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Abstract 

This ethnographic study examines the state of entomophagy in Sweden amongst a group of ‘middle-

class’ individuals living in urban areas of the country. In this endeavor, an analytical perspective that 

focuses on the embodied cultural-sensorial processes which influence how people perceive and engage 

with insects as food provides a richer picture, as opposed to an approach that privileges exclusively 

symbolic or discursive representations. The rejection of insects as food is not considered to be a fixed 

state, but instead as something continuously made in everyday life, and therefore subject to change. It 

is found that those that currently do not eat insects experience notions of aversion at the prospect, and 

this is because the presence of insects in food, and in places associated with eating, go against the 

sensibilities they have embodied as members of their cultural group. The absence of insects as food in 

Sweden is contextualized by discussing the history of entomophagy in Europe, the politics of com-

mercially produced and sold insects, as well as the consequent non-existent market of insect-based 

food products in Sweden. The incorporation of insects into a number of enthusiasts’ consumption of 

food is also examined, focusing on the perceptual and sensorial negotiation that underlies this culinary 

integration. What is argued is that further attention should be given to the contextually situated bodily 

experiences associated with food and eating that determines the potential presence of insects in peo-

ple’s consumption of food.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Why not eat insects? Why not, indeed! What are the objections that can be 

brought forward to insects as food? […] “Ugh, I would not touch the loath-

some things, much less eat one!” is the reply. But why on earth should these 

creatures be called loathsome, which, as a matter of fact, are not loathsome in 

any way, and, indeed, are in every way more fitted for human food than many 

of the so-called delicacies now highly prized?  

(Holt 1885:9-10) 

For the over two billion people that eat insects as part of their daily diet, the above quote will probably 

seem quite redundant; for those that do not, it may instead seem nothing but the opposite, to the point 

of egregiousness even. In the global arena of different ways of thinking of and ways of relating to what 

we eat, insects have seemingly taken it to its head as highly contentious items of food that forces 

conflicting cultural sensibilities to butt heads. Because of rising concerns surrounding global malnu-

trition and current-day food production’s contribution to environmental degradation – atop of a rising 

global population that is projected to reach ten billion in 2050 that will increase demands for sustain-

able sources of food – many scholars and activists argue for the further spread of entomophagy around 

the world, so as to help alleviate these issues. Having similar amounts of energy contents as other 

sources of protein and fats such as beef, pork, poultry, and fish, cultivated insects have comparably 

much better feed-to-food conversion rates, lower green-house gas emissions, and reduced water usage 

in their productions. The further consumption of insects globally is therefore a promising prospective 

(Huis and the FAO 2013; also see Oonincx et al. 2010; Oonincx and de Boer 2012; Belluco et al. 2013; 

Huis 2016; Smetana et al. 2016). 

Aim and research questions 

This study examines the state of entomophagy in Sweden, meaning the practice of eating insects, more 

specifically amongst a group of ‘middle-class’ individuals living in urban areas of the country. In spite 

of increasing political and socio-cultural importance of healthy and environmentally friendly food 

practices amongst many in Sweden (Isenhour 2010), insects as food have, as of yet, been unable to 
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find stable footing in most of their different ‘foodways’, denoting the “socio-cultural, political, and 

economic behaviors, institutions, and beliefs surrounding the production, distribution, and consump-

tion of food” (Vivanco 2018), and is instead only consumed by a small number of enthusiasts. To 

understand why that is the case, we have to understand the presence of entomophagy in different food-

ways as dependent on several aspects. Whilst much scholarly work has been dedicated to the docu-

mentation and mapping of the negative sentiments that purportedly permeate many peoples’ outlook 

on insects as food in several countries in Europe, North America, and Australasia  (e.g., Vanhonacker 

et al. 2013; Looy, Dunkel, and Wood 2014; Verbeke 2015; Jensen and Lieberoth 2019), these do not 

deal with said sentiments as part of larger contexts and practical expressions related to food, meaning 

those embedded in certain ecological, economic, historical, political, and socio-cultural settings. Abid-

ing by the holistic principle of anthropological inquiry, this study will help to close that gap. Following 

the footsteps of other anthropologists that have effectively contextualized different foods (e.g., Mintz 

1985; Harris 1986; Fiddes 1991; Ohnuki-Tierney 1993), this study will examine insects as food 

amongst a collection of individuals in Sweden. What will be explored, then, is how they perceive 

insects as potential items of food, how those perceptions are part of specific contexts, and how ento-

mophagy is sensorially navigated to become incorporated into their foodways more concretely. The 

research questions this study will address are:  

Figure 1. Energy contents (kcal/100g fresh weight) of different species of insects 

Source: Huis and the FAO (2013:68). 
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• What influences the presence of entomophagy in their foodways?  

• What perceptions and sensibilities do they have about insects as food?  

• What conditions determine the existence of edible insects in Sweden?  

• How are insects being incorporated into their foodways? 

To answer these questions, this study uses an analytical perspective that focuses on the sensorial con-

struction and experience of embodied cultural values through everyday practices. In lieu of examining 

the state of entomophagy in Sweden as solely dependent on symbolic or discursive representations, 

meaning socially significant categories of valuation, the focus will instead be placed on how sentiments 

pertaining to insects as food are directly contingent on certain conditions and ways of orientating the 

body and its senses through quotidian repetition. By using this perspective, I will move away from a 

conception of entomophagy’s absence in various foodways as something static, and instead focus on 

the forces that continuously make it so, as well as how these are open to negotiation. It facilitates an 

understanding of the state of entomophagy in Sweden, like all other contextually contingent foodways, 

as not a constant, but instead always shifting and unfolding. As Michael Jackson notes, “[t]he world is 

never something finished, something which thought can bring to a close” since it is “always in the 

making, and our thoughts, like our actions, have meaning only in relation to the practical and social 

life in which we are engaged” (1996:4). To understand how insects can be incorporated into foodways 

where they are currently absent, attention needs to be given to how cultural systems of meaning per-

taining to food is actively embodied in the person and enacted in everyday practice. The aim of this 

study is thus to illuminate the underlying embodied sensorial-cultural processes that influences the 

presence of entomophagy in foodways amongst a group of ‘middle-class’ people living in Sweden 

today.  

Interpretive framework 

As a biological necessity, all humans consume food in order to survive, but the manner in which they 

do so, and how they relate to it, is incredibly varied and complex (Anderson 2014). Because of this, 

there has been an equally great assortment of ways in which anthropologists have chosen to approach 

different foodways or particular items of food as social and cultural phenomena (see Mintz and Du 

Bois 2002). In this study, I choose to approach the topic of insects as food by using an analytical 

perspective that examines the sensorial processes of how cultural values are embodied and then per-

formed in everyday practices. By approaching the issue through this lens, I intend on examining and 

illuminating the underlying, pre-reflective, and mundane aspects of everyday engagements with the 
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world which influence how the people I have engaged with perceive insects, and insects as food. In 

this endeavor, I draw inspiration from three closely related analytical movements in and beyond an-

thropology, namely sensorial anthropology, cultural phenomenology, and the anthropology of food 

and the senses.  

Sensorial anthropology concerns itself with “how the patterning of sense experience varies from 

one culture to the next in accordance with the meaning and emphasis attached to each of the modalities 

of perception” (Howes 1991:3). The focus is thus on how certain ‘orders of senses’ affect the percep-

tion and experiences of members of different groups, and how these are not shared universals for all 

humans, but instead the subject of culture and sociality (Howes and Classen 1991). Abiding by this 

fundamental principle that the social, the sensorial, and the culturally meaningful, are directly contin-

gent on one another (Laplantine 2020), anthropologists have examined the specific constitution and 

expression of these interrelated aspects of human life in a variety of different contexts, whether that be 

how a homeless shelter in downtown Boston is sensorially navigated (Desjarlais 2005), how acoustic 

sensations create notions of place in a tropical rainforest (Feld 2005), or how sensations of home in 

Hong Kong are felt through the experiencing of certain sensorial impressions (Law 2001). In essence, 

this approach looks at the senses as made by culture and not as something already given, that, in turn, 

guide how we navigate, engage with, and experience the world as members of different cultural groups. 

This means that sensorial experiences of insects as food are culturally made, contextually dependent, 

and not a human universal.  

Cultural phenomenology looks at human experiences and how they are directly related to culture, 

observing their lived immediacy as part of everyday life engagements with the world, before they have 

become subject to theoretical, discursive, or conceptual elaborations (Jackson 1996). As explained by 

Desjarlais and Throop (2011:92), this analytical approach to human activity focuses “on ‘life as lived’ 

and human consciousness in all its lived realities” which brings further attention to the “indeterminate 

and ambiguous character of everyday life; and a priority given to the embodied, intersubjective, tem-

porally informed engagements in the world”. What is of the essence is to show how human conscious-

ness is always something engaged with, and dependent on, the world and its constitution, where such 

things as perception, experience, thoughts, feelings, emotions, sensations, bodily inferences, and so 

on, are always situated within the ever-ongoing sociality, materiality, and cultural meaningfulness that 

characterizes the world. An important part of this movement is its emphasis on human experiences as 

being embodied. This is “not ‘about’ the body per se” explains Thomas Csordas, but instead “about 

culture and experience insofar as they can be understood from the standpoint of bodily Being-in-the 

world” (1999:143, emphasis in original). The latter term stems from the philosophy of Heidegger 

(2010 [1953]), which we can understand to be existence as “embeddedness and inseparability from the 
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world” (Horrigan-Kelly, Millar, and Dowling 2016:2). This entails that all those aspects of human 

activity listed above are located in, felt with, and enacted through the body, thus making it the locus 

of human experience. To understand how people perceive and experience insects and insects as food, 

I thus intend on examining them as part of people’s everyday bodily engagements with the world.  

Lastly, the anthropology of food and the senses utilizes these corporeal and sensorial insights and 

applies them to the study of food. Scholars using this analytical focus examines how the sensorial 

dimension of food is an inherent part of how its meanings and associated practices are experienced in 

the everyday consumption of it (Sutton 2010). In this way, certain flavors, aromas, textures, etcetera, 

can convey meanings of gender (Counihan 1999), memories and temporality (Sutton 2001), social 

differentiation (Bourdieu 2010 [1984]), different emotions (Stoller 1989), aesthetic sensibilities (Ver-

celloni 2016), experience of place (Law 2001), expressions of identity (Caldwell 2002), and more. 

Food can thus be seen as a medium for an assemblage of sensorial sensations that invoke certain af-

fective, perceptual, somatic, and emotional forces in the person that is dependent on their cultural 

background and personal relationship with the food in question. Thereupon, “the sensory is not only 

encapsulated within the body as an internal capacity or power, but is also dispersed out there on the 

surface of things as the latter’s autonomous characteristics, which then can invade the body as percep-

tual experience” (Seremetakis 1994:6). In the case of insects, the sensorial aspects of them as items of 

food is imperative in how they are perceived since they infer certain sensations in the person. 

These theoretical insights are used as the analytical framework by which I approach the issue of 

insects as food. Whilst I refer to a wide set of arguments whenever applicable in the study, in an eclectic 

manner so as to examine a multifaceted phenomenon, my primary argument focuses on a few authors’ 

writings foremost. From sensorial anthropology, I draw inspiration from David Howes and Constance 

Classen; from cultural phenomenology, the arguments of Thomas Csordas, Michael Jackson, Tim In-

gold, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty; and from the anthropology of food and the senses, the insights of 

David Sutton. Additionally, I also reference scholarly works that are not concerned with the sensory 

aspects of cultural phenomena. These are used as complementary perspectives and comparisons, and 

do not constitute the main theoretical focus of the study; this includes the work of Mary Douglas, 

Marvin Harris, Julie Lesnik, and Neil Fligstein. I outline the arguments of these authors as appropriate 

when used in the chapters that follow.  

Cultural sensoriums 

The primary theoretical tool I use in the study is Kathryn Geurts’ (2002) conception of sensory orders, 

or ‘cultural sensoriums’ as she chooses to term them, as I observe this theory as a proficient confluence 

of the theoretical insights discussed above. The cultural sensorium is defined as: 
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[A] pattern of relative importance and differential elaboration of the various senses, through which children learn 

to perceive and to experience the world and in which pattern they learn to develop their abilities. (ibid.:5)  

To Geurts, specific forms of perception, or ways of sensing, meaning “bodily ways of gathering infor-

mation using the whole sensory apparatus of the body”, are directly dependent on the specific consti-

tution of cultural groups’ epistemology, development of cultural identity, and its forms of Being-in-

the-world (ibid.:4). Because of this, the most basic sensibilities that we grow up thinking to be natural 

parts of our existence as humans are instead instilled within our bodies because of our belonging to a 

certain cultural group – and, in turn, are performatively elaborated in different cultural practices 

(Geurts 2002). These sensibilities are defined as “a lasting mood or disposition patterned within the 

workings of a body” and are the fundamental foundations from which we understand what it means to 

be a person in a certain time and place (Desjarlais 1992:150, cited in Geurts 2002:5). The values upheld 

by different cultural groups become embodied by its members through enculturation and socialization 

and are then enacted through their behavior and sensory orientations in the environment. Geurts writes: 

We find cultural meanings that are embodied, and because they are as much of the body as the mind, they are 

considered ‘natural’ ways of being, but in fact they are learned or acquired at an early age. In other words, a cultural 

group’s sensory order reflects aspects of the world that are so precious to it that (although they remain largely 

unconscious and habitual) they are the things that children growing up in this culture developmentally come to carry 

in their very bodies. […] To put it another way, human beings are ushered into (or “durably installed” with) their 

culture’s sensorium, which reflects some of the most fundamental and dear values and categories that have been 

reproduced in this cultural community over time. (2002:231-2)  

By using Geurts’ conception of sensory orders, I intend on examining the perceptions that people have 

about insects as food as part of their cultural sensoriums. This means that their specific ways of per-

ceiving insects as food is dependent on the sensibilities they have acquired through a process of encul-

turation and socialization as part of their cultural group, and that said sensibilities are experienced as 

almost ‘natural’ to them as they have essentially become part of their very bodies. In turn, the potential 

incorporation of insects into their foodways is then dependent on a negotiation of these embodied 

sensibilities. 

Sensory ethnography 

The empirical data that constitutes the basis of this study was produced using ethnographic methods 

as part of a fieldwork I undertook in Sweden between early September 2021 and late December 2021, 

with complementary field excursions conducted intermittently during the spring of 2022. Ethnography 
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entails both a set of qualitative methods for investigating empirical phenomena, most notoriously par-

ticipant observation and qualitative interviewing, as well the final written product: the ethnographic 

text. Like many other anthropologists (e.g., Davies 2008; Harrison 2018), I view ethnography in a 

general sense, broadly defining it as “participating, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an 

extended period of time” which involves “watching what happens, listening to what is said, and/or 

asking questions through informal and formal interviews, [as well as] collecting documents and arte-

facts” (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007:3). This is done in order to “understand another life world 

using the self – as much of it as possible – as the instrument of knowing” (Ortner 2006:42); in other 

words, using the ethnographer as the tool by which people’s behaviors, understandings, and perspec-

tives can be understood – thus gaining the ‘insider perspective’. For the purpose of examining the 

sensorial-cultural processes surrounding insects as food, I have given precedent to the multisensoriality 

of the ethnographic process by focusing on the importance of the senses in how I, the ethnographer, 

and those that I have engaged with operate in, engage with, and understand the world - something that 

Sarah Pink (2015) calls ‘sensorial ethnography’.  

Emplaced sensory participation and interviews 

During my fieldwork, I have put emphasis on the sensorial aspects of how the people I have engaged 

with perceive, sense, and subsequently experience insects and insects as food in their everyday lives. 

This has been done partly through participant-observation, denoting a method where the ethnographer 

“takes part [in and observes] the daily activities, rituals, interactions, and events of a group of people 

as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects of their life routines and their culture” 

(DeWalt and DeWalt 2011:1). Moreover, I have given precedence to how my own body and its senses 

are firmly situated in the practice of observing and participating in the field, thus giving me a “fuller 

sensual awareness of the smells, tastes, sounds and textures of life” (Stoller 1997:23). Indeed, when 

using participant-observation in sensory studies, the ethnographer needs to consider how, at different 

times and places, certain senses are given importance in everyday life whilst others are left at the 

wayside, and what this suggest for the cultural life one is investigating (Howes and Classen 1991:259). 

Through my own active bodily engagement in the field, I have thus gained a better understanding of 

how the sensorial aspects of people’s cultural lives are organized: as being both subsumed and inferred 

by it. The knowledge I have gained in the field can therefore be better described as a product of “em-

placed sensory participation”, denoting a process of learning about a group’s cultural life by embodied 

engagement in their sensory worlds (Pink 2015:96-7).  



8 
 

I have navigated the same sensorial places and participated in the same practices as those that have 

taken part in this study, specifically those associated with food and eating. This has entailed an en-

gagement with the routine, mundane, and unreflective parts of their everyday lives in regard to their 

consumption of food. I have eaten ordinary meals at restaurants with them, shared drinks at bars, sipped 

on coffee and munched on pastries at various cafés with them, been invited over for visits in their 

homes, eaten insects with them, taken part in their online engagements, and more. During these en-

counters, I have continuously reflected on how we and everyone else around us sensorially navigate, 

behave, and express ourselves as part of a quotidian way of operating in everyday life – and how it 

circles back to certain lived perceptions, sensations, and experiences. My approach is therefore phe-

nomenologically inspired, for it examines these aspects as part of an existence of bodily Being-in-the-

world (Csordas 1999:143). Following the argument of Matthew Day, we can note that phenomenolog-

ical approaches are “especially suited to study this taken-for-granted, pre-reflective world of food in 

our everyday lives”, since they are “a descriptive study and empirical analysis of everyday phenomena, 

[they are] well-suited to the study of food” (2014:218). However, I have not done participant-obser-

vation in settings where insects have been collected, cooked, or consumed by those that do eat insects 

today. As will be discussed below, entomophagy is not a practice that is ordinarily performed in social 

settings by distinct social groups, but is instead done in private by singular individuals, or, at times, 

with their close family members and/or friends. Due to this lack of in person sociality surrounding 

entomophagy in Sweden today, the opportunity to observe and participate in the situated enactment of 

the practice did not present itself. Despite my numerous requests to cook and eat insects with those 

that perform entomophagy in Sweden today, I was ultimately unable to in the end.  

This sensory emplacement also bridged over into 21 formal interviews that I conducted with the 

people that took part in the study, one or two per person. All interviews were one-on-one, except for 

one that was a couple’s interview. These were qualitative in nature, focusing on the in-depth, subjective 

accounts of the interviewees by allowing them to freely think, reflect, and discuss the topic at hand. 

The first interview with each person was more unstructured, more so resembling a normally unfolding 

conversation. However, even though the discussion in the interviews was not strictly governed in terms 

of subject or direction, I as the interviewer still had certain questions in mind and topics to explore. 

The follow-up interview was more in the direction of semi-structured, where I had more of an orga-

nized interview schedule with thematic areas and specific questions that I wanted to be answered (Da-

vies 2008:105-6). I used these two forms of interviewing in a complementary fashion, the former al-

lowing for less guided sentiments of how the person thought about the subject being discussed, and 

the latter instead allowing for more in-depth considerations of certain aspects – as well as allowing for 

elaborations of what was previously stated, or things that were not touched upon in the first interview. 
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DeWalt and DeWalt (2011:141) notes that using both more unstructured and more structured inter-

views is a commonly used strategy in ethnographic research as they provide complementary insights 

that help create a better whole-encompassing picture of what is being investigated. All of the inter-

views were audio recorded with verbal consent, the recordings kept in my possession and on password-

secured devices. All interviews were conducted in Swedish. 

Although the main activity of interviewing entails conversations between two or more people, the 

social encounter of the interview itself still makes it part of the larger sensorial engagement that char-

acterizes everyday navigation of the world. Being an activity located in a certain time and place, the 

interviews are similarly guided by the same corporeal and sensory processes that other practices are. 

“[A]n interview is not simply performative and embodied”, asserts Pink, “but it is more fully situated 

in that it is an emplaced activity that engages not only the performative body but also the sensing body 

in relation to its total environment” (2015:76). As the interviews were conducted in familiar places 

associated with other activities, as realized by a specific order of senses, whether that be a café, res-

taurant, bar, a home, or through video-calls on the computer, they were emplaced in a larger context 

of practices, meanings, and bodily orientations. The presence of food and drinks during many of them 

exemplified this most of all, for they became material representations of the interviewees’ values and 

sentiments – often sparking conversations of their specific preferences and wants. In the same manner, 

the presence of edible insects during several interviews helped elucidate the sensibilities that many 

had about eating insects. The interviews were thus fruitful in the sense that I often gained insights of 

quotidian ways of behaving in the places that they were conducted in, as well as the interviewees’ 

sensibilities as embodied beyond the encounter itself; they were more than just the verbal exchanges 

taking place between us. As Pink explains it:   

…throughout interviews, whether sitting, standing, or moving, both ethnographers and research participants con-

tinue to be active participants in their environments, using their whole bodies, all their senses, available props and 

the ground under their feet, to narrate, perform, communicate and represent their experiences. (ibid.:78, emphasis 

in original)  

For several interviews, I had brought with me different items of food that contained various kinds of 

insects. Introduced by me, and not already present in the context itself, these material objects were 

used to elicit responses amongst the study participants that were situated in the immediate engagement 

between person and object. In doing so, these items of food allowed the study participants to consider 

their own perceptions, emotions, and values as they were continuously unfolding in the encounter. 

This facilitates a more concrete experience and immediate consideration of their own embodied sen-

sibilities. Being able to engage with the multisensoriality of the insect-based food products – to see 
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them, smell them, touch them, taste them, and so on – the more tacit and bodily experienced under-

standings of the world amongst the interviewees became more readily perceivable. By putting forward 

the sensorial characteristics of the insect-based food products, I could better understand the perspec-

tives and experiences of the interviewees as they used all of their senses to engage with these material 

objects (ibid.: 88-92). This method of ‘sensory elicitation’ thus allowed me “new and valuable routes 

to other people’s experiences, knowledge and values” as I could perceive and subsequently learn about 

their lived expression following the introduction of certain objects that trigger certain responses 

(ibid.:93).  

I have used emplaced sensory participation, observing, and interviewing as reciprocal methods in 

the study, all contributing to a better apprehension of what is being examined. Harry Wolcott (2008:46-

50) makes a distinction between the forms of understandings one can gain by using these different 

methods, noting that participation allows for the experiencing of culture, whilst interviewing the en-

quiring of culture. The former is about the firsthand experience of events as they transpire in the world, 

where the ethnographer can become emphatically, sensorially, and corporally involved, so as to get a 

better sense of the unspoken, tacit, and taken-for-granted aspects of cultural expressions and meanings. 

As human experience is directly connected to the sensorial worlds it is positioned in, it is a facet that 

is immensely difficult to record “except by analogy to personal experience” (ibid.:46). By emplacing 

my own body in the activities and environments of others, I experienced the smells, the sounds, the 

visuals, the materiality, the flavors, and all other sensorial aspects that made up the taken-for-granted 

aspects of their everyday lives. Interviews, on the other hand, are about gaining insights of how others 

reflect and understand the same experiences. The verbal account that is expressed should not be un-

derstood as an objective account of the reality being discussed however, but rather a representation of 

the specific person’s experience of it. By enquiring about others’ perspectives, one gains insight of 

how “sensory categories, metaphors and meanings are used by people to represent their lives, experi-

ences and opinions” which provides the ethnographer with “a key to understanding their self-identities, 

what is important to them and why” (Pink 2015:81). Participation, observations, and interviews all fed 

into each other, for what I experienced myself, I could inquire about in interviews; recursively, what I 

learnt in the interviews acted as a guide in the field. 

Study participants and delimitating the field 

In total, 16 individuals from Sweden of ages ranging between 25 and 89 have taken part in this study, 

nine men and seven women. These people belong to three analytical categories: nine of them do not 



11 
 

eat insects today; two of them are involved with commercial aspects of insects as food in Sweden; and 

five of them try to incorporate insects into their foodways. They have a variety of different occupations, 

working as chefs, doctors, entrepreneurs, journalists, administrators, and consultants, as well as being 

university students and retirees. These individuals live in, or close to, cities or towns located in Swe-

den’s more densely populated urban southern areas, namely Stockholm, Uppsala, Gothenburg, Örebro, 

Mora, and Hjo. They were chosen using non-probability purposive sampling, meaning that they were 

selected based on their perceived purpose as participants in the study (Guest 2015:223-4). I looked for 

individuals that did not eat insects, those that did, and those that were, or had been, involved with 

commercial aspects of insects as food in Sweden. I utilized a variety of different commonly used tech-

niques to help find and recruit the different categories of study participants (see Guest 2015:233-4). 

For those that do not eat insects, I mainly utilized my own personal network to help find participants, 

as well as contacted people on social media. For those that perform entomophagy, I reached out to 

different public figures, scoured various news outlets, blogs, and websites, and subsequently contacted 

their authors, as well as used contact referral. For those involved with commercial aspects of insects 

as food in Sweden, I contacted different companies that had been active publicly through various media 

outlets regarding their businesses, and subsequently used contact referral to find additional study par-

ticipants.  

I chose to engage this group of people as members of a certain ‘social class’, a term which can be 

defined as the “structural, economic, and cultural components that lead to the unequal or ‘unnatural’ 

divisions and dispositions that exist in society” (Wills et al. 2011:726). My conception of a social class 

is heavily predicated on the thinking of Pierre Bourdieu, specifically his theorizing about durable dis-

positions within agents that internalize one’s environment in the body that, in turn, allow them to orient 

their behavior, a process he denotes as “history turning into nature” (1977:78). A social class is con-

stituted by individual agents that have unique life-stories, but together share “similar conditions of 

existence and conditionings” (Bourdieu 2017 [1980]:505), that have a high enough consistency be-

tween agents to be comparable. Whilst the individuals taking part in this study have distinctive sets of 

embodied dispositions and ways of behaving, these are often reminiscent of other’s respective ones; 

thereupon, they constitute a certain unity in a collective. This can take the form of certain formations 

of taste for example, where the same items of food can be judged differently depending on the specific 

class making the judgements (Bourdieu 2010 [1984]).1  

 

1 None of the people taking part in this study noted religion to be a large aspect of their food consumption. Religion’s role 
in the perception of eating insects will therefore not be examined in this study. 
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Of course, the collective sharing of socially learned dispositions directly relates to the thinking of 

Geurts and her conception of embodied sensory orders (see Geurts 2002:243-4). We can therefore 

assert that the similar dispositions that constitute a specific class reflects the similar sensory orders 

they navigate everyday as part of said class. As Bourdieu himself states:  

…the principle generating and unifying all practices, the system of inseparable cognitive and evaluative structures 

which organizes the vision of the world in accordance with the objective structures of a determinate state of the 

social world: this principle is nothing other than the socially informed body, with its tastes and distastes, its com-

pulsions and repulsions, with, in a word, all its senses… (1977:124, emphasis in original) 

Whilst the individuals partaking in this study do not constitute a group operating in just one geograph-

ical location, nor a singular social community, they are still united as members of a specific social 

class that embodies similar dispositions and sensory orientations. As previously mentioned, I observe 

the study participants as belonging to what has been termed the ‘middle class’. Simply put, this social 

class operates in the more diffuse center of the social stratification system. Those belonging to this 

class have a sizable amount of social, cultural, and economic capital, meaning resources used to navi-

gate and compete in social life, but not to the extent necessary to allow them to escape the struggles 

and bargaining that constitute it (Bourdieu 2018 [1986]). Because of their position in the middle, the 

fields of possibility for members of this class are seemingly greater in terms of social mobilities, and 

the ensuing diverging factions within the class may create somewhat differing collections of disposi-

tions. A clear example of this differentiation exists amongst those that have taken part in the study, 

namely between those that try to incorporate entomophagy into their foodways today, and those that 

do not; the former is in the process of reconstituting their dispositions and sensorial orientations to-

wards the further consumption of insects as food, but they do so from an already existing constitution 

that exists within their social class and its sensory orders. It is also important to note that because the 

members of this social class have enough capital to negotiate the various aspects determining their 

food consumption – whether that be social relationships, cultural values, or more concrete economic 

expenditures – they have more opportunities to consider incorporating more obscure food items such 

as insects into their foodways. This sentiment is supported by other scholars who likewise observe and 

document the ‘middle class’ as a group where new foods that are often more esoteric and expensive to 

more likely gain ground, including insects (e.g., Glover and Sexton 2015; Müller 2019:212).  

Because of the limited number of people taking part in this study, I do not purport that it is repre-

sentative of all distinct perceptions that may exist in Sweden about insects as food, neither their po-

tential incorporation into foodways where they are currently absent; instead, this study is more so an 

initial exploration of how to understand the underlying cultural-sensorial processes which informs the 
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perceptions and sentiments that a small group of ‘middle-class’ people living in Sweden have about 

entomophagy today, and how they can be negotiated to further incorporate insects into their foodways 

moving forward.  

Doing anthropology at home and reflexivity  

By using my own emplaced body as the tool through which insights are produced, the knowledge 

gained is directly predicated on my own interpretations and experienced sensations. Whilst the study 

is not an auto-ethnography, meaning that I am using my own experiences as the principal focus of the 

analysis, it must be acknowledged that it is still inherently interpretivist in nature, produced from the 

unique cultural, sensorial, and social encounters between me and the people I have engaged with. 

Because of this, I do not consider the data, the analysis, nor the final conclusions to be ‘objective’ in a 

positivistic sense. Instead, I observe the knowledge produced as not only the description and explana-

tion of certain “events, practices, and ideas, but about the processes by which these become meaning-

ful” (Hastrup 2004:468). With the absence of an objective observer, the focus is on the unique per-

spectives and behaviors that make up the world, where each outlook may be “potentially exclusive 

versions of the truth that together constitute the event” (Jenkins 1994:443). The knowledge in this 

study is the unique creation of specific situations and engagements located in particular times and 

places.  

Being aware of this fact, I needed to be reflexive of my own position in the field in relation to others. 

Reflexivity entails a conscious consideration of oneself in the context of the study being conducted: 

how the ethnographer is an inherent part of the process and an omnipresence in the final product. This 

means recognizing one’s own traits, background, perspectives, and behaviors in how the data is pro-

duced and subsequently presented – for they cannot be separated from the object of study (Davies 

2008:3-4). I myself am Swedish, in my mid-twenties, white, male, from an urban middle-class back-

ground, and have a strong interest in food, and this personal history has presented simultaneous op-

portunities and risks during the study process. As my fieldwork has been conducted ‘at home’ in Swe-

den, it has allowed me to investigate something that I have more of an immediate access to and pre-

existing knowledge of, since I have a lot in common with the people participating in the study. Indeed, 

it is not a coincidence that I chose this particular topic, since many of the concerns and perspectives of 

those that perform entomophagy, or those interested in the areas that surrounds it, applies to me as 

well. Having grown up in similar environments, I could personally relate to much of what was being 

said and done. My pre-existing understanding of many parts that constitutes the study participants’ 
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lives also allowed me to delve into aspects that subsided beneath most surface level understandings, 

since many recognized and acknowledge my position, and approached me with that in mind. However, 

this also created the risk that certain aspects of their everyday lives were glossed over, as the study 

participants may have taken for granted that I already knew certain things, which therefore did not 

need any explicit considerations. Because of this, I had to consciously reflect upon what I, and those I 

engaged with, took as givens. I therefore tried to approach the field with the gaze of someone who has 

no experience of it – so as to push beyond these nonreflective assumptions, something that Hylland 

Eriksen describes as a technique of ‘defamiliarization’ or as the ‘verfremdung’ effect (2006:9-11). As 

the study investigates the sensorial aspects of everyday engagements of a context that I am largely 

familiar with, I had to be considerate of how my own embodied sensibilities expressed themselves in 

the fieldwork process (Pink 2015:58-63).  

This differentiation of being an ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ is of course not a strict binary. My position 

was always shifting and adapting throughout the fieldwork process, depending on the specific person 

I was engaging with. When interacting with those that performed entomophagy, I usually took on the 

role of the novice, being taught the many elements of the practice in Sweden today. Whilst we had 

similar backgrounds, I was still an outsider when it came to the actual enactment of eating insects, 

since I had not done so before the start of the study. In contrast, when interacting with those that did 

not perform entomophagy, I somewhat took on the role of the ‘knowledgeable’ instead. This meant 

that they often viewed me as being informed about the topic of entomophagy, often asking me ques-

tions, and checking how their views and opinions were lined up with how ‘things really were’. At the 

same time, when I asked about the many aspects that characterizes their food consumption, they instead 

became the ‘knowledgeable’, for they could explain things unknown to me. My position in the field 

was thus always something that was influencing how the encounters unfolded, and, subsequently, the 

produced data. What is most important is being considerate of this fact (Ghodsee 2016:18-20).   

Ethical considerations  

This study follows the ethical guidelines as formulated by the American Anthropological Association 

(2012), as well as the ethics of doing research in the humanities and the social sciences as outlined by 

the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet 2002). Some of the most important ethical concerns 

for this study reads as follows. Each study participant was given information about the study and its 

overall aim, information about me as a student and my education, and the overall conditions of their 

participation. Both before and after each encounter, opportunity was given to participants to ask 
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questions about the study and their participation. The conditions of their participation were determined 

by the wants of the specific person in questions. Their engagement was always voluntary, and they 

were given the opportunity to terminate it at any given time without any questions being asked. Any 

information provided could also be omitted without questioning. Participants wanting to be anony-

mous have been given pseudonyms, and any information that could identify them has been carefully 

omitted. Those that did not want to be anonymized have not been, as I was mindful to not simply 

extract their knowledge, sentiments, and perspectives without giving them proper credit, as well as be 

respectful of their autonomy and personal preferences (Jerolmack and Murphy 2019). This decision is 

also based on the evaluation that the subject matter discussed is not sensitive in nature, and that many 

study participants already have some form of public presence related to their consumption of insects. 

In the same vein, I have chosen to not anonymize their blogs and websites, as they are open access and 

meant for public consumption, in contrast to other online spaces such as private discussion groups and 

forums that need further consideration when it comes to the confidentiality and anonymity of its mem-

bers (Kozinets 2002; Langer and Beckman 2005). Each participant has been provided the opportunity 

to read the parts of the study where they are featured, to be able to voice their opinion as well as ensure 

that they are still comfortable with their participation and how they are presented in the study.  

Outline 

The following chapters each focus on a specific area surrounding the topic of insects as food in Swe-

den, individually highlighting one side of what is being discussed, and therein one of the categories of 

people taking part in the study, but together illuminating an interconnected whole that is greater than 

the sum of its parts. In chapter two, I focus on the perceptions and sensibilities of the study participants 

that do not eat insects. I discuss the existence of feelings of aversion towards insects, and insects as 

food, amongst these people as being the result of embodied sensibilities, focusing on the corporal 

experiences of everyday life and engagement with others. These embodied sensibilities found the basis 

from which they perceive insects and the practice of entomophagy, and why they do not consider it to 

be very appealing.  

In chapter three, I contextualize the broader historical, political, and economic background of com-

mercially sold edible insects in Europe and Sweden. From a commonly performed practice in Europe 

during the times of ancient Greeks and Romans, entomophagy has since been phased out of most 

patterns of consumption in Europe because of ecological developments and a subsequent colonially 

established rejection of insects as food. In current day politics, edible insects have been under contes-

tation as sanctioned items of food, leading to a lack of products on the Swedish market. This 
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perpetuates the lack of sensorial experiences of insects as potential items of food that consumers in 

Sweden are exposed to, thus re-establishing the sense that insects are not suitable for consumption. 

Here I illuminate the history and perspectives of the study participants that have been engaged with 

commercial aspects of insects as food in Sweden, focusing on how their work has been directly affected 

by these factors, as well as how study participants that eat insects acquire the animals to use in cooking. 

In chapter four, I examine the perceptual and sensorial negotiation taking place amongst study par-

ticipants that perform entomophagy today, illuminating the meaningful aspects of their consumption 

of insects. I begin by discussing the differentiation that exists between the willingness to try an insect 

as something exotic, and the engagement with insects as suitable items of food. I then discuss the 

online engagement that characterizes the sociality of eating insects today. Lastly, I examine how dif-

ferent people choose to strategically navigate the sensations one can experience when eating insects, 

such as hiding them in already familiar dishes, or highlighting their novelty.  

In chapter five, I summarize the discussion and analysis from the previous chapters and address the 

research questions of the study. In the end, what will have been shown is that the principal absence of 

entomophagy in foodways is a consequence of the specific constitution of sensibilities pertaining to 

insects that different individuals have embodied; the historical, ecological, political, and economic 

conditions that infer those sensibilities; and that they have to be strategically navigated for entomoph-

agy to become incorporated into their foodways moving forward.  

By using this structure, the discussion is non-linear in its presentation, both thematically and tem-

porally. I begin by explaining the present situation, then discuss the background leading up to it, before 

finally explaining how certain individuals are trying to move beyond it. This is a conscious choice that 

is meant to help guide the reader through the different aspects of what is being investigated in such a 

way that makes my analysis and larger thesis more readily understandable. I start by considering the 

perspective of those that do not eat insects, so as to establish the larger status of entomophagy in 

Sweden today. This will operate as the basis from which the following discussions will build upon. By 

then shifting the focus to consider the historical factors which infer the absence of insects as food in 

the country, rather than doing so at the start, it becomes both clearer, as well as more meaningful, how 

these two discussions relate to one another. This will naturally lead into a consideration of how those 

that eat insects actively have to consider and navigate this historically dependent context. It will illu-

minate how they work towards a future where entomophagy is a more acceptable and widespread 

practice that can help contribute to a more environmentally sustainable consumption of food.  

 



17 
 

Chapter 2. Insects as not food 

The reason we don’t eat them is not that they are dirty and loathsome; rather, 

they are dirty and loathsome because we don’t eat them.  

(Harris 1986:154) 

 

In this chapter, I examine the perceptions and sensibilities amongst those that do not currently eat 

insects. In Western countries today, insects as food are generally met with strong feelings of aversion 

such as fear and disgust, and the same also rings true for the people that have taken part in this study. 

What will be shown is that these perceptions and sensibilities are the result of how their cultural sen-

soriums are constituted, where insects are not perceived to be items of food and are instead allocated 

to places not associated with food and eating, which makes them inherently unappetizing to consume; 

it is when insects transgress these boundaries that people experience negative associations, since the 

insects go against their embodied ways of ordering the world perceptually. These fundamental sensi-

bilities found the basis from which they perceive entomophagy, and, consequentially, why they do not 

consider it to be a very appealing practice, even if they support it in sentiment.  

Aversion towards insects 

In the last decade, a large body of scholarly work has been dedicated to examining the prospective 

adoption of entomophagy in a variety of different Western countries. I use the terms ‘western’ and ‘the 

west’ as a broad analytical category that encapsulates certain sociocultural norms, behaviors, and val-

ues, and, for the purpose of this study in particular, how they relate to the practice of eating insects. 

This includes Australia (Wilkinson et al. 2018; Sogari, Bogueva, and Marinova 2019), Belgium (Ca-

parros et al. 2014; Verbeke 2015; Megido et al. 2016; Shouteten et al. 2016; Thielen et al. 2018), 

Canada (Barton, Richardson, and McSweeney 2020), the Czech Republic (Adámek et al. 2018), Den-

mark (Vernau et al. 2016; Videbæk and Grunert 2020), Finland (Piha et al. 2018), Ireland (Sheppard 

and Frazer 2015), Italy (Balzan et al. 2016; Laureati et al. 2016; Lombardi et al. 2019), the Netherlands 

(House 2016; Marberg et al. 2017), Poland (Bartkowicz and Babicz-Zielińska 2020), Sweden (Zhang 

2017; Nyberg, Olsson, and Wendin 2020, 2021), Switzerland (Schlup and Brunner 2018), the United 

States (Ali 2016; Woolf et al. 2019), and more.  
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A large part of this existing research has been dedicated to the documentation and description of the 

sentiments that many living in these countries have about insects as food. Whilst the various studies 

pertain to a great variety of different places and peoples, there does seem to be a certain congruity that 

permeate their results, namely the existence of a general aversion to the practice of eating insects 

amongst those who partook in them. More specifically, the common thread that permeate these studies 

is the assertion that insects are not perceived as proper items of food amongst general consumers in 

Western countries, and this is because the animals evoke sensations of fear and disgust when the idea 

of eating them is put forward. As Huis and the FAO contends, “[i]t is safe to say that, by and large, 

negative perceptions surrounding insects are fully entrenched in Western societies” (2013:39), and it 

may therefore be hard for people living in these places to consider eating one.   

How can we understand this seemingly instinctive rejection of entomophagy, where individuals feel 

notions of disgust and/or fear when having to consider eating an insect? Several different perspectives 

on the question exist, all of which have posited their own viewpoints and answers. For example, evo-

lutionary psychologists inspired by adaptationist views argue that the negative associations that many 

have of insects are a result of evolutionary adaptations, where humans have learnt to avoid insects 

because of their potential hazards, such as spreaders of disease (Lockwood 2013:21-31). Of course, 

this explanation fails to recognize the large quantity of negative instances of people that are not afraid 

of insects, not only in different cultures, but even on a micro-social level within different groups that 

ostensibly exhibit larger quantities of entomophobia. Many cross-cultural studies that compare how 

different groups and peoples feel about insects and their prospective consumption exemplifies this 

disunity (e.g., Hartmann et al. 2015; Tan et al. 2015). To purport that insect disgust is solely contingent 

on biological determinants is therefore an argument built upon a faulty foundation, as it fails to account 

for the diversity of ways humans perceive insects, as well as the plentiful negative instances that exist 

worldwide - as evident by the billions of people that view insects as delicacies and eat them every day 

(see Ramos-Elorduy 1997, 2009; DeFoliart 1999; Gerdes, Uhl and Alpers 2009; Hanboonsong 2010). 

There is nothing about the animals in and of themselves that presupposes biologically informed ad-

verse reactions in humans. In order to understand the existence of feelings of aversion towards insects, 

we need to turn our attention to the unique situations of those individuals and groups that to exhibit 

said antipathy (Lesnik 2017:23). More specifically, we have to look at sensations of insect disgust as 

dependent on certain sociocultural contexts. 

Many researchers that abide by this principle have examined the associations that people living in 

Western countries have about insects. Beyond the already mentioned sensations of disgust and fear 

that many experience, it has also been noted in several studies that many people in the West associate 

insects with being dirty and dangerous, as well as being transmitters of disease and contaminators of 
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food (Verbeke 2015; Jensen and Lieberoth 2019; Videbæk and Grunert 2020). Because of these asso-

ciations, insects are perceived to not belong anywhere near food, as this would lead to the animals 

either destroying it or contaminating it with dangerous substances. For either one, the presence of 

insects near food results in the latter being defiled, thus making it inedible until the contagion of the 

animal has been sufficiently removed; in lieu of being considered food, insects are instead perceived 

to be pests or vermin that spoils it.  

This is also ostensibly true in the Swedish case, as many people in Sweden do not find the prospect 

of eating insects very appealing. For instance, Zhang (2017) conducted an interview study that exam-

ined how Swedish laypersons thought about the subject, denoting people that are not knowledgeable 

about entomophagy, and, subsequently, tried to predict their behavior by examining their verbally ex-

pressed attitudes. After conducting 18 semi-structured interviews with 18 people that did not eat in-

sects, the author argues that there are three general similarities in how the study participants thought 

about entomophagy. Firstly, the majority of the participants were willing to try and eat an insect, or a 

product that contained insects, and this was a consequence of their curiosity about them as something 

atypical. Secondly, many asserted that they find insects to be disgusting and would therefore not con-

tinue to eat them in the future after having tasted them, as the prospect incited notions of fear and 

repulsion. Thirdly, this general aversion towards insects was the result of deep-rooted negative asso-

ciations. The author concludes that further attention needs to be given to sensorial aspects when it 

comes to how these negative associations are constituted and experiences, and how they can be cir-

cumvented.  

Nyberg, Olsson, and Wendin (2021) likewise examined how different individuals in Sweden 

thought about insects as potential items of food, but instead focused on the perceptions of young chil-

dren aged four to five years. After having conducted three group interviews with four to five children 

in each, the researchers found that the children expressed a clear abidance by normative ways of think-

ing about insects as food, stating that the animals were something that they were not allowed to eat. 

Emotions such as insecurity and fear were also observed. The researchers argue that the socialization 

of what is proper food, and what is not, starts in very early childhood, and it reflects the larger cultural 

context that people have lived in throughout their upbringing.  

Similar sentiments permeate the discussions I had with those that did not eat insects. Our conversa-

tions were always predicated on the normative basis that insects were not perceived to be proper items 

of food and were therefore not considered suitable in their food consumption. Thereupon, when many 

deliberated on the idea of eating an insect after I had brought it to their attention, it often resulted in 

instinctively negative reactions, as well as a subsequent dismissal of the idea that they would perform 
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entomophagy in the future. The following sentiment is from Maria, a woman in her mid-thirties with 

two children, that followed my inquiry on whether she had considered eating insects in the past: 

Have probably thought ‘Ugh, you can’t eat that!’ before (laughs). But then I think that all of these things are matters 

of habit. Partly, which I thought about before noon today, that for a person that have never eaten – I mean that 

you’re brought up in a culture where you never eat whatever animal it may be, cow or sheep or whatever it could 

be – then you think it’s really weird; just like how I’m not used to eating rabbits. I think it’s really weird to eat 

rabbits. But I think that all of these things are matters of habit. If my children had been brought up with the notion 

that it is insects that you eat with Friday-tacos, then they would have just thought ‘yes, that is what we eat!’ (laughs) 

So, I think it is a lot about what you are used to […]. I would probably need a little bit of convincing if I were to 

actually eat it […] I think it’s just that I am not used to it. I think that it’s a lot about that, that the brain isn’t… It 

has never occurred [to me] to eat insects before. But I think, just as well, I would find it disgusting if somebody said 

‘today, we’ll be eating frogs.’ It isn’t something that is on our menu to start with.2  

The notion to eat an insect had thus brought forth an instinctive sensation of repulsion, exemplified by 

her initially strong reaction, and it was only after it had subsided that she had considered her feelings 

in a more conscious and reflective manner. She later tried to elaborate on her emotions but did not 

provide a clear answer of why she had felt in the manner in which she did. Additionally, she ended up 

using analogies of other animals she likewise did not consider to be very appealing items of food, such 

as rabbits and frogs. This suggests the existence of a preemptive understanding that rabbits and frogs 

are considered to be appealing items of food by others, even if she herself does not share that same 

belief, whilst the same instinctive apprehension cannot be said about insects – as she did not juxtapose 

her sentiments with those that do perform entomophagy. The thought of eating insects is thus some-

thing that is far removed from her normal conception of what is considered to be suitable, as well as 

appetizing, things to eat.  

Experiences of insect disgust  

One of the most prominent scholars in anthropology and beyond when it comes to the analysis of the 

social ordering of things is Mary Douglas (2002 [1966]). In an attempt to elucidate universal patterns 

of symbolism, Douglas believes that collective systems of symbols – i.e., socially shared representa-

tions of meaning attributed to objects – within a group maintains its social order by creating a unity of 

experience for its members. Heavily influenced by the work of Émile Durkheim and his theorizing 

about the solidarity of the social group, as well as the unity of society, Douglas asserts that shared 

 

2 All quotes from study participants were originally in Swedish and were translated by me. 
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symbols promote social cohesion and provide mechanisms for social control. Through the usage of a 

collectively shared collection of symbols, individuals can relate to one another as members of society 

– which, in turn, maintains its integrity. To better illustrate her point, Douglas uses the term dirt, which 

is meant to denominate anything that breaks the specific social order of the group:  

As we know it, dirt is essentially disorder. There is no such thing as absolute dirt: it exists in the eye of the beholder. 

If we shun dirt, it is not because of craven fear, still less dread of holy terror. Nor do our ideas about disease account 

for the range of our behaviors in cleaning or avoiding dirt. Dirt offends against order. Eliminating it is not a negative 

movement, but a positive effort to organise the environment. (2002 [1966]:2) 

Objects are slotted into well-established structures so as to organize and unite the experiences of mem-

bers of the social group. Things that abide by the system are considered to be pure, or clean; in contrast, 

that which transgress its boundaries is considered to be impure, or dirty. In a Euro-American setting, 

soil placed atop the dinner table would be a violation of the social order, for example. Then, when 

members of society encounter these breakages, or ‘matters out of place’, they subsequently try to ig-

nore them, exclude them from the social order, and categorize them as impure, or dirty, so as to main-

tain the sanctity of the already established social ordering of things.  

The same principle is true for different items of food, as well as dietary rules. Douglas uses the 

prohibition of eating pork in the book of Leviticus as an example. Here, the animal is explicitly stated 

to be unclean, and therefore not suited for consumption. As pigs have cloven hooves like cows, sheep, 

and goats, but do not provide milk, hide, or wool as other four-legged domestic animals, they confound 

normal conceptions of certain categories of animals, like ‘cattle’ and ‘ruminants’, and thus transgress 

their boundaries. Pigs are unclean because they are “imperfect members of their class, or whose class 

itself confounds the general scheme of the world” (ibid.:69). What is unclean to eat is thus something 

that breaks the social order of the group in question. Then, by this analytical perspective, we can un-

derstand insect disgust as being a consequence of the animal breaking the social order of different 

peoples and their way of organizing their experiences, where the appearance of insects near food is a 

breakage of their categorization of what is considered to be pure things to eat; said breakage thereupon 

pollute what was previously pure. Insects as food is a dis-order that needs to be prohibited for the 

purpose of maintaining the social group’s solidarity and unity, and the act of eating one will be repri-

manded through social sanctions to reaffirm the miscreants’ abidance by the group’s social ordering 

of food. 

Douglas’ perspective has been highly influential in how many scholars approach sociocultural dif-

ferences pertaining to entomophagy, and her arguments are commonly referenced in discussions of 

why certain groups feel negatively when it comes to eating insects (e.g., Looy, Dunkel, and Wood 



22 
 

2014:135; Nyberg, Olsson, and Wendin 2019:249). I likewise agree that her argument provides a pro-

ficient framework of how to understand the social ordering of the world, and how transgressions of 

this order result in feelings of aversion. However, I contend that Douglas’ focus on symbolic structures, 

and their independent and static governance, needs to be complemented in order to properly explicate 

the very lived experiences of how people perceive insects. More specifically, only emphasizing sym-

bolic representations results in the following: (1) it excludes the body from cultural experiences; (2) it 

fails to situate disgust as a somatically experienced emotion; and (3) it separates the material object 

from the sensations that it both engenders and is engendered by. If we are to properly expound the 

processes which infer insect disgust, further attention needs to be given to how individuals actually 

experience the emotion in lived bodily experiences. I therefore argue that symbolic orders should be 

seen as an extension of more fundamental sensorial orders that are anchored in the body. As Merleau-

Ponty so eloquently puts it: 

The intellectualist analysis, here as everywhere, is less false than it is abstract. It is true that the ‘symbolic’ function 

or the ‘representative function’ underlies our movements, but it is not a final term for the analysis, it in turn rests on 

a certain groundwork. (2012 [1945]:124)  

Let me elaborate. First, the sole reliance on symbolic structures perpetuates a long-embedded tradition 

in Western epistemology that experiences are solely located in, and played out in, the realms of the 

mind separated from the body. This mind-body dualism, or Cartesian split, presupposes that culture is 

a metaphysical invention that stands above the physical realities of Being-in-the-world as something 

superorganic: a detached, self-contained, and independent entity (see Svašek 2005). Bodily impres-

sions and inferences are irrelevant when it comes to how socio-cultural meanings are constituted and 

enacted, for the passive, inert, or neutral body is simply the vessel through which the thinking subject 

can act (Ingold 2022). The body itself becomes an object, susceptible to the external ascriptions and 

meanings stemming from the mind. Douglas (2002 [1966]), for instance, believes the body to be one 

of the most important symbols, as it represents the society as a whole, expressing the relationship that 

exists between the individual and the group. This fails to account for how the body is inherently con-

nected with the learning, enacting, and experience of cultural values and behaviors, where the acting 

subject is dependent on their bodily orientations in everyday life. The body “is not an object to be 

studied in relation to culture but is to be considered as the subject of culture, or in other words as the 

existential ground of culture” (Csordas 1990:5, emphasis in original). 

Second, only using symbolic structures as explanations falter when trying to explain how such struc-

tures are connected to the very bodily experienced emotion of feeling disgusted. Indeed, the “impulse 

of disgust is effective because it is an intimate impulse, an act of body as much as mind, not a cerebral, 
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distanced one” (Durham 2011:150). Instead of observing disgust as being the effect of discursive trans-

gressions, as this locates it in the metaphysical realm existent beyond bodily Being-in-the-world, we 

ought to recognize that it is very much so a somatically felt emotion. More specifically, it is one that 

connects the affective, the bodily, the cognitive, the emotional, the judgmental, the moral, the senso-

rial, as well as the sentimental parts of the person; an effect of having allocated different objects, like 

various items of food, into a certain order of perceptions and experiences (see W.I. Miller 1997). How-

ever, even though disgust is felt in lived bodily experiences that seemingly spurs onto the individual 

involuntarily as they are offended by something, thus making it seem ‘natural’ and beyond the grasp 

of social and cultural influences, it is still very much so dependent on the socio-cultural context it has 

been developed in, and continues to be experienced in. As Duranti (2010:18) notes, the ‘natural atti-

tude’ simply refers to the taken-for-granted aspects of a ‘cultural attitude’, rather than belonging to the 

world of nature. 

Third, separating the sign from the material object it signifies disconnects the perceptions of the 

object from the sensorial experiences that presupposes said perceptions, a well-documented problem 

of analytical approaches that attempt to understand representations of the world by denoting them as 

“dialogue and discursive realities” (Devisch 1993:283). By this epistemological framework, the im-

mediate experience of the insects themselves are not of principal importance for how individuals may 

perceive them, rather the representations are arbitrary and simply contingent on the interdependent 

system of representations belonging to the cultural group (see Keane 2003). “For, in becoming tokens 

of the real” writes Jackson, “concepts easily become mistaken for the real, and manipulated magically 

as if they gave control over life” (1996:5, emphasis in original). This neglects the importance that the 

very lived sensorial experiences associated with the insects have on individuals’ perception of them, 

as it suggests that human beings inhabit discursive worlds of culturally constructed significance that 

exist outside the material one where all other living creatures’ dwell, including insects (Ingold 

2022:16). We should instead examine perceptions of insects as part of the continuously expanding 

structuring horizons of the lifeworld, meaning the “unquestioned, practical, historically conditioned, 

pretheoretically, and familiar world of people’s everyday life” (Desjarlais and Throop 2011:91) – ex-

periences as never finished, but always unfolding and open-endedly felt in the navigation of the pro-

saic. This shifts the focus from the wholly deterministic causality of symbolic representations, towards 

a view of perceptions of insects as directly dependent on the indeterminacy inherent in everyday en-

gagement with the world, its constitution, and how it is sensorially navigated (Jackson 1996:10-3).   

Then, in order to better elucidate the importance that the lived, corporeal dimension of how cultural 

sensibilities such as aversion towards insects are constituted and experienced, I draw upon insights 

from cultural phenomenology, something that Geurts (2002:15) explains to be a focus on “how 
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embodied experience, thought, feeling, and psychological orientations all interrelate”, and that Thomas 

Csordas argues to be a “counterweight and complement to interpretive anthropology’s emphasis on 

sign and symbol” (1994:4). Thereupon, we can start by considering the argument of Michael Jackson, 

one of the most influential theorists when it comes to the inclusion of the body in anthropology. Jack-

son (2013) opposes perspectives, including that of Douglas, that reduces the body to the operations of 

the mind. He criticizes them for solely relying on symbolic representations to explain human behavior, 

since they neglect bodily aspects in socio-cultural expressions and experiences, stating that “subjuga-

tion of the body to the semantic is empirically untenable” because “thinking and communicating 

through the body precede and to a great extent always remain beyond speech” (ibid.:55). Instead, he 

proposes a phenomenological approach to body praxis, where social and cultural behavior is learnt, 

enacted, and transmitted through mimetic performances. This means that meanings and behavior are 

directly related to quotidian bodily movements and practical tasks, where individuals learn the behav-

iors and meanings of their groups by mimicking collective ways of acting in the environment.  

Let me illustrate what this means with an ethnographic example. For one of my interviews, I visited 

Gunn and Per Olov, an elderly couple currently staying in their home somewhat remote from the clos-

est town. We had met the day before, but the encounter was short because the couple had been preoc-

cupied with baking pastries with some visiting family members. Before I left, I noticed that each person 

had stood on separate ends in their kitchen, silently working with their own dough, but using the same 

movements and techniques. It was a quiet unison in bodily rhythms. The next day, I parked my car in 

their driveway, walked up to their door, and knocked. When they opened it, I was kindly asked to enter 

the house. Our bodies stood still in the entryway as we made our greetings. Gunn apologized for the 

day before, explaining that it would have been taxing to have me over at the same time as they were 

baking. Even though the atmosphere the day before had been ostensibly relaxed, I understood that my 

presence would have been a disturbance to their habitual baking process. I was subsequently gestured 

towards a table that was placed in the corner of their kitchen. Without needing words to explain what 

she meant, my body instinctually sat down on the wooden chair situated beside it. During our conver-

sation, the couple had quickly skuttled off to fetch coffee, tea, and some biscuits, for it is customary to 

provide visiting guests with something to drink and eat. I did not sip on my beverage, nor take a bite 

of my biscuit before my hosts did – my body simply did not allow me. Instead, I waited until Gunn 

and Per Olov themselves had put their cup or a biscuit to their mouths. After concluding our talk, the 

three of us together relocated our bodies to the entryway once more in order to say our goodbyes, and 

I thanked them for their hospitality.  

This way of acting through non-verbal bodily orientations is imperative in how we operate in eve-

ryday life. To begin with, consider the silent enactment of the practical task of baking pastries. Each 
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person had independently performed the task of handling the dough and making it into a shape that 

was ready to be baked, but they all performed the task in the same way – supposing a shared under-

standing of how to bake pastries. By individually enacted but intersubjectively experienced bodily 

rhythms and technical gestures, the family had mobilized their bodies in a synchronous enactment of 

shared knowledge pertaining to cooking. In the words of Luce Giard, these gestures of cooking are 

cognitively and bodily felt and enacted as part of a “medium for a basic, humble, and persistent practice 

that is represented in time and space, rooted in the fabric of relationships to others and to one’s self”, 

and which are “marked by the ‘family saga’ and the history of each, bound to childhood memory just 

like rhythms and seasons” (1998:157). During the encounter the next day, my embodied sensibilities 

had permitted me to behave in such a way that had been proper in the encounter, specifically the 

situation of a guest visiting someone’s home. So had the sensibilities of Gunn and Per Olov, as they 

had likewise practically operated according to what was expected of them as hosts. Together, we had 

thus performed quotidian bodily movements in practical tasks according to what was expected of us 

in the social encounter and, in turn, actively reproduced the very same performances – all without any 

explicit verbal communication. We were abiding by a common sense of how to behave in the encoun-

ter, validated by a consensus on the sense of the social world, that is so essential that it “goes without 

saying because it comes without saying”, a silent tradition (Bourdieu 1977:167). Hence, we should 

understand the order pertaining to the proper enactment of practices, such as those related to food, as 

directly dependent on corporeal experiences performed as natural ways of being, even though they are 

enacted and lived through one’s encultured body that abides by the principles of a certain cultural 

sensorium.  

Thereupon, in the case of entomophagy, it quickly became apparent in conversations with those 

taking part in the study that eating insects was not an explicit social taboo, at least not in the common 

sense of the word, denoting something actively proscribed to be improper. The notion to not eat insects 

is more so something that is acquired and felt tacitly through the body; it is a sense of what is consid-

ered proper to eat and not. This went against my initial conceptions when I had entered the field, as I 

had initially theorized the rejection of entomophagy in Sweden to be a consequence of socially shared 

symbolic representations á la symbolic interpretivism. Instead, I had to understand that it was a more 

deep-rooted and implicit experience. For example, Maria, who was previously shown to think that 

eating insects was something inherently unappetizing, was surprised when I considered the notion that 

entomophagy was a social taboo in Sweden:  

I didn’t know that it was like that. So, I can’t say that it would affect me. No… no, no. I don’t know, I think I maybe 

have one of those blue-eyed outlooks on the world, that ‘no, things like that have disappeared, right?’ That ‘but no, 
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people don’t think like that, right? People are open to new solutions, right?’ But, surely not everyone is, but… Yes, 

well maybe I have heard about it enough times for my brain to think that we will end up there sometime. At some 

point, it will be an obvious food product, maybe within a dish where you always have it. But perhaps that is not 

how everyone is. Maybe there are a lot of people that absolutely cannot consider eating insects.  

An analogous account can be found with Fredrik, a doctor in his fifties, whom I met at a café in central 

Uppsala. Meanwhile we ate a few sandwiches and drank a cup of coffee for lunch, he explained to me 

that he had never eaten an insect before, neither had he ever considered the idea. I then asked why he 

thought that was, and this was his response: 

Why you think that way… Why we like to eat certain things, why we don’t like to eat others, it’s all very much so 

about cultural perceptions. We are upset when the Chinese eat dogs. Maybe China is upset about us eating crabs 

and crawfish because that is not clean food. In Muslim countries, you don’t eat pork; they think it’s unclean. Why 

do we think that insects are unclean? I don’t know. But in me, there is something, like a ‘no, it doesn’t feel that 

fresh to put an insect inside me with legs and stuff’. Why, I cannot say. There is no one that has told me so. […] It 

is just a no-brainer [to not eat them]. They are there, and in some ways, you are happy that there are insects. I know 

that, I mean, spiders can keep things clean of other insects for us. More so a no-brainer for me. 

When the people I spoke with thought about eating insects, they were mostly onboard with the idea of 

entomophagy as a practice itself, because they recognized and supported many of its documented ben-

efits. It would only be in their own prospective implementation of entomophagy that issues started to 

arise – such as the aforementioned feelings of fear and disgust. This is because the notion that one 

should not eat insects is an embodied sensibility that has been continually reinforced throughout their 

upbringing and belonging to their cultural group. This is what Geurts (2002) means when she explains 

how the cultural sensorium is embodied, is acquired through socialization and enculturation, and con-

stitute the most fundamental sensibilities belonging to individuals as part of a cultural group. Even 

though some of them may support entomophagy in sentiment, they felt different in the actual enact-

ment of the practical task, since they had no sensorial experiences of performing it in the past – a 

differentiation between the spectator’s and the actor’s point of view (Bourdieu 1992:82). Due to an 

absence of insect consumption in sensorial experiences felt through the body, they instead embody 

sensibilities that insects are not food.  

The following reflection provided by Sebastian, a chef in his twenties, was part of our discussion 

on feelings of disgust concerning the consumption of insects and other items of food:  

Yeah, in my foundation I probably do [think insects are disgusting]. But I think it’s a combination that I think it’s 

really fun with food and different types of food, and I mean… There are these climate changes that we cannot deny. 

And then there is a lot of research here and there that talks about insects as something that will become… that we 

will eat in the future. So, I think that a combination of those things has reduced it a bit. But my intuition is [still] 
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probably that it is quite shabby (sunkig). But that is probably from my upbringing. […] In Sweden, I think it sits 

quite deep that it’s disgusting with insects. And it is kind of… There were circulating rumors, I remember that when 

you were a kid, it was talked about that ‘oh, in certain countries they eat candied grasshoppers’ and bla bla bla, and 

it was more like a cool thing. But overall, there are examples of other animals that are not insects. I mean if you 

think of frogs and snails, they exist in countries where we have gotten a lot of inspiration from in our cooking in 

Sweden, like France for example. And there, those things have been eaten quite frequently, and it is still considered 

quite gross here. So, it’s also interesting how… No, but that it’s a lot about an outlook in society. […] That it’s 

about how we are in our very cores, that people are fundamentally quite confined. And then when something is 

unusual, that it’s some kind of defense mechanism. That if something is unfamiliar, then you often engage with it 

quite passively. So, I think it’s about that, but then I also think that it’s about the social aspect, that it… When 

something is ascribed as taboo – or I don’t know if taboo is the right word, but you know what I mean – when 

something gets the label that it’s disgusting or something like that, then it grows quite quickly and pretty heavily.  

He likewise exemplifies the disparity between liking the idea of entomophagy and the notion of having 

to eat an insect himself, with the latter a sense of it being not very appetizing. Although being conscious 

of the fact that he experiences disgust at the prospect of eating different items of food that others may 

find appetizing, he acquiesces that it still affects his propensity to eat said items – since they are unfa-

miliar and therefore invoke what he calls a “defense mechanism”, a seemingly instinctive reaction. As 

he himself describes, this is part of a more constitutional core. Feelings of aversions towards certain 

foods is experienced as ‘natural’ because they are the result of embodied sensibilities that belong to a 

group’s cultural sensorium, constituting the most fundamental aspects of being a member of said 

group. While they may appear ‘natural’, since they are part of a system of experiencing and organizing 

the environment according to the most fundamental ways of Being-in-the-world, they are nonetheless 

culturally endowed (Geurts 2002). Disgust is somatically experienced in the person and is about the 

person as part of a larger group; a feeling that allows them to relate to each other by creating intersub-

jective experiences of objects as a collective way of operating in everyday life (Kolnai 2003). It is a 

personally felt but collectively experienced emotion, sensed and lived out through shared sensibilities 

as part of lifeworlds. Feelings of disgust bring people together as they share experiences and percep-

tions of certain objects through physical mimicry and unreflective sensibilities experienced as ‘natu-

ral’. The juxtaposition of certain sensibilities thereupon help to demarcate boundaries between differ-

ent groups and reestablish the sanctity of one’s own, as Sebastian himself notes on the collective shar-

ing of sensibilities pertaining to different foods amongst certain groups: ‘they (France) eat frogs and 

snails vis-á-vis we (Sweden) do not eat frogs nor snails.’ 

So far, I have haphazardly used the term ‘insects’ to denote a certain category of animals, and this 

etic understanding of the term is entirely dependent on a Western biological taxonomy. Meanwhile, 

what the emic understanding of insects means for those that took part in this study is not the same. 
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When I asked them what they thought insects to be, they often found it difficult to put their thoughts 

into easily encapsulating definitions, instead having to refer to feelings and sensations that usually 

arise when they encounter the animals. They were aware of this themselves, and often provided dis-

claimers that they were not knowledgeable about the ‘correct’ definition of what constitutes an insect. 

In addition to referring to different species such as bees, bumblebees, flies, wasps, mosquitos, cock-

roaches, grasshoppers, crickets, mealworms, and more, they also made frequent remarks that encap-

sulated other animals, because they felt the animals exhibited similar characteristics. Two of the most 

prevalent examples were spiders and snakes. In lived experiences, classifications of different animals 

are dependent on the certain sensations and associated experiences said animals invoke in the person 

– moving in, out, and between externally applied discursive categories. 

For those that shared their experiences and perceptions with me, ‘insects’ was not just one easily 

delimited object, but instead something diffuse that was perceived to have similar physical shapes, 

similar kinds of movement, and a certain way of occupying and traversing certain places. For example, 

consider the following sentiment from Alexander, a man in his mid-twenties working in Stockholm, 

that was part of our discussion on what associations he had regarding different insects:  

I think that insects are okay. But crawling things… You know, at a distance. It isn’t that I’m scared of wasps and 

stuff like that but when insects crawl on you, then it is unpleasant. So, I guess that could be connected somehow. 

[…] You can’t generalize ‘insects’ as ‘insects’ then, but… Is it a bumblebee, then it’s like this: ‘he doesn’t disturb 

me, I don’t disturb him, it’s fine.’ Is it flies or mosquitoes, then I mostly get annoyed if it’s near me, but it isn’t like 

I get too bothered. But if like a small spider is in my room – normally I don’t kill insects because I think ‘they don’t 

do me anything, I don’t do them anything’ – but I found one in my room about a week ago. And it was like this: ‘it 

needs to get out of the room, otherwise I won’t be able to sleep.’ And this was when I really felt that this was the 

peak of my insect phobia. Because otherwise I wouldn’t have had that much of a problem with them. It was an 

insight I got myself, that it gets worse and worse. […] I don’t know if it’s the way they crawl or how they can just 

appear anywhere and just touch you. No, it’s hard to say what it is about the spider, but it is SOMETHING about 

the spider. […] I mean, it would have been the same if it had been a cockroach.  

He starts by emphasizing that he generally finds no issues with insects, but when he can observe their 

movement and proximity to himself, specifically the motion of them crawling near him, then he starts 

to experience certain negative emotions. This echoes the argument of William Ian Miller (1997), who 

observes disgust as a means in which individuals can defend themselves by creating moral and aes-

thetic boundaries, and it is then the risk of contamination across those boundaries by proximity that 

arouses the emotion. Beyond our own immediate perception and risk of having to be near insects in 

relation to our own bodies, they are simply undesirable, but not disgusting. Although spiders are not 

taxonomically categorized as insects (and instead as arachnids), their movement resemble how 
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cockroaches move, therefore making Alexander relate them with one another; in contrast, the same 

associations were not felt when it came to other species of insects that can fly, such as bumblebees, 

since they normally do not trespass his experience of boundaries. What constitutes insects, as well as 

how they are perceived in the moment, is thus dependent on the sensations individuals experience 

when they encounter them, and the specific context of said encounter; it cannot be encapsulated by an 

easily denominated sign existent independent of it (cf. Ingold 2022:71-2).  

We should not misconstrue this as the sensory stimuli of insects in and of themselves triggering the 

experience of aversion however, i.e., insects as an a priori object in an already determined physical 

world of substance, simply “waiting to be given meaningful shape and content by the mind of man” 

(Sahlins 1976:210), for this would lead us back in the direction of biological determinism. Instead, 

following the argument of Merleau-Ponty (2012 [1945]), who rejects the idea that the perception of 

things originates from external stimuli that simply tell our sensory organs what we are observing, we 

have to understand the perception of things such as insects as being a fundamentally indeterminate and 

constituting process. Simply put, objects do not exist prior to our perception. They are what Merleau-

Ponty (ibid.:280) terms as ‘pre-objective’, meaning that perception ends in objects, and not the other 

way around. Insects do not exist beyond the perceptions that constitute the experiences of Being-in-

the-world, and instead only becomes an object at the moment of perception.  

To understand how different people perceive insects, our aim should therefore be to “capture that 

moment of transcendence in which perception begins, and, in the midst of arbitrariness and indetermi-

nacy, constitutes and is constituted by culture” (Csordas 1990:9). Geurts also abides by this way of 

thinking and asserts that the cultural sensorium is fundamental in how it is culturally patterned 

(2002:73-75). Perceptions of insects is an indeterminate set of experiences belonging to a larger lived 

reality, realized through the sensory orders belonging to certain cultural groups. The perceptions that 

the people I have engaged with have about insects, and the subsequent effect on the negative sensations 

that they experience when having to consider eating one, is dependent on how their cultural group has 

organized and subsequently embody their cultural sensorium. Feelings of disgust towards insects is 

then the result of a transgression of this embodied sensory order and its associated sensibilities.  

Insects in specific places 

An important area of inquiry for many sensory approaches to cultural experiences and behaviors per-

tains to their situated unfoldment in geographical places.  The senses, as well as social and geograph-

ical understandings, are always situated within specific places and times, where the senses are not only 

the foundation for how understandings of geography are constituted but is also an integral part of how 
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geographical knowledge is culturally defined (Rodaway 1994). This means that one makes sense of 

geographical places by one’s senses, which in turns supposes an understanding of physical reality; a 

recursive relationship of person-environment. In other words, the orientation of the senses informs 

how meanings are experienced in everyday navigation of physical places, thus apprising how reality 

is constituted by making up different “sensescapes” (Law 2001; Howes 2005; Classen and Howes 

2006). As Steven Feld puts it: “[a]s place is sensed, senses are placed; a place makes senses, senses 

make sense” (2005:179). The insistence on ‘place’ in lieu of ‘space’ is to give further attention to the 

meanings that make up physical reality, instead of supposing it is attributed to an abstract void inde-

pendent of those lived sensibilities (Ingold 2011, esp. 145-153). In order to understand an order of 

senses, and specifically one related to food, we have to comprehend how it makes sense in relation to 

different places. As Trubek (2008) argues, food allows us to literally experience ‘the taste of place’ 

(also see Sutton 2001:73-102).   

Of course, this experiential aspect of different places is inherently social, for in everyday life we are 

always in mutual adjustment of our bodies and perception to that of others. By mindful navigation of 

physical reality – watching, not watching, smelling, not smelling, touching, not touching, etc. – we are 

constantly attentive to the practices of those around us whilst performing our habitual practical tasks 

and quotidian bodily movements (Ingold 2022:243-244). Csordas describes this as ‘somatic modes of 

attention’ and argues that because embodied subjectivities are not circumscribed to the individual 

body, but instead always occupying an intersubjective milieu with others, sensory engagement is not 

only concerned with the self but also the bodies of others as they occupy and navigate the same places 

(1993:138-40). Through mutually attentive engagements in geographical places with others, the indi-

vidual becomes socially endowed with the shared sensibilities of their cultural group. The embodied 

cultural sensorium, its intrinsic meanings, and ways of Being-in-the-world, is thus coupled with its 

navigation of physical reality: how it recursively makes up said reality and is at the same time made 

by it (Geurts 2002:235-38; also see 2005). In the words of Edward Casey in his discussion of embodied 

history as lived experiences in places:  

The customary body contains its own sedimented memories of place, whether these be of the particular place in 

which one presently finds oneself, contagious places, places of a like kind, etc. Moving in or through a given place, 

the body imports its own implaced past into its present experiences: its “local history” is literally a history of locales. 

This very importation of past places occurs simultaneously with the body’s ongoing establishment of directionality, 

level, and distance – and indeed influences these latter in myriad ways. Orientation of place (which is what is 

established by these three factors) cannot be continually effected de novo but arises within the ever-lengthening 

shadow of our bodily past. (2000:194) 
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I put this heavy emphasis on geographical places because we cannot understand perceptions of insects 

without considering how they are situated experiences in relation to these experiential sites. As previ-

ously mentioned, it is the context of the encounter between the individual and insects that results in 

certain perceptions, and which, in turn, invoke emotions of disgust; insects are perceived as such by 

how they occupy and navigate places in relation to the person and their bodily informed sense of 

boundaries. In line with the larger cultural sensorium, the people taking part in this study have certain 

sensibilities of where insects are supposed to reside in the environment, and that order then presup-

poses the expectations and experiences they have when they orient their bodies in everyday life. For 

instance, consider the following exchange between Gunn and Per Olov as they discuss the perceptions 

they have about insects as potential items of food. The conversation took place in their country house 

that has a large plot of land with a thick vegetation of different trees, bushes, and plants, and a house 

that was brimming with pots with homegrown vegetables: 

Gunn: I think neither this, nor that. Of course, you could have had some insects… like wasps and such, you don’t 

feel so inclined. That’s clear. Yet they can be eaten as well, but they must have some kind of poison somewhere, or 

something. Whatever it is they have; whatever they now are. So, such insects… Flies, well that is most likely be-

cause you think that they reside on top of stacks of manure, and stuff like that. I don’t know, but it could be that 

which you find repulsive. What else is there? Butterflies, yes well that would be a shame (laughs). And then maybe 

they wouldn’t be so easy since they have small bodies. What other insects are there that have a bit more of a body? 

Oh, how we nurture our insects here. 

Per Olov: No, but what we have, in our ditches here we have… what is it called? 

Gunn: I don’t know, mosquitos? 

Per Olov: Yes, but they are so small. That is not a meal. 

Gunn: Just wings. No, that is most likely nothing. 

Per Olov: No, but snail. 

Gunn: Yes, snails! 

Per Olov: We have snails. 

Gunn: [Turns to Martin] But do you count that as insects? You don’t, don’t you? 

Notice the connections made between certain animals and the places which they are thought to occupy. 

Flies reside atop manure, and mosquitos and snails in the ditches outside their home. Of course, stacks 

of manure and ditches are not considered to be very appealing places to eat, nor where they expect to 



32 
 

find suitable items of food. To associate insects with these locales thus exemplifies how the animals 

are perceived to belong to places not associated with food. By account of these geographically based 

sensibilities, the lived perceptions stemming from the sensory order protrude different species of in-

sects from the sensorial experiences that are associated with the consumption of food; they are instead 

perceived to belong elsewhere.  

This is important to remember, for the emotions people experience when they encounter insects are 

dependent upon the location it happens in. Insects themselves do not invoke notions of aversion, but 

rather how they occupy and navigate geographical places in relation to the person that perceives them. 

An insect can therefore be regarded kindly, or harshly, depending on the context. Below is an excerpt 

from Filip, a student in his late twenties, whom I met an early afternoon at a small café in Stockholm. 

Take note of how he has a clear idea of which places insects are thought to belong and contribute in, 

as well as how his perception of different insects is directly dependent on where he encounters them 

in regard to how they navigate different places in relation to himself: 

Yes, but that is once again entirely dependent on which insect it is. I mean, I think they’re good. Mom has a garden 

where she grows plenty of vegetables. I’ve helped build it and such. And there, there are both good and bad insects, 

so you become happy when there are positive insects that enriches the fauna in the country. But then there are… 

there are cabbageworms and so on that eats everything. It entirely depends on what associations you have to these 

kind of insects. Bees and bumblebees and such are very nice anyways. I don’t know, as I think I’m more positively 

inclined towards insects, the more you understand the importance of their place in the eco-system; how important 

they are for the earth, for example. It’s good quality. To be food for like birds, etcetera. When you really understand 

that they truly have an important role, in pollination, cleaning of like… that kind of material. I don’t know, it feels 

as if that you know where they belong, like why it contributes something, it becomes plenty positive. But with like 

cockroaches that you know, they exist in cities, they can bring diseases, they are generally associated with bad 

hygiene, then I have a negative connotations to it. I therefore think [differently] depending on what you’re going to 

eat. So, if it is an insect that has generally negative connotations, then maybe there would be a greater physical 

barrier for me to eat insects. But if it is… I don’t know, at the same time, it would probably be harder to eat bees or 

bumblebees just because they have such a contributing place in the eco-system, so I wouldn’t want to eat them. It’s 

probably similar to why you don’t eat dogs or cats, because you use them a lot as pets. When you correlate it to a 

part of the family, not the family maybe, but that kind of collective you live in. Do you get what I mean? So, crickets 

on the other hand, I know they live in bushes.  

There is no universal judgement for all different species of insects, but rather a selective appraisal 

dependent on where he encounters them. He notes that he possesses positive inclinations towards the 

category of ‘insects’ in general, as he appreciates their sensed place and function in the ecosystem – 

pollinating plants, being food for other animals, and so on. It is then when different insects appear in 

places where they are considered to not belong and contribute in that he perceives them as interlopers, 
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sequentially evoking notions of aversion. When bees and bumblebees abide by their supposed position 

in the eco-system, they are perceived positively as they abide by his embodied sensibilities. When 

cabbageworms cross these experienced boundaries, for example by appearing in the vegetables in his 

mother’s garden, then they are perceived negatively; they become ‘matters out of place’.  

Cockroaches seem to be one of the species of insects that takes this sense of encroachment to its 

head, as many noted that they had strong negative associations with that specific animal – subsequently 

stating that they would therefore have a very hard time trying to eat one. In line with what Filip con-

tends above, they are thought to be generally unhygienic, associated with disease, and thought to be 

pests that needs to be clinically outed. This is in contrast to other places in the world that instead view 

cockroaches as appetizing items of food, including China, Laos, Mexico, and Thailand (Copeland 

2003; Müller 2019). In a sense, the cockroach epitomizes the very things that often result in aversion, 

specifically their prevalent appearance in places where they are unwelcomed, and, by their transgres-

sions, they bring with them associations of other locations, causing a clash in sensibilities that in turn 

results in negative emotions. Perceptions of insects are thus dependent on their abidance to people’s 

embodied sensory orders in relation to different places, where transgressions of these sensibilities 

cause feelings of aversion to rise to the surface.  

This principle of ordered sensibilities also came up in conversation with Sofia, a woman in her early 

thirties living in Stockholm. We had met up at a café in the city center, and were currently discussing 

potential reasons why entomophagy is not very popular in Sweden:  

But I think it’s about this split, that we see insects every day, and we therefore don’t want to eat them. Because we 

have a very clear division between food and everything else. Just like we wouldn’t want to eat… If there were a 

bunch of pigs running around in the cities, then maybe we would have been like ‘I can’t eat pigs’ because they 

would have certain associations attached. We want our food disconnected. And the only exception is probably 

vegetables and such, that you see that you can grow. But even if you have a plant that… If you have a plant that is 

very common in nature, then maybe you think that you can’t eat it. Instead, you think ‘no, food is what’s in the 

supermarket’. So, I think that’s what it’s really about, partly how we look at it in our everyday lives. Because I’m 

specifically thinking about…worms that are in a garbage can or something. You think that it’s waste and kind of 

part of some kind of decay, in the same way that we have something against rats, you know. And that insects 

somehow exhibits some kind of uncleanliness, like we would eat a scavenger, or something. So, you associate all 

vertebrates with this kind of scavenging, I think. And you therefore think that they are dirty and so on; you are not 

supposed to eat them. […] But otherwise, I think it’s that. Worms are dirty animals and other such animals. Insects 

are not welcomed, they come in and intrude on our territory. 

Here we can see a very explicit explanation of these sensibilities: worms are sensed to occupy places 

such as garbage cans and waste, which in turn makes them become associated with uncleanliness and 
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dirtiness, as well as being scavengers. This makes them unappetizing to eat, for they invoke notions of 

consuming something inherently unclean, and their appearance in other places, such as those associ-

ated with food and eating, is therefore a clash of sensibilities – supposing a feeling of dis-order. Other 

potential items of food, in contrast, are thought of as appetizing because they abide by the cultural 

sensorium, not transgressing perceived boundaries of disparate locales. Yet, if they would likewise 

break their respective sensibilities, feelings of aversion would appear for them as well. Insects are often 

viewed negatively just because they frequently transgress these boundaries, a probable effect caused 

by their small anatomy and, thus, their ability to circumvent human attempts to keep them in their 

ascribed places of belonging.  

Her account also touches upon another important aspect of how the cultural sensorium is consti-

tuted. In a recent study by Fukano and Soga (2021), a correlation was determined between higher 

levels of urbanization and higher rates of insect disgust. This is supposedly because urbanization in-

creases the prevalence of insects appearing ‘indoors’. Whilst the authors suggest that this is an exten-

sion of evolutionary psychology amongst ‘modern’ people, where we are pressured into avoiding path-

ogenic infections, I instead contend that this correlation should be observed as a consequence of how 

certain cultural sensoriums are constituted. Recall that the people taking part in this study live in mostly 

urban areas - meaning towns, cities, and the like. By living in these locations, they have embodied 

their cultural group’s sensory order, and therein how it pertains to the urban places they normally 

operate in. The ‘indoors’, whether that be in one’s home, a restaurant, a café, a supermarket, et alia, is 

realized as a place by how it is experienced through a certain order of senses - as something sensed - 

where insects are not welcomed (see Day Biehler and Simon 2011). 

These are the sensibilities that individuals carry in their bodies as they operate in everyday life in 

relation to others. Intersubjectively, they abide by the same sense of the world: insects belong in certain 

places, and not in others. But what happens if an individual does not abide by the larger cultural sen-

sorium, and instead acts in such a way that goes against it, or even actively contradicts it? In essence, 

it makes them become regarded as being unwell (Geurts 2002:202). In the case of food, knowing what 

is understood to be suitable to eat, and what is not, is an essential part of one’s engagements with 

others, for practices surrounding food often reflect the most fundamental values important to the group; 

we may even go so far to say that the act of eating can be “characterized as the primary social function” 

since it is “essential to social organization” (Fishler 2011:530). Learning what to eat, when to eat, how 

to make what you eat, how to eat, who to eat with, and all other relevant sensibilities associated with 

food consumption, makes one appear as a healthy member of the cultural group. Misbehavior will, by 

the same principle, result in the opposite. Sitting on a chair in a public café across the table from 

another person, eating or drinking something, and maintaining proper physical distance – all of which 
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is encapsulated by the practice of grabbing a cup of coffee with a friend, family member, coworker, or 

whoever – results in one being viewed as a proper and healthy person in the group; in contrast, the act 

of picking up a live insect from an outside ditch or garbage can, bringing it indoors into a public setting 

such as a café, and then eating it in front view of others, would not. To be healthy members of their 

cultural group, people need to abide by its cultural sensorium, since “a state of well-being is dependent 

on a person’s sensations and perceptions of things being congruent with the perceptions of those 

around him” (Geurts 2002:239).  

In the most extreme cases, not abiding by the sensory order can result in the person being catego-

rized as mentally sick and in need of treatment to readjust their position in line with the larger group 

(ibid.:238-44). Consider the mental disorder of ‘pica’ for instance. Pica is defined in the Diagnostic 

and statistical manual of mental disorders by the American Psychiatric Association as a “persistent 

eating of nonnutritive, nonfood substances” that is “inappropriate to the developmental level of the 

individual” (2013:329). A few of these substances include earth, grass, paper, wood, genital secretions, 

urine, feces, raw potatoes, and most interestingly, even insects (Strungaru 2009). Any individual that 

exhibits this behavior for an extended amount of time is diagnosed with the disorder and is subse-

quently given therapy to readjust their inclinations of what is proper to consume, for the substances 

listed above are not considered as such. Beyond the already discussed widespread presence of ento-

mophagy around the world, there is also an abundance of disparate cultural groups that continuously 

consume things categorized as ‘nonfood substances’. Geophagia, meaning the practice of eating earth, 

soil, and clay, has been recorded in every region of the world (Loveland, Furst, and Lauritzen 1989; 

Reid 1992). In Ghana, clay has been mixed with water until it resembles plastic in consistency, has 

been sold in markets, and has been subsequently consumed for pleasure and because of its remedial 

effect on gastric ailments (Vermeer 1971). In Melanesia, several groups perform initiation rites where 

boys consume leaves and semen from older bachelors for the purpose of becoming men (Elliston 

2005). Human corpses have been consumed by certain groups as well (see Macbeth, Schiefenhövel, 

and Collinson 2009), for example by the Wari people of the Amazon rainforest, who used to eat the 

roasted flesh, internal organs, and the bones of their dead as a funerary practice, so as to appease the 

spirit of the diseased (Conklin 2001).  

Even though these examples do not constitute a large part of these groups’ everyday nutrition, they 

still exemplify the variety of different ways humans think and categorize what is proper to consume, 

and what is not. What is considered to be a sense of a person not being well in one cultural context, 

like pica in a Euro-American setting for instance, can therefore be considered a normal aspect of being 

part of another. Like Geurts (2002:17) argues, fundamental ways of ordering perceptions of different 

things are dependent on the cultural sensorium, and may therefore vary between different cultural 
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groups; thereupon, whether or not an item of food is acceptable to consume is entirely dependent on 

the sensibilities that disparate people have embodied, and subsequently use to appraise it by in their 

everyday lives – and is therefore more of a reflection of the specific group than the item itself. As Ellen 

Messer explains it:  

By accepting certain items as ‘food’ and rejecting others, and also by culturally processing raw items and combining 

them in structured and patterned ways, human beings define what it means to be a particular kind of human being, 

one who belongs to a particular community or identifies with a particular social class or way of life. (2009:53) 

In conclusion, in the cultural sensorium that the study participants have grown up, and continue to 

operate in, insects are not considered appropriate to consume, and instead perceived to belong in places 

that are not associated with food and eating. Their subsequent transgression of these boundaries in-

vokes notions of aversion such as disgust and fear, for it breaks their sensorial order. Because of this, 

many are reluctant to eat insects today even though they support the benefits of entomophagy in sen-

timent. In the next chapter, we will look at the historical, political, and economic conditions that de-

termines the existence of insects for human consumption in Sweden, and how said conditions actively 

limit the sensorial experiences pertaining to entomophagy that people in Sweden are exposed to today.  
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Chapter 3. An absence of insects 

The other sort of meaning can be grasped when one considers what consump-

tion, and its proliferated meanings for the participants, can signify for a society 

as a whole, and especially for those who rule it; how those who govern or 

control the society perpetuates their status and profit from the intensified dif-

fusion of inside meanings, and of the consumption which the validations of 

the meanings entail. One can see here that the kind of level of consumption of 

social groups is not a God-given constant…  

(Mintz 1986:153) 

This chapter looks at the absence of insect-based food products in Sweden, something that should not 

be observed as a given state. Eating insects was a present practice in Europe in the past, but because 

of certain ecological developments and a subsequent colonially propagated rejection, entomophagy 

was faced out of patterns of consumption in lieu of other items of food. In current day politics in 

Europe and Sweden, the existence of food that contains insects has been a highly contentious topic and 

is still heavily regulated. Because of this political dissension, the legal stability necessary for a Swedish 

industry to produce and sell insect-based food products to emerge and survive has been missing, re-

sulting in the complete absence of domestically sold insects for human consumption in Sweden. For 

people to get their hands on insects, they therefore have to resort to more creative and less accessible 

strategies. The absence of entomophagy in Sweden is the result of a certain historical, political, and 

economic context, one that regulates what sensorial experiences people in Sweden are exposed to in 

their everyday lives, which, subsequently, actively reinforces the notion that insects are not food.  

History of entomophagy in Europe 

Insects have not always been mostly absent in foodways in Europe. In several historical documents, 

the consumption of insects has been documented as a present practice amongst different European 

peoples and groups of times past. In his Historia Animalium from the 4th century BCE, Aristotle sug-

gests that cicadas were considered to be delicacies by the people of Greece (Bodenheimer 1951:39). 

They were primarily to the enjoyment of the higher classes, with the pupae of the insect, as well as the 

egg-carrying female, being served as highly appreciated titbits (Holt 1885:38). Athanasius of 
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Alexandria, who wrote extensively on contemporary Greek life in the 3rd century CE, reports that 

cicadas were often served at banquets as a way to stimulate the appetite. Additionally, the 4th century 

BCE Greek poet Aristophanes points to the existence of poulterers who would sell ‘four-winged’ fowls 

on the marketplace alongside their other wares. Bodenheimer argues that this alludes to grasshoppers 

as these were, in contrast to cicadas, more so consumed by lower classes due to their lower price 

(1951:42). Amongst them were shepherds for example, who would snack on them whilst working in 

the fields during the day. The Roman naturalist and author Aelian from the 3rd century CE noted that 

he observed small packages of cicadas being sold by people as food. Pliny the Elder, a Roman natural 

history writer from the 1st century CE, notes that the consumption of insects was done by ‘the people 

of the East’, including the well-off Parthian Empire that stretched across todays central-eastern Turkey, 

Afghanistan, and western Pakistan. Furthermore, he explains that Romans that had a great interest in 

food and drink at the time thought highly of the Cossus grub (ibid.:39-44). In his Historia Naturalis, 

Pliny writes: 

Insect larvae do not infest all trees, but most of them. The birds recognize their presence by the hollow sound of the 

beaten bark. The large grubs in oaks are included among the most delicate dishes as cossus. They are fattened by 

feeding them with flour. (cited in Bodenheimer 1951:42) 

After these records, not a lot has been documented. Bodenheimer (1951:44) asserts that “[t]he new age 

of entomology” only started to appear as late as in the 17th century following the publishing of De 

Animalibus Insectis Libri Septem in 1602 by Ulisse Aldrovandi and other similar volumes such as the 

Insectorum sive Minimorum Animalim Theatrum by Gesener, Wotton, Penny, and Moufet in 1634. Yet 

these works were more concerned with entomophagy by how it was performed by other people and 

cultures around the world, rather than ones existing in Europe, with descriptions and examples being 

provided of different peoples in Ethiopia, India, Cumana, the Genusucian Islands, Tegetenses, Parthi, 

Arabes, Lybii, Mellenses, among others, of how they ate insects (ibid.). From the times of the Romans 

and ancient Greeks to that point, entomophagy as a practice had ostensibly shifted from the public eye 

in Europe to that of other places and groups. Eating insects was no longer something that Europeans 

were preoccupied with; rather it was the practice of others.  

What caused this shift has not been fully determined. Different theories exist as to why entomoph-

agy was phased out of patterns of consumption in Europe. One explanation refers to the spread of 

Christianity throughout Europe as a potential cause, as it could have been inspired by Judaism that 

insects were not kosher. In the book of Leviticus, it is stated that “[a]ll flying insects that walk on all 

fours are to be regarded as unclean by you” (Leviticus 11:20 NIV). Mary Douglas (2000:171-173) 

provides an explanation as to why this statement could have been made. She states that some parts of 
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Leviticus were supposedly edited in the 5th and 6th century BCE to become more appealing to public 

inclinations, so as to avoid them being swayed by seductive foreign religions. In a religious struggle 

to present themselves as the better alternative in terms of ‘holiness’ and ‘spirituality’, Leviticus may 

have been consciously altered in order to compete with other religions’ claim to spiritual worth – 

specifically their moral disapproval of taking animal lives. Whilst Hinduism coveted cows, and Bud-

dhism the value of all animals, Judaism may have turned its attention towards insects, de facto turning 

into a rejection of their consumption. However, the passage in the book of Leviticus continues, stating 

that:  

There are, however, some flying insects that walk on fours that you may eat: those that have jointed legs for hopping 

on the ground. Of these you may eat any kind of locusts, katydid, cricket, or grasshopper. But all other flying insects 

that have four legs you are to regard as unclean. (Leviticus 11:21-23 NIV) 

Entomophagy was therefore not abolished in its entirety, but instead regulated according to certain 

rules. Eating insects also appears in a passage in the Gospel of Mark, written circa 70 CE (Leander 

2013:167), where it is noted that John the Baptist “wore clothing made of camel’s hair, with a leather 

belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey” (Mark 1:6 NIV).  

Because of this, Julie Lesnik (2018) argues that religion alone cannot explain the disappearance of 

entomophagy in Europe, and instead contends that one ought to refer to Europe’s climatic history as a 

more likely cause, since the colder weather in the region could not support a diverse enough insect 

fauna to be a sufficient enough food source. Between 1300 and 1850 CE, Europe as a geographical 

region experienced a long time of environmental cooling now referred to as the ‘Little Ice Age’. As 

the temperature dropped, it resulted in a generally less hospitable place to inhabit. Some examples of 

negative ecological changes for European populations include, but are not limited to, fish stocks mi-

grating away from the colder North Atlantic waters, the growing seasons being shortened by three 

weeks as altitude limits for crops and tree growth decreased, prevalent crop failures as a consequence 

of altered patterns of atmospheric circulation, increased child mortality, disrupted fishing following an 

increased spread of bodies of ice, as well as an overall less stable and dependable environment to 

inhabit. The latter example in particular is often blamed as the main factor, as the unpredictability of 

the weather (with years characterized by heavy rains followed by decades of warm drought) made it 

harder for populations to successfully plan and adapt their livelihoods. Whilst Europeans could try to 

adapt to the worsening conditions by migrating their livelihoods and housing to more stable areas, the 

fluctuations in the weather still showed its effect on the region’s habitat, culminating in a succession 

of nearly annual poor harvests and other yields such as game from fishing and hunting (Mann 2002; 

Aberth 2013). The Great Famine of 1315-1322 CE is dated to this time period for instance, and the 
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bad weather has been determined as a major inducing factor for why it transpired as horribly as it did 

(Jordan 1996). 

Beyond these negative effects on the sustenance of different European peoples, Lesnik suggests that 

this climatic change would also have resulted in a lower richness of insect species, perhaps even one 

inferior to what we can observe in Europe today. If we look at the regions that have a larger prevalence 

of entomophagy, as well as the density of different insect species being consumed, tropical ones are 

dominant, and propensity for the practice seemingly decreases as distance from the equator equiva-

lently increases (Jongema 2017). She refers to the well-known ecological phenomenon known as ‘lat-

itudinal gradient of diversity’ as an explanation (see Rohde 1992). Simply put, biodiversity is greater 

the closer one gets to the equator and gradually decreases as one gets closer to the earth’s north and 

south pole. As solar radiation is stronger closer to the earths latitudinal center, different species of 

plants have a greater abundance of solar energy used for photosynthesis, thus resulting in a more di-

verse vegetation that can better support other organisms higher up in the food chain. Tropical regions 

closer to the equator have also experienced lesser amounts of climatic fluctuations compared to other 

regions such as Europe, providing a more stable environment for different species of plants and ani-

mals such as insects to inhabit and develop in. Whilst insects certainly inhabit other regions than just 

those closer to the equator, the environment that characterize those closer to the latitudinal center sup-

port the existence of a greater diversity of different species – and when the quantity of available insects 

is greater, so is the probability that edible insects will appear and be incorporated into different local 

groups’ foodways (Lesnik 2017). Following this principle, as different insect species became less 

abundant in Europe’s environment as a consequence of the ‘Little Ice Age’, atop of the already lower 

density following the regions unstable climatic history, different human groups turned their attention 

towards other, more readily available, sources of food. 

This way of theorizing about the lack of entomophagy in foodways in Europe as being a conse-

quence of ecological factors is supported by other theorists, one of them being Marvin Harris (1986). 

In an attempt to explain why different peoples and cultures eat certain things, and others not, Harris 

refers to what is known in ecology as the ‘optimal foraging theory’. This theory precises that gatherers 

and hunters “will pursue or harvest only those species which maximize the rate of caloric return for 

the time they spend foraging” (ibid.:165), meaning the time spent pursuing, killing, collecting, carry-

ing, preparing, and cooking the animals they wish to eat. For the endeavor to be worth the trouble, the 

time and energy spent gathering or hunting the food cannot exceed the energy gained from its con-

sumption. Whether or not a species of animal exists in a certain group’s immediate environment is 

irrelevant; instead, what is importance is whether the quest of acquiring it contributes to the efficiency 

of said group’s food production. Harris therefore proposes that whilst certain species of edible insects 
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inhabit European climates, their principal absence in different European groups’ foodways is a conse-

quence of their reduced caloric benefit when compared to other animals such as large mammals, fish, 

and even smaller vertebrates such as rodents, birds, rabbits, lizards, and turtles – which, in turn, became 

staple protein sources in the region, especially after their cultivation. Since the insect fauna in Europe 

is poor, and insects are small, widely dispersed, and therefore harder to acquire, other animals provided 

a more efficient source of nutrients. One could further emphasize this principle in the case of Sweden 

and other Nordic countries, as these have even colder climates that are non-beneficial for large insect 

fauna to inhabit.  

Hence, as a consequence of these ecological conditions, late medieval Europeans had long been 

without foodways that included entomophagy, in effect turning into an outlandish custom to the gen-

eral public; in other words, they had not embodied cultural sensoriums that considered insects to be 

proper items of food. As sailors then set sail towards the Americas at the onset of the Age of Discovery 

in the 15th century – with no experience of entomophagy and subsequently no relation to their sense 

of selves – discourse about entomophagy became directly connected to the colonial project, namely as 

something done by the ‘lesser man’. For instance, as Spaniards started to occupy land in the New 

World, they were deeply concerned about being able to maintain their bodies and its associated aes-

thetics as they thought these were dependent on exposure to certain environments and foods. To sustain 

their physically manifested ‘race’, a colonially constructed differential (Hall 2000:19), the Spaniards 

had to be cautious so as to not conform to the local ‘Indians’ ways of life, as this would supposedly 

result in a bodily transformation. In 1681, a Spanish law tutor by the name of Diego Andrés Rocha 

wrote a cautionary message to his fellow countrymen: 

The variation of places, climates, airs and foods caused this change in color, gestures and faces among Americans, 

who did not conserve the color of the first Spaniards who came to these Indies… because their ancestors enjoyed 

different climates, different waters, different foods… […] Here we have seen very white men from Spain who, on 

withdrawing into the hills and eating maize and other Indian dainties, return so toasted that they resemble Indians. 

(cited in Earle 2010:696) 

Much of the food that was presented to the Europeans by the locals were met with scorn and disdain 

as a consequence. Items such as different fruits and maze were repudiated and, in effect, became a 

reflection of their eaters’ inferior position as lesser than the better esteemed Europeans. To eat local 

food was a way to take on the position of the lesser, something actively damaging to the stature of the 

‘civilized’ man and their body. To avoid this from happening, settlers made sure to introduce and 

cultivate their own produce in their colonies, including cattle, wheat, wine, and oil, so as to maintain 

their European bodies and its associated characteristics. It was also obvious to the Europeans that their 
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foodways should be adopted by the locals so that the latter could also take on more desirable traits 

themselves (Earle 2010). 

Entomophagy was met with particular aversion. For the Europeans, the natives’ inclination to eat 

insects was a clear sign of their inability to distinguish between what was edible and what was not, 

thus exemplifying their barbarism (something that, in some cases, supposedly led to cannibalism). 

Bernabé Cobo, a Spanish Jesuit who lived in Peru in the 16th century, noted that: “[Indians] eat all 

living things, plants, and animals, from the most noble, which is man, to the world’s most disgusting 

bug or dirty thing” (cited in Earle 2010:703n55). The Spanish historian and writer Gonzalo Fernández 

de Oviedo y Valdés, who partook in the colonialization of the West Indies, wrote this account of in-

digenous populations’ food customs in 1552 after colonizers had put forward their own foods: 

They eat hedgehogs, weasels, bats, locusts, spiders, worms, caterpillars, bees, and ticks, raw, cooked, and fried. 

Nothing living escapes their gullet, and what is all the more amazing is that they eat such bugs and dirty animals 

when they have good bread and wine, fruit, fish, and meat. (cited in Earle 2010:703) 

Eating insects, amongst other things, was thus interwoven with value-ridden statements and practices 

used to differentiate the ‘civilized settler’ from the ‘savage native’. Eating an insect had become a way 

of embodying the barbaric traits of the ‘lesser man’ and was thus swiftly rejected by any European 

hoping to act in the conscionable manner they thought to be befitting them. 

These sentiments live on till this day, only in a less palpable form. Whilst the rejection of entomoph-

agy is no longer directly related to any explicit colonial project, its standing amongst different groups 

and peoples in Europe and beyond certainly resemble attitudes that existed during those times that was 

the case. The common sentiment that eating insects is a primitive behavior, or a practice done when 

no other more appropriate alternatives are available are two of them (Looy, Dunkel, and Wood 2014). 

Beyond just a simple distaste for eating insects in Europe, this latent colonial discourse still helps to 

drive a documented tendency amongst different indigenous, ethnic, and rural groups around the globe 

that have eaten insects in the past to abandon the practice in favor of other, more internationally treas-

ured, ways of eating. Especially younger generations that migrate from their rural homesteads to met-

ropolitan areas influenced by Western values and food productions seem to abandon entomophagy, as 

they observe it as an old-fashioned practice performed by groups with poorer socioeconomic standings. 

For those trying to take on a more ‘modern’ life, eating insects fall to the wayside (DeFoliart 1999; 

Riggi et al. 2013; Barennes, Phimmasane, and Rajaonarivo 2015; cf. Müller 2019). 
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Insects in political limbo  

The current legal status of commercially sold edible insects in the European Union and Sweden has a 

direct historical-political origin, as its expulsion is the consequence of food safety concerns that fol-

lowed a set of food crises during the late 20th century. In the United Kingdom between April 1985 and 

February 1986, several cows appeared to have been stricken with a nervous system breakdown. Symp-

toms in the affected animals included increased apprehensiveness, problems with movement and pos-

ture, loss of weight, and subsequent paralysis. After performing clinical examinations, the previously 

non-documented disease termed Bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), or ‘mad cow disease’ col-

loquially, was determined to be the cause and measures were put in place to determine its cause and 

adequate ways of prevention. Despite these efforts, the disease continued to spread, with the number 

of declared cases per month rising from a few hundred in 1988 to a few thousand in 1995. As of 2015, 

195 000 cases have been confirmed within the British Isles, and several thousand within other Euro-

pean countries. The disease is also thought to have resulted in the derivative variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob 

disease (vCJD) that afflicts humans and causes psychiatric problems, changes to behavior and coordi-

nation, sensations of pain, dementia, and more (Schwartz 2004; Casalone and Hope 2018). Anxious 

of the further spread of the disease, France, Germany, and the whole of the European Union shortly 

thereafter, enacted embargos on British beef and beef-derived products. The prospective dangers of 

BSE also forced other states around the globe to take political stances on the topic. Across Europe and 

different parts of the world, retail consumption of beef plummeted, up to 70 percent in some cases, 

and prices of livestock reduced by up to 40 percent in certain countries. Blame for the disease’s fallout 

was thrown about in various directions, with British cattle farmers blaming Europe’s regulations and 

protectionism, whilst continental farmers instead accused Great Britain’s government and political 

isolationism for having inadequately contained the emerging issue. The BSE crisis had created im-

mense economic, political, and health crises throughout the world, and diverging national interests and 

political policies were unable to coalesce to curb the effects the disease had brought upon the global 

food market (Fischler 1999). 

A few years later in 1999 in Belgium, a mixture of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and dioxins 

were accidentally added to a stock of recycled fat used in feed for animals. Contaminated chickens on 

several farms would suddenly show symptoms of sickness, such as producing fewer eggs, reduction 

in egg hatchability, diminished weight gain, increased chick mortality, as well as developing ascites, 

edemas in the neck, and neurological ataxia. Whilst suspicions were directed toward dioxins after per-

forming laboratory analyses, and the cause of the contagion would be determined a few months later, 

it was practically impossible to trace the poultry and other related contaminated foods that had been 
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distributed through the Belgian food system, as the contaminated fat had been sold to nine manufac-

turers that, in turn, supplied 2500 farms (atop of various non-official trades that made tracking ex-

tremely difficult). Belgian authorities tried to implement a PCB monitoring program that would help 

identify affected products, but this measure turned out to be insufficient. An economic crisis ensued 

as international embargos on Belgian foodstuffs of animal origin were put in place by foreign powers, 

effectively freezing half of the income for the country’s meat industry. Estimates suggest that the Bel-

gian economy lost up to around one to two billion Euros because of the crisis, as several food compa-

nies went bankrupt, farmers demanded government funded compensation, and thousands of workers 

lost their jobs. Public opinion egged on by the media turned on the Belgian government, whom they 

blamed for having favored economic interests over the well-being of its citizens, resulting in the coun-

try’s ministers of Agriculture and Public Health resigning from their positions and the sitting govern-

ment losing the next general election after 12 years in power (Bernard et al. 2002; Covaci et al. 2008).  

Following the development of these two major food scares (alongside increasing concerns regarding 

GMOs), European consumers at the time started questioning whether the European Union and its reg-

ulatory framework was capable of properly protecting them from the dangers that different food items 

and their production seemingly posed (Collins 2004:1; Alemanno 2006:246; Leibovitch 2008:433). 

Up to that point, the EU had been mostly concerned with the economic objective of facilitating a 

functional single market with free movement of food products and capital, as opposed to strictly reg-

ulating their circulation by implementing cautionary obstacles for trade. With directives such as the 

harmonization of national legislations and those specifically related to food items, the organization 

made it clear that its main concern was not with the absolute governance over its market, but rather 

with the establishment of a liberal regulatory foundation used to facilitate said market’s continued and 

growing prosperity. Issues regarding health and consumer protection were only considered to the ex-

tent necessary to ensure this, and the bulk of the responsibility remained in the hands of individual 

member states – in effect giving different groups and nations greater freedom in regard to their own 

productions of food and how it related to their culinary traditions (Alemanno 2006).  

Yet, after having its member states go through political, socioeconomic and health disasters as a 

consequence of complications in food production cycles, the EU acquiesced that issues pertaining to 

food security needed further attention, not only to ensure consumer safety but also to secure an unin-

terrupted flow of goods in the European market (Chalmers 2003). Whilst regulations regarding food 

safety certainly had existed prior to this shift, these had essentially been in the form of pragmatic 

approaches characterized by ad-hoc solutions. Inability to contain the fallout from these two crises 

showed that this approach to risk management was inadequate; instead, more preventive inspections 

and control was needed, and it should be driven by a risk analysis predicated on scientific principles 
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and a precept of caution (Vos 2000). The BSE epidemic and the subsequent Belgian PCB/Dioxin inci-

dent had effectively transformed the prospective dangers that surrounded different foods circulating 

the European market from a latent matter of fact to an important “matter of concern” (Latour 2004). 

   The resulting regulatory changes started to take shape after the publishing of the EU commission’s 

general principles of food law in 1997, which stated that European food policy should only accept 

foodstuffs determined to be ‘safe, wholesome, and fit for consumption’ onto the market (European 

Commision 1997a:10). Three years later, the commission proposed the creation of the European Food 

Safety Authority (EFSA), an independent body that would provide the organization with scientific 

advice as well as help communicate existing and emerging risks in European food chains, and it would 

later be established in 2002 (European Commission 2000). The EFSA’s mission was, and is to this 

day, to collect and heed information provided by experts and decision-makers regarding food issues 

and operate as a communally acknowledged authority on issues regarding food safety within the union. 

Simply put, it determines what food is safe, and which is not safe, to be produced, distributed, and sold 

on the European market (see Buonnano 2006). 

One of the most important parts of the EFSA’s work is the evaluation of new food products trying 

to enter the market. The principal regulation that the EFSA has been abiding by since then leading up 

till today is Regulation (EC) No 258/97 concerning novel foods and novel food ingredients and its 

subsequent consolidations, commonly referred to as the ‘novel foods regulation’ (European Commis-

sion 1997b). In essence, the regulation makes it so that all new food items that wants be allowed on 

the European market has to be clinically examined and approved by the EFSA. The self-asserted point 

of the regulation is to have protection of human health and of consumers’ interests, as well as the 

effective and non-hindered functioning of the internal market, and this is achieved by a food policy 

that only permit new foods after an exhaustive analysis of the potential risks associated with their 

acceptance onto said market. Through these legislative changes in food policy, the EU has more ef-

fectively taken control over the products that circulate its market, at least de jure, as opposed to how 

it was proclaimed in the 1990s. However, regardless of the intentions with these judicial revisions, 

what has essentially happened is that new food products that try to enter the market are met with a 

strong bureaucratic and political barrier as they have to go through this meticulous risk analysis. Dif-

ferent species of insects belong to this category, having to fight a long-lasting legal battle to become 

accepted as authorized items of food.  

Novel foods are considered as such if they have not ‘been consumed to a significant degree’ within 

the European Union before the 15th of May 1997. To determine the prevalence of different foods before 

this date, the EU uses information provided from different food business operators and member states. 

This essentially means that the legal status of different foods in the European Union is dependent on 
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the self-reflections of certain actors and their consumption of food: what specific foodways they ob-

serve, participate, and identify with. To say that something is a ‘novel food’ is thus to assert legally 

that it is not associated with one-self, and food business operators and states in Europe did not deter-

mine insects to be widely consumed food items - and so, they became novel foods. Eating insects has 

therefore been constitutionally categorized as something that people in Europe are not preoccupied 

with, effectively turning different species of insects from sources of healthy nutrients into oddities that 

have inherent, currently unidentified, dangers associated with their consumption.  

This is of course besides the fact that eating insects has not been completely absent in different 

foodways in Europe in more recent history (not to mention its long and non-harmful presence in non-

European foodways aplenty). Whilst certainly not a staple, insects have been consumed by people in 

Europe in different contexts. For example, in certain parts of Romania, Italy, and Ireland, evidence 

suggest that people have eaten cockchafers (Melolontha) (Svanberg and Berggren 2021:627-8); the 

honey stomachs of carpenter bees (Xylocopa spp.) have been consumed in Hungary (Ulicsni, Svanberg 

and Molnár 2016); in Sweden, red wood ants (Formica rufa) have been added to spirits to create ant 

schnapps (myrbrännvin), and is still being done at home by enthusiasts (Svanberg and Berggren 2019); 

and, most famously, the traditional Sardinian cheese casu marzu, directly translated as ‘rotten cheese’, 

is made through a decomposition process caused by the larvae of the cheese fly (Piophila casei), and 

is usually eaten together with the still alive insects (Manunza 2018)3. In fact, the latter example has 

even fallen victim to legal regulations, being banned because of its asserted hygienic risks. Despite 

this illegal status, it is still being sold in black markets and served in non-commercial settings such as 

get-togethers with friends and/or relatives (Overstreet 2003).  

Insects’ legal categorization as novel foods, and subsequent ostracizing from the European market, 

is therefore a result of a certain way to view and categorize European ways of eating – and is certainly 

not a representation of all different groups’ foodways that exist in Europe. I would hence argue that 

the judicial status of insects as food is a clear example of what has been termed ‘legal culture’ (see 

Silbey 2018). This term suggests that a legal system cannot simply be observed as a set of norms or 

rules dictating correct behavior in a given geographical area, but rather a fluid system with a continuous 

recursive feedback loop between the social environment that it both governs and is simultaneously 

predicated on. This means that legality is co-dependent on “those parts of culture – customs, opinions, 

ways of doing and thinking – that bend social forces toward or away from the law” (Friedman 

1975:15). In other words, laws both structure and is structured by social and cultural forces. Through 

this conception, institutionalized law opens up to the same influences that structures informal social 

 

3 For more examples, see Bodenheimer (1951) and Svanberg and Berggren (2021) 
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life, most importantly relations of power. Similar to how individuals operating in their everyday prac-

tice are simultaneously actors exerting power and subjects affected by it, so are legal systems as em-

bedded structures. In effect, the specific formation of a legal system is a product of the social forces 

that have had the greatest influence in its creation. In regard to the novel food regulation – and its 

creation following public demand for more control over food safety issues, i.e., a social force resulting 

in legislative change – it developed into a legal situation where certain foods were categorized to be 

suitable for consumption, whilst others were not. The larger institutional precedent became so that 

insects were not considered to be safe for consumption for consumers.  

Yet, the existence of power predisposes the presence of resistance, or ‘counter-power’ (e.g., Graeber 

2004; Gee 2011). Despite the European Union categorizing different species of insects as novel foods, 

some member states have in later years found legal loopholes to be able to sell insect-based food 

products, both domestically and abroad. As it stands, Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, 

Germany, the Netherlands, and the former member state Great Britain, have all implemented inde-

pendent national rulings that have, in different forms, allowed for the commercial production, distri-

bution and selling of insect-based products. Due to how Regulation (EC) No 258/97 had defined novel 

foods in writing, it left enough room for interpretation that different states could proclaim that the 

regulation did not apply to whole insects, meaning that the entirety of the insect – and not only parts 

of it – was included in whatever was sold. This was later consolidated in a European court case in 2020 

that determined French company Entoma’s right to sell products consisting of mealworms, locusts, 

and crickets (C-526/19). The court ruled that foods consisting of whole insects did not fall under the 

scope of the regulation because of how it was phrased, meaning that Entoma could continue its oper-

ations, as well as any other company currently selling products with whole insects in them.  

This unintentional room for interpretation left the European Union scrambling to reassert its previ-

ous control over the market, where all member states should be harmonized under the same legal 

standards. In the end, this would come in the form of an amendment of the novel food regulation (EU 

2015/2283), which now explicitly states that whole insects, as well as their parts, are to be considered 

novel foods. However, those insects that had been sold on the market before the amendment was put 

in force are still permitted during a transitionary period, as they had technically not been considered 

novel foods by the former regulation and have therefore been de facto consumed ‘to a significant 

degree’ within the union – as well as forming the economic basis for several companies on the Euro-

pean market. Existing in a provisionary limbo, these specific species will still have to be examined and 

sanctioned by the EFSA before they are allowed on the market properly as approved novel foods. At 

the moment of writing, only three of the over 2000 known edible species of insects have been approved 

so far, namely mealworms (Tenebrio molitor), migratory locust (Locusta migratoria), and the house 
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cricket (Acheta domesticus), and four other species are under transitionary rules, specifically the litter 

beetle (Alphitobius diaperinus), the banded cricket (Gryllodes sigillatus), the European dark bee (Apis 

mellifera mellifera), and the black soldier fly (Hermetia illucens).  

Throughout these political strives, Sweden differed from other member states by remaining stead-

fast in its abidance by the European Union’s wishes and the original intentions of the organization’s 

regulations, not allowing insects to be produced and sold in its domestic market. Accordingly, when 

the rules surrounding the transitionary period were implemented by the EU, Sweden permitted the 

insects that fell under those provisionary rules. To better understand these decisions, I contacted the 

Swedish government agency in charge of them, namely the Swedish Food Agency [Livsmedelsverket]. 

Inquiring about any official documents noting their decision-making, the following excerpt was part 

of a written response that I got from one of their administrative officials:4  

[The Swedish Food Agency] interpreted it as most other member states and the European Commission, that is to 

say that whole insects should be seen as novel foods and therefore needs to be approved before they were allowed 

to be brought to the European market. Every member state has the right to make their own interpretation, even if 

we always strive for a common one. But in this case that was difficult because the semantics in the legislation says 

one thing and its intention something else. 

When the ruling from the European court arrived, it became clear that regulation (EG) nr. 258/97 was to be inter-

pretated that way, that whole insects were not encompassed by that legislation and therefore did not count as novel 

foods. It is however clear in the new legislation that started to apply the 1st of January 2018 that whole insects are 

novel foods and must be approved before they can be brought out onto the market in the EU.  

There are always transitionary provisions in new regulations, and here they say that foods that did not count as new 

in the old regulation are allowed to be sold during a certain period under certain circumstances. This applies to 

whole insects for instance.  

Because of the EU-court’s clear answer that whole insects are encompassed by the transitionary provisions, [the 

Swedish Food Agency] had to follow suit – simple as that. (originally in Swedish, my translation)  

In line with the response and its decision-making in the past, the proclivity of the Swedish Food 

Agency’s is to strictly follow the official rules set out by the European Union, rather than making 

differing legal interpretations. Indeed, since joining in 1995, the majority of Sweden’s citizens have 

gained strong pro EU sentiments, and the country has become one of the unions most well-established, 

reliable, and pragmatic members in terms of its influence in decision-making, bargaining power, and 

network capital (Naurin and Lindahl 2010; Michalski 2013; Lidström 2018). The country also 

 

4 According to Swedish law, all citizens have the right to ask for documents noting the official decisions done by a gov-
ernment agency. Both the request and the subsequent response from the government agency are public record. 
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orientates much of its governmental policy and work to that of its international collaborations such as 

the European Union (Jacobsson and Sundström 2016). By following the legal statutes charted out by 

said collaborations when it comes to issues pertaining to food safety, the Swedish Food Agency avoids 

any potential risks associated with making independent judicial precedents. This is corroborated by 

many who have been advocating for legislative change. Ola, a chef in his early thirties who has gotten 

the title of ‘Sweden’s insect-chef’, reflects on the country’s hesitance to accept insect-based food prod-

ucts on the market: 

No, Sweden has been very slow. We were one of the last in the EU. Denmark was a whole lot earlier. Finland was 

a lot earlier as well […]. In Sweden, we are more of legalists. We’re really going to do the right thing because it is 

unnecessary to take chances. And I also think some economic factors, that if there would have been a greater demand 

and this really had been the solution to everything, then the process would have gone a lot quicker. Now you don’t 

see that demand. Simply, ‘why should we speed it up then?’. And so, they have thought ‘better safe than sorry’ in 

this situation. 

In a sense, such a regulatory policy follows the cautionary principle set out by the novel food regula-

tion, as exemplified in an official statement made by the director-general of the Swedish Food Agency, 

Annica Sohlström, in late 2017 when asked about the possibility for Swedish companies to sell insects 

as food domestically: 

[The Swedish Food Agency’s] mission is to work so that no one becomes sick from food, at the same time as we 

want to help companies do what is correct. As the intention with the EUs legislation is so clear, we have chosen to 

not open the floor for alternative interpretations – the consumer’s health and safety comes first. (Livsmedelsverket 

2017, originally in Swedish, my translation) 

However, some chastise this decision as being dependent on the personal whims of certain individuals 

in positions of power, rather than one settled on for the collective good. For instance, Anders, a jour-

nalist who has been engaged with insects as food for more than eight years, is very critical of those in 

charge of these decisions when one compares them to Sweden’s neighboring countries who, by then, 

had decided to permit whole insects on their respective markets. He argues that the reason why it 

remained illegal to produce and sell insects in Sweden was simply because “the wrong people were in 

the wrong place”. Continuing, he contends that there supposedly had been a prominent governmental 

official involved in the decision-making process who had put their mark on the resolution reached, as 

they had a strong personal distaste for the idea that people in Sweden would eat insects. The subsequent 

press notice by the Swedish Food Agency, who justified their decision by referring to the potential 

dangers of insects as food and subsequently the need for further investigation, was therefore a 



50 
 

“ridiculous” one to Anders, as he observes the decision to instead be dependent on the preferences of 

the select number of people that were in charge of it.  

The same year, the interbranch organization ‘The Insect Companies’ [Insektsföretagen] had been 

created with nine companies as official members; its mission to establish a new industry in Sweden 

with insect-based food products as its main export, as well as advocate for legislative change to make 

said industry possible. The above quote from Annica Sohlström had been part of a press release that 

followed a hearing between the Swedish Food Agency and several representatives from these compa-

nies. Despite the interbranch organization’s continued advocacy – and hopeful expectations after the 

hearing – the final verdict ultimately cemented the Swedish Food Agency’s position on the issue, 

demolishing any hopes of insects as food being allowed on the Swedish market. It was only after the 

European Union would reluctantly permit certain species of insects starting in late 2020 that Sweden 

would do the same in its own domestic market. As we will see however, this regulatory change may 

have been too little too late, as the long-lasting illegal status of insects as food has seemingly nipped 

the emerging Swedish industry of insect-based food products in its bud. 

A non-existent market 

Different markets and their constitution are directly dependent on the specific context they are situated 

in, and not solely isolated self-regulating systems driven by price competition as advocated by neo-

classical economics (Polanyi 2001 [1944]). By recognizing the well documented embeddedness of 

economic activities in social structures, cultural systems, and political institutions (e.g., Geertz 1978; 

Granovetter 1985; Zelizer 2011), we can understand the potential presence of edible insects on the 

Swedish food market as directly dependent on these contingents. To better elucidate this relationship, 

I use the political-cultural approach to market institutions as advocated by Neil Fligstein, where the 

specific formations of markets are observed as “social constructions that reflect the unique political-

cultural construction of their firms and nations” (1996:670). A market, whether financial, producer, 

consumer, or other, is simply defined here as a social structure where actors evaluate, price, and ex-

change different rights (Aspers 2009). 

According to the political-cultural approach, different states – and, in extension, international col-

laborations – actively construct and regulate their markets through legislative measures that dictate 

general rules for economic activity. This takes form in culturally determined economic arrangements 

such as property rights, conceptions of control, governance structures, and rules of exchange (which 

we can infer to include the legal statues of different items, such as edible insects). These arrangements 

both enable and determine how actors on the market organize themselves in relation to one another, 
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whether that be to compete, cooperate, trade, and whatnot. In capitalist economies inspired by neolib-

eralism existent in Sweden and the EU, for example, the exchange of privatized goods and capital are 

primarily performed by private entities that adhere to the specific market conditions that governs their 

independent economic activity (Fligstein 1996). These market conditions, in turn, are designed to fa-

cilitate the creation and maintaining of stable markets, where private entities such as different firms 

are able to find a lasting position from where they can conduct their business interrupted. The (re)con-

struction of different laws directly affect the stability of the market as a consequence, where legislative 

change could upend established firms’ ability to properly operate on it as their businesses could turn 

obsolete or be disrupted by newly established firms seizing new market opportunities. Because of this, 

Fligstein supports the notion that politics, the market, and social structures are directly inter-linked, 

stating that “laws and accepted practices often reflect the interests of the most organized forces in 

society” (ibid.:662), since they support a continued stable market with already well-established actors 

and conditions. It is therefore often economic crises that bring forth political demands for larger legis-

lative change, since they necessitate the reestablishment of market stability (recall the fallout from the 

BSE epidemic and PCB/Dioxin incident); in contrast, revisions during periods of stability are recog-

nized as potentially destabilizing. The novel foods regulation is an explicit example of this, as it tries 

to negate potential risks associated with new foods in order to protect the stability of the European 

market. 

This is important to note when we consider the potential emergence of a market in Sweden consist-

ing of firms hoping to produce and sell insect-based food products to consumers. If market conditions 

do not support the establishment of such a market due to greater forces instead promoting continued 

market stability by maintaining already established culturally determined rules of exchange, including 

the long illegal status of insects as food, different companies that hope to produce and sell edible 

insects are effectively forced to fight a straining bureaucratic and political battle. What has happened 

for the nine companies that have been part of ‘The Insect Companies’ since its inception is that they 

have experienced extreme difficulty establishing themselves on the bigger Swedish food market, as 

market conditions have essentially prohibited them from doing so. Because of this, ‘The Insect Com-

panies’ more so resembles a social movement rather than an organization representing an actual in-

dustry – as is typical for emerging markets (Fligstein 1996:664) – specifically one that hopes to accu-

mulate a strong enough political sway to change market conditions. Yet, as we have seen, this has been 

largely unsuccessful. 

Failing to find a stable position on the larger Swedish food market, most of the members of the 

interbranch organization have chosen to forsake the enterprise throughout the years, either shutting 

down their businesses, moving it abroad, or shifting their productions to other items of food. Out of 
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the nine official members in 2017, only three are still listed as still in the business of producing and 

selling insect-based food products in 2022. None of these three are selling directly to consumers in 

Sweden however, instead operating abroad, or selling their products to other firms. Nils, chairperson 

of ‘The Insect Companies’, and CEO of the company ‘Tebrito’ that produces protein powder and frass 

from mealworms, speaks about the difficulties his company has gone endured throughout the years 

because of these legislative regulations and market conditions: 

Yes, it has been extremely difficult. I mean, we have not been able to offer… We work partly with acceptance and 

there are few customers who have been interested in [insects as food] […] It is hard to have other customers than 

potential stakeholders when you are not allowed to sell products on the market. So, it has been incredibly negative. 

And then it also has been extremely negative from a venture capital-perspective. So, I would like to say that it has 

been… Has been hanging like a wet blanket over the work we have [done]. So, it has been very negative, and 

specifically when other countries have been able to build their logistics chains, and distribution, and marketing.  

The onerous restrictions upheld by the Swedish Food Agency simply turned out to be too much for 

many of the individuals that had once been committed to the cause of establishing an insect focused 

food industry in Sweden. As these companies were mostly start-ups run by a few entrepreneurs and 

funded by sparse grants and support from private actors, they did not have the financial backing to 

maintain their businesses for long without seeing any meaningful income, thus making it increasingly 

difficult to continue their operations. Being wholly dependent on the will and stamina of their founders 

and small personnel, the lack of financial support and continuous rejections on the policy level left 

many feeling dejected as well as increasingly doubting the possibility that any substantial progress 

could be made. Thereupon, many made the decision that it was time to move on to pastures new.  

This becomes evident if we look at the history of one of the pioneers in the industry, namely the 

food company ‘Malana Food’. I had the opportunity to speak with Johanna, a dietetics-major who co-

founded the company with a few others in 2013 after they had learnt about the potentials of insects as 

food. They started their business by importing insects from Thailand, and later on from the Nether-

lands, to subsequently resell through a web-shop. Being one of the first insect-based food companies 

in Sweden, government authorities were initially unsure if the business was abiding by Swedish law, 

but it would eventually be declared that the company was not allowed to sell insects to consumers in 

the country. ‘Malana Food’ subsequently shifted focus to more lobbying activities, both organizing 

and attending several workshops, fairs, and tastings to raise awareness about the potential of insects as 

a food source; and soon, they became one of the largest mouthpieces of the small industry. The com-

pany would eventually acquire a research grant from Vinnova, a government agency working with 

innovation and sustainable growth, after winning a competition held by the agency by creating a chili-
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dish made out minced meat that contained crickets and mealworms. They were then tasked with further 

developing a prototype of insect-based minced meat. However, despite being funded by a government 

agency, legislation surrounding insects as food prohibited anyone from tasting the prototype, even if 

they would sign legal waivers noting their consent. Johanna described the situation as being quite odd:  

At that point, we had gotten further embargos from government authorities at the same time, so when we had this 

tasting it was Vinnova that announced a competition to develop prototypes for climate-smart meat substitutes, and 

then we had received further clarification from [the municipality] […]. If we served insects as food, even to people 

that were there as tasters in our research project, they would prohibit us from letting anyone taste test the prototype 

at all. And in this competition, Vinnova themselves made it so that they had X number of representatives making 

sure that nobody tasted our prototype. So, we were really… It was a witch-hunt in… a very exciting way. And I 

think that we were a bit more exposed than others because we were first, and we were committed to the issue. But 

it also applied to other start-ups that worked with insects, of course. That they weren’t allowed to serve it. […] It 

was really bizarre since it was the state that financed our operation.  

The company continued its business for a few more years, right up until the Swedish Food Agency’s 

previously mentioned decision in late 2017 that it was not going to allow insects on the Swedish mar-

ket. After almost five years of fighting legal battles, and not being able to properly conduct their busi-

ness, ‘Malana Food’ decided that this was the final straw, closing its doors despite being one of Swe-

den’s most prominent and long-standing partisans on the issue. Johanna described the decision as the 

best one for both the company and its employees as private individuals, having slowly lost their passion 

for the endeavor after prolonged and taxing struggles throughout the years: 

We were pretty early in our careers as private individuals. We had bet our first years after graduation on [‘Malana 

Food’], so I think we all felt that we were forced to make a selfish decision and work with something else. But 

above all, we hadn’t been able to generate any income in a year as we weren’t allowed to conduct our business. So, 

it was really difficult. And then it was like… We had surely been able to find new ways to make money, but we 

were really tired of the negative parts. We didn’t want to work with bureaucracy or lobbying, we wanted to work 

with insects as food. So, we were tired of that whole dispute. We weren’t interested in starting a company in Den-

mark or fight anymore.  

When asked, Johanna did not find the prospect of returning to the business very appealing, even if 

certain species of insects were now somewhat permitted on the Swedish market. It seems as though 

she felt that the time and effort spent working with the topic had been well-enough, and that she did 

not have much more to give. Instead, she was supportive of others that could continue to push the issue 

moving forward. The market conditions that were the progenitor of these legal struggles had thus re-

sulted in the exit of ‘Malana Food’ from the industry, alongside the many other companies that had 

been similarly enthusiastic about the topic in the past.  



54 
 

So, what effect does this development have on the existence of edible insects on the Swedish mar-

ket? Essentially, it has made it so that no insect-based food products are currently being sold domesti-

cally, meaning that consumers in Sweden have no apparent opportunity to try them if they so desired. 

This of course perpetuates the lack of sensorial experiences of insects as food amongst general con-

sumers, as they are not exposed to them in their daily consumption, whether that be by purchasing 

goods at a store and cooking at home, eating at a restaurant, or other. Also, up until the transitionary 

period was put in force, any store or restaurant that sold insects were reprimanded by authorities and 

forced to cease the activity. This still applies to the majority of species of insects that are still not 

approved by the EFSA. Some supermarkets were the victim of this, as they had, negligent of the coun-

try’s regulations, offered insects to customers (Gohde 2017).  

This is important as the quotidian repetition in one’s patterns of consumption directly affects the 

constitution of one’s own self-identified values and practices. It is through the orientation of the body 

and its senses towards certain habitual practices that it becomes endowed with socially important 

meanings; this includes certain ways of eating and their associated culturally significant system of 

values (Mauss 1973; Jackson 1983; Appadurai 1996:66-85). In this sense, the coordination of one’s 

practices and senses are never innocent, but always suffused with meaning. This is why the sensation 

of being Greek in the region of Peloponnese is directly connected with the harvesting of peaches and 

other agricultural products, performing certain gestures, and drinking a cup of coffee in the morning 

(Seremetakis 1994); how putting aside chopsticks and instead eating with plastic gloves is a form of 

performative politics of ethnic identity for Filipino women living in Hong Kong (Law 2001); and how 

performing cuon – a distinct eating style that is the cultural hybrid between using chopsticks of Eastern 

Asia and one’s right hand fingers like in Southern Asia – in back-alley restaurants away from tourist-

spots evokes the sensation of true localness for citizens of the Vietnamese town Hoi Ma (Avieli 2016).  

In the case of patterns of consumption for many in Sweden, and those that have taken part in this 

study, namely ones directly predicated on global capitalism and its circulation of fetishized commod-

ities, those items of food that they are concerning themselves with may not originate from, nor signify, 

their most immediate surroundings, instead taking on new lives and meanings in their new contexts 

(Kopytoff 1986; Hannerz 1996; Tsing 2013). One clear example is the immense consumption of im-

ported coffee and its associated practices and values. The great importance of coffee for the vast ma-

jority of individuals in Sweden does not originate from their active part in its production, but the prac-

tices performed at the point of its consumption. It is in the tail end of its cycle that coffee becomes 

socio-culturally important in individuals’ patterns of consumption: at the point of purchase in a store, 

café, restaurant, when and how it is consumed, in company or not, etcetera (Sigfridsson 2005). So, for 

insects to become more incorporated in the quotidian consumption of individuals in Sweden, it is 



55 
 

imperative they be present at the times and places where said consumption transpires, which, in this 

case, predominantly entails the purchasing of commodities in commercialized settings with a subse-

quent utilization, often in an expression of commensality. Indeed, several of the people taking part in 

this study noted that they would consider trying insect-based food products if they were available for 

purchase at their local supermarket. As insect-based food products are currently absent because of 

market conditions, their current absence in patterns of consumption and cultural sensoriums pertaining 

to food is continuously reinforced. This historical-political background thus exemplifies the notion 

that the context people are born into, and engage with, is already made, “a world already ‘discovered’, 

pre-interpreted”, as “generations before us have already lived in it, fashioned it, and bequeathed it to 

us, even as it has to be actively rediscovered by each individual” (Ram 2015:33).  

If someone would be keen on trying insects as food, they would therefore have to find alternative - 

less accessible and straightforward - ways of acquiring them. This requires more effort on the behalf 

of the individual consumer, thereupon retracting from the possibility that insects as food becomes a 

part of their habitual, more repetitive, consumption; to eat insects as food in Sweden is instead more 

so a conscious and effortful quest one needs to seek out. Yet, for those that find entomophagy to be a 

promising prospective, the effort to circumvent these market conditions and find alternative ways to 

get their hand on different species of insects may sometimes be worthwhile. Amongst those I engaged 

with that were interested in insects as food, four general strategies are employed to obtain insects to 

use in their food consumption: (1) importing from abroad; (2) gathering them from the outdoors; (3) 

getting them from other industries than those working with human food; and (4) producing one’s own.  

Firstly, the most apparent alternative for most is to import insect-based food products from compa-

nies that operate out of foreign markets, such as those existent in neighboring countries Denmark and 

Finland. This allows for a more straightforward way of acquiring insects, as one can simply purchase 

them through online stores and have them sent through the mail. However, the process of importing 

results in both a long wait for the products to arrive, an average of a few weeks, as well as higher prices 

for both the products themselves as well as the long-distance shipping, thus retracting from the every-

day ease and probability of buying them. The insects also have to be in a form that can survive the 

long trip, meaning that they are most often not sold fresh, but processed; common examples include 

being mixed into crackers, bread, bars, flours, and sweets, as well as extending their shelf-life by freez-

ing, drying, or roasting them. This option is therefore deficient for those that hope to get their hands 

on non-processed insects. The act of importing goods from abroad also retracts from the sensibility 
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that entomophagy is an environmentally friendly practice, detracting from the perceived benefits of 

performing it.  

Secondly, another seemingly easy way of going about obtaining edible insects is to simply go out-

doors and collect them, akin to how many in Sweden already hunt for different berries, mushrooms, 

roots, and plants. The most accessible option for most is to collect red wood ants from anthills that 

appear in most forests. One simply kneels down next to the anthill and place one’s hand atop of it, and 

soon it will be crawling with ants that can be shaken off into a container. Some bites from the ants are 

expected, which can itch a bit afterwards because of the acid the insects secrete. Alternatively, a stick 

dipped in something sweet can also be used to collect the ants, but this takes longer than using a hand. 

After some repetition, one will have a sizable harvest to eat. Whilst this strategy permits the collection 

of insects, it does only provide insects that are both indigenous to, and easily found in, Sweden’s 

environment, and generally does not supply the person with a very large quantity of insects based on 

the time and effort spent hunting for them. One also need knowledge of which insects can be safely 

Figure 2. A mealworm farm 

Illustration by Martin Edström. 
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eaten and which to avoid, how to find them in nature, as well as the most fitting way of collecting 

them.  

Thirdly, by being creative and finding different businesses that work with insects in different ca-

pacities, many maneuver ways of getting their hands on insects that were not originally meant for 

human consumption. One person was particularly nifty, managing to get hold of bee larvae by directly 

asking beekeepers for them, as they would otherwise have been discarded as a consequence of mite 

infestations in the hives. After boiling the whole batch in water to kill the mites, the bee larvae could 

then be used in cooking. A more commonly used way of going about doing this is to purchase insects 

at pet stores that are meant for human pets, like certain reptiles for example. Different species of insects 

that are frequently used in various dishes, including mealworms and crickets, can be found fresh 

through this method. However, because these insects are sold as premium feed for exotic animals, they 

have a distinct markup in price. This makes this strategy particularly expensive, especially for those 

that want to buy enough insects to satisfy a full-grown adult, as opposed to smaller pets as originally 

intended. Some also raise concerns regarding the potential health risks that insects designated for ani-

mal consumption could entail for humans, as they may not have been produced according to the same 

hygienic standards that human food would have - and may therefore have been contaminated with 

dangerous bacteria or toxicological substances.  

Lastly, many choose to produce their own insects, comparable to how many grow plants or vegeta-

bles. By cultivating one’s own supply, one is able to have access to a continuous stock whilst reducing 

costs. The two species of insects that individuals in Sweden mostly use in this endeavor are mealworms 

and crickets, as these have both well-documented instructions online on how to best grow them. In the 

case of mealworms, a starting colony (that is often bought in pet stores) is placed in a plastic container 

filled with oatmeal and a few cardboard boxes for them live in. The worms are fed with leftover greens 

such as carrots and apples. As the mealworms grow and eventually transform into pupae, they are 

separated into a second container to eventually complete their transformation into beetles without be-

ing eaten by the worms; where they are subsequently moved to a third container, as the beetles needs 

to be kept separate to ensure that they do not eat the pupae. The beetles will then lay eggs that eventu-

ally become mealworms, completing the cycle. Throughout the process, parts of the mealworm colony 

are picked out to be used in cooking. Many prefer to only cultivate mealworms, as crickets require 

more equipment and constantly make high volume chirps that can become quite frustrating, especially 

for those who have their insect farms inside their housing. Cultivating mealworms and crickets both 

require some amounts of effort, as they need continuous upkeep to make sure that they are well-fed, 

living comfortably, as well as go through their life cycle without major interferences. From start to 
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finish, the whole process can take up to a few months to complete, necessitating a long-time commit-

ment.  

Then, as we have seen, each strategy has its own benefits and drawbacks. Additionally, whilst they 

certainly provide different individuals with the opportunity to eat insects, the intrinsic effort associated 

with each one of them makes it so that the frequency in which entomophagy is performed becomes 

quite sparse, only really being done every once in a while. In the most charitable account, most of the 

people that I have talked to confessed that they only really cooked and ate insects once or a couple of 

times a month at the most, and, more often than not, even less frequent than that. When they did choose 

to do so, the occasion was more of a consciously enacted celebration of the ingredient, rather than an 

everyday meal performed without greater consideration, thus further exemplifying the atypical status 

that entomophagy has amongst general consumers – even among those that are actively performing it. 

The active search for insects through different strategies does however help contribute to these indi-

viduals’ association with entomophagy, as they orient their bodies and senses towards the further in-

corporation of insects in their patterns of consumption beyond just their utilization. In the following 

chapter, we will look at how these individuals further try to consolidate entomophagy more concretely 

in their consumption, specifically by incorporating the insects into already familiar culinary principles, 

sensorial sensations, and practices surrounding food.  
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Chapter 4. Incorporating insects into foodways 

Together, these sensory meanings and values form the sensory model es-

poused by society, according to which the members of that society ‘make 

sense’ of the world, or translate sensory perceptions and concepts into partic-

ular ‘worldview’. There will likely be challenges to this model from within the 

society, persons and groups who differ on certain sensory values, yet this 

model will provide the basic perceptual paradigm to be followed or resisted. 

 (Classen 1997:402, emphasis in original) 

In the following pages, I look at how a few enthusiasts in Sweden incorporate insects into their food-

ways, with a focus on the sensorial sensations that they experience when eating insects, and how it 

relates to their embodied sensibilities. First, I look at the perceptual engagements that different people 

may have of insects as food, either viewing them as exotic objects belonging to the Other or as normal 

ingredients that can be used in cooking. Second, I view the sociality that surrounds entomophagy 

amongst the enthusiasts today, something that primarily takes place through online engagement and 

its associated corporeal and sensorial processes. Lastly, I examine the implementation of insects in 

different dishes and recipes, and how the sensations that people experience when they eat insects can 

be strategically negotiated, depending on the wants of the specific person. The potential incorporation 

of entomophagy into people’s food consumption is directly dependent on the sensibilities they have 

embodied as members of cultural groups with certain cultural sensoriums, which operates as the expe-

riential foundation that the consumption of insects needs to be negotiated with.  

‘I like to try new things’ 

During several encounters with people that did not practice entomophagy, I had brought with me dif-

ferent food items that contained insects. Due to the current market situation concerning edible insects 

in Sweden, these were imported from neighboring countries Denmark and Finland. This included en-

ergy bars of different flavors that contained flour made of buffalo worms, different chocolates that had 

cricket or mealworm flour mixed in, and whole crickets that had been roasted – either just as they 

were, or with flavor added. My intention was to use these products to bring more deep-rooted senti-

ments to the surface; in other words, to utilize them as “material probes” (De Leon and Cohen 
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2005:201) or “sensory elicitation” (Pink 2015:88), meaning material objects that instigate sensorial 

sensations and encourages people to reflect and talk about their opinions and experiences; this because 

it is a fundamental understanding in ethnographic research that what people say that they do, and what 

they actually do, are often two separate things (Brewer 2000:64-5). This also rings true in the case of 

food consumption, for whilst a person may have certain ideas, or rather ideals, of why they consume 

different things, and in the manner in which they do, this may not directly translate into their more 

habitual and unreflective behavior. Thus, whilst many expressed clear opinions about entomophagy in 

conversations about the topic, I wanted to understand how they would respond if the opportunity to 

eat insects was actually presented to them: would their sentiments and feelings be congruent with what 

was previously stated, or would their embodied sensibilities instead cause a discrepancy between ide-

ological statements and actual practice?  

Each person that was offered to try the different insect-based food products would, without fault, 

actually choose to eat them in the end. This happened for instance during my second meeting with 

Fredrik, the doctor from Uppsala. We were seated in an outdoor dining area of a café that was located 

beside the river that flows through the city-center. We had been talking for a while whilst munching 

on our lunches and I asked if he would be comfortable if I took out some of the insect-based food 

products that I had stuffed in my bag. He approved of the idea. Soon after, our table was covered by a 

variety of colorful packages. In a calculative fashion, Fredrik picked up each package individually, 

inspected them thoroughly with his eyes, asked several questions concerning their contents and flavor, 

Figure 3. Collection of insect-based food products  

Photo by Martin Edström. 
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and finally put tidbits between his teeth. Because of the variety of different flavors and consistencies 

of the products themselves, his opinions on them were just as varied. He thought the energy bars were 

neutral, since they tasted just like any other bar he had eaten before. The chocolates were tastier than 

the bars, yet there was something that was making it less appetizing overall compared to other choco-

lates; if it was the insects, he could not say. Finally, his personal favorite were actually the roasted 

crickets, for he thought they tasted the best – even if they initially gave him a stronger sense of aversion 

since their appearance resembled an actual insect. In the end, he noted that it was fun and exciting to 

try in the moment, but that he would probably not choose to eat insects moving forward; the one 

occasion had been enough. After we had said our goodbyes, I quickly collected the leftover insects 

that remained on his plate and discarded them in the garbage, for the likelihood that a waiter or another 

customer would see them and potentially become distraught by their presence in the establishment’s 

food was something that was best avoided.  

Despite not being considered food, and subsequently causing notions of fear and disgust at the pro-

spect of eating them, the people I presented the insect-based food products to were nonetheless open 

to try them. This propensity has also been documented by Wendin et al. (2021), who conducted a study 

that examined consumer attitudes and likings of insect-based food products in Sweden, and whose 

findings show that approximately 85 percent of study participants had an interest in buying products 

that were based on insects. The question, then, is how we are to understand this ostensible contradic-

tion, where people possess a propensity to try insects as food even though they embody sensibilities 

that makes them perceive the animals as inherently unappetizing to consume, which, in turn, causes 

them to experience feelings of aversion when the prospect of eating them is put forward. In order to 

answer it, it is imperative that we understand that there is a difference between trying something novel 

as an exotic, one-off, experience, and the continued consumption of that item as part of one’s everyday 

foodways. For whilst the people I have engaged with are okay with trying insects as a fun thing to do 

in a social encounter, this may in fact translate into their sensibilities being emboldened as a conse-

quence of them trying something perceived as foreign, rather than being an indication of an emerging 

sense that entomophagy is an appealing practice to continue to perform after the random act.  

A fundamental characteristic of current-day middle-classes across the world is their abidance by 

“[r]esource-intensive and consumerist lifestyles” which entails the pursuit of expressing identity by 

the purchase and utilization of various commodities and services (Kuhn 2009:50). As Campbell (1983) 

argues, in Europe, this spirit of consumerism can be traced back to the nineteenth century and the 

romanticist movement’s emphasis on the individual’s own self-determined autonomy, where the 

uniqueness of the person could be realized through exposure to extraordinary sensations and strong 

emotions, especially those associated with pleasure. Because of this, great emphasis was, and is till 
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this day, put on the continuous experience of feelings that emerge when a person consumes that which 

is novel, making it a highly sought-after notion:  

What therefore characterises the unique "spirit" of modern consumerism is not merely the treatment of the con-

sumptive experience as an end-in-itself but the search for ever more novel and varied consumptive experiences as 

an end-in-itself. It is the desire to desire, the wanting to want which is its hallmark. This in turn leads in practice to 

a continuous programme of acquired wants and dissatisfactions such that at any one time the individual is learning 

to be dissatisfied with what he has and desirous of what he has not. Above all, this continuous sequence of dissatis-

faction and desire is propelled by an underlying sense of obligation and duty. (ibid.:282) 

With some exceptions, specifically amongst those I met that were elderly, the most common response 

that followed when I asked about their food habits, and what they thought ‘good’ food to be, was the 

following statement: ‘I like to try new things.’ The notion to eat food perceived as different was some-

thing inherently appealing, for variety in their food consumption was something that they wanted to 

encounter and experience in their everyday life; in other words, novelty was a highly regarded sensa-

tion that enriched their normal day-to-day operations. In line with the larger consumerist lifestyle that 

they abide by as part of a ‘middle-class’ in Sweden, they desire novel experiences and sensations that 

Figure 4. Bagel with crickets, grasshoppers, and mealworms in the 
Netherlands 

Photo taken by Lina. Used with permission. 
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differ from what they themselves consider to be ordinary, customary, and monotonous forms of con-

suming food.  

Of course, we may then ask what ‘novelty’ really means. For the purpose of this study, I argue that 

we should understand novelty as encapsulating sensations that differ from the cultural sensorium and 

its associated sensibilities. This makes it a highly multidimensional phenomena, for we experience 

novelty every single day, yet in differing forms and intensities. We can use the experience of absence, 

its corresponding opposite, to illuminate what I mean. Laura Gow has recently proposed a new theory 

for a cognitive phenomenological approach to absence experiences, contending that they “are a type 

of intellectual seeming” which “are directed at the world, and represent the world as being a particular 

way” (2021:176, emphasis in original). She criticizes perspectives that advocates for a solely percep-

tual view of absence experiences (e.g., Farennikova 2013), where something is perceived to be missing 

due to its material absence, for this supposes that absences are physical entities that can engender 

sensory stimuli, when they are, in fact, not that. It is instead the sensation of something not being 

congruent with sensibilities of how the world is constituted that engenders the experience; rather than 

being the product of perceptions, broken sensibilities of the world caused by aberrant sensations are 

what infers the perception that something is absent (Gow 2021, esp. 169-172).  

In the case of food, the sensory experience that something is absent, whether that be a specific 

produce, flavor, texture, or anything else associated with a certain food or dish, is dependent on the 

sensibility that it is supposed to be there, as according to a certain way of ordering and understanding 

the world. Thereupon, the experience of novelty is built upon the same experiential foundation, but is 

engendered by the opposite impression, meaning the presence of sensations where they are considered 

to not belong. If we instead add a specific produce, flavor, texture, or anything else to a dish or food 

that we normally do not perceive to include it, the dish will become somewhat novel. The level of 

novelty is then dependent on how much the sensations differ from the experienced normality of that 

specific thing. Simply adding a new but already known spice or ingredient to a dish may not invoke 

such strong notions of novelty, but, for many, sprinkling a handful of dried mealworms, roasted crick-

ets, or fried bee larvae atop of it would. Hence, what constitutes ‘novelty’ in the case of food consump-

tion are the sensations that differs from the embodied cultural sensorium and ways of ordering the 

world belonging to the specific cultural group and its members. The lived experience of absence and 

novelty are the result of non-confirmative sensations in relation to the sensory order of the socialized 

person: an experiential revolt against its habitual abidance (see Merleau-Ponty 2012 [1945]:92-5). 

The search for gustatory novelty has been well-examined as part of a phenomenon termed ‘culinary 

tourism’, which Lucy Long describes as “individuals exploring foods new to them as well as using 

food to explore new cultures and ways of being” (2004:20). She continues by explaining how the act 
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of performing ‘culinary tourism’ is a conscious choice by the tourist to engage with what is experi-

enced as unknown, new, different, and exotic; in other words, to engage with Otherness (ibid.:21-34). 

Because of this, it is always relational and dependent on the certain person that does the tasting, the 

person that has provided the thing that is being tasted, the cultural context of the consumption, as well 

as the inherent power relations involved (Molz 2007:78). Whilst we usually refer to a ‘tourist’ as being 

someone who travels to far off lands away from their usual contexts, the act of embodying the position 

of the tourist can also take place in one’s own town, neighborhood, home, and so on. Even though it 

is consumed in already known geographical places associated with food and eating, the perceived 

novelty of different foods still allows the person to experience a sense of engagement with what they 

perceive to exist outside their own way of life (Cook and Crang 1996). Experiencing Otherness is 

dependent on the sensations that arise from what is being consumed, where the act of eating something 

novel makes the person “feel displaced, voluntarily engaging in the sense of outsiderness or alienation 

that can result from eating strange and unfamiliar foods” (Molz 2007:82).  

Beyond a search for novelty, where the excitement of experiencing new ways of consuming food 

can help ‘spice up’ the normality of everyday life (cf. hooks 2015:21-39), these sensations also allow 

for the person to embody an identity that positions itself as open towards them. It is an orientation of 

the body towards the engagement with Otherness, where disparate objects and expressions from for-

eign cultures can be consumed in order for someone to take on an adventurous and protean lifestyle. 

This does not entail a straight engagement with the foreign culture and its people however, but more 

so how their consumption circles back and relates to the consumer’s own embodied culture (Hannerz 

1990). The search for novelty does not necessarily suppose the incorporation of perceived exotic sen-

sibilities in relation to food, but rather a consumptive experience that reinforces already existent ones 

through juxtaposition:   

Food encounters are not just about consuming difference but also about playing with the cultural and bodily bound-

aries through which such boundaries are produced, challenged, and reinforced. […] The food of the Other substitutes 

for an actual engagement with local people. It becomes an ingredient in an identity performance that is less so about 

experiencing the local culture than it is about exploring the boundaries of these travelers’ own bodies and cultural 

identities. […] In other words, when food adventurers cross culinary boundaries, they often do so as a way of 

reinforcing their own White, Western culture as the norm against which other cultures are defined as exotic and 

strange. […] Thus, these transgressions do more than reinforce the sense that the tourist is open and adventurous; 

they also reassert the normality of the tourist’s own culture, securing for the tourist a relatively stable cultural posi-

tion from which to “taste” the Other. (Molz 2007:85-6)   

The strong aversion that many have towards entomophagy make insects particularly fun and exciting 

things to try. This feeds into entomophagy’s seemingly contradictive status around the world, where 
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edible insects are more and more abandoned due to Western influence whilst, at the same time, served 

as highly exclusive ingredients in certain high-end restaurants and as expensive products for epicures 

in the West, as well as eaten by Western tourists as they visit places with a strong prevalence of ento-

mophagy. The latter includes the sprawling markets that exist in Thailand for example, such as the one 

in Klong Toey in Bangkok, the one in Talat Thai in the outskirts of the city, as well as the biggest one 

in Talat Rong Kluea, that is located on the border between Thailand and Cambodia. Here one can find 

a plethora of customers from abroad that walk amidst the various stalls, signs, wares, and other visitors 

in order to find novel experiences associated with tasting exotic foods, like insects (Müller et al. 2016; 

Yen, Hanboonsong, and van Huis 2013:173-8). For example, Alexander, who previously mentioned 

that he had somewhat of a phobia of insects, still wanted to eat one when he visited Thailand. He was 

ultimately unable to however, for the notions of disgust he felt when he looked at them was stronger 

than his interest in tasting them: 

When you look at the food and it doesn’t look that appetizing. You don’t want to put it in your mouth because of 

that reason, and that’s why I choose to not eat insects. I was actually in Thailand two years ago, and they have a bit 

of insects and stuff like that, and my friend was pretty determined that he was going to try it. But when you saw 

them on those sticks in the stall - black and looking a bit prickly - it just didn’t happen […] I think of myself as open 

to trying most things, but there was something that made me unable to. […] I didn’t smell it. So, it was the appear-

ance. You know, you imagine a certain type of consistency, that they’re supposed to be a bit gross, that… that they 

are supposed to prick you and stuff like that. Maybe they hadn’t brought the prettiest insects with them to the stall, 

that I saw. No, it was the appearance that was decisive. […] But like I said, before I saw them in front of me, I was 

determined to give it a chance. What the hell, you need to try. But then it became too much.  

New types of food, and ways of consuming food, can, of course, become incorporated into people’s 

foodways more concretely, and not just remain exotic items of novelty. With the global circulation of 

a copious number of different foods with their origin from a variety of disparate places, current-day 

food consumption amongst the Swedish middle-class and elsewhere is characterized by unique hy-

bridizations of various cultural expressions, creating unique assemblages as well as new forms entirely 

(see Howes 1996; Solér and Plazas 2012; Damberg 2014). Indeed, all “culture extant at any particular 

point in time is the product of amalgamation, of the combining and recombining of earlier forms” 

(Beck 2020:623). What is most important is that these new forms of food and eating can adequately 

balance the familiar and the exotic, for something that is entirely routine is bland, but that which is too 

foreign is subject to rejection. What characterizes a good meal is a careful balance of these sensations 

(Anderson 2014:143).  

In the case of insects, each person that eats them today would have to go through an initial event 

where they did so for the first time. Because of the lack of entomophagy in Sweden, this will most 
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likely have taken place later on in their lives, when their food habits and associated sensibilities have 

been well-established after having grown up and becoming a socialized member of their cultural group 

(cf. Sobal et al. 2006). Thereon, when insects as food do appear before someone, how the insects are 

perceived in the moment of a prospective consumption becomes entirely dependent on the ‘intention-

ality’ of the person in question. The term ‘intentionality’ should not be confused with ‘intention’, 

meaning the conscious enactment of something that one wants to do; instead, it denotes consciousness 

as directed towards the world, an “outward-directed quality of our existence”, or, in other words, con-

sciousness as always being conscious of something (Ram 2015:33). Perception of different objects 

such as ‘insects as food’ are “a process or human function constituted by culture” (Geurts 2002) and 

the objects can therefore not exist independently as part of an ‘objective’ reality without the direct 

intentionality of the acting subject Being-in-the-world (Schweder 1991:74-5). Bethinking ourselves 

with the argument that perception ends in objects, and not the other way around, we understand that 

perception of ‘insects as food’ is a highly indeterminate process that is dependent on the person’s 

engagement with them. Meaning, if ‘insects as food’ are novel experiences of Otherness, or acceptable 

items of food that can become incorporated into foodways beyond the one-off tasting, is entirely de-

pendent on the intentionality of the person’s perceptual engagements with them as objects.  

For example, Lina, a woman in her late twenties who has her own mealworm farm and regularly 

eats crispbread made with insect-based flour, ate insects for the first time when she went on a semester 

abroad in the Netherlands. It was a bagel served with whole crickets, grasshoppers, and mealworms. 

Even though she was generally positive towards entomophagy, she had felt a certain aversion when 

she looked at the insects that laid atop the bun and different greens. Yet, in the end, she was able to eat 

it. When she returned home, her interest had remained, and she started dabbling more and more with 

various ways she could eat insects. As part of her education, she wrote a paper on the potential of the 

house cricket as a source of food for humans, and even held some lectures at her university about the 

topic. Today she works as a consultant for a company that operates out of Thailand, which has its own 

farms that cultivate insects to be used in energy bars. Her initial engagement with insects as food had 

thus been in the form of an initial tasting, which did evoke negative emotions because of the sensory 

order of her cultural group, but she had approached the event with the perception that the crickets, 

grasshoppers, and mealworms were complementary ingredients in a dish suitable to eat.  

How one chooses to engage with insects as items of food was an important aspect to consider for 

many who perform entomophagy. Ola, Sweden’s ‘insect-chef’, reflects on the way many think of in-

sects as a whole-encompassing category with a big ‘I’, and how he instead wants to think of individual 

species of insects and their unique application in cooking: 
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Yes, or you think: ‘why should I eat that?’ It’s a combination of thinking that insects are gross. You think of blow 

flies, you think of cockroaches, you think of mosquitos, ticks, it’s like that. Spiders are a pretty big phobia as well. 

So, it’s those that you associate it with. And you categorize all insects into one group of insects. When we talk about 

animals, we don’t say ‘do you eat animals?’, but ‘do you eat cows?’ or ‘do you eat chicken?’ So, it is… you put 

them all in the same cluster. Now, we eat chicken, but I would never go out and beat a crow to death and throw it 

on the frying table. It’s the same thing; that I can eat a mealworm that has been cultivated in a proper way, but I 

would never go and eat a blow fly. That is the same thing as eating a crow versus a chicken. And it’s that which 

doesn’t exist - the difference in thought.  

He directly points out that there is a difference between particular kinds of insects, just like there are 

various kinds of other animals such as chickens, cows, and crows. Clumping all species of insects into 

one perceptual object is therefore something that he himself tries to move past. This kind of conscious 

reflection of the variety of insects that could be used in cooking was a prevalent thing amongst those 

that perform entomophagy. Whilst our discussions often pertained to the larger category of ‘insects’ 

when discussing various topics, when they reflected on their own cooking and consumption of insects 

as food, they almost always referred to the specific kind of insect that they used, whether that be meal-

worms, crickets, grasshoppers, bee larvae, ants, ant eggs, or other. Each dish that they cooked and 

subsequently ate was therefore less so a consumption of ‘insects’ than a consumption of a very specific 

kind of ingredient and its associated flavor, texture, aroma, appearance, and so on. In this way, those 

that perform entomophagy are moving beyond an initial engagement with ‘insects as food’ as some-

thing strange or novel in relation to their sensory order towards an engagement with a variety of dif-

ferent species of animals that can be used in cooking. This is not a ‘one or the other’ situation however, 

but instead, like all forms of perception, an indeterminate process riddled with nuance.  

Performing entomophagy  

Entomophagy in Sweden today is characterized by an online sociality, but a personal enactment. As 

has been previously noted, eating insects is not a very common occurrence in the country. Because of 

the scarcity of individuals that choose to eat insects and engage with the topic, those that do rarely 

encounter others in their everyday lives. When I began the study, my initial aim was to look at how 

various groups of enthusiasts came together to cook and eat insects, hoping to be able to observe and 

participate in their social gatherings. In one of my earliest correspondences with Anders, who has been 

engaged with the topic of entomophagy in Sweden for about eight years, he quickly noted that such 

groups do not exist – there simply is not a large enough interest in the country. In a later conversation, 

he explained that he had at one point tried to bring people together that were ostensibly interested in 
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entomophagy, as well as creating an online group that people could join if they wanted to cook and eat 

insects together. He had also invited a few people to his place in Stockholm, where he made hamburg-

ers out of insects for them to eat. Those that attended the event would only do it the one time however, 

and Anders hypothesized that they had only come to experience the novelty of eating insect-based 

food as a one-off experience. The online group likewise lies dormant today.  

Thereon, instead of performing entomophagy in a collective or in public, those that eat insects do 

so mostly in solitude in their own households, often cooking and eating them alone or sometimes with 

close friends and family members. Anders used to eat insects with his wife and two daughters, but as 

they did not share his strong passion for the practice, and instead wanted to eat other foods, it was 

easier to just cook dishes that they all had an appetite for. As food consumption is in some ways always 

dependent on, and oriented towards, the wants and needs of those one is surrounded by, how and when 

one chooses to perform entomophagy is always in consideration of others (D. Miller 1998). Although 

not performed in explicit social settings a lot of the time, the act of performing entomophagy is a socio-

culturally dependent practice nonetheless, for “[e]ven when eating alone, the manner in which we shop 

for, grow, prepare, cook, and consume food is imbued with the socio-cultural context or contexts 

within which people exist or have existed” (Wills et al. 2011:725-6). The person still abides by their 

cultural group’s sensory order when eating in solitude, for it presents itself in their behavior as a per-

ceived natural way of doing things, or the experiential foundation to be negotiated with. 

Although difficult to meet other enthusiasts to cook and eat insects together with in person, the 

people I have engaged with still retain their interest for the topic and continue to cook and eat insects 

on their own, even if it is seldom. Because of the difficulty of expressing and sharing their excitement 

for entomophagy in their more immediate local contexts, they instead do so online. Everyone that I 

spoke with noted that they had some form of online engagement related to their insect consumption, 

whether it be sparking and partaking in discussions, posting videos about eating insects, as well as 

reading and spreading information about the topic, either on social media or on their own websites. 

Several of them also run blogs or websites that are either entirely dedicated to their insect consumption 

or has several posts that discusses and highlights some kind of insect-based food product or dish. On 

these, they post, read, and discuss all manner of topics that relate to the presence and performance of 

entomophagy in Sweden. This includes, but is not limited to, cultural views on eating insects, ento-

mophagy’s environmental benefits, how to acquire insects to be used in cooking, information about 

and links to sources detailing the benefits of entomophagy, insect farming, politics surrounding ento-

mophagy in Sweden and beyond, what kinds of insects they have eaten, what recipes they use, where 

one can buy insects from abroad, and much more. Essentially, any topic that relates to their consump-

tion of insects.  
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Mia, a middle-aged woman living in Uppsala, runs a food blog with a friend named ‘Feeders’ where 

she, amongst other things, documents her thoughts on different insects and their potential usage in 

various dishes. She has several recipes that include different insects as a main ingredient, some exam-

ples including a Pad Thai with fried mealworms, licorice flavored bee larvae, a risotto with cheddar 

and mealworms, sweet carrots with fried crickets, endive leaves topped with a cheese sauce and fried 

buffalo worms, as well as a salsa, a salad, and a soup made with ant eggs. Alongside a clear recipe to 

follow, with a list of ingredients and how-to-do instructions, Mia details parts of her everyday life, her 

personal history, as well as her relationship to food and certain flavors, and connects it to the specific 

recipe in question. For the first recipe, Mia begins the blog post with a discussion of how certain people 

may experience feelings of aversion at the prospect of eating mealworms, and then proceeds to talk 

about the legal status of insects in Sweden and the presence of entomophagy in such ‘exotic’ countries 

as Denmark and Finland. She then moves on to describe her own experiences of getting her hands on 

mealworms, as well as the taste of the ingredient and how it contributes to the dish in terms of flavor 

and texture. She ends with a discussion of how different ingredients can be switched out to achieve 

different results in terms of culinary sensations, stating that she rarely feels constricted when she cooks. 

When I spoke with Mia, she explained that her interest in insects stemmed from her general passion 

for different kinds of food, and her propensity to eat a variety of other kinds of ingredients that others 

in Sweden may find atypical and, therefore, more extraordinary. She also considers the negative con-

sequences associated with current day food consumption. To her, insects are just like any other ingre-

dient that one can experiment with, and are thus completely suitable to consume, atop of having certain 

benefits when compared to their alternatives:  

I eat [insects] every now and then. I eat when I come home. I think it’s a bit fun as well. But then it becomes a 

bigger thing than what I think it is because others think it’s a big deal, and then it becomes a bit fun to keep on with 

it. But really, I mean, I can get just as excited by a… I don’t know, some kind of vegetable or something like that 

as well. So that… I think insects are really fun, especially if I can try something that adds something culinary, 

meaning something new: ‘Wow, what is this flavor? What should I do with this?’ But isn’t that I’m interested in 

insects just because they are insects. Like, instead…fun produce. I think it’s fun to try new things overall. And then 

there is another part, that I think it’s a good thing to stretch the boundaries of what you can eat, since I think we live 

quite prodigally today. We don’t eat intestines for example. We’re wasteful with life to the extreme. We have an 

animal production that is partly doubtful, and partly works just fine in accordance with what I could sign onto. But 

there are like these animal factories and such. I mean, we waste these god damn avocados that go from there to 

there. Then, I think we have a… I don’t know if obligation is the right word, but I feel some kind of obligation 

myself - I can’t say anything about other people. Like, explore what is edible, because you never know where we’ll 

stand in five, ten, twenty, five hundred years. I mean, we can’t just sit here and be so damned privileged and just 

eat some small Danish pork tenderloin. We need to think a bit beyond. So, there is that dimension as well, I guess, 
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even if the origin was that I just think it’s fun with food. But I have to say that I think it’s stupid and spoiled to 

disregard so much available food. I understand the individual and those that are fussy or believe that sounds dispar-

aging – those that find it difficult. I get that you may have some resistance to it. So, on the individual level, I 

absolutely get it. But like a society, I think it’s quite ridiculous the way we’re behaving.  

Their online engagement with entomophagy has ostensibly created what Signe Rousseu calls a ‘virtual 

food(ie) community’, where people with no geographical proximity can connect with one another by 

becoming involved with the same topics related to their food consumption on the web (2012:19). This 

follows a general trend that sociality around food, like much other human activity, is becoming less 

reliant on geographical distance, and is instead becoming more and more dependent on social distance 

(Carolan 2017), the latter denoting such aspects as social class, embodied sensibilities, and the habitual 

practices of everyday life that makes people experience affinity and disparity for one another (cf. 

Bourdieu 2010 [1984]:103-8). This is proficiently explained by Anthony Giddens, who asserts that 

what we observe as a ‘social system’ is not encompassed by clearly demarcated social clusters located 

in singular spaces and times, but instead constituted by a ‘systemness’ of sociality that flows through 

various groups, engagements, interactions, and geographical boundaries (1984, esp. 163-5). Those that 

take part online and beyond do so as a way of becoming engaged with the topic of entomophagy and 

to share their excitement for it in a more open setting, yet they may not necessarily have a personal 

connection with others that do the same. Many know of each other, and their respective blogs/websites, 

but not on a deep personal level as part of the same isolated social cluster. The community of ento-

mophagy enthusiasts in Sweden and beyond is thus something that exists as a collective engagement 

characterized by flows of sociality that circulates the topic – which, in turn, can become implemented 

into individuals’ own personal life and consumption of food. Following the argument of Christine 

Helliwell (1996), I therefore argue that it would be more suitable to observe this community of enthu-

siasts as not a discrete social group, but rather as a social process through which they engage, interact, 

and learn from one another intermittently amidst the other plentitude of social relationships and en-

gagements that make up the lived experiences of their everyday lives; this because the former would 

“overlook altogether more fluid and unstructured forms of sociality, and to reduce such forms to the 

order of well-defined groups” (ibid.:129).  

We should not misconstrue this online engagement as only having a discursive or representative 

function however, meaning a space for enthusiasts to just tell stories and present certain sides of them-

selves in the form of symbolic performances. Their very engagement with media and its content per-

taining to entomophagy is also an inherent part of their habitual, everyday life since it is rooted in the 

same sensorial and corporeal processes as other situated engagements with the world (see Couldry 

2012). In their shared involvement in engaging with media pertaining to entomophagy, they all operate 
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in the same ‘behavioral environment’ where they orient their perception, practices, and senses in the 

same way, even if it is not in a physical place (Csordas 1990:6-7). Acknowledging this principle, Pink 

and Leder Mackley (2013) argues that further consideration should be given to the quotidian rhythms 

and corporeal dimensions of media engagement, for it is intrinsically situated in everyday life, making 

up an important part of the experiential dimensions of Being-in-the-world, noting that: “[a]s we move 

and perceive we encounter media in our lives, embedded in materialities, socialities, and routines” and 

that “[w]e come to know and feel with the media – affectively and physically – in diverse ways” 

(ibid.:689). Just as the practical task of preparing, cooking, and eating insects is an important part of 

the enthusiasts’ engagement with entomophagy in relation to their embodied sensibilities, so is their 

involvement online.  

A clear example of how they actively utilize the perceptual, sensorial, and corporeal dimensions of 

eating insects in their online engagement is the extensive prevalence of imagery that permeate the 

content they create and engage with. On every single blog, website, or social media group, the discus-

sion had some form of a visual accompaniment, most often pictures of the dishes they cooked, their 

insect farms, the products that they recommended, and so on. For example, Fredrik, a middle-aged 

man living in Stockholm that has been engaged with the topic since 2014, runs the website ‘In-

sects4you’ where he presents some of the dishes that he has cooked and eaten that contained insects. 

In contrast to Mia, he only provides very brief written descriptions of their contents. As a consequence, 

his website more so resembles a collage of various insect-based dishes than a narrative of his own 

practices, life experiences, and opinions when it comes to entomophagy. By allowing the pictures to 

be the principal focus, the observer is encouraged to themselves perceive the dish and imagine its 

flavor, texture, aroma, and general feeling from their own perspective. Put another way, it utilizes the 

power of ‘the corporeal image’ as discussed by David MacDougall, where images allow for experi-

ences that go beyond simple thought, being “made up of ideas, emotions, sensory responses, and the 

pictures of our imaginations” (2006:2). By perceiving the images that circulate blogs, websites, and 

social media groups surrounding entomophagy, the enthusiasts engage their entire sensory apparatus 

as realized by their cultural sensorium, experiencing various sensations depending on the specific im-

ages and their perceptual engagements with them – just like they would if the encounter was in person.  

Negotiating sensations 

A great deal of discussion concerning entomophagy in Europe and elsewhere pertains to how dishes, 

products, and recipes that include insects should be strategically produced to better adhere to consum-

ers’ wants and sensibilities (e.g., Hartmann et al. 2015; Verbeke 2015). As the majority of people 
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living in these places experience notions of aversion at the prospect of eating an insect, many note that 

insect-based foods might be better off trying to hide that which triggers those sensations. As they are 

members of groups that do not consider insects to belong anywhere near food, nor places associated 

with eating, concealing the novelty of the insects may be the first step to help mitigate the experienced 

sensation of consuming something perceived as aberrant. In his discussion of how to best implement 

insects into foodways where they are currently absent, Matan Shelomi (2015) argues that innovation 

within the edible insect sector needs to be directly tied to the unique values and habits of different 

people, and the contextually situatedness of their food consumption. He asserts that the reason why 

early attempts of introducing entomophagy in these places failed was because they pursued a mis-

guided enterprise that tried to convince general consumers to try entomophagy by simply advertising 

its documented benefits in a very broad sense: stating that insects are a future source of healthy nutri-

ents that are better for the environment. These strategies were unsuccessful in the long run because 

they failed to account for how embodied cultural sensibilities, especially those as strong as the sense 

that one should not eat insects, cannot be easily swayed by discursive endorsements. For entomophagy 

to gain ground, it instead has to progressively negotiate these embodied sensibilities through incre-

mental steps and mediation in peoples’ lived experiences of consuming food.  

One of these steps would be to introduce insect-based food products by positioning them as potential 

substitutes of other more familiar foods, since many of the people I spoke with stated that they would 

be more inclined to eat insects if they were included in something else, something more well-known. 

One of them was Fredrik, who stated that “processed [insects] would definitely be easier. There would 

be a threshold to cross to eat an insect that still looks like an insect.” When I spoke with Ola about his 

history with entomophagy, he told me about his history as a chef working with insects. He often attends 

different events where he serves diverse insect-based food products for people to come and taste, and 

he has noted that if the insects are part of a product or dish that people are more familiar with, then 

they are more likely to find it appetizing. Consequentially, he believes that using insects in well-estab-

lished forms of eating and well-known foods is the way to go in order to convince people to consider 

eating them, instead of talking about abstract benefits: 

I’ve stood at [a large supermarket] and served crisp bread. A lot say ‘oh, are you offering some crisp bread?’ and 

then you tell them what it’s in it. […] [A]nd about half would try. And everybody that did try thought it was deli-

cious. There were a few that shrieked when they found out what it was beforehand. I never want to trick anyone 

into eating insects. I want them to know what it is and then get a good opinion about it. […] That is what I’m so 

passionate about when I serve insects. That look, or just the awakening of ‘oh, this was actually tasty!’. That is a bit 

what I’m passionate about. I serve insects because I can change an image of the previous outlook on this and show 

that it is tasty! And that, I think is very fun! To talk about health, sustainability, nutrition, all of those aspects, that 
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won’t work on a larger scale; really not. It will work on a few, but if we are to look at health and sustainability, then 

we might as well eat a powder that contains all of the nutrients that are really environmentally friendly and healthy. 

And that will never work because we want new experiences. We have so much… The meal is such a large part of 

our lives, all people’s lives, so you can’t just sit and chew down on some powder. We’re not like these future 

dystopia movies we watch where we get porridge with everything we need. We’re too complex in that department. 

We want an experience, and we don’t want to eat something disgusting. We want something that tastes good - plain 

and simple.  

He also reflected on his own sensations that arise when he himself performs entomophagy, often ex-

periencing feelings of aversion when eating certain dishes that contains insects, even though he has 

done so for several years:  

And that is how I generally believe a future with insects will be like: that you exchange some ingredient with one 

out of insects once a month, that is processed in a way that we’ll accept. Not a bag of roasted larvae. I have done 

some cooking with that as well. I made a pie that I put roasted larvae in, and then when you cut into it and look at 

it… And then you sit there and look at the pie and then you see that there a few [larvae] that are poking out. I mean, 

you can’t eat it. There are too many triggers that tell you that this… You just get associations that it’s infested by 

larvae. And even I, that have eaten a lot of insects, think that there is not a soul that wants to eat this, at least if it’s 

not to provoke. Because when you see insect-chefs or Instagram-accounts that make a salad and then they throw a 

handful of dried larvae on it, it’s either for marketing or for a provocation. You have to be so far away from the 

cultural norm to think that’s what people want. Nobody wants it.  

Ola’s account exemplifies the importance that sensibilities and well-established forms of eating have 

on food consumption, being the basis from which people perceive various sensorial aspects of new 

ingredients and flavors. There are plenty of different reasons why people eat certain foods, as well as 

the manner in which they do, ranging from the most basic nutritional needs to survive to the most 

miniscule expressions of certain cultural, ethnic, religious, or social identities. Yet, no matter the spec-

ificity of the food we consume, with extensive variety in both form and function, we more often than 

not strive to eat things we find to be pleasurable. Certain flavors, textures, aromas, aesthetics, and 

much more, all contribute to a certain feeling in the body, one which reinforces the gratifying nature 

of consuming certain kinds of food. Of course, what is pleasurable is entirely dependent on the specific 

person and the context they have been brought up in, and continues to operate in, thus not being a 

shared universal for everyone. People continuously embody these sensibilities throughout their lives, 

and what many find to be pleasurable foods is what they have been learnt to appreciate as part of their 

upbringing in a certain context (Anderson 2014:137-143). Humans enjoy good food, and what that is 

more specifically is dependent on the cultural sensorium belonging to the person as part of a specific 

cultural group (Geurts 2002:63-6).  
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For a novel food such as insects to become incorporated into foodways, it therefore needs to abide 

by the distinct set of principles that characterizes a group’s consumption of food, and what they con-

sider to be meaningful and pleasurable forms of eating. David Sutton (2001:129-30) proposes that it 

is from these constitutive fundamentals that cooking becomes a practice of simultaneous tradition and 

innovation, where various ‘taste- and smell-scapes’ belonging to different groups’ cuisines determines 

the desired outcomes of cooking food, whilst at the same time giving enough room for personal crea-

tivity. As long as the final dish follows the basic principles upheld by the group, as part of a general 

‘system’ of sensations – flavors, textures, aromas, et alia – certain adjustments can be made so as to 

make it come into its own as an extension of the person, and what they themselves consider to be 

important or pleasurable aspects worth emphasizing (cf. Rozin and Rozin 2005 [1981]). It is by this 

negotiation of sensations that the majority of cooking is performed, for those that cook uses the reper-

toire of known techniques they have instilled within them as embodied practical knowledge – some-

thing they have acquired by practically mimicking others in practice (Giard 1998; cf. Jackson 1983) – 

but they can utilize that knowledge in new and exciting ways to create variations and innovating ex-

pressions. Undoubtedly, we must recognize that, as postulated by Edmund Leach, “[i]n all viable sys-

tems there must be an area where the individual is free to make choices so as to manipulate the system 

to his advantage” (1962:133). The cultural sensorium provides the most fundamental ways of Being-

in-the-world as part of a cultural group, yet its effect on perception and experiences is not indicative 

of a wholly pre-determined outcome of praxis, instead allowing for reflexivity, mitigation, dispute, 

creativity, and (re)establishment of its sensibilities on the behest of the person and their everyday en-

gagements with the world.  

Insects are a large group of animals, composed by thousands of distinct edible species, all with their 

own specific sensorial profiles: some being more nutty, some more tart, some more crunchy, some 

more soft, some more juicy, some more dry, some more fatty, some more fibrous, and so on. Because 

of this variety, the potential usages of different insects are seemingly endless in terms of how they can 

be creatively implemented in already known dishes, so as to not trigger the same sense of aversion in 

the person eating them (see Tan et al. 2016; Tan et al. 2017; Mishyna, Chen, and Benjamin 2020). 

Indeed, it is the immediate perception and sensation of eating an insect that triggers feelings of aver-

sion, for it goes against the sensorial order of the person in question. By negating these perceptions 

and sensations, the practical task of eating insects will most likely become easier for many. Consider 
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the following sentiment from Lina that was part of our discussion on the sensations one may experience 

when eating insects: 

But as you don’t see the insect it is much easier. It could be anything. It doesn’t even have to have insect-flour in it. 

So, it’s that which people go against; that they see something. Things in our food, in products, you also don’t know 

what’s in if there is a whole lot. You just don’t know, you just read on it, but you don’t know what’s in it. So 

definitely: if it is in a meal-form then it’s much easier for people to eat it. They wouldn’t even notice it if you said 

that there were insects in it, which I always do since it’s required. It could be… you can get allergic reactions. But 

you get the principle. You simply don’t see them, and the brain don’t activate the signal ‘oh, there might be insects 

in this’, or something like that – since you don’t see the whole thing. 

She points out a very important aspect when it comes to eating insects, both in Sweden and elsewhere, 

and that is the importance of the immediate perception of the food that one is eating for how one may 

experience it. Nothing more strengthens this notion than the fact that many in Sweden already eat 

insects yet are unaware of the fact that they are doing so. A quick trip to the local supermarket, whether 

that be in Stockholm, Gothenburg, Örebro, Hjo, Uppsala, or elsewhere, allows one to find a plethora 

of different products that contain an ingredient that is made out of a certain insect. This ingredient is 

Figure 5. A few foods containing carmine (E120) 

Photo by Martin Edström. 
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carmine, which is derived from the insect cochineal (Dactylopius coccus). The insect is native to trop-

ical and subtropical regions, where it resides on the pads of a certain cactus, feeding on the juices of 

the plant. After being collected, the cochineals are dried in the sun, washed, and then finely grounded 

up to create a fine red powder, with the color stemming from the carminic acid the insects produce to 

fend off predators. They are then mixed with a solution of aluminum and/or calcium salts to create a 

dye which has a very potent red color. This dye is used in a variety of products in the European Union 

as a colorant, being applied to clothes and cosmetic products, as well as a vast collection of different 

foods such as alcoholic drinks, bakery ingredients, candies, caviar, confitures, cookies, gum, ice 

creams, juices, meats, sausages, sodas, wines, and more. As the ingredient was introduced to Europe 

in the 16th century, it does not fall under the novel food regulation and is therefore sanctioned to be 

used in various items of food (Greenfield 2006). Today the dye usually goes by the name E120 when 

written in the list of ingredients of different food products. Although being grounded up insects, the 

dye is still consumed by many in Sweden without them perceiving its presence since it does not invoke 

the same sensations that eating a still intact insect would. Neither does its name signify its origins, 

having been ascribed an e-number, meaning a system of code designed to signify specific food addi-

tives within the EU, thus transforming it perceptually into a simple food additive in a sea of thousands 

of others of its kind. Following its production cycle and transit through the regulatory framework of 

the European Union, carmine as an ingredient becomes fetishized, no longer signifying the consump-

tion of an insect but instead the utilization of a commonly included additive that helps to add color to 

different foods.  

The perception of eating something experienced as unappetizing is dependent on the immediate 

sensations of that specific thing, and can therefore be strategically negotiated by negating those sensa-

tions, as in the case of cochineals. By looking at some of the recipes that include insects as an ingredi-

ent, we can see how this principle of sensory negotiation is implemented more practically in different 

dishes. For example, Ola has created several recipes that includes a variety of different species of 

insects, several of which he has published in a book written by Anders named Äta Insekter: Entomaten 

och det stora proteinskiftet (Engström 2018).5 A few examples include recipes of a burger made out 

of crickets or mealworms, waffles with insect flour, crisp bread with cricket flour, kohlrabi with bee 

larvae, a smoothie with insect flour, and tacos with dried whole crickets or grasshoppers sprinkled in 

with the rest of the ingredients. Another recipe is for cabbage rolls [kåldolmar] where the usual minced 

meat has been substituted with mealworms (ibid.:116-7). After being processed with a blender, mixed 

with rice, potatoes, mushrooms, eggs, cream, spices, wrapped in cabbage leaves, cooked with syrup 

 

5 In English, “Eat Insects: The entomophage and the great protein shift”, my translation.  
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and butter, and then eaten with potatoes, lingonberries, pickles, and a brown sauce, the final product 

no longer highlights the unique sensorial sensations associated with mealworms, but rather one high-

lighting a cornucopia of already familiar flavors and textures associated with the well-known dish. 

These recipes, and others of its kind, can act as the beginning of a new ‘haute cuisine’ for insects as 

food for people interested in entomophagy, for they provide an initial set of knowledge and practical 

teachings of how to better include insects in one’s foodways. As Goody (1982, esp. 192-3) notes, 

written recipes provide a literary preservation of tradition and ways of expressing sociocultural sensi-

bilities in relation to food, whilst at the same time allowing for innovation and the incorporation of 

new ingredients and flavors. Lina, for instance, uses Ola’s recipe for crisp bread when she cooks.  

However, not everyone agrees that hiding the sensations of the insects, and just incorporating them 

into already familiar dishes and foods, is the best strategy to take, for this would reduce the sensation 

of novelty that many want to experience when eating different foods. For example, Mia believes that 

insects are exciting to eat just because of their specific characteristics and what they can contribute to 

a dish. Hiding the sensations that one can experience when eating them is therefore something she tries 

to avoid:  

But I think the biggest thing is that I never try to camouflage it, or delve with these kinds of things, like making 

some meat-replacement. Instead, it’s more like… try to make the best out of it so that it becomes tasty and fun. 

Rather highlight what it actually tastes like, than to try and hide it. Because I don’t see a point in trying to hide the 

features that something has. Instead, it’s more like: ‘How can I make this come into its own?’ So, if I have something 

that is crunchy, then I don’t try to tone it down, but instead maybe make it a bit extra crunchy. In that kind of way. 

[…] I think in the long run, sure it’s possible to make a whole lot of things – make protein powder and this and that 

– but I don’t think it becomes that enjoyable. Others can do that if they want. That is not my mission. I am curious 

about different flavors and then I want to get to know them. […] People can do what they want, but for me that is 

almost a bit more insidious. I know that when I was young, I could eat most things, but what was a bit trickier was 

when you were given some kind of strange stew with a hundred different things, and you didn’t know what it was. 

You want, at some point… I don’t know, be aware of what you’re eating. I think it would be boring as well if I had 

a good produce. Because that is what this is really about: there are a lot of tasty insects. Why should you hide it?   

Novel foods like insects are often pleasurable and exciting to consume just because they are just that, 

novel. To Mia, insects should be utilized to their fullest quality, just like any other food ingredient that 

instigates certain culinary sensations when eaten. A similar argument has been pushed by Jonas House 

(2019), who repudiates the assertion that the further spread and incorporation of insects as food can be 

compared with the introduction of sushi in the 1960s United States, something that has been proposed 

by several enthusiasts and scholars as sushi successfully integrated into its new context despite the fact 

that eating raw fish was not kindly regarded at the time (e.g., Ruby, Rozin, and Chan 2015:215). House 
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refers to the larger interdependent collection of practices that constituted the consumption of sushi as 

an explanation of this successful integration. Those that ate sushi did so at a distinct place, the ‘sushi 

bar’, where they would sit on high stools, watch chefs with pre-existing competencies prepare the dish, 

and then consume it as something exciting, since the food instigated sensations of novelty because of 

its non-familiar sensorial and corporeal aspects. Sushi as a food was part of a larger set of practices 

and sensations, creating a distinct whole as part of an imagined Japanese cuisine which allowed the 

consumer to experience that which was perceived as novel and exotic. The consumption of insects, in 

contrast, is less so about experiencing a certain exotic cuisine imagined belonging to a specific cultural 

group and is instead about the implementation of different species into one’s own already established 

principles and associated sensibilities surrounding food. It is a creative usage of distinctive ingredients 

in relation to one’s cultural sensorium, and not the experience of consuming a distinct cuisine thought 

to belong to the Other. As a consequence, House (2019) argues that insects are often put in a competing 

position with other alternatives that serve the same purpose in the larger assembly of interdependent 

practices and sensibilities that belong to different groups’ consumption of food. Then, because of the 

strong aversion that many have towards eating insects, and the steep prices of insect-based food prod-

ucts, insects have failed to compete with the various foods that different groups are already well fa-

miliar with and have deep-rooted sensibilities associated with.   

Thereupon, the act of actively hiding the insects in something familiar raises the question for many 

of why one should even consume them in the first place. For example, when I shared the chocolates 

that contained insect flour with Sofia – the woman in her thirties working in Stockholm, who do not 

eat insects currently, but has tried some in the past – she felt indifferent to the experience as a whole, 

pondering what the inclusion of the insects really offered when it came to the experience of eating the 

chocolate: 

I think you need another version that is without [insects]. Because, if we put it like this, is there even a difference? 

Because there is so much else that takes over. It’s chocolate. Like the chocolate becomes really strong. So, it be-

comes really hard to tell. And you have nuts and such in it. It feels as if they have tried to hide it so that there’s no 

flavor at all, because you have included everything that is supposed to cover it up. So then, I don’t know, then what 

is the point? 

At the same time, she reflected on what her own prospective consumption of insects would be, and 

noted that she would want to include them in foods that she is already familiar with, since the sensa-

tions she has experienced when eating insects in the past has not been all that convincing: 

I would probably not use it as a very large part of my energy intake because I don’t feel like I’m very interested in 

the culinary experience. But that is probably because I’ve just eaten… I mean, out of those that I have eaten, I think 
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they have been completely fine, but it wasn’t something that made me go ‘oh, I need to have this.’ So therefore, I 

would only use it as perhaps something like a… what do you call it… something like a filler, so to speak. Like if 

you make your own bread, then you can use it like a standard. You make your own bread, and you can have cricket-

flour or something so that it has more protein. Would probably use it like that. You can have it in porridge, or you 

have it in different things.  

We can thus conclude that there is a balance to be struck in terms of the sensations that different dishes 

and foods that include insects should kindle in the person: not too familiar, nor too novel, but some-

thing in between. Whilst the aversion that many feel when they perceive insects in their food necessi-

ties mitigating strategies, so as to be able to eat them without being disgusted and instead finding it 

pleasurable, the complete camouflage of the sensations that the insects incite causes them to become 

lost in a sea of other foods that fulfill the same cultural, nutritional, and social purpose.  
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Chapter 5. Conclusive remarks 

Embracing entomophagy is a concrete way of literally becoming the stranger, 

and in so doing, embracing them as our neighbor – fully authentic, fully hu-

man, and fully acceptable. It is a deeply hospitable act that welcomes without 

obliterating the other. Not until people of Western culture can freely do this 

will we know, in a deeply embodied way, how to help one another find ways 

to live and nourish ourselves sustainably on this planet. So, how then shall 

Western cultures eat bugs? With gusto, a glass of wine or cup of tea, and an 

open heart and table.  

(Looy, Dunkel, and Wood 2014:139) 

The further incorporation of entomophagy into foodways where it is currently absent is a promising 

prospective when it comes to reducing environmental degradation and global needs for sustainable 

nutrition. It is therefore important to consider what underlying conditions exist that speak both for, and 

against, the further spread of the practice around the world. This study has examined the state of ento-

mophagy amongst a group of ‘middle-class’ individuals living in urban areas of Sweden. The aim of 

the study has been to illuminate the underlying sensorial-cultural processes that influences whether or 

not they eat insect as part of their foodways, as well as how this is done more concretely. In this 

endeavor, I have used an analytical perspective that examines perceptions of insects as food as expe-

rienced through the encultured body and all its senses. and have thus discussed the potential presence 

of insects in these individuals’ consumption of food as directly contingent on the sensibilities they 

embody as members of certain cultural groups. By doing so, I have attempted to move beyond a con-

sideration of people’s antipathy towards insects as food as something static, and instead as something 

continuously enacted in the sociality, materiality, and cultural meaningfulness of everyday life. 

Whether or not entomophagy is a considered to be a suitable practice or not is not a given, but instead 

always contextually situated.  

Then, more concretely, what influences the presence of entomophagy in these ‘middle-class’ indi-

viduals’ foodways? I have argued that the potential presence of insects as food in their consumption 

of food is contingent on the sensory orders they embody as members of cultural groups through their 

everyday engagements with the world. For those that currently do not eat insects, the very prospect of 

doing so makes them experience feelings of aversion, since the appearance of insects in their food, or 
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places associated with eating, goes against the sensibilities they have embodied through a process of 

socialization and enculturation in a certain group and specific contexts. They consequentially do not 

perceive insects to belong anywhere near food, but instead in other places that are not associated with 

food and eating. It is then when insects transgress these experienced boundaries that emotions such as 

disgust and fear appear. However, whilst these emotions are felt through the body as seemingly ‘nat-

urally’ occurring affections, they are nonetheless culturally learned. Throughout their lives, the people 

taking part in this study operate in the world, and through this quotidian engagement they embody the 

sense that it is supposed to be ordered in a certain way. Insects, as dwellers of that world, are sensed 

to belong in certain places and not in others, according to a certain way of understanding it perceptu-

ally; this is a means for members of cultural groups to create intersubjective bridges of shared engage-

ments with one another. The sensibility that insects are not food is continuously reinforced because of 

the lack of edible insects designated for human consumption in Sweden today, a consequence of a 

certain historical, political, and economic background. As people are not exposed to differing sensory 

experiences regarding insects by being able to purchase them in commercial settings to subsequently 

eat, the notion that they are not supposed to is continually reinforced. In order to perform entomophagy 

in Sweden today, people instead have to consciously seek out alternative ways of acquiring insects to 

be used in cooking, necessitating a strong commitment which detracts from the daily ease of eating 

the animals. A small number of enthusiasts do find it to be a worthwhile endeavor however, and ac-

tively try to use insects in the dishes they cook and eat. But, as they have embodied the sensibility that 

insects do not belong anywhere near food, they have to negotiate the sensations they experience when 

performing entomophagy. In other words, whilst they try to incorporate insects into their foodways, 

they still have to mediate with the sensibilities they have embodied following their upbringings and 

continued existence in certain cultural-sensorial contexts.  

These arguments are predicated on the belief that the principal focus of studies trying to examine 

the potential incorporation of entomophagy around the world should be placed on the contextually 

situated sensorial-cultural processes that influences how different cultural groups perceive and engage 

with disparate items of food in their everyday lives. Whilst much attention has been given to how 

people in different places think about insects as food from a symbolic or discursive perspective, better 

consideration should be given to how those sentiments are expressions of deep-rooted and tacit sensi-

bilities. Representations of various kinds certainly have their place in investigations of how people 

think and approach various items of food, but they should not be observed as the endpoint of the 

analysis; instead, they need to be complemented by inquiries that positions said representations as 

expressions of more quotidian, unreflective, and indeterminate engagements with the world. To 
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understand what influences the potential presence of entomophagy in different foodways, one needs 

to approach the issue as part of an ordinary, everyday existence as lived through the encultured body. 

As a final illustration of this notion, we can consider a personal account provided by Matthew 

Engelke in his discussion on culture’s effect on experiences and perception (2017). During his time as 

a student of anthropology, Engelke went on a student exchange abroad to Chiweshe, Zimbabwe, and 

would later on conduct his first fieldwork in the same location. During this sojourn, he would spend a 

significant length of time with his host brother, Philip, to whom he would eventually become quite 

close. One day, the two shared a conversation, talking about how things were different between the 

United States and Zimbabwe. Philip, whose proficiency in English was sub-par, would thereupon ask 

his friend if he liked ‘cricket’. Whilst not being very knowledgeable about the intricacies of the sport, 

Engelke was still aware of it and its general history, and thus responded with a neutral, but courteous 

‘yes’. Philip would thereupon excitedly usher the confused anthropology student to the back of their 

abode, and then disappear into the kitchen located at the tail end, before finally returning some mo-

ments later (ibid.:29-30). Engelke describes the situation that followed: 

…when he emerged, he wasn’t carrying a bat or a ball. He was carrying a small metal bowl which contained, as I 

clearly saw, a cricket – an insect, that is. It had been fried in oil. He had a smile on his face. I had really messed up. 

Total category mistake. […] Of course, it all made sense now. I knew that caterpillars were a local delicacy – why 

not crickets? Indeed, the crickets come even higher on the list of delicacies because they are extremely difficult to 

catch. I was being honoured. (ibid.:31, emphasis in original) 

Not wanting to be impolite, he held the insect just a few inches away from his lips, preparing himself 

to eat it. Having been taught for over a year about cultural values and contradicting ways of consuming 

food around the world, he tried to convince himself that the insect was food – as anything else would 

be an affront to the teachings of his discipline. Yet, despite his best attempts of self-persuasion, when 

he finally put the insect on his tongue and chewed a few times, a wave of repulsion coursed throughout 

his body, and a few seconds later, the insect, along with the rest of the contents of his stomach, exited 

him posthaste (ibid.). Despite all his knowledge of cultural influences on behavior, as well as his per-

sonal want to perceive the insect as food, his embodied sensibilities presented themselves in his seem-

ingly ‘natural’ rejection of the animal. He reflects on his reaction:  

Culture is a thing in itself. Or, if not a single thing, a range of things, and often certain types of things: houses, kilns, 

paintings, books of poetry, flags, tortillas, English breakfast tea, samurai swords, cricket bats, and, yes, even crick-

ets. There is a materiality to culture. It is embodied and enacted. I threw up the cricket. But I didn’t throw up because 

I had a stomach virus. It wasn’t a ‘natural’ or ‘biological’ reaction in this sense. I threw up because my body is 

cultural, or encultured, itself. And in my culture we don’t eat crickets. (ibid.:32) 
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The sense that insects are not food is a cultural one, experienced through the body as something in-

stinctive. Although Engelke had consciously tried to move past the deep-rooted sensibility that the 

cricket was something disgusting to consume, the sensations that he experienced when trying to eat it 

went against the sensory order that he had embodied as a member of a certain cultural group, as ac-

cording to a certain way of understanding and engaging with the world, thus making him ultimately 

unable to in the end. In contrast to his confidant Philip, who was eager to share what he believed to be 

a tasty snack with a friend, Engelke could not stomach the physical act of chewing, tasting, and swal-

lowing the insect. This reaction cannot be fully explained by only referring to symbolic representations 

or discursive sentiments; instead, it needs to be further examined in the context of the encounter itself, 

with emphasis put on the sensorial-cultural processes that underlies it. Remember that he wanted to 

like the cricket, but in the practical task of actually consuming it, right there and then, the bodily 

experienced sense that it was not food emerged triumphant.  

His willingness to try the insect had been a good first step, putting him on the path of bridging his 

and Philip’s respective embodied cultures. Who knows, perhaps if the cricket had been cooked and 

presented in another way, the event would have turned out differently. Had it been in a burger, a salad, 

a taco, a piece of bread, a stew, a smoothie, a brownie, a cookie, a piece of chocolate, a soup, or any 

other more familiar food to him, the experienced revolt against his sense of the world would maybe 

not have been as extreme – especially if he had been unaware that it was there in the first place. Re-

jecting insects as food is not a fixed state, but instead continuously done in the lived experiences that 

characterize people’s everyday engagements with the world, and is therefore subject to scrutiny, de-

liberation, and negotiation. The further spread of entomophagy around the world is a positive devel-

opment, but one needs to propagate it incrementally whilst being attentive to the specific values, be-

haviors, and sensibilities of the groups and cultures one tries to make it enter. What is most important 

is the readiness to engage with it, if only in small but important steps at a time, and it is with these 

lived engagements that our focus should lie. When we examine the processes which influence how we 

understand the world, we can start to question that which may initially appear to be ‘natural’ ways of 

doing things, such as whether or not entomophagy is considered to be an acceptable practice to per-

form. Perhaps then the mealworm, the cricket, the grasshopper, and all other edible species of insects 

can become something more than simple vermin that we pick out of our food with a grimace on our 

face, something that is simultaneously contributing to a more sustainable planet as well as being tasty. 

Because truly, in the end, why not eat insects? 
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