Conference proposal on food journeys.

From Survival to Artisan: The Social, Cultural, and Historical Journey of Harp Seal Meat.
Anthropologists are arguably well placed to develop policy involving food, nutrition and health. Recent works in this field have begun to demonstrate the increasing value of food as a device through which it is possible to examine cultural and social change. By following the journey of Harp seal meat, procured, prepared and consumed on The North West Atlantic Coast, this paper seeks to draw the attention to the connections between food, culture, politics and economics. Harp Seal meat has been recorded as being consumed by the Inuit community since the 11th century. Its nutritional value is ideally suited to the harsh climate of the Arctic regions, and the customs and beliefs attached to its consumption reflect upon the multiple regimes of value it holds within the Inuit community. However, in the middle of the 20th century, animal welfare and environmentalist made intense objections to the hunting of Harp seals leading to a reshaping of the hunting and trading practices. This intervention resulted in great hardship for the Inuit community, leaving up to 70% of families in food poverty. The tensions surrounding the Harp seal journey have been further complicated by political and economic attempts to assimilate Inuit communities into western culture, thereby leaving them in a ‘half world’. This paper recognises the power dynamics at play, and how they shift between the superior knowledge of the Inuit hunters and the capitalist models of the West, whilst seeking to explore both sides of the argument.  The many questions raised by this paper around heritage food and world markets, are further obfuscated by the most recent part of the Harp seal meat journey, which is its introduction into western restaurant menus as an artisan dish. Seal meat has recently begun to appear on the menu of gastropubs as far afield as Toronto and Quebec, creating a new distinction for the food of seal meat and its new consumers. Whilst acknowledging there is some subtle subversion held by the Inuit due to their knowledge of the procurement and production of seal meat, this paper supports the argument that the economic and political power is held overwhelmingly by its new consumers, who reflect the political and economic roles that harp seal meat now encompasses.  What this paper seeks to conclude is that by following the historic and contemporary movements of Harp seal meat, and by focusing on the centrality of its preparation, consumption, and its prominence in various cultural roles, it would be reasonable to suggest that food journeys expose a wider reflection of the political, economic and cultural interpretations they encounter, and that foodstuff journeys therefore make a useful resource for the discipline of anthropology.
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