
What’s on the Table?  
 
Agenda: 

1. Barriers to Healthy Eating 
a. What are the barriers to healthy eating for us/family/community 
b. Drawing our experiences and sharing 
c. What are the impacts of unhealthy eating? 

2. Food as a Commodity  
3. What Does Food Justice Mean? 
4. Film: the People’s Grocery 
5. Discussion 

 
1. What Are Our Barriers to Healthy Eating? 

 

 
 
SOCIAL: 

• Time to buy and prepare healthy food and clean up (also bridges economic 
and political) 
Body image 

• Everything is blamed on the individual – i.e. obesity 
• Erratic family schedules or different schedules within the same family unit – 

prevents collective preparation, eating, and cleaning up of food 
• Kids aren’t learning to shop or prepare foods 
• Our lifestyles don’t reflect our intake – i.e. we eat like we do manual work 

but we sit all day 
• No common eating in work places – socially isolating 

 
ECONOMIC: 

• Personal finances, money to make healthy purchases 
• Unhealthy food is often cheaper 
• No longer possible to have a family and only one income – so who does the 

reproductive labour? 
• Poverty 



• Diet industry is a major profit making industry – crosses over into the other 
areas 

• Work places don’t give us adequate breaks to eat 
 
POLITICAL: 

• Fast food is everywhere – corporations have the capital to spring up 
everywhere – they’re such a profitable industry they can eat out other 
businesses & profit from super high volume of low quality foods 

• Political/economic sponsorships (i.e. Olympics & McDonald’s) 
• Control of advertising revenue 
• Food subsidy issue – food doesn’t cost what it should cost 
• Meat shouldn’t be cheaper than veggies – it is only because of subsidies 
• Food preparation is totally gendered – this links to the point about 

reproductive labour under the economic – which also crosses over into the 
social & political 

 
BIOLOGICAL: 

• Crops being massed produced because their easy to grow and not because 
they’re healthy 

• Biological programming – what the kids are exposed to early in life and what 
they become accustomed to in terms of taste – cross cutting with 
political/social/economic 

• Stress – also cross cutting with political/social/economic 
• Depression, exhaustion, and energy to buy/prepare food 
• Cultural change/migration – and the propensity to diabetes 
• Dieting makes your health worse, calorie retention, rebound weight gain 
• “Diet” products have chemicals that are known carcinogens in them 
• We load up on dinner and not on the other meals which are more important 

(breakfast/lunch) 
 
2. Food as a Commodity 

What is a commodity?  

A commodity is something that is bought and sold on the market.  It 
connects the people who buy it with the people who produce it – Today we 
are going to explore our relationship with the production of food and see 
how that has changed over time.   

A commodity has an intrinsic use-value which is that it satisfies some 
human want or need.  Either it fulfills very basic material needs or it fulfills 
some kind of idealized desires.  Food fulfills a very basic need – without it we 
starve.   



It also has an exchange-value.  What determines what something is 
worth?  All of the things that went into producing that commodity: seeds, 
land, equipment, labour, etc. 

 

Let’s take an example of corn...    

Peasant Farm (Idealized)  

Juan is a peasant farmer with a small tract of land in Southern Mexico on 
which he grows corn or maize.  He produces enough for his family to survive 
and is able to take some of his surplus to market and sell to others.  His 
family produces most of their own goods.  He has no debts and no 
obligations to sell to any particular company.   

What does he need to produce corn and corn flour/meal? 
• Land - soil 
• Water 
• Labour 
• Seeds 
• Fertilizer (manure) 
• Equipment: tools, grinding mill/stone, etc 
• Transportation to get to market 
• Animals for the manure 

 
What are the basic food products that come out of the farm?  

• Corn flour 
• Corn  

 
What is the relationship between the producer and the consumer? 

• Interdependent 



• Some bartering 
• Subsistence farming to some degree – in that he is also the consumer 
• Share social networks – can’t be an asshole b/c people will call you on it 
• If the crops are good for one – it’s good for all – shared experiences 
• Familiarity and the context in which the food is produced 
• Ongoing relationship with consumers 

Industrial Farm  

Betty and John MacNicholson run a 500 acre corn farm near Omaha, 
Nebraska.  They have a highly mechanized industrial farm where harvesting 
and basic processing is done by machine. They employ only 20 laborers to 
run the harvesting and processing equipment on their farm.  As a large-scale 
farm they must use the most up-to-date farming methods to stay in 
business. (In other crops extensive labor is required – tomatoes, grapes, 
berries etc)  

What do they need to produce corn?  
• Land - soil 
• Water – irrigation system 
• Fertilizer – industrial, oil based 
• Pesticides – chemical based 
• Mechanized equipment – combine 
• Government subsidy (water, transportation, roads, seeds, agricultural inputs, 

income) 
• Seeds – GMO seeds 
• Fuel 
• Cash/loans 

 
What are the products that are made out of corn?  

• Corn flour 
• Starch 
• Corn syrup 
• Coke – everything 
• Cheese puffs 
• Cereal 
• Livestock – animal feed 
• Pharmaceuticals  
• Bio-fuel  
• Batteries 
• Coating on wood, paper, materials 
• Cosmetics 
• Crayon and chalk 

 
What are the steps between the corn and the final product? 
EXCHANGE VALUE ADDED AT EVERY STEP... 



• Contractual relationship with corporation – agri-company (i.e. Cargill) – will 
be consolidated and then sold to corporation producing food – Kellog’s etc. 

• Farmers are price-takers in terms of market 
• Scientists who work for corporations / big food companies to make the 

chemically derived food component 
• Factories that produce the refined food products 
• Packaging 
• Distribution  
• Advertising 
• Grocery chains 

 
What is the relationship between the producer and the consumer? 

• Who is the consumer? 
• Are they living in industrialized country? Or is their Third World market 

flooded by cheap American imports? 
• Disconnection between producer and consumer 
• Producers and not eating the corn from their fields 
• Processed to the point where it has no nutritional value 

 
Who has the power in this relationship? 

• Who is it? Is the producers? The consumers? 
 
HOUR GLASS ANALYSIS  

‐ Small Producers at top 
‐ Massive Agribusiness Corporations in the middle  
‐ Consumers at the bottom  

 
• At the end of the day it is the peasant farmers being driven out by the 

industrial farms 
• Markets are flooded and the imports from heavily subsidized corporations in 

the USA/industrialized countries (NAFTA agreement made peasant farmers 
compete with multi-national agribusiness under “free-trade” – the result was 
800,000 peasants giving up farming over 10 years)  

• The peasant farmers become the migrant workers on the agri-farms & the 
poor workers in the third-world cities  

• The massive agri-business companies have a near monopoly on the inputs of 
industrial farming (seeds, fertilizers, pesticides etc) and a can buy cheaply 
from farmers to maintain their profits  

 

Under capitalism the self-interests of the individual are supposed to lead to 
the greatest common good of all under “free-exchange”.  We can clearly see 
that for investors the exchange value is clearly more valued than the use-
value.  



 
 
3. WHAT IS FOOD JUSTICE? 
What can we do to change the situation? 
 

 
 

• Food being produced for consumption as much as we need for diet/nutrition 
and not for profit 



• Just food distribution – food for the hungry – don’t buy the ‘not enough food’ 
or ‘overpopulation’ line 

• Food workers rights 
• Land is wasted on crops that are non-food – drives up the costs of food 
• Use the best fertile land for food instead of mono-crops for corporate 

production 
• Collective ways to lower food costs – seed exchanges, buying co-ops, shared 

gardens 
• Protection of the environment to protect eco-systems (i.e. stopping 

deforestation which devastates land) 
• Empowering farmers – fair trade that improve conditions for Third World 

farmers 
• Government food policy based on nutritional needs over corporate lobbyists – 

if the government really wanted us to eat as healthy as they say they could 
legislate that 

• Get rid of trade restrictions 
• More emphasis on healthier ways of distributing food at the local level 
• Less packaging 
• How we consume food – the way that we eat, individualized/isolated/not 

given adequate time – having it be a more central and integral part of our 
lives 

• How much should be our own initiative and how much should we demand 
from the government – striking a balance between people-power at the 
community level and the fight to demand better government policy and 
legislation 

• Not placing the blame on individuals but looking at the opportunities that 
people are offered/given in their work-places,  

• Economic justice: fair wages, being able to live on one job 
• Place value on women’s reproductive labour, including food production 
• Looking at food justice on a global as well as a local level 
• Look at international systems that shape and influence the global food 

market 
• Expose the colonial, systemic racism, within the food system 

 
4. The People’s Grocery Video 
 
How do we get from here to there? 
What can we do in the immediate? 
 

• It’s a huge thing, and so international, and linked to fundamental economic 
questions like wages and welfare – it’s hard to bite of a piece that’s 
manageable 

• The example of the “People’s Grocery” was inspiring but also a huge amount 
of effort and work 

• No option but to create an alternative in that example 
• History of food co-operatives in Canada as a working class struggle 



• International perspective  sometimes the ‘local’ initiative is class based – 
only accessible to middle class / upper class people – and what about the 
Third World producers 

• How do we build real ties of solidarity between Third World farmers and 
imperialist consumers, can’t just drop them off the radar after such a long 
history of colonialist exploitation – there needs to be ‘back pay’ or 
reparations 

• Local production isn’t always so great – totally unjust  
• There is this idea that consumers can shape the industry and that’s really not 

true – in times of crisis it is the farmers that suffer, not the corporations – if 
we boycott products the peasant farmers ultimately pay 

• Ethical choices are also exploited by corporations – like Nestle fair trade tea – 
so insane! 

• It is only those who have the money that can buy those products, and then it 
makes them feel good about themselves but actually reproduces the 
problems 

• It manages our opposition by co-opting the alternative and makes it 
profitable 

• Think through political steps, as well as consumption and production 
• Supporting farmers market 
• Improving food literacy  production, economy, nutrition, cooking, 

international perspective 
• Build a direct relationship with Third World producers 
• Buying fair trade and using our consumer dollars to count towards justice 
• Teaching people to buy and prepare food 
• Media projects 
• Food sharing networks 

 
And our own small example: 
FOOD ACTION COLLECTIVE FOR SUSTAINABILITY AND 
TRANSFORMATION! 
http://aphvan.wordpress.com/community-health-projects/facts/ 

 
 
Resources: 

• “All Jacked Up” 
• Food Inc 
• Linda Bacon 
• Robert Albritton – “Let Them Eat Junk” and his article “Between Hunger and 

Obesity” in the 2010 Socialist Register “Morbid Symptoms: Health under 
capitalism” 

• Raj Patel 
• Life and Debt 

http://aphvan.wordpress.com/community-health-projects/facts/

