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Abstract: In times of austerity and global environmental change, recent crises related to 

food (in)securities and (un)sustainabilities urge us to reposition agri-food research. We 

argue that there is an opportunity to develop a more critical food scholarship by explicitly 

integrating political ecology approaches. For this purpose, the paper outlines major 

elements in the extensive political ecology scholarship to guide a critical review of some 

central trends in food research, as well as considering the contribution to date of food 

studies to political ecology perspectives. This exercise allows us to identify key avenues 

of convergence between food studies and political ecology frameworks that constitute 

three conceptual building blocks of a revised critical food scholarship: understanding 

place-based socio-natures; addressing the politics of scale and inequality; and co-

producing knowledge and change. These coordinates are used to analyse two emergent 

potential spaces of possibility, embodied in the emergence of cities as food policy actors 

and the rise of the Food Sovereignty movement. We conclude by exploring how a critical 

food scholarship could inform an inclusive reframing to produce the grounds of 

possibility for a more socially and ecologically diverse food system.  

Keywords: political ecology, food studies, food security, sustainability, socio-natures, 

food movements 

 

1. Introduction: repositioning food crisis in unruly capitalism 
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 The agri-food scholarship has evolved over the past twenty years from a predominant 

focus on production to include not only consumption dynamics, but a much more 

complex landscape of actors, processes and theories (Goodman, 1999; Marsden et al., 

1996; Winter, 2003b). Nevertheless, by and large, during a prolonged period of plenty- 

when food supplies and provision seemed to be largely solved for the developed 

countries at least (from the 1980s through to the food crisis of 2007-2008)- much 

research on food has been disconnected from its political and/or ecological 

implications. We wish to argue in this paper that it is now time to acknowledge how the 

period since 2007 represents a new rupture and a more volatile context for agri-food 

scholarship, whereby the explosion of interest in food studies which preceded it 

requires a critical re-examination and the development of new insights. 

The combined food, financial and fiscal global crisis unleashed in 2007 represents a 

significant rupture with the pasti. In most countries, the gap between rich and poor is at 

its highest level in the last 30 years (OECD, 2015). Since the crisis, the rise of global 

levels of inequality has accelerated, fuelled by increasing unemployment and the politics 

of austerity which have weakened the cushioning effect of redistributive policies (ibid). 

In European countries, the associated dismantling of the welfare state has created 

increases in food and energy poverty, partly coming into the light in the form of food 

bank queues.  It is important to recognise that this new terrain contains policy and 

scientific reactions which hold implications for the agri-food research agenda. First, the 

crisis has led to a broad renaissance of (neo) productivist responses to the wider 

problems of global food and nutritional security (see for example Royal Society, 2009; 

HOC, 2014; Silvasti, 2015), that is, an integration of food security concerns into a wider 

neoliberal agenda that frames hunger as a technical problem that must be addressed 
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through increased productivity and the liberalisation of trade (Moragues-Faus, 2017a). 

This approach to ‘feed the world’ is energising bio-scientists and economists to 

prospectively assess the globalisation of the food security problems in an aggregated 

sense.  

At the same time, and driven by a more domestic social and food welfare concern, we 

see a proliferation of civil society initiatives (such as city food movements and local 

community initiatives) which are attempting to build more radical and place-based 

alternatives to the dominant ‘food regime’ (see Marsden and Morley, 2014; Blay-Palmer 

et al., 2013). As some  have noted (Goodman et al., 2013), research on these food 

alternatives has been instrumental in generating a rich set of case studies, often 

celebratory, which would benefit from linking to broader conceptual frameworks in 

order to enlighten theoretical but also practical transitions towards sustainability in this 

new period. In reality, separations between these alternative and conventional food 

networks have proven sterile since they are indeed relational to one another and 

conforming a hybrid food system (Sonnino and Marsden, 2006). Invariably, this new 

food landscape, unleashed since 2007, holds important implications for the current and 

future pathways of the agri-food scholarship, in that it specifically re-questions the 

central role of the politics of place and nature in resolving the current food crisis. 

Critical perspectives now have important contributions to make in these new conditions 

and at this particular juncture. Food studies would now benefit from a re-

problematization of place and nature and a more politically sensitive approach to the 

asymmetrical character of nature-social relationships. Building on recent work on food, 

we call for a more critical and grounded relational approach where food acts as a 

vehicle and central heuristic device for understanding crises and their uneven dynamics 
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at different spatial scales. This paper aims to contribute to the development of a more 

engaged, ecologically attuned and critical food scholarship. Central to this aim, we 

argue, is to re-introduce a re-freshed political ecology dimension into this scholarship 

that recognizes the subjectivity of current understandings of environmental challenges 

and their potential responses (O’Brien, 2011). Taking Robbins’ definition of political 

ecology (PE) as “empirical, research-based explorations to explain linkages in the 

condition and change of social/environmental systems, with explicit consideration of 

relations of power” (2004:391), we aim to re-appraise some of the key trends in the 

current food studies literature. PE not only stresses the political dimension of socio-

ecological systems, but also how our knowledge, and related knowledge production 

processes, shape and are shaped by political and economic processes (Forsyth, 2003; 

Robbins, 2012). Consequently, PE serves as a useful lens to expose the socio-natural 

processes that (re)produce inequalities, exclusion and injustice between people and 

places(Brenner, 2009; Hubbard et al., 2002) which underpin the current geography of 

food insecurity.  

Such a revised perspective is further motivated by the recent and interdependent’ 

nexus’ crises (e.g. financial, fiscal and energy) closely related to food (in)securities and 

(un)sustainaibilities, which urge us to rethink research agendas committed to an 

emancipatory politics, promoting social change and the development of new spaces of 

hope and possibility (Blomley, 2006; Harvey, 2000). As Neil Smith(2015) stated, 2007’s 

capital implosion and global uprisings that accompanied it opened up a possibility of a 

future. This future builds upon economic alternatives that “should no longer be 

regarded as residual practices, (…). They are valuable and diverse experimental 

ecosystems of norms, practices and trajectories – the seed banks, if you will, of 
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alternatives to globalizing capitalism”(Sheppard, 2015:1129). Building these 

ecosystems requires a critical food scholarship which attempts to “politicize, empower 

and identify alternatives” (Tornaghi, 2014:14). Inspired also by Gibson-Graham’s 

(2006) reflections on the role of academics in a more heterodox capitalism, a re-

politicization of food would then require “new ethical practices of thinking economy and 

becoming different kinds of economic beings” (p. xxviii).  

To address and contribute to these perspectives, in section two we outline key elements 

in the extensive political ecology scholarship and related contributions to the political 

ecology of food. Section three presents a succinct critical review of some central trends 

in food research. Inevitably, and given the rapid expansion of the field, there are 

omissions including the critical issues of nutrition or the geographical coverage of the 

literatureii. We devote special attention to the European and North American 

scholarship and particularly rely on previous reviews of food studies literature.  As a 

result, in this section we highlight some key trends in agri- food studies, mainly the 

changing focus on food system stages (from production to consumption) and its 

associated theoretical turns (from macro political economy analysis to post-

structuralist approaches and associated human-nature debates) pointing out thematic 

and analytic ‘missing middles’. Section four explores three main avenues of potential 

connection and convergence between food studies and political ecology frameworks 

that constitute the building blocks of a revised critical food scholarship: understanding 

place-based socio-natures, addressing the politics of scale and inequality and co-

producing knowledge and change. These active coordinates are used to analyse in 

section five two emergent potential spaces of possibility, embodied in (i) the emergence 

of cities as food policy actors and (ii) the expansion of the food sovereignty movement. 
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In conclusion, these examples allow us to explore the potential contribution of political 

ecology to a refreshed food studies agenda and vice versa. 

2. Political ecology: a tool for critical analysis of agri-food systems 

The emergence of political ecology (PE) dates to the 70s, rooted in studies on rural 

development, cultural ecology, ecological anthropology and political economy 

conducted mostly in developing countries. This scholarship challenges apolitical 

accounts of environmental change, calling for an acknowledgment of political- economic 

forces and an explicit unveiling of normative goals that embed assumptions and 

explanations around human-nature relations (Robbins, 2012). The pioneering work of 

Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) defined political ecology as the combination of ecological 

concerns and a broadly defined political economy. This succinct definition has left room 

for discussion around what is political ecology –a research agenda, an approach or a 

community of practice (Robbins, 2012)- as well as fostering a number of modifiers such 

as critical (Forsyth, 2003), geographical (Zimmerer and Bassett, 2003), urban 

(Swyngedouw and Heynen, 2003), feminist (Rocheleau et al., 1996), post-structuralist 

(Escobar, 1996), third world (Bryant and Bailey, 1997) and first world perspectives 

(Galt, 2013).  

Political ecology thus benefits from multiple disciplinary influences most notably 

geography, anthropology, sociology, environmental history and ecological economics 

leading to fertile ‘disciplinary transgressions’ (Bryant and Bailey, 1997). In this complex 

landscape, we follow other geographers and political ecologists who argue for an 

inclusive approach to PE enriched from different disciplines with common philosophical 

and theoretical starting points that provide coherence but also leave room for 

difference, exploration and debate (Blaikie, 2008; Neumann, 2005). This is particularly 
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relevant in food studies which have ‘spearheaded post-disciplinary research’ (Goodman, 

2016). These common starting points are summarised by Bridge et al. (2015) who 

identify three commitments shared by political ecologists and that in this paper we 

mobilise as a working definition of political ecology. These are: 

- A theoretical commitment to critical social theory and a rejection to positivist 

approaches to social relations, understandings of nature and the production of 

knowledge about it.  

- A methodological commitment to in-depth, direct observation that combines 

different methods to understand place-based and historically constructed socio-

ecological relations. 

- A normative political commitment to social justice and structural political change, 

seeking to conduct research to understand the world in order to change it.  

In this section, we explore further the theoretical aspects of political ecology by 

selecting three key tenets to discuss how political ecologists understand human-nature 

relations and their outcomes– including forms of critique and explanation, dialectical 

social-natural relations and critical approaches to knowledge production. We illustrate 

how different political ecology analytical tools have been mobilised in the food studies 

literatureiii. This allows us to point out key contributions of political ecology research to 

the agri-food scholarship to date and vice versa. 

a) Critique through a historical and multi-scalar analysis of power and inequality 

Political ecology narratives explore the historical process through which winners and 

losers of environmental transformations are created, including the institutional, social, 
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economic and power relations that operate at different scales and uneven geographies. 

PE borrows from Marxist political economy historical perspectives to critically examine 

the incorporation of locations and communities to capitalist economy, and particularly 

the role of the state in supporting accumulation by dominant classes (Neumann, 2005). 

The food regime scholarship, broadly based on agrarian political economy, contributed 

to a thorough examination of how agri-food systems are imbued in capitalist expansion. 

In this scholarship, Friedman incorporated ecological aspects in food regime analysis by 

highlighting the break of reciprocal dependencies between humans and local 

ecosystems as a determinant point in the creation of different forms of capital 

accumulation (Friedmann, 2009 in Galt,2013). However, PE has also modified political 

economy, for example by including more complex state-civil society-market interactions 

underpinned by a broader notion of politics – such as everyday forms of resistance and 

gender relations (Rocheleau et al., 1996; Truelove, 2011) -,  acknowledging a discursive 

turn that embraces social constructions of knowledge and by bringing questions of 

environment and nature more centrally into their analysis(Peet and Watts, 1996).  

PE has also benefited from the advances in key geographical concepts through time 

such as scale, place and region; engaging with the literature on the social production of 

space to investigate co-constitution of nature, society an space (Rangan and Kull, 

2008),but particularly stressing the central role of power relations in PE frameworks 

(Tan‐Mullins, 2007). Linking place-specific conditions to different scales and processes 

constitutes a key methodological aspect of PE works (Neumann, 2005). For example, PE 

focus on scale and power relations contributed to challenge  uncritical associations of 

‘local’ food to sustainable development outcomes (see the debate on the local trap 

Brown and Purcell, 2005; DuPuis and Goodman, 2005). Not only political ecologist (with 
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others) have informed the contestation of ‘the local’ as a privileged scale in food studies, 

but more widely it has contributed to highlight the overlook of the politics at play in the 

development of alternatives to the agro-industrial food system by and large grouped 

under the banner of Alternative Food Networks (AFNs). 

The study of AFNs has enjoyed aprivileged position at the forefront of the agri-food 

scholarship in the past decades. However,  according to recent comprehensive reviews 

on the field(see Tregear (2011) and Goodman et al.,(2012)), an important part of this 

work has been developed in a conceptual vacuum and/or fuzziness, often adopting a 

rather un-critical and ideographic approach to study the phenomenon.Of particular 

interest was Goodman’s (2004a) intervention stressing the need to reassess claims 

made by much of the European literature on whether AFNs represent a paradigm shift, 

that is, if they represent a change in social structures and power relations. In this line, 

using political economy and political ecology frameworks, critical scholars have argued 

that not only the ‘local’ but other attributes of AFNs such as fair trade schemes or 

environmentally friendly certifications might actually contribute to capitalist 

development, exclusion of vulnerable farmers and low-income consumers, and labour 

exploitation (Goodman, 2004b; Guthman, 2004).Motivated by these critical 

perspectives, scholars have exposed how in many cases these ‘ethical’ and ‘sustainable’ 

initiatives can conceal potential environmental impacts and reproduce social 

inequalities, and might also be fostering an infertile consumer politics by deepening 

individualist practices and reproducing neoliberal configurations that hinder social 

change(Moragues-Faus, 2017b).Nevertheless, other political ecologists claim that AFNs 

aim to de-commodify food and agriculture(Pimbert et al., 2001). As Galt (2013) points 



10 
 

out,  making these tensions between critique and transformative potential of AFNs 

productive is an exciting challenge for future political ecology.  

In line with PE approaches, a range of academics are showing the need to engage 

further with critical theory themes such as class, race, gender and ethnicity in food 

research. For instance, Alkon and Agyeman ( 2011), drawing on environmental justice 

literature, compile timely work on sustainable food, race and class highlighting the 

wider political, economic and cultural systems that produce environmental degradation 

and social inequality. Under this lens, Shannon (2014) recently examines how food 

deserts work to “pathologize low income communities by locating the cause of obesity 

inside their geographical boundaries” (p. 249). Similarly, McIntyre and Rondeau (2011) 

apply political ecology tools to unveil how some local food discourses delegitimize 

constraints to access more sustainable food provisioning. Particularly,  the work of 

Slocum (2011, 2006)has put race at the heart of the food agenda stressing the 

discursive, material and corporeal racism  – or how “certain populations of bodies are 

structurally recognised as less worthy of sustenance and luxury” (Slocum and Saldanha, 

2013:1)-  that configures the current unjust global food system. 

The search for justice is a prominent motivation for political ecologists, who have 

devoted many efforts to analyse environment-related conflicts and their 

outcomes(Billon, 2015; Martinez-Alier, 2014). According to Robbins (2012:14), the 

actors and causes of conflicts over environmental access “are part of a larger gendered, 

classed and raced struggles and vice versa”. These conflicts take place over specific 

elements (e.g. water quality or toxic waste) but within the context of economic, 

ecological and cultural differences(Escobar, 2006). Using multiscalar, historically 

informed and culturally sensitive power analysis,  PE research on conflicts has tackled 
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key themes in food studies such as access to land(Borras et al., 2010, 2015), struggles 

over local seed varieties preservation and use(Mullaney, 2014; Watts and Scales, 2015), 

technological changes(Shiva, 1991)and the impact of policies and regulations such as 

trade liberalisation(Grossman, 1993). Political ecology has also been preoccupied with 

the actors involved in those conflicts, and since its origins, special attention has been 

paid to peasant struggles (Blaikie and Brookfield, 1987; Watts, 1983),with PE playing an 

increasing role in academic works about la Via Campesina (the global peasant 

movement) and the broader food sovereignty movement (see for example (Bernstein, 

2013; Karriem, 2009; Oliveira and Hecht, 2016)). 

b) Conceptualising society and nature relations as dialectical 

Political ecology aims to understand environmental changes, on the one hand by 

describing transformations in the physical world, while on the other, exploring the 

meanings and discourses representing and shaping those changes. This juxtaposition 

between realist and constructivist epistemologies posits methodological and 

philosophical challenges, but it can be extremely fertile in understanding the ecological 

and political processes that lead to specific socio-natural configurations. As Neumann 

(2005) synthesizes, PE has adopted contributions from Marxist historical productions 

of nature, social construction of nature perspectives, situated knowledge critiques of 

science, environmental history and equilibrium and non-equilibrium ecology; ultimately 

resumed in an increasing uptake of critical realism in PE works which allows a 

productive relationship between material and discursive accounts of socio-natural 

configurations. 

In this line, Watts (1983) proposed to conceptualize society-nature relations as dialectical, 

criticizing earlier atomised PE propositions. From a dialectical position, things are not 
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discrete but relational, they have a history and an external connection with other things, 

in constant interaction and transformation -in a state of ongoing becoming (see Robbins 

(2012) for discussion). PE’s consideration of the relationship of nature and society as 

dialectical entails that “human transformation of natural ecosystems cannot be 

understood without consideration of the political and economic structures and 

institutions within which the transformations are embedded” (Neumann, 2005:9). 

Political ecologists employ analytical concepts such as socio-ecological systems or socio-

natures to navigate how nature and society emerge and change by becoming entangled 

with one another (see (Braun, 2006; Whatmore, 2002). For example, Goodman (2004b) 

affirms that fair trade is commoditised  through two interconnected moments, the 

moment of socio-ecological production - situated within specific agro-ecological contexts 

and peasant communities - and the moment of discursive/semiotic production, where 

meaning-full discourses and politicised ethical products are constructed. Another 

revealing example comes from Freidberg’s (2009) analysis on food freshness which 

shows how this ‘natural’ condition of food relies on the expansion of intermediary actors 

and agro-industrial developments –such as refrigeration, energy, logistics, distribution- 

as well as on a historically, socially and culturally constructed notion of quality food.  

Other examples integrate ecological and public health outcomes in the study of food 

systems establishing linkages with works on the political ecology of health. For instance, 

Galt’s (2009) multi-scalar PE lens unveils how the global governance of food export and 

pesticide regulation (with different standards on pesticide use for Northern and Southern 

countries) puts producers and consumers in the Global South at higher health risks than 

Northern consumers. Similarly, Guthman (2016) illustrates the tensions in the 

strawberry industry between protecting people’s health and preserving farmers’ 
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livelihoods in regulating fungicides. In this case, environmental campaigners’ separation 

of health and ecology concerns from economic livelihoods has made it thinkable for 

industry to express care about jobs more than lives, ultimately reinforcing workers’ 

disposability.  

Feminist political ecology scholars have played a central role in problematizing the 

scalar dimension of these dialectical nature-society relations, from the body to 

international trade treaties. In the food domain, Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 

(2013:86) have proposed a ‘political ecology of the body’ which effectively combines 

“structural forces (e.g. asking about the social inequities that preclude certain bodies 

from purchasing certain foods), discursive (e.g. asking about the social processes 

through which knowledge about what healthy is comes into being), and material (e.g. 

asking about the material relationships of daily life that both reinforce and/or resist 

these structural and discursive patterns).” This relational ontology takes seriously 

everyday embodied production and consumption practices and affective/emotional 

relationships as processes in and through which broader political economic forces 

underpinning neoliberal globalised food systems take shape and are constituted 

(p.88).Thus feminist PE is not only concerned with multiscalar gendered power 

relations but also seeks to reconsider how nature is understood as a subject on its own 

right(Elmhirst, 2015). Ideas around post-humanist relational ontologies have also been 

taken up to move from an analysis of interactions to focus on flows between and 

through human and non-human natures, for example by exploring metabolic flows 

associated with food (Guthman, 2011).Indeed, actors - or winners and losers of 

environmental conflicts - are not only restricted to individuals or communities. Non-

humans, that is, the environment itself can also suffer injustices. These dynamics are 
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untapped in the recent book 'The political ecology of meat' (Emel and Neo, 2015) which 

analyses the root of marginalization in political-economic institutions of animals that 

are converted into meat by looking at how power structures and knowledge of the 

global meat trade are reproduced, as well as discussing the socio-natural implications of 

meat production and consumption practices.  

The focus of PE on socio-ecological relations has been particularly suited to support the 

expanding field of agroecology, broadly defined as the ecology of food systems, that is, a 

field of innovative practices for agro-ecosystem management and social mobilisation 

dedicated to transforming food systems to sustainability (Altieri, 2002; Altieri and 

Toledo, 2011; Francis et al., 2003).  Both, agro-ecology and political ecology embrace an 

understanding of science, nature and society as co-evolving. Recently, Gonzalez de Molina 

(2013) proposed the concept of political agro-ecology, as the application of political 

ecology to the field of agroecology. This concept builds on early conceptualisations of PE  

in order to draw attention to how power relations (such as class and gender) result  in 

uneven access to natural resources and ecological degradation (Peet and Watts, 1996), 

and also calls for greater political and institutional engagement of agro-ecological 

practitioners in the governance of the food system.  

c) Problematising the production of knowledge and creating new spaces of 

possibility 

The centrality of nature in PE analysis extends to natural sciences perspectives and 

findings, incorporating these sources of evidence with innovative ways of 

understanding ecological systems. However, in PE ecological sciences are also a subject 

of critical analysis. PE has been successful in problematizing the category of 

‘environment’ as well as the production and utilization of environmental knowledge, 
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examining why and how particular forms of knowledge predominate (Watts, 2003 cited 

in Walker, 2005). One early example is Turner's (1993)study of pastoralists in Sahel 

which challenged long-standing beliefs on bio-physical conditions as the sole cause for 

changes in cattle population, pointing out the interest in the local population of covert 

accumulation in the form of cattle. More recently, Lawhon and Murphy (2012)mobilised 

PE to illustrate how in the Genetically Modified Organisms(GMOs) arena bio-physical 

processes merge with a contentious debate on knowledge creation and the politics of 

science, which constitutes a key element in gathering anti-GMO support and conditions 

the final regulatory outcomes. Guthman(2012) has also contested the politics of disease 

construction around obesity based on eating patterns and exercise, calling for a better 

understanding of science interpretations and body ecologies. By exposing these 

paradoxes, political ecology contributes to the understanding of unjust and 

unsustainable socio-natural mechanisms. In short, PE scholars call for a more politically 

aware scientific knowledge that is contextualized geographically, culturally and 

historically (Forsyth, 2003; Neumann, 2005). 

 

The contextualisation of knowledge creation calls for a critical appraisal of the 

geographies of political ecology, that is, the directions the field has taken in different 

places and institutional settings inevitably conditioned by the current neoliberal 

academic regime dominated by Anglo-Saxon outlets. Perreault et al., (2015) rightly 

point out how political ecology is the dominant form of nature-society geography in 

North American Anglophone academy while it remains at the radical margins in Europe. 

In food studies, we find a similar geography of this production of knowledge. Indeed, the 

North American scholarship has spearheaded critical approaches working at the 

interface between social justice and sustainability, particularly in analysis of food 
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movements (Allen, 2008; Allen et al., 2003; DeLind, 2011; Guthman, 2008a, 2008b; Holt 

Gimenez and Shattuck, 2011) compared to its European counterparts. Goodman 

(2004a) illustrated these differences challenging the European rural development 

model based on AFNs as something of an idyll. However, within Europe, other 

geographies such as Mediterranean countries have also questioned the actual spread 

and potential of Anglo-Saxon theorisations, particularly given the spatial unevenness of 

agri-food systems (Moragues-Faus, 2016).  

 

More broadly, political ecologists are preoccupied with the decolonization of knowledge 

production, including within their own discipline. There is a regional geography of 

political ecology rooted in historical relations, ecological and cultural conditions 

characterized by  

“[an] Anglophone political ecology[that] takes socio-environmental transformations 

of the Third world as critical themes and privileged objects of study (….) regarding the 

impacts of power on socio-environmental relations”, while the “political ecology of the 

South is inserted in processes of emancipation (…), constructed as a discursive amalgam 

of academic and politic actors, as a dialogue of knowledges between theoretical thought, 

participatory research and the social imaginaries of the people, in alliance with 

resistance movements and their political strategies for emancipation and 

reapproapiation of their biocultural legacy.(Leff, 2015: 70)”  

These works highlight the relevance of place-based approaches in understanding 

socio-natural relations but also in problematizing knowledge co-production processes 

and their strategic and prospective purpose. 
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As highlighted above, political ecology holds a long tradition as a critique, exposing the 

role of power in shaping socio-natural relations that reproduce inequality and injustice. 

These critical evaluations are liberating, since they include multiple perspectives on 

ecological change which result in more inclusive interventions on the environment but 

also difficult the design of practical initiatives and policies (Neumann, 2005). However, 

as Walker (2006)and many Latin American political ecologists state (see Leff, 2015), 

critique is not sufficient; political ecologists should (and many actually do) engage in 

envisioning and nurture more sustainable and just futures, creating the grounds for new 

spaces of possibility to emerge (Cornwell, 2012; Gibson-Graham, 2006). Indeed, if one of 

the core themes of political ecology is uneven access to resources among different 

populations, a key challenge is to create more symmetrical relations within and beyond 

academic spaces. From these concerns emerges the idea of political ecology as a 

community of practice, that is, an heterogeneous constituency invested in theory and 

practice (Robbins, 2012). 

The food scholarship has explored political possibilities of alternative food networks and 

more broadly food movements such as peasantries, slow food or food sovereignty 

initiatives. Notwithstanding, many of these accounts could be further embedded in 

broader conceptual frameworks of social change and benefit from establishing a prolific 

dialogue with those theoretical approaches that are open to difference, developing an 

economic and politic language that assess initiatives and their context outside capitalist 

parameters (Gibson-Graham, 2006; Graham, 2009). A telling example is the 

marginalization of self-provision practices compliant with sustainability principles in the 

food literature in favor of market-based alternative food systems, as illustrated by 

Jehlička and Smith(2011) in the case of the Chez republic. Recent contributions are 
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exploring how these connections might take shape contributing to the development of 

transformative social movements mainly under the food sovereignty umbrella (see 

special issues in Third World Quarterly vol 36 and Globalizations vol 12) and fostering 

egalitarian and emancipatory food politics(Moragues-Faus, 2017b).  

3. Thematic and theoretical turns in food studies: revealing the missing 

middles 

In this section, we conduct a critical reading of key food studies literature which allows 

exploring intersections with the political ecology scholarship as well as identifying 

thematic and conceptual hidden or “missing middles” to be addressed in a new food 

agenda.  

Since the 80s political economy has been a key approach in agri-food studies, when 

these perspectives opened up the more complex relations of capital and space in the 

food system(see Marsden et al., 1996). Buttel (2001) describes the sociology of 

agriculture in the 90s as the sociology of agri-business where global analysis was at the 

core of the research (see seminal pieces such as Bonanno et al., 1994; McMichael, 1994). 

This global perspective of agrarian political economy gave birth to the work on food 

regimes, based on world-historic and systemic analysis (Friedmann and McMichael, 

1989), which nowadays continues incorporating new elements such as social 

movements, ecology or nutrition (Dixon, 2009; Giménez and Shattuck, 2011). The 

recent food and financial crisis (2007-8) has prompted a re-emergence of food regimes 

analysis in front of simplistic explanations for example of food price volatility, 

identifying old and new roles of food and agriculture in the construction and 

transformation of capitalism (McMichael, 2012; Sage, 2013). 
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On a more micro scale, researchers have also extensively engaged in the last decades on 

the study of farmers strategies, constituting as a key issue in agri-food studies (see 

Moragues-Faus (2014) for a review) which has evolved from neoclassical and classic 

Marxist approaches to the acknowledgement of farmers’ agency (see for example actor-

oriented approach by  Long, 2001, 1990). An important strand of work around this 

theme has been the vitality of Peasant Studies, which inspired seminal structuralist 

political ecology works, particularly Blaikie and Brookfield’s (1987) account of land 

managers’ behaviour as shaped by economic, ecological and political marginalization. 

Approaches to understanding farmers’ strategies were also infused by the cultural turn 

in rural studies, which influenced the emergence of behavioural perspectives through 

concepts such as identity and symbolic meaning (Burton, 2004; Yarwood and Evans, 

2006) although with less repercussion in the field.  

Galt (2013) argues that this vitality of agrarian political economy in the Global North 

has prevented food scholars to engage with political ecology, which is broader in topical 

and geographical coverage. Particularly, scholars have pointed out the lack of concern 

for the consumption sphere in agri-food research which traditionally located power 

primarily on the production side, and therefore led to a limited understanding of socio-

natural configurations that make up the food system (Goodman and DuPuis, 2002). 

However, post-modern or post-structuralist trends in social science influenced the re-

discovery of consumption in agri-food studies (Winter, 2003b), also linked to post-

productivist conceptualizations around the consumption of the countryside in Europe 

(Evans et al., 2002; Ilbery and Bowler, 1998; Marsden et al., 1993). Notwithstanding, 

Goodman and Redclift (1991) warned of an excessive attention to the “semiology of 

food consumption (…) to the detriment of a wider understanding of the social 
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transformations implied by the economic and technological changes in the food system” 

(p.242). An excessive focus on consumption has also fuelled views that assume 

consumers are responsible for their behaviour and, in turn, on the broader 

sustainability of the food system (Cook et al., 2011).  

Precisely, the thematic turns between consumption and production spheres have also 

emphasized research  on individuals rather than social determinants, contributing to 

obscure the major role that the State and private sector play in delivering sustainability 

and social justice (Dowler and O’Connor, 2012; Hobson, 2002). Phenomena such as the 

strikes of US fast-food workers in 2013 for a living wageiv or reports on food chains 

workers’ rights (Compa, 2005), reveal the urgent need to tackle the diversity of actors 

and processes operating between production and consumption spheres. Uncovering 

further this ‘missing middle’ beyond the study of short food supply chains (see 

Holloway et al., 2007 and Reardon, 2015) is seen as necessary to move beyond 

polarized narratives and grasp the complex dynamics between sustainability and food 

security (see for example Sonnino et al., 2014). A wake-up call has been encapsulated in 

the rise of users of emergency foods (i.e. food banks) associated with the ‘crisis’ and 

shrinking of social services (Lambie-Mumford et al., 2014), but in many cases 

overlooking root causes of food insecurity. For example, Minkoff-Zern(2014) illustrates 

these disconnections by revealing how agribusiness benefit from food assistance 

programs available to their farmworkers in California. The establishment of these 

reconnections through historical and multi-scalar analyses of power and inequality is 

paramount, for instance in the UK food poverty is increasing, pushing the debate around 

food prices and affordability, while at the same time statistics reveal 25% of UK farmers 

are in poverty (Food Research Collaboration, 2014). 
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Efforts have been made in order to supersede the imbalances between production and 

consumption in the literature presented above proposing different analytical tools. For 

example, Lockie and Kitto (2000) pointed out the need to reject the modernist ontology 

that has assisted a tendency to dichotomize key concepts such as structure and agency, 

or nature and social(Goodman, 1999), uncovering other conceptual ‘missing middles’ in 

food studies. The espousal of Actor Network Theory (ANT) has been instrumental in 

allowing progress from production centered analysis, claiming a more symmetrical 

approach to food production-consumption networks (Lockie and Kitto, 2000). Inspired 

by ANT, proposals to start ‘following the thing’ succeeded (Cook, 2006; Freire de Sousa 

and Busch, 1998). These proposals partly stemmed from criticisms and frustrations of 

classical (structuralist) political economy approaches, recently shared by PE 

scholarship (Heynen, 2015; Holifield, 2009), particularly around the reification of 

corporate actors and their institutions and the passive role or even omission of 

nature(Busch and Juska, 1997; Goodman, 1999). Precisely, this strand of proposals 

aligns with PE and aspire to formulate a radical politics of nature-society, through a 

framework that considers a “dual set of metabolic relations: eco-social production and 

human food consumption” (Goodman 1999;17).  

Whilst recognizing the importance of more symmetrical and hybrid approaches in 

attempting to incorporate nature, other authors have warned of the potential by-pass of 

socio-economic, political issues and social inequalities under post-structural and 

cultural geography approaches (Gregson, 1995; Winter, 2003b) that PE stresses. For 

example, Marsden et al., (2001) rely on  the concept of co-evolution as a means to move 

away from constructivist notions of symmetry and highlight the reliant co-development  
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of society and natural factors (Norgaard, 1994) in line with the concept of socio-natures 

(see section 4). Recently, in search of hybridity, Robbins (2012) calls for a revised 

political ecology that opens its explanatory lens to allow the possibility of significance of 

non-human influences, as advocated by more-than-human approaches, but avoiding 

preconceiving them as banalities or assuming a pre-given central role in every situation. 

This problematisation of power in socio-natural configurations could enrich ongoing 

debates on nature–society and ‘more- than- human’ relations (Castree, 2002), 

particularly on food geographies ‘visceral turn’ (Goodman, 2016). What PE offers is the 

capacity of integrating nature more fully in understanding food (in)security dynamics 

without depoliticising those analysis and their fatal implications, i.e the reproduction of 

inequality.  

This section has explored academic debates on the distinct thematic and conceptual 

middles in agri-food research. On the thematic front, there is a need to address further 

the processes between production/consumption spheres as well as the interactions 

between different – and in many cases hybrid - constituencies such as the role of the 

State or the different forms of private actors. In terms of conceptual missing middles, a 

deeper exploration of scalar interactions, agency/structure, and society/nature 

interfaces could enrich the contribution of food studies to expose the socio-natural 

processes that (re)produce inequalities, exclusion and injustice between people and 

places ultimately underpinning the current geography of food insecurity. While there is 

ongoing work partially addressing some of these gaps, we argue for a fuller engagement 

with these middles and contradictions to progress towards integrative, critical and 

emancipatory food research agendas.  
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4. Building blocks of critical food scholarship  

So far, we have highlighted some contributions and pitfalls on the evolution of agri-food 

research including the bypass of different ‘middles’ and stressing the importance of 

effectively integrating nature, power and politics into current analysis including 

knowledge creation. In this context, a revised political ecology is now progressively 

gaining momentum in agri-food studies, from more traditional agrarian political 

economy perspectives to urban political ecology (Heynen et al., 2012; Peet et al., 2011), 

building on its heterogeneity and also being cross-fertilized by different theoretical 

perspectives (Walker, 2005; Heynen, 2015). However, there is a need to establish 

clearer connections between the expansive food studies literature and political ecology 

debates in order to build a refreshed critical food agenda. We progress on this 

endeavour by highlighting how these two strands of work can be enriched through a 

focus on place-based socio-natures that explicitly address multi-scalar politics 

producing inequalities and a commitment to co-producing knowledge and change. 

 

a) Understanding place-based socio-natures 

Dominant conventional agri-food narratives have tended to detach food and agriculture 

from their ecological basis, reinforcing the construction of a placeless foodscape. In this 

context, as similarly happened with the re-interpretation of the city as socio-natural and 

the associated impediments to engaging with urban ecologies (Blaikie, 2008; Braun, 

2005; Heynen, 2015), food studies would benefit from a further reconnection and 

inclusion of the politics of nature(Goodman, 1999) to re-embed food’s materiality, 
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agency and meaning in place. The concept of socio-nature as mobilised by political 

ecologist is particularly suited to this endeavour. 

The literature on socio-natures examines how nature and society are materially and 

discursively co-productive of one another, and aims to understand the historically 

situated process through which this co-production occurs (see Alkon, 2013: 663). Food, 

as “the mixture of the organic and the inorganic, the material and the symbolic, and the 

social and the natural” (Murdoch, 2005:160), embodies this co-production and, as such, 

has much to contribute to the PE agenda. However, while the literature on socio-natures 

is expanding, particularly in the urban realm(Newell and Cousins, 2015), it remains 

restricted in the food domain (see exceptions (Alkon, 2013; Shillington, 2013; Watts and 

Scales, 2015). When studying socio-natures, political ecologists pay particular attention 

to different forms of labour as the primary way in which humans mediate the 

metabolisms between themselves and nature(Heynen et al., 2006). This perspective 

departs from the recognition that “uneven socioecological conditions are produced 

through the particular capitalist forms of social organisation of nature’s 

metabolism”(Swyngedouw and Heynen, 2003:910).  

Place-based examinations of socio-natures could expand and connect key areas of food 

work. First, the concept of socio-natures from a PE perspective could be instrumental to 

revisit the conceptualisation of nature in food studies and establish productive linkages 

between more-than-human perspectives and work invested in the political economy of 

the agri-food system. A fuller analysis of socio-natures might contribute to contesting 

the agro-industrial model based on modernist approaches that conceive food (and 

nature) as inanimate matter; which, as Bennett claims, has political consequences, 

possibly being “one of the impediments to the emergence of more ecological and more 
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materially sustainable models of production and consumption” (Bennett, 2009:ix). For 

example, in a recent study Alkon(2013:665) highlights that a deeper understanding of 

socio-nature might lead supporters of local organic food to pose broad questions “about 

who is producing what kind of food (and through it, what kind of nature), for whose 

benefit, and to whose disadvantage” and ultimately help envision a transformation of 

the industrial food system into one that is both environmentally sustainable and socially 

just. Furthermore, place-based analysis of society-nature relationships could reveal how 

resistances and alternatives involve different views about nature and are spatiality 

linked to ways of being, knowing and living in specific territories, as illustrated by 

works with indigenous peoples(see for example Ulloa, 2015). Consequently, a political 

ecology of food opens up and politicises the categories of environment and society to 

embrace the diversity of lived experiences and cosmo-visions that exist within our food 

system.  

The concept of socio-nature could also inform a reconnection of food’s meaning, 

materiality and agency in place. In recent years, food scholars have widely explored the 

role of discourse and framings in (re)creating neoliberal or alternative food 

configurations (see for example (Brunori et al., 2013; Kirwan and Maye, 2013; 

Moragues-Faus, 2017a; Sonnino et al., 2016)).But, as Slocum and Saldanha (2013) 

highlight, there is also a need for a political ecology of food attuned to the ways socio-

ecological injustices are globally constituted through material and bodily differences. 

This includes fully exploring the conceptual but also material ‘missing middles’ between 

production/consumption spheres and society/nature relations identified above, 

including the different actors and forms of labour that produce the metabolism of food 

insecurity and unsustainability. A clear example is the need to investigate further (but 
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also experiment with) the social and physical infrastructures that might support the 

development of sustainable and just food systems – such as food hubs or technologies 

that facilitate the creation of distributive food economies. 

b) Addressing the politics of scale and inequality 

There is an increasing body of work critically appraising current food insecurities and 

unsustainabilities as presented above. By mobilising a political ecology approach, 

critical food studies could expand in terms of coverage of topics, their geography and, 

particularly, incorporate more broadly a sensitivity towards structural inequalities at 

play in re-configuring socio-ecological systems. In many instances, as Slocum and 

Saldanha (2013) put it in the case of race and food, these critical theory tools are 

generally just added as an ‘afterthought’.  

For that purpose, political ecology provides a means to integrate and problematize 

socio-natural processes, re-configuring current food systems with stronger emphasis on 

power relations and political content. For example, a political ecology of food would 

investigate how human-nature metabolisms produce both enabling and disabling social 

and environmental conditions that contribute to or hinder the access to ‘good food’ for 

certain groups. As Swyngedouw and Heynen (2003:911) highlight, PE pays “particular 

attention (…)to social power relations— whether material or discursive, economic, 

political and/or cultural— through which socio-environmental processes take place and 

the networked connection that links change in one place to socioecological 

transformations in many other places”. This analytical lens allows addressing the 

politics of scale - as socially constructed, relational, contingent, and 

contested(Neumann, 2009) - that produce the grounds of the current agro-industrial 

food system. 
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In analysing how ecologies are connected to social power at different scales, PE 

perspectives display a wide range of methods and focus that could inform food studies. 

Of particular importance is the work of political ecologists on urban metabolisms - 

defined as the “circulatory processes that underpin the transformation of nature into 

essential commodities such as food, energy and potable water” (Gandy 2004:374) - that 

investigate for example the production of class and inequalities through water 

provisioning at the city level (Swyngedouw, 1995) or hunger (Heynen, 2006; Heynen et 

al., 2012). Similarly, Marvin and Medd (2006) investigate the multiple urban 

metabolisms connected through the (im)mobilities of fat in bodies (individuals), cities 

(as sites of action) and sewers (as infrastructure). These studies shed light into the 

relationship between food insecure bodies and the urban form, showing how these 

metabolisms create socio-ecological conditions that are beneficial for some and 

detrimental to others. These scalar articulations in the food system would expose the 

capabilities of social groups to contribute to the food metabolism (Swyngedouw and 

Heynen, 2003), and therefore enlarge our understanding of current socio-natural 

configurations as well as the means to alter them. 

In investigating the politics of scale and inequality, the increasing field of everyday 

practices and micropolitics of control championed by feminist political ecologists can 

also provide new insights mainly by highlighting how local inequalities are forged from 

the body to the household, community, city, region and global level (see Elmhirst, 2011; 

Truelove, 2011). For example, Ker (2014) through an examination of indigenous crops 

in Malawi shows how intersectionality of gender, class, and other subjectivities at 

different scales produce particular agricultural landscapes. An improved focus on the 
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micropolitics of food will be welcomed to embed the numerous specific place-based 

research on food initiatives socially, ecologically and politically.  

Finally, addressing the politics of scale and inequality shaping and being shaped by the 

current agri-food system requires reappraising how current research deals with 

conflict. In the last years, there has been an increasing body of work around food 

security as a consensus frame(Mooney and Hunt, 2009; Moragues-Faus, 2017a) –that is, 

as a term that finds broad acceptance but that is used to make different claims, from 

supporting genetic engineered technology to advocating for land reform - which has 

substantiated calls for integrated and consensual multi-stakeholder policy spaces, from 

cities to international fora. From a political ecology perspective (Swyngedouw, 2007), 

this approach might contribute to de-politicising the socio-environmental 

configurations and associated governance structures that create poverty and inequality 

in the first place, by generating an exclusionary form of consensus that avoids critical 

debates and developing a managerial approach to democracy based on ‘expert’ 

knowledge and controlled public participation. Ultimately, the exploration of conflict in 

food studies still requires a wider awareness of the politics at play championed by 

political ecologists and other approaches, as illustrated in many critical works on 

alternative food movements(Busa and Garder, 2015; Guthman, 2008a, 2008c; Guthman 

and DuPuis, 2006; Johnston et al., 2009; Moragues-Faus, 2017b; Wilson, 2013; Zitcer, 

2015) or more recently problematising multistakeholder spaces for food 

security(McKeon, 2017; Moragues-Faus and Morgan, 2015). 

c) Co-production of knowledge … and change? 

Current food research will benefit from building on and integrating a critical political 

ecology in order to challenge simplistic separations of science and politics, adopting a 
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more politically aware understanding of the contexts and geographies within which 

explanations or solutions emerge (Forsyth, 2003; Sheppard, 2015); for example, and 

especially since the crisis of 2007-8, by assessing the political constructions of the 

current food security statements and framings. A revised critical food scholarship could 

build on political ecology’s ambitions to “open up the category of the environment itself 

and explore its multiform representations” such as examining “knowledge of the 

environment and why and how particular forms of knowledge predominate” (Watts, 

2003 cited in Walker, 2005:78).As Guthman (2012) recently argued through an analysis 

of existing assumptions about obesity’s etiology (mainly an excess of calories ingested), 

a critical political ecology should expand the challenge of environmental orthodoxies to 

include bodily ecologies, highlighting the need for examination “beyond common sense” 

(p.956). 

 

As the ongoing global food crisis unfolds, it is particularly pertinent to acknowledge the 

diversity of tensions and interests arising around science between food markets, state 

and society; with particular scientific knowledges being an increasing “source of 

information and a claim to power and influence” (Zimmerer and Bassett, 2003:281). 

Technological innovations and competing scientific knowledge claims are becoming 

central elements in food system dynamics and their governance. This is clearly 

illustrated for instance by biotechnological advances in the seed industry and the recent 

debates on regulating seed exchanges in EUv.Questions such as how sustainability 

outcomes are prioritized and by whom emerge as key elements in shaping what the 

right course of action is judged to be(Garnett and Godfray, 2012). Consequently, by 

incorporating more actors and knowledges, critical PE perspectives become key in 
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unpacking conversations in the growing and contested food security and sustainability 

debates. 

However, many political ecologists are concerned not only about inviting more 

perspectives to the conversation, but actually problematizing what knowledge is 

produced, how, by whom, based on what (or whose) epistemologies, and how 

knowledge is accessed and used. An increasing political ecology community of practice - 

involving actors such as academic-activists and activists-academics– is inviting us to 

reflect on academic praxis and ethics in order to unpack power relations and privilege 

within knowledge production processes. Among others, this includes engaging with 

action-research and knowledge co-production processes that already are expanding in 

the food scholarship (Cuéllar-Padilla and Calle-Collado, 2011; Pallett and Chilvers, 

2013).In this matter, work on food and embodiment, the diverse economies of food, and 

more-than-human food geographies are bringing in innovative perspectives and 

methods to food studies (see Sarmiento, 2016 for a recent review). For example, the 

analysis of visceral encounters embraces food differential power to affect bodies, that is, 

how bodies feel food and the potential for change associated with these experiences 

(Cook et al., 2011; Hayes-Conroy, 2010; Roe, 2006a, 2006b). A critical political ecology 

of food then would explore new methods based on an ethics of entanglement that 

reflects on and “takes responsibility for the epistemological and ontological worlds we 

enact through the everyday practices entailed in academic research” (Sundberg, 

2015:120), providing spaces for different ways of experiencing and conceptualising 

society-nature relations. This responsibility urges us to explore ways of transforming 

research agendas into emancipatory agendas for change. 
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Consequently, in using political ecology repertoires, critique alone does not imply and is 

neither sufficient to produce significant policy changes (Walker, 2006). There is also a 

need to create counter and equally compelling normative narratives which can indeed 

begin to reconstruct a more democratic and inclusive food politics and sovereignty. 

Returning to the politics of the possible, as we see below, and ‘giving name to our 

desires’ (Badiou, 2008; Swyngedouw, 2014), implies new forms of engagement from 

food scholars, as well as approaching openly and critically proposals and radical visions 

such as food democracy or food sovereignty. 

In this section, we have presented three building blocks of a critical food scholarship 

that guide a new research agenda. We aim to contribute to the shared need of both 

political ecology and food scholarships to “theorise up”(Bebbington, 2003). As Walker 

(2006) warns, paralleling much of the food  literature, a large proportion of current PE 

focuses on individual place-based case studies with few efforts for theoretically 

informed comparative analysis or integrated regional or global works. This “theorising 

up” requires common concepts and questions that will allow us to contribute to 

different bodies of work but also engages with regional or global processes and their 

political arenas. The table below summarises key research questions that emerge for a 

renewed political ecology of food.  

Building 
blocks 

Research questions 

Understanding 

Place-based 

socio-natures 

How are nature and society materially and discursively co-
productive of one another? How does this place-based and 
historically situated process of co-production occur?  
 
What are the different conceptions and lived experiences of nature 
at play? How can we empower decolonizing and emancipatory 
categorisations of society-nature relations? 
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How are discourses, materialities and agencies of food reassembled 
to deliver a more sustainable and just food system? What social and 
physical infrastructures are needed to modify current metabolisms 
of food insecurity? 

Addressing the 

politics of scale 

and inequality 

What are the processes through which uneven socioecological 
conditions are produced? 
 
Who does what, who gets what, what do they do with it and how is 
then power (re)distributed? 
 
What are the social power relations through which socio-
environmental processes that result in food insecurity and 
unsustainability take place and how are these processes linked 
across scales and territories? 

Co-producing 

knowledge and 

change 

What knowledge is produced, how, by whom, based on what (or 
whose) epistemologies, and how knowledge is accessed and used? 
 
How do we (the heterogeneous political ecology community of 
practice) conceptualise and enact transformations in the food 
system across different groups? 
 
How does our research relate to emancipatory food agendas? What 
are the processes, methods, ethics and forms of entanglement that 
allow researchers to contribute to these agendas? 

 

5. Opening up spaces of possibility: analysing cities and Food Sovereignty 

under a political ecology lens 

In this section, we analyse two mobilizations which are striving to create new ‘spaces of 

possibility’ in the food domain: the emergence of cities as food policy actors and the Food 

Sovereignty movement. Both mobilizations promote key conceptual challenges linked to 

political ecology agendas, mainly around nature (problematizing the socio-ecological 

relations within the food system in an increasingly urbanized world) and power 

relations (by highlighting control, multilevel decision making and politics at play in 

configuring socio-ecological systems and food security outcomes). Furthermore, cities 

represent a relatively new landscape for food studies which have mainly been devoted 

to rural/agricultural aspects and can benefit from the recent expansion of urban 
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political ecology. The focus on cities reinforces the materiality brought forward by 

political ecology in contrast with the more discursive and transformative commitment 

represented in the narrative and aims of the food sovereignty movement. By discussing 

these distinct examples, we illustrate how a revised critical food scholarship could 

advance towards a new research agenda through the three building blocks identified 

above.  

a) Cities as food policy actors 

Cities have emerged as new food policy actors around the globe, reasserting their role 

and responsibility to shape a more sustainable and just foodscape(Morgan and Sonnino, 

2010; Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 1999). The recently signed United Nations New Urban 

Agendavi committed leaders “to promote the integration of food security and nutritional 

needs in urban and territorial planning in order to end hunger and malnutrition”. 

Research on cities in the food literature is exploding, with a strong emphasis on the 

analysis of the discursive turn in food as an urban issue (Blay-Palmer, 2009; Clayton et 

al., 2015; Halliday, 2015; Moragues et al., 2013; Scherb et al., 2012; Schiff, 2008). This 

reframing of urban food has highlighted the role of interconnected urban scales (from 

megacities as London to small towns) as key spaces to develop food policies and 

championed the integration of new actors and discourses into food policy debates (e.g. 

public health, urban planning). The emergence of sustainable food cities in many cases 

implies developing urban food strategies alongside the creation of new spaces of 

deliberation such as food policy councils  where civil society, private actors and local 

government meet to envision a food system that delivers good food for all (Moragues-

Faus and Morgan, 2015). 



34 
 

A critical food scholarship could contribute to this new urban food agenda, first by 

providing an understanding of cities as metabolic vehicles constituted in and through 

the metabolic circulation of socio-ecological flows or socio-natures(Cook and 

Swyngedouw, 2012), such as food. This critical scholarship could examine how the new 

urban food agenda builds an imaginary of what is a sustainable food city and its socio-

ecological and political implications; including the risks of reproducing colonising 

conceptualisations of success, sustainability or the urban form, rather than empowering 

place-based imaginaries and trajectories that accommodate the diversity of needs, 

particularly of those at the margins of the food system. In the current context where 

city-alliances- such as the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact signed by 140 cities worldwide- 

are multiplying, championing these place-based specificities and indigenous 

conceptualisations is crucial. Consequently, an urban political ecology of food urges us 

to pay particular attention to the intersections between these new sustainable food city 

discourses and the material conditions they emerge from and intend to transform. Key 

questions include how these new discourses are (or could be) linked to place-based 

lived experiences of food deprivation and enjoyment, and what type of agencies they 

promote to deliver more sustainable and just food systems.  

Secondly, there is a need for critical appraisals of the processes through which uneven 

urban socioecological conditions are produced and their relations with proximate but 

also distant geographies. The new urban food agenda is concomitant to the historical 

role cities have played in configuring the current agri-food system – as centres in need 

of cheap labour and food - and are a constitutive part of the expansion of capitalist 

forms of accumulation and neoliberal relationships (Dixon and Richards, 2016; Heynen 

et al., 2006). In this line, investigating food metabolisms in cities allows mobilising a 
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place-based perspective that includes multiple scales and geographies. Among others, 

focus on these metabolic relations could progress timely debates on urban-rural 

linkages(see Blay-Palmer and Renting, 2015) by developing a more complex 

understanding of geographical interdependencies. 

Finally, the urban food agenda is experimenting with building new alliances and spaces 

of deliberation, from food policy councils to national and international city networks, 

building on consensus frames such as sustainability and food security. A PE perspective 

could start to question if these new spaces account for or promote a shift over the flows 

of goods and bads associated with the food system that create uneven exposure, risks 

and possibilities. This includes mapping better the multiple governance dynamics 

surpassing, affecting and being affected by these emerging spaces and alliances. Food 

researchers thus need to critically question the transformative potential of these new 

spaces of possibility and their risks of creating “political idylls of achieving the common 

good by an enlightened government of elites” (Rancière, 1998:93). This criticism also 

reveals the need for engaged research that contributes to elucidate what organizational 

forms are required to enact effective transformations and what is the role of 

researchers in this new landscape.  

 

b) Food sovereignty 

 The notion of Food Sovereignty was first launched by La Via Campesina in 1996 at the 

World Food Summit (Via Campesina, 1996), nowadays being popularized as “the right 

of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through sustainable 

methods and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems” (Nyéléni, 

2007). La Via Campesina was founded three years before, with the aim to constitute an 
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international peasant movement that could counteract the globalized agri-business 

model (see for a genealogy of the movement Martínez-Torres and Rosset(2010)). At the 

moment, la Via Campesina comprises 164 organizations in 79 countries representing 

around 200 million farmers(Via Campesina, 2014)and it has become a key actor in 

international food debates becoming the principal civil-society interlocutor with FAO 

(Wittman et al., 2010).  

Following the analytical framework proposed in section 4, a critical food scholarship 

would engage in understanding how the historically situated process of co-production 

of nature and society constructs distinct foods and power geometries as well as 

underpins different place-based visions for the food system, including food sovereignty. 

As Alonso-Fradejas et al., (2015:444)  highlight, “food sovereignty needs to adapt to the 

political, social, and cultural rhythms of local peoples”, and those rhythms require 

further scrutiny within and beyond the movement. Furthermore, exploring and 

empowering the different conceptualisations of good food in communities around the 

world will contribute to decolonising categories such as nature, peasant or farmer in the 

wider academic, policy and social movement fora; and at the same time, reject idealised 

notions within alternative and conventional food system supporters that might obscure 

oppressive relations on the ground -in many instances based on ethnicity, gender and 

class differences – and therefore hinder emancipatory categorisations of society-nature 

relations. 

Building on Wittman’s (2009) exploration of how agriculture has been integrally 

associated with successive metabolic ruptures between society and nature, the food 

sovereignty field could gain new insights from exploring the metabolism of food in more 

depth. On the one hand, a thorough examination of the different labours invested in 
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producing, transporting, storing, transforming, cooking, consuming and disposing food 

will provide a fuller account of the ways in which unjust socio-ecological configurations 

are constructed and who are the main actants in these processes. This includes the 

potential of establishing broader alliances with other groups at the margins of the socio-

economic system, but also calls for further exploration of the so called conventional 

food system and its powerful stakeholders. On the other hand, a focus on the metabolic 

circulation of food can shed light in the cross-scalar relationships that constitute and 

affect the food sovereignty movement, but also help to move beyond North-South and 

urban-rural divides. A key question for this increasingly diverse international 

movement revolves around how knowledge is co-produced and made accessible within 

and beyond the movement, and particularly, what types of tools and agencies are 

required to establish inclusive linkages between different epistemologies and place-

based struggles to enact food system transformation.  

The Food Sovereignty movement as well as urban food initiatives could be considered 

part of a globally emergent form of translocalised politics, a “place-based globalism” 

(Osterweil, 2005), where actors have an “identity embedded in local circumstances and 

a role in the global dialogue. And this dialogue exists in service of the local.” (Osterweil, 

2004:113; cited in Gibson-Graham, 2006:xxi). This scalar geometry and distinct 

emerging political ecologies call for a food scholarship that breaks up with the unifying 

blanket of productivist analysis and agendas, highlighting uneven socio-spatial and 

political configurations. There is a need to problematize anthropogenic understandings 

of food, energy and climate change crisis which prescribe individual behaviour 

interventions and engage with a socio-economic-genesis explanations based on the 

interaction between diverse political ecologies throughout time(Harvey, 2014).  
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5. Conclusions: Repositioning critical food geographies at a time of food and 

ecological crisis   

The continuing food, fuel, financial and fiscal crisis has created a new exposure to the 

real contested politics and governance of scarce resources.  The new juncture requires 

urgent attention in order to contest the current distribution of rights and 

responsibilities resulting in unequal access to both the production and consumption of 

food. There is then an opportunity for a more politicized scholarship of agri-food which 

takes both a critical and normative stance that serves as an umbrella for different lines 

of inquiry. In this paper, we have suggested progressing in this endeavour by mobilising 

a political ecology approach. The result is the identification of key tenets of a critical 

food scholarship focused on understanding place-based socio-natures, explicitly 

addressing multi-scalar politics producing inequalities and committed to co-produce 

knowledge and change. This serves, we argue, to set a renewed relevance and research 

agenda upon the politics and thereby the political ecology of place and nature with 

regard to food (see table 1 above). 

Since 2007, and with the benefit of this scholarly hindsight, we can thus see the need for 

a re-politicization and socialization of agri-food research in ways which also opens up 

the politics and spaces of the possible for a wider range of key actors in the food system. 

We have focused in the last part of the paper on two examples: urban food and food 

sovereignty movements. These dynamic spaces are key to contrast and contest the 

overwhelming dominant framing of the crisis adopted by the broader natural and 

economic sciences in the form of a renewed and pervasive neo-productivist 

reductionism, whereby food security concerns become too narrowly framed around 

increasing the quantum of production whilst managing sustainability concerns through 
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high rationalist means (see Wolpert and Rothwell, 2014). At the same time, this 

dominant framing serves to reduce and marginalize the social, spatial and political basis 

of food production, processing and consumption to questions of public and consumer 

acceptability to the onset of more novel scientific techniques in ‘solving’ the food 

security and sustainability problems. 

Rather, to follow Gibson-Graham’s (2006) challenge, a critical food scholarship should 

be the harbinger of a more inclusive ontological reframing to produce the variable 

grounds of possibility for a far more socially and ecologically diverse food system that 

contest the overarching hegemonic framing of objectives and values. This entails a 

critical scholarship being instrumental in order to contest the hegemony of dominant 

representations (Blomley, 2006); and to develop competing narratives based upon 

critically scientific stances. Recalling Castree and Wright(2005:7) “The world cannot 

represent itself; it must be represented!”. We need to develop techniques of creativity so 

as to cross-fertilize the field with perspectives from different critical domains, like 

political ecology, heterodox economics and social and political theory which helps build 

post–neo-liberal perspectives. This is particularly urgent at this current juncture given 

the renewed political and scientific attention being given to the ‘global food security 

problem’; and the challenges this brings for wider and critical food scholarship. Now, 

this scholarship can no longer afford to operate in some sort of political-economic 

vacuum, or rely solely upon presenting ideographic cases of real alterity. Rather it needs 

to build upon these past experiences and progress a far more embedded location in the 

political and scientific debates around food and nature; and project a framing for such 

science and politics which is far more inclusive and publicly engaging. 
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i See for example Moore (2015, 2010) on the beginning of the end of ‘cheap natures’, whereby capitalist 
accumulation can no longer rely upon externalising its carbon-based exploitative vulnerabilities, in a systemic 
context where this is also increasingly no longer seen as publically legitimate. 
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