
Geographies of Food
An Introduction

36922 indb   1 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution. 
Published work: https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/geographies-of-food-9780857854575/ 



Also Available From Bloomsbury

The Food and Folklore Reader, edited by Lucy Long

Food: The Key Concepts, Warren Belasco

The Handbook of Food and Anthropology, edited by Jakob A. Klein and James L. Watson

36922 indb   2 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



Geographies of Food
An Introduction

Moya Kneafsey, Damian Maye, Lewis Holloway and 
Michael K. Goodman

36922 indb   3 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC
Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DP, UK
1385 Broadway, New York, NY 10018, USA

BLOOMSBURY, BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC and the Diana logo are trademarks of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

First published in Great Britain 2021

Copyright © Moya Kneafsey, Damian Maye, Lewis Holloway and Michael K. Goodman, 2021

Moya Kneafsey, Damian Maye, Lewis Holloway and Michael K. Goodman have asserted their rights under  
the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Authors of this work.

For legal reasons the Acknowledgments on p. xvi constitute an extension of this copyright page.

Cover design: Irene Martinez Costa
Cover image © Shutterstock

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,  
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system,  

without prior permission in writing from the publishers.

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc does not have any control over, or responsibility for, any third- party websites referred  
to or in this book. All internet addresses given in this book were correct at the time of going to press. The author  

and publisher regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have changed or sites have ceased to exist, but  
can accept no responsibility for any such changes.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

 ISBN: HB: 978-0-8578-5457-5
  PB: 978-0-8578-5458-2
  ePDF: 978-1-4725-2104-0
  eBook: 978-0-8578-5485-8

Typeset by RefineCatch Limited, Bungay, Suffolk
Printed and bound in India

To find out more about our authors and books visit www.bloomsbury.com and sign up for our newsletters.

36922 indb   4 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



We dedicate this book to the memory of Sally Eden (1967–2016). Geographer, colleague  

and friend, Sally was an incredible and generous scholar and she is greatly missed.

36922 indb   5 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



36922 indb   6 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



List of Figures x

List of Tables xii

List of Boxes xiii

List of Activities xiv

Insights xv

Acknowledgments xvi

Preface xvii

Part 1 The Place of Food
1 Introducing Geographies of Food 3

1.1 Introduction 3

1.2 What are food geographies? 4

1.3 Geographical imaginations and food’s geographies 16

1.4 Structure of the book 18

2 Food and Place Identity 22

2.1 Introduction 22

2.2 Making food and making places: landscapes, nations, and labor 24

2.3 Moving food and making places: placing and displacing 31

2.4 Summary 45

2.5 Further reading 45

Part 2 Geographies of Food Production, Transformation, 
and Consumption
3 Geographies and Politics of Agricultural Production 49

3.1 Introduction 49

3.2 Geographies of food production: a global perspective 51

3.3 Agri- food commodity chains: product sector geographies 59

3.4 Producing food in the city: urban agriculture 69

3.5 Agricultural policy: political geographies of food production 80

3.6 Summary 87

3.7 Further reading 87

Contents

36922 indb   7 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



viii   Contents

4 What Happens to Food? Geographies of Mobility and Transformation 89

4.1 Introduction 89

4.2 Mobility and transformations: geographies and relationships 91

4.3 Transforming agriculture and food under capitalism: the agrarian question 94

4.4 Liberalizing food mobility: global trade policy and global food regimes 95

4.5 Government intervention, global food governance, and free trade 98

4.6 Global food trading: mobilizing High Value Foods (HVFs) 102

4.7 “Big Food”: transforming and industrializing food 105

4.8 Working in farming and food processing: the human cost 110

4.9 Wasting food in industrialized food systems 114

4.10 Summary 118

4.11 Further reading 118

5 Eating Geographies: The Spaces and Cultures of Food Consumption 120

5.1 Introducing the geographies of eating 120

5.2 The shifting geographies of food consumption 121

5.3 Food’s cultural geographies: eating space(s), places, and connections 127

5.4 Eating geographical politics and ethics 139

5.5 Summary: eating space, place, and scale 145

5.6 Further reading 145

Part 3 Geographies of Food Crisis and Response
6 Food Systems in Crisis? The New Food Insecurity 149

6.1 Introduction 149

6.2 The contours of the world food crisis 151

6.3 The new food security debate 155

6.4 Explaining the 2007–8 food price crisis: the new fundamentals 157

6.5 Financial speculation and the food crisis 161

6.6 Other critical interpretations of the food crisis and food insecurity 166

6.7 Summary 169

6.8 Further reading 169

7 The Fight against Hunger and Malnutrition in the Majority World 171

7.1 Introduction 171

7.2 The scale and geography of hunger and malnutrition in the Majority World 172

7.3 Causes of hunger and malnutrition in the Majority World: poverty, conflict,  
and structural inequality 176

7.4 The international response to hunger and malnutrition: from Green Revolution  
to the Sustainable Development Goals 186

7.5 From corporate power to people power: the rise of the “food sovereignty” movement 196

7.6 Summary 198

7.7 Further reading 199

8 Food Insecurity Amidst Wealth 201

8.1 Introduction 201

36922 indb   8 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



Contents   ix

8.2 Food insecurity in the twenty- first century: scale, causes, and consequences 202

8.3 Solutions to food insecurity: food aid, the right to food, or food justice? 216

8.4. Summary 227

8.5 Further reading 228

9 Reconnecting Consumers, Producers, and Food 229

9.1 Introduction 229

9.2 AFNs: definition and geography 230

9.3 “First Generation” AFNs: locality foods, local food networks, and fair trade 236

9.4 Fair trade networks: the moral economy of getting to know your coffee farmer 244

9.5 “Second generation” AFNs and sustainability transitions 249

9.6 Summary 256

9.7 Further reading 257

Part 4 Geographies of Possible Food Futures
10 Future Scenarios for Sustainable Food and Farming 261

10.1 Introduction 261

10.2 Towards sustainable food systems 264

10.3 Beyond productivist agriculture and “big food”: competing emergent paradigms  
and “food wars” 265

10.4 Technocentric approaches: sustainability through science? 268

10.5 Ecocentric approaches: sustainability through agroecology? 277

10.6 Sustainable diets and a decentralized food politics 282

10.7 Summary 293

10.8 Further reading 294

11 Conclusions 295

11.1 Introduction 295

11.2 Aftertaste—key themes revisited 297

11.3 Changing the food system: putting ourselves in the mix 305

11.4 Last bites for food citizens 307

Bibliography 309

Index 339

36922 indb   9 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



1.1 Six dimensions of food. 5
1.2 A conceptual diagram of the food system. 11
1.3 Concentration in the food system. 14
1.4 Infographic showing the top ten food companies in 2013, produced as part of Oxfam’s  

“Behind the Brands” campaign. 15
2.1 Seeds, place, and community in Odisha, India. 26
2.2 Propaganda poster from the First World War encouraging men to sign up for the  

British army, using idyllic images of agricultural landscapes. 28
2.3 Farm workers harvesting yellow peppers in California. 30
2.4 You can still see the ridges or “lazy beds” where potatoes were grown at the  

“deserted village” which consists of about 100 stone cottages on Achill Island,  
in County Mayo, Ireland. 36

3.1 Terraced rice fields, Thailand. 52
3.2 Slash- and-burn cultivation in Thailand. 53
3.3 Sheep on a farm track in Flinders Ranges, South Australia. 54
3.4 Salmon fish farm in Norwegian fjord, Lofoten. 54
3.5 The percentage of overfished marine stocks, 1975–2015. 55
3.6 Using a drone to spray pesticides in Bozhou, central China’s Anhui province. 57
3.7 The geography of GM crops, 2018. 59
3.8 Global cereal production, tonnes/per capita, 2016. 61
3.9 Large- scale dairy farming. 64
3.10 “Small ear” pig, southwest China. 66
3.11 Global production of broiler meat, 2018. 67
3.12 “Rooted in Hull”—a project which is using shipping containers and raised beds to  

transform a derelict dry dock in this port city in the north of England. 71
3.13 Urban farmer watering her crops in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. 71
3.14 This picture was taken in Bangu, one of the most populated districts of  

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 72
3.15 Suburban chickens in England. 73
3.16 Traditional English allotment gardening. 74
3.17 Urban community garden. 75
3.18 Fruit cart in street market in Cuba. 79
4.1 McDonalds Chicken McNuggets, as bought in America. 90
4.2 Food chain for rice. 92
4.3 Top twenty food importing (a) and exporting (b) countries, 2016 (excluding fish). 96

List of Figures

36922 indb   10 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



List of Figures   xi

4.4 High Value Foods: “exotic” fruit. 103
4.5 Convenience food. 107
4.6 Working in a chicken factory. 113
4.7 Avoidable Food Waste found in household rubbish bins in New Zealand. 115
5.1 Meat consumption per capita average in 2010–12 and projected for 2022. 124
5.2 Meat consumption in 2010–12 and predicted for 2022 for rapidly developing countries. 125
5.3 Supermarket retail. 128
5.4 The Victorian Kitchen. 134
5.5 The Frankfurt Kitchen, designed for efficiency. 135
5.6 Mobile food trucks in Los Angeles. 138
5.7 Campaigning for low carbon diets 143
6.1 A ham sandwich. 150
6.2 Tortilla protest, January 2007, Mexico. 154
6.3 Dig for Victory. 155
6.4 Food system activities, outcomes, drivers, and feedbacks. 156
6.5 Annual food price indices, 2002–19 164
7.1 Interviewing villagers in rural India about food security decisions. 177
7.2 A local cultural group performs a drama about land grabs in Kiharaka village, Tanzania. 183
7.3 La Via Campesina’s recent campaign for the rights of peasants. 196
8.1 US food insecurity trends, 2001–18. 204
8.2 “Food Justice” by Meredith Clark. 222
9.1 Riverside Farmers’ Market, Cardiff, Wales, started in November 1998. 233
9.2 Naturally embedded food product: salt marsh lamb. 237
9.3 Direct- to-consumer sales in the US, by county, 2012. 240
9.4 Cacao tree nursery in the Dominican Republic developed through the fair trade premium. 246
10.1 The Culticycle—a pedal- powered tractor for cultivation and seeding, built from  

readily available lawn tractor, all- terrain vehicle, and bicycle parts. 263
10.2 The future of food? 3D food “printing”—the Foodini, marketed by Natural Machines,  

Barcelona, Spain. 274
10.3 “Verticrop”—the UK’s first vertical farm. 276
10.4 Model for a transition to sustainable food systems 278
10.5 An experimental agroforestry plot in the UK, integrating poplar trees with barley. 279
10.6 Master plan design for urban agro eco- valley, including demo agriculture, related  

agro processing, and other service facilities: a mixture of new urban developments  
and traditional rural functions (China). 284

10.7 A schematic representation of the key components of a sustainable diet. 286
10.8 Fresh and ready- to-eat grasshoppers (Ruspolia Nitidula) on sale at Nakasero 

market in Uganda. 289
10.9 The “Adotta una Pecora” (“Adopt a Sheep”) scheme, Abruzzo, Italy. 291

36922 indb   11 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



1.1 Food supply chains, networks, and systems 10
2.1 Geographical indications (PDO and PGI) by European member state 39
3.1 Changes in the level of production of some major food sources between 2007 and 2017 56
3.2 Top five crops produced in 2006 and 2016 61
3.3 A typology of urban agriculture 77
4.1 Exports and imports of food (excluding fish), billion US$, 2016 97
5.1 Changes in daily calorie consumption in countries across the globe 122
6.1 FAO food price index and commodity group price indices 1990–2016 153
7.1 Countries that switched from being net agricultural exporters to net agricultural  

importers and the period in which the change occurred 182
8.1 Food insecurity by household characteristics in the US 205
8.2 Factors affecting food security for Nunavut 212
10.1 Key features of the productivist paradigm, life sciences integrated paradigm,  

and ecologically integrated paradigm 267

List of Tables

36922 indb   12 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



2.1 Co- producing agricultural landscapes: humans, animals, plants, and technologies 32
2.2 “War on Terroir” 38
2.3 The contested valorization of terroir and politics of connectivity: a case study from Chianti 41
2.4 The Birmingham Balti 43
3.1 Science and technology in agriculture: genetic anxieties 57
3.2 Enclosing cows: UK mega dairies and animal welfare 63
3.3 Brazil—the global farm 69
3.4 Allotment gardening 74
3.5 Cuba’s “Special Period” 78
3.6 Functions and major issues covered in the 2014 Farm Bill 82
3.7 Brexit and agriculture 85
4.1 Transformations: from chicken to chicken nuggets 90
4.2 Global food regimes since the 1870s 98
5.1 Thinking about eating bodies in geographical terms 136
5.2 Sustainable and ethical food consumption 140
6.1 Agricultural inputs and future food security: the example of phosphorous 159
7.1 Key concepts in understanding hunger 172
7.2 Sen’s theory of entitlements 179
7.3 How the US became a world leader in biotech patents 185
7.4 Terminator technology and suicide seeds 186
7.5 The racial logics of the Green Revolution 188
7.6 Farmer suicides in India 189
7.7 The 1996 World Food Summit Plan of Action 190
7.8 The Millennium Development Goals 192
7.9 La Via Campesina 196
8.1 Measuring food insecurity in the US 203
8.2 Characteristics of food deserts 213
8.3 Food justice 223
9.1 Alternative food networks 231
9.2 Slow Food 234
9.3 The benefits of farmers’ markets 241
9.4 Incredible Edible Todmorden 252
10.1 Bayer faces up to societal needs 269
10.2 The marginalization of agroecology 279
10.3 Sustainable urban agriculture? The example of China 284

List of Boxes

36922 indb   13 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



2.1 National foods 33
3.1 Using FAOSTAT data to examine food production geographies 60
3.2 Encounters with urban food production 70
4.1 How is your food mobilized and transformed? 93
4.2 Agri- food corporations 109
4.3 Ethical foodscapes and consumers’ priorities 114
5.1 Foodprint! 125
5.2 Exploring the internal geographies of the supermarket 129
5.3 What are your family’s foodways? 130
6.1 Examining global food price data 152
6.2 Food speculation: a World Development Movement perspective 165
7.1 Sustainable Development Goal 2: Zero Hunger 194
7.2 Food sovereignty: a future without hunger 197
8.1 Should we have food banks? 209
8.2 Marcella’s story 210
9.1 What’s going on in your town/city in terms of AFN activities? 232
9.2 Mapping the retail space of your local farmers’ market 240
10.1 Setting priorities for future food provisioning 264
10.2 An agroecological vision for the future 281
11.1 Student food activism 307

List of Activities

36922 indb   14 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



2.1 Burlang Yatra: (re)vitalizing biodiversity in Odisha, India—Lopamudra Saxena 25
3.1 The politics of meat—Harvey Neo 65
4.1 Food waste—David Evans 116
5.1 Reducing meat eating as a form of civic resistance—James Kirwan 141
7.1 India’s changing food security environment—Bill Pritchard 177
8.1 Food justice intersections—Joshua Sbicca 224
9.1 Food Policy Councils—Colin Sage 254
10.1 Disruptive innovations in food production: in- vitro meat—Alex Sexton 271
10.2 Wild edible insects, from the gatherer’s perspective—Liliane Binego 287
11.1 Food as commons—Oona Morrow 298
11.2 Disruptive technologies, corporate continuities—David Goodman 302

Insights

36922 indb   15 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



This book has been a long time in the writing. We would like to thank our colleagues at the Universities of 
Coventry, Gloucestershire, Hull and Reading, and our long- suffering families for their support over the 
several years it has taken to finish this project. We also thank our students for being the guinea pigs for 
much of the material we have included in the book, and with whom we have learned so much about the 
geographies of food. We owe a huge debt of thanks to all of the colleagues and friends who contributed 
their Insights into their specialist areas of expertise: Liliane Binego, David Evans, David Goodman, James 
Kirwan, Oona Morrow, Harvey Neo, Bill Pritchard, Colin Sage, Lopa Saxena, Joshua Sbicca and Alex 
Sexton. They have enriched the book enormously. We are very grateful to Dr. Lopa Saxena, at the Centre 
for Agroecology, Water and Resilience, Coventry University, for her painstaking contributions to managing 
the preparation of the manuscript. Big thanks also to Vanshika Saxena for editorial assistance, Dr. Jasber 
Singh and Joseph Elder for reading sections of the book, and Vance Goodman for redrawing some of the 
figures. Drafts of the manuscript were reviewed anonymously by several people, and we are very grateful 
for their constructive and supportive comments which have enabled us to significantly improve the book. 
Finally, we would like to thank the staff at Bloomsbury who have stuck with us despite our missing many 
deadlines, and gently nudged us into finally submitting the manuscript which has become this book.

Acknowledgments

36922 indb   16 31/07/2020   08 32

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



Interest in “food geography” has grown rapidly over recent years. Reflecting the huge popular and societal 
interest in all aspects of food—from concerns about health, global hunger and malnutrition, to climate 
change, environmental destruction, and animal welfare—there are now hundreds of journal papers and 
books about various aspects of the geography of food, and many universities and colleges now offer 
modules and courses on the topic. The Association of American Geographers recently launched a specialty 
group on the “Geography of Food and Agriculture” and in Britain, the “Food Geographies Working Group” 
of the Royal Geographical Society with the Institute of British Geographers was established in 2016. These 
groups help to promote food geographies research and scholarship and reflect the growing number of 
geographers, scholars, activists, and campaigners interested in developing and improving their “geographical 
imagination” about food.

All this creates an exciting context for teaching and learning, and there is now a vast resource of data, 
research, opinion, and news (both “real” and “fake’) about food. The sheer volume and diversity of material 
can be quite bewildering and in our work as university lecturers and researchers, we have found relatively 
few introductions that provide an overview and entry point to the now large body of research and scholarship 
about food geographies. For example, considerable time has elapsed since the publication of textbooks 
such as David Bell and Gill Valentine’s Consuming Geographies: We Are Where We Eat (1997), Peter Atkins 
and Ian Bowler’s Food in Society: Economy, Culture, Geography (2000), and Guy Robinson’s Geographies 
of Agriculture (2003). There have been some excellent recent textbooks taking particular slices through 
food’s geographies, such as Elizabeth M. Young’s Food and Development (2012), and Colin Sage’s 
Environment and Food (2011), Warren Belasco’s Food: Key Concepts (2008), Michael Carolan’s The 
Sociology of Food and Agriculture (2012), and two books simply entitled Food from Jennifer Clapp (2012) 
and John Coveney (2014). There are also important edited collections such as Rachel Slocum and Arun 
Saldanha’s Geographies of Race and Food: Fields, Bodies, Markets (2013), Richard LeHeron et  al.’s 
Biological Economies: Experimentation and the Politics of Agri- food Frontiers (2016), Alison Alkon and Julie 
Guthman’s New Food Activism (2017), Carole Counihan and Penny Van Estrik’s Food and Culture (2008), 
and Paul Stock et al.’s Food Utopias: Reimagining Citizenship, Ethics and Community (2015). Our aim is 
that this book will complement these existing works by providing an accessible, introductory, and holistic 
overview of scholarship in food geographies. Crucially, we hope it will help readers to understand what 
geographical perspectives can offer in terms of understanding food, and also the ways in which food offers 
us a lens through which to understand geography.

In writing this introduction to such a large and exciting body of scholarship, we have inevitably had to 
make choices about what to include and exclude, and so we have concentrated on the aspects which we 
consider to be most important and enduring. Whilst we draw on many sources, scholars, and perspectives, 
the intellectual coherence of the book is ensured by consistently returning to the core geographical 
perspectives of place, space, scale, and agency. This is a book which addresses the “what,” “where,” 
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xviii   Preface

“who,” “how,” and “why” questions about food. What is food and where does it come from? Who grows 
and makes food, and who eats it? Why do some people have more than enough whilst others go hungry? 
How is food made and what are its impacts on people and places? Questions about power, injustice, and 
inequality are always present when we start to map the geographies of food, but so are stories of hope, 
possibility, and new futures. Whilst we engage with many problems, we also discuss many exciting new 
possibilities, and try to reflect the politics of hope and optimism which infuse many grassroots movements 
which are trying to develop new and better ways of “doing food.” We try to examine the problems and 
possibilities of food in equal measure and we foreground the particular insights that geographical 
perspectives can yield, by concentrating on the spatial expressions of food’s production, transformation, 
and consumption.

Whilst this book is intended to provide an introduction to “geographies” of food, we stress that 
geographers tend to draw on a wide range of disciplinary approaches and that the study of food lends 
itself—indeed really requires—interdisciplinary perspectives to illuminate the full complexity of the relationship 
between people, places, and food. For this reason, food geographers often draw ideas and inspiration from 
sociological, anthropological, artistic, and many other disciplinary perspectives. By the same token, we 
hope that this book will be of interest to students from the host of other disciplines who are engaged in 
understanding food in all its different dimensions. It is only by combining insights from many different 
perspectives that we will be able to understand and address the many complex, difficult, and often troubling 
questions which arise from studying and thinking about food.

We have high hopes for this book in introducing you to the multiple, complex, and fascinating geographies 
of food. First, we hope you enjoy reading it as much as we have enjoyed writing it. We have worked to 
produce a book that hopefully doesn’t just get you interested in the multiple topics we cover, but stimulates 
your geographical imagination about food, eating, and all the activities that go into bringing you your dinner. 
To help support this, we have tried to craft our more general points around examples that you can explore 
further based on your interests. Second, we have tried to bring in multiple voices by asking a number of 
food geographers and scholars for their insights on many of the topics in the book. We have asked them 
to reflect on these topics through their research and their own personal experience in efforts to further pull 
you into the book and bring some of the topics alive through the first- person accounts of our colleagues. 
Finally, like we do in our teaching, we ask you to think about your roles in creating your own “food places” 
as well as the multi- scaled, interconnected geographies that produce the food system. This reflection is 
key: thinking about your own position in the food system not only helps to personalize and bring home the 
relevance of the ideas in this book, but also encourages you to better understand your daily engagements 
with the production and consumption of food, and reflect on your place within efforts to create better food 
futures for yourself and for the planet. Bon Appetit!
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1 Introducing Geographies of Food

1.1 Introduction
There is nothing more geographical than food. Eating connects us to the land, to animals, to technologies 
and virtual space, to ecological processes, and to other people both near and far, in multiple places and 
spaces and across multiple scales. It connects us into relationships of power, politics, and identity, questions 
of agency and structure, relations of inequality and (in)justice, and feelings of despair and hope. Biting into 
an apple, a cassava, or a hamburger might connect you to your own backyard or garden, to a local, 
outdoor market, a complex refrigerated supply chain, or a landscape thousands of miles away. That same 
bite might tie you into networks of global food policy, international trade, urban activists working to create 
“food justice,” farmer- led movements to assert “food sovereignty,” or even to “happy cows” that ate grass 
and lived on pastures, rather than inside a confined animal feeding operation (CAFO) or “factory farm.” 
These food networks can be simple or complex, fair or unequal, “good” or “bad,” local or global—and 
sometimes many of these things at once. You may know nothing at all about what you are eating except 
that the food on your plate tastes good. Or, you may have acquired foods sold and packaged with 
“stories”—and geographical stories at that—telling you about their origins, about their ethics and who might 
have touched them along the way. Any way you square it, food and its geographies are intimately and 
inseparably connected.

To understand how food stitches together such a wonderful mosaic of materialities, people, places, 
spaces, and scales—and at the same time how foods themselves are produced by these geographies—it 
takes what David Harvey (1990) and others have called a “geographical imagination.” This geographical 
imagination is vital in helping us to understand and interpret the vast array of information and data now 
available concerning food and all its many dimensions. For example, we can uncover information about 
who eats what through maps showing, for instance, how much corn is produced in the US or how much 
meat is consumed in parts of Africa. Yet, without a geographical imagination that works to understand the 
food stories of these places, we are unable to understand those data or to interpret why those maps look 
the way they do. Knowing data and seeing maps are important, but how we see them, how they are 
contextualized and the connections embedded in their representations can only be understood through a 
sensitivity to geography. A geographical imagination provides a powerful window, not just on who eats 
what, but also on how the world’s food systems are put together and why food production and consumption 
work—or don’t—for different people and places.

The main aim of this book is to encourage and support you to use your geographical imagination to 
critically analyze the shifting places and spaces of food and the multiple, complex, and often uneven 
relationships of power that connect them. In order to start out on this endeavor, this first chapter introduces 
some of the key conceptual ingredients which you will need in order to bring your geographical imaginations 
of food to life. We start by outlining what we mean by the concept of “food geographies.” This involves 
unpacking the multiple meanings of food and then considering how these meanings relate to core 
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4   Geographies of Food

geographical concepts of place, space, scale, and mobility. We then focus on the idea of “geographical 
imaginations,” and introduce some of the main ways in which Geography, as an academic discipline, with 
a particular history, concepts, and methodologies, has contributed to the patterns and processes of food 
production and consumption that we see today.

1.2 What are food geographies?
In general terms, we use the concept of “food geographies” to describe the spatial distribution, patterns, 
and arrangements of food production, distribution, and consumption around the world. This distribution is 
far from accidental, and has been shaped by the complex interplay of many relationships between and 
amongst people, animals, plants, and the environment. These relationships have often been uneven, and 
infused with power and control. Before delving more into the spatialities of food though, we first of all need 
to pause and consider what food actually is.

1.2.1 Multiple food meanings

Food is an essential ingredient for human life, along with water and air. We need food to live, and what we 
eat helps to shape our physical identity: our body shape is influenced by eating behaviors and these in turn 
are often established during childhood (in fact, even before birth our future health is influenced by what our 
mother ate). Our diet is a major influence on our health and indeed the health of the planet, and also 
influences how we perceive ourselves at different stages in life. Did we have an abundance or scarcity of 
food when growing up? Do we now think of ourselves as too fat, too thin, or just right? Can we change this 
if we want to? Are we a “healthy” or “ethical” eater, and what does it mean to eat “healthily” or “ethically”? 
What did we learn about food when we were growing up and how does this influence our choices today?

However, we should think about food beyond its role in fulfilling a fundamental human need, because in 
reality food has multiple meanings. There are a number of different dimensions to this multiplicity. For 
example, the same plate of food can taste very different to different people or even at different times in your 
life. While we all have to eat, our experience of food is refracted through the many varied and intersecting 
layers of our identity, including but not limited to our place of birth and childhood, our age, family situation, 
class, race, gender, body shape, and health conditions. The same food can be acceptable or desirable to 
some, while being disgusting or taboo to others. We can understand this multiplicity of food as being 
material- semiotic. This means that food simultaneously has material, physical characteristics and is 
embedded with multiple layers of meaning and cultural significance. So, food is material in terms of the 
actual, physical commodities that grow or are reared, that move around, and that you cook and eat. It is 
also semiotic—that is, involved in the making and communication of meaning—so that it can be represented 
and representational in things like advertisements, on social media and food labels. Food can be as much, 
if not more, in your mind and imagination as on the end of the fork in front of you. Within these multiple 
layers of meaning, food can take on sacred importance through religious festivals and it can represent 
national or local identities, cultures, and landscapes. It can be seen as simply fuelling one’s body for 
everyday life, or as highly tuned fuel driving sporting performance. Foods—and even exactly the same 
foods depending on quantities—can be healthy and nutritionally sufficient, and they can be unhealthy and 
nutritionally insufficient. Food can be used as a political weapon by withholding it and causing famines or it 
can be imbued with “commensality,” joy, and collectivity through family meals, community festivals, and 
political activism. It can be a source of celebration or shame, or it can be a source of wealth to be traded 
on futures markets and through financial instruments. Food can move us, in sometimes unexpected ways. 
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look, sound, and smell (for further discussion of this, see Chapter 2). Think of how agricultural landscapes 
are shaped by the work of the farmers to produce the foods that have become integral to our perceptions 
of different countries around the world: terraced paddy fields producing rice in China, the great plains of 
North America growing grain for the meat and wheat- based diets that are now becoming global, the stone- 
walled fields of England’s northern uplands enclosing lambs for the British “Sunday roast.” These are typical, 
“iconic” landscapes, which become enrolled into popular representations or images of the different nations 
in which they are located. Food doesn’t just shape rural landscapes though. Think about the urban fabric 
of towns and cities: who could imagine a French village without its bakery and the delicious smell of freshly 
baked bread and pastries wafting out of the door? Or a bustling New York street without its busy eateries 
and the jostling of tastes and aromas from a hundred cuisines from a hundred different places? Or a town 
square without its busy weekly market selling local specialties and filled with the noise, hustle, and bustle of 
people looking for their favorite foods? The work that goes into the production, processing, retailing, 
distribution, and consumption of food shapes the geographies, landscapes, infrastructures, and public and 
domestic spaces of everyday life—often in entirely mundane ways which are barely even noticed in daily 
routines.

Food is moved around because it is a tradeable good, the fourth of Vivero-Pol’s dimensions. Food has 
been traded since the origin of settled agricultural societies. In contemporary food trade, food is often 
regarded as a commodity (Vivero-Pol 2017b). Agricultural commodities include grains (e.g. rice or wheat) 
and sugar. The price of commodities is usually determined by international markets. The idea of food as a 
commodity is very different to the ways in which food is understood in many indigenous cultures, for 
example where food is often regarded as a common good or a “gift” which is acquired through cultivating 
relationships of care and respect for soils, plants, animals, water, and kin (Daigle 2017). As Jennifer Clapp 
writes (2012: 17):

[W]e have moved increasingly away from food being viewed primarily as a source of nourishment and a 
cultural feature of society, and toward food as any other product that firms produce, sell and trade. The 
people who eat those food products in turn have been reduced to “consumers,” rather than being 
considered simply as “eaters”. Distance between the production and the eating of food, is increased by 
the commodification of food within the global economy.

The distancing or “disconnection” of people from food has very real impacts on people’s lives. As Clapp 
(2012) explains, it means that access to food becomes a market transaction and so people’s ability to 
acquire food is largely determined by their ability to pay for it. The ability to pay is unevenly distributed 
throughout society, with the effect that some people are excluded from accessing enough nutritious food. 
The commodification of food is also associated with “de- skilling,” which refers to the loss of knowledge and 
skills about how to grow, prepare, store, and preserve food (Howard 2016). This in turn creates greater 
dependency on food companies that provide “convenient” foods and ready- to-eat meals which require little 
skill or time to prepare—and encourages the purchase of required technologies such as large fridge- 
freezers, microwaves, and dishwashers.

For many critics of the way our current food system works, the commodification of food is the root cause 
of hunger and environmental destruction. As Agyeman and McEntee (2014: 217) put it, “contemporary food 
injustices are the direct result of a commodity- driven system where hunger is a by- product of profit.” This is 
because, as Vivero-Pol (2017b) explains, the commodification of food presents a direct contradiction and 
challenge to the concept of food as a universal human right (for more on this, see Chapter 8).

An alternative construction of food, and Vivero-Pol’s sixth dimension, is to see it as a public good. 
Unlike private goods, which are allocated by market forces, these are goods which are provided to all 
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members of a society, usually by public institutions. Consumption by one person doesn’t reduce the 
availability of the good to another person, or exclude anyone from access. In theory, anyone can benefit 
from public goods, even if they have not paid for them. Public goods are usually produced by governments 
because the market does not. Typical examples include public infrastructure such as sewage systems  
and pavements, or services such as education and defense, although in many countries previously public 
goods are increasingly commodified (e.g. university education, health care). Another, related way to think  
of this is to conceive of food as a “commons.” Commons are resources that can be accessed and  
used by the community that governs their management, whether this be on a local, national, or global  
scale. In simple terms (following Quilligan 2013), whereas public goods are those requiring management by 
the state (on a local, regional, or national scale), common goods, or commons, are those which result from 
the expression of mutual and collaborative effort by social groups. According to Vivero-Pol, “[T]he 
consideration of food as commons rests upon revalorizing the different food dimensions that are relevant to 
human beings, thereby reducing the importance of the tradeable dimension that has rendered it a mere 
commodity” (2017b: 8). Food regarded as a commons would be governed in a polycentric1 manner by 
“food citizens” (rather than food “consumers”) who develop “food democracies” which adequately value the 
different dimensions of food. To paraphrase from Vivero-Pol, every eater should have a say in how food 
resources are managed and every eater should be guaranteed a fair and sufficient access to those 
resources, regardless of purchasing power. The end goal of a food commons should not be profit 
maximization but increased food access, building community and reducing the disconnect between field 
and table.

Not only does food have multiple meanings and dimensions, but the boundaries of what counts as  
food are themselves changing. Food is transformed, in geographically- and culturally- specific ways.  
Foods and food production can be transformed through new technologies such as genetic modification 
and gene editing, for example. Foods can be grown in laboratories and towers, and there is even the 
potential that we might “print” our own foods using 3D printers. Innovation has clearly always been  
significant to changing production–consumption relations and to diets: consider how important ingredients 
like potatoes and tomatoes are to European meals, despite their relatively recent incorporation into that 
cuisine. Just think about how different our diets would be without preservation and preparation technologies 
such as canning, refrigeration, and microwaving. And yet, as we will emphasize throughout this text,  
we should ask critical questions about what can be presented as inevitable change, as “progress,” or  
as a simple “technological- fix” for particular problems. Lessons from the past, such as those learned  
from the “Green Revolution,” as we will see later in the book (Chapter  7), tell us that innovation and  
change, while it can present many benefits, often have downsides for some people and places, or for the 
environment. On this last point, for example, there is growing concern that the ways in which we produce, 
make, sell, eat, and waste food are seriously damaging the Earth’s natural processes, including but not 
limited to climate change (The Lancet Commission 2019). To summarize, then, food is what the philosopher 
Annmarie Mol (2008) calls “ontologically multiple.” The concept of “ontology” refers to and describes the 
nature of reality or being. Depending on how it is approached, known, and engaged with, food is part of 
multiple realities for different people, times, and contexts. Food carries within it multiple ways of “being” 
through the multitudinous ways we know it, grow it, procure it, transform it, move it, and, in the end, eat it. 
In the next section we examine how food relates to the core geographical concepts of place, space and 
scale.

1A polycentric system has many centres of control or authority.
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8   Geographies of Food

1.2.2 Food, place, space, and scale

Foods are shaped in unique ways by the different places in which they are grown, processed, retailed, 
prepared, and consumed. At the same time, producing and consuming food shapes and reshapes these 
places. Going further, we can say that food doesn’t just move across space and between places: it plays a 
role in actually making geographies. Space is not simply a surface upon which things can be located, but 
is continually produced or made by circulations of and interrelationships amongst different people, material 
goods, and cultures. Geography is always under construction, “it is always in the process of being made. 
It is never finished; never closed” (Massey 2005: 9). This implies that food production and consumption, 
and geography, are co- produced: the ways in which foods are produced, circulated, transformed, and 
consumed are affected by geographical difference and by the specificities of particular places; at the same 
time, food’s mobilities and transformations act to make geographies, in some cases sustaining particular 
spatial relationships and place identities, and in other cases changing them. This matters for places of all 
sizes: from the local food truck and café, to your home or backyard barbeque, to your region or the country 
you live in, travel to, or migrate from. Thus, the concept of place, key to our geographical imagination, is one 
of the most important and central lenses through which to understand the geographies of food.

Capturing relationships and relationalities is also fundamental to how we understand food’s geographies, 
in the sense that places are created by and emerge out of the social, political, economic, environmental, 
and cultural relationships that are constructed and intersect at different times and across different spaces. 
Throughout this book we try to illustrate that places are relational to food and food is relational to the 
locations in which it is em- placed. This can be seen in the ways that, for example, kitchens as places are 
made by—but also make—the foods cooked in them, or in how farming landscapes all over the world have 
profound economic and political relationships to national policies, global trade pathways, and international 
finance. We explore specific examples of the relationalities of food and place in the book, such as how food 
deserts in North America are connected to historical racism, urban planning policies, and food networks 
that often fail to provide healthy foods in low- income neighborhoods, or in the ways that peasant farming 
movements around the world are trying to defend locally- embedded knowledge systems from the control 
of global corporations seeking to patent and take ownership of traditional plants and animal breeds.

In thinking through the co- production of food, place, and space, an additional important geographical 
concept is that of scale. From local food, to regionally- labelled products, to the industrially- produced, 
unknown bulk commodities going into the production of “global foods,” we examine how the notions of 
scale embedded in food bring its geographies and spatial characteristics to the forefront. In particular, it is 
the relationalities of scale that are key here and of interest in the book: how and in what ways is food both 
intimate, personal, and individual as well as “global” in the transnational food networks that feed many of 
us? In other words, how are the global- scale processes of the food system relational to what we actually 
eat every day? Your neighborhood restaurant providing Mexican food might be supplied by companies that 
source their corn for tortillas from the Midwest of the US, their chillies from Peru, and their beef from 
Argentina or Brazil. Food is—at one and the same time—multi- scalar, moving from and across the scales 
of the body, and into local, regional, national, and global spaces and places. This is encapsulated in 
Swyngedouw’s (1997) notion of the glocal: food is “glocal” in that it has embedded within it the relational 
scales of the local and global and everything in between. To study food is to study the geographical 
relationalities of space, place, and scale.

There is also a politics of scale which is very much rooted in food’s geographies. For example, take the 
notion and meanings embedded in the concept of local food. Many rich, urbanized countries have seen a 
strong consumer trend towards buying local food. But who defines what counts as “local”? Is an airfreighted 
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avocado from Mexico or Israel “local” because you bought it in a store you walked to from your house? 
What is “local” at a farmers’ market? Is it ten miles away, or can it include foods coming from 100 miles 
away? This is equally problematic when we think of the political meanings attached to local food. As we 
shall see later in the book, local food has been understood as “better” and more “ethical” versus other types 
of food based on food miles, environmental concerns, and the support of local growers and retailers. Yet, 
it can be more expensive, raising questions about who can afford it and who has access to it. The local is 
not, by default, better or more progressive, nor is it by itself a political force able to change the structural 
inequalities of the food system. Rather, as many food scholars argue, we must critically question the social 
construction of scale in food networks (Born and Purcell 2006). What the social construction and politics of 
scale, and indeed of the politics of foods more generally, tells us is that a critical and reflexive geographical 
imagination is required to know about the multiplicities of food’s geographies, and that asking analytical 
questions and working to disturb assumptions is as important as finding out the answers to how we get the 
food we eat.

Food’s places are connected to—but can also be disconnected from—other places across space. 
These connections, no matter how short or long, are through what we and other scholars call food chains, 
networks, and systems. Chains, networks, and systems act as metaphors and “ways in” to understanding 
how places are connected through relations of power, culture, identity, politics, and physical space. 
Table 1.1 below summarizes the features of these different forms of connection.

You will notice all of these terms being used widely in literature concerned with food, and confusingly, 
they are not always used with the same meaning. They will appear throughout the book, reflecting the 
terminology used in the particular bodies of scholarship we are drawing on at different points. Concepts 
such as chains, networks, and systems open up food’s geographical imagination to ideas of connection, 
relationality, and flows across space. But this imagination is also about disconnections: where are those 
places where food chains, networks, and systems don’t connect people and places to each other? Why 
and in what ways are some people and ecologies not connected to others in ways that would ensure their 
health and flourishing livelihoods? Who controls these relationalities? These are the sorts of important 
questions that food geographers look to ask and that require a geographical imagination through which to 
think critically and work towards solutions. In the next section we focus on processes of mobility and 
transformation which are necessary for the construction of food’s geographies.

1.2.3 Mobilities and transformation: power and control

Food, in order to become food, must move and be transformed. This could be as simple as pulling a carrot 
up out of the ground, taking it home, and washing it before eating it, or it could be as complex as 
manufacturing a convenience meal involving many ingredients from different places, and many technologies 
and people. Animals, plants, seeds, knowledges, and people—such as migrant workers, or enslaved 
people in former times—are all moved and transformed as food is brought into being. These movements 
and transformations are associated with the movement of money, and the accumulation of financial value, 
as food is processed, branded, and sold in various ways. In itself, this accumulation of value is associated 
with the accumulation of meaning, as food becomes labeled as (say) artisanal or local, or is branded with 
the logos of our favorite fast food outlets or supermarkets.

Consumption then involves further rounds of transformation, as food is prepared and eaten, as it moves 
from shops to homes or restaurants, and then literally through our bodies as it is broken down into its 
nutritional components and eventually excreted out as waste. Work, or labor, is involved during these 
movements and transformation. This work can be the domestic labor involved in shopping, cooking, or 
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10   Geographies of Food

Table 1.1 Food supply chains, networks, and systems

Food supply chain This consists of all the actors involved in moving a product from producer to consumer, 
including farmers, wholesalers, distributors, and retailers. “Upstream” supply chains are 
those which provide inputs to the farmer, such as seeds and fertilizers. “Downstream” 
supply chains are those which move the product to the final consumer. Supply chains are 
often referred to as “value chains,” because value is added to the product at each step of 
the chain. For example, a raw agricultural product such as wheat is processed and 
turned into a food product such as a loaf of bread. Through packaging and branding, 
further value is added to the product. Many agricultural commodities are moved through 
long and complex supply chains, characterized by many intermediaries (see Jackson 
et al. 2006 for a review). The complexity of these types of chains means that when things 
go wrong, it can be difficult to identify where the problem has occurred, as happened in 
the famous “Horsegate” incident when horsemeat illegally entered European food chains 
in 2013. “Short food supply chains” are those in which there are as few intermediaries 
between the producer and consumer as possible. These chains are a lot more 
transparent in the sense that the consumer can sometimes more easily know where the 
food comes from, and also more added value is retained by the farmer or producer, rather 
than intermediaries. Examples include direct sales, such as farmers’ markets or farm 
shops.

Food network One criticism of the supply- chain approach is that it tends to promote a linear style of 
thinking through its focus on the movement of commodities from “A to B,” such as from 
the farm to the supermarket. The concept of food networks tries to capture the ways in 
which actors shape and are shaped by the political, cultural, and social environment, 
which can include influences from beyond the farm, food plant, or supermarket. To 
varying degrees, and influenced by “Actor-Network Theory,” these accounts also 
recognize the agency of non- human “actants” in food networks, such as animals, plants, 
certification schemes, and technologies. Much work on local “alternatives” to the 
industrialized agriculture and mass retail model has been framed in terms of “networks” 
and has emphasized the importance of interpersonal relationships and shared value 
systems between food producers and consumers (Maye et al. 2007). These accounts 
illustrate the dynamic and active role of consumers, who are sometimes conceived as 
rather a “passive” or “absent” element in the food chain concept.

Food system The concept of the food system (as illustrated in Fig. 1.2) is potentially even more holistic 
than that of food networks, and is generally and in everyday language used to refer to all 
the processes involved in growing, distributing, and retailing food. In its more highly 
theorized forms, the concept draws on the notion of socio- ecological systems which are 
formed of biophysical and social factors linked through “feedback mechanisms” (Tendall 
et al. 2015). At a minimum, a food system includes the activities of food production, 
processing, packaging, distribution, retail, and consumption. Broadly, a food system 
includes “determinants” and “outcomes” of its activities. The determinants are the 
bio- geophysical, social, economic, and political environments (or food system “drivers”), 
and the outcomes are the food and livelihoods associated with its production and 
consumption. A key aspect of the food systems concept is that activities and outcomes 
can “feed back” into the environmental and socio- economic drivers. For example, the 
food system contributes to environmental change, which in turn becomes a driver of 
change in the overall food system.
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which often falls on mothers and other females in households, and is often done in the context of limited 
resources (Cairns and Johnston 2015). As feminist geographer Gibson-Graham (2006) has argued, the vast 
majority of this care work—whether done by women, men, or children—is not given any monetary value, 
and yet it is vital to enabling economies and societies to operate: people need to eat in order to go out to 
work, attend school, look after each other, and thrive.

All this transformation produces what tends to be seen as waste. This includes what we excrete from 
our bodies, food which spoils in storage or is lost to vermin, along with so- called “waste” and/or “surplus” 
food generated by supermarkets and the catering trade. Increasingly, however, thought is being given to 
how such “waste” can be transformed rather than accepted as a loss. Crops, for example, can make use 
of treated sewage, and some food waste can become inputs into industrial processes and energy 
generation. Supermarket and catering “waste” food is increasingly used to feed people experiencing food 
insecurity. We should, of course, question a situation where slightly out of date or oddly shaped food is 
defined as “waste” in the first place, and where some people are unable to feed themselves adequately 
without resorting to what others reject. But nevertheless, movements to reduce waste might be seen as a 
more positive engagement by the public with a wider environmental politics (Eden 2017).

The processes whereby food is moved and transformed involve power relations operating at different 
scales, across different spatial and temporal dimensions. At a global scale, one of the most fundamental 
sets of power relationships which has shaped the geographies of food, at all scales, from the local right 
through to the global, is that between the Majority World and the Minority World. The former is where most 
people live: “[I]t covers Asia, Africa, the Arabic- speaking world, Latin America, the Caribbean, and the 
Indigenous Peoples of the planet. It is the home of the oldest intellectual traditions, but it also contains the 
largest number of people living in poverty” (Tandon and Hall 2014: 54). It is contrasted with the Minority 
World, which is inhabited largely by white, relatively wealthy, formally- educated, industrialized peoples who 
constitute a small fraction of the world population. In this book, we use the terms “Majority” and “Minority” 
as an alternative to the terms “first” and “third” world, which are considered outdated and pejorative, as well 
as the more commonly used “developed” and “developing” world distinction. The latter has been criticized 
because it presupposes a “development” trajectory in which the “developing” countries must “catch up” 
with the “developed” ones by following models of economic growth and associated cultural change which 
are largely defined and driven by powerful elites and institutions headquartered in the wealthiest countries. 
We avoid using these terms, unless we are citing other people who have used them. Instead, we refer 
mainly to “Majority” or “Minority” Worlds, and sometimes to “high- income” and “low- income” or “wealthy” 
and “poor” countries. Where possible we use more precise geographical descriptors such as country 
names or regions (e.g. sub-Saharan Africa). We acknowledge that whatever terms are used to discuss 
broad differences of economy, culture, and society inevitably mask huge variations and diversity of 
experience within countries and regions. For example, “high- income” countries are often home to many 
people living on low incomes, whilst “low- income” countries can also include relatively wealthy inhabitants. 
However, the terms we have chosen to use provide an important reminder of the uneven global distribution 
of power and wealth, which is so crucial to understanding food’s geographies.

One of the most obvious—but often unacknowledged—ways in which contemporary patterns of food 
mobility and transformation were established was through the Atlantic slave trade. Although this took place 
hundreds of years ago, this brutal interaction between the Minority and Majority Worlds has shaped the 
food geographies that we observe today in multiple ways, ranging from the kinds of foods now made 
available to consumers on supermarket shelves, to the structures of trade through which global food 
commodities flow. Between 1532 and 1832, around 12 million people from West and Central Africa were 
shipped to the Americas, mainly to work on sugar, rice, cotton, and coffee plantations. The produce of their 
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forced labor was traded across the oceans and it made slave traders, commodity traders, landowners, and 
Western European governments very rich. Their accumulated wealth is literally inscribed in global cities 
such as London and Amsterdam and much of the American East Coast. Whilst the Atlantic slave trade was 
not the only example of slavery, it—along with the rise of colonialism—exerted a profound impact on the 
emergence of global economies in food and other goods. Industrialization in Britain, for example, was partly 
enabled through the import of cheap food to feed factory workers, and cheap raw materials such as cotton, 
for the manufacturing industries. Cheap food meant that wages could be kept low and profits could be 
protected. The wealth of the British Empire was underpinned by this model. Food and other raw materials 
were cheap because they were produced either by enslaved people, indentured workers, or colonized and 
dispossessed peoples in lands which were acquired by imperial explorers and early imperial corporations. 
Yet the experiences of the people who were enslaved or dispossessed have often remained untold or 
deliberately obscured, and certainly they have rarely been told in their own words (Bressey 2009a). Food 
was at the heart of these untold stories and historic relationships between peoples and continents, and the 
patterns in trade, landscapes, food cultures, geopolitical relations, and identities which were established 
during the era of Atlantic slavery are still present today: although they are no longer major producers, the 
Caribbean islands and Central and South American states, for example, still export agricultural commodities 
to global markets and their landscapes still feature monocultural plantations producing sugar, bananas, and 
coffee.

In her book Black Rice, Judith Carney (2001) demonstrates how enslaved people diffused their knowledge 
about tidewater rice production from West Africa to South Carolina and the eastern Amazon in Brazil. 
Contrary to common beliefs at the time, rice had been grown in West Africa for some 2,000 years before 
slavery. Whereas accounts provided by the plantation owners privileged notions of “white” technical 
superiority and ingenuity, Carney’s work reveals how the enslaved Africans brought their long- crafted 
knowledge systems—as well as their physical labor—to the production of rice. This made possible the 
emergence of a hugely profitable export economy and generated considerable wealth for the plantation 
owners. It also meant that rice became incorporated into the diets of those places and remains important 
to this day (Carney 2013).

In these ways, the foundations of the modern, global geography of food were forged largely through the 
influence of Europe’s colonial powers. These powers not only controlled the physical movements and 
transformations of people and ingredients around the globe, but also exported their ideas about what to eat 
and how to farm to Africa, South America, and Asia. Underpinned by a belief in the superiority of “Western” 
and “white” science, this involved ignoring or appropriating many ancient knowledges, practices, and 
understandings of food—sometimes with disastrous consequences. Jack Kloppenburg (1991) has argued 
that the application of Western science produced an agriculture which is unsustainable and socially 
damaging. It developed “solutions” to agricultural problems (such as a need to increase outputs or reduce 
pest damage to crops) which were then applied indiscriminately, regardless of the specific conditions found 
in different regions, on particular farms, or within individual fields. Kloppenburg’s view is that an “alternative” 
perspective based on farmers’ localized, experiential, and working knowledges of their own farms would be 
more likely to lead to sustainable agricultural practices.

One of the most influential writers and campaigners on food and environmental justice, Vandana Shiva, 
has also drawn attention not only to the ways in which Western science ignored or appropriated traditional 
expertise and skills, but also to how this was a highly gendered process. In her groundbreaking book 
Staying Alive, first published in 1999, she argued that women have been central to agriculture through their 
work in the fields and food chain. Drawing on her experience of working with Indian farmers, she argued 
that agriculture had been evolved by women, using knowledge systems and insights closely modeled on 
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it is by appropriate growing conditions. Policy instruments like the European Union’s Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP) and the United States’ Farm Bill, for instance, are highly political instruments which are  
used to support the farming industries in the EU and USA. Despite various shifts in response to  
pressure from the World Trade Organization, these policies provide subsidies to farmers in these countries, 
effectively protecting them from complete exposure to global competitive markets and creating competitive 
advantage.

Politics is not just enacted by governments and big business, of course. There are many examples of 
resistance and attempts to reclaim control at different levels of the food system. The most symbolic and well 
researched examples in the Minority World are known as “Alternative Food Networks,” which constitute a 
varied assemblage of diverse practices, including: localized and short food chains, producer and consumer 
cooperatives, local procurement schemes, and civil society groups such as the Slow Food movement that 
preserve traditional and regional cuisines and transnational networks such as the Fair Trade movement. In 
the Majority World, there are many examples of local, national, and international grass- roots movements 
whereby small- scale farmers or peasants are mobilizing to defend their local seeds, plants, agricultural 
heritage, and livelihoods. The Food Sovereignty movement, for example, is a global coalition representing 
over 200 million small and medium- scale farmers, landless people, indigenous peoples, migrants, and 
agricultural workers from seventy countries. The overall aim of the movement is to enable communities to 
regain control over the way food is produced, traded, and consumed.

Politics, power, and control thus constitute key themes that help us to understand food mobilities and 
transformations, and disentangle food system relations and associated geographies. Food politics is 
essential to the way we interpret what food provisioning means to economy–society–environment relations, 
opening up important questions about ethics and responsibility at the individual and societal level, including 
personal and collective responsibilities and actions.

1.3 Geographical imaginations and food’s geographies
So far, we have been using key geographical concepts such as place, space, scale, relationality, and 
mobility to talk about the spatial distribution, patterns, and meanings of food. We have also emphasized 
that the relationships through which geographies of food are developed are infused with power and 
inequalities. What we have not discussed yet is the particular ways in which Geography, as an academic 
discipline, with a particular history, concepts, and methodologies, has contributed to the patterns and 
processes that we’ve been describing. We have highlighted the pivotal role of slavery and colonialism in 
terms of providing many of the foundational structures for today’s global food geographies, but it is important 
to recognize that the discipline of Geography actually helped to forge the ways of seeing and thinking about 
the world which helped empires to flourish. As Boyle notes, Geography is “essentially a European branch 
of knowledge, reflecting European ways of making sense of the world” (2015: 37), and the development of 
the discipline was inextricably bound up with Europe’s colonization of Latin America, Asia, and Africa. 
Through their cartographic, descriptive, and analytical skills, geographers provided empire builders and 
colonialists with valuable information about the resources, climate, infrastructure, and foodstuffs found in 
foreign lands (Legg 2017), which were then exploited, mined, farmed, and traded very often to the detriment 
of the livelihoods of local people. Cartographers imposed boundaries and invented place names which 
would be meaningful to colonial settlers moving into so- called “undiscovered” and “empty” territories. In so 
doing, they usually ignored the pre- existing names and place identities which indigenous peoples used  
to navigate their landscapes—names which in turn spoke of important natural or sacred features or  
cultural and historic events. The boundaries imposed by imperial geographers were used to enclose and 
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defend precious natural resources which could then be exploited for the benefit of settler colonies and the 
European nations. As critical scholars have shown, the colonial mindset and worldview considered (among 
other things) that all parts of nature, as well as the bodies of animals and indigenous peoples, were 
essentially “resources” which could be used in the pursuit of wealth accumulation for imperialist powers 
(Mignolo 2007).

Particularly since the 1980s, there has been a growing critique of the repressive authority and limitations 
of this kind of geographical imagination, which has largely been a product of the scholarly and educational 
system produced by and for white men, and heavily based on the structures of thought developed through 
colonization. Authors arguing for “postcolonial” geographies have shown how this has often excluded or 
ignored “local,” “traditional,” or “indigenous” knowledges, and privileged Western “scientific” knowledges 
above others, as we mentioned earlier. Postcolonialism, however, is a contested term, not least because it 
is unclear that colonialism has been relegated to the past. As Marcus Power (2004) points out, its meaning 
is not limited to “after colonialism” or “after independence,” but is more about contesting colonial domination 
and the legacies of colonialism:

Postcolonial theory involves discussions about experiences of various kinds: migration, slavery, 
suppression, resistance, representation, difference, race, gender and place (among others). It also 
challenges imperial histories which wrote colonised “others” out of the script, or denied them a place in 
history altogether.

Power 2004: 123

Postcolonial scholarship can be regarded as contributing to decolonization or what Stephen Legg (2017) 
describes as “un- acquiring colonies.” Taking this further, “decolonialism” aims to unpack and deconstruct 
enduring colonial practices and structures of thought and the processes by which “authoritative” and 
“authorized” knowledge about the world is created and validated. Patricia Noxolo (2017: 342) explains that 
decolonial writing has been led by scholars who are indigenous, or First Nations people, and “there is 
nothing ‘former’ or ‘post’ about the colonialism that they write about: they are writing out of and about the 
continuous colonization and re-(or neo-)colonization of the countries where their ancestors have always 
lived.” Moreover, decolonial theory is focused on an “epistemic challenge to colonialist thinking, with an 
emphasis on radical delinking from the sources of ongoing inequalities that have deep historical roots in 
European imperialism, but that are continually re- staged and re- routed through the continuing and 
deepening inequalities brought about through neoliberalism, including in the neoliberal university system” 
(Noxolo 2017: 342). For example, diverse indigenous ontologies contest common colonial concepts such 
as the idea that land can be enclosed, owned, and controlled, and they also nurture respectful, rather than 
extractive or exploitative, relationships with “non- human kin” such as land, water, animals, and plants 
(Daigle 2019).

Thinking about postcolonialism and decolonialism is important for our thinking about food geographies, 
not only because it helps us understand the historic roots of contemporary structures, injustices, and often 
hidden traumas, but it also opens up our minds towards very different ways of thinking about the meaning 
of food, and the relationships of humans to each other and to the myriad life forms with which we share the 
planet. This opening up of thinking and doing, while not always explicitly approached through postcolonialism 
and decolonialism, can be seen in many of the resistance- oriented food movements we discuss in the 
book, such as those for food sovereignty and justice, the desire to define food as a “common good,” and 
also the rising tide of veganism sweeping the Minority World. Indeed, as we hope you can start to see 
through our analysis and the case studies in the book, the actions of various different global and local 
“imperial” powers, whether they be historic or contemporary, have been critiqued and resisted across the 
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current and historical geographies of food. And, whilst this book is not explicitly framed by postcolonial and 
decolonial critique and practice, we recognize that many of these critiques have begun to filter into and out 
of critical geographical and food scholarship to understand and work against injustice, racism, and the 
ecological problems bound up in the contemporary food system (e.g. Slocum and Saldanha 2013; Alkon 
and Agyeman 2011; Alkon and Guthman 2017; Cook and Harrison 2003, 2007; Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-
Conroy 2013; Lawson-Welch 2018; see also Rahman forthcoming).

Building on these ideas, it is important to be critically aware that the food geographies literatures that we 
draw from in this book represent a particular kind of knowledge, produced primarily in American, British, 
Australasian, and Western European universities, written in English—by white people more often than not—
and published by companies based in the aforementioned places. We are all authors who live and work in 
these places too. The reason we note this is to draw your attention to the issue of “situatedness” in relation 
to reading, writing, and thinking about food geographies. Essentially this means that any author, and any 
reader, will interpret written texts through the prism of their own worldviews, knowledge, lived experiences, 
political views, and feelings. Perhaps this all seems straightforward. Yet it is important to be aware that in 
the production of any written text, there are exclusions, silences, and stories that remain untold. Choices 
are made in terms of what is written about and what is forgotten or left aside. Writing helps to bring 
particular worlds into being, by telling stories in certain ways and foregrounding some actors, characteristics, 
and processes and not others, and the disciplinary writings of Geography are no different from other forms 
of writing in this respect. Hence in writing this book we have tried to be as comprehensive as possible, 
within the practical constraints of word limits and our own experiences, but inevitably we have had to make 
decisions about what material to include and exclude. In doing so, we have been guided by several 
principles. First, we have a desire to introduce and reflect the vibrancy and breadth of food geographies 
research and the multitude of topics and debates that food geographers have engaged with. In this 
introduction we have briefly referenced the work of critical geographers (including feminist, postcolonial and 
decolonial scholars), and their ideas re- emerge at different points in the book. Second, we have tried to 
develop an overall approach which highlights the structural issues of trade, capitalism, race, class, and 
global geopolitics that underpin the inequities in the food system and shows how geographical concepts 
can help us to understand and challenge these issues, as well as address the impacts that current food 
systems have on people and planet. Third, we have given prominence to the many ways in which people 
and communities in different places around the world are trying to resist some of the damaging impacts of 
industrialized, modern food systems. They are doing this by developing new visions and alternatives for the 
future of food which often draw on traditional and locally embedded knowledges or relations of care for 
each other and for our planetary resources, as well as novel social, economic, and technological innovations 
for more sustainable food systems and networks. We recognize, and try to show, that whilst some of these 
initiatives have floundered, and some may inadvertently create new forms of exclusion, it is important to 
provide space for their stories. Fourth, we have tried to avoid creating easy, oversimplified binaries (such as 
“technology” = bad; “tradition” = good) and instead try to provide examples and case studies which engage 
carefully with the complexities and contradictions which are found in attempts to create better food systems. 
Despite omissions, which doubtless there are, we hope we have done justice to the rich diversity of 
geographical thought and scholarship on food.

1.4. Structure of the book
This book starts from a seemingly straightforward, yet, in practice, complex question: where does food 
come from and where does it go? It then moves on to some of the problematic, difficult questions which 
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have surrounded human relationships with food, especially since the end of the Second World War: who 
gets to eat and who doesn’t? Why does hunger persist even when there is enough food? Why do our food 
systems cause so much environmental damage? Why do people eat diets which are bad for them and bad 
for the planet? Why do we accept animal suffering in order to feed ourselves? Why is so much food 
wasted? The book is structured into four main parts.

Part 1, The Place of Food, lays out the conceptual foundations of the book and outlines the key lenses 
which geographers have used to study food, as well as some of the ways in which the study of food 
provides insights into different geographies—of culture, trade, and politics, for instance. This first chapter 
has therefore introduced key concepts which run throughout the book, beginning with a discussion about 
multiple food geographies and then moving on to place, scale, mobility, and geographical imaginations. 
Chapter 2 then delves into the complex ways in which spatial identities and food “make one another” as 
food is produced, processed, and travels from field to fork. Drawing on an influential paper by Ian Cook and 
Phil Crang (1996), we examine the ways in which food becomes “placed” in, or “displaced” from, particular 
locations, and the effects that this “placing/displacing” can have. We look at instruments like “Geographical 
Indications” which can also be used to protect regional foods and traditional production methods against 
imitations but can also prevent some producers from accessing markets. Through examples, we show that 
the processes whereby places make food and food makes places are thoroughly interlinked and practically 
impossible to separate out in analytical terms. That is why we need to think about food and places as being 
in a “co- productive” relationship.

Moving on to Part 2, Geographies of Food Production, Transformation, and Consumption, and 
inspired by Ian Cook et al.’s (2004, 2006, 2008) injunction to “follow the thing,” we follow food’s story from 
fields and farms and other sites of food production, through processing and transformation to the different 
places and spaces of consumption. Although our approach is in some ways quite linear, from production 
through to consumption, in each chapter we emphasize that the ways in which these different spaces and 
processes are organized and managed cannot be analytically separated from each other. For example, food 
production is shaped by the patterns and trends of consumption, the role of politics and technology, and the 
influence of environmental change, of which farming itself is a major driver. Chapter 3 addresses a deceptively 
simple question: where does food come from? It takes agricultural production as a starting- point and 
identifies general global patterns of where and how food is produced. It argues that food production does 
not happen in particular places by “accident” or simply because of “natural processes,” but rather is the 
outcome of particular policies, decisions, and power struggles which shape the patterns and relationships 
of farming and food systems. By also discussing urban food production, it challenges assumptions that all 
food is grown in the countryside and is primarily a land- based concern. Chapter 4 then takes up the story 
of what happens to food as it moves around the planet and is transformed in various ways. We consider how 
food’s mobilities are entangled with global trade regulations which aim to liberalize trade, and we identify the 
different types of physical, economic, and symbolic transformation that happen, as “raw” agricultural 
ingredients (grains, meats, and so on) are processed into new products. Next, Chapter  5 focuses on 
geographies of food consumption and eating. We conceptualize food consumption as an activity that 
produces material, social, cultural, economic, and political effects upon the world, our communities, and 
ourselves. Consuming and eating food—and the ways this is deeply embedded with our social identities  
and material beings—is deeply and intimately connected to its cultivation, transformation, transportation, 
and sale. Consumption is thus a form of agency, and consumers are active agents in creating the world, with 
processes of consumption and production intimately related and in many ways inseparable.

Part 3, Geographies of Food Crisis and Response, consists of four chapters which focus on the 
enduring and intensifying crises in modern food systems, and the varying responses to these. Chapter 6 

36922 indb   19 31/07/2020   08 33

Uncorrected first proof | not for sale or redistribution 



20   Geographies of Food

identifies a particular moment—the 2007–8 food price “spike’—when the contours of the contemporary 
global food crisis came into sharp relief. The events of 2007–8, whilst regarded as a temporary emergency, 
refocused international political attention on longer- term trends and vulnerabilities in the food system and, 
in particular, raised awareness of the threats posed by financialization of the food system, climate change, 
population growth, and potentially catastrophic natural resource depletion resulting from increased 
urbanization and industrialized agriculture (e.g. degradation of soil and fresh water; biodiversity loss and 
mass species extinction on land and in the oceans). Chapter 7 focuses on the people and places that are 
most affected by ongoing food crises—those in the Majority World. It outlines the scale and geography of 
malnutrition and hunger in the Majority World and provides a critical overview of the causes of persistent 
hunger, including the historical legacy of empire and colonialism, the globalization of food trade, the “Green 
Revolution,” neo- liberalism and structural adjustment policies, land- grabs and bio- piracy. The chapter 
demonstrates how poverty and hunger—particularly for farmers—in the Majority World are interlinked with 
the “cheap” food economy and neo- liberal growth policies of the Minority World. The chapter then considers 
how these problems are being addressed, comparing one set of solutions which involves making the 
current system work “better,” and another set which involves completely rethinking issues of power, control, 
and “sovereignty” in the food system.

Chapter 8 tackles the question of food insecurity in the Minority World, where, despite an overabundance 
of food, large numbers of people living on low incomes struggle to obtain enough to eat for themselves and 
their families, and have to make do with cheap and nutritionally inferior food. It examines evidence about 
the scale of the problem, and discusses what it is like to live in food insecurity. It looks at the causes of food 
insecurity, namely low income, deprivation, and inequality, and then examines solutions to the problem, 
comparing “market solutions” which depend on the redistribution of surplus and donated food through 
charitable and third- sector agencies, with “rights- based” and “food justice” solutions which call for the 
reform of welfare systems, the implementation of a universal living wage, and support for community- led 
initiatives to prevent food insecurity. Following on from this, Chapter 9 examines initiatives that have been 
developed by farmers, public and private institutions, and social movements in the Minority World to build 
more sustainable food systems and to enable farmers to communicate better with consumers. Often 
described as attempts to “reconnect” food production with food consumption, these “alternative” food 
projects range from those which seek to simply improve the current food system to those which seek to 
completely transform it.

Finally, Part 4, Geographies of Possible Food Futures, includes the last two chapters of the book, 
and draws on the material and arguments presented in earlier chapters to think about the future. In many 
parts of the book, the ways in which contemporary food systems are problematic in terms of environmental 
damage and human and animal health and wellbeing are emphasized. In the face of powerful entities such 
as global agribusinesses, we might imagine that people are relatively powerless in their roles as small- scale 
or peasant farmers, hungry children, obese consumers, exploited workers, and so on. Yet it is important to 
emphasize that people are not passive actors in the food system. Consumers, for example, can be regarded 
as active, as having the ability to effect change in food provisioning (for example by choosing more “ethical” 
foods, or by boycotting “unethical” foods), and, everyone can be regarded as food citizens, playing active 
and participatory roles in redefining food systems which are fit for purpose. In Chapter 10 we think about 
different and competing visions for what might lead to “better” ways of “provisioning” food in the future. This 
implies a willingness to develop different geographical imaginations: “better” food provisioning is likely to be 
associated with different spatial orderings; different ways of thinking about and using the spaces and places 
used for growing, processing, selling, and consuming food; and different ways of thinking about the 
relationships between (for example) the urban and the rural, the Majority and Minority Worlds, and the 
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different spaces associated with agricultural research, farming, food distribution, eating, and food waste. A 
shift in how we imagine food provisioning is closely intertwined with shifting geographical imaginations. 
Chapter 11 concludes the book, revisiting some of the key ideas we opened with and emphasizing some 
of the diverse paths that food provisioning, and food geographies, might follow in the future. It also 
encourages you to think about the role of geographers and other citizens in creating possible food futures.

It is very likely that you will want to dip in and out of this book, reading the chapters that are most relevant 
at the time. To help you navigate around the book and find connected sections, we have cross- referenced 
between sections and chapters, and you can also make use of the contents page and index. We have 
included as many photographs, maps, and figures as we could manage, and each chapter contains 
“Activities” where we invite you to answer questions, try out some quick analytical activities, and apply 
some of the concepts we cover to various data sets, as well as your own food experiences. We would like 
you to be active readers who not only think about your place within food geographies but also work to 
actively emplace yourself within the geographies of food that you already know or start to learn more about. 
Chapters also include Boxes which illustrate key ideas in more depth and detail. Each chapter starts with 
some suggested learning outcomes, and ends with a list of suggested further reading. Finally, scattered 
throughout the book is a series of “Insights” from colleagues of ours, who we invited to share thoughts 
about their research, as well as what got them interested in food geographies in the first place. These 
Insights bring different but also “unfiltered,” grounded, and inspiring voices into the book’s exploration and 
analysis of food’s complex geographies. Overall, we hope that all of this makes for an interesting “menu” of 
reading and thinking, and above all, we hope that this book will inspire you to become a more active food 
citizen, just as much as writing it has helped us to improve our own engagement with the complexities and 
challenges of creating better food geographies.
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