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			Back cover

			Why is food at the origin of the common goods of humanity? How did the powerful, with the rituals of the table and the food policies, manage to build the (in)equality of humans? Who, after forcing the people to eat bread, wanted to forbid them chestnuts and generalize the potato?

			 

			Beyond the social, religious and cultural history of food, the author traces its political history, never before treated. This fabulous book by Paul Ariès is the result of thirty years of teaching and research. It shows how the French table remains largely dependent on past tables. You will know (almost) everything about what our ancestors ate and drank, from prehistory to the present day.

			 

			Well known as a political scientist specializing in ecology, but also a connoisseur of issues related to food and eating, Paul Ariès has been teaching since 1988 in the largest international hotel schools. Awarded the 1996 National Academy of Cuisine prize, he is the author of La Fin des mangeurs (Desclée de Brouwer, 1997), Les Fils de McDo (L’Harmattan, 2000), Le Goût (with Gong Gang, Desclée de Brouwer, 2000), Manger sans peur (Golias, 2011).
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			Quote

			The fish we eat together has no bones.

			Democritus

			 

			You don’t have to look at what you eat so much as who you eat with [...].

			There is no sweetness for me, nor sauce so appetizing

			than the one that gets out of the company.

			Montaigne
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			Appetizers

			Many histories of food exist but no political history, as if our ways of forming society, of settling our conflicts, of choosing who are our friends and our enemies, of determining what we consider to be common to us, did not interfere with our conceptions of food and our ways of going or not going to the table, with our definitions, always changing, which make it possible to say who has the right to take part in the banquet, who must receive several shares, a full share, a half share, or even a bad share1. This journey will sometimes be anecdotal because it is necessary to say how, why, where, and with whom our ancestors ate and drank, but it does lead to a determining observation for the 21st century. If mankind has largely humanized itself by humanizing its table, it could well be that it dehumanizes itself by dint of dehumanizing it.

			Humanity has humanized itself through its table by interposing between itself and what it eats and drinks a whole series of choices (between what is consumable and what is not, between those who are entitled to the banquet and those who are not, between various cooking methods, etc.), of values (between those recognized for the various foods and the various ways of cooking, seasoning, eating), of objects (from the treading stick to the spit and the pot), and between the different types of food and the different ways of cooking.), of values (between those recognized to the various foodstuffs and to the various ways of cooking, of seasoning, of eating), of objects (from the treading stick to the spit and the pot), of knowledge and know-how (in hunting and gathering, in storage, in conservation, of seasoning, cooking), cultures (from popular cultures to aristocratic cultures through religious or scientific aspects), rituals (domestic, religious or political), thus transforming nutrients, which concern the biological body alone, into food. The history of food is therefore first and foremost that of this distancing, this ritualization and symbolization that contribute to living together.

			Humanity could just as easily dehumanize itself by dehumanizing its table. We have still not learned, in several millennia, to guarantee the right to banquet to the whole of humanity, which would suppose to conceive a new symbolism, a new rituality, other practices. On the contrary, we eat more and more anything, anyhow, anytime, anywhere, with anyone and for any reason. We no longer accept that the community can have a say in the way we eat, and already waste, because we no longer know what eating means. We imagine, against all that the history of humanity teaches us, that the table would be an individual matter for which we would not have to account neither anthropologically, nor socially or culturally, nor, of course, politically.

			Why a history of food?

			Our century is no exception: its main challenge is not the conquest of space but how to feed 8 billion people without destroying ecosystems. In this respect, history should have inoculated us against a double illusion, which is unfortunately deadly. The one according to which today’s table is necessarily better than yesterday’s and necessarily worse than tomorrow’s. The history of food belies this falsely progressive conception: people died less of hunger in the Egypt of the Pharaohs than under Louis XV, and prehistoric eaters had access to a more diversified diet than the French of the 19th century. 

			The history of food is not the history of a long triumphant march towards something better, but the history of conflicts of use, with the alternative of pooling stocks or letting a minority appropriate them, or the choice between destroying chestnut groves to favor potatoes or wheat, and letting the people live well, in their own way. Indeed, the powerful have only been able to impose their conception of agriculture and food by forbidding to the majority, often brutally, other ways of eating and therefore also of living. We are not able to say what the history of food would have been if these other popular choices had been respected. The powerful (tribal chiefs, lords, kings, aristocrats, capitalist bourgeois) only achieved their ends with the support of religions, and in particular, as far as we are concerned, with the support of the Catholic Church, always ready to denounce the claims of the poor to want to eat as well as the rich... The sin of gula (“gluttony”) is first and foremost a weapon of war against the poor and not against the rich.

			Another illusion that we should mourn is the idea that “technical progress” and innovations in agriculture would be able to meet hopes. Our ancestors were lulled into such illusions from the great reforms of Antiquity to the absolute monarchy and the Revolution. The republican potato has not emancipated humanity any more than the medieval bread or, tomorrow, food biotechnologies. It is not by chance that the “progressive” 19th century, of which the collective memory only retains the golden legend of the great gastronomes, was a particularly dark century in terms of popular food with its immoral projects to feed the people using all the scraps of industry. Even in ancient Greece, slaves were entitled to the delights of sweet wine and to banquets (rarely, though) to honor their dead! Commensality had for a long time the consequence of reminding humans that they must all, obligatorily, eat and drink. Capitalism having invented, with its specific functioning of money, another general equivalence between things, Comus and Bacchus found themselves belittled, not to say simply desacralized. 

			To make a history of food is therefore, already, to bear witness to this profanation of the living when societies (and the powerful) no longer think of themselves as nourishing, when the rich no longer even perceive what is immoral in their excesses and in the excess of their food wastage (estimated by the UN at 40% of production), when the leaders no longer imagine what food policies could be, whereas the Ancients had known how to deploy sumptuary laws for centuries so that the excesses of some would not deprive others, and annuity laws to guarantee the supply of each and everyone. The French Revolution was not born of a bad harvest, but of the abandonment by the powerful of this “moral economy” that the people had never ceased to call for and that they sometimes applied by force during grain requisitions and sales at the right price.

			Why a political history of food?

			Food was one of the fields where this human dimension was forged, to which we will give the name of politics much later. Indeed, politics existed long before Greek democracy and its famous banquets. I would like to convince the reader that we can talk about food politics since prehistoric times and that the choices made were not less interested and passionate than ours. Politics was not born with the first city-states, like Babylon, but with the great hunts, with the storage of foodstuffs, with the first vegetable banquets. This history bears witness to a tinkering process, sometimes with lightning advances, but also with lasting setbacks. This tinkering has made it possible to bring to life something that goes beyond the framework of family, tribal and simple neighborhood relations. One will always make something new out of something old in this field, and one tinkers with what is already there. 

			Commensality, which has a precise meaning in the family context, takes on another meaning here. From being a private matter, the mastery of fire becomes one of the foundations of a political community that is invented, tightly knit around a common home. It is not so much the community that closes around its fire as this common hearth that creates the community, just as it is not the community that shares a banquet, but this banquet that creates the community as a political body. At the same time, politics is the constitution of this common space, removed from the only privative logics, and the development of particular modalities to manage it. Politics was at first a banal matter of food before becoming this abstract thing which excludes the greatest number. 

			Political, the learning of cooperation, perhaps already at the level of gathering, and, certainly, with the great hunts. Political, the definition of gathering and hunting territories to be defended against other tribes or against predators. Politics, the learning of collective security with the constitution of reserves and the invention of varied and efficient methods of managing food stocks. Politics, the mastery of fire as the foundation of future common goods and future cities. Political, the invention of the commensality because it supposes to make choices in terms of distribution of the pieces, but also in terms of feeding (or not) the weakest. Political, the first hospitable meals with a certain diplomatic function as well as the first funeral or bloody banquets. That politics was invented with table affairs, in particular, is not so surprising since the table is, like politics, a matter of mixing (of peoples, values, customs in one case, of aromas, spices in the other). The ancient Greeks were well aware of this, as they always had to mix their wine with water.

			Why a national food history?

			Of course, the history of food is universal, but it can only be understood if we accept to circumscribe it in specific territories, whether climatically, geographically, culturally, socially or politically. France, in its history, has a specific relationship with its table because it is, more than others, a political nation. To study the French political history of the table is to give oneself the maximum chance of understanding this intertwining of politics and food, as it affects all societies, each in its own way. It is therefore necessary to look at the long term, and even the very long term, since the French table remains dependent on ancient tables well beyond the famous bread-wine-oil triangle and the tradition of banquets. What characterizes the French table is this relationship, always continued and renewed, between the contents of the plate and politics, between table manners and politics, between (counter-)utopias and politics, and this, from the Gallo-Roman era to that of the Carolingian empire, from feudalism to absolute monarchy, from the humanism of the Renaissance to that of the philosophy of the Enlightenment, from the Revolution of 1789 to the 19th century, the “dark century”. The danger would have been to make the political history of the food of the powerful alone, thus evacuating the point of view, also political, of the people on the affairs of the table. The people, far from being silent, have even been rather stubborn over the centuries, always looking in the same directions for solutions to food issues... This popular history of the table has however always been depreciated, to the point of retaining only the point of view of the powerful (and of the scholars), including on measures desired and demanded by the people. Ordinary people did not mainly wish to eat the same and in the same way as the powerful, it will take a lot of suffering to make them give up their own conceptions and practices of table. The hatred of free food distributions, always repeated since ancient Rome, is another good symptom.

			I invite my readers to a long gastronomic journey that I hope will be gourmet. I present this book in the manner of the old French table by proposing, by way of chapters, 13 successive services, but from which each one can draw at will (which the eater could not do at the time): prehistoric tables, the Mesopotamian table, the Egyptian table, the Greek table, the Roman table, the Gallic table, the Merovingian table, the Carolingian table, the clerical-feudal table, the table of the absolute monarchy, the republican table, the bourgeois table and finally the industrial tables of the 20th century and the beginning of the 20th century.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					1. Our political history of food opens up a wide disciplinary field, but it intersects with many other well established histories. For a historical approach: Massimo Montanari and Jean-Louis Flandrin (eds), Histoire de l’alimentation, Fayard, 1996, reprinted 2014; Odile Redon, Sallmann Line and Sylvie Steinberg (eds), Le Désir et le Goût, une autre histoire (xiiie-xviiie siècle), international colloquium in memory of Jean-Louis Flandrin, Paris, Presses universitaires de Vincennes, 2005. For a moral and philosophical history: Jean-Pierre Corbeau and Jean-Pierre Poulain, Penser l’alimentation entre imaginaire et rationalité, Toulouse, Privat, 2002; Maguelonne Toussaint-Samat [1997], Histoire naturelle et morale de la nourriture, Toulouse, Le Périgrinateur, 2013; Saadi Lahlou, Penser, manger, Paris, Presses universitaires de France, 1998. For a cultural approach: Massimo Montanari, Le manger comme culture, Brussels, Éditions de l’université de Bruxelles, 2010; Florent Quellier, la Table des Français. Une histoire culturelle (xve-xixe siècle), Rennes, “Tables des hommes”, Presses universitaires de Rennes/Presses universitaires François Rabelais, 2013. For a psychoanalytical approach: Gérard Haddad, Manger le livre, Paris, “Figures”, Grasset, 1984, reedited under the title Manger le livre. Rites alimentaires et fonction paternelle, Paris, Fayard/Pluriel, 2012. For a sociological approach: Jean-Pierre Poulain, Sociologies de l’alimentation : les mangeurs et l’espace social alimentaire, Paris, Presses universitaires de France, 2013. For a religious approach: Aïda Kanafani-Zahar, Séverine Mathieu and Sophie Nizard (eds), À croire et à manger. Religions et alimentation, Paris, L’Harmattan, 2008. For an ecological approach: Jacques Barrau, Les hommes et leurs aliments. Esquisse d’une histoire écologique et ethnologique de l’alimentation humaine, Paris, Messidor/Temps actuels, 1983.

				

			

		

	
		
			First service: Prehistoric tables

			The reader may be surprised at a journey so far back in history to understand how we eat and drink today. This is because anyone curious about food must begin by deconstructing images of how our distant ancestors were known to eat2. We imagine them as “savages” discovered in the 19th and 20th centuries. We accept them as carnivores or herbivores as long as they spend their short lives finding a few meager nutrients, without any concern for others, nor pleasure. We will never know exactly how hominids ate two million years ago, or even in the Upper Paleolithic, but we do know enough thanks to the work of prehistorians and recent scientific discoveries to deconstruct some preconceived ideas. Our distant ancestors were curious, greedy and perhaps gourmets; they knew how to organize themselves collectively and acquire the necessary technologies, particularly in terms of storage and preservation, to guarantee their subsistence3.

			An explosive table

			We imagine that talking about prehistoric food would be safe, but this is a controversial area because it has religious and political implications.

			How to admit the humanity of the most ancient hominids without questioning certain beliefs that justify our illusions and our ways of being. For a long time, the Churches could not admit that humanity was much older than the Bible tells us, nor even that “man descended from the ape”.

			For a long time, science sought what it wanted to find, rejecting everything else. Thus, when Jacques Boucher de Perthes, a simple customs official, demonstrated, in 1846, the contemporaneity of flint tools carved by man and bones of large animals (in Celtic and Antediluvian Antiquities), his words on the existence of a man “before the Flood” provoked the joint wrath of the Church and the Academy of Sciences, which would take ten years to admit the facts, thanks to the English scientists. To maintain that Neanderthal man or the oldest Homo sapiens already knew what eating and drinking meant upsets our established certainties. In 1879, the discovery of the Altamira cave in Santander, with its painted ceiling of about twenty bison, provoked a new controversy because of a stone lamp in the shape of a cup that proved the existence of lighting and therefore the possibility of painting at the bottom of dark caves. The great master of prehistory, Emile Cartailhac (1845-1921), published, in 1902, his “Mea culpa of a skeptic” (in L’Anthropologie, volume 13, 1902, p. 348-354) officially recognizing the cave art. If the scientists do not cease to move back the great dates of the food humanization (control of the fire, constitution of the stocks, division of the society), it is enough to consult the textbooks to note that we continue to cling to a history more ideological than objective.

			How can we admit the humanity of the most ancient hominids without noting that the great invariants that structure our relationship to food have changed little and that we have still not resolved the free access to the banquet for all. The questions posed undeniably intersect with our own: what are the food choices to be made to guarantee everyone’s right to food? Should animals be considered as meat reserves or partners? How does a minority seize food stocks or make the table a vector of inequality?

			Determinism and food choice

			Prehistoric diet is the product of the tension between a series of determinisms creating possibilities among which choices exist. Our food practices are not so far from those of other animals in some respects: individual or group collection, personal or collective hunting, transport of food to the lodge, modalities of transformation of the physical state (cutting, grinding, premastication), of the physico-chemical state (drying, rotting, cooking, combination of basic foodstuffs). We will see that one of the first causes of our differentiation is political, insofar as the history of the table crosses that of inequalities. The diet is, of course, largely dependent on the climate. Thus, in the Paleolithic period, because of the ice ages, vegetation was scarce, so the diet was mainly meat. The climatic change of the Mesolithic will allow a reorientation of the diet towards plants. However, prehistorians are convinced that since the dawn of time, eating habits have also been the result of constructed choices. The prehistorian Catherine Perlès has shown that, from that time, food is marked by cultural choices and that the food options, and even culinary, of man have played an important role in the formation of human society, so : “The human species is the only one to cook its food, on the one hand, to combine the ingredients, on the other hand [...] The food act was as much a factor of homonization as a criterion of homonization”4. 

			The history of food is not understood as long as we accept the binary opposition constructed a posteriori between the Paleolithic and the Neolithic. This reading closes the possibility of glimpsing what other evolutions could have been, with other techniques, other diets, etc. We must therefore distinguish between three major periods and the most important one, in terms of the table, is neither the Paleolithic nor the Neolithic, but the Mesolithic. However, we must accept to momentarily share the table of the first hominids, to better understand the choices made.

			Food in the Paleolithic

			The Paleolithic can be divided into four periods: Archaic (before 2 million years and up to 600,000 years BP5 ), Lower (from 600,000 years BP to 300,000 years BP), Middle (from 300,000 years BP to 35,000 years BP) and Upper (from 35,000 years BP to 9,000 years BP). We speak of epipaleolithic from 9000 years BP to 7000 years BP and mesolithic from 7000 years BP to 5000 years BP. The expression “prehistoric man” therefore necessarily covers very different food realities. About twenty species of hominids succeed each other between 2 and 2.8 million years BP. Our most distant ancestor was vegetarian like all the great anthropoids, but a little over three million years ago, bipedal primates (australopithecines, Homo habilis) appeared with omnivorous dentition, which indicates an increased consumption of meat. They used sticks and carved pebbles for cutting. However, Juan Luis Arsuaga explains that although Homo habilis (2.5 million to 1.5 million years old) is perfectly adapted physiologically to a herbaceous ecosystem, a predominantly vegetarian diet is doubtful given the low number of apes in Europe - a sign of a scarcity of plant resources. The products of gathering are abundant, indeed, only during the autumn6. Marc Groenen qualifies this thesis, because if Homo ergaster (about two million years ago) is a great consumer of game, he also eats fruits, berries, roots or tubers7. Its food behaviors already include preferences, some animals are mainly exploited for their meat (deer), others for their fur (bear). S. Boyd Eaton reminds us that around 40,000 years ago BP three species coexisted: Neandertal in the process of becoming extinct, Flores man already condemned, and Homo sapiens, our distant ancestor, the last to arrive8. These hominids share many things but eat differently. Neanderthals have a mainly meaty diet, but we do not know if this diet is due to the climate or to the behavioral signature of this species. Homo sapiens, who arrived in Europe around 30000 years BP, immediately had a diversified diet, mainly meat but with lots of fish. The biological signature of Homo sapiens is to be an omnivore. Claude Fischler therefore plays nicely with words by speaking of “homnivore”9.

			The first ages of the Paleolithic

			Compared to Neanderthal man, Homo sapiens has a thinner bone structure and narrower hips, so it needs much less energy. Paradoxically, this fragility becomes an asset, especially in terms of food strategies. Eating less but thinking a lot, Homo sapiens can organize his vegetal and meat supplies differently, create stocks, imagine sophisticated preservation techniques, learn to play with fire, make mixtures and seasonings ever more precise. Food is not only the satisfaction of a physiological need, but one of the main occasions for the use of the hands and the coordination of movements. Thus, it leads to the invention of the first tools, starting with the digging stick and the club, and then the first containers, in the form of holes dug in the earth; it also implies an awakening of the capacities of observation and analysis, the memorization of edible or indigestible products, of the best times and the best places for gathering or hunting; finally, it implies the development of collective strategies of gathering or hunting, and soon of storage... and, naturally, it is at the origin of the conflicts.

			The Upper Paleolithic

			Homo sapiens, who is anatomically identical to us, was at first a carnivore because the climate was too cold to allow him a vegetable diet. This long period is that of the development of hunting (especially that of large herds of herbivores: oxen, bison, horses, reindeer), which implies a great familiarity with the herds exploited by man and, already, a kind of semi-domestication for the reindeer and the horse. These hunters therefore cooperate to organize “large collective hunts”. The rule of sharing fundamentally governs this world of hunters, because “a hunter does not consume his own game” (Pierre Clastres)10. Margaret Conkey has hypothesized that large gatherings of many communities were held in central sites for hunting and that during these episodes, religious rituals were organized based on the abundance of game but also great feasts, because we could not otherwise explain the very large quantities of meat that were stored there, with dense accumulations of bones, remains of feasts, with objects, such as spoons made of animal wood, or ivory or bone11. Alain Testart adds that if the access to the food does not indeed pose a problem, on the other hand, the question of its conservation is much more thorny. The solution imagined is that of gift... and counter-gift between groups. It is a matter of giving when there is too much and receiving, in return, when there is not enough12. Marshall Sahlins had calculated that food stocks had become so large, as early as the time of the nomadic hunter-gatherers, that they represented at least one year’s food consumption, in addition to that of the current year13.

			A diversified diet

			This period is also the time of great fishing activity in sea and fresh water, shellfish harvesting, birds and eggs consumption. The climate also allows the gathering of wild plants, such as mosses, lichens, fruits, but also some wild cereals14. It is agreed that the communities already had a very high degree of control over food resources, thanks to an excellent knowledge of the surrounding fauna and flora and an efficient plant technology. This period of the Upper Paleolithic is considered as a kind of golden age, before the very difficult period of the beginning of the postglacial (8000 and 7000 years BP) which presents difficulties in the supply of meat, because the forests now cover the former bare lands (steppes) and cause the disappearance of reindeer as well as a strong decrease in oxen and horses. It is true that instead of wild boar, deer are hunted, i.e. animals that like the forest, but they are more solitary and reduce the supply by making the “big hunts” such as Solutré more often unproductive. Human groups are therefore smaller in number because of these new food constraints, but they remain in constant interaction, exchanging what they cannot store.

			Eating symbols

			I share the view that these men are already fully human. These communities, which already form a society because of their level of organization, live centered on food and sexual questions. We usually prefer to talk about the sophisticated tools of prehistoric men and their great achievements, such as the megaliths, forgetting, however, other cultural forms more insignificant and become invisible. Thus, Juan Luis Arsuaga has shown that the question of identity (ethnicity, to use his formula) is already present because of the importance given to the adornment that says a lot about the place of each person within the society. This means that belonging to the group went far beyond the purely biological aspect and was organized around shared symbols. Precisely, prehistoric food fulfilled these two conditions: to eat is to feed oneself biologically, but also anthropologically, because humans, as far as our knowledge allows us to go back in time, always eat symbols. Indeed, eating symbols is not the monopoly of modern times. Certainly, we lack tangible proofs, but it took a very long history before all religions started at about the same time to cobble together systems of food representation. How else to explain the universality (in an extreme diversity) of the systems of food prohibitions, except to postulate a divine intervention? I will rely more on what is shown in cave or parietal art.

			Hunters or scavengers?

			According to Juan Luis Arsuaga, man has always been more of a hunter than a scavenger, even if modern man likes to think the opposite, as a way of denying his prehistoric ancestors their humanity and ensuring that he has the monopoly. This additional scavenging is not so “stupid and nasty”, because it is based on a fine observation of the predators’ behaviors, such as the movement of the birds of prey in the sky, in order to intervene at the right moment to steal the animal (still warm and sometimes even alive) from the beasts of prey. The importance of the scavenger activity can be seen by the simultaneous presence of human cut marks and animal bite marks. It is also known that when the fossil is complete, it is because man has taken over the whole body of the animal; but when certain bones are missing, we can assume an involuntary commensality with the animals. This scavenging is done in three ways: by the chance discovery of a naturally dead animal; by the snatching of a game animal from its predators before they finish it off; by the consumption of the remains of an animal feast. It is also known that if predators first attack weakened animals, humans will always hunt, with a strange preference, adult animals. The development of hunting techniques (javelin and bow propulsion) will transform the human/game balance and reinforce the place of hunting. Its efficiency caused the disappearance of many species (among the big game). Horses had the chance to have a status other than only food.

			Is gathering feminine and hunting masculine? 

			Why, in hunter-gatherer societies, is it generally the woman who gathers and the man who hunts? The traditional answer is well known: hunting requires a lot of mobility whereas the reproductive function of women requires more immobility. Alain Testart has shown that this argument does not hold since women participate in certain forms of hunting for game that can be dug up with a digging stick, knocked out with an axe or smoked. The women also participate in hunting, while the man is on the lookout, thus immobile. As a result, Testart maintains the thesis that it is not from hunting that women are excluded, but from the use of a certain type of weapon (edged or thrown).

			There is therefore a masculine pole, that of percussion, linear throwing (axe, adze), ponctiform thrown percussion (javelin, arrow, dagger), and a feminine pole, that of diffused and posed percussion (grinder, grindstone, etc.). The mixed gestures are also feminine: ponctiforme percussion but posed (digging stick, sewing needle), thrown percussion but diffuse (pestle, beater), linear percussion posed (scraper, scraper, knife). According to Alain Testart, it is the “ideology of blood” which prohibits the use by women of throwing weapons or sharp tools, because there would be incompatibility between menstrual blood and animal blood15. Preventing any contact between these two substances would be the foundation of the sexual division of work among the hunter-gatherers.

			Store

			Storage appeared to be the only way to ensure the gap between two periods of hunting and gathering and thus to face the fear of lack. Not having the capacity to overwinter like other animals, man invented non-biological solutions to winter, thus of a political nature. The storage of plant and animal foodstuffs is one of the major issues of prehistory. Progress began well before sedentarization (even if it was temporary), because nomadic hunter-gatherers stored in places that they knew they would use again later. How can we not be admiring of their ingenuity? Desiccation by drying in the sun, freezing in earth or frozen water, salting, coating with fat, clay, honey, juices from various trees, use of herbs with fungicidal and antibacterial functions, etc. These methods show a good knowledge of the mechanisms of food decay and the ways to prevent it. The Paleolithic people are also specialists in acid fermentation (food products preserved in pits dug in the ground): these solutions are consumed in the form of soups, porridges or patties. However, the belly will remain for a long time the main storage container, explaining the alternation between periods of frugality and bombast.

			Season

			Seasoning fundamentally changes the status of food. It transforms ingredients into food and establishes cooking, understood precisely as the art of mixing and composing opposites. The seasoning testifies to a search for good taste, and therefore for pleasure. Prehistoric man made great use of condiments and other seasonings, but also of fats and animal blood. Anticipating the analysis of the Mesopotamian tables, let us underline that the preparations always remain very simple within the societies of hunter-gatherers. This is probably because, as we shall see, great cooking presupposes, even before technical means, an unequal division of society. However, I insist on the fact that the technologies of food preparation are as important as the technologies of breeding or agriculture. Before going any further, I would like to address the question of vessels, because it is often believed that the lack of knowledge of pottery and ceramics slowed down the invention of cooking. Man did not need to master pottery: he used rock hollows, shells, animal skins, holes dug in the earth, tree bark. He used skulls and bones. Later, he used animal intestines and made leather bags. He constantly improved these technologies, learning to work with bones, making his containers ever more watertight and inaccessible to rodents, coating the holes in the earth with clay, and later, when he mastered fire, sanitizing them by burning wood inside. These “archaic” storage techniques will continue to be used alongside other more sophisticated ones (pottery/ceramic).

			This very ancient use of containers (born of the human imagination) explains the place that the symbolism of the cauldron (one of the first myths) will take. Let’s think about the cauldron of abundance and the cauldron of immortality... The cauldron is what allows cooking, and thus access to the good life. It is associated with the mother’s womb, where man returns to be reborn. Later, the magician Medea, having demonstrated to the daughters of Pelias that a goat could be made young again by boiling it, incited them, out of revenge, to do the same with their old father, whom they then plunged into the boiling water of a cauldron, a bath that did not make Pelias young again, but killed him! In many cultures, the cauldron will become the ancestor of the coffin only because it was previously the sign of commensality.

			The love of fat

			Paleolithic man particularly savored fat, well beyond the physiological need to compensate for a diet that was too meaty. Undoubtedly they already knew that the fat is the support of the taste, therefore of the pleasure. Thierry Tillet is a specialist of the fatty food of the hunter-gatherers. After having listed the sources of fat (of which the use of the brains and the fracturing of the bones), he wonders about the famous “fatty broth” that many prehistorians qualify as a distant ancestor of the kitchen16. If the fracturing of bones is a certainty, the fatty broth is only probable. Some authors, such as Adam Maurizio (University of Warsaw, 1931), maintain that acid-lactic fermentation was the first dish to be invented, from which all other culinary preparations were later born17. From acid-lactic fermentation to bread, it would only be a matter of time.

			However, why fracture bones to extract marrow when only 6 or 7% of the fat is in the bones, compared to 93 to 94% in the soft tissues? The only answer lies in the need not to lose any fat. Everything was a pretext to use fat either to better preserve food (some people wrapped seeds in animal fat) or to better appreciate them (they were coated just before eating them).

			Cook

			Man did not need fire to eat hot (or lukewarm) food: he was able, thanks to his scavenging activity, to consume still warm flesh; he also used stones heated by the sun to warm and cook his food. Old myths, such as that of the Chilouk people, tell us that men reserved the top of the food heated by the sun for themselves, leaving the bottom to women (the Roman kitchen will sometimes reserve the hot food for the good society)18.

			Prehistorians keep advancing the date of the mastery of fire (around 600,000 years BP). Some even think that it goes back beyond a million years. What is certain, is that our images of epinal in this field are sad in the face of a history infinitely richer and often particularly surprising. If we are certain of the antiquity of the mastery of fire, it is however very difficult to know what it was used for, because it was not necessarily first for heating and cooking, but perhaps for various rituals. In any case, fire was perfectly mastered around 350,000 years BP. The work of Isabelle Théry-Parisot has enabled us to better understand this question and to specify which fuels were used to light the various fires19. Indeed, there were different fireplaces depending on whether they were used to cook food or to smoke meat; some fireplaces were equipped with ventilation ducts allowing for oxygen intake, and therefore faster combustion. Jacques Collina-Girard20 insists on the technologies of fire production: there are only two ways of proceeding, by percussion or by friction, but in both cases the spark must fall on a very flammable product: the prehistoric men used tinder from a mushroom. The specialists incite to prudence and not to sink in a utilitarian and simplistic interpretation, because the techniques are not limited to their utilitarian function and make system with all the other aspects of the life. It is thus probable that the production of fire was symbolically assimilated to a ritualized sexual act, as attested to by the choice of persons of the opposite sex according to the manner chosen to make the fire, or that of different techniques according to whether men or women were in charge of the production of fire (Marcel Otte21 ). The Catholic Church will not be mistaken there: it prohibited, still in the 8th century, to light wild fires by rubbed wood (the Indiculus superstitionum et paganiarum), after the council of Leptines in 743, convened by the uncle of Charlemagne. The very idea of rubbing had something to dislike... as we shall see. One also used, as of the paleolithic, lighters of pyrite or marcasite. Prehistorians insist on the fact that the mastery of fire does not only mean knowing how to produce it, but also knowing how to control it according to its objectives. Not only can we distinguish between fires that were collected, preserved, transported and manufactured, but the fireplaces attest to a good knowledge of how to improve combustion and draught, by playing on the fuel or ventilation.

			We must not have a miserable vision of cooking: grilling on charred stones, roasting (green wooden spit), heated water with burning stones thrown into a hole dug and coated with clay, leather pouch (intestines ancestors of the cauldron), steam cooking obtained by dropping water, drop by drop, on burning stones, etc. This mastery of fire was not only used to cook meat but also to make soups, porridges, purees, cakes... This mastery of fire was not only used to cook meat but also to make soups, porridges, purées, pancakes... These prehistoric “soups”, made with various ingredients, ranged from acidic to sweet soups. Adam Maurizio used to rave about them: “And what a wealth we find in these ancient times of gathering, what an abundance of species, what a variety in the preparation of dishes. With the controlled use of cooking a whole culinary technology develops: food with a hard crust and a softer interior is cooked.

			As much as I am suspicious of the thesis that explains the birth of commensality by the sole mastery of fire, I am convinced that it played an essential role in the evolution and specialization of religious forms. Homer explains how the first men knew how to transport fire into caves where it was much easier to keep it. It was also kept in the hollows of shrubs or by means of certain plants, such as ferulas, whose stems contain a consumable pith. During all Antiquity, these stems will be used to transport it (“ferula” in Latin, from fero, verb meaning “to carry”). The cult of fire very quickly had its rites, its priests and priestesses. During Antiquity, this “sacred fire” was kept in the temples. 

			The loss of fire is an anguish common to all peoples. Terrible punishments were reserved for negligent vestals by peoples who had mastered the production of fire and for whom its loss was no longer of material importance, but who continued to condemn to death, in memory of the time when the extinction of fire was an evil. The eternal lamp called “of the holy sacrament”, which still burns in churches today, is all that remains of this primitive institution.

			Establishing a common property

			The practice of commensality is generally referred to the control of fire. The already existing communities would have gathered around the hearth. Before even evoking the hypothesis of cold vegetable banquets, which were much earlier, I think that another reading of the link between fire and community is possible, since we can think that it is precisely the foundation of a hearth (common and permanent) that will crystallize the abstract notion of community and make humanity pass from the stage of the pack to that of society. Indeed, the notion of civic (or political) community could only be elaborated from very concrete practices, such as the organization of great hunts, the storage of foodstuffs, their redistribution, the maintenance of the fire, the commensality. 

			In the same way that fire has played an essential role in the evolution and specialization of religious forms, the hearth has played a similar role in the evolution and specialization of political forms of group organization. We can therefore admit the importance of the hearth as a materialization of the abstract notion of community, without recognizing it as an exclusive dimension. It is probable that language, tattoos, common houses, secret societies also participate in this political function of aggregation. It must however be recognized that this common home has the great merit of representing all the homes (those of the various families) without assimilating to any of them. Specialists note that its management will soon require functional specialization. It does not matter that this function, initially shared, became the monopoly of a staff leaning more to the religious side. This staff, charged with a collective mission, a public service, was almost always women, priestesses, religious and feminine specifications. Not only did our distant ancestors eat and not just eat, but they did so in a political way, in the sense that they discovered very quickly the need to recognize “friends” and “enemies” by choosing with whom to accept or refuse to eat (as we like to define today, sadly, politics), but also, on this occasion, by building among themselves a “something” that they knew was common to them and that they had to share. Cooking was therefore an institutional act as much as a culinary one, especially since commensality did not go without the invention of other collective uses. Marcel Otte notes that from the Upper Paleolithic onwards, musical instruments abounded: stringed instruments, percussion instruments, wind instruments (bone flutes)22 , most of which were made of vegetable matter. As no human society is known to practice music without dancing or singing, we can also admit that fire does not go without these instruments and activities. The Mesolithic period will thus see the development of the dance as a source of fertility, because its movements, assimilated to those of the universe, awaken the buried forces.

			Food in the Mesolithic

			This second period benefited from a much milder climate, and resources diversified, with the diet becoming more plant-based. However, isotopic studies show that the Mesolithic men of the Atlantic coast continued to eat mainly fish, shellfish and game. It is these Mesolithic Homo sapiens who will develop Neolithization over a period of four thousand years (from 8000 years BP). The unequal character of the communities is certainly reinforced, but the rule of sharing still governs the relations until the Neolithic. These Homo sapiens of the Mesolithic are in fact the last hunter-gatherers. (Semi-)sedentary villages gradually replaced the camps. The first silos and granaries appeared alongside the pits.

			Animal domestication

			Jacques Cauvin distinguishes two major phases in domestication23. Everything begins with animal domestication, which first concerns the dog around 10,000 years BP, then 3,000 years later, the goat and the sheep, then much later, the ox, the pig, the horse and the donkey. The explanatory theories of animal domestication are multiple: there would have been a long time cooperation/commensalism between the wolf and men, since the wolf killed and man consumed the remains, then the wolf (dog) would have been integrated into the community of men, until becoming part of it. These dogs (then other animals) would thus have been initially goods of prestige, i.e. goods allowing some to establish their power on the others. The domestication of the cat, much later, would also have had two objectives: to limit the presence of rodents and birds, which were harmful to crops, and to become a new prestige/companion animal to complement the dog. Jean-Denis Vigne notes that this animal domestication, which extends over several centuries, even several millennia, was not systematic24. Some peoples have never gone beyond the domestication of the dog alone. Jean-Pierre Digard puts forward an explanation: domestication was only made possible on a larger scale by the change in the conception of humans of their place within nature, since by producing animals, they also produced domestication, and therefore power over the animal25. Daniel Helmer adds that this desire to distinguish oneself from the natural environment is attested by the absence of domestic/wildlife crossbreeding, as if this practice had suddenly become infamous, like that of scavenging26.

			The domestication of animals, although causing a proto-farming, does not modify the semi-nomadic life, but it has on the other hand important effects on the techniques of cutting (thus cooking) and the size of the animals, as a consequence of a selection of the least dangerous animals and the confinement of the herds. Thus, the consumption of meat will come for a long time from breeding and hunting, of variable importance depending on the place and the time. However, the ways of cooking meat are not the same, symptomatic of this need to differentiate more and more the two domains. Semi-nomadic animals are treated (cut and cooked) in the same way as farmed animals, without there being anything in their animal characteristics to justify this. We can already see the opposition between game and livestock that will mark our history, without knowing what meaning was attached to it. This proto-farming has two other consequences: an over-consumption of young animals to benefit from their mothers’ milk, and of males to ensure the survival of female breeders.

			Shellfish harvesting

			The gathering of shellfish and mollusks from rocks (periwinkles, limpets, barnacles, mussels) or from sand (clams, razor clams) is done intensively thanks to simple but sufficient tools, such as pebbles cut to detach the shellfish from the rocks and cut them in two. River and sea fishing is now done with small boats. New fishing techniques appeared, such as the poisoning of rivers with oleander, fern, weed, whitebait, etc., or the fishing of large fish with harpoons made from deer horns.

			Plant domestication

			The domestication of some plant varieties follows that of animals, but without this leading to a complete sedentarization. Indeed, these first cultivators chose to continue to be gatherers, just as the first breeders continued to be hunters. Agriculture is not therefore immediately preferred, especially as gathering techniques continue to progress: gathering is no longer merely opportunistic but becomes intensive in view of the quantities of wild grasses stored in silos and granaries, and man never ceases to discover new edible “herbs” or to learn how to make them more edible or better.

			We will see further on, thanks to the work of prehistorians such as Jacques Cauvin, that the effective passage to the Neolithic period was not the work of these indigenous hunter-gatherers, but of settlers who brought with them not only the sedentary way of life but also their own animal and plant species, which they cultivated27.

			Plant commensality

			The Mesolithic table is therefore still a hunter-gatherer table, but one in which the plant dimension takes on greater importance. This protoagriculture is sufficient to modify the interpretation of fertility. What becomes primary is no longer the opposition between animals and humans, but between them and the earth. The pattern of fecundity, from animal and sexual, is going to be more associated with fertility, therefore with seeds. Gathering constitutes par excellence a means of ecological production. It is both an economic and a political activity, because it implies the transformation of a space into a territory, in short, the definition of gathering zones and collective ownership modalities and, consequently, the establishment of rules of good use - gathering presupposes reflection in order to choose the right places and times. Maurice Godelier reminds us that it is not necessarily experienced as work, since in many of these peoples’ languages the word “work” and the representations linked to it simply do not exist.

			We are unfortunately blind to what was the vegetable civilization. Already because it left very little material for the prehistorians. Then because it is the most distant from our schemas of functioning. It is thus very likely that we underestimate the knowledge related to the vegetable world as well as the vegetable tools that these men had to invent. The historian and biologist Adam Maurizio will again be our guide. Numerous clues lead us to believe that the gatherer is hardly more individualistic than the hunter: firstly, because human beings are social beings in all their activities; secondly, because evidence has been found of the existence of stocks of seeds that a single individual could not have constituted and of which he would have had no use; and thirdly, because the civilization of the plant world took place between two periods of meat eating, due to climatic fluctuations. How could the habit of hunting collectively not have influenced the modes of intensive collection of vegetable foodstuffs? A cultural tropism spontaneously considers the vegetable civilization as inferior and prevents from accepting the thesis of a collective gathering followed by an equally collective consumption, especially since the plants are worked either to make them edible when they are not directly - by prolonged washings with running water in order to eliminate toxic substances or to hydrolise the starch if the product is too bitter -, or to make them easier to consume thanks to techniques such as slicing, drying, roasting, fermenting, or to make them better thanks to mixtures, seasonings, cooking more or less strong or fast.

			The existence of a vegetable banquet is thus much more than a hypothesis, because the sharing is initially a necessity with regard to the children, the sick, the handicapped, the old people, before being a pleasure or an obligation. I speak well of banquet, because not only there is exchange (the cereals which will make the continuation of the history of food are all imported), but these plants are almost never consumed in their raw state, but crushed, crushed, dried, grilled, chewed, mixed between them, in short, cooked. These mixtures mean that we are trying to make real vegetable dishes. How not to think, with Adam Maurizio, that this vegetable food is the context of the invention of the porridge, mother of all the cuisines to come: “The porridge makes pass completely in the background the roasting. The roasted vegetable food has no descendants, while the porridge, as it came out of the soups of cereals practiced with the hot stone, leads straight to the bread. With it appears in the cultivation of the soil a modification extremely rich in consequences: the cultivation with the hoe. The man for whom porridge has become a regular and daily food ceases to be a collector of plants. He makes his porridge with plants which, cultivated with the hoe, were the predecessors of the cereals provided later by our agriculture”28.

			Jacques Barrau and Alice Peeters have built a whole grammar of plant food. First principle: the wilder the plant, the more complex the method of preparation, because it is necessary to eliminate what is toxic or unpleasant29. These preparations are consumed in soup, porridge, puree and cake. On the contrary with agriculture: cultivated plants do not require such learned and complex preparations. Second principle: technological progress in the preparation of plants has preceded by far those in domestication/production. This civilization of the plant finally includes biodegradable tools, often of single use: thorny plants are used as graters, others as sieves or containers.

			The feasts of the Mesolithic

			This long period is that of the invention of new types of feasts. To the banquets of hunter-gatherers gathered for “great hunts” or on the occasion of food exchanges between different communities, succeeded, with the development of inequalities, competition feasts and, with the birth of the cult of the ancestors, the first funeral feasts. These two types of feast are emblematic of trans-egalitarian societies in which the principle of private property is gradually recognized.

			The competition feasts of the transnational companies

			The trans-egalitarian societies are born within the richest communities of hunter-gatherers. Brian Hayden30 (from whom I borrow this concept) lists the factors that favoured this mutation: the abundance of food resources, the storage of these foodstuffs, the existence of prestige goods, especially food, the beginning of sedentarisation with cattle breeding and agriculture, the existence of “secret societies” linked to the invention of agriculture, the organisation of competition and funeral feasts, etc. Among the first markers of social hierarchy, we find many kitchen objects, such as wooden spoons, ivory, bone, all honorific utensils that are not preserved with care, but voluntarily broken during meals of a new type: “The destruction of prestigious objects is attested in the feasts of competition [...] during which the participants outbid each other in the display of gifts of wealth, which could give rise to the breakage or voluntary destruction of valuable objects such as wrought copper plates, covers and other symbols of wealth.”

			 We also witness the invention of discriminatory banquets, open only to a fraction of the members of the group. Brian Hayden makes the most richly decorated caves meeting places of secret societies gathering a privileged part of the community (the richest? the best hunters? the first to master the seeds?). It seems that this mutation of commensal practices can be linked to the passage from hunting to breeding and from gathering to agriculture, with the need for initiation, that is to say, the transmission of knowledge and know-how. These secret societies, of a shamanic type, indeed borrow the theme of rebirth, characteristic of a society centered on the vegetable world.

			What to do with food stocks?

			In recent decades, prehistorians have developed a new understanding of the development of inequalities within prehistoric societies. Brian Hayden’s work reinforces the intuition that the division of society was organized around food issues. They allow us to contrast simple hunter-gatherer societies, in which there is no accumulation of wealth and no hierarchy, and complex societies which, having the capacity to draw a surplus from their environment and making this choice, create food stocks: “The major cause of the intensification of food production in trans-egalitarian societies is neither the lack of food nor demographic pressure, but rather the generation of more surplus to obtain power, wealth and survival advantages.”

			We cross-reference Alain Testart’s analysis of the storage of large quantities of food which, when it becomes the property of a few families, is transformed into a sign of wealth and a source of division: one of the most universal strategies for obtaining power is, in fact, according to anthropologists, the conversion of any surplus into “prestige goods”. These prestige goods are not only an opportunity to identify a chieftaincy but to say who within the group has the right to take part in the banquet. These two phenomena are linked, however, because it is these new chiefs who will make the possession of these prestige goods an indispensable factor for being admitted on an equal footing within this divided society that is being invented. The poor families are obliged to go into heavy debt in order to remain politically viable, in Hayden’s words, to exist: “Using surplus food to create reciprocal contractual debts and to forge powerful alliances was one of the most universal means of acquiring political and economic advantage in trans-egalitarian societies, and even in more complex societies. Feasts provide security and show the extent of power, but they are very costly and labor intensive, perhaps one of their most interesting features for ambitious leaders. Like the use of gifts by the simplest hunter-gatherer societies to forge social bonds and alliances, feasts (which were surely initially only manifestations of collective exchange) could be easily transformed by bold leaders into a means of appropriating the surplus goods of participants by deception and of establishing, in the right situations, hierarchies based on debt”31. These theses are confirmed by the work of Michel Dietler and Ingrid Herbich, who have established that those who cannot dispose of surpluses find themselves excluded from collective events, such as large feasts, and thus marginalized.

			Why accept to be excluded from the feast?

			Two conditions are necessary for this transition to trans-egalitarian societies: that the majority agrees to work more to build up a surplus; and that it also agrees to cede control (of part) of the surplus to a minority. How did fraternal banquets gradually become discriminatory? How did the majority accept to be dispossessed? Several theses have been proposed, and we will examine them successively.

			The majority would have accepted to be discriminated against in exchange for a protection that would have been first of a magical (then religious) nature before being warlike. Brian Hayden thus puts forward the hypothesis of a “structural deception” on the part of the chiefs, who would have abused the other members: it is by monopolizing the consumption of the first fermented beverages, a condition for privileged access to the supernatural, that one ends up taking the best pieces. Everything is good for establishing division and marking one’s superiority over the others: “The chiefs also fight to see who will have the largest fruits and vegetables to demonstrate the superiority of their magical abilities”32. The food taboos, gradually instituted, are also used to reinforce the power of the chieftaincies, since transgression of the prohibitions is punished by fines, payable to the village chiefs, and, if they are unable to pay, the poor are reduced to slavery and at the mercy of the chiefs. Brian Hayden thus insists on the fact that the “progress” brought about by animal and plant domestication was diverted to the benefit of the chiefs: “All the major developmental activities of the elites or proto-elites were based on the production and use of surpluses, whether they were destined to give feasts, presents, dowries, to conclude alliances, exchanges, to acquire objects of prestige or any other activity”33. Banquets were therefore not made possible by the increase in stocks and the development of inequalities, they directly contributed to the development of inequalities and thus to the increase in stocks.

			Lindsay Falvey breaks another trail by speaking of an inverted socio-economic pyramid. Those who were not initially entitled to the feast must have been a tiny minority (captives, too poor...), otherwise the social division would never have been accepted. 

			Others point out that it would have taken a long time for the vast majority, who were initially part of the elite, to be excluded from the feast. 

			Mary Douglas makes this first movement of exclusion the origin of modern poverty.

			Antonio Gilman explains this consent to spoliation by the heavy investments made by the first (semi)sedentary farmers. The latter were henceforth tied to their land, and therefore more vulnerable, and they were prevented from fleeing from these chieftainships. A small minority would thus have taken advantage of the weakness linked to sedentarization.

			Kim Tremaine explains the emergence of inequality by the fact that food surpluses would have been used to establish institutional hierarchies (of a political, warlike or religious nature). This thesis is also that of Jeanne Arnold, who explains that it is political control over people outside the nuclear family that is at issue, because mastering or controlling food resources, or exchanging objects of prestige, is the best way to exercise domination over others.

			All these theses have in common that they sweep aside the functionalist model to make the existence of the surplus not the consequence but the cause of the development of human inequalities and the division of society. Among these functionalists, the proponents of the demographic thesis explain that inequality would be the consequence of too much demographic pressure that would have made it impossible to continue moving around and would have forced people to settle down, and thus to accept new techniques, including plant and animal domestication, and finally - as a necessary evil - political domination. Others put forward the thesis of an acceptance of the division by the need for a rapid response to threats of invasion from other peoples or following natural disasters. In these two cases, the community would have finally invested certain individuals with a hierarchical power in order to be able to act more effectively. These theories are not tenable, because, on the one hand, there is no critical population threshold above which sedentarization would be inevitable, and, on the other hand, the African population, although just as large, only experienced the development of inequality much later...

			I prefer to stick to the idea that humans, who had not diverged much from the rest of the animal world in their feeding behavior during the first two million years, developed at the end of the Paleolithic period the capacity to transform surplus food into a source of political division. What is new is not so much the existence of surpluses, because we have seen the importance of storage operations in previous periods, as the use of surpluses as objects of prestige, that is to say of power. What is new is the conversion of food surpluses into a debt system. I must admit that Brian Hayden’s “triple A” thesis seems enlightening to me. “This type of pathological personality would exist in all societies, and, as Hayden points out, 90% of the problems come from those 10% of humans who follow their own interests to the detriment of the community.

			The agricultural production of foodstuffs, which succeeds gathering, does not disrupt this pattern, but in the long run allows for the production of ever greater surpluses, thus creating the opportunity - other compromises would have been possible - to develop inequalities, chieftaincies and soon proto-states and the first states as in Mesopotamia. The birth of unequal societies is not the consequence of transformations in the way of production but a choice of society among others. The stocks could have continued to be managed collectively, the banquets could have remained fraternal instead of becoming discriminatory. The birth of unequal societies is therefore a choice that humanity has long refused, even though the techniques that would be used to divide groups already existed. These techniques were simply left fallow, because it was not seen as useful to exploit them further in the context of egalitarian societies. They will therefore only be used in earnest as inequality increases. The political factor (of the history of food) takes precedence here over the natural or technical factor. The decisive factor has not been the production of food through breeding or agriculture, but the appropriation of stocks by a minority. If Brian Hayden is right, it is understandable that he would conclude: “I see the emergence of trans-egalitarian societies in general (and complex hunter-gatherer societies in particular) as the most important change between the first appearance of human hunter-gatherers two million years ago and the advent of industrial and nuclear technology. The production of food through agriculture and animal husbandry, in which it was thought to be the major development of human prehistory, should rather be seen as a mere by-product of a more fundamental development related to trans-egalitarian societies, i.e., the emergence of regular surpluses that led to competition and advantages based on economics and socioeconomic hierarchies.”

			Funeral feasts

			Humans live in colonies for different reasons than other species of social animals, because they worship the dead and believe in the need for burial grounds. According to Lewis Mumford34 , the cities of the dead are at least as old as those of the living, and Jacques Cauvin35 has established a link between the making of the first tombs - those of the chiefs - and the hereditary appropriation of plots. The gradual shift from hunter to herder and from gatherer to farmer fundamentally altered the relationship of Mesolithic man to death. The farmer no longer deals with death in a constant way like the hunter and gets closer to the vegetal cycle, which is that of eternal renewal. Mircea Eliade established a link between this vegetal cycle (that of the annual resurrection) and the emerging religious speculations on the human resurrection. Mesolithic man began to think about his survival, first under the protection of the “great mother” (a female deity), then under that of other deities. Still according to Eliade, the cult of the ancestors is also to be put in connection with the lengthening of the lineages, thus with the increase in the life expectancy. Once all this has been established, we can better understand the birth of the first funerary feasts: they are to be placed on the same level as the deformations of the skull reserved for the chiefs alone, or even for their children, a sign not only of a hierarchy but of a hereditary hierarchy. The cult of the ancestors is thus to be linked to these particular forms of division of society, which are the restricted access to the supernatural (which is notably translated by the advent of a religious caste) and the restricted - and even costly, according to Brian Hayden - access to the secret societies of the trans-egalitarian societies. This period is the one of gigantic feasts, as shown by the size of the homes and also by the importance of faunal remains of all kinds. These feasts are the occasion for new specific behaviors, for example, bones crushed in a special way, concentrations of boar’s teeth, human heads cooked in fireplaces, sacrifices (especially of dogs, and also probably of humans, slaves and women) and cannibalism.

			The evolution of representations, prelude to food transformations

			Between 200,000 and 150,000 years ago, the painted or engraved tablets over-represent animal (and human) figures and totally ignore the plant world. This long period is emblematic of a period of meat eating. However, the same tablets opened up to plant representations just before humanity changed its diet. The marginalization of animals in the diet is therefore accompanied by the marginalization of zoomorphic representations in parietal and sculpted art: specialists note that although animals still appear, their status changes: the bull is no longer represented for its concrete utility, but as a virile power and it is for this reason that it is still sacrificed. The Mesolithic period thus upset the relationship between humans and animals. It seems that the accompaniment prevails over the systematic killing: the dog is a companion and a guardian before being a prey or a hunter, the pig is as much an auxiliary of salubrity as an animal of butchery. This tension, perceptible from that time on, runs through the history of Antiquity: is the animal first and foremost a partner who provides guarding, hygiene, clothing, transport, traction, fertilizer, or a meat reserve? 

			Jacques Cauvin has overturned traditional analyses by explaining that the transition to agriculture was not the response to a situation of scarcity linked to climatic change, nor, of course, the consequence of a demographic explosion, but the result of what he called “the revolution of symbols”, a phenomenon that predates domestication by a long time36. It is this mutation, situated between 10000 and 9500 years BP, which would explain domestication and not the reverse: thus the domestication of the goat, then of the sheep, does not result from food choices but from a desire of domination. The art of the hunter-gatherers, which is especially zoomorphic and rests on a bipartition of the animal kingdom with a classification in two sexual classes, does not show (and for good reason) any beginning of hierarchization between deities. The new cave art, which retains almost exclusively female representations, includes a hierarchy of which the mother-goddess becomes the keystone. These Venuses, always represented with a hypertrophy of the pelvis, the breasts and the genitals, are more on the side of the celebration of fecundity (thus of rebirth) than of human/animal sexuality. The transformation of mental images is also very clear with the representation of the hands, since they are always women’s hands, left hands, four-fingered hands, the very symbol of industrious humanity, that of the beginning of breeding and agriculture. This thesis means that when humanity began to eat, preferably farmed meat, it was not for efficiency, nor even for ease, let alone for taste, but because it allowed them to satisfy their desire for domination. This thesis also means that when humanity began to eat, preferably cultivated cereals, it was not for the sake of efficiency, nor even for ease or taste, but because it also allowed them to bring another representation of the living to life. Thus, the importance given to the mother-goddesses, at the dawn of protoagriculture, refers to Lewis Mumford’s theses on the matrilineal dimension of these communities. Mumford notes that the first villages of the Mesolithic are placed under the double sign of the hearth (of the fire) and the mother, with, in particular, the thematic of the protective enclosure and the direction of the hospitality (to accomodate, protect, nourish). The emblems of these villages have a feminine symbolism, with a preference for rounded forms (house, oven, silo, cistern, attic, tombs, etc.) as a reminder of the theme of fertility. A Greek myth, much later, tells that the first mold for making bread would have been made from the imprint taken from the breast of Aphrodite. Mumford follows the same evolution of techniques in the Mesolithic: the tools of hunters have sharp edges (picks, arrows, axes), while those of the first pastoralists/farmers have rounded shapes (polished stones, stone troughs, pottery, pits, houses, granaries, etc.). However, Lewis Mumford qualifies by noting that daily life remains centered on food and sex, subsistence and procreation. I would gladly add speech.

			The development of agriculture, and therefore of a vegetable diet, coincides with the assimilation of women to the earth and then to food. This perception, specific to the Neolithic period, contrasts with what women represented in the Paleolithic period. At that time, the woman was identified, according to Pierre Lévêque, with a forest populated with game, which is why hunting was seen as a sexual possession, hence the assimilation of the wound to the vulva, hence also the fact of considering the death of a woman, during an animal attack, as a sexual possession, with as an extreme consequence the belief that the sacrifice of women made it possible to appease the wild beasts37. The Neolithic woman is identified with the earth (and thus with its rhythms). Prehistorians have drawn a parallel between the invention of animal husbandry and agriculture and, on the one hand, the development of liturgies and rituals and, on the other hand, the emergence of a new, specialized body of priests and priestesses. It is notably from this period that the myth of the “first inventor” dates: the Greek pantheon says which god, or which goddess, gave men wheat, the olive tree, the fig tree, the horse, wine, fire. These great myths date back to the Neolithic period.

			Sacrifices and offerings

			The vegetation of the Mesolithic period is translated into new rites - offerings - supposed to ensure the renewal of nature. Humanity will never cease to offer food and drink not only to other humans, but to deities. How can we not see a disturbing parallel between the advent of this generosity towards the gods and that of the increasingly discriminatory banquets between humans? As if humans were losing in sharing what they give to the gods. Some authors have noted that the offering establishes a deferred time corresponding to that of the farmer and the shepherd, and not to that of the hunter-gatherer. The principle of offerings changes the meaning of the sacred since they are no longer part of the logic of gift and counter-gift, but of submission. Polemics between prehistorians have not lacked on the meaning of offerings: self-destructive form or promise of abundance. This pattern will be reproduced with the powerful to whom the villages will concede an important part of the food surplus, in exchange for their protection.

			The Neolithic table

			In 1925, Gordon Gilde proposed the concept of a Neolithic revolution: sedentarization would have made it possible to develop agriculture and livestock. The cause of this rupture would have been climatic changes which, notably because of drought, would have forced the use of seedlings38. Since then, this classical explanation of the Neolithic revolution has been questioned. This linear vision of the evolution of ways of eating, with the passage from hunting and gathering to animal husbandry and agriculture, does not correspond to history but is in conformity with the great dogmas of industrial society. 

			We owe it to Alain Testart to have proposed, in 1982, a new vision in which the Neolithic revolution is neither a revolution nor a Neolithic revolution, because sedentary hunter-gatherer societies already existed, because these societies practiced significant food storage, and finally, because these non-agricultural societies mastered techniques (such as pottery or transplanting) that would not be mobilized until much later. Marc Groenen has established the proof that this sedentarization existed from the end of the Paleolithic period by studying certain pathologies of the spinal column, but also by identifying habitat structures that were too impressive for nomads, such as houses made from 150 mammoth skeletons. Testart estimates that these hunter-gatherers, sedentary and stockpilers, represent more than half of the known societies, in short, the revolution of the stockpiling techniques was as important as that of agriculture. Wild cereal harvesters only became cereal farmers because they mastered the techniques of harvesting, transporting, drying, storing, and grinding wild grasses. Similarly, hunters only became ranchers because they mastered the techniques necessary to manage their herds.

			The great exodus

			Man has lived for almost all of his history by hunting and gathering. Agriculture has only existed for 10,000 years, or 500 generations. This transition to agriculture was therefore not compulsory and it was implemented, mainly by groups coming from the east of the continent. Jacques Cauvin describes as “great exodus” the phase of diffusion, from the Near East, of lifestyles related to the domestication of plant and animal species. This term of exodus is very accurate because it is indeed a displacement of populations that came to colonize the indigenous human communities. We know today that it was not these groups that converted to agriculture. This is why neither the first cultivated cereals nor the first livestock resulted from the domestication of local varieties or breeds. A long period of cohabitation between these two cultures and these two types of food will be set up with reciprocal influences. However, the indigenous population, which remained attached to hunting and gathering, was gradually marginalized economically and politically. Testart gives as a sign the disappearance of the small houses of hunter-gatherers to the benefit of the large houses of farmers and breeders. Cauvin also shows that this “great exodus” is accompanied by the development of rectangular houses, while rounded forms are no longer reserved for community houses and religious sanctuaries. The offerings no longer come from hunting products but from livestock. Hunting still exists, but first as a prestige good, as shown by the deposits of objects made from materials from wild animals, and in particular deer, the animal already most valued. Isabelle Sidéra39 warns us, however, that “this transfer of the hunting universe from the material to the ideal constitutes the peripheralization of this activity in time and in the minds”, in other words, the exaltation of the hunt does not mean the return to the hunt and to the hunters, because “this exaltation is rather the construction of the breeders” than of the hunters. We will find this phenomenon during millennia with the king hunter: “The generalized adoption of the attributes stemming from the wild sphere would sign a double phenomenon of appropriation by the stockbreeders, of symbols, of virtues, of values exalted by a culture partly foreign to theirs, at the same time as a first fusion of the mesolithic and neolithic cultures.” This observation means that this period is that of a progressive integration of the hunter-gatherers within the pastoral civilization. They will indeed fulfill a function of mediation and protection towards other tribes, in short, the ex-hunters begin to metamorphose into warriors. Isabelle Sidéra notes that there is no dissolution of this old world not only because this process of acculturation is spread over several centuries, but because at the same time as they metamorphose to fulfill a new function, these former hunters who have become warriors preserve different habitats and a different diet.

			On the breeding side

			The animals consumed by the newcomers are now systematically domesticated, such as pigs, goats, sheep and dogs. The study of faunal remains shows that they perfectly mastered the demography of their herds, preferring to slaughter males rather than females and deciding on slaughter choices according to age and species. Goats have a consumption peak between zero and 2 months. Why kill suckling kids if not to be able to use their mothers’ milk? The second consumption peak concerns cull goats. Jean-Denis Vigne40 formulates the hypothesis according to which the exploitation of dairies was perhaps the first objective of the first breeders, because in terms of meat, breeding brings no advantage over hunting, which is more diversified and simpler. This iconoclastic hypothesis is based on undeniable technical arguments: curds can be drained without pottery, with basketry or simple cloth. As the researcher points out, milk was exploited in the Ardèche as early as 5000 BP, that is to say, well before the pseudo-revolution of secondary production... The prehistorian also shows that from that time onwards, butchering techniques were skilful: the animals were cut into four large quarters: the head, the front limbs, the back and the rear. The head is then re-cut to separate the throat from the head. The forelegs are also trimmed to separate the hams and legs and to remove the terminal phalanges. The back is re-cut to remove the two loins, to cut the backbone and to recover the ribs. If the cutting of the large quarters is coarse, the cutting of the half-cuts is much finer, it is not done with the same tools, nor perhaps by the same people. The cooking methods are varied: grilling, roasting, stone oven, heated stones thrown in water contained in containers, such as skin bags, etc. Some pieces are systematically grilled or roasted (head, throat, legs) while others are never. As Vigne notes, we are therefore in the presence of structured culinary habits and that, without doubt, do not date from the Neolithic but are very previous to it. 

			In view of the importance of the tools and ordinary objects taken from the animal world (punches, scrapers, adze handles, sledgehammers, pendulum rings, made from long bones, teeth, ribs, deer antlers, etc.), and therefore the complexity of the technologies used to process bovid and suidae bone materials, it is not possible to exclude that for some areas the consumption of meat was only a by-product and not the primary purpose. This hypothesis would explain the questioning of the hierarchy of animals: cattle and sheep lose the quality of privileged resources. It seems that we can date from this period the fact that the pig becomes the meat food par excellence, while the other animals are used for everything else. The sheep is thus destined, at first, for the bone industry and for textiles. The value of the animal gradually changes, it is alive that it is valued because of the work it can accomplish and the dairy products of which it is the source. 

			One of the consequences of this multiform exploitation of the animal world is that man no longer appears as an element among the others, contrary to the characteristic representation of hunter-gatherers. This period is that of the beginning of hierarchical representations of the world: humanity is closer to the divinity than the (other) animals, the animals are above the plants and the mineral world is at the bottom of the scale. Man thus gives himself the right to dominate and appropriate animals. Hunting, which had declined at the beginning of the Neolithic period, returns in force not for a food reason, but as a sign of power that testifies to the existence of social inequalities. These inequalities are also expressed through the methods of preparation: indirect cooking, which allows for more refined preparations, will soon be preferred to direct cooking, and certain cuts will become more noble.

			On the agricultural side

			Agriculture is not a way to continue gathering by other means. It fundamentally changes the way people eat. Among the last hunter-gatherers, gathering was sufficiently organized and learned to have allowed access to the “secrets” of fertility cycles. The gatherer knows, better than the hunter, that plants are subject to seasonal cycles, to the eternal restarting (except bad year). The plant world is thanked for its gifts as much as the animal kingdom, and the plant eater sacrifices seeds and herbs just as the meat eater sacrifices fat, viscera and bones.

			The first crops came from Anatolia, they crossed the Dardanelles Strait, the Aegean Sea, the Balkans, before reaching Gaul. The eight plants at the origin of agriculture are all from the Near East: einkorn (small spelt), starch, barley, lentils, peas, flax and chickpeas. Conservation techniques adapted to the new mode of production: grains were dried or roasted in ovens before being stored, terracotta jars were used in addition to granaries and silos, or simply holes dug in the ground and coated with clay and then subjected to fire in order to maintain a good defense against humidity, rodents and certain insects. Landscapes are transformed, an open vegetation environment is created, many hedges are planted to protect the plots from the wind, which also allows to eat more berries and birds. The retreat of the forest, by means of an important clearing by fire, leads to the removal of an important part of the game, in particular of the biggest. These first changes in food practices will call for another: while the hunter consumes enough salt by eating meat, just like the shepherd by drinking the blood of animals or their milk (cheese), the cooking of plants removes salt from food and therefore endangers health. So the farmer uses sea salt, rock salt, salt efflorescences, etc., thus learning to season better. Certain new pathologies, such as dental caries, are the result of an increase in the consumption of sugar and a decrease in fats. A new grammar of taste is put in place, facilitated by the importance of exchanges, as shown by the importance of the groups of huts, the numerous roads and the existence of important artisanal stations. The villages that developed did not yet exceed 200 inhabitants, but they were in contact with each other and exchanged their know-how. Of course, the techniques were still rudimentary but perfectly adapted: a digging stick (a straight stick cut to a point, sometimes burned and provided with a hook), a deer or tree wood hoe, a wooden spider, a flint pick, etc. The plough came a little later, first without wheels and then with, first without an iron share and then with.

			The feasts of the Neolithic

			These first villages had collective institutions such as common houses with rounded shapes, streets, squares, wells, community granaries, altars, etc. The councils of elders exist everywhere, an obligatory form of power and transmission of knowledge in societies that are still totally oral. We have an idea of the customs of the chiefdoms through, for example, the representations of the banquets of the divinities that are beginning to appear. Large feasts, lasting several days, continue to develop, but we are no longer in an egalitarian logic because, as Testart points out, gift and exchange are as clearly opposed as free acts and paid acts41. Testart shows that the potlatch begins to undermine the mechanisms of sharing. It presupposes the individual or group appropriation of goods for the accumulation of wealth intended to be exchanged within this framework. The potlatch, by reducing exchange to a struggle between chiefs, gives rise to a hierarchy and divides society in a more or less lasting and important way. The potlatch, according to Testart, is a transformation of the principle of dispossession through sharing into a principle of dispossession through private appropriation. Claude Lefort joins this thesis by showing that the potlatch is linked to a power of constraint through the mechanism of the recognition of the other by his other.

			The food balance sheet of neolithization is finally quite contradictory. Already, humanity is on the verge of extinction due to pandemics whose propagation is facilitated by the sedentarization of large villages; food diversity is reduced, both on the animal and plant side, since as soon as communities master breeding and agriculture, they quickly “unlearn” everything that allowed them to live from hunting and gathering, not only the edible products or the way to make them so, but also the technologies, especially plant technologies, that were theirs. Humans will discover with the Neolithic that one can spend one’s life working, because the productivity of hunting and gathering is much better, and that not everyone will automatically have a place at the banquet. As Jacques Rancière would say, the non-participants will become the majority.

			Towards the protohistoric societies

			This overview of prehistoric tables should cure us against any perception of a linear evolution: the Paleolithic table interpenetrates with the Neolithic one, which itself will continue until our days: hunting and gathering did not disappear with animal and plant domestication! We can think with Lewis Mumford and Brian Hayden that the ancient hunters, marginalized for a time, ended up prevailing over the first peasants by becoming the basis of the new royal and religious power. This change marks the transition from matrilineal to patriarchal societies, through what the historian calls “manly strength. Lewis Mumford specifies that the hunters are not warriors and that the invention of the warrior figure is specific to the agricultural and pastoral way of life. The ancient hunters became the armed protectors of the first villages of farmers and herders against the great beasts, then against other humans. They built fortresses near the villages and developed weapons. From protectors of the villages, they will become their masters. This hunter, who became king, is the one who will invent haute cuisine in his palaces. In the same way that the hunters will make the future warriors, it is probable that a fraction of the gatherers (with the medicinal and religious dimension) and of the stockbreeders (with the pastoral activity) will give the specialized clergy, prelude to the birth of religions much more formalized, centralized, hierarchical. Mumford insists on the mental predispositions that pastoral activity gives rise to and that will be mobilized, much later, by the priestly caste. The image of the shepherd and his flock is still remembered today. The family god will, of course, take a long time to disappear, but he will eventually give way to a god that will be appropriated by a polytheistic, then monotheistic, caste. For his part, the shepherd, who had become a priest, developed the “cuisine of sacrifice”.

			This period is the one of the return to the male figures, to the cult of the bull as a virile element, to the taste for the armament, first in connection with the hunting, then without connection with it, but in a warlike atmosphere, it is finally, the great time of the development of the secret brotherhoods. Hunting, which had regressed a lot, made a comeback at the end of the Neolithic period. It is now the emblem of a nascent aristocracy which will soon reserve for itself the monopoly of weapons and, at least, that of the big game. The meat diet will take, for a long time, its dimension of strength.
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			Second service: The Mesopotamian table

			The traveler who has accompanied me throughout these hundreds of thousands of years already has in his cauldrons some reference points on the way our distant ancestors conceived food and on what they ate. The overview of Mesopotamian tables will have a different status, because we know much more about the customs and mores of this period. In view of the accounts that have come down to us, we must admit that the Mesopotamian civilizations knew what eating could mean. This civilization will last three millennia (around 3400 years BC to 200 AD). The food question crosses that of the creation of city-states, from the IVe millennium BC, with the birth of new political ideologies on food. It seems to me that we have not yet cooked this period enough to make it give back all its juice in terms of relations between food and politics. Sargon, founding sovereign of the Akkadian empire (around 2779-2334 BC), was made king, while he was the great cupbearer of Zabata, king of Ur, thanks to a crisis of regime around a reform of the rituals of food offerings. 

			Undeniably, the Babylonian table constitutes a great leap forward, not because the Mesopotamians suddenly became more gourmet, not even because they had more resources, but because this period seals the appearance of absolute power. The Mesopotamian table is first of all politics made of cooking and vice versa. We know the famous formula of Samuel Noah Kramer: “History begins in Sumer”. I would add: the food separatism of the powerful begins in Sumer.

			The establishment of the first city-states

			Admittedly, this period is much shorter than the previous one, but rich enough for a traveler in much less of a hurry than ourselves to establish tasty variations from one city-state to another. There are notable food differences between the Akkadian empire, the dynasties of Ur, Sumer, Babylon, and Egypt, which will be tasted in the next chapter. How was the transition from the power of the assemblies of family heads to a very quickly centralized and authoritarian monarchy possible? It is commonly explained as the consequence of the constitution of a league of the first city-states, with delegation of powers to a single individual, called the “great man”, who would then have passed from the designation by the assembly of notables to direct election by the gods (thus the clergy). The hypothesis of a “King-Priest” initially combining the two functions has now been abandoned, and it is better to think in terms of a distinction of functions and therefore of powers, even if our secular criteria are inoperative. Of course, the dosage of powers is different according to the city-states, but everywhere we see a physical separation of the palace and the temple, and we note then that only the temples and the tombs are built in stone, whereas the palaces will continue to be built in wood, less prestigious. While the city-state puts an end to food self-sufficiency, the princes and the clergy will appropriate respectively the granaries and the distribution markets. The appropriation of the goods concerned initially the common goods... Thus the granaries, collective property, became property of State, then, with the appropriation of the State by the sovereigns, they will be the personal goods of the sovereigns. The constitution of the first city-states also led to a reinforcement and a transformation of the traditional role of the temples and their personnel, which in fact appropriated the food distribution circuits. The market was first physically integrated into the temples, and then their personnel took direct charge of the supply, storage and distribution of foodstuffs in exchange for a rather lucrative tax. The temples thus functioned as a sort of department store. The increase of the population leads to a transfer of these activities to a secular staff, and thus to the development of corporations linked to trade. This period also saw the appearance of public squares dedicated to the food market and now integrated into the popular districts.

			We will go to the essential, by seeking to establish in what the establishment of the first city-states allowed to develop a food separatism.

			What do we know about the Mesopotamian table?

			Four authors will be our guides to taste the Mesopotamian tables. We owe to Jean Bottéro a good knowledge of the culinary techniques that marked the third millennium of the Mesopotamian civilization. The historian insists on the passage to wet indirect cooking, that is to say on the generalization of the fatty broth, a culinary technology which, because it implies a preliminary preparation of the food, allows to develop a true gastronomy, especially as it integrates many ingredients42. Our other guide is Francis Joannès, who insisted above all on the analogies between the food of the elites, that of the kings, and the food of the gods43. Royal or sacred banquets testify to the same desire to demarcate themselves from the cuisine of the people, moving from a feminine to a masculine cuisine. Our third guide is naturally Jack Goody, because the English anthropologist is the first to have thought so intimately the relation between the birth of a “high cuisine” and the development of social inequalities. The more a society is divided, the more the arts of the table develop within the framework of a real staging, a sign of the relations of power44. It does not matter whether this power is essentially political or religious, economic or cultural, because the grammar remains the same. Our last guide will be Liliane Plouvier, historian of gastronomy, for her analysis of the tablets of the Yale Babylonian Collection, which contain the first known culinary recipes dating back to the court of Hammurabi45.

			I wanted to cross-reference the recipes of these four guides to see how far this cross-fertilization could lead us in terms of the history of food. I insist on the fact that this history is not univocal, since other policies, which are less talked about, such as the system of rations or “food fields”, respond to the magnificence at the top. The palatial table thus concerns the powerful as much as their servants. Moreover, we note that the first kings hesitated between a discourse on the good king who nourished his people and the qualities of a warrior and hunter king. This nourishing and protective function is shared with the temples, because the high level of offerings and sacrifices makes it possible to constitute a second particularly well organized food distribution network. Indeed, after the rituals, the offerings are distributed according to very strict rules between the temple staff and the palace administration. The little people also regularly benefited from these redistributions. Paradoxically, to increase the volume of the offerings (one knows that they depend on each god even if the divinities always eat much more than the humans), is to increase the capacities of redistribution. Jean Bottéro insists on the risk of anachronism to speak about a clergy, because all is religious, that is why better to stick to a functional distinction being able to mobilize the same notables, with the palate or the temple. This religious dimension is already expressed by the importance of prophecies and divinations: the liver of sacrificed animals is observed before each major political decision, such as during declarations of war or alliances. Its importance also appears in the inventory of the lands belonging to the temples, either from the king’s gifts or from purchases from their resources.
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