
Introduction
There is a substantial amount of prejudice in the way many Americans
have come to think about the concept of insects, including arthropods
and other invertebrates, as foodstuffs. While there are many rationales
behind this Western bias against entomophagy, I believe the ideologies
that ground this dialectic of the acceptance or rejection of eating
insects, are important to consider. Particularly interesting is how our
sociolinguistic ideas shape our food preferences because they provide
us with a unique opportunity to positively transform the way American
consumers view insects as food stuffs.

This study applies the theories developed in the semiotics of
Peirce to explore the idea that one can take a semiotic approach to food
and insects to attempt to gain insights into the reasons why
entomophagy is rejected. The main questions addressed are: How can
a semiotic approach to food and insects be applied to help us
understand how to change American ideas as they relate to
entomophagy? Is it possible to weaken American perceptions of
entomophagy through positive language applications? Can American
aversions to entomophagy be weakened through sensory and semantic
manipulation?

Materials and Methods
• Applied an “anthropological toolkit that—paired with my own

experiences encountered during my exploration into
entomophagy—informed the approach to the research and the
collection and analysis of data.

• Employed theories developed in the semiotics of Peirce to gain
insight into the complex layers of sociolinguistic meaning that our
ideas surrounding food and insects are subconsciously saturated
with.

• Food Preferences Survey (Probability Sampling):

– Included 8 general demographic questions, 19 questions
related to general food preferences and eating habits, 9
questions pertaining to respondents’ feelings towards insects,
and 26 questions based on reactions to photographs of various
insect dishes—some with visible insects and others with no
obvious insect presence.

– 116 self-selected respondents completed the survey
voluntarily. The survey was limited in the sample size wasn’t
very large or diverse and didn’t elicit more informative and
holistic responses, as would have been collected had
ethnographic fieldwork been undertaken.

Results
Despite being limited due to the pool of respondents who participated, the survey results confirmed my hypothesis: that we can take a semiotic 
approach to food and insects to understand how sociolinguistic meanings and semiotic systems shape American perceptions of entomophagy. The 
results indicated that 42% of people would eat dishes without visible insect parts and 32% of respondents might eat those dishes. However, conversely, 
when shown pictures of dishes with visible insect parts, 57% of respondents indicated that they would not eat the dishes pictured. The important 
takeaway here is that 74% of people had a neutral or favorable view of dishes made with insect ingredients, albeit the dishes had no obviously visible 
insect parts.

In the minds of many Americans, the sociolinguistic treatment and indexing of food and insects are not categorized together, but these results show 
that it can change. The meanings and linguistic qualifiers that many American consumers associate with and apply to insects practically exist in 
opposition to the meanings and qualifiers that American consumers affiliate with and apply to food. For example, many Americans may believe food is 
delicious, tasty, good, healthy, and nourishing. On the other hand, these same Americans may also believe that insects are disgusting, unpalatable, 
gross, dangerous, annoying, and ugly. Therefore, when Americans think of insects as food, or in this case see them as food, they may perceive them as 
separate linguistic categories and may behave in a way that reflects this. 

These results seem to strengthen the hypothesis that, if we change these signs—food and insects—by making them almost indistinguishable from 
one another, that could change the semiotics of it all. Thus, the sociolinguistic meanings that Americans subconsciously associate with each symbolic 
category could potentially transform in a way that would enable American consumers to view insects as foodstuffs. 

Summary	&	Conclusions
It will probably be quite some time before most American 
consumers recognize the benefits of entomophagy, and it 
might take even longer before Americans begin 
categorizing insects as foodstuffs. However, based upon 
this research, it’s apparent that some Americans are not 
opposed to eating food made with insect ingredients, 
particularly if the insect parts are not wholly visible in the 
food.

A semiotic approach to food and insects is a great 
starting point for gaining insights into how we treat 
insects and food sociolinguistically, as symbols layered 
with meanings. Additionally, taking a semiotic approach 
gives us a unique opportunity to positively transform the 
way American consumers view insects as foodstuffs—
conceivably opening their minds to giving insect 
consumption a try. Still, more research needs to be done 
into the specifics of the influences of signs and meaning 
on consumer behavior. Conducting ethnographic research 
to look into the potentiality of utilizing positive language 
applications and sensory and semantic manipulation to 
localize insects as food, would be a great way to gain 
fresh insights into how to best understand consumer 
behavior as it relates to the acceptance or rejection of 
insects as food and may simultaneously illustrate new 
ways to encourage Americans to consider eating insects. 
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