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As a parent of an eight-year-old, I bear daily witness to how the digestive process, beginning
with ingestion and concluding with defecation, provokes both disgust (broccoli) and humour
(anything poo-related). One of the many fascinating threads throughout Delia Chiaro and
Debra Aarons’ book, Playing with Food: Language, Humor, and Disgust, is that these
reactions are culturally learned. Infants, they note, experience eating and excretion without
embarrassment; it is only later that the “earlier delight in producing excreta is replaced by the
convention...that this product of our bodies is unclean, or out of place” (p. 2). As children
absorb these rules, they also discover that violating them—via farting, burping, eating worms,
etc.—can be both shocking and funny.

This intersection of the repellent and the comic lies at the heart of Chiaro and Aarons’
project. In the introductory section, “Starters: Eat, Shit, and Die”, they frame their central
questions as, firstly, “Why is food so crucial in our way of describing our bodies, our
relationships with others, our ways of being in the world?”, and secondly, “Why is food
funny?” (p. 4). Our ways of speaking about food and disgust clearly contain universal
elements grounded in the body—after all, everyone does eat, shit, and die—but they are also
shaped by subtle cultural norms and linguistic conventions. Playing with Food does not
attempt the impossible task of mapping every possible connection between these vast
concepts. Instead, the book operates like a buffet, offering a wide array of illustrative
examples drawn from different media, disciplines, and theoretical frameworks. The diversity
in these examples is impressive: the authors move easily between the grotesque excesses of
Rabelais’ “Gargantua and Pantagruel”, Shakespeare’s fondness for bawdy food and bodily
imagery, Charlie Chaplin eating his shoe in The Gold Rush, political cartoons depicting figures
like Donald Trump or Boris Johnson as gluttonous pigs, and online outrage over Jamie
Oliver’s chorizo paella. By examining these varied case studies, and what they say about the
cultures that produced them, the volume argues that humour surrounding food and disgust is
an important mechanism through which societies negotiate bodily taboos, social hierarchies,
and anxieties about identity and tradition.

Chapter 1, “Mouthful of mirth”, sets the foundation for the remainder of the book by
examining how food and language intersect, and how this intersection is often used
humorously. Drawing on Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1984) concept of the Carnivalesque, the chapter
emphasises the grotesque body as a site of “[hJuman excess of eating, drinking, farting,
shitting, and sexual activity” (pp. 10-11). This linking of food and sex continues in
contemporary language, from sweet endearments (“honey”, “sweetie”) to the many
misogynistic, food-based metaphors that reduce women to consumable objects. As the authors
note, “expressions representing men as edible objects are not as plentiful” (p. 16), revealing
how these patterns both reflect and reinforce social hierarchies. These patterns of imbalance
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persist in the modern condemnation of excess, which replaced the Carnivalesque with
“scientific discoveries [promoting] the idea that excess consumption of food can cause illness,
and long-term ill-health” (p. 22). Yet these supposedly neutral health discourses are applied
unevenly, as “[v]isible excess in women, such as obesity (or even chubbiness) is judged more
negatively than a beer belly on a man” (p. 23).

Since excess has become taboo, it is no wonder that we are drawn to media exploring
extreme eating, presented here via case studies of niche subcultures, such as Mukbang
performers — slender women who sensually eat excessive amounts of food on YouTube — as
well as the more mainstream competitive food challenges, which “allow people to watch what
others can push themselves to do, while recognizing their own physical limitations” (p. 27).
The chapter similarly describes how we are drawn to the dangers of food, from the forbidden
fruit in the Garden of Eden to poisoned treats and magical confections in fairy tales, showing
how food embodies temptation, risk, and moral consequence. The authors note that these
stories often function as utilitarian cautionary tales rooted in “the puritanical view that we
should eat and drink only what we need to survive” (p. 33). They follow this with a case study
of how humour punctures the modern puritans of veganism, examining parody videos by JP
Sears and sketches by David Mitchell that turn the moralising logic of vegans on its head,
before tracing the tradition of throwing food at politicians, noting that “laughing at people is
surely a healthier option than killing them” (p. 40).

Building on this foundation, Chapter 2, “The stirrings of disgust”, explores how the
language used to express both disgust and amusement frequently relies on food-related
metaphors that blend elements of comedy with revulsion. The chapter should come with a
warning not to be read on lunch break, as it opens with a comprehensive list of bodily
byproducts — from snot to semen — that provoke unease, particularly when the reader
imagines ingesting them. Although not discussed here, Julia Kristeva’s (1982, p. 4) concept of
the abject as that which “does not respect borders [but] disturbs identity, order, and system”
resonates with this list. Whereas Kristeva’s theory is most often applied in horror studies,
these taboo substances are analysed for how they become a frequent source of humour,
whether it be dirty limericks, the Ricky Gervais comedy series Afterlife, or Canadian pastries
tantalisingly named “Nun’s farts”. The darker taboo of cannibalism is also considered, starting
with what the authors describe as a classic playground joke:

“Mummy, Mummy, I don’t like Daddy.”
“Just leave him on the side and eat your vegetables.”

(p- 58)

Yet while the consumption of human flesh is (almost) universally shunned, the chapter
explains how labelling a joke in “bad taste” is a subjective decision arriving when others’
“aesthetic sensibilities clash with our own” (p. 60).

The food that disgusts us is also highly subjective and closely tied to cultural context.
Many would recoil at the prospect of eating casu marzu—a Sardinian sheep’s-milk cheese
deliberately infested with live maggots—while others prize it as a delicacy. The chapter
explores why encounters with disgusting food often provoke laughter. As the authors note,
laughter can act as a release from unpleasant or frightening ideas, aligning with Sigmund
Freud’s (1960) concept of humour as relief and Paul Rozin et al.’s (2013) concept of “benign
masochism” in which our engagement with extreme experiences in controlled environments
can provoke laughter. The chapter then draws intriguing parallels between laughter and
vomiting, both of which “entail an unvolitional, surprising expulsion of matter from the body”
(p. 69). The chapter concludes with a look at Food Fundamentalists, described as those
“opposed to any changes at all to traditional ways of making and eating foods” to the extent
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that they “claim to be physically disgusted by the abominations that are perpetrated on...the
food of their mothers, grandmothers, regions, and cultures” (p. 70). This subculture only
further underscores the chapter’s central exploration of the cultural nature of disgust.

Chapter 3, “Digestion of disgust in politics (don’t swallow)”, begins the book’s
exploration of how humour, food, and disgust manifest across different forms of media,
starting with political satire. Although not cited here, Robert Phiddian’s Satire and the Public
Emotions (2019, p. 20) is an excellent companion text, as both works examine how “grotesque
eating and all sorts of corporeal (especially excremental) filth are persistent tropes in satire”.
The authors start the chapter by linking excrement and politicians’ speech: “When they say
something controversial or ridiculous, they are metaphorically expelling something nasty from
their mouths, which is why they are often represented as being full of shit” (p. 80). It is
therefore unsurprising that U.S. President Donald Trump features as a key case study in this
chapter, as “cartoons depicting him alongside oceanic waves of shit are too many even to
number” (p. 77). European politicians such as Boris Johnson, Giorgia Meloni, and Bernard
Arnault then feature as case studies in how satire turns metaphorical phrases like “arse-
licking” or “up one’s arse” into grotesque images “display[ing] disgust toward the behavior of
those who govern us” (p. 87). The chapter also explores how politicians are frequently
compared to animals, drawing on George Orwell’s observation in Animal Farm that “it was
impossible to say which was which” (Orwell, 1945, p. 141). Cartoonists exaggerate these
comparisons to grotesque effect, portraying figures like Trump or Matteo Salvini as pigs or
walruses in scenarios that highlight gluttony as a metaphor for moral corruption.

From modern examples, the chapter then looks back at Britain’s tradition of political
cartooning, pioneered by William Hogarth and James Gillray, who used food and drink
alongside grotesque imagery to critique social and political behaviour. These cartoons had an
impact that would make modern satirists envious, as explored through Hogarth’s ability to
build public support for the restriction of gin in the 18" century. Perhaps drawn to this
effectiveness, contemporary cartoonists have frequently returned to these historical images,
with parodies of Gillray’s The Plumb Pudding in Danger popping up whenever “people in
power make deals that aren’t theirs to make” (Chiaro & Aarons, 2026, p. 100). However, such
techniques do not always “punch up”. The chapter sombrely notes that “food plays a part in
othering those who are different from ourselves” (p. 104), examining racist online satire that
weaponises food-related disgust to dehumanise minority groups, either by excluding Muslims
for rejecting English-coded pork products like bacon or by depicting migrants as pet-eating
vermin.

Chapter 4, “Food and humor get disgusting at the movies, sometimes in song”, argues that
food is a pervasive and highly flexible comic device across popular culture, with examples “so
numerous that an entire book would not be sufficient to cover them all” (p. 117). The chapter
moves seamlessly between so-called low- and high-art: where else will you find analysis of
Fellini alongside Mr Bean? Beginning with the iconic custard pie, the authors frame this form
of food humour as harmless humiliation that produces laughter through disorder, drawing
again on the Bakhtinian carnivalesque. Other foods that the chapter highlights as inherently
funny include those which are “indisputably phallic, like zucchini or eggplant” (p. 122), and
spaghetti, whose length and slipperiness make it “funny per se” (p. 124).

The chapter highlights this comedic potential of food across a wide array of films, with
particular connections made between the movies of Hollywood and Italy. The authors show
how many of the films hide political messages inside their food-fuelled silliness. For example,
Charlie Chaplin’s films often feature food at the centre of their spectacle, from the Tramp
eating a boiled shoe in The Gold Rush to mechanised feeding in Modern Times and spaghetti-
fuelled satire in The Great Dictator. Despite their slapstick appeal, however, the authors argue
that “Chaplin’s films carry strong political messages...the point is made profoundly through
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humor” (p. 119). At the darker end of the spectrum, Monty Python’s “Mr Cresote” skit from
The Meaning of Life, and films such as La grande abbuffata and The Cook, the Thief, His Wife
and Her Lover push food humour into abjection, entwining gluttony, sexual excess, and bodily
functions to provoke simultaneous fascination and revulsion as “disgust, shame, and humour
overlap, very viscerally” (p. 138).

The chapter shows that food’s comic and erotic potential is also cross-cultural, operating
as a humorous sexual metaphor in both European and American cinema. The authors present
examples of Italian dishes — from Grandpa Gustafson’s phallic cannelloni in Grumpier Old
Men to the nonsensical Italian food-words muttered by a horny Otto in 4 Fish Called Wanda
— to link cuisine with desire through comedy. In American settings, food is likewise
implicated in humorous erotic expression, as in the famous orgasm scene in When Harry Met
Sally. The chapter then selects a variety of song case studies to show how music exploits this
potential of food’s intertwining with sex in language, from the playful innuendo in “I’ve Got a
Lovely Bunch of Coconuts” to Dean Martin’s “That’s Amore”, which famously links Italian-
American food to romantic love.

Chapter 5, “Recipes for laughter: The role of humor in cookery shows”, explores the
evolution of television cookery programmes from the 1950s through to today, where
“alongside the presentation of complicated, exotic, and oftentimes impossible dishes, humor
has become a frontline player” (p. 150). The chapter highlights how humour has been an
essential ingredient in the persona of celebrity chefs, beginning with Fanny Cradock, who used
verbal humour to “gel with her audiences” (p. 153) desperate for warmth and luxury in the
austerity-struck 1950s’ UK. The chapter identifies this “aura of familiarity between hosts and
viewers” (p. 152) as a key component of these programmes, with subsequent UK celebrity
chefs like Graham Kerr, Julia Child, Jamie Oliver, and Nigella Lawson introducing playful
blunders and regional slang to achieve personable authenticity.

While early cookery programmes were primarily instructional, the chapter explores how
modern formats such as travel cookery shows and talent competitions further extend the
interplay of humour and food. A case study of the extreme travel show Bizarre Foods with
Andrew Zimmern analyses how laughter is elicited through encounters with food that is
“disgusting, exotic, or bizarre...trigger[ing] in viewers a sense of horror mixed with
amusement” (p. 161). The authors then explain how competitive reality TV shows like
MasterChef derive humour both from the disgust of contestant’s cooking failures, but also the
cruelty of the judge’s reactions. As a result, they write that “[r]eality cooking contests are
reminiscent of a circus or arena where audiences take pleasure in witnessing others’
shortcomings and reveling in the grotesque” (p. 166). Even here, however, there are cultural
differences, with the authors noting how the Australian version of MasterChef noticeably
evolved to a kinder variation that suited its audience’s tastes. Cultural context is also
highlighted in shows that find humour in the disgusted reaction of Italian chefs — such as
Gino D’Acampo — to foreign interpretations of traditional Italian food, a concept that is
explored in depth in the next chapter.

Chapter 6, “‘Does it taste as good if you don’t post it on Instagram?’: Food and online
humor”, builds on the previous chapter by exploring how food-based humour and disgust
circulate in digital spaces such as Instagram, YouTube, X (Twitter), and TikTok. The chapter
extends one of its central concerns around how “food aberration” (p. 172), which is perceived
variations to traditional food, trigger both disgust and humour in viewers. Why such a trigger
occurs in the first place is complicated, but the authors attempt to delineate the various causes:

The emotional trigger that makes these kinds of jokes work is a combination of: our acceptance of
essentialist beliefs about self and other; our snobbery that we (unlike other mere mortals including
famous chefs) are superior, because we know what the real standard is; and discomfort about the
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fact that we might not know which other aspects of our cosmopolitan lifestyles we are
adulterating. The humor helps alleviate these kinds of anxieties and other emotional responses. (p.
172)

This reaction is only then intensified when it interacts with online platforms beset by
polarizing rhetoric with little room for middle ground (p. 173).

Examples of humour deriving from this reaction include Spanish outrage over Jamie
Oliver’s chorizo paella and the Malaysian comedian Uncle Roger, whose popular YouTube
channel lambasts professional and amateur chefs’ crimes against Asian cooking. However, the
majority of the chapter focuses on Italian digital humour, as Italians have “a very particular
attitude about their dishes when they feel they are (mis)appropriated and altered” (p. 174),
generating humour in which they are both the subject and participants of the joke. This
humour often relies on deliberate exaggeration, transforming minor culinary infractions into
dramatic offenses, exemplified by a tweet comparing Heinz’s carbonara-in-a-can to a war
crime. Yet this exaggeration is not without risk: the same mechanisms can enable
dehumanising or racist humour, as shown here via a Charlie Hebdo cartoon depicting Italian
earthquake victims as lasagne. Across these examples, humour becomes a way of negotiating
authenticity and belonging in a globalised digital landscape.

In summary, Playing with Food is a rich, engaging, and wide-ranging study that
demonstrates how food functions as a remarkably versatile vehicle for humour, and how it is
deeply embedded in language, where metaphors of consumption, excess, and the body blur the
boundaries between the comic and the grotesque. By drawing together examples from
literature, film, song, and digital culture, the authors show how food-based humour not only
entertains but also mobilises disgust, revealing deeper concerns around excess, identity, and
social norms. The sheer breadth of examples can at times leave one feeling like an
overwhelmed diner facing an all-you-can-eat buffet, but the book consistently offers sharp and
insightful connections that merit careful reading. It will be of particular interest to scholars and
students of humour studies, cultural theory, film, and food studies, as well as anyone interested
in how something as everyday as food can carry complex cultural meaning.

Alex Cothren
Flinders University, Australia
alexander.cothren@flinders.edu.au
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