraph draw from an earlier article (Fonte 1998). 
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The three models (traditional, agro-industrial, satiety) are presented in the literature as a sequence of stages, that 

eventually leads to convergence in the most advanced model. Convergence may be justified on the basis of the biological 
characteristics of food consumption, which poses a limit to the ingestion of food by the individual, a limit that nutritionists 
indicate at about 2500-3000 final calories. As Engels showed in the second half of the nineteenth century, as income rises 
food expenditure tends to account for a smaller percentage of total income, and to stabilise at about 15-20 percent of the 
total expenditure (Blandford 1984; Connor, 1994). Nonetheless, convergence is also a social phenomenon and indicates the 
trend towards homogenisation of consumption styles, i.e. not solely what we eat, but also how we eat (Fanfani and Salluce 
1997; Gatti and Migani 1997). 

Blandford (1984) provides interesting documentation of convergence in the structure of diet in OECD countries, with 
relation to consumption of calories and the share of animal calories in the total. A decade later, Connor (1994) illustrates 
dietary convergence, taking into account large combinations of products, which oppose fresh to transformed food. Here 
convergence refers to the general diffusion of industrial and service products in the diet of rich countries, fostered by the 
globalisation of the food processing and distribution system. Convergence is not only a matter of what is eaten, but of 
where products are bought (at the supermarket) and where the food is eaten (outside the home).  

In Connor’s article, as well as in other works (Appadurai 1988; Goody 1982; Padilla and Thiombiano 1996), it seems 
that what is in question is the persistence of national diets on one side, and the emergence of horizontal differentiation 
between transnational social groups, on the other. National dietary models converge, but a new differentiation of 
consumption styles emerges between social strata characterised by different socio-economic and cultural positions (Miele 
2001). The socio-economic differentiation relates more to lifestyles than to income. It concerns an urban or rural life style, 
the position of women in the labour market, the size and characteristics of the family which add to the search for time-
saving food, the destructuring of family meals and the parallel increase of meals consumed outside the home. Cultural 
variables, relating to dimensions of pleasure and ethics, are also particularly important. Food consumption becomes for the 
active consumer the means both to fight environmental degradation and to pursue the protection of material and immaterial 
resources (local techniques, products, knowledge) on the one hand, and the search for subjective welfare, in its material and 
immaterial aspects (health and diversity of tastes) on the other (Belletti and Marescotti 1995). 

Convergence towards increasingly similar consumption models is not seen to be in contradiction with an increasing 
variety of food, made possible by both the intensification of exchange and the dominance of transnational corporations in 
the food distribution industry (Belletti and Marescotti 1995; Gatti, Finotello and Moretti 1996).  

INDIVIDUALISATION AND DE-TRADITIONALISATION OF FOOD CONSUMPTION 
A paradox seems to emerge from this debate: it appears to conclude that diets become more different at the same time that 
they become more similar. One way of reading this paradox is the shift from ‘model’ to ‘style’. While ‘consumption 
model’ is a concept that refers to a social group (a community, a nation), style refers to the individual behaviour. The 
individual, in his/her food consumption behaviour, loses any reference to any objective belonging, to a family, a social 
group, a class, a community. He/she is driven only by his/her subjective choice, of an ideological, hedonistic nature. Style 
choices are negotiated among a diversity of options, in a plurality of contexts and authorities (Giddens 1991: 5) 

If the industrial society is based on classes and social groups, defined by their relation to the productive process (the 
working class, bourgeoisie, petty bourgeoisie, etc.), in the post-industrial society, social classes are fragmented in groups or 
strata according to subjective criteria (age, gender), ideological criteria (religion, beliefs), or consumption styles (Miele 2001). 
Food consumption is subject to the individualisation process of reflexive modernisation (Beck et al. 1994), a process which 
adds up to the complex nature of food consumption.  

In food systems, in fact, change is not irreversible (Wilkinson 1993). This is particularly evident when product 
innovation is introduced. The new product does not eliminate the old one, as in most industries. On the contrary, traditional, 
‘natural’ products remain the quality standard for the industrial food product, traditional farm products remain side-by-side 
with the new industrial products (Fanfani, Green and Rodriguez Zuñiga 1993; Wilkinson 1993).  

The heterogeneity of the productive structure in the agro-food system makes it possible to speak, as Byé (1998) 
suggests, of a nature-oriented technical system (small agricultural farms, transformation and distribution firms) which 
operate side-by-side with an industry-based technical system, identified with agribusiness and the transnational distribution 
corporations. 

Finally, at production, exchange and consumption levels, many differing conventions persist: a domestic convention, 
where economic actions are co-ordinated by a network of personal relations (the product linked to a place); an industrial 
convention, based on standardisation; a commercial convention, driven by price competition; an opinion convention, 
functioning on the basis of a company brand, and a civic convention based on the sharing of common principles.  

On the consumption side, food must at the same time work as a marker for identity and belonging (to a family, a 
community, a place), and as class, ideology or life-style identifier. In the industrial process though, food is deprived of any 
identity, and is standardised and de-territorialised. A tension derives from the perception of the link between food, the 
biological world, nature and a specific culture on one , and food as industrial standardised product and exchange value, on 
the other. 
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What the economists see as convergence toward the satiety model and the sociologists see as a fragmentation of 

consumption styles, is for the anthropologists, the expression of a profound crisis in food consumption models. Food 
consumption is represented by the latter as characterised by many tensions: between neo-philia and neo-phobia (Fischler 
1990), between health and illness, life and death (Beardsworth and Keil 1997). The traditional food system elaborates these 
tensions through stability. Changes in food habits in traditional societies are rare and gradual; culinary rules are 
consolidated in a local tradition, empirical knowledge and ethno-medical practices evolve slowly, and beliefs and customs 
work at legitimating what is edible and what is not.  

In contrast, late modern society pushes towards change in a frantic way; the crisis of traditional forms of family, 
participation of women in the labour market, new forms of work organisation lead to de-structuring of meals; technical 
change, changing nutritional or scientific indications determine, maintain and foster a sense of anxiety in relation to food. 

The industrialisation of production and transformation of food, and the globalisation of markets, bring closer diets that 
used to be very distant, augmenting the possibilities of individual choice. Technical change eliminates from the food system 
any locality and seasonal constraint, separating agriculture from nature and the consumer from its familiarity to places of 
production and productive techniques. Food production and transformation is now carried out far away from the eyes of the 
average consumer, who buys and consumes food with unknown ingredients and attributes, produced by unknown and little-
understood techniques. Modern transformation techniques, such as the use of synthetic substances, irradiation, de-composition 
and re-composition techniques, may hide the original texture and taste of food. The consumer is no longer able to interpret the 
sensorial messages of food as a trusty sign of its nature (Fischler 1990).  

Always less integrated in a familiar or community network, the individual consumer must make his food choices alone. 
The absence of collective norms generates more anxiety and gastro-anomie (Fischler 1990). 

RISK PERCEPTION AND SAFETY IN THE FOOD SYSTEM 
Risk is an organic part of late modern society. It first derives from the disappearance of deterministic beliefs. With the 
disappearance of fate, all human action can in theory be calculated in terms of risk. For the ordinary man and woman, as well 
as the experts in different fields, it has become normal to think in terms of risk and risk calculation (Giddens 1991: 107-143). 
The penetration of abstract systems of knowledge and the dynamic nature of knowledge imply that risk awareness influences 
the actions of virtually everybody. Furthermore, in the condition of late modernity, risks are of a particular kind: they are 
manufactured, they derive from the manipulation of nature by man, rather than from external forces. As a consequence, they 
push men and women to question themselves about the consequences of their actions, in a condition of reflexivity (Beck et al. 
1994). 

As regards food, the most common risks in industrialised countries mainly concern contamination and adulteration of food 
with man-made substances, rather than deriving from natural calamities. Food may contain additives and agricultural products, 
such as chemical residuals, whose consequences may be unknown and devastating. Risks are amplified by the specialized, 
concentrated and transnational character of the food system. At a time of many food scandals and the diffusion of transgenic 
plants, knowing that a small (by industrial standards), but modern chicken firm sends to the market more than twenty million 
broilers per year, that soybeans3, as a component in the form of lecithin, enter into more than 60 percent of transformed food 
and that corn syrup is an ingredient of about three thousand food items, gives an idea of the difficulties that must be faced 
when seeking to keep under control a risk situation. A very efficacious description of the complexity of food system was 
recently given by a well-known Italian journalist, at the time of the dioxin chicken scandal:  

Transformation and distribution have such elusive dynamics that the same producers cannot probably control their 
content. The food chain is so fragmented and sophisticated (in both meanings) that the only possibility is to trust 
blindly the preceding link: the consumer hopes that the packaging man does not clean his nose during working time; 
the packaging man trusts that the chicken carcasses arrive resting on clean containers rather than hanging on red-hot 
mortar mixing machines; the deliveryman hopes that what he is delivering are legs well-shaped by exerciserather 
than doped by the farmer; the farmer hopes that the feedstuff producer does not oil the grain with the oil from his 
tractor; the feedstuff producer hopes that the grain is grown naturally, rather than heavily sprayed with pesticides 
and other chemicals. There are rules, it is obvious: regional, national and European Union rules, each superimposed 
on the other as sheets of pasta in the lasagna. But, since it is inconceivable that controls are so watertight as to 
exclude fraud, it is obvious that for each of us buying food is governed mainly by trust (Serra 1999). 

Besides the contingent situation of risks that create cyclical panic waves in late modern society - we may recall twenty deaths 
in Piemonte (Italy) in 1986, because of benzene in the wine, the mad cow crisis since 1996, the dioxin found in chickens and 
eggs and the toxic Coca Cola in 1999 in Belgium - there is, according to theorists of risk society, an institutionalised and 
structured environment of risks characterised by regular shifts of knowledge. That raises the necessity for the continuous, 
detailed monitoring of risk, as far as health is concerned. Risk profiles, delineated by the expert, are conveyed through the 
media to ordinary people. In response to the experts’ opinion, people try to change life styles, but these are not easy to change, 
linked as they are to many aspects of overall behaviour. Furthermore, the experts may disagree between themselves or else 
their advice may change, following an advance or a revision of scientific theories. We have then, on one side, a continuous and 
structured reflection on the risk situations, and on the other, a continuous exchange between experts and ordinary people that 
                                                 
3 As is known, soy is the most diffused transgenic crop, representing the 53 percent of sown area in 1999 (CEC 2000). 
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generates anxiety and behavioural uncertainty. 

Institutionalised situations concern individual and collective risks alike: the life chances of the individual are directly 
linked to global capitalist economy. This is particularly evident from the debate that is accompanying the diffusion of 
biotechnologies in agriculture. The experts speak for different sides. While it is difficult to know the long-term consequences 
of the diffusion of transgenic plants on the environment and of transgenic food on people, many experts are quick to declare 
that they are safe. Other experts envisage problems such as the risk of toxicity, allergies and modification in people’s immune 
system, and the risks of biodiversity erosion and modification of ecological equilibrium for the environment.(Bonny 1999; 
BMA 1999; Cheallaigh 2001). 

It seems clear that with current biotechnological change, the food industry is opting for technological choices that are not 
favoured by consumers, leading to an alliance which is emerging between consumers, retailers and restaurants. In Italy and in 
Europe, the number of supermarkets that refuse to sell, under their own brands, products containing transgenic ingredients, is 
growing. In March 1999, Sainsbury’s announced the formation of a consortium with six European supermarket chains4 to 
organise the ‘GMO-free’ supply chain (CEC 2000). 

On one side, biotechnologies appear as the end point of genetic manipulation of nature, on the other, they make evident the 
common basis of life, that makes man part of nature, linked to its destiny. Nature is socialised, while at the same time man 
cannot forget that his life is linked to other living beings. With the introduction of biotechnology and transgenic plants, the 
production of food emphasises that the dichotomy, man - nature (society - nature), is not sustainable, and that food as well as 
the environment in which we live are interconnected (Latour 1991). 

DISCUSSION: THE RECONSTRUCTION OF TRUST IN RELATION TO FOOD 
Food is recognised as a symbolic value of identification and differentiation between ‘us’ and ‘the others’. According to the 
incorporation principle (Fischler 1990), man is what he eats, and through food man is incorporated into a culture. One of the 
effects of food industrialisation is the disappearance of the symbolic power of food. Standardised, industrialised, de- and re-
composed food loses its history and its identity, and is transformed into the ‘not-identified edible object’, that has to tell the 
story of its origin, preparation and identity through certification processes and labels.  

From a neo-classical economic perspective, the different ways of labelling and certifying food are considered a problem of 
quality management, and the reduction of uncertainty and information asymmetry as a way to maintain conditions of 
consumer sovereignty and choice (Caswell and Mojduszka 1996). From the anthropological perspective, they are an attempt at 
reconstructing the identity of food and, through it, the identity of the individual. The economics of conventions may interpret 
risk perception, that is the loss of trust in relation to food, inside the conflict between domestic and industrial conventional 
forms. 

In the European Union, the variety of certification systems testify to the complexity of the agro-food system: we find the 
HACCP system guaranteeing the hygienic conditions of the production system; the ISO 9000 norms that certify the 
conformity to industrial standards; the certification system of organic production; the different certification systems for typical 
and specific products; and the protected designation of origin (PDO), the protected geographical indication (PGI), and the 
traditional specialty guaranteed (TSG), which again try to link a product to a territory, a culture, a community. Far from 
simplifying the situation, these systems are revealing of the different quality conventions (Sylvander 1995; Thévenot 1995) 
that co-ordinate the food economy, while representing a compromise between them. A specific product can, thanks to a PDO, 
travel to distant markets without losing its link with the territory and the tradition. The PDO may then be viewed as a 
compromise between domestic, industrial and commercial conventions.  

In some crucial situations, though, the compromise does not work and the conflict between different forms of agreement 
breaks down, as in the case of the European Union hygiene directive, which threatened the survival of so many traditional 
products in Italy and in the Mediterranean regions: the ‘formaggio di fossa’, the ‘culatello di Parma’, the ‘lardo di Colonnata’. 
On the whole, Italian institutions had to ask for an exemption from the European directive on hygiene for about 3000 
traditional products; 250 types of salamis, 400 cheeses, 200 types of bread, 200 preserved vegetables and fruits, etc. At the 
same time: 

The most alarming element in the story of the dioxin chicken is the fragility of the hyper-hygienist construction, which 
is presented as a fundamental advance in the food protection. Behind the apparent triumph of sanitary progress, a 
schizophrenic Europe is hidden. On one side, the EU promulgates directives that reject from a sanitary point of view 
the pecorino di fossa and other products that are eaten with pleasure and no harm for centuries. On the other side, it 
loses its war with the United States, which wants to impose levels of hormones in the meat, that we, on this side of the 
Atlantic, consider unacceptable. So at the same time that we risk losing ancient tastes and safety, we are asked to 
renounce our gastronomic culture, made of artisan techniques, of regional recipes, of great diversification of raw 
material, in order to leave the field free for the unfettered industrialisation of the food system. When the English meat 
producers lobbied for protection under the umbrella of the Thatcher government in order to reduce safety norms in 

                                                 
4 They were: Carrefour (France); Delhaize (Belgium); Esselunga (Italy); Marks and Spencer (UK); Migros (Switzerland); Superquinn 
(Ireland). 
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feedstuff production, they acted so as to realise extra profits; the fact that herbivorous animal were compelled to eat 
other animals did not appear to place an excessive strain on natural cycles…(Cianciullo 1999). 

In order to find ways out of the food disorder, consumers seem to be pursuing two different trust strategies (Sellerberg 1991); 
that of organic food and that of the local product. The two strategies are not equivalent, in terms of the coordinating 
frameworks. 

In particular the first strategy refers to a civic convention, that is to say to the adherence to a set of principles that in an 
ecological perspective, privilege the link between food and nature. In today’s context, the ecological imperative is not 
necessarily linked with the domestic convention (defence of a patrimony, of traditional species and varieties, etc.). Rather, 
in some circumstances, it seems to incline towards a compromise with the industrial convention, insofar as big 
multinational companies develop techniques for organic production which is becoming increasingly specialised and 
industrialised. A regulation, centred on permitted inputs, rather than on agro-ecological processes, techniques and socio-
economic dimensions of a sustainable agriculture, may become the basis for the appropriation of organic agriculture by the 
multinational capital. Examples in this trend are reported from California, where production of organic vegetables is 
organised around specialised, intensive techniques (Buck, Getz and Guthman 1997). Goodman (1999) reports that in 1997 
the United States Department of Agriculture ( USDA) released a proposal for the regulation of ‘organic’ certified products, 
according to which genetically modified organisms and irradiation was permitted. Only the protests of the public and the 
movement of organic agriculture producers compelled the USDA to withdraw the proposal. Norms incorporated in the 
certification system and, in the last instance, the shape that the institutional compromise will take, will determine which 
logic or convention will predominate. 

The second trust strategy is based on a domestic convention, the product linked to a place and a time, the defence of a 
culinary patrimony, of a local gastronomy, related to the identity of a group, a community, a tradition. Traditional food and 
culinary tradition became an economic resource (Bessière 1998). The necessity to find new markets though, pushes toward de-
localisation of consumption (Fonte forthcoming; Sylvander 1995) and compromises with a commercial convention. 
Specificity of the product, as a local attribute of the good, does not immediately find a general form of valuation and 
valorisation through prices in global markets. Certification systems that imply the formalisation of local, tacit forms of 
knowledge in the production protocols and product specifications, function as an intermediary between local and global 
system, assigning to the specificity of the product and technique a general form, meaningful for people outside the local 
systems. New tensions may inevitably be brought in by the compromises between the local level of production, which remain 
inserted in a domestic convention (and a restricted territory), and the global level of consumption, that implies an articulation 
with the commercial convention pushing toward the expansion of production.  

CONCLUSION 
Two decades ago, the agro-food system was described as a monolithic ‘complex’ heavily dominated by the industrial 
capital. If the supply side was fully integrated in the market economy, preparation and consumption of food was still 
important in the family context, favoring a disciplinary division of analysis: preparation and consumption of food were the 
field of interest of anthropological and psycho-sociological literature, while aspects of production were the terrain of 
agricultural economists and rural sociologists (Fonte 1991). 

The transition from modern to late modern food systems brings an intensification of market relations in the kitchen and 
to the table (Goody 1982), a re-location of power in the supply chain, an invasion of controversial food biotechnologies and 
the outbreak of problems related to risk and food safety, all of which imply a loss of trust in relation to food.  

In this new context, many new social and economic actors (the biotechnology industry, consumers, experts, retailing 
capital, regulation agencies), with their specific interests and values (Wilkinson 2000), are playing an active role in shaping 
the future of the food system in the twenty-first century. Only an integrated approach to the study of the food system will 
enable us to understand the emerging conflicts and strategic alliances, the motivations behind an actors’ behaviour, and the 
conditions in which such developments take place.  

In this paper I have tried to show how reference to the economic, sociological and anthropological literature can give a 
more articulated picture of the evolution of the food system from modernity to late modernity. In particular, the theory of 
reflexive modernisation is illuminating in the analysis of risk, while the new economics of conventions is useful in that it 
makes it possible to interpret the complexity of food consumption as a function of the plurality of conventional forms 
(domestic, commercial, industrial, opinion and civic) co-ordinating the economic activities in the agro-food system. 

REFERENCES 
Allaire, Gilles. and Robert Boyer, eds. 1995. La grande transformation de l’agriculture. Paris: INRA, Economica. 
Appadurai, Arjun .1988. “How to Make a National Cuisine: Cookbooks in Contemporary India”. Comparative Studies in 

Society and History 30 (1): 3-24. 
Beardsworth, Alan. and Teresa Keil. 1997. Sociology on the Menu. London and New York: Routledge.  
Beck, Ulrich .1999. World Risk Society. Cambridge,UK: Polity Press. 
Beck, Ulrich. Anthony Giddens and Scott Lash. 1994. Reflexive Modernisation. Cambridge,UK: Polity Press. 

  



20                                     International Journal of Sociology of Agriculture and Food 
Belletti, Giovanni. and Andrea Marescotti. 1996. “Le nuove tendenze nei consumi alimentari”. Pp. 133-152 in I prodotti 

agroalimentari di qualità:organizzazione del sistema delle imprese edited by Pietro Berni and Diego Begalli. 
Bologna: Il Mulino. 

Bessiére, Jacinthe. 1998. “Local Development and Heritage: Traditional Food and Cuisine as Tourist Attraction in Rural 
Areas”. Sociologia Ruralis, 38 (1): 21-34 

Blandford, David. 1984. “Changing in Food Consumption Patterns in the OECD Area”. European Review of Agricultural 
Economics II (1):43-64. 

Boltanski L. and L. Thévenot, 1991. De la Justification. Les économies de la grandeur. Paris: Gallimard. 
Bonny, Silvie.1999. “Will Biotechnology lead to a More Sustainable Agriculture?” Paper presented at the ICABR 

(International Consortium on Agricultural Biotechnology Research) Conference: “The Shape of the Coming 
Agricultural Biotechnological Transformation”, Rome 17-18 June, University of Tor Vergata. 

Byé, Pascal. 1998. “The Food Industry: Still a Craft Industry?”. International Journal of Technology Management 16 (7): 
655-678. 

BMA (British Medical Association). 1999. The Impact of Genetic Modification on Agriculture, Food and health – An 
Interim Statement (from http://www.twnside.org.sg Information service on biosafety). 

Buck, Daniel. Christina Getz and Julie Guthman. 1997. “From Farm to Table : The Organic Vegetable Commodity Chain 
of Northern California”. Sociologia Ruralis 37 (1): 3-20 

Caswell, Julie A. and Eliza M. Mojduszka. 1996. “Using Informational Labelling to Influence the Market for Quality in 
Food Products”. American Journal of Agricultural Economics 78.  

Cheallaigh, Gillian Ni, 2001, “Doctors Criticise Report on GM foods”, Irish Times, March 13 (from 
http://www.twnside.org.sg Information Service on Biosafety). 

Cianciullo, Antonio, 1999.“Attacco al cuore della cucina”, La Repubblica, giovedì 3 giugno.  
CEC (Commission of the European Communities). 2000. Economic Impacts of Genetically Modified Crops on the Agri-

food Sector. A first review. Working document, rev.2 Directorate-General for Agriculture. 
Connor, John M. 1994. “North American as a Precursor of Changes in Western European Food-Purchasing Patterns”. 

European Review of Agricultural Economics 21:155-173. 
Fanfani, Roberto. Raùl H. Green and Manuel Rodriguez Zuñiga. 1993. “Biotechnologies in the Agro-Food Sector: A 

Limited Impact”. Agriculture and Human Values 3 (2):68-74. 
Fanfani Roberto and Francesca Salluce, 1997. “I consumi alimentari in Italia e in Europa: cambiamenti strutturali, 

convergenze e differenziazioni”. La Questione Agraria, 67:55-82.  
Fischler, Claude. 1990. L’Homnivore, Paris: Editions Odile Jacob.  
Fonte, Maria. 1991. “Symbolic and Social Aspects in the Functioning of Food System”, International Journal of Sociology 

of Agriculture and Food I:116-125. 
------1998. “Food Consumption Models: Market Times, Tradition Times”, International Journal of Technology 

Management 16 (7): 679-688. 
------forthcoming. “Reconstructing Rurality in the Mediterranean Italy”, paper prepared for the seminar on Depeasantisation 

and the new Actors on European Countryside, Veszprem, Hungary, 16-20 September 1998. 
Friedmann, Harriet and Philip McMichael. 1990. “L’agricoltura nel sistema degli Stati nazionali. Ascesa e declino delle 

agricolture nazionali, dal 1870 ad oggi”, La Questione Agraria 38:171-203. 
Friedmann, Harriet. 1993. “After Midas’s Feast : Alternative Food Regimes for the Future”. Pp. 213-234 in Food for the 

Future. Conditions and Contradictions of Sustainability, edited by Patricia Allen. New York: John Wiley & Sons. 
Gatti, Silvia, Roberto Finotello and Andrea Moretti, 1996. “La distribuzione alimentare italiana fra sviluppo e arretratezza: 

un confronto con i modelli europei”. Pp. 212-223 in L’agricoltura italiana tra prospettiva mediterranea e 
continentale, edited by Domenico Regazzi. Atti del XXXIII convegno di studi della SIDEA: Napoli. 

Gatti, Silvia and Paolo Migani. 1997. “Pasti e consumazioni fuori casa: differenze socio-economiche e territoriali”, La 
Questione Agraria 68:67-92.  

Giddens, Anthony. 1991. Modernity and Self-Identity. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press. 
Goody, Jack. 1982. Cooking, Cuisine and Class. A Study in Comparative Sociology. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.  
Goodman, David. 1999. “Agro-Food Studies in the ‘Age of Ecology’: Nature, Corporeality, Bio-Politics”, Sociologia 

Ruralis 39 (1): 17-38. 
Goodman, David. Bernardo Sorj and John Wilkinson. 1987. From Farming to Biotechnology. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Harris, Marvin. 1990. Buono da mangiare. Enigmi del gusto e consuetudini alimentari. Torino: Einaudi. 
Kautsky, Karl. [1899] 1959. La Questione Agraria. Milano: Feltrinelli.  
Latour, Bruno. 1991. Nous n’avons jamais été modernes. Essai d’anthopologie symétrique, Paris: la Découverte. 
Malassis, Louis. 1979. Economie Agro-alimentaire, vol. I Economie de la consommation e de la production agro-

alimentaires, Paris: Cujas.  
Malassis, Louis. and Martine Padilla. 1986. Economie Agro-alimentaire, vol. III L'économie mondiale, Paris: Cujas.  
Malassis, Louis. and Gerard Ghersi (eds). 1996. Introduzione all’economia agroalimentare, Bologna, Il Mulino. 
Malassis, Louis. and Mahmoud Allaya, eds. 1996. “Equilibrio alimentare”. Pp. 191-290 in Introduzione all’economia 

agroalimentare, edited by Louis Malassis and Gerard Ghersi. Bologna: Il Mulino. 

http://www.twnside.org.sg/
http://www.twnside.org.sg/


                                                          Fonte                                                                               21 
Miele, Mara. 2001. Creating Sustainainability. The Social Construction of the Market for Organic Products. Circle for 

Rural European Studies: Wageningen Univeristeit. 
Padilla, Martine. and Taladidia Thiombiano. 1996. “Consumo e domanda alimentare”. Pp. 17-96 in Introduzione 

all’economia agroalimentare edited by Louis Malassis and Gerard Ghersi. Bologna: il Mulino.  
Revue économique . 1989. 40(2).  
Sellerberg, Ann-Mari. 1991. “In food we trust? Vitally Necessary Confidence -and Unfamiliar Ways of Attaining it”. Pp. 

193-204 in Palatable worlds. Sociocultural food studies, edited by Elisabeth L. Fürst et al. Oslo: Solum Forlag,. 
Serra, Michele. 1999. “Il pollo espiatorio”, La Repubblica, sabato 12 giugno  
Sylvander, Bertil. 1995. “Conventions de qualité, concurrence et coopération. Cas du “label rouge” dans la filière 

Volailles”. Pp. 73-96 in La grande transformation de l’agriculture, edited by G. Allaire, R. Boyer. Paris: INRA, 
Economica. 

Thévenot, Laurent. 1995. “Des marchés aux normes”. Pp. 33-52 in La grande transformation de l’agriculture, edited by G. 
Allaire, R. Boyer. Paris: INRA, Economica. 

Tovey, Hilary. 1997. “Food, Environmentalism and Rural Sociology: On the Organic Farming Movement in Ireland”, 
Sociologia Ruralis 37(1): 21-37.  

Wilkinson, John. 1993. “Adjusting to a Demand Oriented Food System: New Directions for Biotechnology Innovation”, 
Agriculture and Human Values 3(2):31-39. 

Wilkinson, John. 1997. “A New Paradigm for Economic Analysis?” Economy and Society 26: 26-42. 
Wilkinson, John. 2000. “”From the Dictatorship of the Supply to the Democracy of Demand”? Transgenics, Organics and 

the Dynamics of the Demand in the Agrofood System”. Paper presented at the X World Congress of Rural Sociology, 
Rio de Janeiro, Brasil, 30th July – 5th August. 

  
Maria Fonte is an associate professor of Agricultural Economics at the University of Naples “Federico II”, Italy. She has 
also taught Rural Sociology at the University of Naples. Her research interests are related to agriculture, the political 
economy of food, agrobiotechnology, and rural development. 
 

  


	Maria Fonte
	University of Naples “Federico II”, Naples, Italy

	THE AGRO-FOOD SYSTEM: DEFINITIONS AND EVOLUTION
	
	
	
	Table 2.   Main food consumption models
	Traditional model





	FOOD SYSTEMS AND CONSUMPTION MODELS IN LATE MODERNITY
	INDIVIDUALISATION AND DE-TRADITIONALISATION OF FOOD CONSUMPTION
	RISK PERCEPTION AND SAFETY IN THE FOOD SYSTEM

	DISCUSSION: THE RECONSTRUCTION OF TRUST IN RELATION TO FOOD
	
	
	
	CONCLUSION




	REFERENCES

