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The smell of good bread baking, like the sound of lightly flowing 

water, is indescribable in its evocation of innocence and delight...2  

 

Introduction 

Bread, the staple of life, is ubiquitous in UK households. Ninety-nine percent of households 

in the UK buy bread, and the UK eats the equivalent of over nine million large loaves of bread every 

day.3 Through its widespread consumption, bread offers a platform from which to understand the 

erosion of artisanal (baking) skills and the ways that food networks have emerged to counter this 

loss. This article centres in particular on the discourses and narratives of the “real bread” network of 

bread-bakers (some professional, others infrequent bakers) who have learned how to bake “real 

bread” through a food movement called Bread Matters. 

Bread Matters is a pioneering British food movement and business based in Scotland that 

supports the creation of community-owned bakeries in the UK and offers courses that teach how to 

bake “real bread”, in contradistinction to bread produced through mechanised processes. Bread 

Matters celebrates artisanal, hand-made baking with organic and local ingredients. It claims that a 

Bread Revolution is under way in the UK,4 leading individuals to bake and set-up artisan bakeries, 

thwarting the corporate and highly mechanised bread industry – a food movement still understudied 

and which stands as an example of grassroots efforts in the UK to counter the mechanization of the 

food industry. The overwhelmingly mechanical production of bread in the UK can be traced to the 

development in 1961 of the Chorleywood Bread Process, which combines vegetable fat, yeast, and 

improvers at high speeds so that a loaf can be made in less than three and a half hours. This highly 

mechanised and chemical process is now used to produce eighty percent of bread baked in the UK,5 

because it reduces the cost of production and more than doubles a loaf’s shelf-life.6  

The bread industry in the UK is now heavily dependent on modern technology, and less 

reliant on individual skill and craft, or the savoir-faire of bread-baking. It is estimated that the 

number of small-scale artisanal bakeries in the UK fell from around 18,000 to fewer than 3500 

between the 1950s and the 2000s.7 Ninety-seven percent of bread in the UK is made in factories or 

supermarkets, reflecting the ‘growth of an ideology of neo-liberal markets and the rise of a 
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concentration in corporate control of agri-food’.8 The erosion of artisanal, hand-made bread typifies 

the wider mechanisation, systematisation, and standardisation of the food system in the UK.  

 “Real bread” is a concept constructed by Bread Matters in response to such industrialised 

production methods sketched above and the resultant perceived lack of authenticity in the modern 

British food system. As this article explores, the “real” nature of “real bread” is linked to 

representations of how bread should be baked that stand in stark contrast to the Chorleywood 

Bread Process. In this case, the “real” is based on notions of the correct use of time, celebrated in 

Bread Matters’ narrative that evokes an idealised and fixed past for bakers and the craft of baking. 

The impetus for remembering “real bread” – understood as the desire to bake as well as the act of 

eating – is rooted in attempts at reviving both artisanal foodstuffs and the skills intrinsically linked to 

their survival. The “real bread” network is thus a platform through which to grasp how baking bread 

influences its consumption and vice-versa, enabling us to break down the all-too-familiar dichotomy 

between consumption and production. In relation to food, what we remember is necessarily and 

intrinsically linked to how we remember. Within the discourse surrounding “real bread”, it is 

assumed that those who bake and consume it regain a sense of reality and authenticity lacking from 

the food system they would otherwise inhabit. As such, the movement for the expansion of “real 

bread” is mainly focused on food production, which has had little traction as a potential site for the 

analysis of reflexive conduct. 

In investigating Bread Matters’ formulation of “real bread”, this article seeks to bridge two 

academic fields within food studies: the conceptualisation of foods from the past as forms of cultural 

capital with the potential to alleviate broader social and economical concerns in local rural areas;9 

and heritage or traditional foods as a response to feelings of alienation typical of post-Fordist, 

Western societies, ‘divorced from their origins through urbanization and population migration, such 

senses of pride and place have to be created’.10 Through discourse analysis, the role of food 

networks in shaping culinary pasts and heritage is underlined. The following pages investigate how 

food networks revive eroding culinary skills through the structuring of pastness as ‘a vague “then”, a 

“time before”’.11 They consider how the “reality” of bread is constructed according to different 

temporalities and representations of the past and, moreover, what consequently constitutes 

“unreal” bread (the majority of bread eaten in the UK) Ultimately, this article aims to efface the 

binary oppositions of ‘broad-brushed contrasts between “now” and “then”, “past” and “present”’12 

upon which these food networks base their legitimacy.  

 

Bread Matters 

Bread Matters is a business that offers classes on how to prepare and bake handmade goods 

(though it does not sell bread) and also helps community-shared bakeries to establish themselves 

within or outside of the UK, through paid or free consultancy. Its recipes and larger philosophy are 

based on sourdough, a type of bread that necessitates a “slow” fermentation. It heavily encourages 
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baking with “heritage” and organic cereals such as einkorn (discussed below) with the exclusion of 

any artificial additives. Indeed, “real bread” is ‘defined as being made without additives, fermented 

for several hours and always touched by human hands’.13 Furthermore, because of its production 

methods and the raw ingredients, “real bread” is ‘better for you, better for your community, better 

for the planet’.14 

Andrew Whitley, the founder of Bread Matters, also co-founded the Real Bread Campaign 

(RBC) in 2008, through which he aimed to spread the philosophy of “real bread” throughout the UK. 

The RBC website announces their aim as being: 

 

to increase the enjoyment, production and consumption of bread 

made with natural ingredients, appropriate fermentation and no 

adulterants…we want to see grain and bread production at the 

heart of a sustainable ecological food system…We campaign for 

proper labelling so at least we know what we’re eating. We want all 

the additives – declared and hidden – out of bread. We are helping 

to organise scientific research into why fast-made bread leaves so 

many people bloated. We work with other organisations to make 

real bread available in schools, hospitals and other public 

institutions.15  

The organisation constructs its notion of “real bread” in contrast to the ills it perceives in today’s 

dysfunctional food system and in relation to bread from the past: 

In the pre-industrial era, time was an essential ingredient in bread-

making, even after the processes of fermentation were well 

understood.16  

The notion that in the past, baking was ‘well understood’, stands as an ideal against which to criticise 

the bread industry in the UK today, with its heavy machinery and lack of expertise and manual skill:  

Without time and watchfulness, there would be no bread as we 

know it...Before the advent of commercial yeasts, bakers had to 

make their own leavening mixture.17 

Tacit knowledge as well as the use of time necessary to baking are seen to be replaced by machines 

and chemistry inherent in the modernisation of the bread industry. Indeed, time is a key element in 

the production of “real bread” made without preservatives or additives and whose dough thus rises 

solely through the action of yeast. “Real bread” is intrinsically slowly made bread. Time – and its 
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slow unfolding – is the essence of the “reality” of “real bread”. If we rob bread of its time, it fails to 

be the “staple of life”, since:  

…it was, above all, time which caused that first left-over piece of 

flour-and-water dough to surprise its maker by rising a little after a 

few hours of benign neglect...Without time and watchfulness, there 

would be no bread as we know it...Without time to ferment the 

dough and allow the microorganisms to interact, bread not only 

lacks flavour but may not be the staff of life we fondly imagine.18  

The organisation deplores the nominal use of time deployed in the global food system, both at a 

consumption and production level. It takes a vocal stance against fast food culture by praising home 

baking: 

For the British baking industry in the past fifty or so years, a more 

serious race has been on: to make mass-produced bread as quickly 

as possible in the interests of profit and low prices. Most big plants 

moved to the ‘no-time dough’, in which a combination of high-speed 

mixing and chemical additives is substituted for traditional 

fermentation. No-time dough: the very antithesis of leavened bread 

as it first emerged many thousands of years ago.19 

The additives (enzymes and chemicals) that reduce the baking time in the Chorleywood Bread 

Process are perceived as unwanted adulterations, and inhibit bread from qualifying as “real” 

because they replace traditional baking production. In other words, “real bread” is inherently made 

from “real” baking methods where time is respected. Indeed, ‘modern distribution systems, 

dedicated to provide multiple retailers with maximum freshness, interrupt the rhythm of time 

necessary to real bread’.20 According to Bread Matters, the bread industry has habituated us to a 

homogenous flavour of mass-produced bread and, more perniciously, to the idea of perpetual 

freshness. The bread industry has limited our capacity to identify fresh bread by offering loaves with 

preservatives: 

[T]he trouble is that if absolute freshness (even the ersatz freshness 

of a ‘baked-off’ loaf) becomes our minimum standard, we 

progressively rob ourselves of the benchmark by which the true 

delight of freshness can be judged.21  

The modern imperative for long-lasting freshness requires that freshness is a stable state available in 

processed bread: our experience of bread is, as Whitley labels it, one of ‘absolute’ freshness. The 

mistreatment of time robs bread of its “reality”. Time cannot punctuate the various stages of the 

evolution of the loaf – fresh or stale. Industrial bread limits our experience of food since bread 

should be allowed to ‘grow old with dignity’ so that we may ‘use it in different ways, dunking it in 
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soup, toasting it, covering it trencher-style with succulent stews. Even when quite stale it still 

delights us, in summer pudding, croûtons or kvass’.22 The list of recipes entails a cornucopia 

intrinsically linked to “real bread” which, by its very transitory nature, enables the organisation to 

weave ‘alternative temporalities into the present’23 as well as to refer to an idyllic past ‘when bread 

was a vital source of sustenance, it was usually so hard won that throwing it away was a sin’.24  

By referring loosely to “the past”, Bread Matters’ discourse is a ‘mixing [of] pastness and 

presentness’25 that presents itself as a template for living in the now.26 Foodstuffs gain meaning 

through their association with a past that is either invented or re-enacted. As Visser points out, the 

food industry has capitalised on the growing desire for authentic, artisanal, or traditional foods. 

Indeed, “real bread” typifies:   

Western societies, in which political and cultural processes are 

generally mediated to the consumer by professionals, particularly 

great reliance is similarly placed in the interpretation of authenticity 

to the consumer by professionals (Walsh 1992)27…what is and is not 

authentic is largely the consequence of replicated interpretations.28  

The organisation’s discourse equally embraces biblical connotations, claiming ‘it is no 

surprise that the language of bread finds echoes in religious metaphor. From the germination of the 

good seed to symbolic identification with the body of Christ, bread speaks to us of becoming, of 

transformation’.29 The association of “real bread” with the body of Christ confers a sacred aspect on 

food that, by association, suggests bread that fails to be “real” – or those who fail to eat “real” bread 

– are sinful. The notion of “real bread” is thus couched in a rhetoric that invites an association 

between good foods and good bakers/eaters, whereas unreal processed bread is linked to bad foods 

and evil bakers/eaters. 

Bread Matters’ quest for the “authentic” or the “real” epitomises a shift in the ideals 

pursued by “foodies” in the past decade.30 Instead of seeking authenticity in foreign cuisine (the 

“other outward”) they are reaching back into our culinary past to guide them towards a “reality” 

that they feel is lacking from our modern food. Baking and eating “real bread” are acts of 

authenticity that are expressed as ‘identity, autonomy, individuality, self-development, and self-

                                                             
22
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23

 K. Verdery, Political Lives and Dead Bodies. Reburial and Postsocialist Change (New York: Columbia UP, 

1999), p. 115. 
24
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26
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27
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Routledge, 1992), cited in McIntosh and Richard, ‘Affirming Authenticity’, p. 590. 
28
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30
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realization’.31 It is the affirmation of identity through looking back, as a memory but with the pain 

removed.32  

The capacity of the past to confer “reality” on food is typified in the interest in heritage 

seeds. One of the key projects for Bread Matters is “Scotland, the Bread”, which aims to ‘build a 

local grain economy’ by helping to ‘re-establish a Scottish flour and bread supply that is healthy, 

equitable, locally-controlled and sustainable’.33 The project attempts to revive the biodiversity of 

grains ‘from the past’ in Scotland and in the UK more broadly, whereby, at present: 

little, if any, of this wheat was used directly by local breadmakers. As 

with other commodity foods, the part of the supply that isn’t fed to 

animals or used to make biofuels is bought by large milling 

conglomerates or aggregated by traders. Its identity is submerged 

and its price is distorted by speculators. Worse, the kind of grain 

grown is determined by the presumed needs of intensive farming 

and industrial bread production. To build health and food 

sovereignty requires better grains, less intensive processing and 

more connection between producers and bread eaters.34  

“Scotland, the Bread” started in March 2013 by planting small samples of 19th century Scottish 

wheat on four organic farms. The aim of the project was to start researching new crosses, mixtures, 

or landraces.  

Bread Matters claims that ‘the growing interest in older grains (e.g. spelt, emmer, einkorn) 

and “heritage” varieties mirrors significant citizen dissatisfaction with industrial wheat and bread’.35 

Through this project, Bread Matters promotes nostalgia for a Lost Eden36 that responds to desires 

for a “reality” rooted in the past. The organisation’s discourse is couched in terms of a nostalgia 

rooted in memories of Gemeinschaft37 (i.e. in terms of ideals rather than in terms of regular 

transgressions of these ideals). The appeal to an ‘armchair nostalgia’38 is symptomatic of late 

capitalist consumerism whereby the ‘merchandiser supplies the lubrication of nostalgia’ and the 

consumer ‘need only bring the faculty of nostalgia to an image that will supply the memory of a loss 

he or she has never suffered’.39 In this sense, both Bread Matters and “real bread” bakers engage 

                                                             
31
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37
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38
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39
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with a commodification of ‘pastness’, which underlines ‘needs for identity, and the finding of the 

true self through the appropriation of pastness’.40 

 

Bread Matters, Slow Food and Global Counter-Movements 

Bread Matters’ philosophy echoes a wider global counter-movement against the increasing 

“McDonaldization” of today’s food system. The study of Bread Matters reflects a wider shift in 

academic discourse coined the “cultural turn”41 in the food system’s ‘“turn” to quality’.42 Bread 

Matters epitomises various alternative movements characteristic of Post-Fordist43 economies that 

have been spurred by demands for local, organic, fresh, artisanal, or traditional foods.44 Much of the 

recent academic literature on “alternative” foods and networks has been dedicated to ethical 

eating45 and complementary trends such as organic food, Fair Trade, or vegetarianism.46 Some 

believe efforts for more reflexive consumption patterns represent a paradigm shift away from an 

industrial food system.47 Others, meanwhile, consider these patterns simply as the reverse side of 

mass food production.48  

Such counter-movements are typified by Slow Food: ‘a global, grassroots organization with 

supporters in 150 countries around the world who are linking the pleasure of good food with a 

commitment to their community and the environment’.49 The Slow Food movement emphasises the 

importance of maintaining the knowledge and taste of “real”, “slow”, or “forgotten” foods and the 

skills necessary for the preservation of culinary tradition. Bread Matters is one of the local activities 

affiliated to Slow Food,50 and during Slow Food’s 2012 Terra Madre event, Bread Matters held a 

stand promoting the philosophy of “real bread”.51 Both Bread Matters and Slow Food have taken a 

stance against the conventional food system, symptomatic of how 'things are speeding up and 
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spreading out'52 by either identifying the foods that need saving or encouraging the enskillment 

necessary to their survival. Slow Food’s rhetoric provides a global framework to Bread Matters’ 

discourse.  

The Ark of Taste (Ark) is one of Slow Food’s strategies in support of small-scale producers: an 

online list or ‘compendium that proposed the documentation of disappearing agricultural and food 

products on a global scale’.53 Slow Food has thus evolved into a global ‘cultural producer’54 that 

orchestrates and defines which foods qualify as ‘threatened with extinction’55 and which do not. 

Through the Ark, Slow Food determines which foods need to be remembered. Luciana Castellina 

aptly conveys the impetus of the Ark: ‘there is a desperately serious genocide of taste material 

culture...food is what gives meaning to human existence and taste is something that gives 

meaning.56 The discourse of the Ark thus introduces paradoxical appreciations for time: we must 

take our time eating and preparing Ark products yet we must simultaneously hurry in doing so, or 

they will become extinct. As Slow Food UK proclaims on its website: ‘eat it or lose it!’. In upholding a 

discourse of urgency, simultaneously a discourse of nostalgia for ‘disappearing foods’ and ‘forgotten 

flavours’,57 Slow Food legitimises the Ark’s discriminating criteria, which mirrors Bread Matters’ 

process of discriminating between “real” and “unreal” bread.  

One of the foodstuffs listed by the Ark of Taste UK is einkorn, a heritage grain also endorsed 

by Bread Matters. Einkorn is the oldest type of wheat, but with the majority of UK bread being 

produced from one strain of (engineered) wheat, einkorn disappeared from England 5,600 years ago 

until, in 2008, ‘Doves Farm on the Wiltshire/Berkshire border began a collaborative project with a 

small group of organic farmers to reinstate its production.’58 They are currently conserving einkorn in 

situ as well as other ‘historical series of varieties’,59  focusing on the common bread wheat grown in 

Britain since Neolithic times. Einkorn seeds thus stand as ‘witnesses of the past’60 whose very 

reintroduction underlines the interrupted agricultural heritage within the UK.61 In other words, the 

constancy of “real bread’s” tradition and heritage, implicitly assumed in Bread Matters’ discourse, is 

an invention.62 This invention obscures and facilitates the organisation’s role in rediscovering ‘a 

sense of place and of the past [that] is conveyed formally rather than organically’.63 
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‘With its explicitly biblical imagery of deluge and salvation’,64 Bread Matters’ and the Ark’s 

shared discourse with regard to grain promotes, in Kenneth MacDonald’s words, an ‘aesthetic of 

redemption’65 enmeshed with moral undertones and nostalgia. Slow Food, similarly, ‘promises not 

only to save our conscience but to bring the world back from the edge of alimentary apocalypse’.66 

MacDonald argues that Slow Food portrays eating Ark products as an act of ‘moral salvation’,67 

surreptitiously introducing an element of morality into the experience of eating (intrinsically linked 

to remembering “forgotten flavours”). This rhetoric of redemption is necessarily coupled to the 

naturalistic discourse of food: we need to save nature. In other words, Slow Food’s discourse is one 

whereby we have a moral obligation to save nature (and its forgotten flavours) by eating it. Andrea 

Nightingale, meanwhile, believes Slow Food's naturalistic discourse is an unexamined and pre-given 

category whereby the appeal to what is “natural” exempts its followers’ actions from political and 

moral scrutiny.68 To remember, produce, or eat forgotten flavours – most notably “real bread” – is 

an act, which resonates throughout Bread Matters and Slow Food’s rhetoric as being endowed with 

morality. “Real bread” needs time to be baked and consumed, yet there is little time to lose in 

baking or eating it if we are to save our world and ourselves.  

 

Enskillment 

Time is not only essential to the production of “real bread”; it is also fundamental to the enskillment 

of its bakers. Slow Food and Bread Matters identify the disappearance of artisanal foods with the 

erosion of savoir-faire and the loss of ‘food memories’69 – exemplified by distorted notions of 

freshness in bread. Nadia Seremetakis believes that Western cultures are experiencing a 

‘reorganization of public memory’,70  since ‘*s]ensory premises, memories and histories’ linked to 

food are being erased in ‘entire regional cultures’.71 The loss of memories of food is intrinsically 

linked to the loss of craft in food production. Duruz makes a link between time spent cooking and 

the loss of culinary skills: 

Although the ‘time-poor’ Generation X has become the technology-

rich one (the development of the microwave chip enabling easy 

access to both food and entertainment), at the same time it is this 

generation that displays a definite ‘lack’ in the everyday skills of 

food preparation.72 
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The speeding up of the industrial bread production and the decline of ‘everyday skills of food 

preparation’ mean that ‘cooking seems to be increasingly socially disembedded if not 

disembodied’.73 By offering courses teaching “real bread” baking, Bread Matters strives to redress 

this memory loss by enskilling people with, effectively, the means to bake “reality” into bread.  

As David Sutton reminds us, any skill involved in craftsmanship necessitates a context in 

which we can exercise judgment as well as adjust our expertise to each task at hand.74 It depends on 

the dual process of enculturation and enskillment whereby taste and skills are learned, mobilized, 

and repeatedly trained.75Our ‘enculturation’ or ‘education of attention’76 demands that our senses 

be engaged in our apprenticeship with and within our environment: our whole person (mind/body) 

is learning a new skill. Baking becomes a simpler, non-mechanised tool that extends the ‘whole 

person *into the environment+ and draws power from this’.77 “Real bread” demands time and 

apprenticeship: the foundation for embodied memories (i.e. skills). It necessitates an understanding 

of our environment and the objects that we seek to affect as ‘the world *that+ is its own best 

model’.78 To understand how to bake “real bread”, we need to enskill ourselves (i.e. absorb 

memories of know-how).  

The enculturation and enskillment of baking is illustrated in Bread Matters’ lessons in 

preparing a sourdough. One of the methods taught during Bread Matters’ “Fundamental” course – a 

two day course tailored to beginner bakers – is that of “airing” the dough: kneading it in the air (as 

opposed to on the table) to stretch the gluten bonds of the dough until they are deemed fit for 

baking. Each sourdough preparation begins with a “starter”: dough that is pre-fermented by wild 

yeasts and lactic-acid bacteria. This allows the development of flavours in the bread and gives 

sourdough its distinct taste. At the beginning of the class, none of the participants know how to 

judge whether the dough has risen sufficiently to be baked. Thus, the purpose of the course is to 

demonstrate the methods of airing as well as to give bakers “a feel” for the “right consistency” of a 

dough before baking it. Participants learn how to refresh a starter: augment its mass without 

changing its distinct flavour. The starter remains active for an indefinite time in the correct 

conditions. The mother sourdough (original dough) in Bread Matters, from which the majority of 

loaves are made, has been continuously refreshed for five years. This not only gives loaves the 

distinct taste of Bread Matters bread, but also provides a constant platform for Bread Matters’ 

education in taste. The starter can be passed on from one participant to another and from one 

generation to the next. In this sense, the flavours of sourdough are timeless (since they come from 

the same starter) yet its production process is regulated entirely by time.  

On the Bread Matters website, we are told that the original invention of the sourdough 

starter (which, we are taught, can be made from scratch from water, flour, and time) was the result 

of accident and not ingenuity:  
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For we may surmise that it was, above all, time which caused that 

first left-over piece of flour-and-water dough to surprise its maker 

by rising a little after a few hours of benign neglect.79  

During the workshop, participants are also taught that sourdough starter is produced in twelve to 

thirty-six hours; however, it is from the feel or a gentle poke of the dough that one knows it is 

sufficiently proved. Participants are encouraged to smell, observe, and touch the dough to gain a 

‘reasoned use of the senses’.80 This necessitates apprenticeship, repetition, and the education of the 

senses, or enskillment. As the founder of Bread Matters reminds us, ‘to know how to bake bread, 

you need to bake’.81 The body learns gestures, which it remembers and improves each time it bakes, 

re-enacting gestures with every loaf. The act of baking, like the bread it produces, enmeshes various 

temporalities by invoking learnt gestures and past experiences as guides for preparing dough. “Real 

bread” is thus baked by those who have incorporated the skills for baking through repeated practice. 

As Sutton claims, craftwork establishes a realm of ‘skill and knowledge perhaps beyond human 

verbal capacities to explain...language is not an adequate “mirror-tool” for the physical movements 

of the human body’.82  

The baking skills taught by Bread Matters are perpetually evolving as they are transmitted, 

practised, and honed. Within the discourse promoted by the organisation, though, “real bread” is 

constructed as the product of a static past; it thus ignores the fact that tradition ‘develops with the 

growth of the organism’.83 Bread Matters’ manual for baking “real bread” reflects the growing desire 

for traditional, authentic, or real foods in the format of what Alan Warde calls a ‘nostalgia 

cookbook’.84 Nostalgia cookbooks epitomise static notions of tradition as well as an underlying 

desire in Western societies for an oral community and the embodied knowledge it transmits. 

Paradoxically, this knowledge is encapsulated in the written format, the most commodified form of 

all.85 As Joy Adapon reminds us, ‘As with any other sort of skill, cooking is something that is enacted 

and embodied, not usually articulated’.86 The legacy of “real bread” as articulated by the 

organisation is in this case an invention87  – similar to the agricultural heritage of einkorn – that 

Bread Matters perpetuates by creating static notions of bread baking culture in the UK. For Jeffrey 

Pratt, traditional or artisanal products ‘are not survivals as such; they are generated out of sustained 

commercial activity, state regulatory systems, and international trade agreements’.88  

 

Conclusion: Memory and Reality 
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The potency of the discourses articulated by Bread Matters and Slow Food lies in their promise for 

salvation intertwined with a return to a “reality” constructed in reference to the past. According to 

Richard Sennett, the Western world is now experiencing a ‘nostalgia for the real’89 in a society of 

increasingly mass-mediated experience. The growing popularity of “real bread” responds to what 

Doreen Massey argues is the general sentiment in affluent First World economies of ‘discomforts of 

fragmentation, disruption and “placelessness” that have produced nostalgic longings for a secure 

world and for secure positionings within it’.90  The expansion of fast food culture, she argues, is one 

of the factors that has had the capacity to ‘erase differences between “this place” and “that” and 

between “now” and “then”’.91 Borgmann, meanwhile, relates the apparent ‘receding of reality’92 to 

the loss of metis and techne (technique or skill) whereby artisanal expertise is lost to mechanisation 

and computerisation. The desire to bake “real bread” in the UK thus speaks to feelings of 

placelessness and disembededness, along with a ‘receding of reality’.93 Through “real bread”, Bread 

Matters directly responds to demands to re-embed food in its social, cultural, and environmental 

context, typified by the Age of Ecology of the third modernity.94 “Real bread” offers the opportunity 

for an aesthetic appreciation95 of food based on the awareness of the temporal flow of food from 

the past into the present.96  

Through a discussion of “real bread”, this article has sought insights into the ways that the 

‘past is recalled, memorialised and used to construct the present’.97 The time gained through the 

availability of ready-made, processed food and the apparent cornucopia of choice in retail stores has 

been counterbalanced by a loss of culinary skills and food heritage,98 as well as a sense of reality. The 

latter is constructed in opposition to the ills perceived as being inherent in the modern food system 

by alternative food movements to which they contrast elaborate representations of idyllic 

gastronomic pasts. In so doing, they capitalise on a wave of ‘nostalgia for reality’99 that spurs the 

search for authenticity and heritage in foods from our past, notably in heritage grains. Bread Matters 

and Slow Food’s discourse results in a profitable production of nostalgia, whereby “real bread”, 

linked to einkorn, creates what Potter and Tilzey term ‘spaces for postproductivism within an 
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inherently productivist agriculture…*by+ map*ing+ out an alternative “consumption countryside”’.100 

Presented within the discourses of Bread Matters and Slow Food are thus promises of salvation, 

redemption, and reality. “Real bread”, by its very name, holds a promise to ground us back in 

“reality” by saving the constructed tradition of baking bread. 

However, the temporality referred to in the discourse surrounding “real bread” is 

ambivalent. On the one hand, Bread Matters claims that the British bread industry distorts our sense 

of reality by perverting our sense of freshness. This freshness is constructed in relation to a notion of 

an idealised past in which bread was widely used regardless of its state (fresh or stale). As Fowler 

reminds us, the ‘past is an intellectual concept’.101 Bread Matters is changing the past to its own end 

in what David Lowenthal coined a ‘creative anachronism’102 and is offering memories of food based 

on invented traditions.103  

Simultaneously, this loss of reality is also articulated in conjunction with the importance of 

artisanal, traditional skills. “Real bread”, as demonstrated throughout the Bread Matters workshop, 

needs time, expertise, and craft in order to be “real”. In this sense, reality in food is also dependent 

on the enskillment and enculturation of its producers which, in turn, depend on embodied memories 

embedded within the baker’s person through repetition and practice. Bread Matters suggests that 

the loss of knowledge of artisanal food production is one of a ‘loss of ancient gestures’;104 the loss of 

(embodied) memories and the loss of reality. “Real bread” typifies a growing sentiment of ‘nostalgia 

for the real’105 through its expanding network. We are reminded of Terdiman’s ‘present past’106 

whereby the creation of “real bread” attempts to reproduce a memory: an impossible desire (at the 

root of nostalgia) to recall things by replicating them which, by virtue of being memories of the past, 

are gone forever.107 In defining the criteria for “real” foods by determining which memories are 

required, Bread Matters is in danger of reducing those who do not know how to make – or do not 

have access to – “real bread” to be condemned to fake foods and, by extension, vulnerable to fake 

bakers.  

Indeed, by making claims about the “reality” embedded in food, Bread Matters 

surreptitiously invokes particular interpretations of the past and morality linked to food. Unknotting 

the temporalities embedded in the network’s risk discourses underlines the importance of the role 

of memory and different types of remembrance at play in the promotion and creation of “real 

bread”. Bread Matters and Slow Food make implicit moral assertions through affirmations of the 

correct use of time in food preparation, recollection, and consumption. The discourse of “real bread” 

depends on a dichotomy between “real” and “no-time” dough (i.e. unreal or fake bread), and “slow” 

and “fast” food that is couched in normalised terminology. The binary distinction invites moral 
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positionings that can confer morality and reality on those who engage in bread baking. The moral 

undertone of the food movements’ discourse propagates the notion that there is “reality” to be 

found in certain breads and, thus, that there is also bread that lacks “reality”. This dichotomy is not 

only simplistic and problematic, but it also echoes Julie Guthman’s conclusions that the organic 

movement, and to a greater extent Slow Food, promulgate notions of “good” and “bad” eaters.108 

Similarly, the articulation of “real bread” may foster notions of “real” and “unreal” bakers. As 

described, these food networks reject ingredients or methods that fail to live up the cultural criteria 

of “real” or “slow”, underlining the fact that ‘foods operate as objectifications that enable and 

channel cultural positionings’.109  

A second problem arises from discourses embedded in representations of the past as a 

guide to a more sustainable future. Such discourses implicitly assume that cultural reality is 

continuous. As Sami Zubaida and Richard Tapper have argued, belief in a historical permanence is 

shared by those ‘drawn to explanations in terms of origin and the assumption of cultural continuity 

in the history of a people or a region’.110 As this article demonstrates, artisan breads represent a 

mixture of tradition and innovation, physicality and symbolism, mechanization and craftsmanship, 

endogeneity and exogeneity, myths and realities.111 By offering nostalgic appropriations of 

foodstuffs, these networks uphold the binary, moralistic rhetoric surrounding “good” and “bad” 

foods, while simultaneously reinforcing the belief that foods from the past, whether heritage 

traditional sourdough or ‘forgotten flavours’,112 hold the key to solving the ills of an industrial food 

system epitomised by its ‘receding reality’.113 In promising salvation and reality through “slow” and 

“real” foods, these discourses overlook the inventiveness inherent in any skilled production and 

craft, most notably in artisanal baking and cooking.  

Through their criteria for ‘forgotten flavours’ and production methods for real foods, Bread 

Matters and Slow Food perpetuate the very sense of “placelessness” and “disembeddedness” they 

seek to uproot. The promotion of a “reality” in “real bread” anchored in the celebration and re-

enactment of a bucolic view of the past necessarily excludes those who do not identify with or know 

that past, and those who do not have time for “real bread” baking. The growing call for “reality” in 

foods, and the belief in their capacity to re-embed us in “reality”, asks for further investigation. The 

discourse of “real bread” encourages constructions of moral bakers and eaters while condemning 

others to unreality and timelessness. The production of food, including baking bread, is an untidy 

process. Those bold enough to manually engage in culinary activities ought to be assured that the 

very act of creation is one of producing reality.  
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