One man’s meat
IS another
man’s... taboo

by Alfred Métraux

o givilization makes the best possible use of the food
|"\| resources at its dis 1. Before any kind of [rait,

vegetable or meat 1s pronounced as fit to eat by a
particular people, it must drsé be approved for the pur-
pose by that people’s cullural traditions. These {astes
and distastes, which differ so widely among the varlous
eivilizations, have always been a souree of ladignation,
contempt or sneering, and were almost cortainly a prime
subject of eonversation in the caves of Palaeclithle man,

Even In prehistorls thmes, peoples wers undoubtedly
graded according to their eating habits. Poetleally, the
best knowmn instance of thiz s the Odyssey, where the
“bread-esters® {the Greecks) were ranged against the
barbarians, who were *lotus-eaters,” of even cabers ol
human lesh,

Exotic p:;nﬁ_tlza provide us with a wealth of examples
ta illustrate infinite diversity of humon tasls, To et
a caberpillar, sven if roasted, appears to us as the haight
of perversion @ bob IR sub-tropieal Arseriea the native
populations, and even vishing ethnographers, do not turn
up thelr noses at the probs which they extract from the
tronks of palm trecs. A village of Indlans 15 overjoyed
at the arrival of & flight of antz which can be cooked in
the pot. And those who are nausentcd by this human
consumption of insects would do well to remember thad
these same Indians would be Iliterally il Lhey wers
forzed to eat a hen's egg, or even chicken. Rats, of course,
are “slege food" ; yet they were & delicney for certain
Polynesians, though the latter, it is true, had no rabbits
to feed on. And we should not forget how fond the Aztecs
ware of small dogs, which they fattened for banquets,

Even peoples who are nelghbours and belong to the
game civilizotion can so differ, In their leeding habits,
a5 to eauwse mutusl incomprehenslon and even disgost,
The appellation “frog-eaters," which the English have for
s¢ long applied to the French, ls an eloguent indieatlon
of the formers' opinion of batrecians as o source of food.
When Kemehomeha I, King of Hawall, broke with his
aneestors' fepding taboos In the prescnes of hizs Court,
he wps enly equalllng, in courage and stark determination,
the present-day Amerfcan who, in Paris, resolves to eal
his first plate of Burgundy anails,

Certaln Teeding taboog of & relipiouns origin lake the
forsn of an averzlon which has =211 fhe strength and
spontaneity of an lnstinet. I have known anthropologists
who, thouph gquite unprejudiced and aware of the histori-
cal background imvolved, have never been able to over-
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come the feeling of disgust erested In them by some food
or ofther that was forbidden to their ancestors,

The classiz example of the influence of cultural tradi-
tion on feeding is the divergence in the attifudes of the
stock ralsing Pnpu]at.luns of Aszia and Europs with regord

of

to the use milk products. Whereas the peoples of
Central and South Asia, as well as the Indo-European
gnd Bemitic prodps, have always consumed the milk pro-
duced by their flocks and herds, often .z & basie seuree
af food, the Chinese, the Japanese and the peoples of
Bouth East Asife—who were formerly, likewise, stock rals-
grg—nave alwavs had the maost wiolent aversion to milk
and lta by-products.

This aversion cannot have stemmed from ignoranoe,
gince the Chinese were long in contast with Mongol and
Turklsh tribes for whom milk and milk foods were baszle
forms of nouwrishment. The Tibetans even go S0 far A3
to put rancid butler in their tea,

Various books published in recent years hove revealed
to us the hunger thoat 5t “stalks the world” We know
Bhept vast arens lack adeguoets food, and that the general
health of thelr populations suffers in eonseguence, In-
ternational bodies, soch as the Feod and Apricultars
Organization, are trying o Inerease the food resourcas of
reglons whose inhabitants have not enough to eat.

Unifortanately, the Introduction of new types of crops
fdoes not always suffice to solve these pro . The Im-
partant thing iz that the people should accept the new
dizhes which are set before them, and rid themselves of
the emotional prejudices making for their refection. Most
human belngs “llke what they eal™ rather than “eat whal
thay like,™ But how Is one to break down this resistance
which, rooted in caltural tradition and developed in early
childbood, ends by acquiring the apparent strengkh of
in Instingtive reaction?

This was exactly the problem which the United States
Government had to face during the last war. It had te
plan feeding, not only for an immense army, but for
millions of workers, as well as for the libersted peoples.
Farmers might prodoce a surplus, but It was important
to avoid waste and to pursuede a population, that had
alwnys lived well, to ebange some of ils habils,

The United States Government was wise enough to
consuelt social scientists before embarking on a props-
ganda campdign designed to win public opinion gver to
the various measurcs which were required. It set up a



commiites of ethnographers, psychologists angd =ociolo-
glsts, to study Americans' attitodes towsrds food and &o
suggest methods whereby those attltudes could be modi-
fled or even completely transformed. It was as part of
thiz Commlttes's activities that the Amerlean psycholo-
glst Curt Lewin was able to carry out certaln experiments
in infuencing opinion, experiments which have often been
cited as & brilliant demonstration of the effectiveness of
these disciplines when applied in the practical feld,

Curt Lewin procecded from the prineiple that a “food
attitude” as simple as the American's aversion to certiin
parts of meat—the heart, the kidneys, the lungs, the en-
traile—ecould be gulekly changed, otice every implication
of the situation had been analysed accurately and in de-
tall, provided that every factor directly or indirectly de-
terminlng people’s behaviour towards food was eonsidered,

Having established beyond any doubt that in the matter
of food it was the housewives whose Influence was para-
maount and who had the last word, he selocted two groops
of housewives as the woluntary “cuinea=pigs" of the cx-
petiment. One ﬁ'rnup wag indoetrinated by expert diet-
fclanz who gave lectures In order Lo explain the nutritive
qualitiez of offal, its high vitamin content, and its good
eéffcet on health, This was followed up by explanations
regarding the refinad nature of the dizshes that could be
prepared with such pieces of meat; and reclpes [or cook-
Ing and dressing offal were distributed to the housewives,

The methed adopted with the other group was quite
different. A meetlng was organdzed, 8t which one member
Aol the group explained {o the others the difficulties of the
country’s food situation, Impressed upon them that by
serying 0ffal to their hushonds they would be performing
a4 palriotic secvice, and Anally invited them to engage in
a free discussion of the problem of *“taboo® meaks and
thelr use, Care was taken to ensure that the discussion
was general and that each housewife wes able to e L&
her doubis and ask questlons. At the end of the debats,
the meeting fook a collective decision: each housewife
undertook to try out the recipes suggested.

A few wieeks later, an investigatlon revealed that only
10% of those present at the lectures had “erossed this
cooking Rubieon.” Of those, however, who had taken part
In the discussions snd undertaken to prepare offal, 51 %
had duly fulfilled thelr undertaking, The szame experi-
ment was repeated ssveral times, with regasd to other
types of food “rejects” And the results, too, were tha
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THE SUPERMARKET.
Feod s piled high In the
great  supermarkets  of
Amerita where customers
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gama. Leéctures and exhortatlons had therefors been of
little effect as compared with decisions freely taken by o
EFOUD, E¥en @ gronp fs actifielal as that constituted by
fubjects in a paychological experlment.

This shows us that ln our “food attltudes”™ sz Indeed
in all pur atiitudes, reason combines with olher emotional
factors to which the &Taataa-t regﬁurd must be pald If an
atkitude iz to be modifled. The usewlves decided
Lo break with the "feedinig taboos™ agreed to do zo purely
beciuse they were influenced by considerntiions having bat
a fenupus gnd indireet connexion with food iiseli,

For an pititude to be transformed, the voloes and
Institutions thatl ghve it 188 stabilily must be kept in mind.
Az was shown In the above example, It 15 by collective
declston that attitudes can most easlly be changed.
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