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In January 2022, Fabien Roussel – a leader of the French
Communist Party – urged the French public not to be
ashamed of eating meat, drinking fine wine and eating
good cheese because ‘it’s French gastronomy’.1 The re-
mark was made following a polemic around the introduc-
tion of a meat-free menu in school canteens during the
pandemic.2 There is nothing surprising about this attach-
ment to a fetishised version of French gastronomy.3 This
discourse has been audible for several years across the
political spectrum from the far Right to the institutional
Left and in what is now called the New Right in France,
which has recomposed itself through an ethnicisation
of French identity, now constructed mainly as Christian,
European, secular and anti-Muslim. Food tropes and a
focus on food as an identity and racial marker are clearly
visible in the media production of far-Right YouTubers
and identity foodistas whose cooking blogs are suffused
with colonial sentiments: ‘It’s not a steak that votes
Green or La France Insoumise, it’s a steak that votes
Eternal France. If we send it to Indochina, it wins’.4 All
this is part of a desire to counter a so-called bourgeois
bohemian culture in a language shot through with nos-
talgia and colonial racial melancholy. In addition, this
discourse takes on a gendered logic in its stigmatisation
of the eating habits of Muslims, with practices such as
fasting during Ramadan or abstaining fromeating pork or
non-halal meat considered feminine ways of relating to
food. We thus have a discourse which racialises through
food in terms of its composition (especially in respect
of animal and dairy products), preparation (in particular
its method of cutting and cooking) and its ingestion and
assimilation.

This poses philosophical and phenomenological
questions about what it feels like to see those who do not

belong to the community in the act of eating. Contem-
porary discourses, which are often premised on the idea
that Islam is a foreign religion, are rooted in the colonial
history of France and the colonisation of North Africa
especially from the nineteenth century. In this article, I
examine these sedimented layers to offer an archaeology
of a white French gaze that is fixated on the mouths
of Muslims in a manner that is deeply sexualised and
that has its own economic and political rationality, never
ceasing to produce deadly racialising effects. This gaze
is constituted by fantasies of penetrating Muslim bodies
to consume their difference, abuse their exceptionality
and eventually either assimilate them into one’s own
corporeality/identity or reject them as waste. I do not
address the question of the religious and anthropological
status of the inedible in Islam5 or analyse the historical
or religious justification of food prohibitions. Rather, I
offer a philosophical reflection on the political meaning
of watching others eat and producing a discourse on this
eating that is rooted in the materiality of social relations:
in such a perspective, it is Islam that is considered ined-
ible. I will demonstrate the ‘racial indigestion’ of Muslim
populations in the French context.6 Racial indigestion
is understood here in a double sense: first, as the racial-
isation produced through the stomach, the palate and
the sense of taste; and second, as the inassimilability
and unmanageability of Muslims in the nation and in the
space of gastronomy as it is constituted in the colonial
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As Lauren Janes has
shown, ‘[t]he anxiety about eating the food of others – of
incorporating aspects of the colonized into one’s body
– stemmed, at least in some part, from the understand-
ing of diet as a key marker of racial difference’.7 This
makes it possible to account for a disgust that is noted in
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texts by observers, travellers and the nascent profession
of food critics in the colonial period who construct the
racial inedibility of Islam.

Embedded in this symbolic aspect of cultural depreci-
ation is the economic and political profitability of gast-
ronomic and/or dietetic racism. Civilisational discourses
that focus centrally on food and the anxiety of inges-
tion are part of a racial capitalism premised on a denial
of the politics of reproduction and subsistence in an in-
ternational commodity market and an international divi-
sion of labour that has tracked a global colour line since
colonisation and slavery in overseas territories. This art-
icle begins with an analysis of the contemporary symp-
toms of racial indigestion vis-à-vis Muslims and con-
cludes with a colonial archaeology of this phenomenon.

Masculinity, animal slaughter and the
abstraction of violence in industrial food
processing

The ideological focus on meat and dairy products (not-
ably with an affective and semiotic overinvestment in
pork) to signify an attachment to republican civility is
particularly pronounced in France in the European con-
text.8 See Mythologies (New York: Hill and Wang, 1972),
62–63. In contrast, in Germany, part of the far Right
defends veganism.9 Nonetheless, a masculinist attach-
ment to meat and a concomitant association of culinary
exoticism with effeminacy and ‘sexual inversion’ or ‘per-
version’ seems to be fairly pervasive in Europe. This con-
temporary anti-Muslimdiscourse resonateswith colonial
representations. In the colonial era, Muslim men (typic-
ally ethnicised as Arabs) were constructed in the western
imagination as sodomites imagined to feed on sperm and
indulge in the pleasures of hashish and opium.10 Muslim
women were imagined as ‘fricatrices’ or rubbing addicts,
practicing lesbianism as compensation for their lack of
access to men;11 sapphic consolation would also be ex-
pressed by the fact that these women are often repres-
ented as being in harems, and then able only to indulge
in sex and gustatory enjoyment.12 This demonstrates
how racial difference is articulated in a fantasy of sexual
inversion. The appetite for orality as a sexual practice
is itself represented as a passive, feminine and oriental
practice. Today these fantasies are expressed through
a deployment of a homophobic masculinity that seeks

to recuperate a martiality supposedly lost due to the
feminist and queer ideologies which invaded France and
engendered overly tolerant attitudes towards migrants,
the putative invasion of Muslims and their ‘great replace-
ment’ of the white population.13

In northern European societies, the sexualisation
of food orality and the gendered moralisation of food
habits focuses specifically on meat. This sexual politics
of meat is based on a paradox.14 First, the act of devour-
ing meat is valued as an act of power and domination,
a taming of the beast. In addition, the process of pre-
paring meat is premised on a heterosexual order of the
kitchen, a sexual division of labour in the preparation of
food whereby the collective social cooking of meat is con-
sidered a male duty – recycling clichés about the mastery
of fire and technique bymen–whilewomen,because they
supposedly use their hands alone, are considered techno-
logically under-equipped in culinary practices. Second,
this paradox of the sexual politics of meat rests on a
process of abstraction, of negation of living animality
that is nonetheless put to death, cut up and prepared as
edible matter. The idea of a modern, techno-industrial
masculinity is attested to by converting the executed an-
imal into an ‘absent referent’ – a process of abstraction
necessary for the edibility of the animal, for its inges-
tion to defuse the triggers of disgust, in particular the
conscious representation of having to ingest another
bloody living being. 15 The disgust over slaughtering is
indeed widely shared. These days, the death of animals,
as Noélie Vialles notes in her survey of slaughterhouses,
is euphemised. We do not kill: ‘we slaughter…Slaughter-
houses are also located outside cities, on the outskirts.
In the organization of the work, a kind of dilution of re-
sponsibility is maintained which is based on a double re-
quirement: all animals must be obligatorily desensitized
before being bled. In France, currently, this desensitiz-
ation is carried out by perforating the cranial box with
a slaughter gun’.16 Eating meat therefore entails quite
considerable symbolic work to reconstruct the lethal act.

As far as Muslims are concerned, it is taken for gran-
ted that they subscribe to this negation/abstraction of
lethal labour at the heart of the killing of meat.17 In the
banlieues – where (post-)migratory neighbourhoods are
located and which are wrongly thought to be predomin-
antly Muslim – the lethal act in ritual slaughter (above
all the practice of butchering in the streets) is considered
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too visible. Even the far Right in its anti-Islam rhetoric
occasionally deploys the bourgeois ethos of the necessary
abstraction of the lethal act in animal meat processing
for it to be considered modern. What is reproached in
Muslims then is their non-observance of this abstrac-
tion of blood and animality. They are considered unable
to enter into food modernity, particularly where ritual
slaughter according to the rules of halal are concerned:
cutting an animal’s throat and letting it bleed completely
without stunning it is regularly described as a shameful
disregard for animal welfare. Muslims are accused by the
far Right, but also by the traditional Right and parts of
the Left, to be incapable of this modernity which is per-
formed through a defence of animal welfare considered
solely from the angle of theminimisation of the suffering
of the animal during its industrial slaughter. In fact, the
noisy valorisation of both the imaginary evacuation of
violent death and the devouring of bloody cooked or even
raw meat as well as the consumption of dairy products

and wine, is part of a fantasy of complete control in the
formation of the perceived Self: we seek to control the
conditions of its public appearance during shared or pub-
lic meals. Roussel made no secret of this as he went to
visit apprentice butchers on a slaughtering site, to re-
connect with a fantasy of a popular Left whose virility is
indexed by themeat that we chop and eat, underscored by
the amnesic injunction to forget the ecological disaster
of meat production. These discourses and communic-
ative practices are thus part of the rituals of a patriarchal
and ecocidal mandate.

Similarly, practices of food abstention are under-
stood as existential threats to others. Not drinking al-
cohol, and even more, not eating during the month of
Ramadan are considered a cultural and ideological ab-
erration. Hence the fact that a good Muslim is one who
disavows Islam by drinking alcohol and eating pork.18

In contrast, Muslims who observe dietary restrictions
prevent others from enjoying their food. They are the
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opposite of the figure of le bon vivant (good living). Their
abstemiousness effectively imposes their rules on every-
one, disrupting the implicit rule of the universality of
meals which presupposes, for instance, not taking reli-
gious beliefs into account in the planning of children’s
meals or collective catering arrangements in private or
public settings. Meals based on ‘republican’ appetisers
such as saucisson and pinard (sausages andwine) have be-
come a way of excluding through food people considered
to be allophage, that is to say whose diet is based on the
fact of abstaining from prohibited foods for personal,
philosophical or religious reasons, such as Muslims, but
also Jews, vegetarians, vegans and teetotallers.

It is, then, worth adding to the analysis of patriarchy
in food practices what Afro-veganism has clearly shown:
the presence of a racial policy of meat, alcohol and dairy
products that is attested to by the obsession with the
food that Muslims do and do not eat.19 By racialisation,
we mean the description in moral and political terms of
a Muslim population’s food habits as intrinsically other
and unable to comply both with the universality of Re-
publican commensality and with the ethnic singularity
of the national meal. Dietic discourse, and in particu-
lar xenophobic and Islamophobic assertions about ‘good
food’, have thus been central to the recomposition of the
far Right.

Studying food practices and their logics of racialisa-
tion makes it possible to understand the phenomenology
of race in a different way bymoving its display scenes bey-
ond an ‘epidermal ontology of race’, often concerned only
with the symbolic and material investments of the sur-
face of bodies, in particular the skin.20 Instead it allows
us to look at the banal modalities by which the nation
and its ethnicised and racialised identity are represented
through metabolic devices internal to the body. But this
metabolic materiality is also the object of denial. The
nation’s account of what it eats is premised on the denial
of not only social reproduction and the sexual division of
labour but also of the extractive and polluting methods
through which food is produced. One pretends to see
in Muslim eating an existential identity threat even as
there is a very real threat to the means of subsistence
and access to drinking water and edible, local food given
the realities of climate change and the burning of fossil
fuels in the Anthropocene. The ethnicisation of Land is
also a way of denying the material reality of ecological

devastation and energy depletion.21 The indexing of the
right to feed on the land to national attachment and
the injunction to disavow one’s religion is actually, and
paradoxically, a way of denying one’s earthly condition,
because French national cuisine – the ethnicisation of
French gastronomy inscribed in a policy of civility – is
also a marketing emblem in the global techno-industrial
circuits of large-scale food production.22 To be exported,
French cuisine must be ethnicised. Foreigners must be
able to taste the ‘real’ French meal, rid of the influence
of postcolonial cuisines but also of the migrant labour
that produces it. Who will see, for example, who pro-
duces the strawberries from the fields that are the green-
houses of southern Europe?23 North African women are
asked to leave their children behind to come and work
in precarious migratory conditions, to exhaust the land
so that Europe has strawberries all year round at low
prices. Their status as women identified as Muslim is
seen as an advantage in the regulation of labour since
it is the guarantee that they will return to their coun-
try of origin and to their duty as good Muslim mothers
once their seasonal contract is over.24 The ideological
depreciation of Muslims’ mouths in European countries
is the counterpart of the functioning of racial capitalism,
which consists in creating different racialised subjects
endowed with differential values, whose hands and legs
are exploitable and disposable in labour-intensive ag-
ricultural fields and fast food delivery. The question of
who can eat with the national ‘us’ is therefore inseparable
from the denial of the social reproduction of food work-
ers, and the invitation to eat at the same table as this
national ‘us’ is often accompanied by an injunction to
renounce being Muslim in order to be able to have the
right to food.25

The pig, the Muslim and the Jew: how to
convert to food ‘normalcy’

In 2015, former FrenchPresidentNicolas Sarkozy claimed
that eating pork was a value of the Republic that needed
to be taught in French schools. Not eating pork is ap-
parently to withdraw from the universal claim of the
Republic emblematised in sharing the ‘pig’, which is el-
evated as a totem, a universal equivalent of all meals.26

The reproduction of the nation requires an assimilation,
understood literally as a common eating which is also an
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identical eating, where the ingredients and preparation
of food follow the same phagic scenario. It is worth not-
ing that the remark was made in response to the demand
for substitutions in school canteen menus. The idea that
one could eat something else instead of meat, and in
particular pork, was inconceivable. In the contemporary
symbolic economy of food, substitutes become the sub-
ject of disproportionate emotional and regnal investment
enabling an expulsion of Muslims from the bounds of
acceptability, civility and nation. Outrage at gastronomic
substitution expresses deeper anxieties harboured by the
far Right and the new Right in France about the ‘Great
Replacement’ of White Christian Europeans by Muslims.
The deprivation of meat, and more specifically pork, is
seen as a form of de-masculinisation associated with
Muslims and Jews. The attachment to the pig in the
reproduction of the nation is a fundamental factor in un-
derstanding this disqualification ofMuslims. To refuse to
eat pork would be to refuse to share: because flesh is first
and foremost what we are made of and eating it involves
resolving the question of the distinction between the
same and the other. Flesh in the second place implies the
sharing of remains: it brings into play cooperation and
altruism and therefore raises fundamental questions for
the social order. ‘To eat meat, unlike many other types
of food, you have to share. And the sharing of meat is
a fundamental, if not founding, act of social life’.27 We
should add that sharing pig meat entails also sharing the
responsibility for its killing, recycling it symbolically and
transforming it into a social bond. What we would thus
reproach Muslims for is a commensal secessionism and
a refusal to be part of the social bond. In this sense, it is
articulated with anti-Judaism.

Pork has a fundamental place in the racial ima-
gination because it has already played a major role in
French and southern European anti-Judaism and anti-
Semitism.28 Without conflating historical shifts and geo-
cultural contexts too abruptly, we can nevertheless re-
gister this knot between anti-Semitism and anti-Muslim
racism in the culinary field at the time of the so-called
Spanish Reconquest which sought to inspect what went
into mouths to identify the culinary and confessional
disloyalty of lay-Jews and Moriscos: eating couscous and
cooking with olive oil (rather than pork fat) opened one-
self to the suspicion of crypto-Judaism or crypto-Islam.
The purchase of certain ingredients such as eggplants

and chickpeas or spices such as coriander and saffron,
or the aroma of a dish cooked in olive oil, were enough
to alert neighbours to possible heresy. This resonance
between anti-Semitism and anti-Muslim racism allows
us to see how disgust vis-à-vis Muslim and Jewish foods
in particular has been permanently embedded in an ima-
gination that makes these cuisines not only foreign but
potentially dangerous because of their supposed power
of identity conversion. Culinary anxiety around Jewish
food is still palpable in contemporary antisemitism in
Western societies to the extent that the Jewish diet is
reduced to the ‘abstinence of pork’ as it is with Muslims.

Likewise, the proximity between ‘Jewish food’ and
‘Muslim food’ triggered a common repulsion from colo-
nial travellers to North Africa in the nineteenth century.
When François Bournand, a journalist and historian, de-
scribed a feast in Tunisia in the late nineteenth century,
he did so in terms that identified spicy cuisine as be-
ing both Muslim and Jewish, racialising what he saw as
a dirty culinary otherness and demonstrating how an-
tisemitism and Islamophobia were articulated through
culinary xenophobia.

The spicy dishes and the lack of cleanliness of the culin-
ary preparations among the natives have always, despite
the habit [i.e. his familiarity with life in Tunisia], inspired
an invincible repugnance in me, which has never allowed
me to eat much either among the Muslims or among the
Israelites.29

There is indeed a form of antisemitism in contem-
porary Islamophobia in the sense that the same rhet-
orical repertoires of tracking down the enemy within
are reactivated to try to ascertain who is Muslim from
names and culinary practices at a time when Muslims
are no longer migrants. Such measures are necessitated
by the conundrum of needing to distinguish what has
been partly assimilated – a conundrum that is addressed
by identifying and differentiating the dietary processes
that bear the residual mark of allophagy, of a different
‘ethnic’ communal eating, given that, as food and migra-
tion studies have shown, community food is often what
remains of a culture of origin long after migration, con-
version or assimilation.30 Spurred by such intuitions, the
far-Right Mayor of Béziers from the Rassemblement Na-
tional party sought to identify Muslim children through
their last names and dietary prescriptions registered in
school canteens. The notion that names announce reli-
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gious affiliation and diet drove Eric Zemmour, a far Right
leader and current presidential candidate to call for a ban-
ning of names that do not sound Republican and French
(read: African and Muslim-sounding names). At stake in
this relationship between names and eating is nothing
less than a disciplining of republican orality. We can now
ask ourselves, how is it possible to be a Muslim in France
in terms of food? Or in Montesquieu’s formulation in
the Persian letters, how can one wish to be a Muslim,
that is to say not drink alcohol and, even worse, not drink
wine or eat pork in a country devoted to good living and
renowned for its sausages and wines?

Food disgust and the ambivalence of
Republican appetite

What do we do when we worry about what Muslims eat?
If food is an object of anxiety it is because eating is a
process of incorporation, erasing the boundary between
the world and our bodily interiority. It occurs through
ingestion and metabolisation, a process that promises
a regeneration of the body or threatens its disintegra-
tion depending on the quality of the food and its ability
to correspond to our internal arrangement. The act of
incorporation thus implicates issues that are both vital

and symbolic, accounting for the deep anxieties associ-
ated with it. The life and health of the eater are at stake
every time the decision to incorporate ismade. As Claude
Fischler puts it, borrowing a term from Kleinian psycho-
analysis, the body fears ‘incorporation of the bad object’.
‘The incorporated object can contaminate it, transform
it from within, possess it, and therefore dispossess it of
itself’.31

Ironically, the anxiety about one’s identity in dis-
courses of civilisational decline in food habits relies on
what was usually described as a primitive or primal fear.
It recalls the belief reported by J. Frazer according to
which ‘the savage commonly believes that by eating the
flesh of an animal or man, he acquires the qualities –
not only the physical but even the moral and intellectual
qualities – which were characteristic of that animal or
that man’.32 In fact it is almost always food of animal
origin that arouses disgust, the affect of which seems
to emanate from a shared carnal condition. Moreover,
our relationship to animal flesh constantly references
sexuality. Fantasies of the incorporation of the bad ob-
ject also raise fears of desexualisation, that is to say the
loss of markers of sexual difference, so that eating food
from another culture that is considered not to conform
to norms of gender difference would be to lose one’s
civilisational rank, gender and race.33 At the level of the
unconscious, there is a profound continuity between the
table and the bed, between edible and desirable flesh.
Lévi Strauss stressed the ‘very profound analogy which
people throughout the world seem to find between cop-
ulating and eating. In Yoruba, “to eat” and “to marry”
are expressed by a single verb the general sense of which
is “to win, to acquire”, usage which has its French par-
allel where the verb “consommer” applies both to mar-
riage and to meals.’34 From this perspective, cannibal-
ism, which consists of eating individuals of one’s own
human flesh, would be the hyperbolic form of sexual
union; hence the prohibition on eating individuals of
one’s own family and sex.

By the same token, the taboo of culinary exogamy
may carry the risk of organic and spiritual corruption
and loss of identity, unless the class marker of an exotic
cook or kitchen maid unlocks the taboo of ‘Muslim’ in-
edibility. Culinary miscegenation might revive nostal-
gia for a colonial bourgeois way of life: to have a ‘dada’
for instance (kitchen maid in Morocco) preparing briou-
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ats, chicken pastilla or eggplant zaalouk can be a useful
marker of social distinction among wealthy French elites.
Similarly, the heterosexual order is also expressed by
positions in the order of what is edible. ‘The equival-
ence most familiar to us and undoubtedly also the most
widespread in the world’, says Lévi Strauss, ‘poses the
male as eater and the female as eaten’.35 These structur-
alist pronouncements are problematic if we take them
as normative assertions, but if they describe the logic
of a gendered and racialised unconscious, they seem to
correspond to familiar ways of naming foodways and
our relation to food.36 Nonetheless, this approach tends
to stick to the level of description of the production of
sexual difference without considering that the material
historicity of the myth around this difference might offer
a way to criticise the difference in itself, structured as
it is around binaries such as cooked/raw, civilised/sav-
age, masculine/feminine and anchored as it is in a social
stratification in which the ‘eaten’ are in reality the ones
who prepare, clean, cook and serve the food. The ‘eaten’
refers then to a subordinated group that is disadvantaged
in the division of labour and capital.37

This is why we must also take into account other an-
thropologies and cosmogonic explanations that do not
necessarily ratify sexual difference inscribed in a food
order, but which on the contrary highlight food tropes
that do not gender the social order, allowing us to see
how the production of sexual difference through diet and
the food order is also historical, contingent and rooted in
social antagonisms. I would rather subscribe to the view
of Mary Douglas, for whom the symbolic aspect of food
is the expression of social relations. Then food or com-
mensal prohibition are seen also as a social prophylaxis,
a way of organising power and social relations by form-
ing a community ‘against’: ‘dirt offends against order’.38

By eliminating it, gestures of purification are positive
gestures of prophylaxis, which give unity andmeaning to
the experience and this gesture of purification is carried
by the belief that ‘it is only by exaggerating the difference
between within and without, above and below, male and
female’ that one can reconstitute a sense of self immune
to defilement.39

In this critical perspective where the symbolic is
rooted in the materiality of power distribution in a given
society, how can we explain what we do when we worry
about what Muslims eat? Two things are striking. First,

by expressing this anxiety, we worry about the nourish-
ment of our food. Muslims eat but are also eaten sym-
bolically. This is a position of inferiority from which we
clearly want exemption. We refuse to eat with Muslims
but also, occasionally, like them since they are a subordin-
ated group endowed with the power of contamination.
In 2012, far Right leader Marine Le Pen insinuated that
all Parisian butchers were now halal and that people ate
their products without knowing it. At work here is the
idea thatwe ingest ‘Muslim’, and in doing so are ourselves
converted and denationalised. For Muslim women, it is
often their food hygiene and in particular the sugar that
they incorporate that is often called into question, the fat
produced by sugar threatening sexual dimorphism and
the eroticisation of dominated bodies. Such represent-
ations can also lead to denial of care as evidenced by the
persistent trope of the Fatma in the medical clinic, which
we can observe for example through the blog of a doctor
who fears the arrival in her office of the 50-year-old Arab
woman, fat and diabetic, asking for clinical attention.40

In these examples, the eater not only worries about the
food that they incorporate but also about how the ab-
sorption of a food incorporates the eater into a culinary
system and therefore into the group who practices it,
unless they are explicitly excluded: ‘The classifications,
practices and representations that characterize a cuisine
incorporate the individual into the group, situate the
whole in relation to the universe and incorporate it in
turn: they therefore have a fundamentally religious di-
mension in the etymological sense of the term, in the
sense of re-ligare, to link.’41

Second, attention to whatMuslims eat is also the vec-
tor and the product of the sexualisation ofMuslim bodies,
which are repelled and desired both by their putatively
disordered use of phagic and sexual orality but also by
their supposedly anti-erotic behaviour and their lack of
taste in food (as apparently evidenced by their favoured
halal junk food of kebabs). Thus, Muslims are also those
who do not have or no longer have the ability to savour
pleasure, to taste.42 It should be noted that theoretically
in the material act of eating, there is a prior desexualisa-
tion which makes animal meat suitable for consumption.
We often eat young or castrated animals, that is to say
animals excluded from reproductive activity on the prin-
ciple that the flesh of an uncastrated animal tastes less
good. Animal flesh is often either destined for reproduct-
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ive or food purposes but not both at the same time. So
we only consume ‘desexualised’ flesh, flesh whose use
and nature is exclusively food.43 Eating desexualised an-
imals, then, is to desexualise the phagic act. But here,
on the contrary, it would seem that the assimilation of
Muslims, their consumption, digestion, and symbolic as-
similation into the national republican order is subject
to their prior sexualisation, possible eroticisation and
waste transformation.44

Disgust is then related to eroticisation since it is
strongly linked to the fact that it is the mouth which
incorporates, tastes and mixes with itself, through sen-
sorial acts such as chewing and smelling. This orality is
profoundly sexual, or at least erotic in its symbolic and
material dimension. It is not only a question of analogy
with the fantasy of penetration, where the question of
who has the right to penetrate – to cross the threshold of
the body– is central, but rather of amixed representation
between race, gender and class insofar as the desire for
devouring is a desire for the material appropriation of
subordinated bodies.45 It is symptomatic of this correla-
tion between the eroticisation of otherness and disgust
at the presence of Muslims on ‘national’ territory that

NadineMorano–a French politician–evoked a nostalgia
for white gastronomy in her neighbourhood, where one
could supposedly no longer findham,while also affirming
that she loved couscous and brik with egg. Disgust is not
always expressed clearly in an attitude of rejection and
is also palpable in practices of erotic predation. It parti-
cipates in an affective economy that combines forms of
ingestion, assimilation, devouring, appropriation. This
is precisely the sense in which I suggest reading contem-
porary instances of ‘republican’ disgust towards Muslim
diets as a symptom of a colonial remainder.

A colonial politics of digestion: gastric
fatigue, civilisation and inedible Islam

Wefind the concern about food inMuslim countries in co-
lonial medicine, which sought to understand both what
was good to eat in the colonies and what ought to be
‘rationalised’. Thus, Georges Treille’s Principes d’Hygiene
Coloniale, published in 1899, aims to ‘outline the general
rules which seem to me the most appropriate to facilit-
ate their establishment for Europeans in hot countries’,
noting that ‘the fundamental principle which Europeans
in hot countries must observe is to spare all fatigue in
the stomach’.46 Digestibility, thought to be a function
more of the method of preparation and cooking than of
the foodstuffs themselves, is considered to be the pri-
ority: ‘food must pass through without gastric fatigue
… supplying the stomach with food that is both easily
digestible and restorative’.47 Gastric sensitivity is of-
ten racialised in this archive, which seeks to acclimatise
European stomachs to the food available in ‘hot’ coun-
tries. We find this same concern at the beginning of the
twentieth century in the first specialised gastronomic
journals which are interested in the ‘ethnic’ or even racial
conditions of digestion, not to prevent digestive diseases
but to keep at bay the experience of bad taste. Thus, F.
Barthelemy, instructor at the Cordon Bleu School and for
a time editor in chief of Le Cordon Bleu, wrote about Mo-
rocco after the Treaty of Fez in 1912 and its ‘repugnant
foodways’. In his description of couscous, he describes
the preserved butter that flavours Moroccan dishes as
very often ‘rancid’. Rottenness and evidence of decay is
a central elicitor of disgust, especially when connected
to food:

We hope that French civilisation will bring to the Mo-
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roccans not only her benefits from economic and social
point of view, but also from the culinary and alimentary
points of view and that the modest couscous can soon be,
transformed by the French culinary art, present on the
table of our gourmets.48

Seen in this historical perspective, we can see how a
dish like couscous occupies a special place in the racial-
isation of foodways since it was seen as Muslim and Arab
for a time and, after decolonisation, as French because it
was a favourite dish of the pieds-noirs –French settlers in
North Africa, many of whom chose to depart for France
alongside a Maghreb Jewish population who also left
after Algeria gained its independence.49 Considered a
‘Muslim’ dish to mark racial difference in the nineteenth
and first half of the twentieth century, couscous is today
detached from its putative Muslimness. What is striking
in the historical mutation of couscous representation
is that racial difference is represented as not only cul-
tural – as a difference of cuisine and foodways – but also
as biological, with racial/religious belonging marked by
different stomachs, metabolisms and palates.

Colonial observers were also disgusted by the fact of
eating with the hands, which was seen as a sign of intel-
lectual and civilisational backwardness. A 1905 article by
the gastronomic critic Myrh in Le Cordon Bleu describes
couscous as the dish of theArabs, eaten with the hands in
the same dish and on the floor (or almost), all elements
that marked the ontological distance between the French
and the Arabs. Difference thus passes through both the
utensil and table manners. The civilisational imperative
of eating at a table, distant from the floor, reflects the
normative ideal contained in the distanciation between
the hand and the mouth, the body and the floor. These
distances from bodily markers partake in a broader nar-
rative of civilisation and food progress. Erasmus’s On
Civility in Children had prepared the ground. Contrasting
human habits to those of animals, he regarded eating
with the fork, the maintenance of distance between the
body and the ground and from food, and the consump-
tion of food from a seated position at a table as marks
of humanisation, access to adulthood and above all to
civilisation. But how to elevate and civilise a Muslim
population through food? Along with the incitation to
eat ‘properly’ with forks, in separate dishes and at a high
table, sitting on a proper chair, was the idea that food
itself should be civilised. As Lauren Janes writes, the

1930s culinary critic Gauducheau asserted that ‘eating
more bread, meat, dairy, and wine would help French co-
lonial subjects evolve to becomemore like Frenchmen.’50

Indeed as Roland Barthes explains, abstaining from wine
is not without consequences in France:

The universality principle fully applies here, inasmuch
as society calls anyone who does not believe in wine by
names such as sick, disabled or depraved: it does not
comprehend him (in both senses, intellectual and spatial,
of the word). Conversely, an award of good integration
is given to whoever is a practising wine-drinker: know-
ing how to drink is a national technique which serves
to qualify the Frenchman, to demonstrate at once his
performance, his control and his sociability. Wine gives
thus a foundation for a collective morality, within which
everything is redeemed: true, excesses, misfortunes and
crimes are possible with wine, but never viciousness,
treachery or baseness...51

Similarly, the relationship between the symbolisa-
tion of wine and the denial of its imperial capitalist pro-
duction in ‘Muslim’ land in Algeria, raises the question of
the obsessive reference to the mouths of Muslims which
obscures the hands that cultivate their land and the de-
pletion of that land by an aberrant monoculture:

… the mythology of wine can in fact help us to under-
stand the usual ambiguity of our daily life. For it is true
that wine is a good and fine substance, but it is no less
true that its production is deeply involved in French cap-
italism, whether it is that of the private distillers or that
of the big settlers in Algeria who impose on the Muslims,
on the very land of which they have been dispossessed,
a crop of which they have no need, while they lack even
bread.52

The Islamisation of the dietary habits and foods ofAr-
abs has not always been at the heart of colonial practices.
On the contrary, agricultural policies during the colonial
period attempted to de-Islamise representations of what
came from Algeria to emphasise its assimilation into the
French nation. For this it was necessary to represent it
as a wine power. Thus in 1931 during the colonial exhib-
ition in Paris, the Algerian pavilion presented a replica
of the Sidi-Abderrahmane Mosque in Algiers, but it was
the only reference to Muslim culture and Islam. Instead,
Algeria was portrayed as a kingdom of wine and biblical
food such as olives and dates in an exoticisation of the
desert and ‘wild’ nature, but also as a cultivated, prolific,
bucolic paradise of vineyards.
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Night view of the Algerian Pavilion at the International Colonial Exhibition, Vincennes, 1931

As Janes explains, thanks to colonial development, Al-
geria had become a ‘huge vineyard’, with the pavilion
considered a ‘triumph of Bacchus’ as a result of the con-
siderable efforts of chambers of commerce and the Con-
federation of Wine Makers. There is a significant ma-
terial dimension to the representations of food produced
in ‘Islamic’ lands. Algeria became a significant locus of
wine production following the phylloxera crisis of 1870
in France which ravaged metropolitan vineyards. This re-
quired breaking with the notion of ‘terroir’– the idea that
the taste of wine is a function of a unique combination of
factors including soil, climate, topography and the ‘soul’
of the wine producer, which could not be reproduced
elsewhere. The pavilion insisted on the possibility of the
export and recomposition of terroir in a land as hostile
and contradictory, on account of its Muslimness, as Al-
geria by underscoring the French character of Algeria
and the familiarity of its soil and products. In contrast,
the other North African pavilions were given over to an
exoticisation of difference with their emphasis on souks,
spices and snake charmers. The Moroccan restaurant
in particular sought maximum authenticity with its Mo-
roccan chef and alcohol-free menu.53

In our own time, ‘foreign’ food when eaten or cooked
by groups external to this culture, becomes a gastronomic
delight, a socially valued element on a gustatory journey,
whereas when cooked by migrant minorities or people
with a migratory past, is considered poor, low quality

and cheap. Hence the injunction to minoritised groups
to eat such food at home and to consume the ‘national’
food of the host country in public. This process of ethni-
cising the food of others, disqualifying others as compet-
ent to cook their own cuisine, or conversely the exotic
idea of authenticity achieved through a chef belonging
to the relevant ‘culture’, combined with the injunction
to eat national food, is the expression in France of the
coloniality of diet normativity in public space, which re-
produces whiteness through food, excludes Islam from
the regime of the edible and ‘Muslims’ from the regime
of gastronomic desirability.54

Is it possible to decolonise food? Muslims, real or al-
leged, are not passive objects of racial discourses on food.
It is important to note that it is precisely when they resist
gastronomic disciplining that they are reduced to their re-
ligion through the medium of their food habits. Yet food
is also a terrain of solidarity and insurgence. There is
no shortage of examples to illustrate this. Through their
conviviality around food in the so-called ‘Jungle of Cal-
ais’, where restaurants run by refugees offered spaces of
survival and friendship, migrants reconstituted sociality
in a place demonised and attacked by their opponents.55

On the border with Italy, farmer and pro-migrant act-
ivist Cédric Herrou defies French authorities to assist
migrants seeking to enter the country who – excluded
from the labour market – work on his organic farm un-
der the aegis of the international solidarity movement
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Emmaus.56 The Front de Mères (the Mothers’ Front), a
parents’ union which fights against discrimination and
violence suffered by children in working-class neighbour-
hoods, demands healthy food in school canteens.57 Mar-
ginalised communities thus build their own commons
by way of culinary disobedience and an eroticisation of
food that resists gastronomic domination, thereby re-
discovering a forbidden or devalued commensality and
a popular gastronomic creativity, especially among re-
cent migrants who are often prevented from eating at
all. These ways of being, cooking and eating resist the re-
actionary performativity of public authorities who claim
that there is a republican way of eating, but also struggle
against food deprivation and towards a vision of food
justice that entails an ecologically sensitive access to
nutritious food for all.
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