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INTRODUCTION

EXPLORING MODERN FOODWAYS: HISTORY,
NATURE, AND CULTURE IN THE BALTIC
STATES

Diana Mincyte and Ulrike Plath

In her article about food practices in Italy, Alison Leitch (2003) argues that the
burgeoning interest in gastronomy has become a medium through which the public
expresses deeply seated concerns with the shifting political, economic, and industrial
order in Europe. If Leitch is correct about the importance of food culture, then what
do culinary practices in the Baltic States tell us about life, culture, identities, and
historical memory in the region? How can a closer look at kitchens, tastes, and
changing shopping habits in three Baltic nations illuminate experiences and practices of
living, eating, and working in this part of the world today and historically?

The purpose of this special issue is to explore the above questions by looking at
the changing foodways in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania in the twentieth and at the
beginning of the twenty-first centuries. Selected from a large pool of proposals, the
articles featured in this issue examine the ways in which ethnic, national, and class
boundaries were both maintained and transgressed through diets, how agro-food
systems were transformed through imperial encounters and national regimes, and
how identities were reinvented through food procurement at different historical
junctures. At the same time, the authors have been careful not to reduce food to a
mere lens through which to study social history, politics, and culture (Gille 2009). For
them, food in-and-of itself is an embodied practice and lived experience, constituting a
material link between the human body and the environment. Following this approach,
this special issue speaks directly to the growing interdisciplinary body of scholarship
that places food in larger environmental and historical cycles, taking seriously Donald
Worster’s maxim that environmental history goes through one’s belly (Mink 2009).

This collection of articles builds on and contributes to the long scholarly tradition of
studying food and everyday life in the region. Much like in the rest of the European
academy, such studies have tended to follow four distinct disciplinary tracks, including
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ethnological tradition, historical research, literary studies, and a combination of social
science approaches, including anthropology, geography, political science, and sociology.

Ethnologists and folklorists were first in their efforts to systematically collect,
document, and analyze local food practices since the early twentieth century. In the
spirit of national movements, they were primarily concerned with preserving what
they considered as the relics of early national traditions of the peasants, turning a blind
eye on modernization of food culture in and around multicultural towns. Despite these
limitations, it is thanks to these ethnological expeditions that we are left with a
plethora of artifacts, drawings, photographs, voice recordings, and copious notes
providing a glimpse into the everyday life of rural houscholds (Dunduliené 1963;
Moora 2007; Troska and Viires 2008). Today, scholars continue working with these
archives in efforts to draw new connections and explore topics such as changing berry-
picking conventions in modern Estonia (Bardone and Pungas-Kohv, this issue).

Unlike ethnologists and folklorists, historians have been more concerned with how
food cultures of all classes relate to cultural, economic, technological, and climatic
changes, and particular historical events (Plath 2012). They have examined such topics
as, for example, food assistance during the bouts of famine in the seventeenth through
nineteenth centuries (Liiv 1938; Seppel 2008), alcohol production and consumption
practices in the context of industrialization in the region (Astrauskas 2008), and the
importance of food substitutes in the culinary networks tying the Baltics and the rest of
the world (Plath 2008). In this context, maritime endeavors have been of particular
significance because they opened the gates to faster cultural exchanges, as shown by
the historians of Medieval Livonia (Pdltsam-Jirjo 2012, 2013; Mand 2012; Sillasoo
2013) and those studying the twentieth century (Tidr and Stern, this issue).

More recently, a new generation of literary scholars have started to publish
textual and narrative analyses of fiction, memoirs, and other literary texts on food
culture, combining ethnological, historical, and semiotic approaches under the
umbrella of cultural studies. Such analyses include studies of the printed cookbooks
(Dumpe 1998; Viires 1985), studies of food terminology (Mincyté 2011; Paskevica
2012), interpretative and discursive analyses of literary works of art (Plath 2013; Ross
2012), and the textual examination of the popular press (Tiiiir and Stern, this issue).
Among literary scholars, there is also a growing interest in studying the role of food in
biographies, memoirs, and life stories (Kurvet-Kaosaar, this issue).

The fourth line of inquiry combines a swath of studies that have drawn on
ethnographic field methods to examine Baltic food practices in the backdrop of
ongoing globalization, liberalization, and austerity politics. Often relying on Marxian
critiques of capitalism, this scholarship is anchored in the debates about food produc-
tion, consumption, and distribution cycles (McMichael 2009; DuPuis and Goodman
2005) and has engaged in the burgeoning discussions about post-socialism. Examples
include inquiries into the formation of consumer society in eastern Europe (Caldwell
2011; Vonderau 2010; Knudsen Harboe, this issue; Trenouth and Tisenkopfs, this
issue), experiences of injustice, power and disempowerment (Dunn 2005; Gille 2011;
Klumbyté 2009; Aistara, this issue), national identity construction and reproduction
(Lankauskas 2002; Vosu and Kannike 2011), and the social and material embeddedness
of food practices in the historical and spatial junctions (Blumberg, this issue; Aistara

2014).
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Despite the shared interest in food-related topics, however, there are surprisingly
little exchanges spanning the four research traditions surveyed above. This might be
due to the institutionalization of disciplinary boundaries that make it difficult to
develop sustained intellectual conversations, but also because there have been few
venues for the scholars from the disparate fields to build productive collaborative
relations. In this sense, this special issue is one of the first attempts to showcase the
range and depth of Baltic food studies and create a space for interdisciplinary
exchanges.

The diverse disciplinary backgrounds of contributors to this special issue address
these goals. Ester Bardone draws on the ethnological approaches, while Leena Kurvet-
Kaosaar contributes a literary perspective. Karl Stern is an economic historian who
collaborates with ecosemiotician Kadri Tiiir. Two other authors — Renata Blumberg
and Piret Pungas-Kohv — are geographers. Ida Harboe Knudsen is trained in anthro-
pology, while Guntra Aistara, also an anthropologist, brings a strong grounding in
environmental studies. Sociologists Talis Tisenkopfs and Lani Trenouth are already
familiar names in the sociology of food and agriculture in Europe. In each case, the
authors have worked to transcend the bounds of their disciplinary backgrounds by
engaging the works from other fields in rethinking the role of food in their Baltic
history, culture, and daily life.

Contributions and Shared Themes

The special issue opens with two articles that link contemporary food production and
consumption experiences in the Baltic States with the history and memory of social-
ism. Focusing on small-scale, non-industrial food economies, both papers show that
the socialist past casts a long shadow over how people in the Baltics construct
meanings of food justice, locavorism, and ethical eating today. The first article by
Guntra Aistara questions the assumptions behind what constitutes “good, clean, and
fair” food in alternative food economies embodied in such initiatives as the Slow Food
movement and Fair Trade networks. Aistara argues that because these values have
been coded in transnational certifications, they have come to contradict and even
undermine the moral orientation, rural livelihood, and economic realities in post-
socialist Latvia. Similarly, focusing on three markets in Vilnius, Renata Blumberg’s
analysis contests common assumptions that farmers’ markets operate as sites for
reconnecting and reimbedding food in local communities. Relying on ethnographic
fieldwork, Blumberg sees farmers’ markets as part of a larger retail sector shaped by
the peculiarities of the post-socialist experience.

The following two articles take us back to the tumultuous history of the twentieth
century to illuminate the continuities and changes in food culture in the region.
Rereading ethnological surveys conducted under the purview of the Estonian
National Museum, Ester Bardone and Piret Pungas-Kohv examine how the values
surrounding wild berry picking and consumption changed in Estonian households over
the century. They track major transformations from the restricted berry consumption
by the peasants under the rule of Baltic German landlords and the Russian Empire, to
berries becoming an export commodity in the first part of the twentieth century, to
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collective picking excursions under socialism, to picking as a leisure activity today. The
second article by Leena Kurvet-Kéosaar tracks life in forced labor camps in Siberia
after the Second World War to remind us that famine is about a social disturbance as
much as an experience with suffering. Examining the memoirs and dairies penned by
Baltic women, Kurvet-Kédosaar shows how food (or the lack of) during deportation
constituted a particular site for redefining women’s identities, the domestic order, and
the boundaries of community and the nation.

In contrast to the experiences of extreme hunger, the next two articles in the issue
grapple with the emerging consumer culture of the late twentieth and the early
twenty-first centuries that is epitomized in the seeming abundance of food in super-
markets, markets, and specialty shops dotting modern urban landscapes. Following a
similar life-story approach as Kurvet-Kaosaar, Lani Trenouth and Talis Tisenkopfs take
a broad view of the Latvian food topography to study changing habits over two
decades of post-socialist transformations. In their analysis, Trenouth and Tisenkopfs
develop four consumer profiles — the urban professional, the rural farmer, the urban
retired, and the urban worker — to distill the most prevalent features of the Latvian
consumer culture and to show how differently these groups have experienced and
“tasted” post-socialism. In the following article, Ida Harboe Knudsen examines the
growing popularity of the “authentic” Lithuanian cuisine that valorizes “healthy”
countryside products, defying western nutritional advise such as low-fat meat and
dairy products. Harboe Knudsen argues that such a reinvention of the Lithuanian
gastronomic taste signals the ambivalence with which Lithuania’s residents relate to
the ongoing “Europeanization” of the region.

The last paper in the special issue knits together the thematic threads developed in the
earlier papers by linking particular consumer tastes with the quest for economic sover-
eignty and identity politics in the first part of the twentieth century. Focusing on Atlantic
herring expeditions organized and sponsored by the Estonian government in the 1930s,
Kadri Titr and Karl Stern show that the interwar government was deeply engaged in
European food trade tariff politics and actively, even if unsuccessfully, sought to establish
Estonia as a self-sustaining fishing nation. Through an investigation of popular accounts
about these expeditions, Tiiir’s and Stern’s analysis provides insights into the struggles
over food sovereignty that are surprisingly similar to those being fought today by the
avant-garde of the local food movements such as La Via Campesina (Edelman 2014).

As these summaries indicate, issues surrounding nationality, subjectivity, and
modernity constitute key themes that link articles in the special issue. It is therefore
unfortunate that in the process of compiling the articles, we were unable to include
outstanding papers that would have spoken more explicitly to the issues of multi-
culturalism and transnationalism that have defined the Baltic region for centuries. We
do hope, however, that conversations forged in our exchanges with all the authors will
prove to be productive and lead to new collaborations.
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