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Abstract: How should we define hunger, and how does hunger 

define us? For many twentieth-century scientists, hunger was a tool 

and a model system for understanding what makes us human. This 

paper recounts two proximal histories of hunger science, which 

unfolded at the University of Pennsylvania Institute of Neurological 

Science in the 1960s and 1970s. One is a story of blowflies and 

Vincent Dethier, entomologist and specialist in insect behavior. 

Dethier understood his fly hunger as a complex of season, place, 

chemosensation and motor activity. The other is a story of white rats in the lab of Eliot Stellar, 

an experimental psychologist. Stellar studied rat hunger as a model system for a cognitive 

psychology of human motivation. Both scientists were interested in the boundless hunger 

behind hyperphagia, a condition in which experimental subjects ate until their excessive 

consumption killed them. Neuroscience offered them a framework in which to scale their 

research from flies to rats and humans. 
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