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Chapter 1: History and Evolution of Food 

 

Introduction 

Human nutrition has evolved greatly throughout history. It first depended on 

nature and survival, then it was transformed through agriculture, techniques, and 

cultures. 

Understanding this evolution makes it possible to analyze current eating 

practices and identify major challenges : health, food safety, and sustainability. 

1. Food in Prehistoric Times 

At that time, humans were hunter-gatherers. 

• They consumed what they could find: fruits, roots, seeds, meat, fish. 

• Diet varied according to seasons and environment. 

• The discovery of fire was a major revolution: 

– cooking food, 

– improved digestibility, 

– reduced risks linked to microbes. 

Example: Cooked meat is more tender and easier to digest than raw meat. 

2. Agricultural Revolution and Sedentarization 

With agriculture and livestock farming, humans began to produce their own 

food. 

• Main crops: wheat, rice, barley. 

• Beginning of sedentary life: villages, food surpluses. 

• Development of food processing: bread, cheese, beer. 

• Food also became a social and economic factor (exchange, trade). 

3. Antiquity and the Middle Ages 

During these periods: 

• Introduction of new foods: olive oil, wine, spices, sugar. 

• Social inequalities: white bread for the rich, brown bread for the common 

people. 

• Beginning of large-scale trade: coffee, cocoa, rice, and sugar circulated 

between continents. 

Example: Spices such as cinnamon or pepper were very rare and very expensive 

in Europe. 
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4. Industrial Revolution (18th – 19th centuries) 

With the Industrial Revolution: 

• Production became mass-based thanks to machines. 

• Major innovations: 

– canned food (appertization), 

– refrigeration. 

• Development of transportation and international trade. 

• But also: first food safety problems (frauds, poisonings). 

Example: In the 19th century, milk diluted with water was sold in some cities → 

caused intoxications. 

5. Contemporary Food 

Today, food is influenced by globalization. 

• Wide variety of foods from all over the world. 

• Growth of processed products (biscuits, sodas, fast food). 

• New problems: 

– obesity and malnutrition, 

– chronic diseases linked to diet, 

– pollution and food waste. 

• Possible solutions : 

– organic farming, 

– short supply chains (direct sales from producer to consumer), 

– healthier and more sustainable diets. 

Example: In some countries, consumers prefer local and fresh products to avoid 

overly processed foods. 

Conclusion 

From prehistory to the present day, food has evolved from mere survival to 

complexity. It is now connected to culture, health, economy, and the 

environment. Understanding this evolution is essential for shaping the future of 

food systems. 
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