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Ironically, urban studies literature does not 

pay much attention to the role of food in the

(un)making of cities

óUrban- Ruralô distinctions 

ñThe relationship between food and cities is 

fundamental to our every day lives. Food shapes 

cities, and through them, it moulds us ïalong 

with the countryside that feeds us.ò 

(Carolyn Steel, 2008)



·Study of food from the vantage point of urban 

geography and urban studies more broadly 

·Pays particular attention to the relationship 

between food (both in its production and 

consumption aspects)

·óCulturalô or ómoral turnô in the study of food 

geographies 

Aims of the Talk





Spam in S. Korea (LA Times, 15 Oct 2005)

-Largest market outside 

USA ($136million)

-40% bought as gifts for 

business clients, 

employees, friends and 

family members esp. 

during Chusok festival 

-Spam adapted to the 

Korean food culture to the 

point that people think of it 

as a Korean food 



Historical approaches (e.g. Fernand Braudelôs

óstructures of everyday lifeô and Norbert Eliasô food

manners in the ócivilizing processô of cultures)

Multidisciplinary approaches

E.g. the carving and distribution of 

large chunks of meat at dinner 

table were considered distasteful 

by C17rth and  gradually ceased 

in French upper class household



óbanishment of knivesô and meat carving at dinner table  

not adopted to the same extent everywhere

-French courtly manners  were adopted quickly by upper 

class  



Political Economy of Food Systems
·Food Regimes

·#ÏÍÍÏÄÉÔÙȾ 3ÕÐÐÌÙ ÃÈÁÉÎ ɉȬÐÌÏÕÇÈ ÔÏ ÐÌÁÔÅȭ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓɊ

·Food Networks

·Systems of Provisions

·Food Trade Wars 

·Food and poverty  in development studies

·Food vulnerabilities



Food Supply Chain Analysis



Food Regimes
First Food regime (pre 1914)

-geared towards Industrial 

capitalism

Large scale mono-cultural 

capital intensive farm (tea, 

coffee; sugar, rubber, palm oils, 

bananas)

-agricultural exports from white 

ósettlerô countries in Africa, South 

America and Australasia  to 

North America and Western 

Europe



·Second food Regime (1947-1970s)  

ñProductionistô 

Modernization and industrialization of farming to supply mass markets

Development of durable food and intensive meat production

Strong state protection for agriculture (E.g. Common Agriculture Policy; 

excess food supply in the West ñbutter mountainsô ñmilk pondsò) 

·Third Food Regime (1980s ïpresent)

Increased global trading of food; increasing commercial power of agro-

food corporations; new biotechnology; farm deregulation 

óPost-Productionistô ïe.g. ósustainableô farming practices/ greening of 

agricultureô

Move from mass production to óorganicô produce

Crisis laden: oil & food crisis in 1970 (also in 2007-2008); anti-farm 
subsidies; break down of multilateral agreements



Global Hunger Situation
·Global food production increased by 145% in the last 4 

decades of the 20th century - yet an estimated 800 million 

people are still hungry

·According to United Nations FAO, number of hungry people 

surpassed 1 billion in 2009 even though it decreased to 925 

million in 2010,

·TWENTY-NINE countries suffer from óalarmingô levels of 

hunger, most of which are in sub-Saharan Africa (Burundi, 

Chad, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Eritrea)



Global Hunger Index

International Food Policy Research Institute

http://www.ifpri.org/

http://www.ifpri.org/


ñThe answer to food 

price volatility is not 

to prosecute or block 

markets, but to use 

them better.ò  

Robert Zoellick,  

World Bank President



Food Vulnerability Framework



Straits Times,  24 March 2011



Cultural/Moral Turn
Consumption realm 

ñCooking is a moral process, transforming 

raw matter from ónatureô to the state of 

ócultureô, and thereby taming and 

domesticating itéFood is therefore ócivilizedô 

by cooking not simply at the level of practice, 

but at the level of the imaginationôô

(Atkins and Bowler, 2001, Food In Society: 

Economy, Culture & Geography)



Ethics of Meat Consumption



1. Animal rights argument

Humanôs ethical responsibility 

towards non-humans

óSpecieismô

2. Environmental argument

-enormous environmental costs of meat 

production (land, water to raise farm 

animals; pollution generated; climate 

change, etc.) 

-Cattles consume 16-18 times as much grain 

as they produce as meat! 

3. Health issues!!  (more on this later)

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:EarthlingsPlain.Wiki.jpg


Source: Smil (2002) óWorldwide 

transformation of diets, burdens of meat 

production and opportunities for novel 

food proteinsô, Enzyme and Microbial 

Technology 30 (2002) 305ï311





Social construction of (organic) food

Unpacking the different meanings of organic food:
-Eco-technical: e.g. Nutrition value; certification
-Eco-medical: food safety issues
-Eco-centric: organic food good for the environment
-Eco-social : lifestyle appeal 
-Eco-aesthetic/commercial:  taste

BUT is organic food really good for 
the environment?
*Food miles and Urban Metabolism



Calculating Food Miles  & Food Pathways

Source: http://www.organiclinker.com/food-miles.cfm

What are Food Miles?

Food miles are a way of attempting to 

measure how far food has travelled before it 

reaches the consumer. It is a good way of 

looking at the environmental impact of foods 

and their ingredients. It includes getting foods 

to you, but also getting waste foods away 

from you, and to the landfill! 

What Does That Mean?

It means that it is time to think about where 

your food has come from and what 

environmental effects this has had. 

http://www.organiclinker.com/food-miles.cfm
http://www.organiclinker.com/food-miles.cfm
http://www.organiclinker.com/food-miles.cfm


Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture

www.leopold.iastate.edu 


