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A commtment to food  
system transformaton

Damen Conaré, Ncolas Brcas and Mare Walser

Food is an inherently political issue. We argue that this means inspired 
commitment is needed in order to keep faith in the possibilities of the food 
system transition and that this faith is key to overcoming resistance to change.

s chapter expands on the second meanng that can be attrbuted to food ecology 
as a commtment to achevng sustanable food systems. s commtment s 
drven by awareness of the falure of ndustralzed modes of food producton, 
processng and dstrbuton and the nadequacy of the assocated modes of 
consumpton to address envronmental, socal and health ssues (Chapter 7). s 
s not a new movement; many derent actors have been campagnng for years to 
partally or even totally transform our food systems. e focus has oen been on 
agrcultural producton methods or product processng and commercalzaton. 
Only recently – as llustrated by the growng use of the term ‘food system’ – have 
more downstream segments of the food chan (dstrbuton, consumpton, waste 
management) and governance ssues attracted more attenton.

Food drectly concerns all human bengs and s pvotal to the everyday lfe of 
ctzens, makng t an nherently poltcal ssue. As Rchard Wlk (2006) ponts 
out, ‘food s both an eectve symbol and a concrete entty capable of catalysng 
poltcal and socal movements’. More broadly, for Jerey Pratt and Peter Luetchford 
(2014), ‘food has become a focal pont for acton (and reecton) on contemporary 
economc processes [. . .] and the most promnent area n whch people try to 
realse an alternatve economy’. s chapter consders commtment n the sense 
of Howard S. Becker (1960), that s, as ‘an algnment of convctons and practces’ 
(Rodet, 2018) and dscusses the drvng forces and prncples underpnnng the 
transformaton of food systems wthn the framework of food ecology. We put 
forward several proposals to gude the actors strvng for change, namely buldng 
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commtment around an nsprng narratve, developng the capacty for acton n 
complex envronments and takng a stand n power struggles.

An nsprng narratve

At a tme when many countres are experencng a crss of poltcal representaton, 
compounded by growng communtaransm and the generalzaton of cogntve 
bas as a result of so-called lter bubbles,1 addressng sustanablty ssues requres 
renewng the domnant magnares. s ncludes restuatng food – whch lnks 
humans to themselves, to other humans and to the bosphere – wthn an nsprng 
narratve. Why should ths narratve, whch underpns the commtment dscussed 
here, be nsprng? Contemporary phlosophers such as Baptste Morzot (2022) 
pont out that, from a vantage pont lke that propounded by Spnoza, commtment 
subssts over tme thanks to the conuence of two seemngly antagonstc feelngs – 
namely njustce and enthusasm.

Injustce sparks ndgnaton and leads to problems beng denounced, thereby 
mpartng an ntal, combatve dmenson to commtment. Wth regard to food, 
ths ndgnaton, shared by a range of actors, stems from the realzaton that food 
systems are prmarly geared towards the reproducton of economc stakeholders’ 
captal at the expense of ndvdual health, socal justce and envronmental 
conservaton (Chapter 7). Exposng the extent of food nsecurty (Chapter 15), 
anmal suerng and pestcde mpacts on lvng organsms, for nstance, thus 
galvanzes acton aganst these njustces. It s also oen ndgnaton that spurs 
the adopton of responsble consumpton practces (Dubusson-Queller, 2009) 
(Chapter 18). rough these practces, eaters voce ther ethcal crtcsm of 
food producton methods (e.g. through vegetaransm or vegansm), address 
human and envronmental health concerns (e.g. by supportng organc farmng 
or boycottng certan products) or take acton n response to calls for economc 
justce (e.g. by supportng far trade; Fschler, 2015; Foulleux and Mchel, 2020).

e growng number of collectve grevances surroundng food expressed 
throughout the twenteth century reects the emergence of a form of food 
actvsm (Snscalch, 2014). ese derent forms of commtment – ncludng 
actvst movements (e.g. Va Campesna or Slow Food), local cvl socety (e.g. 
eorts to reform school caterng) and networks of actors pursung economc 

1 e nformaton we access onlne has already been ltered accordng to our nterests dented 
durng earler browsng sessons, thus fosterng forms of ntellectual and cultural solaton.
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ntatves (e.g. short supply chans or cooperatve supermarkets) – challenge the 
conventonal food system, whch s deemed unfar and destructve (Nestle, 2009; 
Snscalch, 2015). ey also oer alternatves that advocate a derent model.

Faced wth the sheer magntude of the task at hand, however, commtment 
based solely on ths sense of njustce can lead to frustraton, deepenng 
resentment and rgd radcalzaton. Hence, commtment must also be fuelled 
by genune enthusasm, or even ‘a poltczed sense of wonder’ (Truong and 
Morzot, 2020), to enable ndvdual and collectve capacty for acton to grow 
exponentally. Commtment tself s nsprng n that t enables us to experment 
wth new ways of relatng to ourselves, others and the world. It s thus not 
just about takng a stand aganst a dysfunctonal food system: t also nvolves 
commttng ourselves to developng alternatves that could renew our socal and 
envronmental nteractons.

Weavng tes wth the communty of the lvng

e rason d’être and purpose of the commtment that underpns food ecology are 
tghtly lnked: t s to nterlace the threads of lfe, to weave together ndvduals, 
socetes and the bosphere. s approach does not overlook the concts that 
permeate both socoecologcal and food systems; n lne wth the prncples of 
permaculture, t s sometmes necessary to form allances wth certan enttes 
n order to counter others (pests, pathogens etc.) (Centemer, 2019). Yet we also 
have to reconsder what we call pests and acknowledge ther role as ndcators 
and even regulators. Ecology s therefore a game-changng catalyst that fosters a 
dverse range of arrangements of lvng organsms n vable bospheres specc to 
ther respectve contexts, rather than a sngle model geared towards maxmzng 
economc wealth wthn food systems.

e narratve conveyed by food ecology thus calls for a new socal magnary 
n whch food s a means of redenng the lnks between the lvng. It calls for 
consderng food as a means of ‘touchng down’ – that s, of buldng roots 
not n the terrtores where we lve but n those on whch we depend for our 
subsstence (Latour, 2018) n order to forge relatonshps of nterdependence, 
protecton and care (between ourselves and other human and non-human 
organsms). Smlarly, Laura Centemer (2019) approaches permaculture as 
the ‘art of renhabtng’ the shared home (oikos). Echong a vson of food as a 
common good, ths perspectve thus posts collectve well-beng as the rason 
d’être of food systems. If shaped by a so-called soco-dversty of alternatves, 



Te Ecology of Food130

these systems should guarantee access to food that s adequate for and sought 
by all whle promotng the multdmensonal nature of food (Vvero Pol et al., 
2020). e structure of food systems must therefore now be rethought based 
on new prncples guded by ecology: dversty (n the eld, on the plate but 
also n the forms of organzaton of food systems), reslence (e.g. to clmate 
change), combnatons and symboses (e.g. wth mcroorgansms, whch are 
present all the way from the sol to the stomach), the mantenance of reserves 
(n contrast wth just-n-tme ‘ecency’), cycle-based functonng (seasons, 
elements), sensory nteractons (assocated wth the proxmty between actors, 
wth lvestock) and related ecologcal dynamcs.

Food ecology s rooted n the emergence of new relatonshps n the world, 
as advocated by certan scentsts and phlosophers. Frst, the scentc ‘soco-
ecologcal co-vablty’ paradgm (Barrère et al., 2019) s bult on the observaton 
that socal and ecologcal systems are ntertwned. Its proposed responses 
to major global envronmental challenges are thus nformed by a new ‘socal 
contract’ between humans and the rest of the bosphere to whch they belong 
and on whch they depend. s approach encourages us to move beyond the 
dvson between nstrumental ratonalty – accordng to whch the bosphere 
serves humans – and non-nstrumental ratonalty – whch posts that the 
bosphere exsts for reasons other than the smple benets that human socetes 
reap from t (Mace, 2014). It calls for thnkng of ndvduals, socetes and 
the bosphere as formng part of a sngle nterdependent socoecologcal unt. 
Second, from a phlosophcal perspectve, every human beng s encouraged 
to ‘get reacquanted’ by rethnkng ther relatonshp wth lvng bengs. s 
nvolves becomng aware of oneself as a lvng beng and as belongng to a wder 
communty of lvng bengs but also acknowledgng the ntrnsc value of other 
ways of lvng and constructng terrtory (Morzot, 2016, 2022; Cocca, 2018; 
Despret, 2021; Legros and Damaso, 2021). s new relatonshp wth the lvng 
stems from a renewed commtment, no longer to defendng nature as external 
to us but to our embodyng a ‘nature that can defend tself ’ n nteracton wth 
the rest of the lvng world.

Prncples to gude commtment

When fuelled by an nsprng narratve, commtment leads to takng tangble 
acton to transform food systems. Settng such change n moton s partcularly 
complex for several reasons: t s contextual; t s unpredctable over the long 
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term; t can take multple forms; and t s restrcted by the nterdependence 
between the derent components of the food system (wthn and outsde ths 
system – energy metabolsm, publc polces n derent areas, nternatonal 
trade rules etc.).

Frst, the mplementaton of change s necessarly shaped by the specc 
features of the context at hand (spatal, cultural, poltcal, economc, socal, 
envronmental etc.). ere are no one-sze-ts-all nherently sound solutons; 
the sutablty of a soluton depends on the context, and the nterdependences 
that underpn allances among humans and between humans and non-humans 
are constantly evolvng (Centemer, 2019). Observaton, consultaton and acton 
must therefore be artculated together from the outset and throughout the 
process of change. In ths respect, partcpatory methods for dentfyng mpact 
pathways oer a prme example of a way to take nto account the nuence of 
context on the eects of actons deemed transformatve (Chapter 20).

Second, the outcomes of actons n complex systems, lke food systems, are 
uncertan (Morn, 1990). ese actons are subject to unpredctable events 
(clmatc, poltcal, economc, health related, lnked to technologcal changes 
etc.), whch rase uncertanty regardng ther medum- and long-term mpacts. 
Acton must therefore be guded by a strategc and targeted approach rather 
than a rgd plan for a transton whose outcome cannot really be predcted. s 
allows for makng tactcal adjustments to ntatves n response to unexpected 
events and/or to captalze on new opportuntes that may arse.

rd, the quest to transform food systems nvolves chartng a course 
between hghly transformatve actons and modest successes. Actors nvolved n 
change processes could therefore draw nspraton from one of the permaculture 
prncples put forward by Bll Mollson (1988): ‘the extent of the change (to be 
made) should be nversely proportonal to the eect t wll have on the system’ 
(Mollson, 1988). s means prortzng actons that produce transformatve 
eects that are greater than the eort (or nvestment) requred for ther 
mplementaton. However, to fuel commtment, quck wns acheved through 
actons that moblze actors more easly should not be overlooked. Some changes, 
though not very transformatve, may stll serve to hghlght what s possble 
and, because they are meanngful, may have substantal galvanzng potental. 
‘Brcolages’ (makesh arrangements) and tactcs (de Certeau, 1984), or even 
small daly steps, can trgger dynamcs of change, provded ther proponents 
vew them as stages n a transformatve process and not as an actual end goal.

Fnally, the transformaton of ndustralzed food systems may also be 
hampered by the fact that ther derent socotechncal dmensons are tghtly 
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ntermeshed. s ncludes the food system actors, nsttutons and polcymakers 
whose nterests are closely nterlnked – agrcultural markets and organzatons, 
rural and urban plannng, health safety, scentc research, ndustral development 
and other sectors (IPES-Food, 2015; De Schutter, 2017). It s dcult to transform 
one component of the system ndependently of the others, and, lkewse, t s futle 
for a sngle actor to seek to transform all of these components smultaneously. 
e transformaton of food systems therefore cannot be acheved smply through 
the cumulatve acton of solated stakeholders. Instead, t requres a coordnated 
combnaton of dverse forms of commtment at derent levels (Part 5). All food 
system actors – actvst movements, cvl socety, local authortes, the conventonal 
prvate sector and related socal actors – have complementary roles to play. e 
challenge for these actors s therefore twofold: to make change happen at ther 
own level, ‘where they are’, and to artculate ther strengths wth those of others by 
gettng to know ther alles so as to p the balance of power that s sgncantly 
hamperng eorts to overcome deadlocks wthn food systems (IPES-Food, 2015).

Steppng nto the arena of power struggles

e magntude of the socal and envronmental crss we face today s promptng 
a change n the very nature of commtment. It s no longer just a matter of 
nformng polcymakers or expermentng wth alternatves but also of engagng 
n power struggles wth actors who are hghly resstant to change. Certanly, the 
rst step n ensurng that envronmental and socal ssues are taken nto account 
n publc polces and corporate strateges s to rase awareness. One aspect of 
ths task s ndeed to nform decson-makers about the deteroratng stuaton, 
to convnce them of the serousness of the rsks and to show that alternatves are 
possble. Scentsts and cvl socety movements have been dong ths for several 
decades, soundng the alarm about the potental mpacts of clmate change, 
genetcally moded organsms (GMOs), lvestock farmng condtons and so on.

Informed opposton to the much-needed changes has, however, become 
apparent snce the 1980s (Rowell, 1996). In recent years, Donald Trump n the 
Unted States and Jar Bolsonaro n Brazl – to name but two of the most glarng 
examples – supported by part of the electorate and economc powerhouses n 
ther countres, wthdrew from nternatonal agreements desgned to brng about 
a food system transformaton. ey mplemented polces that went aganst the 
recommendatons of scentsts and envronmental movements. In so dong, they 
revealed that the challenge s no longer smply to nform, rase awareness and 
convnce but also to engage n power struggles and form poltcal allances to 
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counter eorts to mantan the status quo. Bruno Latour has proposed what he 
calls ‘compostonsm’: a poltcal, scentc and aesthetc programme to spark 
a dplomatc eort to dstrbute, redstrbute and reset ‘agences’. Hs startng 
pont s that a common world does not exst; everywhere there are multple 
ways of dong thngs, thnkng and belevng. Wthn the context of ensurng the 
sustanablty of food systems, ths ponts to the need to reset agences so as to 
empower those defendng socal and ecologcal co-vablty.

Engagng n these power struggles also requres understandng the functonng 
of the ‘systems of actors’ nvolved, nvestgatng the power plays at stake from a 
poltcal economy perspectve. Food systems at all levels are marked by power 
dspartes between actors (oen lnked to economc nequaltes) that nuence 
the governance of these systems and the ways n whch food ssues are framed. 
Some powerful actors are able to steer debates, as was the case, for nstance, n 
France wthn the framework of the États généraux de l’almentaton (French 
natonal food conference) or at European level as part of the seres of negotatons 
on the Common Agrcultural Polcy (Corporate Europe Observatory, 2020). 
ese actors may also seek to dssemnate a narrow nterpretaton of certan food 
ssues, oen wth a vew to legtmzng a vested nancal or poltcal nterest. 
s s to some extent the case wth regard to food safety (Chapter 11), food 
fortcaton practces (Chapter 12) and plant proten consumpton (Chapter 13).

Concluson

Food ecology calls for a commtment to foster a new relatonshp wth the world. 
Food s an nherently poltcal ssue, and the way we organze t denes the world n 
whch we lve and the one we want. s commtment, underpnned by ndvdual 
and collectve enthusasm, should be talored to specc contexts. It must also be 
understood as beng multfaceted, shaped by external forces and unpredctable 
over the long term. Takng acton s hghly complex and also nvolves engagng 
n power struggles wth actors resstng the changes needed. Tangble examples 
of derent forms of commtment are dscussed n Part 5, whch analyses the 
modaltes of engagement avalable to ctzens (Chapters 18 and 19), busnesses 
(Chapter 20), academa (Chapter 21) and publc authortes (Chapter 22).

e authors would lke to thank Mathlde Coudray, Vncent Devctor, Danèle 
Magda and Jacques Tassn for proofreadng ths chapter and for ther proposed 
mprovements.
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