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The Magic of Food Porn: An Attempt to Reconstruct the Etiology of the 

Phenomenon 

 

Abstract 

Eating is a universal activity, essential for survival and necessary to satisfy physiological 

hunger. The term food porn, which has become widespread in a variety of media, including 

cookbooks, cooking magazines, television shows, blogs and social media (Facebook, 

Instagram, Twitter, Pinterest), refers to a suggestive depiction of prepared dishes, food 

products, the act of eating or food preparation. Today, #foodporn is among the most popular 

hashtags in social media, especially in visual ones such as Instagram. This paper attempts to 

reflect on the etiology of this phenomenon by analyzing selected socio-cultural, psychological 

and biological sources of food porn. 
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Introduction 

Eating is a universal activity, essential for survival and necessary to satisfy physiological 

hunger. While it is a biological necessity, the way people satisfy this universal and timeless 

need is already part of culture (Higman 2012). This is because the need to eat can be satisfied 

in many different ways, and eating-related behaviors are influenced by cultural factors such as 

tradition, values, social norms and systems of beliefs (Tobiasz-Adamczyk 2013). Eating 

behaviors and, more broadly, consumption patterns are developed in the process of primary and 

secondary socialization. Eating patterns and various aspects related to food are a very important 

element of social life and, as such, are regulated, among others, by structural factors connected 

with the organization of social life and the functions of social institutions. 

The biological significance and the socio-cultural framework of food consumption are 

important in the context of the availability of food because human societies often faced food 

shortages or deficiencies and struggled to obtain food in most historical periods. Nowadays, 

however, food is widely available in the Euro-American culture and hunger is rare while 

malnutrition only affects individuals from the lowest social strata (Palska 2002). We eat to 

satisfy hunger, our essential need, but also to enjoy it and derive pleasure from this activity. We 

celebrate eating, thus pursuing the aesthetic and integrative function as well. 

Since the 1980s, the world has witnessed, on the one hand, the growing popularity of 

all kinds of diets and the trend to stay fit and, on the other hand, increasing rates of obesity and 

eating disorders, which in effect propelled the expansion of media focused on food (O'Neill 

2003). This period also saw the emergence and gradual spread of the phenomenon known as 

food porn, which is breaking records of popularity today, being widely present across various 

media, including cookbooks, magazines, television shows, blogs and social media (Facebook, 

Twitter, Pinterest). Food porn refers to suggestive depictions of prepared dishes, food products, 

the act of eating or food preparation (Rousseau 2014). 

The term was first used by Alexander Cockburn in his 1977 cookbook, which dealt with gastro-

porn. The author notes that “True gastro-porn heightens the excitement and also the sense of 

the unattainability by proffering colored photographs of various completed recipes” (Cockburn 

1977, quoted after Mejova, Abbar, & Haddadi 2016). The new coinage was therefore used in a 

negative sense. The term food porn first appeared in print in 1979 and was juxtaposed with the 

term right stuff by Michael Jacobson, the founder and executive director of the Center for 

Science in the Public Interest, in order to delineate the difference between healthy and unhealthy 

foods (McBride 2010). Jacobson later explained that he “coined the term to connote a food that 
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was so sensationally out of bounds of what a food should be that it deserved to be considered 

‘pornographic’” (McBride 2010: 38). Nowadays, the concept of food porn contains embedded 

unattainability: even professional chefs will never achieve the effects depicted in certain 

cookbooks, magazines or TV shows, nor will they ever be able to master the preparation 

techniques. In fact, the food depicted in images is so heavily transformed by the styling, lighting 

and actions of media stars that its preparation and consumption seems increasingly beyond the 

reach of the average cook or consumer (O'Neil 2003). 

Today, the #foodporn hashtag is among the most popular hashtags in social media, 

especially in visual outlets such as Instagram (Mejova, Abbar, & Haddadi 2016). It is used in 

the media around the world to share appetizing, tempting photos depicting people’s culinary 

experiences. The #foodporn hashtag has become part of a widespread trend of broadly defined 

lifestyle tracking.  

In the age of social media, users also refer to the phenomenon of food porn as 

“pornography of eating” (Mejova, Abbar, & Haddadi 2016). Nowadays, the term is used quite 

often in the context of desire, sinful pleasure or acceptable sinning. This effect is achieved 

through the impeccable aesthetics of the photo achieved through both the props and the 

techniques (extreme close-ups, saturated colors, manipulated lighting, unusual composition of 

the photographed objects). This type of photographic technique is often used in erotic photos, 

aimed to arouse desire while maintaining the aesthetic qualities of the photograph (Rousseau 

2014). 

Sexual connotations in the presentation of food are directly linked to eroticism, thus 

causing food porn to be treated as the “new sex.” Sensual photographs of food are taken in the 

glamour style, often resembling pornographic photos. Electrifying images of dishes make us, 

or are supposed to make us, fascinated with food. They tempt the viewers to “eat with their 

eyes.” It does not matter whether the food is healthful or unhealthy. Indeed, food becomes, in a 

way, a substitute for sex. As with sexual pornography, we enjoy watching what we probably 

cannot do ourselves. In this context, as Ray notes (McBride 2010: 41), the following 

assumptions about food porn seem reasonable: a) it can be analyzed in the context of 

pornography – individuals do not do it because they are not up to the task of preparing such 

elaborate food, but they watch other people do it and enjoy it; b) there is something unattainable 

for the average person in the images of food shown in magazines, on websites or cooked on TV 

shows; c) it has no educational value; d) it hides the “mundane” activities of eating, such as the 

effort of cooking or the dirty dishes left over after eating; e) there is something obscene about 

playing with food when there is so much hunger in the world. 
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According to Annie E. McBride (2010), pornography uses images and words to 

subjugate the viewer rather than having an uplifting and adoring effect. The idea is to leave as 

little room as possible for the imagination, so that everyone can easily picture themselves in the 

scene to ultimately achieve self-satisfaction. If someone wanted to present a realistic image of 

food porn, they would not use chefs preparing elaborate meals on TV, or pictures of beautiful 

and tempting food in colorful magazines and social media. Instead, food porn would involve a 

granular image of a slaughterhouse, a behind-the-scenes depiction of fast food workers spitting 

in products, or a view of dangerous chemicals being spilled on farmland. According to that 

author, it is not in the interest of the food industry to document such food degradation in food 

porn. On the contrary, it is beneficial for the industry to disseminate idealized food porn images, 

which contain features of pornography, as mentioned earlier. 

Food shown in the context of, or in connection with, the sphere of human sexuality has 

been constantly present in culture throughout history. Examples include aphrodisiacs, which 

were, and are, supposed to stimulate the senses and desire. According to folk beliefs, some 

aphrodisiacs have also had magical nature (the so-called love potions, or lovage, which were 

supposed to make a person fall in love or trigger targeted sexual attraction). Historically, many 

natural substances were treated as aphrodisiacs, including yohimbine, mandrake (plant) and 

rhino horn (Kotta, Ansari & Ali 2013). According to beliefs, the sexual organs of another animal 

(ram’s testicles, bull’s penises) were also aphrodisiacs, and a person who consumes them would 

acquire the animal’s strength and potency. Currently, aphrodisiacs can be subdivided into three 

types, based on their mode of action: those that boost libido, potency or sexual pleasure, 

including strawberries, ginseng root, raw oysters, and those with probable effects such as 

chocolate, coffee and honey (Kotta, Ansari & Ali 2013). Few of these raw materials, however, 

have been actually tested for their attributed effects and thus have not been proven effective 

(Chauhan et al. 2014). 

It is worth noting that sex is no longer a taboo topic and it has been intrusive and 

widespread in the media for a long time, both directly and indirectly, through references to 

sexual symbolism (e.g. in advertisements of goods and services completely unrelated to the 

sexual sphere). This has turned sex into a worn-out, gradually less attractive motif, perhaps 

even boring. However, as we browse through the media, we increasingly come across sensual 

photographs of food, people photographing themselves with food and against the background 

of food. Going to restaurants, social dining, frequenting trendy places that offer great food, and 

sharing this experience online is a new lifestyle trend. Food porn has now become a lifestyle 

element and, at the same time, an image-building tool for social media. However, in order to 
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understand the popularity of this phenomenon, it is necessary to understand the biological, 

psychological and socio-cultural background related to eating and nutrition.  

Nutrition in the context of neurophysiology 

Nutrition in humans (as heterotrophs) is one of the life processes which consists in obtaining 

food from the environment whereas the entire processing of matter and energy is called 

metabolism. The nervous system is responsible for managing both the physiological and socio-

psychological aspects of human functioning. The main steering organ (the encephalon) exhibits 

a particular kind of metabolism because the proper operation of nerve cells critically depends 

on a constant (uninterrupted) supply of glucose and oxygen. Moreover, the cerebrum is the most 

energy-intensive organ of the body (“hungry brain”): although it constitutes only approx. 2% 

of body mass, it consumes approx. 20% of the oxygen taken in by the body at rest and receives 

up to 15% of the cardiac output (Traczyk & Trzebski 2015). 

Food intake is constantly regulated by the autonomic nervous system, primarily by the 

hypothalamus with two opposing centers: the “hunger center” and the “satiation center.” The 

“hunger center” remains in a state of tonic tension and it changes only with regard to its activity, 

while the feeling of hunger is a physiological sensation and, at the same time, a drive that 

triggers behavior directed towards food seeking and food intake (Traczyk & Trzebski 2015). 

Hormonal and neural factors play an important role in controlling the activity of the centers, 

and both centers remain in a reciprocal relationship under normal conditions. Hormonal signals, 

such as the secretion of insulin or leptin, are involved in the long-term regulation of energy 

balance, whereas short-term regulation of food intake depends on factors such as mood, 

physical activity, the smell and sight of food, signals from taste receptors, and 

mechanoreceptors from the gastrointestinal wall (Traczyk & Trzebski 2015). 

What draws attention in the short-term regulation of food intake is the role of sensory 

stimuli, primarily the organs of sight and smell. The mere sight or smell of food triggers 

physiological response that prepares the body to receive and digest a meal (e.g. increased 

salivation and insulin secretion) (Traczyk & Trzebski 2015). These stimuli are simultaneously 

associated with centers in the limbic system (developed in the course of evolution, when they 

guaranteed survival under difficult environmental conditions and poor availability of food), 

which triggers a sense of pleasure at the very sight of food (Spence et al. 2016). While 

emphasizing the key role of visual stimuli, Spence et al. (2016) have formulated the theory of 

“visual hunger” as a natural desire (craving) to search for and look at food. 
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Neuropsychological and neurological studies suggest that the processing of visual 

stimuli involves subconscious categorization of objects into “items” and “living beings,” with 

food images activating specific neural networks (activation of brain areas distinct from those 

activated by other categories of objects, the so-called neurological discrimination). The 

selection of food images in particular is most probably determined by the biological importance 

of food for survival (Toepel et al. 2010). Moreover, neuroimaging studies reveal a differentiated 

response of brain centers depending on low or high fat content of the food viewed. The sight of 

fat-rich food (i.e. high in calories) elicits a stronger response from centers involved in object 

categorization, reward assessment and decision-making (Toepel et al. 2009; Frank et al. 2010). 

This suggests that we are able (subconsciously) to quickly assess the energy value of food 

depending on its presentation, with a preference for images of energy-rich food. 

Spence et al. (2016) suggest that regular exposure to virtual images of food, especially 

in an attractive format, may disrupt the physiological, psychological and behavioral response, 

excessively stimulating the sense of hunger or desire for food in the absence of actual hunger, 

which may lead to an over-supply of food (thus facilitating the development of 

overweight/obesity and related consequences). Probably, the biological foundation of this 

phenomenon is linked to an increased level of ghrelin, a hormone responsible for the stimulation 

of the “hunger center” in the hypothalamus in response to visual stimulation by images of food 

(Schüssler et al. 2012). Furthermore, research by Kroemer et al. (2013) suggests that ghrelin 

may be responsible for enhancing the hedonic effects of food imagery. On the other hand, 

increased exposure to food imagery may have positive effects on eating behavior. For example, 

the liking of vegetables among young children may be enhanced through constant visual 

stimulation with images of vegetables (Spence et al. 2016). Paradoxically, virtual stimulation 

of consumption can reduce the sense of hunger and desire for consumption (Morewedge, Huh 

& Vosgerau 2010; Larson, Redden & Elder 2014). 

Thus, it turns out that by looking at food, or even at pictures of tasty-looking dishes, we 

can intensify our desire for food, also in the absence of physiological hunger. This is because 

humans consume food for a variety of reasons, such as pleasure, not just to satisfy their 

nutritional needs. 

 

Psychological aspects of food porn 

As noted by psychologists, food is considered to be crucial in creating a sense of self-identity. 

Identities can be subdivided into two types: personal identities and social identities. Personal 

identities are “categories of humans” that people classify themselves into (e.g. personality) 
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whereas social identities are assigned by people who recognize them as part of their group (e.g. 

gender, occupation, social status and roles) (Watson 2013). Identity formation begins with the 

transformation of public personhood into the private world of individuals. Some identities 

develop from the private world towards the “individual sphere” where identities are developed 

to better fit the individual’s experience and then become part of a personal sense of identity 

(Koski-Jännes 2002). Therefore, personal identities are a product of identity formation whereas 

social identities are the self-presentations that people create in public (Harré 1983). 

According to Carole Bisogni et al. (2002: 129), identity generally refers to the mental 

images of oneself that a person ascribes to oneself based on everyday interactions with people, 

groups and objects. The authors argue that food can construct social identities (those that are 

associated with collective groups such as cultures, traditions, roles performed) as well as 

personal identities (perceptions of one’s own attitudes, feelings and behaviors). Researchers 

have been examining the relationship between food and identity for some time. Bisogni et al. 

(2002) sought to examine how people manage their identities through food choices. They found 

the presence of identities reflected in the subjects’ actual or preferred diets and the extent to 

which they enacted these identities through food. Several different types of food-related 

identities emerged during the interviews. For example, some identities were associated with 

eating practices (e.g. “picky consumer”), others with personality traits (e.g. “health-

conscious”), and with additional connections between the reference group and social categories 

(e.g. “farmer-consumer”). 

Given that people interpret the type of food consumed as a factor that constructs their 

biological, psychological and social images, this is directly related to the attribution of social 

identity. An additional area that can be used to analyze the relationship between food and 

identity is the “foodie culture.” Being a foodie has become a meaningful identity, commonly 

adopted in post-industrial modernity (Zycherman 2013). Zycherman (2013) presents the term 

“foodie” as “an identifier, particularly among the middle and upper classes in westernized 

countries, to refer to someone who is interested in food beyond the normal quotidian practices 

of eating and cooking.” Barbara Santich (2007) suggests that cooking, eating and drinking has 

a deeper meaning for foodies than simple consumption: they view food-related activities also 

as “intellectual activities” and “reflective activities” (Richards 2002). Foodies research, review, 

comment on, and engage with food during meals in a variety of ways, for instance by publishing 

restaurant reviews, writing food-related blog articles or taking photos of food. Most of these 

activities can be pursued online, particularly on social media platforms. Social media have 

given birth to new ways of identity presentation through food-related practices. The main reason 
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people post photos, profile information and content on their social media walls is to achieve 

“self-presentation goals.” Social media allow users to create an alternative self and express the 

“hidden aspects of self.” Users can also create their ideal self and share it with others (Manago 

et al. 2008). Therefore, not only foodies but also people who are interested in food can share 

pictures of food to create their ideal self on social media. 

Moreover, psychologically speaking, there is a strong connection between sensory 

stimuli and memories. Throughout the history of human relations, food has been a symbol of 

sharing and sociability, envy and stinginess, decadence and corruption, pride and disgust, as 

well as shared resources and differences. Food has the “magical” power of reaching through 

into our emotional resources, nostalgic memories, inner psyche in order to bring comfort, evoke 

familiarity, aversion, desire, greed, degrees of pleasure and displeasure. The images of food we 

look at have an effect on how we perceive it through our senses. The primacy of sight is 

undeniable in this context. The perception of food can be not just sensual but also intellectual: 

to see is to think and understand. As we look at a beautifully framed photograph of a plate of 

strawberries on a blurry green background resembling a meadow, we do not only “eat with our 

eyes.” This image can mentally take us to distant times of childhood, a summer spent outside 

the city, when the world seemed magical in the child’s eyes. This experience is meaningful as 

it is part of the “history of the individual” that provides comfort. A visual image is a kind of 

“string” that connects emotions. A single image can remind us of a day spent hiking in the 

mountains, a turning point in our lives or a disaster. As we look at a grassy hill, we can 

immediately recall the smell of freshly cut grass, the way it feels when wet, and other mixed 

memories associated with grass, such as playing ball in the garden or going to a picnic with a 

lover. The perception of smells is closely linked to memory and has a strong biographical link 

to our past, whereas the sense of taste is largely social (Ackerman 1990). People rarely choose 

to eat alone because taste is associated with the act of eating, and the pleasure of sharing that 

act with others. Most cultures embellish food with fancy plates and glasses, accompanying 

parties, music, barbecues and other forms of feasting. However, taste is also an intimate sense. 

We cannot taste things at a distance even though we can see them remotely. The way we taste 

food, as well as the composition of our saliva, can be as unique as our fingerprints. Georg 

Simmel (1994) argues that food involves a paradox of absolute individuality and complete 

universality. What most humans have in common is the need to eat and drink. It is, interestingly, 

the most selfish and the most unconditional act, most immediately linked with each individual. 

Food is integral to the continuation of individuality and bodily integrity, while being immersed 

in cultural symbolism. The relationship between sensory stimuli and memories was masterfully 
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described by Proust in his book “In Search of Lost Time”:1 the taste of a madeleine cake dipped 

in tea unleashes an unexpected wave of emotion in the narrator. Intrigued, the protagonist 

begins to reflect on his feelings and discovers their underlying cause. It turns out that the taste 

of the madeleine cake reminded him of his youth, when his aunt used to treat him to madeleine 

cakes previously dipped in tea during Sunday gatherings. 

Food porn as a socio-cultural phenomenon 

Food consumption contains a culturally produced “social aspect.” As John Germov and Lauren 

Williams (2008) point out, consumption patterns create the social identification of individuals 

with a group and build a specific social construct related to taste. In various cultures, foods 

become symbols that carry meanings defined for a specific social group and influencing social 

interactions (Tobiasz-Adamczyk 2013). Let us consider just a few examples: bread—a staple 

food—guarantees prosperity and well-being; an apple used to be a symbol of biblical betrayal 

as a forbidden fruit while current European culture sees it as the most common symbol of health, 

whereas the Asian culture believes that an apple brings peace and wisdom; an egg ensures 

fertility and symbolizes life; fish is a symbol of wealth and prosperity in the Chinese culture 

and, therefore, it is always served at important family parties; duck is a symbol of faithfulness, 

while grapefruit stands for fertility. In almost every mythology, abundance of food symbolized 

a favorable disposition of the gods, while many societies associated it with high social position 

and wealth (Łeńska-Bąk 2007).  

The exterior appearance of the human body, related to the amount of food consumed, 

also acquires a symbolic meaning. The images of the body created in the cultural space are 

meaningfully connected with the social position and the place in the social structure. For 

instance, a generously shaped woman was a symbol of femininity, fertility and motherhood in 

earlier cultures (Venus of Willendorf, Rubens’ models, etc.), while an obese man symbolized 

power and wealth (Tobiasz-Adamczyk 1995). Nowadays, however, women are not allowed to 

be “plump” (even though eating is an increasingly attractive activity in the society), unlike men 

who are still allowed to “have a belly.” In this case, the connotation with social position, wealth, 

stability, etc. remains valid. In general, however, obesity nowadays is perceived as a sign of 

negligence and failure to take care of oneself and one’s health. However, the appearance of 

babies remains an exception because chubby children are considered healthy while skinny ones 

generate social suspicions of illness or parental neglect. 

 
1 Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, vol. I: Towards Swann, transl. into Polish by Tadeusz Boy-Żeleński. 

Warszawa 2003, pp. 77–80. 

http://gotowanie.onet.pl/przepisy/kategoria/ciasta,1068.html
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In the context of food porn, it is worth noting that the images that represent this 

phenomenon have their own language, symbolism and means of expression. In this case, the 

culinary world is often placed on par with paintings, sculpture or photography. The way food 

is presented, with appropriately accentuated taste, smell and visual aspects, can evoke emotions, 

impressions or even enchantment similar to that inspired by works of art.  

Food consumption also has a structural dimension. In the past and at present, food has 

always been linked to social position. The availability of food, feasting and revelry has been 

a symbol of high social position. Nowadays, we can also see how people elevate their social 

status by creating images based on large amounts of expensive and exquisite foods, feasting 

together at a table laden with food, in trendy and expensive restaurants, etc. This theme also 

comprises food porn images posted online, used by people who try to build their social position 

in the virtual world. 

Food and its consumption are also associated with certain rituals (Tobiasz-Adamczyk 

2013), characterizing social situations such as birthdays, weddings, religious holidays or acts 

of feasting together, preparing meals and spending free time. Communities create norms that 

regulate the admissibility, types and amounts of food consumed (e.g. limiting or prohibiting the 

consumption of meat during religious fasts; the ban on eating beef in Hinduism or pork in Islam; 

admissibility of eating favorite foods without restrictions during holidays; the requirement not 

to waste food, to respect bread, the ban on throwing bread in the garbage, etc.). Foods or “fruits 

of the earth” were also part of ritual offerings to thank the gods for crops and harvests, and ask 

them not to send crop failures. Rituals also have an important integrative function, with 

embedded behaviors connected with food (a common prayer of thanks for food; eating at a 

common table; feasting with friends combined with the celebration of food). 

Following this line of thought, food consumption practices are compared to religious 

rites and rituals, which may seem like a far-fetched analogy but it is not. This perspective 

acquires a specific meaning if we recall the interactive nature of consumption. Sharing a meal 

is a great opportunity to establish, maintain and develop interpersonal interactions. It can be 

observed that people who feast together (whether at home or in restaurants) tend to use a 

collective definition of the situation and a similar interpretation framework. They feel and react 

to the social space in a very similar way. The space and the items located in it play an important 

role in defining the situation. At a restaurant, people do not just consume delicious and visually 

attractive dishes, but also the interior design, the architecture and the atmosphere. No matter if 

people go to a restaurant to eat food or just to enjoy the company of other people, they always 

participate in broadly defined consumption. Eating together or being in company “at the table” 



 

 

Synowiec-Piłat M., Jędrzejek M., Pałęga A.: The Magic of Food Porn: An Attempt to Reconstruct the Etiology of the Phenomenon 

[Magia food pornu. Próba rekonstrukcji etiologii zjawiska], Miscellanea Anthropol. Sociol. 2018, 19(2): 83-101.  

DOI: https://doi.org/10.26881/maes.2018.2.05 

11 
 

are equivalent objects of consumption that facilitate interactions. In this way, people who feast 

together build a kind of community, united by the common object of consumption, i.e. food. 

According to Douglas Holt (1995), this kind of situation is analogous to tribal communities 

where interactions centered around a totem, thus forming the foundation for shared religious 

practices. 

Food, the process of its consumption, the space where it occurs, and the people who 

take part and interact with it – all these aspects are disseminated through online media 

nowadays. Food porn images show that we are part of the consumerist world and that we use 

the same consumerist values and norms that guide our lives. The dishes captured in the images 

and the process of food consumption become a kind of social sacrum. 

As Thomas Luckman (1996) notes, traditional religion has lost its legitimacy and is 

unable to effectively explain the so-called individual systems concerning ultimate concerns 

such as life, death or salvation. As a result of secularization, the functions of religion have been 

taken over by other institutions. Therefore, religion today cannot be identified only with 

traditional institutionalized and elaborate systems such as Roman Catholicism. Religion is 

currently understood as a specific system of meanings that symbolically represents the 

hierarchy of values underlying the worldview of an individual or a social group. Understood in 

this way, and described by Luckman as a “sacred cosmos,” religion thus consists of a set of all 

meanings, values and norms that allow us to function correctly and effectively in society. 

Another important feature of the consumer society that played an important role in the 

deinstitutionalization of religion was individualization, i.e. a focus on the growing autonomy of 

the individual. The increasing social acceptance of individuals’ independence of the system, 

their freedom in making decisions and everyday choices, has provided a favorable ground for 

individuals to build their individual system of meanings in ultimate matters, also enabling 

individuals to create their own axiological and normative systems, drawing on various “sacred 

cosmoses.” In other words, contemporary religion is a highly privatized phenomenon, while 

religiosity is ever less dependent on any official institutional model. Consequently, the motives 

or themes associated with the sphere of religiosity are not determined by a specific doctrine but, 

instead, their origin must be sought in the sphere of the individual’s private experience and 

biography. According to Luckman, the dominant religious themes in consumer society include 

sexuality, mobility, self-expression and self-realization. The contemporary phenomenon of 

food porn seems to fall into these forms of self-expression and self-realization, also presented 

with sexual connotations. Leading religious motives and functions are gradually being adopted 

by other institutions, secondary to traditional church institutions. In most cases, new religions 
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do not form a coherent official model, nor do they produce a specialized “institutional 

apparatus” as was the case with traditional church institutions. In the organizational sense, they 

are “invisible” and their functions are performed by secondary institutions. One such institution 

is the economic system, and consumption within this system. Defined in terms of social 

practice, consumption offers great opportunities for self-realization and self-expression. The 

media are another institution of increasing importance in our lives, creating and fulfilling our 

needs. Luckman sees the sources of religiousness, among others, in the way people spend their 

free time. 

Practices related to food, diet and nutrition are currently an important element of 

lifestyle. For many people, consumption has become a leisure activity whereas eating is 

currently perceived as an inseparable and important component of leisure. Eating practices have 

assumed the form of a highly attractive social ritual, consisting of a set of activities such as 

eating, playing and integrating with other people. The value of food coupled with related norms 

have become part of a kind of religion for modern Westerners. According to Michael Kearl 

(accessed online: 09 June 2017), consumption is religious in nature because, like religion, it 

provides humans with experiences and opportunities to participate in the life of the whole 

society. Dining in restaurants or new clubs, posting images of oneself and the food consumed 

has become an element of the modern lifestyle prevailing in Western societies. This form of 

spending free time is also widely promoted by the ubiquitous media. We participate in this 

consumerist ritual and also perpetuate it in the social consciousness through social media posts, 

e.g. on Instagram, depicting ourselves while eating or showing ourselves with food and dishes. 

Food porn-like photos or selfies with food can be seen as a specific form of individual self-

expression.  

The phenomenon of food porn can be viewed as an extreme manifestation of consumer 

culture: eating has become a hobby and a form of competition between people. Food porn also 

illustrates conspicuous consumption and cultural fetishism. Food fetishism means that food is 

surrounded with irrational reverence. When people go to trendy and expensive restaurants, 

consume exquisite dishes and boast about this in social media, where photographs of attractive-

looking food are posted, this allows them to “brand themselves” with the appropriate symbols 

of prestige and use this communication to build their position in consumerist society. 

Furthermore, it allows people to become members of a special community of restaurant patrons, 

club goers, etc., whether in real life or cyberspace. It seems that the taste of food, especially its 

nutritional value, is receding into the background. Instead, the whole situation surrounding food 

has taken central stage. We no longer eat just to satisfy hunger and provide essential nutrients 
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for our bodies. Also, if we look at it from a non-biological perspective, we do not eat just to 

enjoy food or have a good time with others. In fact, eating has evolved into a kind of 

performance. Referring to Erving Goffman’s (2000) dramaturgical sociology, we manipulate 

various elements of space and our own behavior in order to make the desired impression on 

our social audience. Food and its setting are among those manipulated elements. People go to 

restaurants in a very much the same way as they go to the theatre or an art exhibition. Food 

becomes an exhibit which we are supposed to admire and experience with our senses: not only 

with our taste receptors, but also, perhaps most importantly, with our eyes. Participation in a 

common feast is a special kind of show, consisting of two concurrent performances. The first 

one is the spectacle of consumption. Consumers who use goods or services are actors. The 

second spectacle is that of public life, where actors take part in public life, understood as 

socializing with other people, participation in popular culture and social life. 

One important element in the history of food, often expressed through food cultures, is 

globalization (Higman 2012). The contemporary globalization of consumption patterns 

manifests itself in the multiplicity of food products offered and in “culinary tourism” which 

aims to explore the cuisines of the world (Tobiasz-Adamczyk 2013). Examples of “global” 

dishes that have been adopted in many countries include hamburgers, pizza and pasta. 

Globalization has given birth to popular culture (Giddens 2006), characterized by a rapid spread 

of images, ideas, goods and lifestyles. The emergence of new information technologies, 

international and global media and the phenomenon of global migration have contributed to the 

free flow of cultural content between societies. Nowadays, we are witnessing the expansion of 

a powerful network enabling a rapid exchange of vast volumes of information, also devoted to 

nutrition patterns. On the one hand, literature points out that globalization leads to a “global 

culture” where the values represented by the strongest and most influential groups suppress 

local customs and traditions. This phenomenon is referred to as “cultural imperialism” (Giddens 

2006), and theorists point out that this kind of aggressive dissemination of Western values and 

lifestyles leads to the suppression of national cultures. In turn, other authors speak of the 

so-called “hybrid identities,” emphasizing that globalization contributes to the gradual 

differentiation of cultural traditions and their manifestations. Thus, the global society consists 

of a great diversity of adjacent and interpenetrating cultures. Local traditions get mixed with 

foreign cultural forms. Thus, we are dealing with a mosaic of possibilities and fragmentation of 

cultural forms (Hall 1992, after: Giddens, 2006). 

Chefs and masters in culinary arts join the ranks of pop-cultural superheroes. Popular 

film productions explore the photogenic aspects of kitchens. Every TV channel has a cooking 
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show while the publishing market has developed a powerful segment of books devoted to 

cooking. Famous and renowned chefs turn into media stars and celebrities, the new heroes of 

modernity. The social status of famous chefs has changed dramatically and is now equal to that 

of a famous actor or athlete. Top culinary schools enjoy prestige comparable to that of renowned 

universities. In recent decades, we have observed that celebrity chefs have become a trend all 

over the world. Also, national cuisines or artistic cuisines have evolved into trends.  

At this point, it is a good idea to mention brands, trademarks and logos (Olins 2009) as 

an extremely important element in the promotion and advertising of food and dishes. It is 

intended to create and sustain the product image in consumers’ minds. Brands, appropriate 

“packaging” or visual representations of food have enabled easy and simple dissemination of 

information and even entire ideological systems. For instance, McDonald’s, the world-famous 

restaurant chain, uses this knowledge extremely effectively, spending more on advertising and 

marketing than any other brand, outperforming even Coca Cola as the most famous brand 

(Schlosser 2005). Studies have shown that 96% of American children recognize the image of 

Ronald McDonald, with Santa Claus being the only fictional character enjoying even greater 

awareness. In contrast, the “golden arches” of McDonald’s are more widely known in the USA 

than the Christian cross (Schlosser 2005). The use of advertising techniques adds new value to 

goods, which means, in turn, that people who own the most ordinary things and consume the 

most trendy foods can now enjoy splendor and use this to build their identity. Our social status 

is affirmed by the kind of foods that we buy and eat, and by the places and occasions of 

consumption, as well as things we make public in social media. Brands and pack designs 

quickly became an important part of popular culture. In fact, the trade centers on brands rather 

than the underlying goods. Moreover, in order to sell nicely packaged, branded products (e.g. 

food) and services (e.g. meals), an appropriate setting must be created, such as a friendly and 

pleasant atmosphere in a shop or restaurant. They are supposed to encourage us to visit those 

places as often as possible, to buy more goods or eat more food. Brands and packaging methods 

have undoubtedly played an important role in creating and promoting the modern consumer 

culture. Gradually, as consumerist culture develops, the role of a consumer is increasingly 

associated not only with satisfying existential and economic needs, but also with a search for 

pleasurable experiences and self-expression. 

The aim of the “culture industry” has been to generate new needs and desires in 

a consumerist society. Many sociologists have argued that consumerism breaks down the 

traditional social structure as it promotes the social atomization, i.e. the gradual disappearance 

of permanent interpersonal relations, which are replaced by accidental and transitory contacts 
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(Strinati 1998). Atomization is among the key concepts used by the critics of mass society and 

consumer society, who point out that atomization results not only in the disruption of social 

relations, but also the disappearance of the traditional ethical order. In atomized societies, 

traditional, universal values are displaced by false and worthless ideologies that are reflected in 

mass culture and consumption. In view of the moral crisis of mass societies, individuals who 

live within them become more susceptible to manipulation by commercial organizations, the 

government structures and the mass media. One of the first authors to tackle this issue was 

Thorstein Veblen (1971), a classic of sociology and one of the harshest critics of consumption, 

who coined the term “conspicuous consumption.” This phenomenon consists in transforming 

the norm of “conspicuous leisure,” which he defined as abstaining from any useful activities, a 

type of attitude characteristic of less developed societies. According to Veblen, conspicuous 

consumption is a completely unproductive practice in the material sense, but it brings benefits 

to the individual in the form of prestige, bestowed upon ostentatiously consuming individuals 

and groups. Considerable leisure time and conspicuous consumption of products, especially 

luxury ones, is socially interpreted as a token of wealth and high social position.  

The globalization of consumption patterns entails a number of threats. As an example, 

let us mention the above-described “McDonaldization” of the modern world (Ritzer 2005), the 

fast food subculture (Schlosser 2005) or, to some extent, also the phenomenon of food porn. 

Therefore, food porn should also be examined in the context of “risk society.” The author of 

this concept, Ulrich Beck (2002), draws attention to the negative consequences of the rapid 

progress in various fields of science and technology, namely the emergence of ever new risks. 

This, in turn, constantly forces contemporary humans to react and adapt to these changes. 

Moreover, this risk is interwoven into individual lifestyle elements of particular social 

communities, including eating patterns, and is additionally connected with changes that are 

taking place in contemporary social life, such as the declining importance of customs and 

traditions in the formation of identity, the gradual disappearance of the traditional family model 

or the democratization of personal bonds (Giddens 2006). The multiple choices faced by 

modern humans as consumers of various goods and services also include choices concerning 

nutrition or diet. These choices are not always beneficial to the health of individuals, and they 

are not always rational or knowledge- based. The choice between healthy options (e.g. 

vegetarian style) and the harmful food porn (e.g. fast food) is inseparably connected with the 

axiological and normative system of the individual as a participant in social life. Other 

psychological and socio-cultural conditions and factors described in this article and related to 

food porn, such as the construction of social identity, position or social prestige, or integration 
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with other participants of the consumer world, may support or undermine health-oriented 

choices.  

Conclusion  

The increasing integration of food porn into the lifestyles of individuals and groups entails 

various psychological and social consequences, including those related to health. However, in 

order to understand human choices related to food porn, it is necessary to understand the very 

complex (despite all appearances) reasons behind the popularity of this phenomenon. 

The contemporary boom of food porn is a complex of overlapping and closely 

interrelated factors and processes that have a biological, psychological and socio-cultural 

foundation. Obviously, the proposed scholarly interpretations of the etiology, meaning and 

consequences of food porn presented in this paper do not represent an exhaustive review. 

Rather, they should be seen as an attempt to undertake interdisciplinary reflection on the 

phenomenon of food porn and, hopefully, a contribution towards more systematic, empirical 

research devoted to this issue. 
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