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ABSTRACT 

Food and hunger are recurring motifs in literature, serving as both literal realities and symbolic devices. Writers across 

cultures and eras have used nourishment and deprivation to explore identity, morality, and social inequality. Food often 

represents abundance, community, and cultural heritage, while hunger embodies deprivation, alienation, and systemic 

injustice. From Shakespeare’s depictions of food riots in Coriolanus to Knut Hamsun’s existential portrayal of starvation 

in Hunger, literature reveals how sustenance and scarcity shape human experience. This paper examines food and hunger 

as literary tropes, analysing their role in cultural identity, social critique, and existential metaphor. By tracing examples 

from classical, modernist, and postcolonial texts, it highlights how literature transforms the everyday act of eating, or the 

absence of it, into a profound commentary on survival, desire, and power. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Food and hunger are universal experiences, yet their literary representations vary widely depending on cultural, historical, 

and social contexts. Food often appears as a marker of identity, hospitality, and abundance, while hunger dramatizes 

deprivation, inequality, and existential struggle. Together, they form a dual lens through which writers interrogate human 

existence. 

In Shakespeare’s Coriolanus, food riots dramatize collective resistance to scarcity, showing hunger as a political 

force. In Dickens’s novels, lavish banquets contrast with the starvation of the poor, exposing class inequality. Modernist 

writers such as Hamsun and Kafka transform hunger into metaphor, portraying it as alienation and existential crisis. 

Postcolonial texts, meanwhile, use food scarcity to symbolize colonial exploitation and resistance. 

This paper explores how food and hunger function in literature not merely as background details but as central 

motifs that shape narrative meaning. It considers food as culture and hunger as critique, showing how both motifs 

illuminate questions of survival, morality, and social justice. 

 

 

International Journal of Humanities and Social 
Sciences (IJHSS) 
ISSN (P): 2319–393X; ISSN (E): 2319–3948 
Vol. 15, Issue 1, Jan–Jun 2026; 39–44 
© IASET 



40                                                                                                                                                                                  Dr. Uma Rajmohan & Dr. R.P. Jeswill 

 
Impact Factor (JCC): 7.3299                                                                                                                                                                        NAAS Rating 3.17 

FOOD AS CULTURAL IDENTITY 

Food in literature often functions as more than sustenance; it anchors characters in cultural traditions and community, 

becoming a marker of belonging and continuity. In postcolonial writing, meals frequently symbolize resistance against 

cultural erasure. Writers highlight recipes, kitchens, and communal eating as acts of preservation, asserting identity in the 

face of colonial disruption. For example, Caribbean and South Asian narratives often depict shared meals as a way of 

reclaiming cultural heritage, showing how food becomes a living archive of memory and resistance. 

In canonical works such as Shakespeare’s plays and Dickens’s novels, banquets are staged as symbols of 

abundance and power. Yet these feasts are rarely neutral; they often reveal moral corruption and social inequality. 

Shakespeare’s banquet scenes, whether celebratory or ominous, dramatize the tension between hospitality and ambition. 

Dickens, in A Christmas Carol, contrasts the Cratchits’ modest but joyful meal with Scrooge’s wealth and isolation. The 

Cratchits’ dinner, humble yet rich in warmth, underscores the moral lesson that generosity and community matter more 

than material excess. Food here becomes a moral compass, exposing greed while affirming the value of shared humanity. 

Food also reflects gender roles and domestic labour. In many novels, kitchens are depicted as spaces of both 

oppression and empowerment. Women’s labour in preparing meals is often invisible, yet it sustains families and 

communities. At the same time, literature sometimes reclaims the kitchen as a site of agency, where women assert 

creativity, resilience, and cultural continuity. Contemporary feminist and queer food studies emphasize this duality, 

showing how food preparation can be both a burden imposed by social expectation and a means of self-expression and 

resistance. 

Thus, food in literature is not merely a backdrop but a cultural signifier. It embodies heritage, exposes inequality, 

and dramatizes gendered labour. By situating characters within the rituals of eating and cooking, writers reveal how food 

shape’s identity and community, turning the everyday act of nourishment into a profound symbol of cultural survival. 

HUNGER AS SOCIAL CRITIQUE 

Hunger in literature is rarely a neutral detail; it dramatizes deprivation, inequality, and the fragility of human survival. 

Writers use hunger both as a literal condition and as a metaphor for broader social and existential struggles. In realist 

traditions, starvation underscores systemic neglect and institutional failure to provide for the vulnerable. In modernist and 

postcolonial texts, hunger becomes a lens through which alienation, exploitation, and resistance are explored. 

In Shakespeare’s Coriolanus, hunger is not simply a bodily need but a collective political force. The play opens 

with citizens rioting over grain shortages, demanding relief from the patrician elite. Their cries for bread are ritualized acts 

of resistance, dramatizing how hunger can mobilize communities against oppressive structures. Shakespeare’s depiction 

underscores that hunger is never merely private, it is a public crisis that exposes the imbalance of power between rulers and 

the ruled. The grain riots in Coriolanus foreshadow later literary treatments of hunger as a catalyst for social upheaval. 

Modernist literature transforms hunger into metaphor, using starvation to explore alienation and existential 

struggle. Knut Hamsun’s Hunger (1890) portrays a destitute writer wandering the streets of Kristiania, his starvation both a 

physical torment and a symbol of artistic isolation. The narrator’s hunger destabilizes his perception of reality, producing 

hallucinations and erratic behaviour. Hamsun’s novel suggests that hunger erodes not only the body but also the boundaries 

of identity, dramatizing the precarious position of the modern artist in society. 
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Franz Kafka’s “A Hunger Artist” (1922) takes this metaphor further, presenting fasting as both performance and 

isolation. The hunger artist’s refusal to eat becomes a spectacle, yet his suffering is misunderstood by audiences who 

eventually lose interest. Kafka dramatizes the tension between art, body, and society: the hunger artist’s devotion to his 

craft isolates him, while the public’s indifference underscores the futility of his sacrifice. Hunger here becomes a metaphor 

for the misunderstood artist, whose authenticity is invisible to a world driven by spectacle and consumption. 

In African American literature, hunger often symbolizes racial inequality and systemic poverty. Richard Wright’s 

Black Boy (1945) recounts his childhood in the segregated South, where hunger was a constant companion. Wright describes 

stealing food, enduring long stretches without meals, and the humiliation of begging for sustenance. Hunger in his narrative is 

not only physical deprivation but also a marker of racial injustice, exposing how systemic oppression denies even the most 

basic human needs. Wright’s account transforms hunger into a critique of social structures that perpetuate inequality. 

Taken together, these texts reveal hunger as a multifaceted literary motif. In Shakespeare, it mobilizes collective 

resistance; in Hamsun and Kafka, it becomes a metaphor for alienation and artistic struggle; in Wright, it exposes racial 

and economic injustice. Hunger dramatizes the intersection of body and society, showing how deprivation is never merely 

biological but always political, cultural, and existential. 

DESIRE, EXCESS, AND MORALITY 

Literature often stages hunger and gluttony as moral opposites, using them to probe questions of survival, desire, and 

ethical responsibility. Hunger is depicted as a force that strips characters down to their most basic instincts; while feasting 

and excess frequently symbolize corruption, indulgence, and decay. Together, these extremes highlight the fragile balance 

between necessity and desire. 

Classical texts such as Homer’s Odyssey and Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales use feasts not merely as narrative 

settings but as moral lessons. In Homer, the suitors’ endless banqueting in Odysseus’s hall becomes a sign of their 

arrogance and disrespect for social order. Their gluttony is not simply about food but about power and entitlement, and 

their downfall is tied directly to their excess. Chaucer’s tales similarly use feasting to expose human folly, with meals 

serving as backdrops for stories of greed, lust, and moral weakness. 

Hunger, by contrast, forces characters into ethical dilemmas. In Dickens’s Oliver Twist, the iconic moment when 

Oliver asks for “more” dramatizes the cruelty of institutions that deny even the most basic sustenance to children. The 

scene is not only about physical hunger but about moral failure: the workhouse system is revealed as indifferent to human 

dignity, reducing survival to a matter of punishment and shame. Hunger here becomes a critique of social structures that 

prioritize discipline over compassion. 

Excessive feasting, meanwhile, is often linked to downfall in Shakespeare’s tragedies. Banquets in Macbeth and 

Timon of Athens illustrate how indulgence precedes ruin. Macbeth’s banquet, disrupted by the ghost of Banquo, becomes a 

symbol of guilt and moral corruption, while Timon’s lavish feasts expose the emptiness of wealth and the betrayal of false 

friends. In both cases, food is not nourishment but spectacle, and its excess signals the erosion of moral order. 

By contrasting hunger with gluttony, literature underscores the ethical dimensions of desire. Hunger reveals the 

injustice of deprivation, while feasting exposes the dangers of unchecked indulgence. Together, they dramatize the moral 

choices that arise when human needs collide with human desires, reminding readers that food is never merely sustenance 

but a powerful symbol of survival, morality, and social critique. 
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CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVES 

Postcolonial texts use food scarcity to symbolize colonial exploitation. Writers from Africa, South Asia, and the Caribbean 

depict hunger as both physical deprivation and cultural erasure. Food becomes a site of resistance, reclaiming identity 

through culinary traditions. 

Modern novels highlight global inequality. Food insecurity in migrant narratives reflects displacement and 

marginalization. Holocaust literature and memoirs use hunger to narrate trauma, showing how deprivation becomes a 

collective memory of suffering. 

CONCLUSION 

Food and hunger in literature transcend their literal meanings, becoming powerful symbols of identity, survival, and 

critique. Food embodies culture, abundance, and community, while hunger dramatizes deprivation, alienation, and 

systemic injustice. Together, they reveal how literature transforms everyday human needs into profound explorations of 

morality, power, and desire. By examining these motifs across eras and genres, we see how writers use nourishment and 

deprivation to interrogate the human condition and challenge social structures. 
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