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Series Foreword


North Stars of Emancipation is the twenty-sixth book in the Food, Health, and the Environment series. The series explores the global and local dimensions of food systems and the issues of access; social, environmental, and food justice; and community well-being. Books in the series focus on how and where food is grown, manufactured, distributed, sold, and consumed. They address questions of power and control, social movements and organizing strategies, and the health, environmental, social, and economic factors embedded in food-system choices and outcomes. As this book demonstrates, the focus is not only on food security and well-being but also on economic, political, and cultural factors and regional, state, national, and international policy decisions. Food, Health, and the Environment books therefore provide a window into the public debates, alternative and existing discourses, and multidisciplinary perspectives that have made food systems and their connections to health and the environment critically important subjects of study and for social and policy change.

Robert Gottlieb, Occidental College

Nevin Cohen, City University of New York (CUNY)
Graduate School of Public Health






Preface


I never saw myself as an academic. Certainly, I have long believed in thinking and informed action. But my journey to writing this book involved a twenty-plus year transition from a punk rock rejection of all things “institutional” (example: dropping out of high school at age sixteen) toward increasing engagement in formal education and research, including a PhD program culminating in a dissertation that formed the basis for the book you hold in your hands. I hope that introducing my personal path here will explain the motivation and process by which this book was formed and allow the reader to quickly assess the potential usefulness of the book before diving in.

I have been organizing for change in food systems for over twenty years, starting as an urban farmer at the food justice–oriented Alemany Farm I cofounded in San Francisco in 2005. Since then, I’ve had roles in nonprofit organizations and farm businesses, volunteered in unincorporated activist groups, and conducted research and teaching—both in formal university settings and outside them. I have been convinced of the evidence that major ecological and social problems result from the mainstream (corporate, capitalist, industrial) food system and believe my life’s work is (in part) to address these problems. As such, my research is personal, political, and a reflection of my long-term commitments to making change in the food system toward justice and sustainability. Important to shaping how this research developed—its initial foundation of thought and practice—was my early activism outside food systems, wherein I was exposed to and took up antiracist ideas in confronting issues like the late 1990s gentrification in my hometown of San Francisco. Growing up in the heavily Latine Mission District, in a mixed Jewish/Mexican American household and amidst Salvadoran, Nicaraguan, Puerto Rican, and diverse other immediate and extended family and community, gentrification was an issue that brought together dynamics of race, economic class, and migration status. It was also during this early period of activism (in my teens) that I developed anti-imperialist ideas through my participation in efforts against US war-making abroad. My politics also emerged from a solidly working class and socialist upbringing that counteracted the virulently antipoor and anticommunist society I grew up in. My mother worked full time as a nurse while single-mothering and was an avowed Marxist whose activism with Sandinista Nicaragua exposed me to “third world solidarity” politics in the 1980s. This parental influence was complemented by my formative coming of age in antiauthoritarian punk rock, queer, anarchist, and underground artist circles, engendering antistate and nonconformist inclinations that are with me to this day.

I believe that my personal life circumstances are not what gauges whether the insights I pass on are useful, but I do not deny that they are relevant. I hold perspectives informed by my life circumstances (and social positions) that are outside the mainstream for US society, but in other ways I am the beneficiary of great privilege. My particular worldviews and the lived experience they are grounded in are perhaps uncommon. I have a mixed ethnic background and upbringing, leaving me culturally ambiguous and not an obvious part or partisan of one particular racial, ethnic, or cultural position. Raised speaking Spanish, I have struggled to define my own “latinidad.” In elementary school, I longed for a whiter name; in middle school (during the height of 1980s Latine gang culture) I slicked back my hair to fit in with a more “vato” look. I relate somewhat to Chicano culture but also to my ancestral lineages of Jewish middle-class intellectuals. Due to my skin color, I am perceived by many as white, and in some ways my acculturation is indeed coded “white.”

Readers may conclude from this biographical sketch that my position as one of society’s marginalized “others” is not very clear or straightforward. Regardless, my lived experience of social activism, including the decades I have spent working on food system change, have given me a clear view that the perspective of marginalized groups is needed—in fact is essential. When I worked to establish urban farms, I saw firsthand the tensions between constituencies of mainly white volunteers, and the largely Black, Chinese, Latine, and Pacific Islander communities in which the farms were located. After helping found the San Francisco Urban Agriculture Alliance in 2010 to unite various food (justice) projects, I had to convince the largely white volunteer membership to consider urban agriculture’s relationship to gentrification. My challenging experience pushing through a solidarity statement is not an uncommon one for those who have sought to introduce racial justice and economic justice priorities into food movement spaces. Similarly, when I endeavored to produce a documentary about sustainable food systems in California, I sought out organizations working from the perspectives of people of color, rather than only the sustainable agriculture–focused movements that tended to be more white and more privileged economically. Because of this, my documentary featured Indigenous tribes (the Karuk) fighting to remove harmful dams from their traditional lands and thus restore salmon habitat, and it exposed the largely ignored reality that one million Californians lack access to safe drinking water and that these Californians include many Latine farmworkers living in unincorporated communities in the Central Valley with little to no political representation. At every level of my work, from digging in the ground collectively, to uniting various food movement groups to affect policy at the statewide level, to organizing activist-scholars, and up to my most recent research work leading to this book, I have always tried to acknowledge, validate, and center the perspectives of the othered. These and other experiences and inclinations introduce certain biases into the book that are necessary for it to be faithful to its author and hopefully do not detract from either the rigor of the scholarship or the practical use of the learning generated from it. I believe formative moments in my personal development in fact led me to a greater capacity to see the roles of race and class and the capitalist state in food system conditions and in efforts to create social change.

As I moved from a position and identity as activist (or organizer), to a life that involved the worlds of academia and research, I found myself learning “activist scholarship” by attempting to conduct it and by learning from the example of others (e.g., Bevington & Dixon 2005; Borras 2016; Derickson & Routledge 2015). In previous writing, I have looked at movements I have been involved with, with a critical eye, mainly in order to gauge movements’ effectiveness at their stated goals (e.g., Havens & Roman-Alcalá 2016; Roman-Alcalá 2015; Roman-Alcalá & Glowa 2020). However, I have also long been interested in underlying and linked questions, such as understanding the potential role in progressive change of the (national) state or how movements might cohere within circumstances of great diversity in identities, backgrounds, class interests, culture, worldviews, and belief systems. The research leading to this book, then, was motivated by a desire to continue the trajectory of this prior work and to deepen my own theoretical, methodological, and practical tool sets in order to be more effective as both an activist and a scholar.

Within the scholar-activist tradition, there are different approaches. One central dichotomy is between those who study “the problem(s)” and those who study “the solution(s).” In favor of the first, some, like anthropologist Laura Nader (1972), advocate for “studying up” in order to better understand and better counter the power of the political and economic elites who are seen as driving processes of injustice and unsustainability. Many activists themselves, however, believe that the problems are well known and that facts are not the only drivers of action and change. Therefore, sometimes we need to focus on identifying and elevating the solutions to the problems in order to refine them, expand them out from their origins, and connect those working to develop these solutions (“solutionaries”) with others. That is, some see as more useful scholarship that provides models to emulate and support, and inspiration (including via storytelling and emotion, not merely facts), rather than continuous and dreadful reports about how this corporation is lying and polluting, or that politician manipulates and deceives. This book’s content attempts to combine in one story these two interests: the problems and the solutions.

The importance of the problems we face cannot be overstated, given the breakdowns of “late-stage” capitalism, but equally important are the solutions to be pursued (whether they will succeed or not). Combined social and ecological problems already are harming so much and so many. Because it is increasingly acknowledged that these macro problems are related to the particular injustices facing racialized peoples, there has been a refreshing (even if at times problematic) resurgence of interest in the solutions that people of color have lived and promoted for generations. These solutions can provide hope for the future where it is sorely lacking, and I hope the book in your hands contributes to this dynamic in culture and scholarship.

At the same time, I know from experience and previous research that social movements are capable of acting problematically in themselves. Movement theorist-activists like Grace Lee Boggs (2012) have long held that movements must hold themselves up to scrutiny, even as we maintain compassion for ourselves in all our imperfections. Since action against problems is best served by understanding the problems well, this means acknowledging the uncomfortable fact that often both social problems and “solutionary” movements (including within agrarian systems) are wrapped up with each other. Hence, it behooves change-seekers to understand the problems, the solutions, and the ways they interact and may reflect each other. In this book, this means that I cover the problem of the rise of right-wing power in the context of existing agrarian injustice and unsustainability and the variety of social actors/movements pursuing change before and during that rise. I also address the political processes in which these competing interests collide and play out, where political forces and their formative ideas may overlap, and where (even if uncomfortable to admit) ostensibly progressive political efforts may actually bolster the injustices they seek to oppose.

An important acknowledgement for those interested in potential biases of the research is my own bias in terms of “theories of change.” Because of my aforementioned political formation, I have for decades been interested in radical (some might say “transformative”) social change both inside and outside food systems. This interest in radicality affects what kind of food movements I am interested in, what ideas I am likely to engage with, and my analysis. Although this shapes the research, it does not invalidate the knowledge generated. Disclosure and self-awareness allow readers to place the researcher within the research itself—avoiding the pretenses of “procedural objectivity” that can obscure social science’s biases (Burawoy 1998, 28). Beyond this, my radicalism bias aids the research by opening up vistas into particular movements that have been ignored or demonized or misunderstood due to their radicalism; it allows me to glance sideways at conventional approaches to solutions and thus test their limits; and it prevents me from stopping short of the ambitious agendas that so many of my research “subject” movements have worked for. These, I hope, are correctives and benefits to the research as much as they may be limitations.

This book is oriented toward a world without othering, oriented by a North Star political ideal that leads social movements away from capitalism, colonialism, and state violence and toward new ways of growing food, eating and living together, relating to nonhuman nature, organizing society and politics, and thinking about “the economy.” Indeed, an abundant future of sufficient food, hospitable climate, and the presence of a positive peace is only imaginable if society decidedly rejects othering as a fundamental social structure and endeavors an untested path toward that North Star. It is for all who walk or seek that path that I wrote this book.






Acknowledgments


Although I may not have aspired to become an academic, I always did want to publish a book. Hence, first thanks go to “Professor Doctor” Jun Borras, who both helped me through my advanced degrees and also suggested (against my own inclinations) turning my dissertation into a book. Jun, you know how important you’ve been to me, as a principled mentor, nonsectarian strategist, intellectual inspiration, and unstoppable force, but I want everyone to know that your peerless scholarship is evenly matched by your kind, humorous, and supportive personality.

Secondary thanks must go to all the movement folks involved in this work directly, and indirectly, including all those I interviewed (you know who you are!). Muchas gracias especially to Janaki Anagha, Kassandra Hishida, Tanamá Varas, and Doria Robinson, who all had roles in my research but more importantly in weaving together the communities of relevance to this research. More generally, folks in the US Food Sovereignty Alliance, the Bay Area urban agriculture community, EcoFarm, and Rural Coalition all deserve thanks for making these spaces of “home” for me.

My fellow travelers from 1990s San Francisco, including from the “Punks Against War” formation, taught me early on how to pursue social change, with heart: among others, Erica Lyle, Ivy Jeanne, Xara Thurstra, Rigo 23, Fernando Martí, and James Tracy. Evan Porter Larson (RIP) always reminds me to come back to joy and the present moment. Justin Valone (RIP) was my first garden-activist mentor. Justin’s and Evan’s spirits are there with me every time I joyfully ride a bike, teach someone to garden, or refuse to accept society’s bullshit. Another person vital to putting me on my intellectual and political path was my brother Pablo Roman-Alcalá, who introduced me to anarchism, ska-punk, and so much else.

My comrades of the Agroecology Research-Action Collective have provided counsel, support, conversation, and a sense of belonging in the too-often-unethical space of academia. Particularly, this crew made my “success” in academia at all possible: Maywa Montenegro, Annie Shattuck, Alastair Iles, M. Jahi Chappell, Garrett Graddy-Lovelace, Michelle Glowa, Becky Tarlau, Paul Rogé, Laura-Anne Minkoff-Zern, Adam Calo, Colin Anderson, Hannah Wittman, Annette Desmarais, Alex Liebman, and Gustavo Oliveira. Other long-time supporters of my activist-scholarship have made my journey easier and more fruitful: Alison Hope Alkon, Marc Edelman, Mary Beth Pudup, Julien-François Gerber, Louis Thiemann, Xander Dunlap, Eric Holt-Giménez, Andrej Grubaćic. My thinking would likely be even more US-centric without the International Institute of Social Studies “Villagers” and Peasant Studies coeditors who populate my international network of interlocuters and comrades. This book would, of course, not have happened, or would be far worse, without the feedback from reviewers and guidance of editor Beth Clevenger. And I’d like to thank the MIT Press for (so far) not buying into the AI-ification of everything and still having humans run the production process.

Over these years of research, writing, and rewriting, many friends and family have offered key support at pivotal moments: Vanessa Radman, Karina Utter, Richard Kay, Kanoa Dinwoodie, Adrianna Requena, Ben Furstenberg, Xanat Gonzalez, Ellen and Rodrigo Garcia, Damian and Jessica Parr, Shannon Malloy, Tia Neal, Eiko Ishizawa, Brenda Rodriguez, Leslie Geathers, Nicolás Martinez, Zsofi Kelemen, Alberto Alonso Fradejas, Tobias Daoud, Hetty Chin, Tony Marks-Block. Damian, you get a particular shout-out for being the most peasant-like person I know, and your avocados have powered a meaningful percentage of me.

Nora Roman and Carlos Alcalá are solid and supportive as parents but extraordinary as humans. I continue to realize that nothing I do is new or surprising: I am falling close to the tree(s), following their passionate, artistic, ethical, political, and culinary examples. How could I possibly thank you enough for that example and for that support? I love you both deeply.

To Kana Okada: the fact that we can simply share love and continue to build a life together is an unmatched blessing. For that, I am grateful, and optimistic—even as the world outside our fun family continues to burn. Speaking of possibilities, Rio, I have no idea who you will grow up to be, or what a book like this might offer you. But I know that you’re a remarkable person, a sweet and collaborative child, and such a voracious reader that you’ve just got to read my book … eventually. And, if/when you do, I hope it helps you continue the path to the North Star.







1 Seeking the Light of an Emancipatory North Star During Times of Right-Wing Resurgence



[Bigotry is] a tragedy but it won’t stop the march of progress as new ideas about land stewardship, water protection, food sovereignty, farm economics, and agricultural equity pour into this space from a cohort of sustainability advocates more rich and diverse than any that’s been seen yet.

—Chris Newman (2020a)

It is no exaggeration to say that the situation is dire.… Global capitalism has unleashed a gradually unfolding collection of cascading crises: ecological collapse; energy, food and water shortages; humanitarian nightmares in war zones, neocolonial exploitation zones and disaster capitalist “sacrifice zones”; and the less tangible but no less terrifying growth of massive social alienation and dislocation, along with its cruel medicines—militarism, addictions, fundamentalisms, racism, xenophobia, and social violence. If ever there was a need for the radical imagination and social movements to materialize it, it is now.

—Max Haiven and Alex Khasnabish (2014: 1)

Now it is happening again: the Democratic Party is handing Donald Trump the keys to the kingdom, including the most advanced means of repression in the history of the solar system. The popular power expressed in the 2020 [racial justice] uprising—the only thing that has been powerful enough to stop this aspiring dictator—has dissipated, undermined by the same Democrats who claimed that they knew best how to defeat Trump.

—CrimethInc (2024)





The Trumpian Moment (Part Two)

The 2016 election of Donald Trump to the US presidency surprised and shocked those who expected functionality and rationality from liberal democracy.1 Not only was this the election of a reality TV star to the highest office of the land, but the candidate himself could not seem any more illiberal, with his many disparaging comments about Muslims, Mexicans, socialists, and women made along the campaign trail, unaccompanied by any discernible negative effect on his popularity. At the time, responses moved from surprise to inquiries into the origins of his voter and ideological base, and particularly their supposed rural and working-class roots. Rural voters and the “white working class,” the media hammered home, were drawn to Trump somehow, and they must be understood. The Democratic Party’s abandonment of “flyover country” (i.e., rural places), exemplified in the absence of Trump’s opponent Hilary Clinton on the campaign trail, lent credence to the notion that Trump had authentic rural political credibility. Emerging from postelection analysis also were contentions that Trump voters were motivated as much by economic anxiety in a deindustrialized, globalized, neoliberal economy as by racism, xenophobia, and other prejudices. Following 2016, the connection of “rural America” and the “white working class” to right-wing politics was a source of confusion, a subject of voluminous research, and a not insignificant source of anxiety for those concerned with the environment and social justice. After all, if climate change or racial inequality was to be dealt with, it would not be under the administration of a climate-denying racist like Donald Trump.

During Trump’s 2017–2021 presidency, the initial election shock did not let up, with the litany of the Trump administration’s scandals, improprieties, disasters, and attacks continuing unabated, generating liberal pundit incredulity and generalized stress. Trump rolled back new federal water protections in favor of industry and agribusiness. He pursued his party’s mantra with regard to fossil fuels to “drill, baby, drill.” He continued to fearmonger about migrants and use dehumanizing rhetoric of “othering” to demonize various “others” and rile up his base (powell & Menendian 2016). The COVID-19 pandemic, which began in 2020, upended the paltry societal stability that was already in short supply. The US’s pandemic conditions were additionally rocked in 2020 by months-long uprisings against police brutality and the racialized social order upon which such brutality stands following the murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis police. The contrast could not seem starker: a president forwarding a barely masked white supremacist, white nationalist agenda (Maskovsky 2017) while a populace—urban and rural, multiethnic, and besieged by social isolation and economic crisis—rose up to proclaim that Black Lives Matter. The stakes for solving environmental and social crises were clearly heightened with the ascent of Trumpian politics to state power. Indeed, research has suggested that the George Floyd uprisings encouraged ideological changes among the populace toward racial justice, which led more to join Democratic candidate Joe Biden’s eighty-one million votes, overcoming Trump’s seventy-four million in 2020 (Mutz 2022).

Trump’s replacement in 2021 by Biden, undeterred by an attempted insurrection and coup at the Capitol by Trump supporters, did little to stop the rightward slide of US society. Climate disasters, mass shootings (often racially motivated and perpetrated by embittered and resentful young men), police killings of people of color and the poor, legislative and judicial removals of previously held rights (such as the right to abortion overturned by the US Supreme Court in 2022), US-sanctioned and -funded genocides and wars abroad, and all the crisis-bearing impacts of fossil-fuel-driven society continued at a breakneck—almost unbelievable—pace. As Young (2023: 7) puts it, “Despite substantial differences in rhetoric and legislative agendas, the policies resulting from Republican and Democratic presidencies have stayed within a narrow range, defined by the promotion of corporate profits, the impunity of law enforcement agencies, the defense of imperial prerogatives, and nearly unfettered ecological destruction.”

Biden attempted to present himself as the most prolabor president, and indeed his administration pursued some proworker policies and agency appointments. Biden also continued to intervene on behalf of capitalist interests, including to crush a rail worker strike in 2022. Biden approved fossil fuel extraction and gas export projects promising “climate bomb” effects (DiFelice & Hart 2023) and continued to build Trump’s border wall. Inflation rose and grocery store prices peaked, all while agribusiness and supermarket corporations continued to turn profits. Then, for a year leading to the 2024 election, Democratic Party officials from local to federal levels worked with sundry police forces to criminalize college students for protesting the US-supported (but widely unpopular) Israeli assault on Palestinians. With his popularity tanking, and his advanced age growing as a concern, Biden dropped out of the presidential race in July 2024. Once Biden’s vice president, Kamala Harris, took the mantle as the Democratic nominee, she wasted little time reneging on previous environmental commitments (for instance, to a ban on fracking) and tacking to the right, campaigning with anti-Trump Republicans and reproducing Trumpian “tough on the border” rhetoric. Removing any doubt, Harris proudly declared that policy-wise “not a thing” would change from Biden’s administration to hers.

Given a litany of political losses at the national level, and a deflating lack of gains even when the ostensibly progressive Democrats control all branches of the national state, how are movements seeking environmental health and social justice (core elements of today’s food movements) to advance their causes by way of state politics? The continuity of cascading eco-social crises from Republican to Democratic administrations justifiably has led to deeper soul-searching about whether and how national and electoral politics might be vehicles for progressive change. In this book, I connect attention to US food and farming movements to this soul-searching, tracing recently radicalizing movement politics and finding a path to progress that is not focused on the national state or elections. Based on the food system–focused and social movement–oriented research that led to this book, I suggest we shift our attention away from Trump, his (rural? white?) voters, and his appeal to them. Instead, I argue that we better understand US political dynamics by heeding the perspectives of communities long marginalized because of their identities and their radical politics, including those from rural and agrarian contexts. For one, shifting our attention from the white working class to the broader, multiracial working class reminds us of othering’s long and impactful history. Taking seriously other—and othered—perspectives also helps us analyze political structures and assess change possibilities. What constitutes right-wing power, according to such perspectives? In short, state power and economic elites, both of which were established via a racialized colonial past and both of which are reinforced via a racialized colonial present. Importantly, these dynamics have involved not just right-wing figures but also liberals acting as bulwarks against radical, racially progressive threats to the status quo; liberals have (unfortunately) repeatedly bolstered, reinforced, or enabled right-wing power.

By attending to the politics of othering and others in rural and food system pasts, this book illuminates the origins of contemporary right-wing politics and repeated patterns of antiradical, racially regressive liberalism—and emancipatory strategies against both of these—helping inform our view of the political present. For instance, as I discuss further in chapter 3, Trump-like populist political strategies emphasizing the “rural” and leveraging othering were developed first in 1930s California as a response to labor agitation among ethnically diverse farm workers (Olmsted 2015). This book’s research began in my seeking to understand Trump’s 2016 election in relation to “rural America,” and parts of that analysis remains (see Roman-Alcalá 2021). But rather than narrowing in on right-wing history and strategy, I was simultaneously interested in what “emancipatory” politics that responded to right-wing efforts has looked like historically and what that politics could look like today among diverse US food and farming movements. In turning my attention from history to today’s social movements, I uncovered ways movements reflect that past and combat its resulting inequities and iniquity. I also discovered ways movements are advancing a radical politics that is often obscured by statist-electoral framings of contemporary US debates. As I will argue, that radicalism emerges from racialized dynamics—which pervade food and farming systems and movements to address them—and is directed toward “North Stars” of emancipation unachievable through conventional politics alone.

Given a second Trump presidency that has already, as of this writing, begun to dismantle any remaining governmental support for racial justice and environmental regulation, observers from liberal to radical speculate what strategies remain. This book, based on observations of and participation with food movements, counsels paying attention to strategies with a long life among marginalized groups: building economic autonomy through collective economies, seeking political distance from a violent state, and conducting mutual aid at the community level to meet people’s needs directly, all while educating and organizing impacted communities in order to disrupt the regular order of business as usual. Although they may not be fail-safe, these are politics that emerge when we switch our analytical focus in research on food movements from Right and white to emancipatory and diverse.



Contested Visions of Food System Transformation

Given preexisting racial and other fault lines in society, it is unsurprising that food and farming are subject to tension and debate. Although race, class, and migration conflicts pervade the US food system, the debate most likely known to the average US consumer is that between the so-called conventional model of agriculture—whose conventions of mechanization, chemical reliance, and large-scale monocultures are only about one hundred years old—and various alternatives, such as agroecology, regenerative agriculture, permaculture, organic farming, environmental justice, food justice, and food sovereignty. But even among those who reject the conventional food system and see it as implicated in those dire crises described above, the future of farming—and society—is contested. In recent decades internal debate has especially heightened among “alternative” agriculture proponents about the role of racial injustice and how it plays into food systems and changes to them. How could they not debate it, given the unjust, racialized society they inhabit? As one example, whites own 98 percent of private agricultural land, such that Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC)2 experience great disparities in farm access and ownership (Horst & Marion 2019). BIPOC as food consumers are also disproportionately subject to unhealthful, inadequate foods and diet-related disease. Furthermore, food movements themselves have been critiqued for their whiteness and class privilege, dynamics that scholars have claimed have compromised the movements’ racial justice goals and their general success in making change (Slocum 2007; Guthman 2011; Hoover 2013).

The contested and racialized nature of food system debates is apparent in a recent public battle between two alternative farming luminaries—one established, white, vocally Christian and capitalist and the other Black and Indigenous and a new entrant to farming. The former, Joel Salatin, is a meat producer made famous first through mainstream food journalist Michael Pollan in his 2005 book Omnivore’s Dilemma. Salatin has published various books based on his combination of ecological farming practices and iconoclastic libertarian perspectives on food systems. The latter, Chris Newman, is also a meat producer, whose farm practices may parallel those of Salatin but who calls into question the movement’s adulation of Salatin. In 2019, Newman published a blog titled “Small Family Farms Aren’t the Answer,” arguing against what he calls the “generally accepted agrarian principles” of sustainable agriculture: “1.) small farms owned and operated by 2.) nuclear families that 3.) sell directly into their hyperlocal foodsheds” (Newman 2019). Newman argues in that essay against the family farm model, practiced and evangelized by Salatin and rooted in what he considers white, patriarchal, settler-colonial value systems. Newman calls instead for cooperative farm forms, for focusing on communities of color who have been marginalized in the food system, and for “new models of ownership, integration, and scale that protect larger landscapes, improve access to good food, offer equitable opportunities to land protectors who don’t possess the rare entrepreneurship gene, and pose a realistic challenge to the incumbent food system.”

Salatin (2019) responded to this essay in his own blog by attacking Newman, penning an explicitly racialized counterargument that accuses Newman of “play[ing] the race card” and invoking repeated racist tropes of Black fatherlessness and victim mentalities among people of color, spurring antiracist activists to begin an effort to get a popular organic garden magazine to stop providing Salatin a column (see MacLean 2020). Salatin also used colonial metaphors, failing to recognize how these may read as problematic for a younger generation critical of the colonial history of the US. Salatin wrote (emphasis added), “While I’m a huge believer in collaboration and building community, I’m equally excited about individual leadership and entrepreneurship. The two are not mutually exclusive; they are indeed mutually beneficial. But usually community coalesces around individual leadership. Community does not spring up spontaneously; it requires pioneers. It requires someone to leave the fort first, maybe take some arrows, lead into the frontier. Others will follow, but an independent streak is paramount to making the first path.”

In return, Newman (2020a) went on the attack, calling Salatin a “Gilded-Age ag tycoon exploiting his workforce behind a racist veneer of White-Identity Christian Libertarianism” and a “world-class bigot” and linking his farming system to his reactionary politics: “Joel [Salatin] is now mired in a racial controversy of his own making because he didn’t have the chops to answer a hard question about the viability of sustainable agriculture, and that latter part is arguably the biggest problem of all.”



In this exchange, we see how different visions of what food systems should be—and how they should be transformed—vie for legitimacy and primacy. Should we focus on individual or cooperative leadership? Should we idealize capitalist entrepreneurialism or collectivist economic strategies? Should we romanticize settler “pioneer” mentalities or actively work to “decolonize”? We also see how the two visions reflect the very different backgrounds and racial politics of their promoters—exemplifying how food politics offer a view of the racial dynamics of society at large and how attention to race can shine a light on food politics.

Sometimes hidden from view, the critiques of thought leaders like Newman have over decades made it less and less possible to discuss food issues without addressing their racial dimensions. Another example is the turn from scholarly discussion of “food deserts” (i.e., neighborhoods where healthy food is less accessible) to “food apartheid,” a term coined in the 2000s by Black food justice leader and urban farmer Karen Washington. The latter term recognizes that the lack of healthy food accessibility is a policy choice and a structure of racialized oppression, not a natural inevitability as suggested by the term “desert.” Beyond these modern examples, and the obviously racialized structures of the US’s historic slave-based, colonial economy, today there are many examples indicating BIPOC importance to US food systems, including ethnically diverse food industry workers; a mostly migrant farm labor force; Indigenous land/food stewards; migrant small farmers from diverse Asian, African, and Latin American backgrounds; and purveyors of distinct ethnic food cultures in trendy food trucks and “pop up” restaurants.

What the Newman-Salatin battle doesn’t present, however, is an easy story. While Newman at an earlier moment could have easily been cast as the sage of marginalized backgrounds, here to make the food movement more progressive on issues of race and colonization, this potential was undermined by his own mistreatment of BIPOC workers on his farm (Mock n.d.; Yu 2021). And even while longtime eco-food journalists like Tom Philpott (2020) weigh in on Newman’s side against Salatin, many aspiring ecological farmers continue to find inspiration in (problematic) heroes like Salatin. Just as a real portrayal of this battle would not find an easy solution, in this book I want to tell a story of US food movements that exposes and illuminates tensions and issues in food movement organizing (and social change-making at large), without the satisfaction of simple prescriptions or easy demonization.

Researchers and social activists have long worked to address marginalization, discrimination, and ecological degeneration within food systems. But it has been a challenge for both groups to address these together, as an integrated whole. It has especially been difficult to effectively link ecological transformation to social justice within the constraints of a capitalist economy. For instance, small-scale and ecological agricultural sectors and evolving alternative food institutions have emerged in the US as responses to the corporate industrial mainstream. Such sectors have managed to pass federal laws to create the “organic” certification label and to mainstream market discourses of “lifestyles of health and sustainability.” Yet ecofarming sectors are subject to the same capitalist market pressures as larger, more industrialized farms. Ecological and small farms often utilize the same undercompensated migrant sources of labor; their foundation of land is that which settler-colonists stole from Indigenous peoples, and their agricultural wealth is thus by nature wealth consolidated on dispossession and genocide—however far removed (Reed 2023). Environmentally focused nonprofit organizations have worked with “alternative” and “conventional” farms to encourage changes in farm practices—but whether these strategies have made decent ecological headway is an open debate among observers. As one example, drip (rather than sprinkler) irrigation has allowed more efficient water use, but it also expands water-thirsty tree crops into less irrigable territories, in turn compounding a groundwater overdrafting crisis that industrial agriculture itself has created (see Arax 2019: 102). Moreover, drip irrigation does nothing to increase farmworker pay or improve their working conditions. Drip irrigation, it might be argued, may simply redesign extractive agriculture while leaving untouched the human exploitation upon which it relies.

In practice, social justice struggles interested in fundamental and transformative changes to food systems are not necessarily aligned with environmental initiatives. But some movement leaders see this as absolutely needed. As one of my interviewees (a leader in an ecological farming organization) explained,


We can’t get bills passed unless we don’t piss off big Ag[riculture]. I mean, that’s what it really comes down to. We can’t get Ag bills passed most of the time unless we get the silence of big Ag. It’s just the way it works in agriculture policy here. Unless we had a much more robust and powerful bloc of multisectoral influence. I think personally that’s got to come from the environmental justice world. I just don’t see any other way because they’re very powerful; they’ve built a huge powerful political presence in the [state] capital over the past decade or so.3



But this “powerful bloc” doesn’t create itself: Alignment, alliances, and collaboration must be pursued actively between the different players in food, environmental, and justice movements, which means working across various identitarian, interest-based, and ideological differences. And as we saw with Newman’s farm drama, even within certain categories or identities, alignment cannot be assumed: A BIPOC small farmer may not align with his own BIPOC workers—even if all are ostensibly aligned toward common justice or ecological ends.

Creating greater unity among food movements has only gained importance during this time of surging, voracious right-wing politics. As movements have grappled more and more with the influence of racial and other injustices on their work, they have had to engage long-standing critiques of interlocked systems of white supremacism, capitalism, colonialism, patriarchy, and state corruption. The very use of the academic term “racial capitalism” in some movements’ descriptions of the systems they oppose illustrates the influence of such critiques. Confronted with climate and ecological crises, right-wing political power, and deepened political dysfunction, food movements are in recent years more often calling for radical change in the food system as part of a sorely needed transformation of society itself. “Across the country and around the world folks are rising to join a call for radical solutions that divest from extractive militarized systems rooted in white supremacy and invest in real solutions,” claims the national multisector food justice coalition HEAL Food Alliance.4 The radicalism that has resulted “does not so much describe a certain set of tactics, strategies or beliefs, but rather speaks to a general understanding that even if ‘the system’ as a whole can be changed through gradual institutional reforms, those reforms must be based on and aimed at a transformation of the fundamental qualities and tenets of the system itself” (Haiven and Khasnabish 2014, 5).

This radicalism, whether seen as new or resurgent, reflects what activist-scholars Haiven and Khasnabish (2014, 3) call the “radical imagination.” These authors argue that modern social movements, given the “dire situation” we face, require


the ability to imagine the world, life, and social institutions, not as they are, but as they might otherwise be. [Radical imagination] is the courage and the intelligence to recognize that the world can and should be changed. But the radical imagination is not just about dreaming of different futures. It’s about bringing those possible futures “back” to work on the present, to inspire action and new forms of solidarity today. Likewise, the radical imagination is about drawing on the past, telling different stories about how the world came to be the way it is, and remembering the power and importance of past struggles and the way their spirits live on in the present.



In this book, I address the radical imagination of today’s food movements, partly by drawing on the past and past struggles and partly as a means to inform the future of activism and hope for a different world. I posit that over the first decades of the twenty-first century, building on longer histories of BIPOC and radical interventions in food systems and social movements, the marginalized voices of BIPOC perspectives within food movements have become more audible, more listened to, and more influential. As this shift has occurred (limited as it may be, as we will see, by continued patterns of marginalization and ways in which BIPOC communities also struggle within themselves), political radicalism associated with these sectors has become more common. This radicalism includes criticism of capitalism and desires to move to an economy beyond it, recognition of colonialism as a profound force in food systems and the desire to decolonize society, and skepticism of the state, which has generally acted as an enforcer of both capitalism and colonialism. Tracing these ideas and their increasing circulation among food movements, the book argues that we should therefore look at change in food systems and in society with this radicalism as a North Star, a guiding political horizon that nevertheless does not prevent food movements from addressing their conditions pragmatically in the here and now. I claim that such North Star politics allows food movements to push forward long-term political goals of a complete transformation of society, even while engaging in (potentially problematic) state reformism and market activity.

Transformational possibilities are enabled in part because as food movements understand oppressive systems in their complexity and interconnectedness, they find greater opportunities to align with nonfood movements that face similar systemic challenges. Confronting such immense and entrenched systems, food movements on their own are unlikely to achieve radical antisystemic ambitions. Movements for climate justice, disability justice, health justice, and housing justice (among others) are indispensable allies in reaching that North Star. And so, this book offers some element of hopeful assessment: that food movements are radicalizing, based on their understanding of the dynamics and the histories of the systems they confront. As they do so, certain tensions amplify, but others are made more tractable; the foundations for future coalitions are built.

This change in food movements has a longer history, but Trump’s 2016 election win was a key—perhaps even watershed—moment, generating a so-called racial reckoning in society and speeding up these processes among food movements. Although motivated by the Trump phenomenon (see Roman-Alcalá et al. 2021), and now framed by Trump’s 2024 reelection, the book is focused on understanding emancipatory rural and agrarian politics in the US (historically and today), more than on their regressive mirror. Still, to understand today’s political milieu—and how it shapes food movement activity and prospects for their advance—we must understand the longer-term dynamics of right-wing politics, the capitalist economy, and how our political systems work (or don’t) to reach toward justice. If we are to switch gears—politically, economically, culturally—away from Trumpian racism and overwhelming ecological destruction, we would benefit from
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