
Political Economy of Food



When is 
Food Food?

Seed, microgreen, raw, cooked (fried, 
roasted, toasted, steamed, boiled, stewed, 
barbecue, poached, etc), preserved (frozen, 
freeze dried, dried, canned, salted, 
fermented), rotten. 



SOURDOUGH

Please make a sourdough starter by 
following the instructions on the class 
lesson for today. 



Discussion?
In the previous class, I demonstrated that the contemporary 
food system are not socially just, environmentally 
responsible, and economically sustainable.

What economic conditions of the local/global food system? 

How can we create a better food system? 

What critiques does Eric Holt-Gimenez provide of the global 
food system? 



Let’s start from 
the beginning…

What is an economy? 



Aristotle
Aristotle in 23 Volumes, Vol. 21, translated by H. Rackham. 
Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press; London, William 
Heinemann Ltd. 1944. 

• Chrematistics – art of acquisition –
limitless accumulation unnatural and 
problematic

• Oikonomia – management of the 
household – true form of an economy



Karl Polanyi
Polanyi, K. (2001) The Great Transformation; The Political 
and Economic Origins of Our Time, Beacon Press

• Types of economic practices:
• Markets (exchange)
• Household economy
• Redistribution
• Reciprocity



Envisioning Real 
Utopias
Olin Wright, E. (2010) Envisioning Real Utopias, Verso



Three Systems of an Economy
Pearce, J. (2009) Social Economy: Engaging as a Third System, In 
Amin, A. The Social Economy; International Perspectives on 
Economic Solidarity, p. 26. 







Questions? 

• What is capitalism? What is capital? 

• What are classical, neo-classical and neo-liberal economics?

• What is Marxism? 

• What is a social economy? What are examples of social 
economies?

• What are externalities? Why are they important to ecological 
economists?

• What practices are performed in an economy?

• What problems exist with the way the global economy functions?

• What is ‘value’? How do economists understand value? What 
types of value are there? How can we compare value? 

• What is ecological economics and how does it differentiate from 
traditional economics? 

• What is degrowth? 

• How can understanding economies help improve foodscapes? 



What is an 
Apple?

What is the 
Value of an 
Apple?



What is KFC?

What is the 
Value of KFC? 





Economic 
Value

What is a commodity? 

What is capital? 

How do commodities obtain value? 



Needs
• Need – A condition within the person that is essential and necessary for growth, well-being and life. 

• Deficiency needs – Are responses to a state of deprivation and generate tension-packed, urgency-
laden emotions, such as pain, relief, anxiety, frustration, stress, etc.…

• Growth needs – Gently guide behaviour toward a developmental trajectory of growth and well-
being. They typically generate positive emotions, such as interest, enjoyment, hope and vitality. 



Dialectic From Capital Volume 1



Dialectic 
From 
Capital 
Volume 1



Commodity 
Fetishism



Limitless 
Accumulation

• C-C
• C-M-C
• M-C-M’
• M(LP-MP-RM)-C-M’
• M-M’



Dialectic From Capital Volume 1



Surplus 
Value

• Relative surplus value – (intensity) 
increasing the productivity of labour.

• Absolute surplus value – (increase labour 
time or decrease labour value) increasing 
the work hours or decreasing the pay of 
labourers.



Rammelt, Crelis. (2019). 
The Spiralling Economy: 
Connecting Marxian 
Theory with Ecological 
Economics. 
Environmental Values. 
29. 



Many Types of Value

• Social capital
• Financial capital
• Living capital
• Intellectual capital
• Experiential capital
• Spiritual capital
• Cultural capital

• Roland, E.C., Lanuda, G. (2013) Regenerative Enterprise. Optimizing for Multi-
Capital Abundance



What Economic Values Are Important?

• OECD Data of Canada
• Article about OECD Well-Being Measurements

• Here are some other well-known measures of social well-being: 

• Human Development Index, 

• Happiness Index

• Life Expectancy

• Democracy Index

• Ecological Footprint

https://data.oecd.org/canada.htm
https://data.oecd.org/canada.htm
http://www.roiw.org/2015/n1/02%20-%2012156.pdf
http://www.roiw.org/2015/n1/02%20-%2012156.pdf
http://www.roiw.org/2015/n1/02%20-%2012156.pdf
http://www.roiw.org/2015/n1/02%20-%2012156.pdf
https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/human-development-index#/indicies/HDI
https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/human-development-index#/indicies/HDI
happiness%20index
happiness%20index
https://data.oecd.org/canada.htm
https://data.oecd.org/canada.htm
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2021/?utm_source=eiu-website&utm_medium=blog&utm_campaign=democracy-index-2021
https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2021/?utm_source=eiu-website&utm_medium=blog&utm_campaign=democracy-index-2021
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/ecological-footprint-by-country
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/ecological-footprint-by-country


Doughnut Economics



Fictitious 
Commodities
Polanyi, K. (2001) The Great Transformation; The Political 
and Economic Origins of Our Time, Beacon Press

Land

Labour 

Money

Food?



Diverse 
Economies
K AT HERI NE G I BSON 
I NTERVI EW  PL AYL I ST

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLxeXiLu4E6R_zHJnnt8-Wlu_TpEUBcKxA
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLxeXiLu4E6R_zHJnnt8-Wlu_TpEUBcKxA


Diverse 
Economies 
Frameworks
Gibson-Graham, J.K., Cameron, J., Healy, S. (2013) Take Back the 
Economy: An Ethical Guide for Transforming Communities, 
University of Minnesota Press 



Market Farm Practices

• Direct sales 
• CSA 
• Farmers market
• Other markets

• Wholesale
• Distributers
• Restaurants

• Other sales
• Transformed goods
• Compost and other values
• Education

• Contradictions
• Labour vs food price
• Soil regeneration time vs market 

readiness
• Growing time vs productivity
• Food donations vs sales
• Farmers markets vs increased 

labour
• Food waste!

• Market Secrets
• Cash crops
• Reduce inputs
• Reduce labour necessities
• Holistic approach



Non-Market Farm Practices 

• Volunteer labour
• Community involvement
• Foraging
• Soil building
• Incorporating animals
• Funding sources

• Contradictions
• Free labour vs viability
• Free food vs revenue
• Community involvement vs 

community interest
• Soil building vs time
• Animals vs care 
• Funding sources vs stability

• Non-Market Secrets
• Sweat equity
• Stable funding
• Improved community space
• Building a sense of community



Alternative Market Farm Practices

• Cooperative ownership
• Different types of membership
• Hybrid of markets and non 

markets
• Ethical principles (social 

economy)
• Fair treatment of employees
• Rooted in community
• Market viability and non-market 

advantages

• Contradictions
• Community value vs profit
• Volunteers and paid workers
• Markets vs donations
• Internal conflicts

• Alternative Market Secrets
• Community support
• Can take positive elements of both 
• More resilient to market failures
• Provides community benefits



Diverse Economic Practices

Please identify diverse economic food practices in and around 
Concordia, Montreal, Quebec, Canada, or globally. 



What Can We Do to Fix the Problem?



We Need To Transform Our Food System

• Calls to “fix a broken food system” assume that the capitalist food system 
used to work well. This assumption ignores the food systems long, 

racialized history of mistreatment of people of colour. The food system is 
unjust and unsustainable, but it is not broken. It functions precisely as the 

capitalist food system has always worked, concentrating power in the 
hands of the privileged minority and passing off the social and 

environmental “externalities” disproportionately to racially stigmatized 
groups. 

• Holt-Gimenez, E. (2017) A Foodie’s Guide to Capitalism: Understanding the Political Economy of What We Eat, 
Monthly Review Press, New York.

•



What Can We Do to Fix the Problem?



Food System Change



Food System Change

What neoliberal, reformist, progressive and radical 
regimes/movements can you identify in and around Concordia, 
Montreal, Quebec, Canada, or globally. 



Chapter Discussions

• Get into groups of 3 – 5.

Summarize the chapter.

How does the information in the chapter relate to the information 
from the presentation today? 
How can the chapter be used in your blog post?
Why should other students in the class also read the chapter? 



Thanks!

Questions, Concerns, Comments?
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