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ESSAY

Once a humble source of human fuel, food has 
become an overfetishized commodity that unites 
the world’s Instagramming hipster brigade in 
its desire to categorize every dish into a wider 
trend. Ubiquitous buzzwords – “artisanal!” 
“organic!” – are now applied to pedestrian 
foodstuffs (think artisanal toast, the derided 
spawn of San Francisco’s craft food movement, 
or organic birch water, the current Cronut of the 
soft-drink world). But although fads are regularly 
maligned, food trends can be valuable indicators 
of the evolution of our society. Our food choices 
reflect our social, economic, and moral values. 
They define who we are and aspire to be.
 Take society’s current obsession with ramen 
noodles, an affordable dish with gourmet 
credibility. The meteoric rise in the global 
popularity of its springy noodles and rich 
umami broth boils down to the world’s desire 
to tap into Japan’s version of soul food. Eating 
ramen is a humbling and honest act of comfort. 
Diners appreciate the work required to make the 
dish. A tonkotsu broth can take a chef more than 
nine hours to prepare, and years to perfect.
 The food trends that have longevity are the 

ones that embody a singular focus, impalpable 
passion, and superior craft. In an increasingly 
superficial world, diners are looking for 
authentic experiences. They’re also looking for 
simple, nostalgic comfort foods – fried chicken, 
hamburgers – served in casual environments 
popular for their democratic sense of community.
 Food media is a 21st-century phenomenon. It 
supercharges trend turnaround, captures current 
social fads, and informs those of the future. Take 
the health-oriented food and drink sector – its 
in-vogue nut milks and cold-pressed juices that 
promise a cleaner, leaner, healthier you as society 
becomes increasingly interested in a better quality 
of life. Or fermented vegetables, in particular 
the punchy Korean kimchi, which tap into an 
obsession with probiotics for the promotion of 
good gut health for a stronger immune system.
 Industry purists may roll their eyes at the idea 
of food trends as hollow marketing exercises. 
But the movement toward a position that allows 
consumers to make ethical food choices that can 
improve their quality of life is positive – a genuine 
sign of economic and social progress.  
—— Alicia Kirby
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Ramen!

Editor-at-large Alicia Kirby investigates – and explains – our love of a good food trend

Korean kimchi!

FAVORITE FADS

Artisanal toast!
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