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  A

Movable

Feast 

          This book, based largely on The Cambridge World History of Food, provides a look 

at the globalization of food from the days of the hunter-gatherers to present-day 

genetically modifi ed plants and animals. The establishment of agriculture and the 

 domestication of animals in Eurasia, Africa, the Pacifi c, and the Americas are all 

treated in some detail along with the subsequent diffusion of farming cultures 

through the activities of monks, missionaries, migrants, imperialists, explorers, traders, 

and raiders.  

 Much attention is given to the “Columbian Exchange” of plants and animals that 

brought revolutionary demographic change to every corner of the planet and led 

ultimately to the European occupation of Australia and New Zealand as well as the 

rest of Oceania.  

 Final chapters deal with the impact of industrialization on food production, pro-

cessing, and distribution, and modern-day food-related problems ranging from  famine 

to obesity to genetically modifi ed food to fast food.   

 Kenneth F. Kiple did his undergraduate work at the University of South Florida, and 

earned a  P  h  D  in Latin American History and a  P  h  D  certifi cate in Latin American 

Studies at the University of Florida. He has taught at Bowling Green State University 

since 1970 and became a Distinguished University Professor in 1994. His research 

interests have included biological history applied to the slave trade and slavery, the 

history of disease, and more recently, food and nutrition. He is the author of approxi-

mately fi fty articles and chapters, and three monographs, and the editor of fi ve 

volumes including The Cambridge World History of Disease and (with K. C. Ornelas) 

The Cambridge World History of Food, in two volumes.  

 Professor Kiple has been a Guggenheim Fellow and has received numerous other 

grants and fellowships from organizations such as the  National Institutes of Health, 

the National Library of Medicine, the National Endowment for the Humanities, Tools 

Division (and two other National Endowment for the Humanities Fellowships), the 

Earhart Foundation, the Milbank Memorial Fund, the American Council of Learned 

Societies, the Rockefeller Archives, the American Philosophical Society, the Social 

 Sciences Research Council, and the Fulbright-Hays Foundation.                 
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  Preface  

            An ungainly term, globalization often suggests a troubling deter-
minism, a juggernaut that destroys rain forests, while multinational 

agribusinesses plow under family farms and capitalism forces peasants 
to move into cities and work for wages, thereby eroding social relations, 
undermining local customs, and subverting taste in culture and food.  

 Raymond Grew (1999)1     

  Friday I tasted life. It was a vast morsel. 

  Emily Dickinson   

  Who riseth from a feast 
 With that keen appetite that he sits down? 

  Shakespeare,  The Merchant of Venice  II, vi, 8.     

 “GLOBALIZATION” is a hot topic, at the center of the greatest issues of 

our time, and one that has roused economic, political, and cultural historians 

to grapple with the big question – is it a good thing or a bad thing? Book and 

article titles like  One World, Ready or Not :  The Manic Logic of Global Capi-

talism , 2   The End of History and the Last Man , 3  or  The Silent Takeover: Global 

Capitalism and the Death of Democracy  4  take a gloomy Hobbesian view of 

the process; others radiate the optimism of Voltaire’s Dr. Pangloss such as 

 A Future Perfect: The Challenge and Hidden Promise of  Globalization .  5 

 Similar passion is evident wherever Western activists, the youth of Islam, 

and other dissidents gather to protest that synergistic interaction of techno-

logical revolution and global capitalism that we have come to call globaliza-

tion. Notable recent examples include the more than 50,000 protestors at 

the World Trade Organization that turned downtown Seattle upside down 
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and the 2001 protestors at the Group of Seven meeting in Genoa, Italy, who 

slugged it out with the police. Most protesters view globalization as bristling 

with threats to the environment; many also feel that it is a menace to cul-

tural integrity, even to state sovereignty, and some express the concern that 

globalization will promote even greater inequality among the world’s peo-

ples. Their opponents point out that a global community is preferable to the 

nationalism (and some of its component parts such as ethnocentrism and 

racism) that has occupied the world’s stage (often disastrously) throughout 

the past half millennium and that poor countries, which have changed their 

policies to exploit globalization, have benefi ted most from it.  6 

 Many of globalization’s perplexities are evident in the history of foods 

and food ways. Some are obvious. Culture, for example, always a tough 

opponent of globalization, is defended whenever people defend their cui-

sine. On a biological level the people of developing countries require an 

adequate supply of the right kinds of foods for the creation and mainte-

nance of healthy and productive populations. But in between these cul-

tural and biological poles lies the murky political and economic question 

of what happens to those who resist the forces of globalization. 

 In the case of food, can or will a global community make enough food 

available to those holdouts who, for cultural or biological reasons, do not buy 

into the existing technologies? Today, for example, we have starving coun-

tries that refuse aid because that aid is in the form of genetically  modifi ed 

 (GM)  foods. And they refuse to sidestep future crises by planting geneti-

cally modifi ed rice or maize or millets even though such  GM  crops not only 

deliver substantially higher yields than unmodifi ed counterparts but are 

resistant to pests, weeds, and droughts, and consequently to famine. 

 Other big questions are “when did globalization begin” and “where and 

how will it end?” 7  In terms of food globalization, our answers are thank-

fully simple. It began with the invention of agriculture some ten thousand 

years ago in at least seven independent centers of plant and animal domes-

tication. Throughout the ensuing ten millennia the agricultural fruits of all 

of these centers became so dispersed that today, in the West at least, diets 

are no longer tied to regional food production and, consequently, regional 

cuisines are fast disappearing. For the rest of the world such food homog-

enization means that for the fi rst time in human history, political will alone 

can eliminate global inequalities in the kinds and quantities of food avail-

able. The next big question is whether the phenomenon of greater food 

availability will be canceled out by swelling numbers of food consumers. 8    

xiv Preface
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