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 1Empirical Philosophy

Among current global problems, those of ecological sustainability are 
particularly pressing. It is no wonder, then, that scholars from a wide range 
of backgrounds seek to get an intellectual grasp on them. This book seeks to 
help with that quest. It has no practical solutions to offer, but it does present 
some suggestions about how the theoretical tools of the social sciences and 
the humanities might be adapted to the pressing realities of environmen-
tal destruction. My contribution takes the shape of an exercise in empirical 
philosophy. Drawing on ethnographic stories about eating as sources of in-
spiration, I seek to enrich existing philosophical repertoires. This is urgent, 
since the theoretical terms currently in use in academia are equipped to deal 
with the problems of the past. Those problems have not gone away, but the 
terms crafted to tackle them are not particularly well attuned to addressing 
present- day human interferences with life on earth. This is because they are 
infused with a hierarchical understanding of ‘the human’ in which thinking 
and talking are elevated above eating and nurturing. What if, I wonder, we 
were to interfere with that hierarchy? What if we were to take bodily suste-
nance to be something worthy, something that does not just serve practical 
purposes, but has theoretical salience as well?

In this context, the term theory does not stand for an overarching explana-
tory scheme that results from a process of analytically drawing together a 
wide range of facts. Instead, it indicates the words, models, metaphors, and 
syntax that help to shape the ways in which realities are perceived and han-
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dled. It connotes the intellectual apparatus that makes it possible for some 
thoughts to emerge and be articulated, while others are forced into the back-
ground or blocked altogether. If ‘theory’ opens and closes ways of thinking, 
the question arises as to what the theoretical repertoires currently prevalent 
in academia help to articulate — and what they silence. Here is my concern: 
the theoretical repertoires that contemporary social sciences and humanities 
draw on were pasted together in relation to humanist ideals such as seeking 
liberty from feudal overlords, protecting human beings from alienation, or 
dreaming up peaceful political arrangements. Over the past century, scholars 
have spoken for human dignity, argued against the ways in which industrial 
processes use people as resources, insisted that human subjects should not 
be treated as dumb objects in laboratory research, and defended rationality 
and due process in response to wars in which millions were killed. Time and 
again, it has been said that humans deserve more respect than many of them 
were — and are — granted. However, as human rights were, at least in theory, 
accorded to all of humanity, humans were, again in theory, disentangled from 
the rest of the world. Their ability to think and talk, or such was the idea, set 
them apart. This is human exceptionalism — the belief that somehow ‘the hu-
man’ is an especially deserving kind of creature. 

Over the last few decades, human exceptionalism has been widely crit-
icized. The critics do not deny that it makes sense to try to protect ‘the hu-
man’ from abuses like coercion, alienation, and violence, but they question 
restricting our empathy to humans. Other living creatures deserve similar 
respect, they say, and so do nonliving things on earth. Recent multispecies 
scholarship attends to elephants, dogs, tomatoes, earthworms, salmon, rub-
ber vines, wheat, and many other forms of life; and, added to that, more- 
than- human work also reaches out to such varied stuff as rocks and rivers, 
water and oil, phosphorus and salt.1 The scholars involved seek to query these 
phenomena on their own terms. But what are those terms? It is possible to 
talk about the agency of sheep, microbes, or molecules; or to celebrate the 
unique subjectivity of ticks, vines, or rocks. However, here is my concern: 
terms such as ‘agency’ and ‘subjectivity’ have been thoroughly informed by 
a particular understanding of ‘the human,’ the very humanist version which 
(building on earlier precedents) took shape in twentieth- century philosoph-
ical anthropology. It is from this observation that the present study departs: 
‘the human’ inscribed in our theoretical apparatus is not the human, but a 
human of a quite particular kind, a human rising above other creatures, just 
as his [sic] thinking rises above his bodily engagements with the rest of the 
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world. Hence, robbing ‘the human’ of his exceptionalism by spreading out his 
particular traits over the rest of the world is not enough. These traits, too, de-
serve to be reexamined. What is it to be human?

The intellectual apparatus of the humanist philosophical tradition permeates 
contemporary ‘international’ social sciences and humanities. In this book, I 
will primarily refer to work done in English. This is not to say that the the-
ories embedded in adjacent languages are radically different. Both German 
and French have been crucial to the formation of the particular versions of 
philosophical anthropology about which I come to write. To acknowledge 
that I was raised and educated in the Netherlands, I will mobilize some Dutch 
sources, too. However, the commonalities and frictions between these lin-
guistically adjacent tongues fall beyond the scope of the present book.2 Over-
all, I keep the precise boundaries of my inquiry unexamined. All I seek to 
do is interfere with the traces of the hierarchization of ‘the human’ that are 
left behind in current academic work published in English. This hierarchiza-
tion comes in variations. Sometimes, ‘the human’ is split into two substances, 
stacked on top of one another: a lowly, mortal body, and an elevated, think-
ing mind. Elsewhere, it is not substances but activities that are differentiated. 
In this case, metabolic processes such as eating and breathing are deemed 
basic; moving is situated somewhat higher; perception is above that; while 
thinking stands out as the highest- ranked activity. In other scholarly work, 
the senses are judged comparatively, which leads to a mistrust of smell and 
taste, touch being doubted, and sight and hearing being praised as providing 
information about the outside world. In this book, I explore this ranking in 
detail, but this short summary already indicates that, in one way or another, 
eating (pertaining to bodily substances, a metabolic activity, and involving 
untrustworthy senses) has been persistently downgraded. This informs my 
quest: What if we were to stop celebrating ‘the human’s’ cognitive reflections 
about the world, and take our cues instead from human metabolic engage-
ments with the world? Or, to put it differently: What if our theoretical reper-
toires were to take inspiration not from thinking but from eating?

To address this question, I analyze a few ways in which current intellec-
tual repertoires are marked by hierarchical understandings of ‘the human.’ 
As points of contrast, I will, time and again, introduce exemplary situations 
of eating, as so many alternative sources of theoretical inspiration. These in-
terventions are grouped together under a series of general terms. For chapter 
2 this is being. Under scrutiny, this abstract term is filled with quite specific 
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concreteness: that of three- dimensional, embodied human beings situated in 
surroundings that stretch out around them. An important icon of these be-
ings is the walker. But while walkers (putting one foot in front of the other) 
move their bodies through their surroundings, eaters (as they bite, chew, and 
swallow) move their surroundings through their bodies. Which makes for 
another kind of being altogether. Chapter 3 is about knowing. Knowing is usu-
ally framed as following from a subject’s engagement with objects of knowl-
edge perceived from a distance. But if remote knowing may indeed be or-
chestrated, in eating foods, the known objects become incorporated into the 
knowing subject. This makes for the transformation of both object and sub-
ject. Established understandings of doing, the topic of chapter 4, are modeled 
on the agency implied in willful action, such as the voluntary movements of 
arms and legs. In eating, hands usually move food to mouths. Swallowing is a 
muscular activity, too. However, the digestion that follows cannot be similarly 

trained, and rather than being steered 
from a center, it constitutes a spread- 
out, churning kind of doing. Chapter 5 
addresses relating. Twentieth- century 
scholars have explored how humans re-
late, or should relate, to each other. They 
stressed that giving is better than receiv-
ing or insisted on kinship and compan-
ionship. This insistence was predicated 
on equality between those who relate. 
Eating, however, is an asymmetrical re-
lation. This shifts the question from how 
to achieve equality to how to avoid the 
erasure of what is different. In chapter 6, 
finally, I attend to socio- material politics 
and return to theory. Rather than fus-
ing the lessons learned in this book into 
a coherent whole, I leave them standing 
as they are: a multicolored patchwork, a 
polyphonic song, or, if you will, a buf-
fet meal.

This is a difficult book, if only because it 
moves between theoretical apparatuses 
and empirical configurations in an un-

TERMS AND THE REVOLUTION

In 1971, Dutch public television aired a 

philosophical debate about human na-

ture. The two protagonists each spoke 

in their own language — Noam Chomsky 

in American English, Michel Foucault in 

long- sentenced French — while the Dutch 

chair spoke mostly English but from time 

to time shifted to French. There were 

subtitles and background explanations in 

Dutch. The latter were provided by Lolle 

Nauta, public intellectual and philoso-

phy professor at the University of Gronin-

gen. I saw a taped version of this debate 

in 1977, in my first week as a philoso-

phy student at the University of Utrecht. 

Ten years later, Lolle Nauta (who by then 

was my PhD supervisor) told us over a 

meal that we shared after a seminar with 

a bunch of colleagues that Foucault had 

been reluctant to participate. He only ac-

cepted the invitation once he learned 

that the proposed chairperson, Fons El-

ders, had been the first man to appear 
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usual way. The empirical stories told here do not lead to theoretical conclu-
sions about eating itself; rather, they are meant to rekindle our understanding 
of being, knowing, doing, and relating. Over the course of almost a decade, I 
have read the relevant literatures and studied eating situations ethnograph-
ically. Based on this work, I have authored and coauthored articles about 
such issues as the importance of food pleasure in health care settings; ten-
sions between contrasting nutrition science repertoires and ideas about diet-
ing; and the ways in which the stakes of research projects affect the crafting 
of food facts.3 In this book, my analyses have a different aim: they are meant 
to do philosophical work. Hence, my primary aim here is not to contribute to 
Food Studies or, for that matter, to Eating Studies. I gratefully draw on schol-
arship from those fields, but rather than being about eating, this book takes 
its cues from eating. It provides lessons for theory. It reconsiders the terms, 
models, and metaphors that, along with a plethora of socio- material infra-
structures, make academic writing possible. Theory in this sense of the term 
does not describe the world; instead it takes the form of a toolbox that affords  
diverse — though not endlessly diverse — descriptions. Theoretical tools often 
stubbornly sustain themselves in the background of remarkably different po-
sitions in ongoing debates. However, they are not fixed. It is possible to recall 
them — even if recalling takes effort. This entails, first, digging up the past and 
carefully revisiting the concerns that were built into vested theoretical tropes, 
and then, second, to let go of those tropes and propose verbal openings that 
allow for other ways of thinking.

Eating in Theory is a book in the tradition of empirical philosophy, written 
in the form of short, dense chapter sections that hang together under chapter 
headings. You are now reading the first section of the introductory chapter, in 
which I summarize what Eating in Theory sets out to do. In the second sec-
tion, I present a prototypical example of a hierarchical model of the human. I 
extract this from The Human Condition, a book published by Hannah Arendt 
in 1958.4 In my brief analysis of this book, I cannot begin to do justice to what 
it was meant to achieve at the time of its writing. Instead, I hope to convince 
you that the hierarchical version of ‘the human’ embedded in its theoretical 
apparatus (and in that of many kindred books) indeed deserves to be shaken 
up. To introduce ‘empirical philosophy,’ the subsequent section explores the 
classic contrast between philosophical normativity and the empirical gath-
ering of facts. The section that follows explicates how these opposites be-
came pasted together by robbing philosophy of its alleged transcendence and 
tracing the empirical realities that inhabit prevailing theoretical tropes. This 
raises the question which theoretical inspiration alternative ‘empirical reali-
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ties’ might have on offer. Such as, nota-
bly, realities to do with eating. But what 
is ‘eating’? Empirical philosophy has not 
just brought ‘philosophy’ down to earth 
but also altered ‘empirical.’ The next sec-
tion traces how reality came to be un-
derstood as multiple, as something that 
comes in versions. 

In the last section of this chapter, I 
write a bit more about the stories of eat-
ing that animate this book. These are 
deliberately provincial. They are spe-
cific to the sites where I, and some-
times other researchers, studied them. 
These sites include rehabilitation clin-
ics, nursing homes, research laborato-
ries, shops, restaurants, kitchens, and 
living rooms, most of them situated in 
the Netherlands. I work not only with 
materials from eating practices I ob-
served or talked about, but also with 
those I engaged in as an eater. In the 
field thus pasted together, eating takes 
a variety of shapes: ingesting, stocking 
up on energy, feasting, stilling hunger, 
taking pleasure, and so on. These vari-
ations form multitudinous intellectual 
sources of inspiration. Throughout the 
book, I call on one version of eating or 
another, picking whichever best serves 
my theory- disrupting purposes. But be-
ware. While I interfere with vested theo-
retical reflexes, I do not offer a coherent 
alternative. This is a book of theory, but 
it does not present ‘a theory.’ Rather, it 
shakes things up and creates openings. 
Instead of reassuring answers, I offer 
eating- inflected intellectual terms and 
tools. I hope they are inspiring.

naked on Dutch television, most proba-

bly a European first as well. The accep-

tance left Elders, now fully dressed, with 

the task of bridging not just the gap be-

tween English and French, but also that 

between two repertoires of thinking that 

went off on entirely different tangents.

This debate is currently viewable  

on YouTube, with subtitles in English  

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v 

=3wfNl2L0Gf8). At the time, YouTube and 

related wonders, such as personal com-

puters, smartphones, and the internet, 

were undreamed- of marvels. Dreams in-

stead envisioned ‘the revolution.’ This has 

not quite materialized. Other transforma-

tions, yes. But not that one, even though 

revolution was more or less the only term 

both protagonists used approvingly.  

They disagreed about everything else — 

 certainly the topic they were asked to 

comment on, human nature. Chomsky 

firmly believed in ‘human nature.’ He took 

it to be important to underscore that all 

humans, regardless of where they come 

from and what they live through, have an 

innate core in common. Trained as a lin-

guist, he argued that this commonality 

was evident in the human ability to learn 

languages. The scientific theory to which 

Chomsky put his name was that all human 

languages have the same fundamental 

grammatical structure. He took this basic 

grammar to be innate. If his theory was 

scientific, it was also political. Chomsky 

argued that because humans were similar 

in nature they should be treated equally 

in society: social justice was long over-

due. Foucault, by contrast, took ‘human 
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The Human Condition

This book has been germinating in me for some time. Its starting point dates 
back to 1977, when I was a first- year philosophy student at the University of 
Utrecht, in the Netherlands.5 For our Philosophical Anthropology class, we 
had to read Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition. The subdiscipline ‘phil-
osophical anthropology’ was tasked with describing ‘the human’ in a tran-
scendental way, which meant beyond all particular (physically, socially, or 
culturally specific) humans. My teachers considered The Human Condition 
an exemplary specimen of the genre, one that all philosophy students ought 
to encounter. As an eager novice, I read the book with dedication. Making my 
way through demanding passages and a somewhat muddled overall struc-
ture, I gradually got a grip on it and was astounded. It did not surprise me 
that the book aimed to build an intellectual means of defense against totali-
tarianism. In the Netherlands in the late 1970s, the question of ‘how to avoid 
another Holocaust’ was vividly present as a normative hallmark, while the 
horrors of the gulag had gained enough public attention to get through to me. 
However, my feminist sensibilities revolted. While at the time many writers 
still unashamedly equated ‘the human’ with ‘the man,’ Arendt did not. She 
wrote about ‘women’ or, rather, in line with her ancient Greek sources, about 
‘women and slaves.’ This left people who might be classified as ‘women’ and 
as ‘slaves’ in a somewhat awkward position, but I was willing to suspend judg-
ment on that.6 What astounded me was that Arendt agreed with her sources 
that ‘women and slaves,’ who in ancient Greece did all the work of daily care, 
were engaged in demeaning tasks. ‘Free men,’ by contrast, took political ac-
tion, and this she praised. Why, I wondered, did Arendt go along so easily 
with the self- congratulatory way in which ancient Greek ‘free men’ celebrated 
their lofty politics, while scathingly denouncing the life- saving efforts of the 
so- called women and slaves?7

It has taken me some time to put the argument together, but the present 
book is my belated response to that early encounter with philosophical an-
thropology. Let me therefore say a bit more about The Human Condition as 
an example (one among many) of the hierarchical tropes in which ‘the hu-
man’ is cast in twentieth- century Western philosophy. Hannah Arendt wrote 
this book in the 1950s against the background of the Holocaust, the gulag, 
and less obvious forms of tyranny — among which she counted bureaucracy. 
The concerns of people submitted to colonial rule and their struggles for in-
dependence did not inform her analysis; they remained conspicuously ab-
sent. Arendt argued that the sciences offer no political protection against 
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tyranny as they merely gather factual 
knowledge: they remain shallow and 
flatten out what is normatively at stake. 
Only the arts and philosophy, norma-
tive endeavors, could offer the imagi-
native response necessary to safeguard 
liberty in the face of totalitarianism. 
Seeking to provide a philosophical con-
tribution, Arendt took her inspiration 
from ancient Greek sources, notably 
Aristotle. Along with him, she asserted 
that it was the true calling of ‘the hu-
man’ to engage in politics. Withstanding 
the lure of totalitarian rulers depended 
on rising above the banalities of the 
flesh. Arendt deplored the fact that the 
bodily incarnation of humans means 
they need to eat and drink: “To mor-
tal beings this natural fatality, though it 
swings in itself and may be eternal, can 
only spell doom.”8 It was her quest to 
eschew this doom. It is in this context 
that she deplored the ‘grinding tasks’ of 
‘women and slaves,’ which are ‘merely’ 
necessary for survival and keep humans 
tied to ‘nature.’ She called these endeav-
ors labor.9 Elevated above labor was 
work, which was performed by ‘crafts-
men.’ This included making things, like 
houses or tables, which had a certain 
durability. Their solidity protected hu-
mans against ‘nature’ and their dura-
bility stood out against nature’s capri-
ciousness and fluidity. Highest among 
human occupations was action, which 
broke the endlessly ongoing repetition 
of life and death. In ancient Greece, en-
gaging in action was the prerogative of 

nature’ to be a delusion. He did not dwell 

on the shared human ability to speak, 

but he addressed the diversity between 

ways of speaking. He did not foreground 

grammar, but semiotics. In his academic 

work, he explored what different, histori-

cally specific linguistic repertoires allowed 

people to say and what they made un-

thinkable. Take the term justice. By call-

ing for social justice, Chomsky considered 

himself a political radical, but Foucault 

did not see this as radical at all. To him 

‘justice’ was not an ideal state of affairs 

to strive for, something to realize after 

the revolution. Instead, it was a term that 

figured as an ideal within the discursive 

structures of present- day societies. The 

notion of ‘justice’ was fundamental to the 

police (both in France and the US) and to 

justice departments working to impede 

the revolution.

Nauta, operating in didactic mode, 

tried to stay neutral and explain what an-

imated both positions. He visibly enjoyed 

the task. By today’s television standards, 

his accounts are movingly longwinded. 

Camera positions, cuts made and not 

made in the filming, body language, 

clothing, hairdos, and questions from 

the audience are all also markedly out 

of date. But at the time, they were un-

surprising. At some point, Foucault, in a 

slightly patronizing, matter- of- fact tone, 

asserted that in the revolution those 

whom he called ‘the oppressed classes’ 

would ‘obviously’ use violence against 

those currently in power. Chomsky was 

taken aback, shocked. He asserted that 
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‘free men,’ who saw to it that their polis did not submit to the laws of nature 
but set its own laws. 

Once Arendt had spelled out the differences between labor, work, and ac-
tion, which in ancient Greece were performed by different social groups, she 
took the philosophical liberty of fusing them together as jointly forming ‘the 
human condition.’ In the philosophical anthropology she proposed, anthro-
pos, the human, is a hierarchical composite. Lowest in the hierarchy is an-
imal laborans — the ‘laboring animal,’ engaged in repetitious care to assure 
the food, drink, and cleanliness necessary for survival. Next comes homo 
faber — not an animal, this time, but a ‘making man,’ crafting the durable 
goods that help to safeguard humans against the perils of nature. The high-
est level in the hierarchy is the zoon politicon — the ‘political being’ whose cre-
ativity allows humans to organize themselves as a society. As the zoon politi-
con engages in action, he breaks with nature and its necessities. It is this break 
that held Arendt’s normative attention. Breaking with nature, she contended, 
marks ‘the truly human.’ Arendt criticized political theories in which the 
zoon politicon is not similarly celebrated, notably the versions of nineteenth- 
century naturalism in which Marxism is rooted. Naturalists, wrote Arendt, 
sought to escape the Cartesian dichotomy between human consciousness and 
the material world by foregrounding eating. They theorized the human as “a 
living organism, whose very survival depends upon the incorporation, the 
consumption, of outside matter.”10 In this way, the material world no longer 
opposed the ‘cogito,’ but entered the human ‘being.’ Arendt wrote that while 
this may sound tempting, it is yet another manifestation the Christian incli-
nation for granting too much importance to human life.11 Survival is not what 
makes us human; freedom is.

Like ‘the Greeks’ whom she admired, Arendt had little patience for the 
chores necessary for survival. This impatience did not clash with her own ap-
parent membership in the category of ‘women and slaves.’ Instead it fit her at-
tempts to break out of the social position accorded to ‘women.’ Arendt sought, 
in an emancipatory mode, to live and work as ‘a philosopher’ — however dif-
ficult this was for someone all too easily considered to be ‘a woman’ in the 
eyes of others. As a philosopher, Arendt sang the praises of the zoon politicon 
contra totalitarian arrangements that kept people mindlessly focused on sur-
vival. However, by the time I read her work, some twenty years later, eman-
cipatory ideals of equality between the sexes had been supplemented with 
feminist critiques on one- sidedly acclaiming the pursuits of men. Shaped by 
this new feminist ethos, I revolted against the idea of casting aside as lowly 
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the life- saving labor of people — women 
or otherwise — such as farmers, cooks, 
and cleaners. Arendt might have re-
torted that she sought to downgrade not 
some groups of people but, rather, the 
fleshy substrate of all people: “The hu-
man body, its activity notwithstanding, 
is thrown back upon itself, concentrates 
upon nothing but its own being alive, 
and remains imprisoned in its metabo-
lism of nature without ever transcend-
ing or freeing itself from the recurring 
cycle of its own functioning.”12 How-
ever, in the late 1970s, it was already too 
late to take ‘the recurring cycles of na-
ture’ for granted. These were noticeably 
under threat.13 And what, I wondered, 
would become of pleasure if ‘the body’ 
was cast as a prison from which ‘we hu-
mans’ needed to free ourselves? 

The Human Condition presents just one  
version of the hierarchical thinking 
that permeated twentieth- century phil-
osophical anthropology. In the present 
book, I will revisit a number of others. 
In this way, we may come to recognize 
the traces they have left behind in our 
present- day conceptual apparatus, in 
the ways in which we imagine what it is 
to be, to know, to do, and to relate. This 
inquiry should help us reimagine what 
those verbs might mean. But if I seek 
to escape from (some of) the theoreti-
cal hold of our philosophical ancestors, 
I do not argue that they were wrong in 
some general sense, nor that I have ac-
cess to a deeper truth that eluded them. 
Instead, I seek to situate their work in re-

he saw violence as unjust, something that, 

he underlined, he would turn against, no 

matter from whom it came. I do not re-

member whether this painful part of the 

exchange got through to me as a first- 

year student. But the academic side of 

the debate certainly caught my imagina-

tion. It struck me that rather than making 

arguments in given terms (as Chomsky 

did), philosophers could apparently also 

doubt terms (as Foucault did). They could 

put certain words between brackets, ab-

stain from using them, and instead put 

them in their historical and social con-

texts. They could willfully ignore what 

otherwise seemed self- evident and sus-

pend conclusions — even in the face of 

political urgency. Stop. Take a step back. 

For new things to happen, we might need 

to dream up new words.

Most of the sidelines in the margins 

of this book contain stories about eat-

ing that I import from the works of oth-

ers. This is to compensate for the limits of 

my own, narrowly situated, fieldwork. It 

helps to underscore, that beyond my par-

ticular field, eating takes on a myriad of 

other shapes. However, this first sideline 

does something different. It is a caveat. 

It issues a warning that in this book I will 

not address the many injustices related to 

eating, however pressing they are. Along 

with that, I will bypass all kinds of other 

inequalities between people, grouped 

along class, gender, ancestry, color, coun-

try, culture, or other lines. Injustices and 

inequalities form real enough reasons 

for concern, but the present book I have 

written as a student of Foucault, not 
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lation to the concerns they sought to address. This opens space for the ques-
tion of what alters now that different concerns come to the fore: concerns 
to do with metabolism, ecology, environmental destruction. Hence, in this 
book I do not aim to contribute to the emancipation of this or that group 
of people — farmers, cooks, or cleaners. Instead, I seek to revalue their pur-
suits, the labor relevant to survival. This I approach by unraveling (things to 
do with) ‘eating.’ Mind you, the Western philosophical tradition is not uni-
vocal, and along the way, eating has been recurrently appreciated. Take the 
nineteenth- century naturalists whom Arendt reproached for seeking to es-
cape Descartes’s binary between ego and world by attending to ego’s ingestion 
of the world. Or, for that matter, take Descartes. He may have insisted that his 
thinking (not his eating) proves his being, but in letters to his learned female 
friends, he used to dwell for pages on end on dietary advice.14 Here I will leave 
out such complexities, take shortcuts, and simplify. I do not aim to do justice 
to the philosophical anthropologists of old. Instead, I seek to recall them: to 
revisit samples of their work in order to escape from its grip. 

Facts and Norms

In philosophical anthropology, ‘the human’ was a general figure, abstracted 
from really existing ones. And although Arendt differentiated between types 
of humans, she too combined ‘free men,’ ‘craftsmen,’ and ‘women and slaves’ 
into a single entity, the human, whose condition she sought to define. In re-
sponse to this, some scholars raised the concern that leaving ‘the human’ un-
specified meant, by stealth, that only ‘the man’ was taken into account. In this 
way, philosophical anthropology concerned itself with no more than half of 
the species and elevated male standards into general ones. One author who 
voiced this concern was Frederik Buytendijk, who in the early 1950s pub-
lished a book titled (I translate from the Dutch) The Woman: Her Nature, 
Appearance, and Existence.15 The aim of the book was to give ‘the woman’ 
the recognition she deserved and to articulate her particular qualities. Buy-
tendijk mused that ‘the man,’ though difficult to know, forms a puzzle that 
can be solved, while ‘the woman’ (‘as is widely recognized’) somehow remains 
a mystery that defies knowledge. Rather than seeking to tame this mystery, 
Buytendijk said, ‘we’ would do well to stop overvaluing masculine achieve-
ments and appreciate ‘the woman’ for her distinctive, elusive traits, including 
her passivity. We know, wrote Buytendijk, that ‘the man’ realizes himself in 
his activities, in getting things done. ‘The woman,’ by contrast, has the virtue 
of staying closer to nature. Poetically speaking, she resembles a plant, most 
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notably its flowers, which graciously dis-
play their beauty. 

Not everybody welcomed this par-
ticular brand of praise. One of Buy-
tendijk’s opponents was the philoso-
pher Else Barth.16 In her thesis, written 
in the 1960s and published as a book in 
the early 1970s, Barth did not argue with 
the above (and similar) contestable dec-
larations one by one. Instead, she coun-
tered the very project of characterizing 
‘the woman.’ In doing so, she drew on 
the philosophical discipline of logic, in 
which at the time reasoning about par-
ticulars like q and p was being supple-
mented with reasoning about heteroge-
neous sets. Women, she argued, form a 
heterogeneous set and there is no logi-
cal operation that allows for the fusion 

of the varied members of such a set into a singularity that warrants the use 
of ‘the.’ The members of the class of ‘women’ do not share a long list of dis-
cernible, distinctive traits. Women only have their biological sex in common, 
nothing more. (Querying the pertinence of ‘biological sex’ came only later; 
see below.) If Buytendijk was worried that ‘the human’ was readily equated 
with ‘the man,’ Barth had another concern. This was that people classified as 
‘women’ might have to live up to fantasies about ‘the woman’ cultivated by 
the likes of Buytendijk. She was not eager to be respected for being passive 
and resembling a flower. Like others calling for emancipation, Barth wel-
comed the societal opportunities that women had just about, but only just 
about, obtained. Possibilities such as studying philosophy and becoming pro-
fessional logicians.

‘The human’ was not just a philosophical puzzle- slash- mystery, but also top-
icalized in a wide range of empirical sciences. In that arena, the question of 
how to split up ‘the human’ played out along more axes than those of two 
sexes alone. Particularly prominent were attempts to divide the single human 
species into contrasting biological races. Early on in the twentieth century, 
physical anthropologists measured physical traits, such as height, skull size, 
and facial angles.17 Some hoped their findings would allow them to differ-
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entiate between groups of people originating in different continents. Others 
worked on a smaller scale: in the Netherlands, there were attempts to differ-
entiate racially between people from different provinces or even towns. De-
spite all the effort invested in it, the project was never particularly successful 
in its own scientific terms. Even so, ‘racial difference’ was used to legitimize 
colonial rule. Then the Nazis murdered millions of people, whom they des-
ignated with racial terms as ‘Jews’ or ‘Roma.’ Afterward, ‘race’ became — in 
Europe — a forbidden word.18 In the 1950s, geneticists asserted that genetic 
variation among people did not cluster into discrete groups. The differences 
among those who allegedly belonged to ‘a race’ were as significant as the dif-
ferences between such groups. But the story did not end there. Ever more 
elaborate tools made it possible to map ever more genes, while ever more 
powerful computers allowed for ever more types of clustering. Attempts to 
classify people into biological races thus linger on, often along with out- of- 
date classificatory terms.19 At the same time, the idea that beyond their differ-
ences, humans share a common nature also endures: the discipline of genet-
ics prides itself in having mapped ‘the human genome’ as if there were only 
one. This singularization goes together with a pluralization that descends 
to level of the individual, at which genetic profiling distinguishes between 
single people on the basis of their unique genetic codes — identical twins  
exempted. 

While geneticists tried to link biological differences between groups of 
humans to their genes, epidemiologists studied how human bodies are af-
fected by their social and material surroundings. This, they hoped, would 
help in tracking down the environmental causes of disease. Research along 
these lines made it possible to conclude, for instance, that when people who 
lived at sea level traveled high up into the mountains, their hemoglobin lev-
els increased. Or that men in Japan had fewer heart attacks than their coun-
terparts in the US because the former ate a lot of fish while the latter coveted 
meat. Migrants who moved from Tokyo to New York and then adopted the 
eating habits of their new neighbors saw their chances of having a heart at-
tack increase accordingly. Women in Japan, in their turn, were far less both-
ered by menopause than their North American counterparts — maybe thanks 
to the amounts of soy they ate. All in all, the conclusion was that human bod-
ies, whatever their starting point at birth, come to differ depending on the 
circumstances in which they find themselves.20 These few sentences summa-
rize decades of research, shelves full of books, or, nowadays, servers full of 
journal articles. Here, they are meant to indicate that differentiating a single, 
categorical ‘human’ into different ‘groups of humans’ was both backed up 



14 Chapter One

and undermined, in various ways, by diverse strands of biologically oriented  
research. 

At the same time, social, linguistic, and cultural anthropologists also ex-
plored how humans may differ and what they have in common. Very roughly 
speaking: social anthropologists asserted that people gather together in so-
cieties to assure that collectively they have enough food and fluids to sub-
sist on, safe places to shelter from harsh weather and wild animals, and pro-
tection against people from other groups. If different societies functioned in 
different ways, the pertinent commonality was that all societies seek to sus-
tain themselves. Linguistic anthropologists, in their turn, differentiated be-
tween groups of people on the basis of their linguistic repertoires. Different 
ways of speaking allowed people to think and say different things. However, 
once again this also generated a commonality, the assertion that all humans 
use spoken, signed, and/or written symbols to communicate with others, 
express themselves, and arrange their affairs. Cultural anthropologists, fi-
nally, focused on a further kind of meaning- making. They gathered the sto-
ries that people tell each other as they try to get a grasp on an otherwise be-
wildering reality. Some traced commonalities between diverse foundational 
myths. Others clustered people into ‘cultures’ and cultures into ‘types’ on the 
basis of structural similarities between their folklore. In one way or another, 
all humans were taken to make sense of the world and give meaning to it.21 

There is a crucial difference between, on the one hand, all these empirical 
attempts to specify ‘the human’ and, on the other, the philosophical discus-
sions about ‘the human’ that I recall in this book. While empirical research-
ers, whatever the differences among them, shared the ambition to represent 
reality as it is, philosophy took itself to be a normative endeavor. It did not 
represent reality, but instead sought to qualify it, judge it, critique it. Take 
once again The Human Condition. If, in it, Arendt claimed that ‘the human’ 
is a zoon politicon, she did not ascertain a fact, but proposed a counterfactual. 
Exactly because so many people were not particularly interested in politics, 
Arendt insisted that political is how a proper human should be. She consid-
ered the reality she witnessed around her to fall short of the standards it was 
meant to meet. Empirical sciences were not supposed to be similarly nor-
mative, which is why Arendt called them ‘shallow.’ She asserted that in rep-
resenting reality, scientists merely repeat it, while philosophy is able to offer 
more, that is, critique. Buytendijk was deliberately normative as well. He ar-
gued against the elevation of male traits to standards for ‘the human.’ In his 
book, he engaged in a dialogue with Simone de Beauvoir, who in The Second 
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Sex, published a few years earlier, had also insisted that ‘the human’ does not 
come in one sex only. But if Buytendijk gracefully accepted some of De Beau-
voir’s points, he passionately turned against her emancipatory call for wom-
en’s equality with men. This, he argued, unwittingly left ‘the male’ intact as a 
standard. ‘The woman’ deserved her own standards.

It is easy to understand that Barth was not enthused about the particular 
standards that Buytendijk proposed. After all, if ‘the woman’ was to be beau-
tiful and passive like a flower, Barth would be disqualified in one way or an-
other. Either her sharp reasoning meant she was not a true woman, or her be-
ing a woman meant she could not be a true philosopher. Such judgments the 
empirical sciences emphatically hoped to avoid. For them, someone who did 
not fit the rules did not commit a transgression but constituted an anomaly. 
Anomalies were not be corrected; rather, they suggested that the theory stip-
ulating the regularities had to be adapted. Hence, confronted with ‘women 
philosophers,’ an ideal- type empirical researcher should have concluded that 
Buytendijk’s assertion that ‘the woman’ is ‘beautiful and passive like a flower’ 
is simply not true. Thus, the word true shifts its location. It no longer belongs 
to a person who (being a philosopher) is not a true woman, or who (being a 
woman) is not a true philosopher. Instead, it now pertains to a sentence (‘the 
woman’ resembles a flower) that is not true (given the existence of women 
philosophers). In short, while philosophy cherished its norms over reality, the 
sciences had to adapt their propositions to reality. This meant that these two 
research styles did not combine. Scholars were warned never to mix them 
up. The is of empirical studies and the ought at stake in philosophy had to be 
kept apart. Empirical researchers needed to see to it that societal or personal 
norms did not unduly color their facts; philosophers encouraged each other 
to go beyond the facts. Only a transcendental position, they agreed, made 
it possible to gain distance from immanent realities and be critical of them. 
This, then, is the contrast between ‘empirical’ and ‘philosophy’ that dissipated 
in the ostensible oxymoron ‘empirical philosophy.’ 

Philosophy down to Earth 

Twentieth- century philosophy had normative ambitions. As the sciences, 
in their own different ways, sought to establish empirical facts, philosophy 
granted itself the task of transcending those facts.22 This task was divided 
between different branches of philosophy, which each tackled its own set of 
normative questions. Logic asked how to reason well, political theory how to 
achieve a just society, epistemology how to know well, ethics how to live well, 
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and aesthetics sought to define beauty. Normative questions were to be an-
swered not by attending to empirical realities, but by engaging in abstract rea-
soning and rational argumentation. That was the idea. But all along, that idea 
was contested. Diverse scholars interfered in diverse ways with the divide be-
tween immanent and transcendent, empirical and philosophical. In this way, 
gradually, empirical philosophy emerged. I use the term here as per the sug-
gestion of the Dutch philosopher Lolle Nauta, who used it for the research 
that, in the late 1980s, he allowed his PhD students (including me) to do un-
der his critical guidance.23 To give a sense of the intellectual ancestry of the 
genre, I will cut a trail that starts with Wittgenstein’s undermining the idea 
that proper reasoning depends on clearly defined concepts. The trail then 
shifts to Foucault’s attack on the notion of counterfactual norms and presents 
Nauta’s detection of empirical realities in philosophical classics. Afterward, it 
moves on to Lakoff and Johnson’s demonstration that metaphors form a great 
conduit for such realities, and finally arrives at Serres’s idea that alternative 
empirical configurations may inspire alternative theoretical tropes. This trail 
is not meant to serve as a historical overview; it is cut with the purpose of in-
troducing the research techniques at work in the present book. 

To reason well, or so a wide range of twentieth- century philosophers stipu-
lated, one must start by properly defining one’s concepts. It has to be clear 
what exactly particular terms do and do not allude to. Wittgenstein under-
scored this normative position when, in his Tractatus Logico- Philosophus, he 
wrote, “The whole sense of the book might be summed up in the following 
words: what can be said at all can be said clearly, and what we cannot talk 
about we must pass over in silence.” In the decades that followed its publica-
tion, Wittgenstein spent a long time outside academia, and once he returned, 
it was this very phrase that he began to hollow out. Why, he asked, do phi-
losophers spend so much effort on clearly outlining their concepts, while 
elsewhere, in ordinary settings, people manage very well without concep-
tual precision? If two friends play a game of tennis in the morning and one 
of chess in the afternoon, they do not need to wonder what exactly the word 
game refers to. What is more, in ordinary practices, words often do not refer 
at all. Rather than functioning as a label, they form part the action. Take two 
builders. If one of them yells “Stone!” to the other, he is not denoting an ob-
ject, but giving an order: “Hand me that stone!” Spoken in another tone of 
voice, this same word “stone” might be a request: “Could you hand me that 
stone, please?” Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, published in 1955, 
is packed with such ultrashort stories about ordinary events which succinctly 



 Empirical Philosophy 17

convey his theoretical messages. Taken together, they undermine the idea 
that normative rules for the use of language add something significant to the 
practices that elude them.24 

Wittgenstein’s stories are quasi- ethnographic snapshots of ordinary language 
use. They show that such language use does not meet the standards of clar-
ity and consistency, but that this does not mean things necessarily fall apart in 
practice. People get by very well with fuzzy and adaptable speech. Hence, or 
so Wittgenstein argued, the norms of ‘proper language use’ that philosophers 
try to erect are superfluous. They have nothing of value to add to a reality that 
does not take heed of them. In the work of Michel Foucault, empirical studies 
were made to do philosophical work in a different way. Foucault did not say 
that the norms dreamed up by philosophers have little salience for social prac-
tices. Instead, he argued that the norms that philosophers take to be transcen-
dental are always already part of the society from which they emerge. Hence, 
they are not counterfactual, but belong to the same discursive field as the re-
alities they are meant to critique. Foucault supported his arguments with de-
tailed empirical studies of French historical archives. Drawing on these, he 
demonstrated that over the last few centuries conceptual repertoires, social 
institutions, and material arrangements had been formed and transformed 
together. Norms came and went as part of discourses, that is along with the 
socio- material configurations that they helped to foster and legitimate. 

A particular norm that Foucault worked on was that of ‘normality.’ He 
pointed out that in modern societies populations are governed not just by 
means of lawlike rules set by kings or governments, but also through di-
visions between ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ made by professionals — from lin-
guists to physicians. While people who transgress rules may be punished for 
this, people who do not meet standards of normality instead try to improve 
themselves to avoid ending up in the margins. People from the French prov-
inces learn to speak ‘normal French’ and submit themselves to standards de-
cided on by a Parisian committee of experts. If they maintain their local lin-
guistic variety, they remain stuck in the provinces. By analogy, if people are 
sick or insane, they tend to seek out professionals for advice, pills, therapy, or 
some other intervention, hoping that this will return them to normality. The 
norms of grammar, health, and sanity are therefore far from counterfactual. 
They do not afford critical distance so much as they allow for the normalizing 
governance of populations.25 What follows? Foucault’s analyses have widely 
been read as pessimistic declarations that, in one way or another, the doings 
of people in modern societies are all firmly disciplined. End of story. How-
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ever, Foucault’s work may also be read as an activist call to escape. Or, as he 
put it in an often- quoted phrase (for which I cannot find the reference): “My 
job is making windows where there were once walls.” If historical investiga-
tions show that things used to be otherwise, this offers the promise that they 
might become different again. And maybe they already are, somewhere else. 
As criticism is inevitably caught in the terms of those being criticized, it may 
be wiser to go out, run, play. Experiment with alternatives. 

Hence, while Wittgenstein undermined the salience of crafting transcendental 
norms, Foucault cast doubt on their transcendence. And while Wittgenstein 
recounted anecdotes from everyday life to show that language- in- practice 
does not bow to philosophical norms, Foucault used archival materials to 
demonstrate that norms do not oppose the societies in which they occur, but 
help to sustain them. Another way to undermine the idea that philosophical 
notions reside in the transcendental realm was to show that philosophical 
treatises inevitably contain traces of the empirical realities relevant to their 
authors. Lolle Nauta called these exemplary situations. He adapted this term 
from the exemplars about which Thomas Kuhn wrote when describing how 
scientific knowledge is taught. When students learn about Newtonian phys-
ics, Kuhn contended, they are provided not just with wide- ranging theories, 
but also with exemplary demonstrations. To get a grasp on what ‘gravity’ en-
tails, they are shown a ball that rolls down an inclined plane; to gain a sense 
of ‘force,’ they observe a demonstration of a spring pulled out of shape and 
then returning to its former position.26 By analogy, or so Nauta proposed, 
philosophical texts become easier to understand if we dig out the empirical 
incidents that inform them. If Sartre wrote that ‘the human’ is a stranger to 
other humans, Nauta suggested that the exemplary situation behind this was 
a Parisian sidewalk cafe where solitary people sip coffee or pastis while eying 
strangers. Similarly, while philosophers used to read Locke as an author who 
wrote about ‘property’ in the abstract, attending to the empirical realities at 
stake showed that his concerns were rather practical: Could English gentle-
men own land in North America? When Locke argued that land ownership 
follows from working the land, and that the way Native Americans lived off 
the land did not count as ‘working,’ he was defending his personal right to 
own property in the colonies.27

Exemplary situations may infiltrate philosophical texts in many ways. 
They may travel along with an evocative term, as they do when Sartre writes 
about ‘strangers’; or they may hide in a concern, as they do in the case of 
Locke’s musings about property. Metaphors form another possible conduit. 
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Take the famous ‘argument is war,’ which forms the opening case in George 
Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s book Metaphors We Live By.28 Philosophers used 
to present their preferred conversational format, that of ‘rational argumen-
tation,’ as a peaceful alternative to violence. But, Lakoff and Johnson pointed 
out, they talked about it in bellicose terms. One may win or lose an argument, 
attack an opponent, defend oneself against such an attack, be more or less tac-
tical or devise a long- term strategy. After a lecture presented in a philosophy 
department, the discussion period was opened with an inviting ‘shoot!’ The 
metaphorical transposition of war language into argumentative settings is 
not just a verbal ploy. Philosophers did not just talk about winning an argu-
ment; they also avidly tried to win — for losing, they feared, would turn them 
into losers. That is to say: this metaphorical register was at work in depart-
ments of philosophy around 1980 and not just in the US, where Metaphors 
We Live By was published that year. I remember all too well how it also per-
meated intellectual practices in the Netherlands. This has changed. These 
days, academic conversations are no longer primarily staged as quasi- wars, 
fights over which univocal truth deserves to rule. Instead, they are cast as a 
matter of exchanging ideas, as if the academy is a marketplace where goods 
are bought and sold. Ownership has become important. For instance, behind 
crucial terms in a text, the name of an author may get added in parentheses: 
“(Foucault, 1973).” In this way ideas become intellectual property, to be pro-
tected by trademarks. A remarkable shift it is, and it provides another exam-
ple of an empirical reality that speaks from ways of wording and their meta-
phorical resonances.

The empirical realities embedded in philosophical theories may also take 
the shape of traveling models. The work of Michel Serres provides endless 
examples of this. For instance, Serres has pointed out that Western philoso-
phy is infused with models of stable, solid structures, while lacking in fluid or 
fire- like equivalents.29 As part of this, there is an investment in transitive rela-
tions that may be thought of as modeled on wooden boxes. If box A is bigger 
than box B, then B fits into A and not the other way around. But if A and B 
are bags made of cloth then B, the smaller one, may hold a folded A inside it. 
This means that cloth offers a model for intransitive relations. Or take time 
as an example. This is imagined in a linear way as stretched out along a solid 
ruler: the present has left the past behind, while the future is still to come. 
But what, or so Serres proposed, if we were to model time on a handkerchief? 
When the handkerchief is stretched out flat, once again the past is over and 
the time ahead has not yet imposed itself. But a handkerchief may also be 
crumpled up, this suggests that the past may still be at work in the here and 
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now, while the future may be acute, threatening or calling. A final example, 
should philosophers define concepts in a clear and distinct way? Wittgenstein 
said that in ordinary practices people get by very well without such solidity. 
Serres, in his turn, wondered about the effects of hardening concepts: this, he 
said, stifles thinking. Reflections become subtler when their terms are supple; 
philosophy is more versatile when ways of wording are allowed to transform 
viscously. In a turn against an excess of solidity, Serres proposed alternative 
models to think with: muddy places where water and land mix, clouds first 
forming and then dissipating into rain, curving paths that twist and turn, fires 
that consume what they encounter.

Serres is inventive. He does not just indicate the empirical realities em-
bedded in existing theories: he ‘goes out to play.’ He leaves ordinary practices, 
historical narratives, vested exemplary situations, well- worn metaphors, and 
solid models behind and experiments with alternatives. In this way, new 
things get articulated. These ‘new things’ are not better in any absolute or 
transcendental sense. They do not ultimately fit standards for proper philos-
ophy that his predecessors failed to meet. Instead, they allow for other things 
to be remarked on, and they speak to different concerns. This way of work-
ing forms a source of inspiration for the present book. Twentieth- century 
philosophical anthropology fostered the hope that the ability to think and 
engage in conversations might help humans to rise above physical violence. 
But in thus celebrating rationality, philosophical anthropology downgraded 
physical labor and elevated humans above other creatures. This does not help 
when we seek to address concerns pertaining to ecological fragility. The An-
thropocene requires us to revisit what we make of anthropos. Our theories 
are in dire need of other terms. Serres played with cloths, fluids, and fires as 
alternative models with which to think.30 My theoretical inspiration in this 
book comes, by contrast and complement, from diverse exemplary situations 
that all have to do with eating. 

Empirical Multiplicity 

When the divide between them is bridged, when empirical and philosophy are 
pasted together, this transforms them both. Philosophy, as I just recounted, 
is brought down to earth. It is prompted to take lessons from ordinary prac-
tices; it is situated in the societal setting from which it emerged; and it may 
be read as infused with immanent exemplars, metaphors, and models. In line 
with this, reading philosophical texts no longer stands in contrast to probing 
historic archives or doing ethnographic research, but becomes its own kind of 



 Empirical Philosophy 21

empirical inquiry. At the same time, engaging in empirical inquiry changes, 
too, and that alteration forms the topic of the present section. The short ver-
sion is that doing research is no longer understood as learning about a reality 
that passively waits to be represented. Instead, the reality under study shifts 
and changes depending on the intricacies of the study. Different operation-
alizations bring to bear different versions of reality. There are diverse stories 
to tell about this transformation. The one that I have on offer here starts once 
again with Wittgenstein and his call to learn from the ways in which language 
is used in ordinary practices. It then moves on to Foucault’s insistence on di-
vergence between discourses. Finally, I will exemplify what it means to say 
that reality is multiple by coming back, as promised, to the idea that women 
‘have only their biological sex in common.’ Biological sex, indeed, is not just 
one thing; it comes in different versions.

Back to the beginning. While at first Wittgenstein contributed to the search 
for solid concepts, his later work demonstrated that, in ordinary practice, 
people get by very well with fluid terms. What did that mean for empiri-
cal research? While philosophers had thought that they needed solid con-
cepts to reason well, empirical researchers called on solid concepts to ensure 
that dispersed findings could be added together into a coherent whole. They 
feared that loosening up on conceptual rigor would lead on to fragmentation. 
Based on the insights he gained by analyzing ordinary practices, Wittgenstein 
suggested that between firm coherence and radical fragmentation, there are 
looser ways of hanging together. Among these are, for instance, the language 
games that stipulate the use of words in a given practice. When two friends 
are playing chess, the word king evokes a piece on their chessboard; when 
they talk politics, the word king recalls a head of state. These are seriously 
different kings, but this does not lead to confusion. After all, between playing 
chess and talking politics, the two friends shift language games. In one case, 
the word king is part of a linguistic repertoire that also includes board, pawn, 
and checkmate; in the other, other relevant terms are constitution and good 
governance. If research rules impose the use of uniform concepts, this means 
that some language games triumph and others are silenced. Whatever does 
not fit the winning definition cannot be articulated.

If Wittgenstein’s language games are tied to practices, Foucault’s discourses 
include the societal conditions of possibility that allowed for their emergence 
and their salience. For instance, by the mid- twentieth century, the French law 
treated men who had sex with men as criminals, while, according to psychi-
atry, they suffered from a neurosis. The juridical system dreamed up punish-
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ments for offenders; psychiatric clinics offered treatments meant to transform 
effeminate deviants into real men. (Incidentally: since gay men were consid-
ered to be effeminate they, quite like women, always risked, if outed, being 
disqualified as philosophers.) But though legal and psychiatric discourses 
varied, both discredited male homosexuality and wished it away. Foucault, 
seeking to underline that this was not self- evident, presented a contrasting 
discourse that he found reading ancient Greek sources. Interestingly, these 
sources appeared to celebrate sex between men. What is more, they did not 
cast men who engaged in homosexual acts as effeminate. A man’s masculin-
ity depended not on whom he had sex with, but on how much sex he had. 
The proper masculine thing to do, no matter with whom one did it, was to 
refrain from overdoing it. Whether a free man lay with women, slaves, or 
young boys, he was supposed to be moderate. Foucault’s conclusion was that 
neither ‘homosexuality’ nor ‘masculinity’ are stable configurations. They are 
understood and lived in different ways from one era to another. Holding up 
moderation as a masculine virtue inspires different sexual practices than (le-
gally) forbidding gay sex or (psychiatrically) taking heterosexuality to be an 
instantiation of normality.31 

Hence, each in his own way, both Wittgenstein and Foucault suggested 
that diverse socio- material formations and ways of using words make di-
verse ‘realities’ possible. Along with the work of many kindred authors, this 
inspired new ways of understanding the sciences. Here scientific meddling 
with the difference between the sexes may serve as an example. When, in the 
1960s, Else Barth turned against stereotypes of ‘the woman,’ she proposed 
that ‘women’ have only their biological sex in common. But do they? When 
reexamined this appeared to be an all- too- simple way of putting it. For ‘bi-
ological sex’ means something different in the language games of diverse bi-
ological disciplines, or, in other terms, is ordered differently in concurrent 
biomedical discourses. Take anatomy and endocrinology.32 Anatomy depends 
on the practice of cutting up corpses in order to visually inspect their insides. 
In line with this, it suggests that the sex of bodies may be read from the spa-
tial arrangement of their organs: a woman has a womb, a vagina, labia, and 
breasts. In endocrinology, by contrast, biochemical techniques are used to 
measure hormone levels in blood drawn from living people. The definition 
of woman now depends on levels of estrogen and progesterone that, between 
menarche and menopause, change in rhythmic alternation. These versions of 
reality do not necessarily add up: a person may have a womb but low levels 
of estrogen; or her breasts may have been removed, while her menstruation 
is still regular. As a technique for contraception, anatomy suggests the use of 
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condoms or diaphragms to block the passage of swimming sperm. Endocri-
nology, by contrast, offers ‘the pill,’ which contains hormones that interfere 
with the gestation of eggs. Hence, anatomy and endocrinology do not simply 
represent ‘biological sex’ differently. They also interfere with women, men, 
and heterosexual practices in different ways.33 

This, then, is the particular way of understanding ‘empirical’ that em-
pirical philosophy allowed for. The term empirical does not call up a uni-
vocal reality that the sciences represent in complementary ways. Instead, 
different knowledge practices interfere with reality in contrasting ways. Dis-
ciplines like anatomy and endocrinology may well share the term woman, 
but the term evokes different realities. Between these realities there are both 
tensions and interdependencies — in other words, reality is multiple.34 This 
means that stating, or denying, in general that women have their ‘biological 
sex’ in common becomes rather vacuous. Instead, the issue arises as to which 
specific version of sex is realized, where, and to what effect? What do various 
branches of biomedicine depend on, orchestrate into being, or push aside? 
Along with these questions, normativity comes down to earth. It no longer 
resides in a transcendental realm of counterfactuals, nor is it flattened out by 
indisputable factuality. Instead, it resides in the contrasts between different 
ways of ordering, different versions of reality, all equally immanent. Critique 
takes a different shape: one mode of ordering may come to figure as the coun-
terfactual of another. In the absence of an external, transcendental, position, 
normative questions cannot be answered in absolute terms. But they can still 
be asked. Not just by philosophers, in the abstract, but concretely, here, now, 
by everyone engaged in a particular practice.35 

Eating

While in this book I recall philosophical anthropology — remembering it so 
as to interfere with it — I take inspiration from eating. But what is eating? 
Like ‘king,’ ‘man,’ or ‘woman,’ eating is not just a single thing. The word fig-
ures in diverse language games; the activity is shaped differently in different 
discourses. Eating comes in versions. This book, then, will not reveal what 
eating really is. Instead, I will work with selected versions of eating, hand-
picked to serve my theoretical purposes. While musing about eating in the-
ory for years on end, I have ethnographically studied situations of eating in a 
range of sites. Most of my fieldwork I did in places I could easily reach by bi-
cycle or train from the urban settings in the Netherlands where I have been 
living all this time. In health care facilities, I learned that eating may be dif-
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ficult to do if one has no appetite or a hard time swallowing. In laboratories, 
I came across versions of eating that included ingesting nutrients, savoring 
flavors, or feeling satisfaction. In restaurants, I ate foods from diverse cui-
sines. In conferences, I heard speakers argue about the health effects of dif-
ferent foods, or deplore the depletion of earthly resources. And so on. I also 
learned a great deal from reading diverse literatures pertaining to food and/or  
eating (see for this and other scholarly relations the references in the end-
notes!).36 Thanks to a generous grant from the European Union, I worked 
with a team of spirited colleagues who were studying eating in yet more sites 
and situations. From them I learned about mundane tasting, global hunger, 
excretion, avoiding food waste, irrigation, kitchen fats, earthworms, and at-
tempts to lose weight. Putting our newly gained insights together during 
team lunches, dinners, and seminars, we gradually developed a kaleidoscopic 
understanding of ‘eating’ as a composite- in- tension. In this book I draw from 
this composite, time and again, whatever allows me to interfere in vested un-
derstandings of ‘the human.’ 

The field research on which this book depends concerns all kinds of peo-
ple eating, and in a few cases nonhuman creatures too. At the same time, 
I shamelessly write about my own eating. In part, this is a methodological 
shortcut. Me- the- eater allowed me- the- researcher easy access to all kinds of 
details that would be otherwise difficult to study. However, my use of the first 
person singular I is also a play on the tradition of philosophical anthropol-
ogy. The philosophical anthropologists whose work I seek to recall, wrote I 
in order to take a first- person perspective. They prioritized the subject posi-
tion because they were concerned about the ways in which both natural and 
social sciences studied people from the outside, as if they were objects. Their 
particular I was meant to be a tenacious reminder that ‘the human’ forms the 
center of his (maybe a sic again?) own individual experiences. Hence, when 
philosophical anthropologists wrote I, their story was not meant to be about 
themselves, but instead to have universal salience. Their topic was the sub-
ject. My topic is not the subject at all — there is no such thing. When I write 
about my eating, I seek to underline once more the specificity of every eater. 
My eating is marked by such idiosyncrasies as a reliable university salary, ac-
cess to well- stocked shops, modest but sufficient cooking skills, and a taste for 
a few comforting food repertoires. Other people eat different foods, in differ-
ent ways, with different costs to themselves and their surroundings. Sociol-
ogy has ample categorizations on offer to pin down the differences between 
‘me’ and ‘other people.’ These make it possible to write that we match or differ 
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in class, gender, nationality, ethnicity, dis/abilities, and so on. Here, I will ab-
stain from using these categories. I do not want to import them from the set-
tings where they were coined and impose them on the materials I gathered. 
Sometimes they fit the eating practices I write about, but sometimes they do 
not. It would be possible to consider their pertinence in each case again, but 
that would readily derail this book and turn it into a different one.37 Above, I 
wrote that I am not out to emancipate oppressed groups of people, but hope, 
in a feminist mode, to revalue the denigrated pursuits of those who engage 
in life- sustaining labor. In line with that, my empirical interest is also not in 
people and the differences and similarities between them. It is, instead, in eat-
ing practices that, when analyzed afresh, are theoretically salient. 

The I in the pages of this book, then, does not evoke a universal sub-
ject, nor does it stand in for a focal point at the intersection of well- vested 
sociological categories. Instead it is a reminder of the specificity and situat-
edness of each and every eater. That this particular ‘I’ frequently is ‘me’ and 
that, at least in some ways, the author and exemplified eater in this volume 
share quite some overlap is rather arbitrary. It is a methodologically conve-
nient incident.38 One last caveat for now. This book is called Eating in The-
ory. But that does not mean that I have an alternative theory of eating on of-
fer, let alone an alternative overall theory. The theory relevant to this project 
is not a grand scheme that holds smaller elements together in the way a large 
wooden box may hold smaller wooden boxes. It is rather like a cloth that may 
be wrapped around or, alternatively, is folded within what is being said and 
done. It is a repository of metaphors to write in, models to think with, ways 
of speaking and forms of responding. It is a style. It does not hover above the 
social sciences and the humanities, but allows for them. It affords them. This 
is not the kind of theory that one may build from scratch or transform in to-
tal, but it is still possible to interfere with it. That is what I set out to do here. 
I use stories about situations of eating to shake up prevailing understandings 
of being, knowing, doing, and relating in which a hierarchical version of ‘the 
human’ goes into hiding. Mind you, these interferences are just a beginning. 
They only become relevant if you happen to find them inspiring, run with 
them, and put one or two of them to work in your own writing.
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