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Careful eating: Bodies, food and Care

How wonderful, frightening or both for someone to take the care to make sure we 
eat properly, an interaction potentiated with both love and power! This engaging 
and diverse collection beautifully shows how – whether in families, clinics, schools 
or many other contexts – there is much more to the intimacies created through food 
than one may often imagine and sometimes more than we might care to think about.

Jon Holtzman, Western Michigan university, usa
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WKDQ�KXPDQ�PRYH�DQG�PXOWLVSHFLHV�HWKQRJUDSKLHV��KHU�ZRUN�PDSV� WKH�ÀRZV�RI�
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other/wider environmental settings.
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introduction 

5HÀHFWLQJ�RQ�WKH�(PERGLHG�,QWHUVHFWLRQV� 
of eating and Caring

anna lavis, emma-Jayne abbots and luci attala

the aim of Careful Eating� LV� WR� FULWLFDOO\� UHÀHFW� RQ� WKH� PDQ\� DQG� YDULHG�
UHODWLRQVKLSV� EHWZHHQ� IRRG� DQG� FDUH�� 6SHFL¿FDOO\�� LW� LQYHVWLJDWHV� KRZ� WKHVH�
relationships are mobilized to shape and intervene in individual bodies, as well 
as how they may be both enacted and resisted in and through those bodies. it 
thereby develops current critical debates regarding how care, in the context of 
food and eating, may so often be a political mechanism through which the self 
and the other are (re)produced and social hierarchies constructed. as such, 
this transdisciplinary volume draws into dialogue diverse ways of addressing 
a currently neglected, yet critically important, question regarding the ways in 
which eating and caring interact on multiple scales: from state-led interventions 
and public health discourses to the workplace, from the market to the home, 
and in the intimacies of individual eating and feeding practices. engaging with 
the often-jagged political intersections of food and care across these scales, and 
paying attention to the bodies caught up in them, offers new ways of thinking 
through urgent contemporary concerns regarding food and social justice. it 
addresses fundamental questions regarding how, as human beings, we care (or 
not) for and about ourselves and others, our communities and environments. 
this involves drawing attention to the terms ‘caring’ and ‘eating’ themselves, 
asking what each is, what relationships they create and rupture, and how their 
interplays are experienced in everyday life. By taking account of these multi-
GLUHFWLRQDO� ÀRZV� RI� HQJDJHPHQW� EHWZHHQ� HDWLQJ� DQG� FDULQJ� SUDFWLFHV�� WKH�
volume’s contributors elucidate: how eating practices mobilize discourses and 
forms of care; how discourses and practices of care (look to) shape particular 
forms of eating and food preferences; and how it is often in the bodies of 
individual consumers that eating and caring encounter one another. these three 
central theoretical dimensions are the organizing principles around which the 
chapters’ diverse perspectives coalesce, and the volume is constructed.

eating and caring are inherently bound together. normatively framed as 
simultaneously instinctive and didactic, both are understood as something we 
do and something we learn to do in order to reproduce and sustain social and 
biological life. it has been suggested that, just as multiple roles are assumed in 
relation to food throughout the lifecourse, with individuals feeding others as well 
as eating, ‘what most people spend their lives doing [is] caring for themselves, 
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for others, and for the world’ (tronto 1993: x). yet although individuals’ care 
practices are often relational and intimate like their food choices, they can also be 
socially prescribed, constrained and even enforced. as such, whilst recognizing 
the central importance of caregiving practices to human life and society, we 
suggest that care is also not necessarily as benign as it might appear. Mirroring 
recent understandings of the tensions and power dynamics embedded in both the 
production and consumption of food (abbots and lavis 2013; Holtzman 2013), 
caring has been shown to be heavy with moral value and is often entangled in 
culturally-embedded notions of the ‘right’ and the ‘good’ (Barnes 2012; gilligan 
�������&RPPRGL¿HG�DV�ZHOO�DV�JLYHQ��ERWK�IRRG�DQG�FDUH�SUDFWLFHV�DUH�DUJXDEO\�
as political as they are moral (tronto 1993). eating and caring can therefore 
be further understood not only as performances of reproduction, but also of 
production: ones that constitute others and (re)establish relations between those 
others and selves. Careful Eating argues that it is the myriad and diverging ways 
LQ�ZKLFK�FDUH�LV�GH¿QHG�DQG�XWLOL]HG�WKDW�XQGHUSLQ�WKLV�SURGXFWLRQ��7KLV�VOLSSHU\�
multiplicity is central to care’s political malleability within contemporary social 
and cultural debates around food; it allows the seemingly benign concept of 
care to be mobilized and used to produce highly politicized knowledge claims 
about eating that intervene in, constrain and reshape individual bodies and their 
everyday practices of consumption. such claims, in turn, also construct eating 
and feeding as caring or care-less acts – by the self, for the self and for others. 
as such, just as there are many points of contact between eating and caring 
at the level of political agendas and cultural discourses, they also meet in the 
biological and subjective depths of the body. viscerally illustrating what has 
been termed ‘the corporeality of the social and the sociality of corporeality’ 
(Blackman 2008: 3), both eating and caring are profoundly social practices to 
which the body is central. Mirroring the way in which particular bodies are 
produced, denigrated or caught up in (bio)political framings of food, both eating 
and caring are intrinsically embodied performances; political relations and 
cultural imaginings may be resisted and disrupted by, as well as played out in, 
individual eating bodies.

Highlighting this circulation and ingestion of knowledge claims engenders 
a question that is central this volume: Why and how do individuals, groups, 
institutions and agencies care about what others eat? and, secondly, what forms 
of sociality and social bodies are made and negotiated, ruptured and ignored, 
or rendered visible and invisible, in these encounters between individual eating 
bodies and the caring agendas of others? this volume illustrates that there are no 
easy answers to these questions. there is, rather, a range of responses and reactions 
DQG�WKHVH�SRVH�IXUWKHU�QXDQFHG�DQG�UHÀH[LYH�TXHVWLRQV�DFURVV�D�YDULHW\�RI�FRQWH[WV�
and disciplines: in what ways do discourses of ‘good’ and ‘proper’ food and eating 
utilize the concept of care to promote their ideologies? How is care manipulated to 
alter the eating practices of others? How is care for the social body used to govern 
and regulate individual bodies? How do individuals respond to such governance? 
How do individuals demonstrate their care for and about others by eating as well 
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Introduction 3

as feeding? How is agency dispersed along the networks that are created by food 
and eating practices, and how does this contrast to the conceptualizations of agency 
embedded in notions of care? to explore these questions and others, the individual 
chapters of this volume are drawn from anthropology; geography; cultural studies; 
primary health care; public health; gender studies; critical literacy; science and 
technology studies; education and sociology. although diverse in approach, each 
contributor starts from the premise that eating and caring are simultaneously 
individual and social, material and symbolic, ideological and political, and all 
have been challenged to explore the multi-dimensionality of the interplays and 
entanglements between eating and caring. together the contributors offer a unique 
and creative pathway into issues as diverse as body size and eating disorders; 
children’s dietary guidelines; inequality and poverty; mass and social media; 
ethical eating; ecological and cultural sustainability; food tourism; and the cultural 
politics of contemporary food systems.

the purpose of this collection then is to forge interdisciplinary and dialogic (see 
Bakhtin 1982) ways in which to ‘strip back’ the discourses of care that we suggest 
perpetually frame the eating practices of others, and reveal the (re)production 
of embodied power dynamics that are inherent, but commonly obscured, in such 
discourses. the contributors elucidate the many socio-material relationalities of 
eating and caring, illustrating these to be both political and politicized. through their 
empirically-grounded richness and theoretical complexity, the chapters trace the 
often-hidden ways in which eating and caring may (be made to) isolate and divide as 
much as create sociality and cohesion. it is in this insight that the central theoretical 
contribution of the volume as a whole lies; it demonstrates how paying attention to 
eating and caring offers up a new critical lens onto broader contemporary questions 
regarding food, (bio)politics and social justice. By drawing attention to these political 
processes across such a diverse range of contexts, the chapters elucidate the ways in 
which individual eating bodies are both knowingly and unknowingly entangled in, 
and made by, circulating notions of care.

as such, Careful Eating extends and productively reverses the focus of our 
earlier volume in this series, entitled Why We Eat, How We Eat (abbots and lavis 
2013). that volume explored the ways in which others – bodies, agents, institutions 
and nations – are performed and produced through the act of eating, as webs of 
UHODWLRQV�ÀRZ�RXWZDUGV�IURP�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�HDWHU��0DLQWDLQLQJ�WKH�IRFXV�RQ�HDWLQJ�
initiated there, this volume now explores not only how imaginings, mobilizations 
and relationships of care actively shape eating, but also the part played by eating 
in the production and breaching of performances of care. By paying attention to 
this multi-directionality of entanglements between food and care, Careful Eating 
examines what is made and unmade by the individual act of eating itself, and also 
the ways in which eating is viewed, critiqued and governed by others. in so doing, 
we retain the focus on food both inside and outside of bodies initially presented 
in Why We Eat, How We Eat��EXW�QRZ�WXUQ�WR�GHYHORS�WKLV�E\�UHÀHFWLQJ�RQ�KRZ�
individual eating bodies are lived, shaped and sculpted by and through care, and 
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how care is ingested, felt and lived in the ‘ordinary’ (stewart 2007) spaces of 
everyday lives.

Careful Eating is organized into three parts that mirror the three central 
theoretical dimensions of the volume noted above. Within each part, we have 
purposefully juxtaposed chapters with differing approaches and disciplinary 
backgrounds in order to create dialogue through which each may illuminate the 
others. Part i, comprising chapters by flowers and swan, rousseau, and abbots, 
traces how eating performs relationships of care. it examines how particular 
food practices and preferences are framed as enacting care more than others and 
VKRZV�KRZ�VSHFL¿F�IRRGV�� LQ� WXUQ��FRPH�WR�EH�YDOXHG�DV�FDUH�IXOO��ZKLOH�RWKHUV�
are constructed as care-less. in so doing, this part elucidates ways in which these 
subjective valorizations are informed by, and reproduce, political dynamics and 
how relations of otherness may be created through proximity as much as distance. 
in Part ii, lavis, Zivkovik et al. and lindenmeyer all explore bodies as the primary 
sites in which caring and eating encounter one another in everyday life. each, in a 
different way, captures the multi-directionality and myriad scales of this encounter, 
demonstrating that in individual moments of eating and feeding, care may not 
always be felt to be so ‘caring’, or food so ‘good’ or ‘right’. Part iii reverses the 
ÀRZ�RI�3DUW�,�DQG�GLUHFWV�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�GLVFRXUVHV�RI�FDUH�SHUIRUP�
eating. Here, Coles, eli et al., and truninger and teixeira focus on how political 
and ideological modes of caring frame eating behaviours, and illustrate, in turn, 
how care is simultaneously placed and enacted. in so doing, the chapters in this 
part deconstruct how social and personal frameworks embedded in caring actions 
shape eating practices.

Disentangling the Entanglements between Eating and Caring

the chapters of this volume all demonstrate that care is a foundational concept in 
current critical debates about ‘good’ and ‘proper’ eating across a range of contexts, 
including clinical settings, schools and public institutions, retailers and the market, 
and online forums. yet a systematic critical analysis of the concept of care in 
relation to food practices and preferences has, to date, been largely absent from the 
LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�¿HOG�RI�)RRG�6WXGLHV��,W�KDV�EHHQ�FRPPRQO\�LPSOLHG�±�DOWKRXJK�
not explicitly drawn out as a concept worthy of examination – in a wide range of 
accounts of food selection and preparation, feeding and eating. it is this body of 
work that provides, in part, the ethnographic and theoretical foundations of our 
approach and which we look to extend here by drawing care explicitly to the fore 
for closer interrogation.

&XUUHQW� VFKRODUVKLS� ZLWKLQ� )RRG� 6WXGLHV� KDV� RIWHQ� LQYRNHG� D� GH¿QLWLRQ� RI�
care in a soft, virtuous form, associating it with commensality, affection, love, 
kinship and social cohesion. Caring what other people eat in these contexts, the 
literature tells us, is related to the forming of social bonds; it is a gesture of love 
and affection, a symbol of nurture, and the manner through which individuals 



Proof C
opy 

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

Introduction 5

are incorporated – culturally, emotionally and biologically – into a social group 
(Carsten 1997; fischler 1988). Care manifests, then, in work that explores the 
interplays between food, being and belonging, and elucidates how feeding and 
eating are pivots around which identities, of both selves and groups, are forged 
and performed (abbots 2011; Klein and Murcott 2014). this process is thrown 
into particularly sharp relief when senses of belonging are put into a state of 
ÀX[�RU�GUDZQ�LQWR�GLDORJXH�ZLWK�WKRVH�RI�2WKHUV��DV�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�PLJUDWLRQ�
and multiculturalism. ray’s (2004) study of middle class Bengali-americans, 
for example, demonstrates how commensal sociality reproduces social relations 
between families and helps maintain cultural continuities. renne (2007) highlights 
how attentiveness to what is eaten reinforces West african identity and community 
in the usa. likewise, toumainen (2011) points to the ways in which solidarity is 
fostered, and previously entrenched ethnic boundaries dissolved, among ghanian 
migrants in london through shared food practices and preferences. the notion of 
‘culinary safe havens’ (saber and Posner 2013: 198) thus emerges in which eating 
is treated as a process through which intimacies are forged, boundaries blurred, 
coterminous bodies constituted and, as such, care enacted.

The Slipperiness of Care

,Q� RUGHU� WR� H[WHQG� UHÀHFWLRQV� RQ� FDUH� ZLWKLQ� )RRG� 6WXGLHV� EH\RQG� WKLV� VRIWHU�
conceptualization of caring, it is necessary to ask what caring is and what it means. 
to avoid the risk of not looking beyond the benign, even essential, life-sustaining 
aspects of care, we need to consider what else care might be and how it is conceived, 
provoked, inherited, mobilized, performed and rejected. therefore, in addition to 
food studies literature, Careful Eating engages with the interdisciplinary body 
RI�OLWHUDWXUH�WKDW�UHÀHFWV�RQ�FDUH��7KLQNLQJ�WKURXJK�FDUH�LV�D�VOLSSHU\�H[HUFLVH�QRW�
only because care is diversely experienced, conceived of and applied to food and 
eating, but also because what ‘to care’ means is widely contested, with the opacity 
of the term extensively examined. a prominent example of such explorations is 
finch and grove’s (1983) collection of essays entitled A Labour of Love, which 
explores and illustrates that caring is variously applied; to care may denote a 
feeling, a relationship or form of work (see also fisher and tonto 1990). ungerson 
(1983) further bifurcates care into two converging manners of caring: care-for and 
care-about, a deconstruction that has helped to establish care as something one 
can do and something one can feel (thomas 1993). in her more recent exploration 
ungerson (2005) further elucidates that these dynamics of care as action, labour 
and performance as well as emotion, sentiment and feeling are still very much 
active with regards to how care is understood and delivered.

With some degree of agreement, Hinchliffe (2007) argues that when nurturing 
EHKDYLRXUV��DQG�DWWLWXGHV��DUH�RSHUDWLQJ��FDUH�LV�VLJQL¿HG��7KLV�IUDPHV�FDULQJ�DV�D�
PDQQHU�RI�UHODWLQJ�WKDW�LV�URRWHG�LQ�EHQH¿FHQFH��$V�VXFK��RQH�FDQ�EH�VDLG�WR�FDUH�
when one cultivates, cherishes, offers philanthropic or charitable support, or sustains 
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attention to, an other (be that a person, object, idea or place). it is this model of care 
that is particularly explored by Mol et al. (2010a. see also Mol 2008) who seek to 
GUDZ�WKH�KLGGHQ�HPERGLHG�VSHFL¿FLWLHV�RI�FDUH�ZRUN�WR�DWWHQWLRQ��LOOXVWUDWLQJ�KRZ�
care practices challenge rationalist notions of a bounded human. instead, the authors 
suggest, they constitute and reveal ‘the relations in which we make each other be’ 
(Mol et al. 2010b: 15). this portrayal of care as a nourishing force makes it easy to 
believe that when care manifests ‘good intentions’ (Mol et al. 2010b: 12) prevail, 
and a ‘good’ is mobilized and produced. it is viewing care within this framework 
that enables it to assume the qualities of a virtue (see also Barnes 2006, 2012).

7KLV�VXSSRVLWLRQ�WKDW�FDUH�DFWV�DV�D�EHQH¿FHQW�IRUFH�GUDZV�PXFK�VWUHQJWK�IURP�
the series of ethical philosophies that explore the concept of care with a view to 
ascribe value to personal, political and global caring, and to ultimately inspire a 
universally applicable ‘ethic of care’. this could be seen as a social substrate from 
which emerge practices that support social justice and equality (see Barnes 2012; 
Held 2006; tronto 1993). Wishing to illuminate how caregiving practices may 
underpin human society, scholars of an ethic of care propound this recognition to 
fashion how (not LI࣠) citizens care for each other. in turn, this framework has been 
utilized to disseminate models of best practice in a bid to promote and elucidate 
the hows of effective care (twigg and atkin 1994; twigg 2006). Care emerges 
from this body of literature as at the root of our humanity and instrumental to 
mobilizing sociality (and thus survival), but it is simultaneously and paradoxically 
GHHPHG�ÀDZHG��$V�VXFK��FDULQJ�LV� OHJLWLPDWHO\�UH�DSSURSULDWHG�DQG�WUDQVIRUPHG�
LQWR�D�VHW�RI�VNLOOV�DQG�EHKDYLRXUV�RQH�FDQ�OHDUQ�DQG�EHFRPH�SUR¿FLHQW�LQ��.XELDN�
et al. 2007; Qureshi and Walker 1989). this slippage from instinct to learning 
allows discussion not only of how to teach the population to care, but also how 
to care ‘correctly’. Care, thus, emerges as a troubled hybrid, conceptualized both 
as an innate ability and as a biopolitical force that governs and disciplines. it is 
framed as something persons instinctively do and yet as a process to be learnt 
that demands expert knowledge, guidance and training. as such, care manifests 
DV�DQ�µRQWRSROLWLFDO¶�IRUFH��&RQQROO\����������±�D�VHW�RI�LGHDV�WKDW�IXQFWLRQV�WR�µ¿[�
possibilities, distribute explanatory elements, generate parameters within which 
an ethic is generated, and center (or decenter) assessments of identity, legitimacy, 
and responsibility’ (ibid.: 2).

,W�FDQ�EH�DUJXHG��WKXV��WKDW�FDOOV�IRU�DQ�HWKLF�RI�FDUH�FRQÀDWH�EHLQJ�FDULQJ��DV�D�
state) with the construction of a social framework of common and collective good. 
6XFK�D�FRQÀDWLRQ�DYRLGV�WKH�SULFNO\�LVVXHV�RI�QRUPDWLYLW\��FRQWURO�DQG�KLHUDUFK\�
that the implementation of a framework for caring is arguably liable to create 
(foucault 1978). additionally, these discussions nimbly sidestep explorations of 
the vast array of motivations attached to the multiplicities of being caring and, as 
such, avoid questions that might work to problematize what care is and does. this 
volume engages with, and challenges, these perspectives in order to interrogate 
KRZ�DVVXPSWLRQV�RI�FDUH�DV�D�YLUWXH�PD\�LQÀXHQFH��SHUYDGH��DQG�VFXOSW�VRFLDO�DQG�
individual practices and discourses around food and eating. furthermore, actions 
that claim to be rooted in care also produce numerous behaviours, conclusions 
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Introduction 7

and responses that may not be experienced as caring or care-full by all parties. 
&RQVHTXHQWO\�� UHÀHFWLQJ�RQ�FDULQJ�about what others eat – and perhaps, caring 
for others through that concern – raise questions regarding how the taken-for-
granted moral, righteous and worthy character of care allows demands to be made 
on social and individual (eating) behaviours. thus what it means to care – that is 
to care-for, to care-about, to be caring – it seems, may not always be as caring as 
it appears, after all.

Regulated and Resistant Eating Bodies

By offering diverging examples of how caring is enacted and experienced both 
around and through eating, the following chapters demonstrate how the seeming 
benevolence of care is deeply embedded in governing processes of normativity, 
regulation and control. this recognition shifts the meaning of caring into a 
disposition or practice that is more than simply virtuous; it transforms into a 
mechanism of achieving outcomes that is at once wrapped in virtue but is also 
political. accordingly, this volume traces how, when associated with food and 
eating, care may be problematically entwined around regulatory ideas of good or 
normative practices, citizens and bodies.

the ingesting bodies (of others) have increasingly become key sites both 
of ‘surveillance medicine’ (armstrong 1995. see also foucault 2003) and of 
µELRSRZHU¶�� GH¿QHG� DV� WKH� µQXPHURXV� DQG� GLYHUVH� WHFKQLTXHV� IRU� DFKLHYLQJ�
the subjugation of bodies and the control of populations’ (foucault 1978: 140) 
undertaken by nation states. in such a formulation, caring what others eat and are 
fed emerges as a mode of discipline that is not only imposed upon individual bodies 
but also lived through these, as bodies are invested with technologies of power that 
render them docile (foucault 1977). in this volume, this is highlighted by truninger 
and teixera, through their exploration of school meals as ‘biopedagogies’ (Wright 
and Harwood 2009). abbots also shows this by examining the ways in which the 
governing classes in Highland ecuador establish social distance in their attempts 
to discipline the eating behaviours, and shape the bodies, of the peasantry by 
subjectively constructing some forms of eating as care-full and others as care-less.

Within public health, the body has an extensive history as a site of such cultural 
and political disciplining around food. Public health in Britain, for example, has 
long emphasized structural factors that undermine wellbeing as well as bodily 
integrity and longevity. it has sought to intervene in these at the level of state 
policy (twigg 2006. see also lewis et al. 2000; Petersen and lupton 1996), with 
food featuring in these processes since the nineteenth century (Baggott 2000). 
underpinning much of those earlier interventionist policies were concerns over 
potential food shortages and malnutrition (Mills 1992). underfed bodies were 
framed as both individually vulnerable and detrimental to the workforce, with 
a lack of food thereby regarded as potentially destabilizing to the individual 
and social body. food insecurity and poverty, and their intersections with social 



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

Proof C
opy 

Careful Eating: Bodies, Food and Care8

justice, and indeed injustice, continue to be pressing issues, both in the global 
south and, as shown by the rise in food banks (trussell trust 2014), in the global 
north. Malnutrition in ageing populations, particularly in relation to dementia as 
well as poverty, is also a growing global concern (donini et al. 2013; Pierson 
1999). However, the bodies that are arguably framed as most in need of discipline 
in cultural imaginings and media discussions, especially in the global north, are 
those framed as ‘obese’.

Caring about what others eat has, perhaps, taken its most explicit public form 
in relation to the politics of what the WHo has controversially termed a ‘global 
epidemic’ (WHo 2000) of obesity. as Zivkovik et al. and lindenmeyer explore in 
this volume, obesity has been the focus of many and varied public health initiatives 
and interventions. since the advent of the 21st century, these have also underpinned 
a swathe of obesity-focused entertainment television, particularly in the uK and 
usa. this has arguably enabled such knowledge claims not only to travel, but 
also to be performed and accepted as ‘fact’ in ways that visually categorize and 
stigmatize others’ bodies (eli and lavis 2014; inthorn and Boyce 2010; oullette 
and Hay 2008). as lindenmeyer’s chapter shows, obesity-focused discussions of 
eating often draw a linear acultural relationship between food and body fat, which 
is contested (aphramor et al. 2013). they also frame corporeal fat simply as excess 
without meaning, which has been challenged by explorations of its embodiment 
and materiality (Colls 2012; lavis 2014; Murray 2005). through such discourses, 
the body emerges as central to the enactment of neoliberal citizenship; eating and 
food preferences are thereby positioned as integral to a seemingly virtuous self-care 
that enacts ‘good’ citizenship through responsibilized caring for both the individual 
and social body. eating becomes entangled in neoliberal notions of individual 
responsibility, and continuous self-improvement (guthman 2011; Walkerdine 2003) 
with the feeding of others, especially children, also an act that must be performed 
within disciplined parameters (Bell et al. 2009; Zivkovik et al. 2010). this latter, 
and its widespread gendering, is also particularly demonstrated in a slightly different 
but related context by debates around breastfeeding (see faircloth 2010; stearns 
1999). relationships between foods and bodies are therefore key ways in which 
‘technologies of the self’ (foucault 1988) are inculcated and enacted (see also 
/XSWRQ��������������$V� VXFK��KRZHYHU�� FHUWDLQ�ERGLHV�DQG�SHUVRQV�FDQ�DOVR�¿QG�
themselves omitted from constructions of a ‘good’ citizen.

as care sits so awkwardly between the personal and the political, when offered 
to those considered at risk or vulnerable it can produce discomfort and resistance. 
this has been seen more widely in relation, particularly, to disability (Campbell 
and oliver 1996) and mental health (Crossley and Crossley 2001), which have 
both seen important challenges to taken-for-granted paradigms of illness and 
care in recent years. these have sought to extend inclusion by exploring notions 
of citizenship and wellbeing, and have also highlighted individuals’ agency and 
embeddedness in wider networks of relations as caregivers as well as receivers 
(see also twigg 2006). in this volume, the potentially uncomfortable dynamics 
of care are drawn out by both lindenmeyer’s and lavis’ accounts of intimate 
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Introduction 9

interactions within clinical encounters. lindenmeyer shows that the series of 
positions and identities created by care services do not only function as top-down 
models of intervention, but also work to affect all of those involved in the process. 
she thereby illustrates how experts, whilst enabled and authorized to convey 
proclamations on the how, when and what of caring practice generally, are also 
party to and instrumental in the production of new tensions, which emerge from 
the manner through which caring relationships are structured. as such, as lavis 
explores, both carers and those being cared for negotiate between normative 
notions of care and the complexities and experiences of personal lived realities, 
from which alternative models of caring may emerge. Both of these chapters 
consequently not only point to the implicit power dynamics inveigled in caring, 
but also highlight that being cared for is not necessarily experienced as a positive 
intervention. they thereby demonstrate how care may become absent to itself in 
dialogues around food, as interventions that are wrapped up as care in the giving 
may not be experienced as care in the receiving.

Practices of resistance to such biopolitical, and indeed often biomedical, 
framings of the relationships between foods, care and individuals are also present 
in abbots’ account of discourses of good and proper eating propounded by the 
JRYHUQLQJ�FODVVHV�WKDW�GH¿QH�WKH�SUHIHUUHG�IRRGV�RI�WKH�SHDVDQWU\�DV�ODFNLQJ�LQ�FDUH��
Measures are consequently taken to encourage more careful eating practices which, 
abbots shows, have little effect, with the peasantry enacting care for and through 
food in their own, more intimate ways, while continuing to consume those foods 
deemed care-less in public spaces. likewise, Zivkovic et al.’s chapter explores 
KRZ�µVZHHWQHVV¶��LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI�UH¿QHG�VXJDUV��LV�FRQVWUXFWHG�LQ�GLYHUJLQJ�ZD\V�
by public health initiatives and individual eating bodies. their ethnographically-
rich discussion reveals how ingesting sugar in a context of social disadvantage 
contrasts to normative notions of a ‘correct’ diet; sweetness, they argue, ‘emerges 
as a strategy of caring’, which reclaims sugar from public health discourse, not 
only repositioning its categorization but also its materiality. as such, this chapter 
elucidates not only how seemingly well-meaning interventions concerned with 
the health of biological and social bodies can be regarded – and experienced – as 
an instrument of (attempted) governmentality, but also how these may be resisted 
through material moments of ingestion. as lavis’ exploration of eating disorders 
in this volume also does, Zivkovik et al. thereby demonstrate that not only do 
such interventions interfere with, and reposition, bodily materialities, but also that 
materialities of bodies and foods ‘interfere’ (Haraway 2008) more profoundly with 
interventions themselves. this indicates the importance of attending to corporeal 
and consumable materialities when exploring food and care.

The Bodily Materialities of Careful Eating

scholars exploring the materiality of food (Bennett 2007, 2010; Carolan 2011; 
lavis, forthcoming; Probyn 2000, 2012), argue it to be ‘an active inducer-
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producer of salient, public effects, rather than a passive resource at the disposal of 
consumers’ (Bennett 2007: 45). in turn, roe shows how ‘materiality is displaced 
during the event of eating, bodies collide, mingle, and separate’ (2006: 467). such 
scholarship engages with food, thus, as ‘more-than-food’ (lorimer 2005. see also 
Kearnes 2003). in parallel, various ontological developments across the social and 
physical sciences have recently given rise to a renewed focus on the affective 
materialities of embodiment as part of this wider turn to materiality (see Blackman 
2012; Coole and frost 2010). this allows a particular approach to corporeality 
and embodiment as both enfolded in and enacted by encounters between food 
and care. it emphasizes bodies as at once indeterminate and dynamic, but also as 
vulnerable to interventions wrapped up as ‘care’.

in tandem, but from a differing disciplinary standpoint, critical realist 
approaches to care have also sought to take account of lived bodily materialities 
and their wider contexts without resorting to biological reductionism (Williams 
1999). such an engagement casts light on how particular bodies become 
constructed as in need of care, with wider political discourses coalescing at the 
level of the individual (twigg 2006). yet, it also illuminates the intimacies and 
tensions involved in caring for an other’s body, highlighting the intrinsic troubling 
of bodily boundaries in caregiving. like eating, receiving care through acts 
such as washing and feeding signify a rupture or re-siting of bodily boundaries 
in ways potentially pleasurable and painful. to care for an other’s body and to 
allow another to transgress one’s corporeal/territorial boundaries demands both 
trust and a shifting of power dynamics, as well as questioning of what a body 
means and where its boundaries lie (see lawton 2000; Pols 2006, 2013; twigg 
2002). Care may be shared between bodies as multiple bodies become entangled 
through caring: it is lindenmeyer’s chapter that shows this most explicitly as the 
clinician-patient relationships she discusses collapse boundaries between those 
receiving and those giving care. this sense of the coming together of imagined as 
well as corporeal bodies, as eating and caring is shared between them in ways that 
trouble easy assumptions of individuality, is also interrogated by lavis. as such, 
recognizing the body as entangled in webs of relations produced both by eating 
and caring, is also to recognize plurality both of and within bodies. it has been 
suggested that eating is always multiple; it is shared between bodies whilst also 
making many bodies (abbots and lavis 2013; lavis, forthcoming). thus, both 
eating and caring bring into question distinctions between the individual and the 
multiple. the ‘body multiple’ (Mol 2002) engendered by both of these acts, and 
their mobilizations of one another, is one connected to other bodies, human and 
non-human, and also to practices, technologies, and objects that produce diverse 
kinds of bodies and ways of being human. 

as twigg concludes, ‘focussing on the body also enables us to explore some of 
the complexities of ‘care’ as a category of activity’ (2006: 173) – one, we suggest 
that produces and displaces particular bodies. Bodily materialities are not just 
acted upon, but are also created by discursive formations of food and eating; these, 
it might be said, ‘enable and coordinate the doing of particular kinds of bodies’ 
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Introduction 11

(Blackman 2008: 1). it is perhaps a turn to ‘viscerality’ that has most opened up 
a way to interrogate relationships between agential bodily materialities and wider 
biopolitical and cultural structures that are arguably often enfolded in but eclipsed 
E\�D�IRFXV�RQ�FDULQJ�ZKDW�2WKHUV�HDW��9LVFHUDOLW\�KDV�EHHQ�GH¿QHG�DV�µWKH�VHQVDWLRQV��
moods and ways of being that emerge from our sensory engagement with the 
material and discursive environments in which we live’ (longhurst et al. 2009: 
334). developed particularly in the work of Jessica and allison Hayes-Conroy 
(e.g. 2010a, 2010b), a turn to viscerality seeks to engage with ‘contextualized and 
interactive versions of the self and other’ (2010b: 1273) and establish the centrality 
of the material body to an exploration of wider political and social structures and 
LQWHUYHQWLRQV��,W�DUJXHV�WKDW�µWKH�G\QDPLFV�RI�VRFLDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV�DQG»RU�VWUXFWXUHV�
are always already visceral’ (ibid.: 1274).

Careful Eating and the Construction of otherness

food’s power to entangle biological bodies within wider political and cultural 
structures is a recurrent motif of this volume, and is productively explored across 
many of the chapters through the lens of otherness. invoking issues of national 
identity and belonging, truninger and teixera unearth the undercurrent of 
Portuguese nationalism and ‘national taste’ in the making of children’s bodies in 
the context of school meals and the education system, whereas flowers and swan 
discuss how multicultural taste tours in southwestern sydney are framed as a 
means of challenging racism and breaking down ethnic divisions and stereotypes. 
)ORZHUV�DQG�6ZDQ��KRZHYHU��GUDZ�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKH�ÀLSVLGH�RI�VXFK�LQLWLDWLYHV�E\�
pointing to the ways in which these can create and reinforce social distance and 
difference. they thereby indicate how culinary identities and gustatory boundaries 
are constructed by ‘the eating of the other’, and demonstrate how eating can both 
create and dissolve social and bodily boundaries. eating is therefore explored 
in this volume as an intersection through which dynamics between the self and 
other are brought into sharp relief (see also abbots 2013). food is consequently 
as much ‘a marker of difference’ (Caplan 1997: 9) as it is of similarity and while 
scholarship within food studies has accounted for this, it has arguably been less 
skilled at highlighting the ways that food practices are often as fraught, divisive 
DQG�WHQVLRQ�¿OOHG�DV�WKH\�DUH�KDUPRQLRXV�DQG�FRKHVLYH��$EERWV�DQG�/DYLV�������
+ROW]PDQ� ������:LON� ������� 7KLV� ODFN� LV� D� UHÀHFWLRQ�� SHUKDSV�� RI� D� WHQGHQF\�
within food studies towards, what Holtzman has labelled an ethnography of tasty 
things (2006) and a Pollyanna-ish inclination for foods that comfort and soothe 
(2013). as he reminds us, food is ‘an arena to create and evoke joys in things that 
are so close to us but are also a site for tensions, anxieties and regrets’ (2013: 145). 
Comfort can often be discomforting, and closeness claustrophobic. 

these wider tensions and ambivalences between proximity and distance, 
sameness and otherness, and intimacies and estrangements, are all glimpsed in a 
variety of ways across the chapters of this volume. for example, in Coles’ account 
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Careful Eating: Bodies, Food and Care12

of chicken consumption in southeast london, place (both imagined and material) 
is experienced and ingested by middle class professionals who attempt to assuage 
their food anxieties and insecurities whilst constructing a cosmopolitan identity. 
the structural class dynamics that Coles explores, both implied and explicit, are 
just one dimension of how tensions around eating and caring come to the fore, and 
how the notion of place is employed to construct seemingly caring identities. this 
thread is also picked up by abbots, who interrogates how relations of distance 
DUH� UHÀHFWHG� LQ�� DQG�SRWHQWLDOO\� GHVWDELOL]HG�E\�� FRQÀLFWLQJ� QRWLRQV� RI� FDUH�IXOO�
and care-less foods. eli et al. also illustrate this multiplicity to care positioning; 
investigating a web platform, they interrogate how personal care agendas can be 
made to travel and map across spaces and distances using digital technologies. 
social media as a modality of mobilizing care is also taken up in rousseau’s 
chapter, which demonstrates how counter-discourses of good and proper eating 
practices are produced through rapid exchanges across cyberspace. lavis too pays 
attention to interplays of proximity and distance. By engaging with individuals 
affected by anorexia, she shows how not eating may enfold wider ethical concerns 
into self-care by mapping the world in ways both careful and yet painful. in diverse 
ways, this volume therefore demonstrates that environments and proximities are 
positioned, and even made, by eating-as-caring for (imagined) places, spaces 
and others.

Caring Consumption: Entwining the Personal and Political

the production of others and selves through careful eating further points to the 
ways in which the personal and political are entwined in the subjective depths of 
the body. duPuis (2000), drawing on david goodman’s (1999) evaluation of actor-
network approaches to food, illustrates this process through the lens of organic 
milk and the ‘not-in-my-body’ politics of refusal engendered by fears over bovine 
growth hormone. Challenging perspectives that centre on commodity chains, she 
VWUHVVHV�WKH�UROH�RI�WKH�UHÀH[LYH�FRQVXPHU�LQ�WKH�FR�SURGXFWLRQ�RI�IRRG�V\VWHPV�DQG�
interrogates ways in which political activities are played out through everyday food 
choices. similarly, Collier and lakoff (2005) point to the increasing politicization 
of domestic life and Barnett et al. highlight how ‘care, solidarity and collective 
concern’ (2005a: 45) increasingly shape consumer choice and the extent to which 
ethics are located in domestic lives (Barnett et al. 2005b). this theme of caring 
consumption is further unpacked in goodman et al.’s (2011) account of alternative 
food networks and fair trade which, they point out, are premised on the notion that 
eating differently can change the world (of food). they demonstrate the role such 
forms of consumption play in the creation of the moral and ethical self and, in so 
doing, elucidate how an ethic of care is embedded in fair trade networks. Moreover, 
for goodman et al., discourses – or in their words, the ‘cultural economies’ (ibid.: 
209) – of fair trade are more than mere marketing tools: instead they are ‘semiotic 
intermediaries’ that are ‘indispensable in creating the meanings of fair trade good 
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Introduction 13

as caring consumption’ (ibid.: 209-10, emphasis in the original). as such, the 
µWUDI¿F�LQ�WKLQJV¶�FRQVWLWXWHV�WKH�µWUDI¿F�LQ�FDUH¶��LELG��������7KH\�WKHUHE\�QRW�RQO\�
indicate the relationalities that eating may engender, but also elucidate how these 
are commoditized, concluding that fair trade ‘works to translate the social relations 
of care into the economic terms of the minimum price and price premium’ (ibid. 
2016). Care, therefore, can be practised at a distance (lewis and Potter 2011: 15), 
albeit through a mechanism that, paradoxically, works to reconnect (Carrier and 
leutchford 2012; Kneafsey et al. 2008; Morgan 2010).

alternative food networks have been subject to further criticism, in part because 
of their elitist, and often raced and racializing, characteristic (Hayes-Conroy in 
press; slocum and saldhana 2012; West and domingos 2012). Consequently, 
questions emerge regarding which social actors have the economic and cultural 
wherewithal to consume in a ‘caring’ manner. or, in other words, following 
*RRGPDQ�HW�DO����������ZKR�FDQ�µWUDI¿F¶�LQ�FDUH��,Q�WKLV�YROXPH��WKLV�LV�FRQVLGHUHG�
by Coles as he examines the ways in which middle class sensibilities and anxieties 
about eating are experienced and enacted by his participants’ careful consumption. 
in so doing, he indicates the class-premised food spaces they inhabit, avoid and 
imagine. intersecting with goodman et al.’s (2011) discussion of fair trade, Coles 
further highlights the role that the material economy of food, such as labels, plays 
LQ�PDNLQJ�VSHFL¿F�QHWZRUNV�RI�SURGXFWLRQ��SDUWLDOO\��WUDQVSDUHQW��+H�VKRZV�KRZ�
these, often imagined, networks are materially and discursively (re)produced. 
Weberian notions of class performativity (Weber 1978), and ways in which they 
intersect with more structural dynamics, are also addressed by eli et al., abbots, 
and Zivkovik et al. these three chapters share an interest in interrogating who has 
WKH�FXOWXUDO�DXWKRULW\�WR�GH¿QH�WKH�FRQVWLWXWLRQ�DQG�SDUDPHWHUV�RI�FDUHIXO�HDWLQJ�

the contested production of food knowledges, especially in reference to 
competing models of ‘good’ and ‘healthy’ eating, and the mechanisms through 
which particular voices are heard and given authority over others, has been subject 
to some attention (see for example, abbots and attala, in press; flowers and swan, 
in press, rousseau 2012; West et al. 2014). in this volume, abbots focuses on 
cultural fairs and examines how notions of tradition interplay with ideas of careful 
eating, whereas lavis and lindenmeyer address clinical contexts. Zivkovic et 
al. explore the arena of public health, and truninger and teixera, the education 
system. this theme is also key to eli et al. and rousseau’s explorations of how 
social media and user-generated content can provide a platform for sharing and 
challenging information and misinformation about caring foods. But, as rousseau 
shows us, new technologies can reinforce and maintain existing cultural hierarchies 
of knowledge just as much as they can democratize, destablize and give space to 
new and other voices.

the classed, racialized and gendered dynamics of eating and caring are also 
VHHQ�WKURXJK�WKH�OHQV�RI�ODERXU�UHODWLRQV��VSHFL¿FDOO\�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�DXWKRULW\�
that the performance of reproductive labour both enables and prohibits. the 
extent to which women continue to perform the majority of food work within 
the domestic domain has been well established (Counihan and Kaplan 1998; 
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Careful Eating: Bodies, Food and Care14

Pilcher 1998; Weismantel 1988), as has the ways in which women commonly 
privilege the preferences of family members over their own needs (Counihan 
1999; devault 1991; Murcott 1983). this ‘primary carer’ role has been elucidated 
E\�9DOOLDQDWRV�DQG�5DLQH��������ZKR�DUJXH�WKDW�WKH�JHQGHUHG�VHOI�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�WKH�
arabic and south asian women with whom they researched in Canada rested on 
their capacity to provision food and cook for their families. ensuing from such 
constructions, popular media and public health discourses frequently expound 
mothers’ roles in producing childhood obesity (Maher et al. 2010; Zivkovic et al. 
2010). in contrast, Zivkovik et al. show in this volume how such constructions are 
bound up with affective intimacies in domestic spaces, flowers and swan, in turn, 
demonstrate how such gendered relations of care labour may be enacted outside of 
the domestic realm as they interrogate the emotional labour of ‘hostessing’ in the 
context of culinary tourism. in so doing, their chapter expounds the intersections 
between gender and ethnicity and the ways in which boundaries of otherness are 
concomitantly blurred and reinforced through the process of outsourcing and 
commoditizing care. this theme of outsourcing is further taken up by truninger 
and teixera as they point to the multiple carers involved in the production of 
Portuguese school meals and, ultimately, children’s bodies. 

)LQDO�5HÀHFWLRQV�RQ�WKH�(QWDQJOHPHQWV�EHWZHHQ�(DWLQJ�DQG�&DULQJ

elspeth Probyn (2010) reminds us that eating inherently enacts utterly ‘messy’ 
concerns. these are concomitantly deliberate and incidental, macro and micro, 
relational and intimate (abbots and lavis 2013: 6). as such, ingesting and digesting 
involve, and invoke, myriad decisions, actions and consequences through which 
individuals demonstrate that – and the extent to which – they care about particular 
LVVXHV��SHRSOH�DQG�SODFHV��,Q�WXUQ��VSHFL¿F�SHRSOH��SODFHV�DQG�LVVXHV�DUH��RVWHQVLEO\��
cared for through eating and not eating certain foods, places and others. these 
complexities, and their multi-dimensionality, shift across and entwine the public 
and the personal: from consciousness-raising on the public stage and political 
activism, to everyday moments of shopping and eating, the cultural politics of care 
are, as the chapters in this volume demonstrate, played out at multiple sites. these 
include, but are not limited to, individual bodies (lavis; Zivkovik et al.); kitchens 
(truninger and teixeira); clinical encounters (lindenmeyer), cultural fairs 
(abbots); tourism (flowers and swan); the market (Coles) and cyberspace (eli et 
al.; rousseau). Care then, as all of these contributions attest, is a slippery concept 
that takes on multiple forms and many guises. although essential to human life and 
society on the one hand, it may also masquerade, and be wrapped up, as something 
entirely different from its seemingly intrinsic character. Caring, thus, can appear 
benign whilst also being politically charged and morally laden; its performances 
may be as care-less as care-full. unearthing not only this slippery nature of care, 
but also how this slipperiness is produced and mobilized draws our attention to the 
unseemly politics of food more widely. illustrating how particular bodies, persons 
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Introduction 15

and citizens are marginalized and denigrated by carelessly-careful debates around 
food is a key contribution of this volume, and it is one that intersects with wider 
concerns regarding food, social justice and the (bio)politics of everyday inequality. 
as such, asking why and how individuals, groups, institutions and agencies care 
about what others eat does not give rise to one simple answer. rather it engenders 
a raft of complex responses and reactions that intersect, juxtapose and throw each 
other into sharp relief. it is those very complexities that we present in this volume 
and, in so doing, we offer up an intellectual, compassionate, and ultimately 
KXPDQL]LQJ��UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�ZKDW�LW�PHDQV�WR�HDW��WR�FDUH�DQG�WR�ZULWH�DERXW�ERWK�
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Part i 
eating to Care: Proximities 

and Productions

this opening part explores ways in which the act of eating produces, mobilizes 
and ruptures dynamics of care. extending explorations of how individuals care for 
themselves and others through their food choices, this part begins the volume’s 
narrative arc by asking what relationships, discourses and imaginings of care 
are embedded not only in individuals’ eating practices, but also in the ways they 
articulate their food preferences vis-à-vis other individuals and social groups. 
these processes are examined through the diverse contexts of culinary tours, social 
media debates, and celebrations of traditional food. as such, the central argument 
that care is a slippery concept that takes multiple forms and guises – and that 
this slipperiness enables caring to be politically deployed – starts to emerge. the 
chapters in this part all demonstrate that eating is an act inherently productive of, 
as well as entangled in, social relations – whether these are between ethnic groups, 
VRFLDO�FODVVHV�RU�MXVW�LQGLYLGXDOV�ZLWK�FRQÀLFWLQJ�YLHZV�RQ�ZKDW�FRPSULVHV�µJRRG¶�
food. all elucidate how these relations dynamically take shape through everyday 
engagement and proximity with others. in so doing, each points to the ways that 
eating, eating the other, and caring about the eating of others demonstrate and 
enact relationships of care. in turn, careless eating – that is not eating in preferred 
manners and adopting foods considered less desirable – is shown to be constructed 
as a problematic practice that requires intervention and interference in the forms 
of, for example, health fairs, education and the instigation of online debates. 
Collectively, then, this part draws attention to the ways in which individuals 
ingesting careful foods are constituted as more caring than those who do not. in 
short, to eat (certain foods) is to care (for and about particular people and issues). 

%\�WUDFLQJ�WKH�RIWHQ�IUDXJKW�DQG�WHQVLRQ�¿OOHG�QDWXUH�RI�WKHVH�SURFHVVHV��WKH�
chapters in this part further examine ways that subjective knowledges of proper 
eating are overlaid onto particular individuals or segments of society including, for 
example, ethnic women in the form of hostesses or members of the peasantry. they 
thereby indicate how particular social groups are expected to eat carefully, and the 
ways in which this intersects with ethnicity, gender, class, and body size. they 
further examine how these expectations are both upheld and challenged through 
social interactions. this part consequently highlights the political dynamics of 
care, the (moral) authority of the carer, and the eater as carer.
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Chapter 1 

Multiculturalism as Work: the emotional 
labour of ethnic food tour guides

rick flowers and elaine swan

Introduction

in this chapter, we examine the complex gendered and racialized politics of caring 
work performed by guides on taste tours, a food-tourism social enterprise. the 
WRXUV�DUH�RUJDQL]HG�E\�7KH�%HQHYROHQW�6RFLHW\��$XVWUDOLD¶V�ROGHVW�QRW�IRU�SUR¿W�
organization and run in southwestern sydney. they are ‘designed to show the 
very best of southwest sydney’s amazing multicultural food traditions’ as a means 
‘to bridge cultural divides and build community pride, generate income for local 
businesses, and create training and employment opportunities’ (the Benevolent 
society 2011). southwestern sydney has a large migrant population and has long 
been represented in racist ways in the media and public imaginary (Poynting et 
al. 2004; White 2004). the tours are presented as attempts at countering such 
‘negative perceptions’, thus creating a more ‘caring’ and ‘careful’ image of the 
region and its people through food.

a diverse organization with approximately 850 staff and 600 volunteers, the 
Benevolent society provides a range of services focused on children, older people 
and women’s health (Michaux 2010). it was established in 1813, only 30 years 
after the British first fleet invaded australia, to ‘promote missionary work and the 
‘sacred duties of religion’ (Clarke 2013: np). originally called the nsW society 
for Promoting Christian Knowledge and Benevolence, in 1818 it was renamed 
the Benevolent society of nsW, and became a non-religious organization with 
WKH�UHPLW�RI�SURYLGLQJ�µUHOLHI�RI�WKH�SRRU��WKH�GLVWUHVVHG��WKH�DJHG��DQG�WKH�LQ¿UP��
and for other benevolent purposes’ (ibid.: np). since that time the society has 
extended its service provision to maternity services, home care, child protection, 
community development and more recently social enterprise activity. it derives 
most of its funding from government grants, and donors and recently income from 
social enterprises.

against this backdrop, taste tours has been running for three years as a 
social enterprise. in essence, this means that the tours are organized as a business 
with a social purpose. fee-income is reinvested back into the business and the 
community. although somewhat contested, social enterprises are often imagined 
DV� PRUH� µFDULQJ¶� RUJDQL]DWLRQDO� IRUPV� WKDQ� WKRVH� ZKLFK� DUH� IRU�SUR¿W� �+DXJK�
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2005: 5). taste tours is described as ‘designed to give something back to the local 
community’ (the Benevolent society 2011).

Failed Multiculturalism

in order to understand the aims of taste tours, it is important to know that there 
has been a longstanding economic and cultural marginalization of southwestern 
sydney (Poynting et al. 2004). it has large numbers of migrants and refugees from 
southern and eastern europe, vietnam, the Middle east and africa; is relatively 
poor; and is the target of racist and islamaphobic media and political constructions 
about ‘ethnic’ violent crime, the ‘criminalized arab,’ and ethnic young men’s 
‘gangs’, such that some major suburbs are portrayed as ‘no-go’ enclaves for anglo-
Celtic australians (Collins 2009; dreher 2003; noble 2009). as a result, there 
has been a repeated demonization of categories such as the ‘arab’, ‘Muslim’, 
‘Middle eastern’ and ‘lebanese’ in the reporting of events in the region and racial 
discrimination and violence towards men and women from these backgrounds. 
Because of this context of ‘othering’ vietnamese, arab and Muslim australians, 
southwestern sydney is constructed as australian multiculturalism ‘gone wrong’ 
(dreher 2003). it is these negative ‘othering’ perceptions of crime and danger, and 
the effects of these on small ethnic businesses, that taste tours seeks to ‘rewrite’ 
through ethnic neighbourhood tourism and the work of the guides. 

Eating the other

ethnic culinary tourism is one of a number of concerted efforts to construct ‘ethnic’ 
food as a medium through which people learn about other cultures and as a sign 
that they, their cities and regions are more ‘tolerant’ of difference, more caring of 
the other (duruz 2010; flowers and swan 2012, 2015; Hage 1997; Probyn 2000; 
sheridan 2000). thus in australia, ethnic food has ‘long been the acceptable face 
of multiculturalism’ (gunew 1993: 41). there has been much debate on the ethics, 
politics and effects of such culinary tourism. the term ‘eating the other’, taken 
IURP�EHOO�KRRNV¶��������FULWLTXH�RI�WKH�FRPPRGL¿FDWLRQ�DQG�FRQVXPSWLRQ�RI�UDFLDO�
difference by white people, has been taken up in food studies to characterize the 
way that white middle-class people consume ethnic food as a form of cultural 
capital production. for hooks, dominant white cultures visually or metaphorically 
eat racialized bodies to spice up the blandness of mainstream white culture (sheller 
�������7KURXJK�FRPPRGL¿FDWLRQ��WKH�2WKHU¶V�KLVWRULHV�RI�UDFLVP�DQG�LPSHULDOLVP�
are decontextualized in a process of ‘commodity fetishism’ (hooks 1992). Hence, 
writers suggest that white people learn an attenuated idea of others’ cultures and 
the historical, political, colonial contexts of their lives and foods (Hage 1997; 
Heldke 2003; hooks 1992).
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at the centre of the critique is the idea that the other is simply used as an object 
for a white project of narcissist self-development and status enhancement: one might 
say the consumer is careless and self-centred through their food. for writers such as 
ghassan Hage (1997) and lisa Heldke (2003), the greed of the eater for parading their 
cultural competence gets in the way of any care for the workers in ethnic restaurants, 
or the socio-cultural histories of their food and journeys as migrants or refugees. 
for Hage, it is a detached intellectual project lacking any sensory relationship to the 
materiality of food or actual engagement with local people (1997: 86). eating the 
other is thus a form of self-care, learning more about the self, with the desire to be 
oneself by getting closer to and incorporating the stranger. eating the other is more 
about appetite than generosity, and narcissism than altruism (ahmed 2002). 

a question arising from this debate is whether the other can be eaten in a more 
caring and careful way. in one school of thought, Heldke sets out an anti-colonial 
SURMHFW� RI� HDWLQJ� WKH�2WKHU� LQ�ZKLFK� FDUHIXO� HDWLQJ� HQWDLOV� µVHOI�UHÀHFWLYH� HDWLQJ¶�
(2003: 117), learning how colonialism structures experiences of eating ethnic food 
and developing a more ongoing relationship with ethnic food producers – a more 
attentive sociality. in another school of thought, careful eating of the other happens 
through ‘everyday multiculturalism’ (Wise and velayutham 2009: 1): the ways multi-
ethnic people have prosaic encounters and ongoing interactions in neighbourhood 
and everyday settings such as schools, buses, shops, community gardens, and sports 
¿HOGV��7KHVH� LQWHUDFWLRQV�� VR� WKH� DUJXPHQW� JRHV�� SURGXFH� D�PRUH� FDULQJ� UHODWLRQ�
to the other than a version of multiculturalism which relies on celebrations and 
festivals (Jakubowicz and Ho 2014; Wise 2010; Wise and velayutham 2009). a third 
school of thought suggests that the sensory and embodied aspects of ethnic food 
encounters produce a visceral connection to the other in positive ways (Highmore 
2008; Johnston and longhurst 2012; Molz 2007). in this view, eating the other in 
tourist encounters displays a physical as well as an intellectual stance of openness 
toward consuming difference, with tourists voluntarily seeking out a sense of risk 
and curiosity through ethnic food, and alienation which can result from eating 
unfamiliar food (Molz 2007: 82-5). these produce what amanda Wise calls ‘hopeful 
intercultural encounters’ producing new ways of thinking and doing (2005: 172. see 
also Johnston and longhurst 2012).

for Hage (1997) and uma narayan (1997), the focus needs to be on the 
agency of the other in producing food-multiculturalism. thus, Hage writes of 
the ethical importance of researching the other as subject: what he calls the 
‘feeder, not just the white cosmopolitan ‘eater’. With these ideas in mind, in this 
chapter, we examine the caring work of the migrant women guides on taste tours. 
over a 12-month period in 2012 and 2013 we undertook participant observation 
UHVHDUFK�RQ�¿YH�WRXUV��FRQGXFWHG�D�IRFXV�JURXS�LQWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�¿YH�JXLGHV��SOXV�
one-on-one interviews. We participated in the tours, walking, eating, drinking 
and conversing with the guides, tourists and shopkeepers, undertaking what has 
been called ‘tourist-ethnography’ (Jack and Phipps 2005). We audio-taped and 
transcribed the focus groups and interviews. from this participant observation we 
SURGXFHG�GDWD�LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI�SKRWRJUDSKV�DQG�¿HOGQRWHV��8VLQJ�D�ORRVHO\�JURXQGHG�
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theory (Charmaz 2014) approach, we followed a coding process augmented by 
memo-writing. We drew on literature on guiding work and emotional labour for 
our analysis and from the outset we were clear that we would use etic categories 
informed by critical race and feminist theories and thus positioning us closer to 
‘critical’ ethnography than traditional ethnography.

Taste Tours: Ethnic Neighbourhood and Benevolent Tourism

the taste tours program began in 2010 with a half-day walking tour in the suburb 
of Bankstown. it continues to expand with tours now being offered in seven other 
suburbs of southwestern sydney. names of tours include Babylonian delights, 
south american food trail, shanghai to saigon, and World explorer and typically 
participants to these tours will get to shop for and taste foods originating from 
various language groups and countries in the Middle east, southeast asia and 
south america. it should be noted that they are all multi-ethnic food tours.

their website describes the tours as follows:

all tours are led by local guides and hosted by businesses that share their stories 
of food and culture. We reveal the best places to eat and shop, all while you enjoy 
D�IHDVW�IRU�WKH�VHQVHV��<RX¶OO�DOVR�JHW�D�VDPSOH�EDJ�WR�¿OO�WR�EXUVWLQJ�SRLQW�ZLWK�
goodies collected along the way. Taste is far from your typical food tour. let 
local guides share their secrets on the best places to eat and shop for authentic 
dishes and ingredients.

there are usually between ten and 20 tourists on a tour and the guides work in 
pairs, with one leading the group and the other bringing up the rear, wheeling a 
trolley of samples, information and serviettes. typically, a tour includes visits to 
three or four shops, one café and one restaurant, with time at each stop for a talk 
by the guides, shopping and sampling of foods.

,Q�������DW� WKH� WLPH�RI�RXU�¿HOGZRUN�� WKH�JXLGHV�ZHUH�DOO�ZRPHQ�� UHVLGHQWV�
of southwestern sydney and from non-anglo australian ethnic backgrounds: 
lebanese, Chinese, greek, Maltese, egyptian and Pakistani. guides were aged 
between 30 and 50 and most were second-generation, but some recently-arrived, 
migrants. they are not employees of the Benevolent society but contracted on a 
freelance basis. as the literature on guiding work suggests, the work of the guides 
is highly varied (Bunten 2008; Cohen 1985; salazar 2008; valtonen 2009). and we 
observed that the taste tours guides are highly skilled, drawing on various kinds of 
expertise. Broadly speaking, they provide tourists with formal information about 
the suburb, and the businesses being visited; factual plus entertaining information 
about foods, and culture; marshal the group from its meeting point to the variety 
of shops, cafés and restaurants on the tour; answer individual and group queries on 
a range of topics; keep the group on time to the agenda; build group conviviality; 
and liaise with each business.
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on the programme’s website at the time of our research, the ethnic women 
were positioned as housewives and mothers who cook for love. in fact, most taste 
7RXUV�JXLGHV�KDYH�XQLYHUVLW\�TXDOL¿FDWLRQV� DQG� VRPH�GHPRQVWUDWH� FRQVLGHUDEOH�
professional pride not only in their knowledge of multi-ethnic foods but also ability 
to lead and facilitate a group of tourists. By positioning them less as professionals 
and more as local residents, the Benevolent society may be creating a sense of 
‘authenticity’ for tourists but are devaluing the work of the guides. We elaborate 
on this in the rest of this chapter by analysing the emotional labour the guides 
invest in performing their role.

taste tours can be understood as a form of ‘ethnic neighbourhood tourism’ 
(santos et al. 2008). While this type of tourist activity is small-scale, in cities that 
are ‘culturally diverse’, there is a growing trend to make local neighbourhoods 
destinations for ‘tourists’ from within the same city. such tours capitalize on the 
‘ethnic’ products of neighbourhoods by ‘offering entertaining representations 
of their culture and history and drawing attention to charged relations between 
HWKQLFLW\�DQG�WKH�«�XUEDQ�ODQGVFDSH¶��6DQWRV�HW�DO���������������7RXULVWL¿FDWLRQ�RI�
SUHYLRXVO\�PDUJLQDOL]HG�HWKQLF�QHLJKERXUKRRGV�LV�VHHQ�WR�EULQJ�EHQH¿WV�LQFOXGLQJ�
economic development, ‘cultural revitalization’ and cross-cultural understanding. 
there are, however, concerns in the emergent literature about whose version of 
FXOWXUH� LV� SURGXFHG� LQ� WKH� µWRXULVWL¿FDWLRQ¶� RI� HWKQLF� QHLJKERXUKRRGV¶� DQG� KRZ�
this can amplify rather than counter racial stereotypes circulating in the media 
(Conforti 1996; santos et al. 2008).

the caring work of the guides is not only shaped by a wider cultural discourse 
RI�HDWLQJ�WKH�2WKHU�DQG�HWKQLF�QHLJKERXUKRRG�WRXULVP��LW�LV�LQÀHFWHG�E\�WKH�KLVWRU\�
and policies of the Benevolent society and connotations of benevolence. taste 
tours is described on their website as ‘eating for a good cause’. this refers to 
the aims of enabling intercultural learning, community pride, job creation and 
economic development. interestingly in relation to this, the concept of benevolence 
LQ�&KULVWLDQ�WUDGLWLRQ�LV�GH¿QHG�DV�

an attitude of the mind and heart that wishes the best for one’s neighbour … 
benevolence is both comprehensive and universal. it wishes all good things for 
the neighbour and it recognises the neighbour as everyone – including one’s 
enemies. (glaser 1994: 111)

But there is, of course, a politics of benevolence where ‘doing good’ is vigorously 
contested and particularly so in relation to race and power. damien riggs 
(2004) argues that in political circles, ‘white benevolence’ in australia has been 
constructed as a challenge to indigenous sovereignty. in essence, the concept 
of benevolence says our intentions are good; look at the good things we do, 
UDWKHU�WKDQ�VKRZLQJ�KRZ�ZKLWH�SHRSOH�EHQH¿W�IURP�UDFH�SULYLOHJH�DQG�WKH�OHJDF\�
of colonialism.

We are presenting a framework to analyse the caring work of tour guides that 
draws links between the politics of benevolence, ethnic neighbourhood tourism 
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and eating the other. a strategy to make links between these bodies of literature 
is to analyse the ways tourist expectations are formed. tourist expectations are 
the ideas and imaginaries about destinations with which tourists arrive and these, 
in turn, shape how guides behave (salazar 2010; skinner and theodossopoulos 
2011). thus, tourists have individual ‘pre-tour understandings’ (Bruner 2010, 
cited in salazar ibid.: xiii) informed by widely-circulating political and cultural 
stereotypes and discourses (salazar 2010). these ‘travel’ through documentaries, 
art, museums, photographs, postcards, travelogues, blogs, websites, guidebooks 
and brochures, news coverage, academic publications, literature, advertising and 
television (ibid.: 9). ideas about ethnic neighbourhood tours can be affected by 
historical forms of ‘othering’ and racism together with discourses of celebratory 
urban multiculturalism (santos et al. 2008). 

tourism websites form part of this circulation. taste tours has had lots of 
coverage in national and local newspapers, positioning them within food 
multiculturalism and social enterprise discourses. to get to the taste tours 
webpages, potential tourists have to go through the Benevolent society’s main 
ZHEVLWH��7KLV�LV�ZKHUH�SRWHQWLDO�WRXULVWV�¿QG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�WKH�WRXUV�DQG�WKH�
guides, and make bookings. the Benevolent society’s website frames the caring 
agenda in relation to taste tours in particular ways. it is positioned in relation to 
the Benevolent society’s history of ‘doing’ benevolence.

Caring Work and Emotional Labour

drawing on critical race theories and feminist research on emotional labour and 
hostessing in the context of tourism we present an analysis of guides’ work – 
practices of care – against a backdrop of racism, islamophobia and fear. it is against 
this backdrop that we make connections between a politics of eating the other 
and emotional labour. the guides’ emotional labour is racialized and gendered in 
multiple ways.

as a form of tourism-work, guiding is complex, multifaceted and intricate. it 
encompasses a range of intellectual, manual, educational, emotional and social 
VNLOOV��%XQWHQ�������9DOWRQHQ��������DV�ZH�OHDUQHG�¿UVW�KDQG�IURP�REVHUYLQJ�DQG�
talking to the Taste Tour guides. soile veijola (2009a) argues that it is the ‘service-
work’ aspect as opposed to these other elements of tour guiding which is now most 
VLJQL¿FDQW� IRU� WRXULVP��+HQFH� JXLGHV� DUH� H[SHFWHG� WR� EH� IULHQGO\�� DPLDEOH� DQG�
sociable, take care of the group’s needs, keep the group in a good mood, manage 
tensions, relax the group and create a comforting social atmosphere (veijola 2009a. 
see also Wong and Wang 2009: 250). We examine this relational work through 
WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�HPRWLRQDO� ODERXU��GH¿QHG�E\�$UOLH�+RVFKFKLOG�DV�µWKH�HPRWLRQDO�
style of offering the service as part of the service itself (1983: 16, cited in veijola 
and valtonen 2007: 16). for example, Mike Crang (1997) describes how tourism 
workers are required to express emotional work such as deference, eagerness to 
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please, and friendliness and to produce affective customer experiences in the here 
and now of the social situation.

relational caring service-work is theorized as a further extension of the cultural 
feminization of labour. this is because it draws on emotional, aesthetic, domestic 
and social skills of femininity (adkins 2005; gray 2003; lovell 2000; swan 2008; 
veijola 2009b). Women perform most of this service work, although increasingly 
it is also expected from male workers. in this line of argument, veijola and Jokinen 
(2008) suggest that the best way to characterize the provision of care in tourism 
is through the concept of ‘hostessing’. By this, they mean the work of attending 
to the emotional, bodily and social needs of tourists which requires the core skills 
of a good hostess or housewife – the capacity to relate, take care and host. they 
write: ‘femininity is foundational to the acts and images of hospitality and care-
taking’ (ibid.: 42).

in this view, caring service-work in guiding is emotional labour and tour 
guides are expected to ‘express positive emotions and to supress negative ones’ 
(Wong and Wang 2008: 252). for example, guides need to produce amiableness, 
considerateness, friendliness and warmth in themselves; and relaxation, 
satisfaction and openness in tourists. as veijola argues it is about ‘the importance 
of smiling and showing a will to please (2009b: 16). Hostessing then involves the 
whole spectrum of bodily feeling, intellectual and communicative capacities and 
expertise encompassing the body, voice, intonation, facial gestures. But emotional 
labour is constrained by the cultural means for ‘pleasing’ such as size, looks, attire, 
attitude, age and gender (ibid.: 21). for veijola subservience is at its centre. 

Hostessing is about the gendering of the work itself and the separation of 
gender from the worker. there are two points worth noting here. first, claims to 
performances of femininity as workplace resources are not evenly distributed or 
rewarded (adkins 2005). not everyone can mobilize their gender at will (skeggs 
2004: 53). this is because hostessing skills are not seen as expertise or skill but 
as ‘as part of their nature to please others and not their professional know-how’ 
(Jokinen and veijola 2012: 39. see also Bolton 2009). thus, the terms under 
which women and men perform hostessing and claim workplace rewards and 
consequences are unequal (adkins 2005; swan 2008; veijola and Jokinen 2008). 

secondly, there is an emotional burden of a work-culture where ‘the discipline 
of “customer is always right” is pervasive in service settings’ (Wong and Wang 
2008: 251). thus, a mobilization of gender performance does not count unless it is 
recognized as having audience effects (adkins 2005: 123, cited in veijola 2009b). in 
other words, employee effectiveness is not measured on the basis of product quality 
but on terms related to customers; workers therefore focus attention on the effects of 
their labour on the intended audience (adkins 2005: 122-3, cited in veijola 2009b). 
this means caring is reproduced under unequal and sometimes coercive power 
relations in which ‘the customer is always right’ (e.g. veijola and valtonen 2007). 
7KH�DXGLHQFH�DFW�DV�WKH�µ¿QDO�MXGJH¶��LELG��������7KLV�LV�IXUWKHU�H[DFHUEDWHG�E\�WKH�
plethora of customer surveys, ratings, and job descriptions that ‘foreground customer 
care, comfort, pleasure and contentment’ (adkins 2005: 122. see also veijola and 
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valtonen 2007). this results in a ‘tight feedback loop’ between self-surveillance of 
emotions and intended audience effects (veijola 2009: 120).

in their work on tour guides, Jehn-yih Wong and Chih-Hung Wang suggest 
WKDW�ZKHQ�JXLGHV�DUH�H[SHFWHG�WR�OHDG�WRXULVWV�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�PDNH�WKHP�VDWLV¿HG�
and happy, it is sometimes at the expense of what the guides may believe and 
feel. this adds an extra challenge for the emotional labour of tour guides because 
they have so little time off-stage in ‘which to release the emotional burden’ (2009: 
250). as has been noted, ‘privileged’ emotion managers have more autonomy 
and freedom in relation to their emotional expression and are provided with more 
organisational resources – time, space, buffers and training – to enable them to 
manage their feelings and produce an emotional performance (Macdonald and 
sirianni 1996). in turn, this exacerbates the existing inequalities in the emotional 
exchange between tourists and guides (Bolton and Houlihan 2005). 

veijola and valtonen note that occupational racism means that caring work 
is imagined to ‘suit’ migrants, but they still do not consider emotional labour in 
racialized terms. in fact, generally little attention has been given to the racialization 
of emotion-work (Mirchandani 2003, 2012). thus, much of the scholarship relies 
on a falsely universalist conceptualization of emotion and gender (gunarathnam 
and lewis 2001; Mirchandani 2003, 2012). in essence, the literature on emotional 
labour has ignored the differential affectivity of racially minoritized men and 
women (ahmed 2012; ramos-Zayas 2012; tolia-Kelly 2009).

the racialization of emotional labour can be understood in a number of ways. 
first, there are distinct ‘feeling-rules’ for racialized minorities in workplaces, 
LQÀHFWHG� E\� FODVV� DQG� JHQGHU� �)UR\XP� ������ 5DPRV�=D\DV� ������ 6KDQ� ������
:LQJ¿HOG��������7KHVH�VKDSH�H[SHFWDWLRQV�DERXW�ZKDW�UDFLDOL]HG�PLQRULWLHV�DUH�
expected to feel, how they express what they feel and how their feelings are 
LQWHUSUHWHG� �)UR\XP�������:LQJ¿HOG��������6HFRQGO\�� HPRWLRQDO� ODERXU� UHVXOWV�
from and is part and parcel of racial inequality. research shows how racialized 
men and women are expected to suppress criticism of inequality and racism, to 
show ‘extraordinary emotional restraint’ (Wilkins 2012: 35. see also froyum 
2013; Michandani 2003). thirdly, social theorists have emphasized the importance 
of understanding the cultural racialization of emotion and care historically 
(anderson 2000; glenn 1992; spelman 2008); for example, elizabeth spelman 
(2008) has argued that black people in america have been expected to labour at 
FDULQJ�IRU�ZKLWHQHVV��(PRWLRQDO�ODERXU��WKHQ��LV�QRW�XQLYHUVDO�EXW�KLJKO\�VWUDWL¿HG�
and differentiated racially and by class.

emotional labour then needs to be understood as racialized in its ‘form, content 
and consequences’ (froyum 2013: 1071), which has implications for guiding and 
tourism service work. as ana ramos-Zayas (2012) writes, emotional labour based 
on being ‘friendly’ is critical to the formation of the neoliberal personhood. But 
this style requires access to resources and audience reception for its successful 
performance. these may be unevenly distributed and with the ability to be friendly 
and to be seen as friendly by others, profoundly classed, racialized and gendered 
(tolia-Kelly 2009). audience reception of emotions is racialized as sara ahmed 
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(2004a) shows: feelings such as fear stick to some bodies and not others. not 
everyone has the right bodily techniques for emotional labour norms, nor can they 
turn their emotions into workplace resources. 

Critical race theorists challenge the idea prevalent in much of the emotional 
labour literature that feelings are something we possess internally and then express. 
rather ‘emotions produce the effect of surfaces and boundaries of bodies’ (ahmed 
2012: 10). Hence, ahmed writes of feelings as impressions: impressions we have 
of others and impressions we make on others (2012: 47). But emotions do not 
circulate between us smoothly or freely as some bodies remind us of histories that 
are disturbing (ahmed 2012: 54). racism then is a particular:

form of contact between others … it is not simply that the subject feels hate, 
or feels fear, nor is it the case that the subject is simply hateful or is fearsome: 
the emotions of hate and fear are shaped by the ‘contact zone’ in which others 
impress upon us, and as well as leave their impressions. (ahmed 2012: 194)

Past histories of contact mean that a racial other can be perceived as threatening, 
fearful or disgusting. ‘these histories have already impressed upon the surface of 
the bodies at the same time as they create new impressions’ (ahmed 2012: 194). 
in this way, emotions work performatively: in reading the other as threatening, or 
GLVJXVWLQJ��ZH�EHFRPH�¿OOHG�XS�ZLWK�IHDU�RU�GLVJXVW�

extending ahmed’s conceptualization of emotions, Michele lobo (2014) 
argues that whiteness in australia works as a force that exerts affective pressures 
on racialized bodies in public spaces. these pressures have the ‘potential to wound, 
numb and immobilise bodies affecting what they can do or what they become’ 
(lobo 2014: 1). Whiteness materializes through ‘racialized mis-interpellation 
and bodily intensities of hurt, anger and frustration’ (ibid.: 2). racism thus ‘sucks 
out life’ fragmenting and shattering (Hage 2008, cited in lobo 2014: 104). to 
counter such shattering intensities requires the mobilization of affect by racially 
minoritized others to capacitate bodies to inhabit public spaces.

in summary, emotional labour understood as hostessing is a productive way 
to analyse an important element of the work of the tour guides on taste tours. 
But, as often conceived, it does not get at how emotional labour is racialized. the 
VFKRODUVKLS�E\�FULWLFDO� UDFH� WKHRULVWV�DVNV�XV� WR� UHÀHFW�RQ�KRZ�KRVWHVVLQJ�VNLOOV�
and expertise may be differentially and unequally produced and received, and 
require more labour in response to racism, its impressions and forces by racially 
minoritized tourist workers such as the tour guides.

Caring Work on Taste Tours

as a guide you have to notice the overall tone of the tour and see what’s needed. 
so you can actually tell when people are losing interest … you have to stop 
and then change the tone and lift things up. so there’s a general feeling that you 



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

Proof C
opy 

Careful Eating: Bodies, Food and Care34

get. it’s like an over-riding tone in your head at all times, monitoring that in 
the background. 

7KLV�¿UVW�TXRWDWLRQ�FRPHV�IURP�D�JXLGH�UHJXODUO\�HPSOR\HG�E\�7DVWH�7RXUV�ZKR�LV�
DQ�$XVWUDOLDQ�ZRPDQ�RI�0DOWHVH�KHULWDJH��:H�VWDUW�KHUH�DV�WKLV�TXRWH�H[HPSOL¿HV�
how she and other guides see the intensity of keeping tourists happy as a critical 
part of the work they do. Caring work for the guides also entails researching and 
presenting information about the extensive range of ‘ethnic’ food ingredients, the 
tourist-site history and building relationships with local shopkeepers, although 
we noted that this form of labour was less discussed by the guides. rather, the 
guides placed emphasis on their emotional labour and relational caring work such 
as monitoring and transforming the emotional climate of the group. this work also 
involves producing a group from a rag-tag of individuals (valtonen 2009).

emotional labour has to start at the very beginning of the tour when the 
guides create a welcoming friendly atmosphere and start to cohere the group. the 
IROORZLQJ� H[FHUSW� IURP� RXU� ¿HOGQRWHV� GHVFULEHV� WKH�ZRUN� RI� WZR� JXLGHV� DW� WKH�
beginning of a multi-ethnic tour in Bankstown in southwestern sydney:

the guides start by welcoming people at the railway station. the lead-guide is 
a lebanese australian woman, about 35 years old, who grew up in Bankstown. 
she has a quintessentially lebanese-australian accent (called ‘leb-speak’ 
colloquially by lebanese-australians). it is ‘arabic-accented english’ with 
different vowel and stop-rhyme patterns than anglo-Celtic english (Port and 
Mitleb 1983). the trainee guide, about 28, is a migrant who came from mainland 
China in her teens. the guides stand in pedestrian space with a plain black 
uniform, plus microphone and headset. as the tourists arrive they smile broadly, 
welcome each new arrival and organise take-away coffees. When all 15 are 
assembled, the head-guide asks us: while we are all still standing, to introduce 
ourselves, by talking about our ethnic heritage, our favourite food and why we 
have come on the tour. Both guides listen to each of us in turn intently, and 
from time to time make self-deprecating jokes as tourists explain how they have 
multiple ethnic heritages (scottish and irish, filipino and american, greek and 
english) and what foods they like. the guides nod, look interested, lean forward, 
smile, and make listening noises for each and everyone’s talk of ‘chillis’, 
‘baklava’, ‘all foods’, ‘new foods’ ‘rice’ … . they explain the purpose of the 
tour, the nature of the tours as a social enterprise and provide demographics on 
the suburb. the group visibly relaxes as people change their body language and 
start to smile. 

an australian-greek woman guide explains that this is the work of ‘ice-breaking’ – 
encouraging tourists to share stories, and welcoming them to southwestern sydney. 
in essence, the guides have to produce themselves as a ‘welcoming body’ (Wise 
2005: 175) so that the group feels cared for emotionally, socially and physically. 
this entails voice, race and body skills and in particular smiling and joking (veijola 
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and Jokinen 2008). the guides have to produce this ‘welcoming body’ whilst 
inhabiting racialized bodies, even in some cases to-be-feared bodies at a time of 
intense islamophobia and xenophobia in australia (ahmed 2012). Moreover, the 
pedestrian space outside the railway station in which the guides welcome us, is 
represented in the media as dangerous and feared as being a hotspot for violence, 
especially at night.

But racialized bodies are not necessarily seen as ‘welcoming’ and so performing 
friendliness when you are from backgrounds that are not seen to be very welcoming, 
or indeed welcome in australia, requires particular kinds of emotional techniques. 
amanda Wise discusses how elderly, white long-term residents talked about how 
they perceived the bodies of Chinese shopkeepers as unwelcoming because they 
did not greet them in the same way that white anglo-Celtic shopkeepers would do: 
‘in this case, a welcoming body is expected to display emotions such as pleasure 
and interest; to signal a ‘pleased to see you’ (2010: 925). Being seen as friendly is 
unevenly distributed by race (ahmed 2013; tolia-Kelly 2006). racialized bodies 
such as those belonging to Muslims are marked as sources of fear or hate (tolia-
Kelly 2006).

the guides are aware that part of their caring work is enabling white tourists 
to overcome their fears. an australian-greek woman guide explains that the 
tourists need ‘someone to ease you into the area. and that way it might enable 
them to come back. they’ll take a different perspective on it. and they’ll be quite 
happy to come back and shop again’. indeed a repeated theme from the guides 
was how fearful the tourists can feel because of the racist stereotypes reproduced 
by the media, histories of racial encounters, and racialized bodies that remind 
them of tensions, intensities of feeling, even perhaps the ‘tempestuous forces’ of 
interracial encounters (tolia-Kelly and Crang 2010: 2309. see also ahmed 2012). 
in particular, guides told us that tourists are scared of the imagined crime and 
YLROHQFH�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ��6RPH�WRXULVWV�FRQ¿UPHG�WKLV�LQ�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�ZLWK�XV��$V�
a result, an important part of the guides’ work is to emphasize how safe the region 
is, how friendly and generous the shopkeepers and local residents are. on one 
occasion we heard a guide using humour to alleviate such fear, joking with the 
tourists they can see that they do not need to wear bullet-proof vests in Bankstown 
as it is safe and friendly.

a repeated motif in our interviews was that tourists were afraid to leave their 
cars in the suburbs in which the tours take place. a few tourists we spoke to 
admitted they worried about their cars being stolen. an australian-greek woman 
guide explained: ‘a lot of people that come on these tours probably don’t come 
across a lot of people with different nationalities. People come to lakemba 
completely scared and worried. like, this lady came and she told me: is it all 
right to leave my car here?’ Part of the guides’ caring work then is assuaging 
the fear of the tourists. We observed they do this in a number of ways, including 
using humour to relax the group, referring to shopkeepers by their names and in 
some cases calling them uncles and encouraging us to enjoy the food and the 
streets. Whilst some guides might gently tease the tourists about their views on 
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safety, none of them directly challenged them on their racist or sensationalist 
views about the region in which the guides live and work. this suggests an extra 
dimension to the emotional labour of the guides in line with the ‘extraordinary 
emotional restraint’ that racialized workers have to produce in the face of racism 
(Wilkins 2012: 34. see also froyum 2013; Mirchandani 2003). this theme of 
HPRWLRQDO� UHVWUDLQW� LQ� WKH� IDFH�RI� UDFLVP� LV�H[HPSOL¿HG� LQ� WKH� IROORZLQJ�TXRWH�
from an australian-egyptian woman guide who is also Muslim and wears a hijab 
or headscarf that covers her hair and neck.

i’m telling them information about islam and Muslims, and behaviour in 
ramadan. But i’m giving it in a way that is fun and acceptable to them. they’ve 
SUREDEO\� QHYHU� KDG� WKH� RSSRUWXQLW\� WR� JDLQ� WKLV� NQRZOHGJH�«�¿UVWKDQG�«� ,�
UHPHPEHU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�,�ZHQW�RQ�D�WRXU�«�7KLV�ODG\�«�VKH�VDLG��³KRZ�PDQ\�
kids do you have?” i said: “i have three daughters and one boy”. she said: “are 
you going to force your kids to wear the scarf?” i said: “i have no idea what kind 
of books you have been reading about Muslims; but believe me, i never force 
my kids to do anything.

the guide makes it clear that information-giving about islam is not straightforward. 
even though the tourists have chosen to do a tour on Middle-eastern food, she still 
has to censor what and how she talks. she also has to contend with a tourist’s 
racist question posed in a direct and personal way. research on racist abuse in 
service-work stresses how emotionally draining hearing and having to respond 
to racial abuse is, leaving service-workers feeling anxious, humiliated and angry. 
they are required to hostess whilst at the same time contain the affective pressures 
and intense bodily impressions which lobo (2014) argues can destabilize racially 
minoritized women and men. 

during our observations we heard other racist comments and questions by 
tourists and saw tourists grimacing when guides explained what foods we would 
be tasting, or when they tried particular foods. the guides treated these with 
SDWLHQFH�DQG�JRRG�ZLOO��KHOSLQJ�WKH� WRXULVWV� WR�¿QG�ZD\V� WR�FKDQJH�WKHLU�ERGLO\�
habits, sense of smell and taste, idea of good manners. in so doing, they laboured 
to enable tourists to extend their multicultural senses and bodies.

responding to racism is emotionally intense and not seen as part of good 
customer service. as veijola and valtonen (2007) note, the presence of customer 
IHHGEDFN�VKHHWV�VWUXFWXUHV�KRZ�JXLGHV�DFW��7KLV�LV�H[HPSOL¿HG�E\�WKLV�QH[W�H[FHUSW�
WDNHQ� IURP�RXU�¿HOGQRWHV� RQ� D� µIHDVWLQJ� DIWHU� IDVWLQJ¶� IRRG� WRXU� LQ� WKH�0XVOLP�
month of ramadan. this tour was designed to ‘bring people together over the 
dinner table and enable a greater understanding of different cultures and religions’; 
according to the taste tours manager (Jones 2012: np). the manager of the tour 
explained in a local paper that ‘ramadan is the perfect opportunity to demystify 
islam a little bit for the people of sydney by giving them a change to experience 
the food and traditions accompanied by a local guide’ (ibid.).
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the tour started with a meal in a Pakistani-indian restaurant with two Muslim 
women guides – one from Pakistan and the other from egypt – explaining certain 
IRRG� DQG� UHOLJLRXV� FXVWRPV�� WKH� WRXU� FRQWLQXHG�ZLWK� YLVLWV� WR� VKRSV� DQG�¿QDOO\�
coffee in a Middle-eastern café with a large tent in the back yard. the tour started 
with a breaking of the fast, followed by the meal with typical dishes from the indian 
sub-continent and the Middle east made for ramadan. this excerpt illustrates the 
intricate and extensive caring work of the guides:

at the end of the shopping after dinner, the guides marshalled the group of 
twelve tourists – mainly white, two lebanese, one Black american – through a 
small, crowded Middle-eastern coffee shop to a marquee tent in the backyard. 
they had worked hard in the restaurant in front of bemused local residents to 
relax us all and to explain the meanings of the breaking of the fast, describe the 
foods we were eating, outline patiently how ramadan rituals varied between 
them, visit us round the large table and show us how to eat the different courses. 
,W� ZDV� WKH� ¿UVW� WLPH� VXFK� D� WRXU� KDG� EHHQ� UXQ� DQG� WKH� 7RXUV� PDQDJHU� ZDV�
present. in the tent, it was warm, hectic, with about 25 Middle-eastern men in 
small groups drinking arabic coffee, sitting round small tables, talking arabic 
and laughing and smoking hubbly-bubbly (water-pipe). We seated ourselves 
higgly-piggly around different tables, a little hesitantly as we weren’t sure what 
was going to happen next. eventually tea and coffees came and Middle-eastern 
sweets on large trays. the two women guides were visibly tired but smiled at us, 
ZRUNHG�KDUG�WR�¿QG�XV�VHDWV�LQ�WKH�WHQW��,W�ZDV�ODWH��$QG�WKH\�ZHUH�VWLOO�FKHFNLQJ�
that we had got our drinks, liaising with the waiter to order special requests and 
encouraging us to eat. after all this, they then asked us to complete the lengthy 
feedback forms, providing biros and explaining how helpful it was to them. 
People had not stopped drinking and eating but tried to balance the forms on 
the small round coffee tables crowded with cups and sweets. it was dark and 
QRLV\��VR�GLI¿FXOW�WR�ZULWH��:H�GLGQ¶W�FRPSOHWH�RXUV�DV�ZH�ZHUH�UHVHDUFKLQJ�EXW�
one of the guides was insistent that it was useful information and she would 
really like us to do it. finally, she took the completed forms to the taste tours 
manager and they had a quick scan. she looked slightly nervous. But it seemed 
like the evaluations were positive by some gentle nodding and low-key smiles. 

:H�ZHUH�VXUSULVHG�WKH�5DPDGDQ�GLQQHU�¿QLVKHG�ZLWK�WKH�FRPSOHWLRQ�RI�WKH�IRUPV��
We and other tourists were less than keen to complete the forms. it felt like an 
intrusion on what had been a sociable, convivial if a little strained evening. the 
evaluation form was extensive and detailed with 24 questions with 5-likert-point 
scale with a third of the questions focused on marketing, a third on demographic 
information about the tourists and a third on feedback on the guides and the tours. 
7KH�QDPHV�RI�WKH�JXLGHV�DQG�WKH�WRXU�ZHUH�DW�WKH�WRS�RI�WKH�¿UVW�SDJH��:KLOVW�7DVWH�
tours is badged as social enterprise designed to do cultural-bridging work, it is 
the tourists who are asked to judge the success of the tours. as a result, guides 
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spend energy, time and skill on anticipating customers’ needs, a central part of 
hostessing work.

the Benevolent society values the tours in relation to their reception on 
WRXULVWV�±DQG�WKHP�IHHOLQJ�VDWLV¿HG�DQG�µZHOO�WUHDWHG¶��+RVWHVVLQJ�DFDGHPLFV�DUJXH�
that this takes away the autonomy of service workers in determining the quality 
of their work. Hage (1997) notes white middle-class, cosmo-multiculturalists see 
themselves as the ones with the sensitivity, knowledge and care to adjudicate what 
constitutes authentic ethnic food. on taste tours, they are being asked too to 
evaluate the racialized caring femininity of the guides. this can be seen as a way 
in which ‘colonial judgements’ as opposed to local community judgements are 
being prioritised (Heldke 2003: 15). 

this next quotation underlines the pressure this adjudication creates; an 
australian-Maltese woman guide explains:

i’m extremely emotionally attached to this. i can’t help it really because when 
you’re a creative person and you put so much of yourself into something you’re 
putting it out there for random strangers. People who are actually into food. 
you’re putting it out there for them to judge. not only that; you’re putting 
the future of taste tours on the line as well. so there’s a huge amount of 
responsibility that i feel. 

the guide ‘others’ the tourists when she refers to them as strangers. she describes 
how the emotional warmth on tours is a form of labour, not the result of friendship. 
she also emphasizes how her caring work extends to include the reputation of 
the social enterprise. as discussed in the service-work literature, customers are 
positioned as judge and jury, reproducing asymmetrical power relations in which 
the guides are not seen as foodie experts but as servers and ‘locals’. on taste 
7RXUV�� WKLV� VHQVH�RI�GHIHUHQFH�DQG� VXEVHUYLHQFH� LV� DPSOL¿HG� WKURXJK� WKH� VRFLDO�
enterprise aims and connotations of benevolence. this comes through strongly in 
the next quote from the australian-Maltese guide:

they expect when you’re handing things out, the napkin should be there, the 
hand sanitizer should be there, everything should be paid for. they have an 
expectation – you can tell that they have an expectation after having done tours 
that expectation is there. so you’re almost like a server to them. you’re almost 
like a waiter or a waitress to them: who is there to provide this experience for 
them. sort of like an airline hostess.

explicitly echoing the term hostessing here, the guide understands the hierarchy 
of guiding work. like many service workers, she knows that caring service-work 
is complex but devalued.
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Conclusion

in this chapter we have examined the caring work undertaken by migrant australian 
women tour guides on taste tours, an ethnic neighbourhood food-tourism social 
enterprise, run by the Benevolent society. We explore their caring work through 
the analytic categories of emotional labour and hostessing because the literature 
on emotional labour values the complex skills of caring work and places their 
performance within a larger context of the service economy, epitomised by 
tourism. Moreover, the analytical categories foreground gender, the blurring of 
the domestic and work, and ongoing inequalities in relation to caring and skill 
in tourism. they help us highlight one of the forms of care on taste tours. this 
literature, however, has under-researched the racialization of emotional labour and 
hostessing, which has to be explored in the context of the Benevolent society, 
southwestern sydney and the work of the tour guides. in particular, we argue that 
this racialized context creates particular ‘audience-effects’ (adkins 2005; Jokinen 
and veijola 2012; veijola 2009) and ‘emotional impressions’ (ahmed 2012; lobo 
2014) with, and against which, the guides have to work.

in their introduction to this book, lavis, abbots and attala ask what 
relationships are produced through care and eating, and how these intervene in 
individual bodies and shape particular forms of eating. in analysing the racialized 
emotional labour of tour guides, we show how hostess-tourist relations in this 
context, shape the bodies of the workers as they try to please, welcome and relax 
the tourists, and manage racialized intensities and impressions. at the same time, 
these relationships intervene in the bodies of the tourists as they learn to taste, smell 
and eat different foods and walk through racialized spaces. We discuss how the 
guides through their ‘hostessing’ enable the tourists to experience warm relations 
with them and the local residents and to feel safe when they may have racist 
assumptions or feelings about the guides and the region. furthermore, tourists may 
be curious about eating different foods and being in the midst of racialized spaces 
but their bodies may betray them in feeling disgust, stopping them from eating the 
other with the vigour they wished (longhurst, Ho and Johnston 2008). or they 
may want to eat particular ‘ethnic’ foods but not have the know-how. the guides 
respond to these situations, caring for them by sharing stories, through ethnic 
feeding work and eating techniques, being patient and attentive, undertaking fear-
assuaging work and enabling tourists to develop ‘multicultural senses, relations 
and bodies’.

in addition to caring for the tourists, the guides work hard to care for the work 
of the Benevolent society and the representation of southwestern sydney and its 
residents. to produce the ‘cared for’ tourist, the guides have to suppress any anger 
and frustration about racism. Whilst in asymmetrical power, bodily and emotional 
relations of the service encounter, the guides use their agency to offer alternative 
views of the region, their expertise and the lives of the locals to counter racist and 
racialized assumptions the tourists may hold (Bunten 2011, 2013).
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furthermore, the tours are not straightforwardly commercial tourism but run as 
a social enterprise by a large charity with Christian roots. the tourists are positioned 
as benefactors with local residents and guides seen as grateful recipients in need 
of their help through the framing of the tours as ‘eating for a good cause’. indeed, 
the guides commence the tours begin by reminding everyone that they are on a 
social enterprise. as part of this, the guides were ‘othered’ on the webpage, at the 
time of our research, as housewives and mothers who cook for love, rather than as 
SURIHVVLRQDOV�ZLWK�SRVWJUDGXDWH�TXDOL¿FDWLRQV��+HQFH��RQ�7DVWH�7RXUV��HDWLQJ�WKH�
other is constructed as caring for the other.

the caring agenda (lavis et al., this volume) of the Benevolent society is to 
use the guides’ work as part of their community-building initiatives in the region, 
which includes repairing ‘cultural and intergenerational divides’. the Benevolent 
6RFLHW\�EHQH¿WV�IURP�WKH�H[SHUWLVH�RI�WKH�JXLGHV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKHLU�IHPLQLQLW\�DQG�
ethnicity as workplace ‘assets’ and their caring practices, service-producing 
bodies and ethnic feeding work as resources. at the same time, it does not provide 
the material, cultural or social resources with which the tours can acknowledge 
the wider context of colonial racialized relations, inequalities and racism. this is 
possible, as emily drew’s (2011) work on anti-racist tourism shows. as ahmed 
puts it: ‘the desire to feel good or better can involve the erasure of relations of 
violence covering them over so can there can be a return to national pride’ (2012: 
197). indeed, we can say that the sophisticated caring work of the other produces 
white benevolence. 

in sum, taste tours can be understood as a form of economic, cultural and social 
production. Capitalism has always exploited women’s emotional labour and caring 
ZRUN�LQ�SURGXFLQJ�OLIH�EXW�VFKRODUV�VXJJHVW�WKHUH�LV�µXQSUHFHGHQWHG�LQWHQVL¿FDWLRQ�
of appropriating women, femininity and women’s work in the global labour market’ 
(veijola and Jokinen 2008: 121). the work of the guides helps sustain the life of 
multiculturalism in the face of racism, xenophobia and islamophobia. it is what 
we call ‘multiculturalism-as-work’: producing relations, bodies and emotions which 
enable people to live together among difference, and often performed by migrant 
women in unpaid labour or undervalued paid labour. More concisely, the tourists 
learn to care for the other through the other caring for them.
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Chapter 2 

is sharing Caring? social Media and 
discourses of Healthful eating

signe rousseau

dear journalist. Please spare me ur simplistic soundbite nutrition msgs. nutrition 
& food are not black & white issues.1

social media allow and encourage everyone with access to the internet to have 
a voice. these networking platforms are therefore the sites in which some of the 
most dynamic conversations take place and strongest communities are forged in 
our present ‘digital age’. given our appetite for thinking about eating, moreover, 
it is perhaps inevitable that food has been one of the fastest growing topics on 
platforms like twitter and Pinterest, where sharing, i argue, has become a 
shorthand for caring about what you eat. But social media also provide spaces 
which are fruitful for setting up false dichotomies between ‘good’, ‘nurturing’ and 
µVDIH¶� IRRGV�DQG� WKRVH� WKDW�DUH�SURGXFWV�RI� VFLHQWL¿F� LQWHUYHQWLRQV� �IRU�H[DPSOH�
*02V� DQG� WKH� UHFHQW� ZRUOG�¿UVW� µWHVW� WXEH¶� EXUJHU��� WKRXJKW� WR� EH� KDUPIXO� WR�
the environment and to healthy bodies. inasmuch as they bring people together, 
then, social media can equally contribute to producing fractious and fractured 
communities that ultimately obstruct productive conversations about how best to 
care for ourselves, for our families, and for the planet.

7KLV�FKDSWHU�IRFXVHV�FKLHÀ\�RQ�7ZLWWHU�DV�D�VSDFH�IRU�GHEDWLQJ�WRSLFDO�LVVXHV�
related to health and eating. following a brief overview of some of the existing 
research on social media, it considers three key subject areas which are particularly 
UHOHYDQW� WR� D� SDUDGLJP� RI� FDUH� DQG�� PRUH� VSHFL¿FDOO\�� WR� WKH� VRFLDO� G\QDPLFV�
HPEHGGHG�LQ�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�ZK\��VRPH��SHRSOH�FDUH�DERXW�ZKDW�RWKHUV�HDW��7KH�¿UVW�
RI�WKHVH�LV�VFLHQWL¿FDOO\�HQJLQHHUHG�IRRG��ZKHUH�FDULQJ�PRVW�REYLRXVO\�PDQLIHVWV�
as scaring, typically by appeal to the naturalistic fallacy. second are the discourses 
around obesity and other ‘lifestyle diseases’, where personal choices are most 
keenly scrutinized, critiqued, and in some cases leveraged as active resistance 
against a widespread moralizing trend, as in the case of the #notyourgoodfatty 
KDVKWDJ��7KH�¿QDO�±�DQG�DUJXDEO\�NH\�±�LVVXH�LV�WKDW�RI�DXWKRULW\��RU�RI�ZKR�KDV�
the (ostensible) right to make pronouncements and prescriptions about how 
others (ought to) eat. the question of authority is of course closely related to the 
H[DPSOHV�RI�ERWK�VFLHQWL¿FDOO\�PRGL¿HG�IRRGV�DQG�REHVLW\��EXW�DOO�WKUHH�FRPELQH�

1௑7ZHHWHG�E\�#,QJOHVGLHWLWLDQ�RQ����$SULO�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�,QJOHV'LHWLWLDQ�
status/456585781130174464.
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to demonstrate how the traditional hierarchies of food brokers (those informing 
and governing others’ food choices) and eaters (those making food choices) are 
not necessarily disturbed by social media, but disturbances to which are made all 
the more visible through social media.2 in short, these relatively new technological 
tools are useful for exposing existing hierarchies of careful eating, particularly as 
those structures are challenged by new and emerging sites of authority.

it should be emphasized from the outset that it is not my contention that social 
media platforms are exclusive agents in disrupting conventional notions of care 
and expertise. it is, rather, to suggest that the technology behind social media can 
contribute a precipitating agency to the already-fraught arena of discourses around 
what is ‘good’ and ‘proper’ when it comes to how and what to eat. not only would 
the former grant too much agency to a tool designed and operated by people, but 
it would also ignore the extent to which social media are not extrinsic to everyday 
life. Quite the opposite; even if at times put in service of explicitly anti-social 
behaviours, social media have quickly become intrinsic to the basic (but by no 
means easy) business of managing our own – and others’ – lives.

Prosumption, Produsage, and Mediated Mobilism

often touted as a key characteristic of social media is the idea of ‘prosumption’, 
RU�WKH�FRQÀDWLRQ�RI�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�FRQVXPSWLRQ��5RXVVHDX�����E���3URVXPSWLRQ�
describes the fact that we no longer merely consume, but also produce information 
every time we partake in social media activity, for example by tweeting, updating 
a facebook status, penning or commenting on a blog post, to name just a few 
of the now myriad ways that we get involved. some, like sociologists george 
ritzer3 and nathan Jurgenson, argue that capitalist economies have always been 
informed by the twin priorities of production and consumption (for example in 
fast food restaurants where patrons have to clean up after themselves by throwing 
away containers and any uneaten food, thereby becoming part of the production 
chain), but that technologies such as social networking sites simply foreground 
and enhance the ‘means of prosumption’ in a way that is less exploitative and 
ultimately more enjoyable (ritzer and Jurgenson 2010: 19). given that prosumption 
is therefore more ‘evolutionary’ than ‘revolutionary’ (where a site like amazon is, 
for instance, just a ‘logical extension’ of physical shopping malls), ritzer cautions 
against ‘operating with a dualistic sense of the material and digital worlds’ as 
the two are now largely indistinguishable, and the distinctions increasingly 
meaningless (ritzer 2014: 10. see also ritzer et al. 2012). Media scholar axel 
Bruns adds a further dimension of appropriation with his model of ‘produser’, 

2௑0\�WKDQNV�WR�P\�KXVEDQG�-DFTXHV�5RXVVHDX�IRU�KHOSLQJ�WR�DUWLFXODWH�WKLV�SRLQW�
3௑5LW]HU�LV�SHUKDSV�EHVW�NQRZQ�IRU�WKH�WKHRU\�RI�0F'RQDOLG]DWLRQ�±�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�E\�

WKH�IRXU�SULRULWLHV�RI�HI¿FLHQF\��FDOFXODELOLW\��SUHGLFWDELOLW\��DQG�FRQWURO�±�DV�D�IHDWXUH�RI�
modern globalization.
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which prioritizes our roles as users rather than consumers of information (Bruns 
2008). this is in keeping with active audience theorists such as Michel de Certeau 
and John fiske who in the 1980s contributed to destabilizing the model of ‘the’ 
homogeneous media pitted against a similarly homogeneous mass of passive 
consumers (rousseau 2012a: 59).

focused more on the intersection between use(r)s and the technology itself 
is work that examines the appropriation process, or how new technologies are 
‘domesticated’, Maren Hartmann suggests the notion of ‘mediated mobilism’ to 
describe the convergence of mobile media with the ‘consequences of increased 
ÀXFWXDWLRQ��PRELOL]DWLRQ��DQG�PRELOLW\¶�DPRQJ�XVHUV��+DUWPDQQ������������7KLV�
‘double articulation’ of technology and content is similarly explored by stine 
lomborg, who proposes that social media could more usefully be considered as 
‘communicative genres’, the difference being that a medium exhibits ‘technical-
material features’ whereas genres are more about ‘communicative conventions and 
expectations’ (lomborg 2011: 58). she does, however, point out that some media 
features are also ‘socially negotiated’, so the distinction is by no means failsafe, 
with twitter as a case in point: ‘the microblog is an example of a communicative 
genre at work across various media platforms, framed in the interplay between the 
internet and the mobile phone as communication media’ (ibid.: 60).

the evolution – and to some extent, therefore, instability – of theories about 
VRFLDO�PHGLD�DUH�SHUKDSV�DSSURSULDWH�WR�WKH�ÀXFWXDWLRQV�RI�WKH�PHGLD��RU�JHQUHV��
per lomborg) themselves, understood both in terms of their technical possibilities 
and how – and for what purposes – they are used. as lomborg also points out, 
while twitter was not originally designed for conversation,

users themselves started having conversations and to spread each other’s tweets, 
UHVXOWLQJ� LQ�� IRU� LQVWDQFH�� WKH�DGGUHVVLYLW\� IXQFWLRQ�RI� WKH�#�VLJQ�DQG� WKH�57�
(retweet) function being embedded over time ( … ). By making changes at 
the software level, twitter has sought to adjust the service to users’ needs and 
practices. (ibid.: 67)

it is no doubt the case that most social networking sites would justify their 
continuous re-designs and updates as being in the interests of users’ needs and 
practices. yet the fact that neither the technology nor its purpose is static or 
singular should also serve as a caution about the limitations of theory. Whether 
we call ourselves (and others) prosumers, produsers, or agents – possibly even 
victims – of ‘mediated mobilism’, conversations (and disagreements) on social 
media platforms demonstrate that inasmuch as food and eating can, as the editors 
explain in their introduction to this volume, produce otherness and create social 
distance just as much as it can integrate and dissolve social boundaries, so can just 
talking about food and eating.
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Cultured Beef

2Q�$XJXVW�����������WKH�ZRUOG¶V�¿UVW�µWHVW�WXEH¶�EXUJHU�ZDV�FRRNHG�DQG�WDVWHG�LQ�
a live broadcast, with #culturedbeef trending on twitter for the hour or so of the 
proceedings. Made possible by funding (to the tune of $325,000) by sergey Brin, 
co-founder of google, the event provided an excellent sketch of the intersections 
between food, science, popular culture and the twin poles of care and disgust. 
it featured a (typically affordable) iconic, familiar, form of comfort food, but in 
an (expensive) unfamiliar, futuristic guise. it was simultaneously an imaginary 
‘frankenfood’ and reportedly mundane in its blandness (Brewster 2013). staged 
for the camera, it was at once a public performance, and also a virtual peek into the 
world of laboratory scientists, where most of us never venture. With a live audience 
of journalists, and a virtual audience of anyone with an internet connection, 
its format straddled the tropes of entertainment, education and news. it was an 
exclusive event with a massive guest list. the spectacle enacted the crossover 
between the proverbial high and low brow cultures of food, and instantly became 
part of a dynamic global conversation.

this conversation is by no means new, having been sustained in various guises 
over several decades at least since the inauguration of the green revolution 
pioneered by nobel laureate norman Borlaug.4 it is a conversation regularly 
SXQFWXDWHG�E\�KLJK�SUR¿OH� LQVWLWXWLRQDO� LQYROYHPHQWV�DQG�SURQRXQFHPHQWV�DQG��
above all, shaped by controversy, for example greenpeace’s ongoing campaign 
DJDLQVW�WKH�JHQHWLFDOO\�PRGL¿HG�µJROGHQ�ULFH¶5 in a move that has been condemned 
as a ‘crime against humanity’ (Connor 2014: np).6 unhindered by a limit of 140 
characters, these polarized positions migrate with remarkable ease to a platform 
like twitter:

#VH[\IRRGWKHUDS\�7KLV�LV�KRZ�,�IHHO�DERXW��*02V���IUDQNHQIRRG��MXQNIRRG�
�MHUI� �DXGUH\KHSEXUQ� �PLGGOH¿QJHU� �IFN\RX� «� >DFFRPSDQLHG� E\� DQ�
,QVWDJUDPPHG�SKRWRJUDSK�RI�$XGUH\�+HSEXUQ�ZLWK�KHU�PLGGOH�¿QJHU�UDLVHG@7

4௑%RUODXJ�LV�DOVR�NQRZQ�DV�WKH�µPDQ�ZKR�VDYHG�D�ELOOLRQ�OLYHV¶�DIWHU�GHYHORSLQJ�DQG�
introducing high-yielding and disease-resistant crop varieties to famine-vulnerable areas 
like asia, africa and south america (aP 2009).

5௑µ*ROGHQ� ULFH¶� ZDV� GHYHORSHG� WR� DGGUHVV� 9LWDPLQ� $� GH¿FLHQFLHV�� HVWLPDWHG�
to contribute to childhood blindness and to the deaths of millions of children annually 
(Harmon 2013). 

6௑2WKHU�UHFHQW�FRQWURYHUVLHV�LQFOXGH�WKH�µ3URS���¶�DQG�µ,����¶�FDPSDLJQV�IRU�ODEHOOLQJ�
RI�JHQHWLFDOO\�PRGL¿HG��*0��IRRGV�LQ�WKH�VWDWHV�RI�&DOLIRUQLD�DQG�:DVKLQJWRQ��UHVSHFWLYHO\��
during these campaigns, environmental activist Mark lynas, famously an early opponent 
RI�*02V��SXEOLFO\�SURQRXQFHG�WKDW�KH�KDG�FKDQJHG�KLV�PLQG��DQG�LV�QRZ�D�¿UP�VXSSRUWHU�
RI�JHQHWLF�PRGL¿FDWLRQ�

7௑���$SULO�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�VH[\IRRGWKHUDS\�VWDWXV��������������������
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#-HQQLIXUB5DLQH\��'LVJXVWLQJ��&UHHS\�	�*URVV�� �,QYLWUR0HDW� QRZ� WKH\� DUH�
growing meat in labs http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/in_vitro_meat … in-vitro 
meats http://www.futurefood.org/in-vitro-meat/index_en.php …8

7KH�7ZLWWHU�DFFRXQW�#LQYLWURPHDW��PHDQZKLOH��ZDV�IRXQGHG�E\�µ>7@ZR�VWXGHQWV�
from Beckmans College of design, searching for a good argument against in 
9LWUR�0HDW¶��DV�WKHLU�7ZLWWHU�SUR¿OH�SXWV�LW��7KH�IDFW�WKDW�WKHLU�ODVW��UH�WZHHW�ZDV�LQ�
october 20119 suggests that their endeavour was unsuccessful.

the key difference between the longer ongoing conversations about the 
LQWHUVHFWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�VFLHQFH�DQG�IRRG��OLNH�WKRVH�UHODWHG�WR�JHQHWLF�PRGL¿FDWLRQ��
and the more recent one about cultured beef and the ‘lab-grown’ burger is, as one 
group of writers summarizes it, that ‘the cells [in cultured meat] are generated 
through a tissue culture and cloning process that creates entirely new meat cells, 
rather than modifying existing cells’ (Humes, runquist and Weldon 2014). this 
distinction, which would allow (at least theoretically, considering the at-present 
prohibitive cost factor) for meat to be produced without harming animals or the 
environment, could be marshalled to generate a new set of ethical food parameters, 
argues the philosopher Julian Baggini (2013). But there is stronger evidence for 
a continued appeal to the naturalistic fallacy (in which anything from nature is 
considered ‘good’, and anything not is therefore ‘bad’ and probably unsafe), and 
to extremism over nuance:

the belief that we have to choose between a food system that is over-dependent 
on technology and one that is more in harmony with nature rests on the 
assumption that there is a neat moral and conceptual contrast between ‘natural’ 
DQG�µDUWL¿FLDO¶��DQG�WKDW�WKLV�OLQHV�XS�QHDWO\�ZLWK�WKH�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�µJRRG¶�
and ‘bad’. if ivM [in vitro meat] is the greenest, most animal-friendly meat, yet 
LW�LV�HYHQ�PRUH�DUWL¿FLDO�WKDQ�D�SLWLIXO��LQWHQVLYHO\�UHDUHG�EURLOHU�FKLFNHQ��WKHQ�
no one can maintain the fantasy that bucolic nature has a monopoly on good, 
ethical food … . ivM is just the most recent, vivid example of how our desire 
for the natural, traditional and aesthetically appealing food can clash with the 
value we place on animal welfare, environmental sustainability and the humane 
imperative to feed the whole world well. almost all the coverage of ivM has 
glossed over this pluralism, presenting commentators as either for or against, 
period. (Baggini 2013: np)

somewhat ironically in an environment characterized by the mobility and 
ÀXFWXDWLRQV�WKDW�JHQHUDWH�µPHGLDWHG�PRELOLVP¶��WKLV�ODFN�RI�SOXUDOLVP�LV�DUJXDEO\�
part of what could be termed the current ‘foodie zeitgeist’. this is the broader 
climate that both hosts and, to some extent, governs how people think about 
how and what to eat. it is the sentiment of leading food broker Michael Pollan, 

8௑��2FWREHU�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�-HQQ\IXUB5DLQH\�VWDWXV��������������������
9௑���2FWREHU�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�LQYLWURPHDW�VWDWXV��������������������



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

Proof C
opy 

Careful Eating: Bodies, Food and Care50

ZKRVH�SHUFHLYHG�DXWKRULW\� LV� UHÀHFWHG� LQ�RQH�ZULWHU¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�KLP�DV� WKH�
‘High priest of american food’ (Kandil 2013), and whose 2013 book Cooked is 
summarized by one reviewer:

Put simply, “good” transformations of the elemental world are premodern and 
HOHPHQWDO��ZKLOH�³EDG´�RQHV�DUH�LQGXVWULDO�DQG�KLJK�WHFK�«���,Q�WKH�¿QDO�DQDO\VLV��
the book serves forth a resolutely humanist story of cooking as that which 
might rescue the author’s nation from “abstract” work and engineered food. in 
response to the felt risks that science and technology pose to the alimentary 
realm, Pollan works to root his american reader in an elemental purpose of 
cooking: to cultivate human bonds, above all else. (Carruth 2013: np, emphasis 
in the original)

it is this focus on ‘real’ food as a fundamentally humanist project which frames the 
LVVXH�RI�LQGXVWULDOO\�HQJLQHHUHG�IRRG�DV�EHLQJ�PXFK�OHVV�DERXW�VFLHQWL¿F�OLWHUDF\�
and progress than it is about ethics and care – for yourself, for others, and for 
the planet.

to be sure, as Carolyn Mattick and Brad allenby put it in their article on ‘the 
future of Meat’ (2014), ‘food is a culturally charged domain, and the technological 
evolution of meat may well outpace the cultural acceptance of radically new food 
production technology’, adding that focus group studies show that people have 
a ‘negative visceral reaction to the thought of lab-grown meat’ (Mattick and 
allenby 2014: np). it is, in short, an intuitive rather than evidence-based reaction, 
and one for which twitter hashtags like #frankenfood and #jerf (just eat real 
food) enact both the ‘technical-material features’ of the character limitations of 
microblogging and also the now-solidifying ‘communicative conventions and 
expectations’ (lomborg 2011: 59) of a particular (anti-food-tech) ideological 
position.10 By emphasizing a particular use (rather than mere consumption) of 
information driven by an explicit agenda of instilling fear, this example could 
also be considered one of the produsage of scare in the ostensible service of care. 
and if there is little evidence of plurality on less space-constrained platforms like 
blogs and websites, then a social media site like twitter is even less likely to 
encourage distinctions from the ‘black-and-white, emotionally charged view of 
agriculture and eating’ that one writer (danovich 2014: np) laments the current 
‘food movement’ as inhabiting: ‘yes, we want more people to get involved in the 
¿JKW�IRU�PRUH�WUDQVSDUHQF\��EHWWHU�ZRUNHU�SURWHFWLRQ��DQG�LQFUHDVHG�DFFHVV�WR�JRRG�
food, but has anyone stopped to wonder what kind of movement we’ll have if we 
only get new members by scaring them into joining?’ (ibid.).

one possible answer to that question, and as a concluding consideration for this 
section, is that it will (and may already) be the kind of movement that is fuelled in 

10௑7KLV�LV�DOVR�D�JRRG�H[DPSOH�RI�ZKDW�VRFLDO�SV\FKRORJLVW�-RQDWKDQ�+DLGW�KDV�WHUPHG�
the ‘emotional dog and its rational tail’, by which moral reasoning is ‘generated after a 
judgment has been reached’ (Haidt 2001: 814, my emphasis).
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ODUJH�SDUW�E\�FRQ¿UPDWLRQ�ELDV��RU�IDYRXULQJ�LQIRUPDWLRQ�WKDW�VXSSRUWV�UDWKHU�WKDQ�
challenges our existing worldviews. it should be emphasized that the argument 
here is not that social media make�XV�ELDVHG��EXW�WKDW�¿OWHULQJ�PHFKDQLVPV�VXFK�
as hashtags certainly make it easier to follow and share opinions which may 
be blinkered or uninformed, and thereby could work to consolidate existing or 
emergent biases.11 this scenario is well summarized in a blog post called ‘the 
terrible tragedy of the Healthy eater’, which satirizes what happens when you go 
online to learn how to eat well:

that really skinny old scientist dude says anything from an animal will give you 
cancer. But a super-ripped 60 year old with a best-selling diet book says eat more 
EXWWHU�ZLWK�\RXU�FULVS\�7�%RQH�DQG�\RX¶OO�EH�MXVW�¿QH�DV�ORQJ�DV�\RX�VWD\�DZD\�
from grains. great abs beat out the Phd so you end up hanging out on a forum 
where everyone eats green apples and red meat and talks about how functional 
and badass parkour is.

<RX� OHDUQ� WKDW�EDVLFDOO\�� LI�\RX� LJQRUH�FLYLOL]DWLRQ�DQG�0DUN�.QRSÀHU�PXVLF��
the last 10,000 years of human development has been one big societal and 
nutritional cock-up and wheat is entirely to blame. What we all need to do is eat 
like cave-people. (strauss 2012: np)

it is to some of those who advocate eating like cave-people, or rather like pre-
agricultural hunter-gatherers, that i now turn.

#RealMealRevolution

$V�VFDU\�DV�WKH\�DUH�IRU�VRPH��JHQHWLFDOO\�PRGL¿HG�IRRGV�UHSUHVHQW�RQO\�D�VPDOO�
portion of the industrialized food system that many associate with the arguably 
scarier phenomenon of a global obesity crisis.12 the following two sections address 
some of the ways that public and private health discussions are framed on twitter, 
VSHFL¿FDOO\�ZLWK�UHJDUG�WR�LQWHUYHQWLRQV�±�LQFOXGLQJ�SXEOLFO\�YRLFHG�UHVLVWDQFH�WR�
the perceived need for interventions – as a way to perform care for the self and 
for others through food choices. Here again we see how traditional hierarchies 
are made more visible through social media networks, and as they revolve around 

11௑$QRWKHU�ZD\�WR�IUDPH�WKH�VDPH�PHFKDQLVP�LV�WKDW�VRFLDO�PHGLD�HQFRXUDJH�ZKDW�
ethan Zuckerman (2008) terms homophily, or ‘love of the same’, and that many of our 
DFWLYLWLHV� RQ� WKH� ,QWHUQHW� LQ� JHQHUDO� WDNH� SODFH� LQ�ZKDW� (OL� 3DULVHU� ������� FDOOV� D� µ¿OWHU�
bubble’.

12௑,W�LV�EH\RQG�WKH�VFRSH�DQG�SXUSRVH�RI�WKLV�FKDSWHU�WR�UHKHDUVH�WKH�H[SDQVLYH�ERG\�
of work that deals with obesity as a public health crisis, and whether it merits the moniker 
of epidemic. see, for example, gard and Wright (2005), Campos et al. (2006), and leBesco 
(2010).
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choices that are seemingly private, but with potentially wider public health 
implications, these discussions around health and weight are particularly fraught 
with the complexities of authority.

one notable development in the last decade or so is the notion that many of our 
modern ills – to which obesity and so-called lifestyle ailments like type 2 diabetes 
and cardiovascular disease belong – are the result of preferring a modern industrial 
GLHW��W\SLFDOO\�KLJK�LQ�UH¿QHG�FDUERK\GUDWHV��RYHU�HDWLQJ�OLNH�RXU�DQFHVWRUV��WKH�
‘cave-people’) apparently did (teicholz 2014).13 this is the thinking behind 
diets – or rather new lifestyles as they are often referred to, with the suggestion 
that this is not a short-term solution focused ‘just’ on weight loss, but indeed a 
better way to live a generally healthier life – variously labelled as paleo, low-
carb (with echoes of the atkins diet popular some time ago, and still held up as 
an important precursor here), or lCHf (low-carbohydrate, high-fat). some of 
the most popular us-based authorities are sites like Jimmy Moore’s livin’ la 
vida low-Carb (http://livinlavidalowcarb.com/blog/), the diet doctor (www.
dietdoctor.com, offering “real food for your Health”), and authority nutrition, 
which promises ‘the truth about nutrition’ (http://authoritynutrition.com/about/, 
emphases in the original).

the lCHf movement got a further recent boost when Professor tim noakes, 
the highly rated south african sports scientist who had famously been advocating 
‘carbo-loading’ for marathon runners and other athletes since the publication 
of his 1985 best-selling The Lore of Running, publicly claimed that everything 
he thought he knew about nutrition had been wrong. He subsequently began to 
advocate the lCHf diet, particularly for those who are carbohydrate-intolerant and 
insulin-resistant (both often precursors to and symptoms of type 2 diabetes, which 
noakes claims to have developed after a lifetime of eating too many carbohydrates 
and other ‘wrong’ foods like those labelled low-fat). in 2013 he co-authored 
(with two chefs and a nutritionist) a best-selling cookbook called The Real Meal 
Revolution. the lCHf diet is popular enough that it is known locally in south 
africa as the noakes or Banting diet,14 with restaurants and other eateries offering 
specialized noakes or Banting menu options. in april 2014, it was announced 
(on Twitter) that the ‘1st international low Carb, High fat lifestyle Conference’ 
ZDV� VFKHGXOHG� WR� WDNH� SODFH� LQ� 6RXWK�$IULFD�� IHDWXULQJ�#3URI7LP1RDNHV� DQG� 
#OLYLQORZFDUEPDQ��-LPP\�0RRUH��15

Common to the narrative and ethos of the Paleo community is the notion not 
only that we have been eating ‘wrongly’, but also that we have been duped into 
doing so by corporate interests that prioritize money and politics over public health 

13௑7KH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�ZKDW�RXU�DQFHVWRUV�DFWXDOO\�DWH��LQFOXGLQJ�ZKHWKHU�WKLV�ZDV�µEHWWHU¶�
for us, is not without contention either. see, for example, Zuk (2013). 

14௑:LOOLDP�%DQWLQJ�ZDV�D�%ULWLVK�XQGHUWDNHU�ZKR�ZDV�DPRQJ�WKH�¿UVW�WR�SRSXODUL]H�D�
low-carbohydrate eating plan through his booklet called Letter on Corpulence, Addressed 
to the Public, published in 1863. 

15௑���$SULO�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�+(/3GLHW6$�VWDWXV��������������������
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(taubes 2002, 2007). in this scenario, it is the combined efforts of Big food, Big 
ag, and Big Pharma which conspire to make us fat and sick. Part of embracing 
the lifestyle, therefore, involves nurturing a distrust of what may be termed 
conventional sites of authority or expertise, like doctors, registered dietitians and 
government departments tasked with developing nutritional guidelines. a few 
examples from noakes’s twitter timeline exemplify the trend:

#3URI7LP1RDNHV�� #3DVWU\.HHJDQ� 7KH� SXEOLF� ZLOO� GHFLGH�� ,Q� HUD� RI� VRFLDO�
media, public will eventually discover what works for each, independent 
of “experts”16

#3URI7LP1RDNHV��'HEDWH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�LUUHOHYDQW�VLQFH�LQIRUPHG�SDWLHQWV�QRZ�
making therapeutic choices for themselves independent of “experts”17

#DVKPDQB����#3URI7LP1RDNHV�JUHDW�UHVSRQVH�7LP��,�KDYH�VHHQ�PDQ\�VNHSWLFV�
converted. i no longer trust my doc #lchf18

#3URI7LP1RDNHV��+HDUW�)RXQGDWLRQV�ZLOO�VRRQ�KDYH�WR�DQVZHU�IRU�FRQWULEXWLRQ�
to global obesity/diabetes epidemic. http://amzn.to/1ggovmB [link nina 
teicholz’ 2014 book, The Big Fat Surprise: Why Butter, Meat and Cheese 
Belong in a Healthy Diet]19

#2]3DUDGR[GRWFRP�� &RQJUDWV� WR� #JDU\WDXEHV� #3URI7LP1RDNHV� #
livinlowcarbman et al. for rebirthing Banting’s #lCHf cure, downsizing misery 
for millions.20

these themes are of course not exclusive to Paleo/lCHf/Banting narratives, 
but belong to a wider trend of responding to various food crises by reinforcing 
how little consumers know, and therefore how little actual control they have over 
their choices. as emma-Jayne abbots and Benjamin Coles put it in the context 
of ‘Horsemeat-gate’:

in this representation, the consumer is naïve, somewhat hapless and has been 
duped by the complexities of the agri-food industry … . What is required, then, 
the narrative goes, is enhanced awareness of our food chains, a reconnection to 
“local” and “national” foods and trusted sources, and an education that will help 
consumers make “better choices”. (abbots and Coles 2013: 544)

16௑��0DUFK�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�3URI7LP1RDNHV�VWDWXV��������������������
17௑���$SULO�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�3URI7LP1RDNHV�VWDWXV��������������������
18௑���)HEUXDU\�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�DVKPDQB���VWDWXV��������������������
19௑���$SULO�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�3URI7LP1RDNHV�VWDWXV��������������������
20௑���$SULO�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�2]3DUDGR[GRWFRP�VWDWXV��������������������
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What these examples of Paleo/lCHf/Banting discourses and lifestyles do is to 
offer, through this ‘enhanced awareness’, a way to seize that control over personal 
choices. this is accomplished both through gaining more knowledge and, 
importantly, sharing that experience, which is where we see the richness of social 
media as lomborg’s ‘communicative genre’, rather than simply a technological 
development. so, as with Pollan’s humanist tracts, these projects are at once 
personal and public: every lCHf success story contributes to the ‘tipping point’ 
that noakes and others envisage happening:

#3URI7LP1RDNHV�� �5HDO0HDO5HYROXWLRQ� FRPSOHWHV� ��WK� FRQVHFXWLYH� ZHHN�
as top selling book in south africa. Will south africa be 1st country to “tip” 
to lCHf?

#*HVXQGKHLWKB6$��#3URI7LP1RDNHV�&RQJUDWXODWLRQV� WR� DOO� \RX�DUH� D�EUDYH�
PDQ��,�DP�FRQYHUWHG��/&+)�DQG�,�ZLOO�GH¿QLWHO\�VSUHDG�WKLV�ZD\�RI�OLYLQJ�21

yet where the sharing facility of social media arguably becomes problematic is 
when personal agendas are presumed to be appropriate for everyone, particularly 
when advocating a health behaviour not yet supported by conclusive evidence 
of being safe to follow in the long term. in other words, when sharing personal 
choices (via twitter in this instance) becomes a mode of caring about other 
people’s preferences, as illustrated by the following exchange involving, among 
others, this author:

#VDFULVLV��#:22/:257+6B6$�*HW�H[HFV�WR�UHDG�#3URI7LP1RDNHV�ERRN�	�
reduce low fat bull-shit products on your shelves & bring in more healthy full fat

#'UB5RXVVHDX��#VDFULVLV�,Q�IDFW�VRPH�SHRSOH�TXLWH�HQMR\�WKRVH�³EXOOVKLW´�ORZ�
fat products and don’t need your dietary advice, thanks.

#,NKXNKX��#'UB5RXVVHDX�:HOO�VDLG��1R�QHHG�WR�WXUQ�LQGLYLGXDO�GLHWDU\�FKRLFHV�
into a holy war.

#7RSFKHUU\���SF��:RROLHV�DOVR�VXFNHG�LQ�E\�OR�IDW�GRJPD��7KH\¶OO�FKDQJH�DV�
dictated by buying habits of customers22

Here again we see the theme of being ‘duped’, yet this time the ‘victim’ is 
Woolworths (a food and clothing retail chain), whose adherence to the ‘lo-fat 

21௑���$SULO������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�3URI7LP1RDNHV�VWDWXV��������������������
22௑���0DUFK�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�VDFULVLV�VWDWXV��������������������
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dogma’ in turn makes ostensible victims of the consumers who evidently do not 
have the choice of ‘good’ full fat products when shopping.23

indeed, if there is a prevailing sentiment in media discussions about food 
and public health, it is one of suspicion and distrust, with not infrequent gestures 
at conspiracy theories and ulterior motives.24 this is the climate that accuses 
PDQXIDFWXUHUV�RI�*LUO�6FRXW�FRRNLHV�RI�µSUR¿WHHULQJ�RII�DQ�REYLRXV�SXEOLF�KHDOWK�
problem’ (Barclay 2014: np), and normalizes scepticism (if not outright cynicism) 
about, for example, whether a company like Coca-Cola can legitimately be 
involved in obesity research and interventions (Husten 2014). (the regularity of 
versions of the latter example prompted the obesity society to issue a position 
statement in March 2104 condemning ad hominem attacks on researchers with 
WLHV�WR�µVXVSLFLRXV¶�IXQGLQJ��VWUHVVLQJ�WKDW�µIXQGLQJ�VRXUFH�LV�QRW�D�VXI¿FLHQW�EDVLV�
XSRQ� ZKLFK� WR� GLVFRXQW� RWKHUZLVH� VRXQG� VFLHQWL¿F� HYLGHQFH¶�� 2EHVLW\� 6RFLHW\�
2014).25 unsurprisingly, nurturing distrust in ‘conventional’ authorities routinely 
results in the manufacture of new sites of authority and expertise – in this case 
the maverick Professor considered brave enough to challenge existing ‘dogma’. 
once again, this is by no means exclusive to social media (the countercultural 70s 
could not have existed if this was the case), but the speed of progressions like this 
support ritzer’s notion of new technologies like these simply foregrounding and 
making more visible a historical ‘means of prosumption’. social media in this 
way can function not only as mechanisms of sharing and (s)caring, but also to 
unveil the construction (and sometimes disruption) of social structures governing 
the prescriptions of how and what to eat.

23௑3DUW� RI� WKH� UHDVRQLQJ� EHKLQG� WKH� /&+)� HDWLQJ� SODQ� LV� WKDW� IDWV� KDYH� EHHQ�
unfairly maligned by nutritional guidelines, and also that low-fat products encourage the 
overconsumption of carbohydrates (often through added sugars), thought to be a key driver 
of obesity and diabetes.

24௑6HH�IRU�H[DPSOH�7KH�)RRG�%DEH��IRRGEDEH�FRP���D�EORJ�GHGLFDWHG�WR�LQYHVWLJDWLQJ�
‘what’s really in your food’ by american blogger vani Hari. in 2014, she infamously 
uncovered that the chain restaurant subway used a chemical in their bread which is also 
found in yoga mats, and successfully campaigned for the company to change its bread 
UHFLSH�� GHVSLWH� WKHUH� EHLQJ� QR� VFLHQWL¿F� HYLGHQFH� RI� DQ\� GDQJHUV� WR� KXPDQ� KHDOWK� IURP�
ingesting said chemical (novella 2014). at the time of writing, Hari had close to 700,000 
fans on facebook, and had most recently authored a blog post titled ‘there Might Be dead 
animal Parts in your v8! & Homemade v8 Juice recipe’. 

25௑$V� WKH� DXWKRU� RI� D� SUHOLPLQDU\� VWXG\� RI� WKH� HIIHFWV� RI� PHGLD� H[SRVXUH� WR�
contradictory nutrition messages concludes, one potential concern of this ‘distrust’ trope 
is that it could ‘undermine the success of healthy eating campaigns and interventions. if 
SHRSOH�QRWLFH�FRQWUDGLFWRU\�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�ZLQH��¿VK��DQG�RWKHU�WRSLFV��DQG�XOWLPDWHO\�
begin to doubt nutrition research and recommendations, then they might be less receptive 
to subsequent nutrition and non-nutrition related health campaign messages – perhaps even 
rejecting them altogether’ (nagler 2013).
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#notyourgoodfatty

if embracing the lCHf lifestyle is one way to stage careful eating by seizing 
control out of the hands of ‘experts’ of one’s food and body, a very different mode 
of caring is offered in the community of people who refuse to conform to one 
version of an ‘ideal’ weight. this is the ethos behind fat acceptance (fa)26 and 
Health at every size (Haes) movements, which, as their names suggest, challenge 
ZKDW�WKH\�VHH�DV�WKH�UHGXFWLRQLVW�FRQÀDWLRQ�RI�KHDOWK�ZLWK�ZHLJKW��$PDQGD�/HYLWW��
an ‘unapologetic fat lady’ and host of the blog fat Body Politics, outlines some 
of the key issues facing the community:

the lack of diversity is a huge issue in the community and that even harms the 
reality of what it means to be a fat person in regards to health, because when 
everyone thinks that fat people are white and middle class they falsely believe 
we all have access to health behaviors. this places soul [sic] blame on individual 
fat people for performing health in a way our society deems acceptable … . 
People who demand we conform to an inaccessible performance of fatness, one 
that is based on proving health, are not actually interested in the humanity of fat 
people but in us performing for them and their comfort.

those demands also harm fat people in the community who don’t perform fatness 
in a “socially acceptable” way due to numerous reasons but overwhelmingly you 
see that it has more to do with lack of access to health behaviors than just purely 
not caring. (levitt 2014: np)

in keeping with this language of performance, it was levitt who coined the hashtag 
#notyourgoodfatty as a way to publicly – or at least on twitter – challenge 
how fat people are perceived and treated. as she concludes: ‘i’m not interested 
in performing fat positivity in a way that harms other fat people by letting 
outsiders know i am meeting their demands on my body. i want to challenge those 
demands’ (ibid.).

Michelle allison, who blogs under the moniker the fat nutritionist, and 
WZHHWV�DV�WKH�#IDWQXWULWLRQLVW��GHPRQVWUDWHV�

i’m not insulting myself when i call myself fat. your assumption that i hate 
myself is pretty insulting though. #notyourgoodfatty

26௑,Q�WKH�86��7KH�1DWLRQDO�$VVRFLDWLRQ�IRU�WKH�$GYDQFHPHQW�RI�)DW�$FFHSWDQFH�ZDV�
founded in 1969, and reportedly found ‘new life’ in the last decade or so thanks to fa 
blogs and other internet-based activity (Honan 2009). for background on fat acceptance 
movement in the us, see for example saguy and riley (2005).
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if you actually cared about fat people’s health, you’d let them exist in the world 
in peace. Harassment is not helpful. #notyourgoodfatty

Judging someone as automatically less valuable due to a physical trait is bigotry. 
Congratulations, you’re a bad person. #notyourgoodfatty

appearance-based discrimination is wrong. telling people they are disgusting 
“for their own good” is wrong. #notyourgoodfatty

remember always, fat people: People are afraid of you because you have an 
awesome power – to destroy the hierarchy. #notyourgoodfatty27

in a follow-up post clarifying what is (and is not) meant by the hashtag, allison 
explains further, emphasizing what she believes to be the limits on other people’s 
authority to comment on and/or interfere with her size:

random strangers on the street shouting abuse at fat people “for their own 
good”? no. not acceptable. doctors withholding effective treatment for certain 
health issues on the condition that fat people engage in a risky, non-evidence-
based treatment (dieting)? no. not acceptable, and not health-promoting. Well-
meaning but ignorant, or even frankly abusive, family members or friends 
tossing off health advice to adults who have not solicited it? no. not acceptable. 
(allison 2014: np)

allison’s follow-up post was inspired by the (somewhat predictable) misuse of 
the hashtag, as if to give credence to the kind of abuse it was meant to confront. 
yet even here, the sense of a caring – and cared for – community appears 
to trump the naysayers, putting agency and authority squarely in the hands of 
the #notgoodfatties:

#NDUHQF]PLOOV��7UROOV� GRQ¶W� ERWKHU�PH��<RX� FDQ¶W� WDNH� WKLV� SRVLWLYH� DFWLYLVP�
experience from me. i will not give you that power. #notyourgoodfatty28

#$UWLVWVB$OL��7KHUH�VKRXOG�EH�D�QHZ�IDWW\�KDVKWDJ�VLQFH��QRW\RXUJRRGIDWW\�LV�
overrun w/ reddit trolls.

27௑7KHVH� WZHHWV� �IURP��WK��WK�$SULO� ������ZHUH� µ6WRUL¿HG¶� �6WRULI\� EHLQJ� DQRWKHU�
social media application designed to collect media and ‘make the web tell a story’, https://
storify.com), and can be viewed collectively at https://storify.com/marxroadrunner/
fatnutritionist-being-amazing-on-the-notyourgoodfa.

28௑���$SULO�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�NDUHQF]PLOOV�VWDWXV��������������������
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#5DYHQYHUGH��#$UWLVWVB$OL�,¶YH�EORFNHG�WKHP�DOO��VR�IRU�PH���QRW\RXUJRRGIDWW\�
is full of strong fatties and their supporters.29

to bring the discussion back to the – often false – dichotomies between what is 
‘good’ and ‘bad’ when it comes to eating behaviours, shaunta grimes (Haes 
advocate, and member of fa web-based collective fierce freethinking fatties) 
points out that:

interestingly, the opposite of a good fatty isn’t a Bad fatty … . [t]he opposite 
of a good fatty is a fat person who does not need to justify or apologize for 
their existence or for the existence of fat people in the world. if we eat donuts, 
we’re still valuable. if we don’t exercise, we’re still valuable. even if we’re not 
healthy, we’re still valuable. the opposite of a good fatty is a fat rebel who 
believes in autonomy and that a person’s health is a personal concern and not up 
for public debate. (grimes 2014: np)

as we have seen with the example of the lCHf lifestyle, creating communities of 
both care and dissent, such as those inhabited by #notyourgoodfattys, is not limited 
to social media, but these digital tools certainly do facilitate the rapid expansion 
of, and by extension support for, such groups. Perhaps a more noteworthy feature 
of the social mediascape is how the same mechanisms that allow for rapid 
expansion (as in the case of such open, rather than closed, or subscription-only 
groups) disallows privacy. in short, if you want to trend on twitter, you are of 
necessity open to public scrutiny, and thereby also vulnerable to abuse by ‘trolls’. 
and while the examples above demonstrate an asserted robustness in the face of 
VXFK� DEXVH�� WKH� DSSDUDWXVHV�ZKLFK� FRQGXFH� WR� FRQ¿UPDWLRQ� ELDV� DUH� QR� OHVV� DW�
play here: by blocking all the ‘reddit trolls’, this particular user also succeeds in 
using twitter to create an echo chamber of virtual support, where dissenting views 
DUH� HVVHQWLDOO\� SURKLELWHG� DQG� WKLV� SDUWLFXODU� FRQ¿JXUDWLRQ�RI� DXWKRULW\� UHPDLQV�
inviolable. While this perhaps succeeds in creating a safe and unthreatening virtual 
space, it is also a space which translates very poorly to the ‘real world’ where 
discrimination continues for the most part unabated (abrams 2012; Berlant 2007; 
Christian 2007; slocum et al. 2011).

as grimes makes clear in her description of the opposite of a ‘good fatty’, the 
(self-formulated) question here is not so much one of health, as it is of value, privacy 
and the authority both to care and to share. yet, the description of ‘autonomy’ as 
being ultimately extrinsic to public life and debate is also at odds with the logic of 
#notyourgoodfatty, which is about proclaiming that autonomy on a public platform. 
it is about asking for attention from and then rejecting any accountability to that 
public. this is not to argue against the perfectly reasonable premise that someone 
is of value even if they are not healthy, but there is also a certain disingenuity 
XQGHUO\LQJ�WKH�LGHD�WKDW�SHUVRQDO�FKRLFHV��VKRXOG��KDYH�QR�SXEOLF�UDPL¿FDWLRQV��

29௑���$SULO��KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�$UWLVWVB$OL�VWDWXV��������������������
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the lines are sometimes subtle, but often less so, between using tools like social 
media to exhibit, ‘perform’, or ‘produse’ behaviours that contribute to disabling 
rather than enabling someone. as dr. david Katz (director of the yale university 
Prevention research Centre) summarized a recently published study examining 
WKH� FRUUHODWLRQV� EHWZHHQ� IDWQHVV� DQG�¿WQHVV� WKDW� FKDOOHQJH� WKH� LGHD� RI� µKHDOWK\�
REHVLW\¶� WKDQNV�WR� WKH�LQFUHDVH�LQ�FRURQDU\�FDOFL¿FDWLRQ�ZLWK�H[FHVV�ZHLJKW�� WKH�
results generated:

a potentially important message that argues back against the “ok at any size 
movement”. size may be ok, but coronary disease is not. if we have to control 
RXU�ERG\�IDW� WR�SUHYHQW�FDOFL¿HG�SODTXH� LQ�RXU�FRURQDU\�DUWHULHV�� WKDW� LV�QRW�D�
ERG\�LPDJH�LVVXH��LW¶V�D�PDWWHU�RI�SRWHQWLDOO\�OLIH�DQG�GHDWK�VLJQL¿FDQFH���.DW]�
2014: np)30

Matters of life and death are rarely entirely private matters, and especially not 
when they are rehearsed on publicly accessible social media networks.

on Whose Authority?

underpinning many of these debates and online performances of ideological 
positions about what constitutes careful eating is the question of why anyone 
should care about what others eat, and indeed who has the right to intervene – 
or interfere, as i have called an unwarranted intervention elsewhere (rousseau 
2012a) – in others’ choices. the examples surveyed so far illustrate a variety of 
motives, from nurturing our humanity through caring for the planet in the case 
of cultured beef, to seizing control from the ‘traditional’ experts through an 
/&+)� OLIHVW\OH�� WR�JLYLQJ� D�SURYHUELDO�¿QJHU� WR� WKH�ERG\�SROLFH�E\� UHIXVLQJ� WR�
be a #goodfatty. diverse as the end results of each of these positions may be, 
they all take part in a contemporary ‘democratization’ of knowledge and expertise, 
ZKLFK�LV�IXHOOHG�LQ�VLJQL¿FDQW�SDUW�E\�WKH�PHFKDQLFV�RI�WKH�ZHE�DQG�VRFLDO�PHGLD�
that facilitate the very active use (and re-use, and sometimes abuse, for the sake 
of sensation and/or fear-mongering) of an exponentially expanding databank of 
information. it is quite possibly this relatively recent opening up of conversations 
DERXW� ZKDW� ZHUH� SUHYLRXVO\� VSHFLDOL]HG� ¿HOGV� ±� KHUH�� JHQHWLF� HQJLQHHULQJ��
nutrition, public health – which both destabilizes public perception in traditional 
H[SHUWLVH��DQG�DOVR�JHQHUDWHV�H[SHFWDWLRQV�LQ�¿QGLQJ��RU�FUHDWLQJ��DXWKRULW\�IURP�
non-conventional sites.31

30௑6HH�DOVR�6DLQVEXU\�DQG�+D\���������ZKR�DUJXH�IRU�DQ�µXUJHQW�UHWKLQN�RI�WKH�³KHDOWK�
at every size” concept’. 

31௑:KLOH� OD\� LQGLYLGXDOV�KDYH�DUJXDEO\�KDG�DQG�VKDUHG�RSLQLRQV�RQ� WRSLFV�EH\RQG�
their expertise well before the advent of social media, today’s digital climate is unique 
in that it has enabled and normalized a more eclectic pool of interlocutors in any given 
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the chef industry is a case in point, as anthony Bourdain points out in an 
interview with (chef and food writer) Michael ruhlman:

ruhlman: When you choose to be a chef, what are your obligations, if any?

Bourdain: increasingly there are obligations. in my generation i don’t think there 
were, we didn’t think about any obligation. We were in the pleasure business, 
that was it. your only obligation was to give your customers a good time at a 
price point they found reasonable. and you didn’t care where the tomato came 
from as long as it was a pleasure-giving tomato. that dynamic has changed. 
Chefs think about that stuff now. Because the issues are raised and discussed 
within the community. Because chefs are either being pushed to be citizens of 
the world or are just naturally thinking about these things from the get-go. these 
were not issues we thought about back then. (ruhlman 2014: np)

the changing ‘dynamic’ that Bourdain refers to here is at least in part driven by 
GLJLWDO�DGYDQFHV�ZKLFK�PHDQ�WKDW�LW�KDV�EHFRPH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�GLI¿FXOW�WR�FRQWLQXH�
to, for example, not publicly care about where a tomato comes from if all your peers 
do.32 although the provenance of a tomato is an admittedly frivolous example, 
it speaks to the much broader paradigm of care that describes an attitude to the 
world, and to others. and this is a conversation that goes beyond the professional 
chef community to be alive and well on social media platforms, where chefs and 
other food personalities are often scrutinized for behaviours not even related to 
food, and where crowds can turn harsh if they do not like what they see.33

Jamie oliver is one chef who seems particularly adept at annoying people, 
but the example of whom is particularly instructive when it comes to the often 
contradictory concerns around the expectations, responsibilities and entitlements 
relating to public conversations about how we ought to eat. oliver’s career to-
GDWH�H[HPSOL¿HV� WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�H[SDQVLRQ�RI� WKH�H[SHUWLVH�RI�D�FKHI��DV� LQ�D�
professional who is trained to cook for other people. in addition to the environmental 

conversation. so it is not unusual to see scientists in public conversations with non-
VFLHQWLVWV�RQ�7ZLWWHU��&ORVHU�WR�LQWHOOHFWXDO��DV�RSSRVHG�WR�VFLHQWL¿F��SXUVXLWV�UHODWHG�WR�IRRG�
and eating is the example of restaurant reviewing, where the professional critic is now in 
increasing competition with amateur bloggers, and crowd-sourced review sites like yelp 
for public attention. 

32௑2QH� RI� WKH� ¿UVW� ZHE�EDVHG� VFDQGDOV� LQ� WKH� SURIHVVLRQDO� FRRNLQJ� ZRUOG� ZDV�
when examples of culinary plagiarism were revealed by which a restaurant in sydney 
had reproduced without credit dishes from well-known american restaurants alinea and 
Wd-50. the similarities were noted thanks to pictures of the dishes being posted on the 
restaurant website.

33௑)RU� H[DPSOH� ZKHQ� WHOHYLVLRQ� FRRN� ,QD� *DUWHQ�� DOVR� NQRZQ� DV� WKH� µ%DUHIRRW�
Contessa’, was maligned for supposedly refusing the wish – via the Make-A-Wish 
Foundation – of a young fan and cancer patient. for this and other examples, see rousseau 
(2012b). 
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matters that inform Bourdain’s version of how to be a ‘good citizen’, these include 
in oliver’s case issues related to public health and nutrition, particularly in the 
context of childhood obesity (rousseau 2102a). When promoting his then-latest 
venture Jamie’s Money Saving Meals in 2013, oliver made reference to how people 
on limited budgets eat in Mediterranean countries, with the perceived insinuation 
that they managed this ‘better’ than their British counterparts:

i meet people who say, ‘you don’t understand what it’s like’. i just want to hug 
them and teleport them to the sicilian street cleaner who has 25 mussels, 10 
cherry tomatoes, and a packet of spaghetti for 60 pence, and knocks out the most 
amazing pasta. you go to italy or spain and they eat well on not much money. 
We’ve missed out on that in Britain, somehow. (quoted in deans 2013: np)

oliver’s remarks generated a variety of reactions that do well to summarize the 
controversies underlying the very idea of a generalized philosophy of how to (and 
who can) perform care. one writer opined that although he believes that oliver’s 
‘heart is in the right place’, he ‘needs to stop publishing books, the last one of 
which was judged one of the unhealthiest on the market, while internally tutting at 
the deplorable lack of quinoa in “poor communities”’ (andreou 2013: np). another 
criticized oliver for furthering a myth of ‘authentic peasant food’, which not only 
(‘wrongly’, it is implied) upholds an extremely lucrative cookbook, restaurant 
chain and food television empire in the uK and the us, but also perpetuates a 
classist notion of the ‘deserving poor’, as opposed to the British poor whose habits 
oliver laments (McCormack 2013).

in a defence (of sorts) was the argument that while oliver might not be an 
H[SHUW�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�HLWKHU�QXWULWLRQ�RU�SRYHUW\��KLV�H[SHULHQFH�JUDQWV�KLP�PRUH�
authority than most:

it’s pretty bloody rich that one might look at a cookery expert like oliver – who 
EHFDPH�¿[DWHG�VRPH�\HDUV�EDFN�RQ�JLYLQJ�FRRNHU\�FODVVHV�WR�WKH�SRRU��WHDFKLQJ�
impoverished kids what vegetable [sic] looks like, negotiating with dinner ladies 
DERXW�EXGJHWV��¿JKWLQJ�ZLWK�ORFDO�JRYHUQPHQW�DQG�WKH�DFWXDO�SULPH�PLQLVWHU�RQ�
the matter of how to break the vicious circle which leads to child existing on 
chips and cheese – and shout back at him, ‘Well what do you know about how 
poor people feed their children?’ the fact is: probably much more than you. 
(dent 2013: np)

in a post entitled ‘Jamie oliver should stop trying to teach Poor People How to 
(DW¶��¿QDOO\��DQ�$PHULFDQ�ZULWHU�DJUHHV�ZLWK�WKH�SUHYLRXVO\�FLWHG�VXJJHVWLRQ�WKDW�
the chef is ‘entitled’ to his opinions, but concludes that ‘he’s not entitled to the 
position of culinary hero for a population he disdains’ (anderson 2013: np). a 
few weeks after the incident, oliver himself acknowledged the indignation that he 
had caused, but claimed to be undeterred: ‘if i don’t say these things, no one else 
fucking will. the government doesn’t like to say stuff like that because they’re 



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

Proof C
opy 

Careful Eating: Bodies, Food and Care62

FKDVLQJ�YRWHV��,¶P�LQ�WKH�VOLJKW�OX[XU\�RI�QRW�EHLQJ�DEOH�WR�JHW�P\VHOI�¿UHG��7KH�
SXEOLF�DUH�P\�¿UVW�ERVV¶��TXRWHG�LQ�/HZLV�������QS��

these pronouncements speak to an intriguing interplay of care and disdain 
that frame not only this isolated example (on both the sides of oliver and of his 
critics), but publicly staged conversations about ‘proper’ eating in general. While 
oliver claims to be motivated by care for those he intends to help, some of his 
critics disallow that possibility because of his wealth, suggesting instead the more 
cynical motive of capitalizing on a group whom he actively dislikes. But besides 
this being a classic example of a ‘damned if he does, damned if he doesn’t’, 
more notable in the context of the main concerns of this chapter is the frequency 
with which normative language is marshalled to address situations which are 
clearly more complex and nuanced than such prescriptions allow. ‘should’ a 
celebrity chef be involved in teaching poor people how to eat? not according 
to his job description, no. But that does not prohibit him from attempting to do 
so, any more than it should prevent an accountant from volunteering at a soup 
kitchen – if�VXFK�LQYROYHPHQWV�DUH�ZHOFRPHG�E\�WKH�WKHLU�VXSSRVHG�EHQH¿FLDULHV��
‘should’ an overweight person be pressured into losing weight to conform to an 
‘acceptable’ BMi? not if they do not put themselves or others at risk, or represent 
an undue burden on public healthcare costs, in which case it would be reasonable 
to extract higher premiums (as with smokers, who pay more for the freedom to 
SXW�WKHPVHOYHV�DW�ULVN���µ6KRXOG¶�ZH�HVFKHZ�ODE�JURZQ��RU�JHQHWLFDOO\�PRGL¿HG��
foods in favour of those that are local, organic, unsullied by Big food and by the 
compromised ethics of traditional ‘experts’? Well, clearly yes. and clearly no.

Conclusion

it should hopefully be clear that each of the responses to the questions above are 
themselves loaded, and could be complicated much further in trying to ascertain 
who has the right to decide what is ‘best’ (what if, for example, poor people do not 
welcome Jamie oliver’s involvement? Would a government intervention be more 
appropriate? is any intervention appropriate? and so on). it should hopefully also 
be evident that there is some dimension of all the issues discussed in this chapter 
which have little to do with social media, and which would likely continue to be 
divisive without these digital facilities.

But digital technologies like social media have long ceased to be an optional 
extra for purely recreational purposes. While they certainly continue to provide 
that function, the merely ‘social’ part of the technology now exists in addition 
to the many more consequential activities we see unfolding on these platforms, 
among them debates and nascent movements – some indeed worthy of the name 
crusades – related to ‘good’ and ‘proper’ eating. in this way stine lomborg is 
absolutely correct in calling the very term social media ‘nonsense’, but not 
because ‘it presumes that other communication media are not social’ (lomborg 
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2011: 56). rather, it is a nonsense term because of how little of the activity that the 
technology facilitates is accurately described by the term ‘social’.

there can be no doubting the net positives afforded by the digital age, including 
unprecedented access to information, and the formation and maintenance of 
countless virtual communities. But at least some of that social media activity, as 
the examples in this chapter collectively demonstrate, conduce to less productive 
UHVXOWV� OLNH� FRQ¿UPDWLRQ� ELDV� DQG� WKH� JHQHUDWLRQ� RI� IDOVH� GLFKRWRPLHV� WKDW� WKLV�
concluding exchange from noakes’ timeline both satirizes and illustrates:

#3ULPDO3HUNV�� ,QWHUHVWLQJ� KRZ� HLWKHU� SHRSOH� ORYH� GLVXVVLQJ� >VLF@� #
Proftimnoakes diet or they consider his name a swear word! reckon those are 
the carb addicts.

#3URI7LP1RDNHV��#3ULPDO3HUNV�(YHQ�IRU�VFLHQWLVWV��QXWULWLRQ�LV�D�UHOLJLRQ��6R�
i am either the Patron saint or the excommunicated Heretic. no in-between.34

it is tempting to speculate, as others have done,35 about whether it is the technology 
itself that is to blame. But as psychologists daniel Kahneman and amos tversky 
(1974) pointed out several decades ago already, human beings excelled at cognitive 
biases and logical fallacies long before any digital age. What social media do 
instead is afford us is the opportunity to observe social hierarchies at work, which 
includes the twin dynamics of consent and resistance as new voices and authorities 
make themselves heard.

so it is perhaps also to be expected that while the digital tools we have available 
to us can certainly enhance our lives, they can – and clearly do – also exacerbate 
the things we already do badly, like impatiently preferring the simplistic over the 
nuanced. once again, this is not to blame technology, but rather to acknowledge its 
IDFLOLWDWLQJ�UROH�LQ�ZKDW�RQH�VRFLDO�VFLHQWLVW�GHVFULEHV�DV�D�µKXQJHU�IRU�IDVW��GH¿QLWLYH�
answers’ (quoted in adler 2013: np) in which everyone, lay and professional 
alike, is complicit. Here we see one of the consequences of ‘mediated mobilism’, 
whereby social media at once facilitate and indeed compel the simultaneous 
consumption and production of information. as active prosumers, we inhabit a 
more democratic, and therefore empowering, knowledge landscape. But as we 
have seen with the examples in this chapter, it is also a space in which hierarchies 
of authority and expertise can become exposed and disrupted in ways that are not 
uniformly constructive. Combined with the notion that ‘all that happens must be 
NQRZQ¶� �WKH�YHU\�DUW�LPLWDWHV�OLIH�PRWWR�RI�D�¿FWLRQDO� VRFLDO�PHGLD�FRPSDQ\� LQ�
david eggers 2014 novel The Circle), these vagaries of mobility could, in the end, 

34௑��0D\�������KWWSV���WZLWWHU�FRP�3URI7LP1RDNHV�VWDWXV��������������������
35௑)RU�H[DPSOH�1LFKRODV�&DUU��ZKR�IDPRXVO\�DVNHG�LI�µ*RRJOH�LV�PDNLQJ�XV�VWXSLG¶�

in an essay for The Atlantic which was later developed into the book The Shallows: What 
the Internet is Doing to Our Brains (Carr 2010).
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function most successfully at generating a recipe for not thinking very carefully 
about how to eat.
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Chapter 3 

Caring about Careless eating: 
Class Politics, governance and 
the Production of otherness in 

Highland ecuador
emma-Jayne abbots

Introduction

this chapter explores the ways in which care is politically deployed in the southern 
(FXDGRULDQ�$QGHV��6SHFL¿FDOO\��,�FRQVLGHU�KRZ�SDUWLFXODU�JURXSV�PRELOL]H�FDUH�LQ�
myriad ways to critique, interfere and govern other people’s eating by appealing 
beyond the health of the eaters’ individual bodies to that of the broader social 
body. Put simply, i elucidate how particular social groups, in this context the local 
Cuencano population and the migrant-peasantry, are subjected to visions of ‘good 
food’ perpetuated by other social groups structurally positioned above them in the 
social order – privileged migrants and the governing class. as such, i interrogate 
what constitutes ‘careful eating’ and examine how subjective notions of care-
full (Miele and evans 2010) and care-less food work to establish social distance 
and produce otherness. My aim in this chapter is, therefore, to demonstrate how 
discourses of good food and proper eating that are ostensibly premised on caring-
for the corporeal bodies of others and appear benign are, instead, politically 
motivated and centred on caring-about wider social issues.

the ethnography on which i draw is set in the greater Cuenca region of the 
southern ecuadorian andes. Colloquially known as ‘the athens of ecuador’, 
the region is renowned for its pre-inca ruins, spanish colonial architecture and 
a rich tradition in literature and the arts. it is also arguably the whitest and most 
conservative areas of ecuador and a deeply entrenched class hierarchy, which 
intersects with ethnicity, kinship and ideas of ‘cultured’ (read white urban) 
behaviour, continues to permeate every facet of social and cultural life. outside of 
Cuenca city – a unesCo world heritage site – the landscape contains a number 
of small rural and semi-rural communities, which have historically relied on small 
and medium scale agriculture as their primary economic strategy. this heritage is 
valued, celebrated and marketed, and made materially manifest in the form of the 
Chola Cuencana�±�D�PL[HG�UDFH�� IHPDOH�IRONORULF�¿JXUH� WKDW�VWUDGGOHV�ERWK� WKH�
country and the city (see abbots 2014a; Weismantel 2001, 2003). However, the 
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economy of these communities has been transformed in recent years as the area 
has witnessed extensive and sustained outward migration to the usa and europe 
following national economic crisis and the collapse of the rural economy in the 
late 1990s. the resultant remittance incomes have resulted in the emergence of a 
newly-wealthy migrant-peasant class, who are orientated towards being ‘modern’ 
and socially mobile (abbots 2014a). More recently, the region has also received 
a number of more privileged migrants, primarily from north america, who are 
seeking a lifestyle change and in 2009 Cuenca was named ‘the World’s Best 
retirement Haven’ by International Living magazine (international living 2010). 
7KLV�JURXS��ZKLOH�VPDOO�LQ�QXPEHU��DUH�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�VKDSLQJ�WKH�ORFDO�IRRGVFDSH�
and engage readily with discourses of good food.

7KURXJKRXW� WKLV� FKDSWHU� ,� GUDZ� RQ� P\� ¿HOGZRUN� DPRQJVW� WKLV� JURXS� RI�
privileged migrants, as well as my research among the governing upper and middle 
classes (hereafter governing classes), who are primarily based in the city but also 
commonly have economic and social ties to, and actively govern, the campo 
(countryside) and campesinos (peasantry). Consequently, i also discuss those who 
have more humble economic origins and continue to reside in the campo, with 
ZKRP�,�KDYH�OLYHG�ZLWK�DQG�FRQGXFWHG�ORQJ�WHUP�H[WHQVLYH�¿HOGZRUN�SULPDULO\�
in the form of participant observation, group discussions and unstructured 
interviews. i prefer to refer to this group as the migrant-peasantry rather than the 
more commonly used campesino. this is because, while this social group are 
the longstanding local residents of the campo�DQG�GH¿QH�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�VXFK��WKH�
international outward migration of their kin and the receipt of remittance incomes 
is now their household’s primary economic strategy and they consciously reject 
small scale agricultural production and the social baggage which accompanies 
being campesino��'H¿QLQJ�WKLV�JURXS�WKHQ�DV�WKH�PLJUDQW�SHDVDQWU\�EHVW�UHÀHFWV�
their historical social and economic background as members of ‘the peasantry’ 
while also allowing for their current aspirations and economic practices, as 
well as the cultural expectations that are laid upon them by those ‘higher’ in the 
social order.

Whilst recognizing that individual subjectivities are multi-faceted (ong 1999) 
and class categories are, in lived realities, more mutable and complex than academic 
analysis can fully account – as well as being mindful of the ways migration can 
destablilize class orders (abbots 2012a) – clear class distinctions and tensions 
emerge between the groups i discuss below. untangling the relationships between 
these socially different groups can, therefore, provide insights into the ways in 
which everyday food practices play a major role in the constitution and enactment 
of these class dynamics. i have addressed this theme previously (abbots 2011, 
2013, 2014b) and in this chapter i look to extend my earlier analysis of, and bring 
a fresh perspective to, the political entanglements between eating and class by 
viewing them through the rubric of care. this chapter thereby takes the stance that 
care is not politically benign but is instead a biopolitical instrument through which 
individual bodies can be regulated and governed. as such, it draws inspiration 
from a body of literature that demonstrates how caring is entangled with moral 
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values (Barnes 2012) and enables the bodies of both carer and cared-for to be 
relationally co-produced (Mol 2010). Moreover, it plays with the notion that ‘to 
care’ is both a feeling (to care-about) and a practice (to care-for) (ungerson 1983; 
tronto 1993), and looks to build upon this multi-layered conceptualization of 
care by examining that ways that caring-for (others) can obfuscate cares-about 
broader social issues. the slippery nature of care – and how this enables it to 
be deployed within class relations – is thus brought to the fore. in addition, my 
discussion implicates foucauldian questions of governance (foucault 1978), as 
i interrogate the ways in which privileged migrants and the governing classes 
construct (perceived) absences of care in the local Cuencano population and the 
migrant-peasantry as a problem that requires intervention. i consequently indicate 
how the bodies of some social groups are governed – or more accurately attempted 
to be governed – by an other and elucidate how practices that seem to be premised 
on intimacies, closeness and concern are, instead, centred on the enactment and 
potential contestation of governmental power.

Privileged Migrants: Caring-about Local(s) Eating

they don’t know what they’re doing: they’re eating all this junk food and just 
don’t realise what they’re doing to their bodies – how bad it is for them. and the 
waste as well: the amount of rubbish that gets produced and just gets thrown all 
over the landscape – this beautiful landscape! it’s being ruined.

the above was spoken by angela, one of my research participants who had 
recently migrated to ecuador from the usa, during a focus group discussion with 
a number of privileged migrants1 on their eating preferences and practices. i use 
it as a springboard for this chapter as it not only indicates the ways in which this 
group voice their concerns about other people’s eating, but also suggests how 
multiple cares for healthy bodies and environments, and cares about the effects 
of the industrial food system, are entangled and crystallized under the rubric of 
careful eating. Privileged migrants, who predominantly originate from the usa 
but also come from australasia and europe, are moving to the greater Cuenca 
UHJLRQ� LQ� QXPEHUV� VLJQL¿FDQW� HQRXJK� WR� EH� VRFLDOO\� YLVLEOH� DQG� HFRQRPLFDOO\�
impactful. this group’s motivations for making what, for many, is a socially, 
culturally and economically drastic move revolves around the desire for a more 
‘simple life’ and ‘simple food’ (abbots 2013: 121). simple food meaning, in their 
words, concomitantly ‘local’, ‘organic’ and ‘traditional, as well as preferably 
purchased ‘directly off the people who grew it’ such as ‘the peasant women 
with the baskets and the wheelbarrows of fruit’. However, during the course of 

1௑7KHVH� LQGLYLGXDOV� DUH�PRUH� FRPPRQO\� GH¿QHG�� DQG� DW� WLPHV� GH¿QH� WKHPVHOYHV��
as expatriates or expats. drawing on fechter (2007), i prefer to use the term ‘privileged 
migrants’ in acknowledgement that ‘expatriate’ is not a politically benign category.
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our individual and group interviews about their own food practices, it was not 
uncommon for my participants to start talking, like angela, about how and what 
Cuencanos, particularly those from the lower rungs of society, eat.

returning to that focus group, tammy picked up the conversational thread, 
agreeing with angela’s views and lamenting the perceived lack of fresh fruit 
DQG� YHJHWDEOHV� LQ� WKH� ORFDO� SRSXODWLRQ¶V� GLHW� DQG� D� KHDY\� UHOLDQFH� RQ� UH¿QHG�
carbohydrates, stating; ‘they have all these amazing fruit and veg here – it’s so 
cheap and there is such a range, but they just don’t eat them’. the two women 
ruminated on the health consequences of this diet, with angela asking, ‘i heard 
that stomach cancer is on the rise here, why do you think that is’? Cynthia offered 
an answer: ‘they’re a different build than us – short and stocky – so maybe they 
can eat differently’. ‘But they eat so much more’, Bryan interjected, ‘mote [a white 
FRUQ@� LV�VR�¿OOLQJ�� ,�FDQ�RQO\�HDW�D�VPDOO�DPRXQW�DQG�,¶P�IXOO��EXW� WKH\�FDQ�HDW�
loads of it’. the conversation turned towards what was generally understood as a 
Cuencano propensity for sugary sweet foods, and my participants highlighted the 
VZHHW�WUHDWV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�¿HVWDV��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�ODUJH�TXDQWLWLHV�RI�VRIW�GULQNV�
consumed, with Bryan exclaiming ‘and those bottles aren’t small; 3 litres’! in 
turn, his wife Carol was concerned about the health of Cuencano children, and 
drew my attention to the ‘food that is sold in the streets outside of schools – 
salchipapas [mini-hot dog sausages and chips] and fried foods and that foamy 
sweet ice-cream’, which she stated was ‘damaging to their health, right from the 
start – it’s irresponsible’.

these understandings of Cuencano eating practices are arguably based more 
on preconceptions and casual observations, including that of body size and 
waistlines, rather than intimate acquaintance with the local population and they 
are, in many ways, self-(re)producing. Moreover, neither are they unexpected 
given my participants’ views on the food industry more generally, and the fast-food 
VHFWRU�VSHFL¿FDOO\��$OO�VWXGLRXVO\�DYRLGHG�WKH�WZR�JOREDO�FKDLQV�PRVW�SUHYDOHQW�LQ�
Cuenca, Burger King and Kentucky fried Chicken, and the popularity of these 
chains amongst Cuencanos was a cause of great despair, with lois exclaiming, 
‘why are they eating this stuff when they have all this wonderful fresh produce?’ 
even the very presence of such chains was the cause of much disappointment and 
disdain, as privileged migrants came to the realization that ‘they couldn’t escape’ 
such restaurants and the dynamics of globalization. the global chains and their 
products were consequently held up as markers of all they deemed wrong with the 
food system and were regarded as antithetical to the ‘simple foods’ and values upon 
which privileged migrants are trying to base their new lifestyles. enmeshed within 
this discourse is the notion that the local population are not aware of the ‘dangers’ 
of eating ‘bad’ foods from global chains and, if they were, they would cease to 
do so. this is because, as donna told me ‘it’s all new to them, it’s still a novelty’. 
and, as Xenia surmised, ‘well, they’re [Cuencanos] just not as far along as us in 
realizing the dangers of those foods’ (my emphasis). ‘those foods’ meaning those 
that are regarded – within the polarized framework held by privileged migrants – 
as diametrically opposed to local, organic, simple and traditional. as such, the 
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dangers are not limited to the effects on individual bodies, but also to the manner 
in which ‘they erode the sites of simple food production, displace the local, and 
supplant tradition’ (abbots 2013: 125). thus we start to see how caring-for the 
health of Cuencano bodies is shaped by and shrouds value-laden cares-about the 
FRQWHPSRUDU\�IRRG�V\VWHP��,�GHYHORS�WKLV�SRLQW�EHORZ�EXW�¿UVW�,�ZDQW�WR�DWWHQG�WR�
Xenia’s contention that Cuencanos ‘are just not as far along as us’. this statement, 
i suggest, warrants some unpacking in that it produces social distance between 
privileged migrants and Cuencanos, as well as drawing attention to the latter’s 
absence of care.

‘Just Not as Far Along’: Experience, Knowledge and the Absence of Care

in stating that Cuencanos are not ‘as far along’ as privileged migrants, Xenia 
draws attention to her social group’s greater awareness – and cares about – ‘those 
foods’ and their seemingly inherent risks. in contrast, Cuencanos are discursively 
constructed as lacking awareness and consequently, care. Because if they did have 
such knowledge and previous experience, the assumptive narrative goes, Cuencanos 
would surely start caring about what they are eating and the consequences of 
such consumption and change their behaviours. this resonates with guthman’s 
(2011) critical discussion of the causes and consequences of obesity, in which she 
stresses the problematic ways that neoliberal governmentality shifts responsibility 
away from public institutions onto the individual. Consumerist and educational 
approaches towards foods are thus favoured, and ‘problems’ located in a lack of 
personal responsibility and knowledge. guthman thereby elucidates the politics 
of knowledge production and the manner it not only creates a problem to care 
about (and proffers a solution), but does so in a way that enables a particular 
group to ‘socially scold’ (ibid.: 18) an other, concluding that ‘the alternative-food 
movement attaches political citizenship and ethics to personal investments in body 
and health’ (ibid.: 193).

in Cuenca we can see these dynamics of political citizenship and personal 
responsibility unfolding through the notion of privileged migrants caring about the 
diets and the bodies of Cuencanos. as their comments indicate, Cuencano eating 
preferences present a ‘pedagogical moment’ (goodman, in press) through which 
the local population can learn to make ‘better’ food choices. Cuencanos thus need 
to learn, as far as privileged migrants are concerned, to care (more) about their 
food. and, to do so, they need to acquire knowledge about their preferred foods’ 
‘dangers’ in order to travel ‘as far along as us’. as such, this discourse draws 
attention to Cuencanos’ (assumed) lack of care, not only for themselves but also 
for society. they appear, following guthman, to be lacking in political citizenship. 
it is important to note, however, that this absence is not necessarily seen as wilful 
and a form of neglect, but is instead premised on a (perceived) lack of knowledge 
and understanding. in turn, caring about what the locals eat can be understood as 
a demonstration of privileged migrants’ own knowledge and global citizenship. it 
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is not only their knowledge that matters here, however, but also their experience, 
action and personal responsibility. Privileged migrants, the narrative goes, have 
lived and eaten in a (Western) context of complex and ‘dangerous’ foods and 
KDYH�ZLWQHVVHG� WKH� µGDQJHUV¶� ¿UVW�KDQG�� RQO\� WR� UHDOL]H� WKHVH� DQG� FKDQJH� WKHLU�
lives accordingly. they have learnt about what constitutes careful eating. to put it 
crudely, they have been there and have emerged on the other side whereas the local 
population, according to them, have not and are, moreover, not in a position to do 
so – or at least not to do so yet��$V�;HQLD�WHVWL¿HV��&XHQFDQRV�DUH�VWLOO�HPEUDFLQJ�
complex foods without due care as it is still new to them; they have yet to learn 
what comprises careful eating.

there is consequently a time and spatial politics to privileged migrants caring 
about Cuencano eating practices, as they look back to – and arguably down upon – 
WKH�ORFDO�SRSXODWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�EHQH¿W�RI�WKHLU�RZQ�KLQGVLJKW�EDVHG�RQ��SUHYLRXVO\��
being in a time and place in which complex foods are deeply embedded. i have 
argued previously that these individuals regard their move to Cuenca as a shift in 
time as well as space as they attempt to, somewhat misguidedly, return to a location 
that is, in the words of one, ‘like living in the 1950s’ (abbots 2013: 121). i wish to 
extend this here and suggest that privileged migrants position not just the place of 
Cuenca, but also the Cuencanos contained within it as being further back in time, 
despite the latter’s preference for ‘modern’ foods. How and what Cuencanos eat 
becomes a marker of this temporal distance, with the local population consuming 
industrial and modern foods because, in the words of donna, they are a ‘novelty’. 
Modernity thus belies a naivety. in contrast, privileged migrants construct 
themselves as having recognized the dangers of such developments and are now 
looking to ‘return’ – from a position further along the ‘stream of time’ (fabian 
1983: 17) – to a pre-industrialized situation where foods are ‘simple’.

Caring about what others eat, then, can be seen as a mechanism through which 
these social distinctions are realized. i address the issues of nostalgia and the 
UHQGHULQJ�RI��D�SDUWLFXODU�JURXS��RI�&XHQFDQRV�LQWR�D�SDVW�IXUWKHU�EHORZ��EXW�¿UVW�,�
wish to highlight that it is not solely through imaginations of the past and present 
that social distance is created. visions of a future also play a role, with privileged 
PLJUDQWV�FRQVWUXFWLQJ�&XHQFDQR�HDWLQJ�SUHIHUHQFHV�DV�SUHGLFDWHG�RQ�JUDWL¿FDWLRQ�
in the present and lacking foresight. again, this highlights a (perceived) absence 
of Cuencano care about the longer-term consequences of their eating preferences, 
whereas privileged migrants’ own cares about food in the present are orientated 
towards, and premised on, the future. as their comments testify, privileged 
migrants care about the longer-term implications of consuming complex food on 
the health of both individual and social bodies, as well as the natural environment. 
these cares are multi-faceted and there is slippage between a range of pressing 
and prescient concerns, with issues such as the level of obesity and associated 
health risks, waste, pollutants, food safety and pathogen levels, environmental 
damage, climate change, the erosion of culture, the demise of tradition and global 
homogenization all being raised by my participants to a greater or lesser extent. 
Moreover, it is not uncommon for the lines between these factors, and between 
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caring-for and caring-about (ungerson 1983; tronto 1993) to be blurred, with 
privileged migrants – as can be seen in angela’s comment – associating the eating 
RI�SURFHVVHG�IRRGV�DQG�UH¿QHG�FDUERK\GUDWHV�ZLWK�D�YDULHW\�RI�VRFLDO�LOOV��&DULQJ�
for Cuencanos and their bodily health is, in this context, tantamount to caring 
about society, and its resilience and reproduction, more generally.

We Care (and others Don’t)

My point here is that there is no one easy answer to the question of why privileged 
migrants care about what Cuencanos eat. instead, care is mobilized in, and takes 
on, a number of different guises, while frequently being packaged and crystallized 
around one issue (and solution). spatially, it also extends beyond the local 
population and environs and is orientated to broader, more global concerns, such 
as the expansion of the global fast-food chains and the eradication of local culture. 
again, this is another point of contrast with Cuencanos, who are commonly 
XQGHUVWRRG�E\�SULYLOHJHG�PLJUDQWV�DV�QRW�RQO\�IRFXVHG�RQ�LPPHGLDWH�JUDWL¿FDWLRQ�
but also as failing to recognize the effects of their eating preferences on the wider, 
global population. thus, privileged migrants ‘other’ Cuencanos through the 
rubric of care and lack thereof. this arguably enables the former to construct a 
position of cultural authority over the latter. yet, while they discursively create 
distance, the political and cultural capital of privileged migrants is limited outside 
RI�WKHLU�VSHFL¿F�VRFLDO�JURXS��DQG�WKH\�KDYH�OLWWOH�WR�QR�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�LQÀXHQFH��
or interfere (rousseau 2012), with the eating practices of the local population. 
they may be alternatively – and simultaneously – concerned and dismissive of 
Cuencano eating practices, but they can only be so from the sidelines of society. 
nevertheless, their discourse – and the distancing it produces – provides a central 
tenet of their own self-identity.

as caring-for local bodies and caring-about what they eat is symptomatic 
of migrants’ wider and deeply entrenched concerns about modernity and the 
globalization and industrialization of food, it is perhaps not surprising that 
discourses of food politics circulate widely and frequently in privileged migrant 
circles. one of the characteristics of these discussions that initially most 
surprised me was not just the frequency of food as a conversational topic, but 
also the uniformity of opinion and values. i am not saying here that migrants are 
a homogenous group, for tensions do exist within the community and migrants 
come from myriad social and economic backgrounds and have a range of political 
ideals and level of interaction with each other. rather, i am suggesting that a 
contrary view on eating, for example that fast food chains were not necessarily 
as dangerous or as antithetical to ideas of good food as commonly represented, 
LV�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�PDUNHU�RI�GLIIHUHQFH�ZKLFK�DOLJQV�RQH��SHUKDSV��PRUH�FORVHO\�WR�
Cuencanos. at times i presented this and other ‘alternative’ views, with the aim 
of playing devil’s advocate, and was met with anything from forceful rebuttals 
and personal rebukes to being frozen out of conversations. this suggests that 
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caring about food (through a very particular lens) can be a mechanism through 
which privileged migrants forge relationships with each other through their shared 
ideals; care emphasizes their own similarities and proximities and minimizes their 
differences and distances.

Privileged migrants therefore tend to regard their own food preferences as 
both more caring and careful than the local population. yet this enactment of care 
is not just directed towards other people and places. self-care is also inherently 
bound-up with their eating preferences, as they look to care for their own bodily 
health through the consumption of simple food and the avoidance of complexity 
and its associated risks. this, however, gives rise to tensions as caring for the self 
and caring for and about others are not easily reconcilable (see also lavis, this 
volume). in Cuenca, acquiring ‘trustworthy’ simple food that is also deemed ‘safe’ 
for their bodies results in many migrants avoiding local food sites, such as markets, 
and paradoxically acquiring their food from larger scale, industrial providers 
such as supermarket chains, as well as importing their own specialist health food 
products from the usa (abbots 2013). the ironies of this, and contradictions 
between ideals and practice, is not lost on a number of my research participants 
who struggled to come to terms with their own practices and ventured towards 
‘unsafe’ food in a bid to live the simple life they had imagined. yet the issue 
UHPDLQV�WKDW�WKH\�¿QG�LW�GLI¿FXOW�WR�FDUH�DV�WKH\�ZLVK�DQG��XSRQ�EHLQJ�SUHVHQWHG�
with the dilemma of choosing self-care and large scale complexities that they 
consider are dangerous to society or practising their cares for society and opting 
for small-scale simple food that carries a risk to their own body, they ultimately 
select the former. a number sought to explain this decision on the grounds that an 
ecuadorian supermarket chain is a less dangerous entity than a global fast food 
chain. they may well be correct, and no doubt many would concur, and i am not 
intent on staking a claim for either. What i do want to highlight, however, is that 
in making this argument, privileged migrants continue to show that while they do 
not – and cannot – care as much as they would like, they care more than the care-
less Cuencanos who continue to eat processed, modern and industrial foods.

The Governing Classes: Caring About Cultural Continuities

Privileged migrants are not the only actors to care about the eating practices of the 
local population, nor in coalescing multiple, broader cares around the ‘undesirable’ 
food preferences of a particular social group. the actions of the local governing 
classes invoke striking parallels with privileged migrant discourse – and the 
culpable actors upon which it centres. yet this group has arguably more political 
capital and leverage than the recently arrived privileged migrants, and their cares, 
as i aim to show, take on a more interventionist and governmental tone. in Cuenca 
city and its immediate suburbs, caring-for citizens takes the form of healthy eating 
education stalls in central locations, such as those near schools, parks and plazas, 
which reproduce normative clinical knowledge (for example, consume more 
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fresh fruit and vegetables). in rural areas, however, these ‘caring events’ tend 
to take a different form and healthy eating education morphs into celebrations 
of local ‘traditional’ foods – known colloquially as comida típica2 – often with 
accompanying history lessons and the championing of cultural continuities.

a health fair in Jima, a large village approximately an hour and a half bus 
journey away from Cuenca city, was one such caring event. the people of Jima, 
like many of the rural communities in the greater Cuencano region, have been 
feeling the effects of sustained, primarily male, migration to the united states and 
parts of europe3 and, in particular, members of the lower rural classes have been 
enjoying a new remittance-fuelled prosperity that has transformed their social 
and economic lives. as a consequence, their diet and eating preferences have 
inclined towards the processed and those foods deemed ‘modern’. My research 
participants, who were predominantly drawn from this social group (hereafter the 
PLJUDQW�SHDVDQWU\��� FRPPRQO\� FRQVXPHG� UH¿QHG� FDUERK\GUDWHV� DQG� VXJDUV� LQ�
the form of white bread, white rice, soft drinks and added sugar juices, and ate 
little fresh fruit and vegetables. their rural location prohibits their patronage of 
the global fast-food chains, although they commonly enjoy basted chicken and 
hotdog sausages from local fast-food restaurants and stalls. in short, their diet 
DSSHDUV�� DW�¿UVW� JODQFH�� WR� EH� QRW� WKDW� IDU� UHPRYHG� IURP� WKH� VWHUHRW\SH� FUHDWHG�
by privileged migrants and could be deemed as lacking in care, for both self and 
others, from this normative vantage point. Moreover, as the import of small-scale 
agriculture diminishes as an economic strategy, smallholdings make way for large 
villas, and the wealthiest employ domestic servants, leisure time has increased 
substantially and rural households have shifted from being units of production to 
ones of consumption (abbots 2012a; Pribilsky 2007).

Jima’s Health fair, then, had the seemingly dual, and not necessarily 
compatible, aims of providing professional health support and caring for the rural 
lower classes whilst concomitantly celebrating local food. to this end, a health 
outreach vehicle, with accompanying professionals, dominated much of the affair 
and offered advice and pragmatic support on issues of body weight, nutrition, and 
diabetes, amongst other medical concerns. running alongside this was a number of 
temporary food stalls, managed by the governing classes and run by the migrant-
peasantry, which sold a range of ‘healthy’ dishes. these had to follow particular 
guidelines that were sensitive to the fair’s theme and, consequently, the sale of 
hamburgers, fries, soft drinks and lager was banned. as one of my migrant-peasant 
participants, sonia, explained to me, ‘it’s because they’re not good for you, for 

2௑,� KDYH� GLVFXVVHG� comida típica� DQG� LWV� PXWDEOH� GH¿QLWLRQV� DW� OHQJWK� HOVHZKHUH�
(abbots 2011, 2012b, 2014a) but the term can loosely be translated to ‘typical food of the 
region’.

3௑6HH�$EERWV������D������D��IRU�IXUWKHU�GLVFXVVLRQ��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�JHQGHU�
roles, labour relations, kinship and consumption practices. also Miles (2004) and Pribilsky 
(2007) for ethnographic discussions of neighbouring communities, and Whitten (2003) for 
an overview of the transformative causes and consequences of migration in the region.
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your body, they have a lot of fat’. However, her follow-up comment suggests 
another factor informed the guidelines; ‘and it’s because they’re foods that aren’t 
from here – they’re from the usa’. in contrast, the foods that she and others 
were selling – roast guinea pig, mote, empanadas (deep fried cheese pastries) and 
chicha (maize fermented beer) – were ‘from here’. one does not have to be a 
QXWULWLRQLVW�WR�QRWH�WKDW�WKHVH�IRRGV�DUH�DOVR�KLJK�LQ�IDW�DQG�UH¿QHG�FDUERK\GUDWHV��
DQG�FRXOG�DOVR�EH�FODVVL¿HG�DV�µXQKHDOWK\¶�LI�RQH�VR�GHVLUHG��%XW��LW�DSSHDUHG�WKH�
governing class organizers were not desirous to do so, and placed the two types of 
foods into two very different categories – one that was unacceptable to the health 
fair and seen to be exogenous to the region, and the other acceptable and local.

in constructing this differentiation, the governing classes indicate the wider 
cultural values and political dynamics that inform their notions of caring and 
FDUHIXO�IRRG��6SHFL¿FDOO\��WKHLU�FDWHJRUL]DWLRQ�RI�IRRGV�SRLQWV�WR�WKH�ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�
the promotion of cultural continuities and concerns over disruption to traditions 
are bound up with the enactment of care, in this case for the bodily health of the 
�ORZHU�FODVV�� LQGLYLGXDO�� ,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV�� WKH�KHDOWK� IDLU� DSSHDUV�� DW�¿UVW�JODQFH��
to be a caring intervention designed to improve the physical wellbeing of the 
rural lower classes in the face of increasing body mass and rises in related health 
concerns. But scratch beneath the surface and we start to see the valorization and 
promotion of local food heritage. this is not to negate the primary objective of 
the fair, or the work of the health professionals involved. i am merely arguing 
that there are other dynamics running alongside these caring interventions, and 
in this context they are the reproduction of ‘tradition’ in the form of comida 
típica. this process became even more visible when the fair’s other activities 
commenced. these included a cookery competition, which was based on comida 
típica dishes and involved a number of participants dressed up in the costume of 
the Chola Cuencana. a history lesson followed this, in which the head teacher of 
the secondary school exhorted the gathered villagers not to forget their past, their 
origins, or their cooking traditions.

Teaching the Care-less Peasantry to Care

Jima’s Health fair indicates the extent that the governing classes echo privileged 
migrants’ perspectives on globalization and industrialization, with these being 
regarded as irrevocably damaging to cultural continuities. the shifting food 
preferences and increasing body mass of the lower classes are seen as evidential 
of this perceived ‘danger’ and measures are subsequently taken to reinstate and 
promote a more ‘traditional’ diet. Comida típica, and the people who consume 
LW��DUH� WKHUHE\�FRQVWUXFWHG�DV�VRPHZKDW�YXOQHUDEOH� WR� WKH�H[RJHQRXV� LQÀXHQFHV�
of global fast-food chains and the industrial food system, in part because they 
are seen to not know any better and are thereby constructed as not in a position 
to fully care – for both themselves and about the consequences of their food 
preferences. they are, to all intents and purposes, regarded as caring less about 
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such matters than those above them on the social scale. in reality, the eating 
practices of the migrant-peasantry are more resilient than they are given credit and 
comida típica�LV�D�UDWKHU�ÀH[LEOH�DQG�G\QDPLF�FDWHJRU\�WKDW�DOORZV�IRU�KLVWRULFDO�
processes of colonization and creolization (abbots 2011, 2012b, 2014b). But what 
HPHUJHV� IURP� WKLV� JRYHUQLQJ� FODVV� GLVFRXUVH� LV�� ¿UVW� KRZ� HDWLQJ� FHUWDLQ� IRRGV�
(and abstaining from others) is constructed as a mechanism of caring for culture 
and its reproduction; secondly, the extent that this discourse is targeted towards a 
particular social group; and thirdly, how education and knowledge are seen as a 
solution for this perceived absence of care. for while the governing classes may 
be orchestrating events like the Jima Health fair, it is not their eating practices – or 
indeed their bodies – which are the concern here, despite them also frequenting 
global fast food chains, cosmopolitan cafés and fusion restaurants in the city 
(abbots 2014b). instead, it is those of the migrant-peasantry.

so why are the migrant-peasantry singled out for such ‘caring’ interventions? 
and why is this group discursively constructed as particularly care-less of their 
own corporeal and social body? the answer lies, in part, i argue in the general 
context of the transformation of social life witnessed in villages like Jima, 
where the established class hierarchies are being challenged by new remittance 
prosperity. this has led to the production and circulation of a discourse that 
extends beyond food practices in which the nouveau riche migrant-peasantry 
are publicly chastized and ridiculed for their ‘naïve’ and ‘foolish’ economic 
strategies and consumption practices that are, the narrative goes, creating a 
variety of social ills and breakdown. But is also relates, i contend, to the manner 
in which the bodies of peasants are inherently bound up in notions of local food 
and its (re)production.

‘the peasantry’, whether migrant or otherwise, have a unique position in that 
they are materially and discursively embedded in the food landscape as producers, 
as well as consumers. Moreover, the form of small-scale production with which 
they are associated is the very type of seemingly non-industrialized, non-complex 
and synchronic practices that are valued by privileged migrants and the governing 
classes alike. i am not saying here that these forms of production are timeless 
and simple, and my participants who maintained smallholdings used a variety of 
established techniques, such as oxen-pulled ploughs and planting during a full 
PRRQ��DORQJVLGH�FKHPLFDO�IHUWLOLVHUV�DQG�PRGL¿HG�VHHG��5DWKHU�,�DP�DUJXLQJ�WKDW�
privileged migrants and the governing classes attempt to gloss over historical 
processes and contemporary changes by constructing the peasantry, and their 
food practices, as bastions of ‘tradition’.4 a similar process has been located in 
alentajo, Portugal by West and domingos (2012), in reference to the serpa cheese 
Presidia of the slow food Movement. they argue that, rather than challenging 
consumerism per se, such initiatives construct, through an elitist and middle-

4௑(OVHZKHUH� ,�KDYH�GLVFXVVHG�KRZ� WKHVH�SURFHVVHV�SOD\�RXW�DQG�DUH�FRQFRPLWDQWO\�
contested and upheld by members of the migrant-peasantry, as well as unpacking the 
gendered dimensions of these dynamics (abbots 2014a).
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class valuing of ‘tradition’, notions of good and bad foods. as such, a narrative 
of the artisan local producer is created that glosses over historical political and 
economic relations and social change. likewise, Brass’ (2000) account of new 
social movements traces the intellectual genealogy of the agrarian myth and shows 
that primacy is given to tradition, culture and practices that are already seen to 
exist. thus, peasantness is essentialized in a reactionary and regressive manner 
that can suppress grassroot voices in its attempt to recapture and rediscover an 
imaginary ‘golden age’. Being a producer of ‘simple’ food does not, of course, 
HTXDWH�WR�EHLQJ�VXFK�D�FRQVXPHU��DQG�WKH�SHDVDQWU\�KDYH��E\�GH¿QLWLRQ��KLVWRULFDOO\�
produced for the market (Bernstein 2010). yet, there is, i suggest, a collapsing 
of production and consumption within this privileged migrant/governing class 
discourse, in which assumptions are made about the eating preferences of the 
contemporary migrant-peasantry, based on nostalgic romanticized imaginations of 
‘the peasantry’. in short, because they are seen to have historically produced food 
in a ‘traditional’ manner, there is also an expectation that they eat in a ‘traditional’ 
way – and will continue to do so. More importantly in the context of this volume, 
they are expected to care about their food and its continuities. When they are 
perceived to not be doing so – to be careless – their eating practices are constructed 
as a problem that requires intervention and governance (cf. foucault 1978).

these interventions take various forms ranging from explicit public critique 
in the local media to more subtle governance measures, including calls for 
tighter regulation to curtail the transformation of agricultural land and limit the 
construction of villas and expansion of non-productive spaces, such as leisure 
gardens. Moreover, those members of the migrant-peasantry, like sonia, who 
refuse to perform their expected ‘producer and purveyor of traditional food’ role 
appear to be excluded from a number of community initiatives, especially those 
that promote a particular rural and cultural aesthetic to the tourist industry (abbots 
2014a). in addition, small-scale farming is high on the curriculum of rural schools. 
the school in Jima, for example, had a large plot and i witnessed schoolchildren 
working it and growing typical foods, such as corn, nearly every day. luisa, a 
secondary school teacher who had worked in the city and its rural environs, talked 
me through recent national and local government initiatives that were promoting 
small-scale agriculture and explained how education was a key aspect of this 
programme. she told me:

7KHUH�LV�D�QDWLRQDO�FXUULFXOXP��EXW�WKHUH�LV�ÀH[LELOLW\��7KH�VFKRROV�LQ�WKH�campo, 
they specialize much more in agriculture. it’s because we don’t have the skills 
anymore, since migration, and the campesinos don’t know how to grow things. 
But the parents, they don’t want their children to be associated with the campo, 
to learn those types of things.

taken together, then, this raft of governing class led activities and initiatives, from 
health fairs and public history lessons to building regulations and agricultural 
education are orientated towards maintaining continuities in the food practices 
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of the migrant-peasantry, upholding cultural traditions and reasserting established 
social roles. all invoke care in different guises, whether it is for bodily health 
in the case of the Health fair, the landscape and rural aesthetic in reference to 
building regulations, or national agricultural yields and children’s futures. yet, 
despite these different ambitions, they all have a similar consequence of governing 
PLJUDQW�SHDVDQW�ERGLHV�E\�ORRNLQJ�WR�LQÀXHQFH�ZKDW�DQG�KRZ�WKH\�DFTXLUH�IRRG�
and what and how they eat. Moreover, they all discursively work to construct 
the migrant-peasantry as lacking in care. in turn, this (constructed) absence is 
GH¿QHG�DV� D�SUREOHP� WKDW� UHTXLUHV� UHFWL¿FDWLRQ�DQG� LQWHUYHQWLRQ�� D�SURFHVV� WKDW�
consequently, following foucault (1978), legitimizes the actions and authority of 
the governing classes.

A Care-Less Migrant-Peasantry?

these things aren’t important; we don’t even think about them; it doesn’t matter 
to us; people don’t care where it [their food] comes from.

the above quotation comes from Juliana, a young lower class, but aspiring, 
Cuencana who grew up in the campo but now lives and works in Cuenca city. We 
ZHUH�GLVFXVVLQJ�WKH�IDVW�IRRG�LQGXVWU\�VSHFL¿FDOO\��DQG�IRRG�VDIHW\�DQG�VHFXULW\�
more widely, following newspaper coverage of a recent ‘discovery’ of an illegal 
slaughterhouse in a small town outside Cuenca that had introduced horsemeat into 
the food chain. she continued to tell me that ‘everyone in the area’ knew about the 
slaughterhouse and it had only hit the headlines following ministerial involvement 
DQG� DQ� LQYHVWLJDWLRQ� E\� KLJK�UDQNLQJ� JRYHUQPHQW� RI¿FLDOV�� 6KH�ZDV� DOVR� IDLUO\�
ambivalent and pragmatic about such matters and unconcerned that horsemeat 
had been passed off as another type of meat, explaining that ‘this happens all the 
time; you ask for a certain amount of beef, and they don’t have it, so they give 
you the amount that is there and then make up the rest with meat from under the 
counter’. Moreover, she did not care that various types of meat were going onto 
WKH�SLOH�±�µFDWV��GRJV��UDWV��DQ\WKLQJ�WKH\�ZRXOG�¿QG�WKH\�ZRXOG�XVH¶��)RU�-XOLDQD��
her main issue was that the animals were unhealthy and that their diseases could 
cross-contaminate and enter the food chain as it had, according to her, ended up 
everywhere, ‘especially in embutidos (processed meat products) – even those from 
[a european style chain popular with privileged migrants and the middle classes]’.

Juliana’s views on meat appear to be a striking contrast, with the exception 
of the issue of food safety and personal bodily health, to those held by privileged 
migrants5 and, as such, they lend credence to the widely held perception that 
the lower classes do not care about their food. in many respects, this discourse, 
although rarely based on intimate acquaintance as far as privileged migrants are 
concerned, seems to be a rather accurate summation. Juliana regaled to me on 

5௑$QG�DOVR�WKRVH�RI�&ROHV¶�SDUWLFLSDQWV��WKLV�YROXPH��
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another occasion how she was ‘different’ to many people of her social group 
because she knew about food and where it came from, due to her experience of 
working in one of the global chains:

i know that the food for Cuenca is shipped from a centre, and the chickens are all 
kept in little tight cages, with the lights on all the time, and all they do is eat and 
eat so they get fat and have short little legs because they can’t move and they’re 
too heavy. But other people here don’t; they just think the chicken comes from 
the campo like any other chicken and is killed there and then. (my emphasis)

the knowledge Juliana has does not stop her eating at the global chains, not least 
because of the opportunities to gain prestige and social status these restaurants offer 
an aspiring Cuencana and, in this way, her approach differs to that of privileged 
migrants. nonetheless there are also parallels in the way she positions herself as 
knowledgeable of such food supply networks whereas other people are not.

Juliana’s views were widely supported by a number of my migrant-peasant 
participants, who also consistently made it known to me that they were not 
interested in where their food originated or how it was produced. the terms 
‘organic’, ‘fair trade’ and ‘higher welfare’, for example, were not in their lexicon: 
DQ� LQGLFDWLRQ�� SHUKDSV�� RI� WKH� FXOWXUDO� VSHFL¿FLW\�RI� VXFK� ODEHOV� �VHH�&ROHV� WKLV�
volume). it is tempting to attribute this seeming lack of care to a range of other 
absences including the lack of visibility and prevalence of such labels, a lack 
of alternative food movements and associated discourses, a lack of choices 
available to consumers, and a lack of resources through which to obtain such 
IRRGV��1RWZLWKVWDQGLQJ�� ,�ZRXOG�EHWWHU� UHÀHFW�� SHUKDSV�� WKH�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RI�P\�
participants if i did not try to explain away their lack of interest (or care) through 
structural factors and simply reiterated Juliana’s statement that ‘these things aren’t 
important’ to them.

7R�GH¿QH� ORZHU� FODVV� UXUDO�&XHQFDQRV�DSSURDFK� WR� IRRG�DV� HVVHQWLDOO\�QRQ�
caring and care-less would, however, be a misrepresentation. Caring is not just 
a practice to which they are subjected, and potentially challenge through their 
continued consumption of complex and industrially processed foods in the face 
of the governance and education measures and the public critique of privileged 
migrants and the governing classes. they also enact care relations through food 
and, despite all appearances to the contrary, can also care about foods’ origins, 
albeit on a different scale and in a more private and intimate context. in so 
doing, they too create relations of distance and proximity and establish sameness 
and otherness.

Kinship Relations: Creating otherness through Intimacies

Cuy (guinea pig) is a dish that is lavished with a great deal of care, as well as 
being a mechanism through which care is enacted. it is also a dish commonly 
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GH¿QHG�DV�comida típica and consequently celebrated as cultural heritage by the 
governing classes in events such as the Jima Health fair. But members of the 
migrant-peasantry do not need to be taught to care about cuy, or for its cultural 
continuities for that matter, as it remains deeply embedded in their domestic and 
intimate lives, and their self-care of their households. Cuy has been noted to have a 
unique capacity to create and maintain social bonds (abbots 2011; Bourque 2001; 
Weismantel 1988). it is an exceptional foodstuff in that its consumption, with some 
omissions like the Jima Health fair6, is restricted to public and private festive 
occasions and shared only within close social networks. Moreover, its production 
and preparation are characterized by a labour-intensive, non-mechanized and 
WLPH�FRQVXPLQJ�SURFHVV��,Q�VKRUW��LW�LV�D�GLVK�¿UPO\�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�FRPPHQVDOLW\��
sociality, intimacy and the making of individuals as kin (cf. Carsten 1997). in 
Jima’s migratory context this takes on an additional dimension, as packages of 
the roast dish are sent from women in Jima to their male kin living in new york, 
effectively remaking them ‘Jimeño’ and minimizing loss (abbots 2011). What 
is of import here, for both sender and receiver alike, is that the cuy ‘tastes of 
home’, with migrants asserting that those acquired from elsewhere do not have the 
VDPH�XQLTXH�ÀDYRXU�DV�WKRVH�UHFHLYHG�IURP�WKHLU�NLQ��7KLV�LV�EHFDXVH��DFFRUGLQJ�
to my participants, other, more commercially available, cuyes did not receive the 
same level of attention and care as those raised and prepared by kin, nor are they 
composed with the same materials as those ‘from home’. as rosa explained:

it’s to do with what the cuyes eat. i don’t know what other cuyes from other 
places eat, or what people feed them, but it’s a mixture of things. But good 
cuy, should eat alfalfa and hierba (local grass), that’s what makes them good 
for eating.

in this context, unlike chicken and other meat discussed by Juliana above, origins 
are important and the migrant-peasantry care where cuy comes from. this is 
because, i suggest, for the particular dish of cuy to make a person Jimeño (or 
Cuencano) it has to be from Jima (or Cuenca). the natural resources of the place – 
in the form of feed – are materially transformed into the meat of the cuy, which, 
in turn, is digested and constitutes the body of the eater. lavishing care on the cuy 
can thus be translated into caring for the person who will be eating it, especially 
when the person in question is physically absent as is the case in this migratory 
context. this, in turn, promotes kin and cultural continuities.

this form of feeding and eating appears to be somewhat benign, and related 
more to social closeness and the creation of intimacies, which is how i have 
previously framed the consumption and exchange of cuy (abbots 2011). this 
resonates with the established literature on commensality and the biological and 
emotional incorporation of individuals into a social group through the ingestion of 

6௑2Q�VXFK�RFFDVLRQV��PHDVXUHV�DUH�WDNHQ�WR�SHUVRQDOO\�GLVWDQFH�WKH�SURGXFHU�SUHSDUHU�
from the meat and minimize intimacies (abbots 2014a).
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VKDUHG�VXEVWDQFHV��&DUVWHQ��������%XW�,�QRZ�ZDQW�WR�FRQVLGHU�WKH�ÀLSVLGH�RI�WKH�
process. Holtzman (2013) reminds us of this and the ways in which closeness can 
EH�VWLÀLQJ�DQG�IDPLO\�UHODWLRQV�IUDXJKW��VHH�DOVR�:LON��������+HQFH��WKH�WHQVLRQV�
within these intimate surroundings should also be considered, and that which 
seems apolitical and benign may, indeed, be wracked with political dynamics. 
the act of giving, and withholding, food has a power dimension in that it subjects 
a body to the actions of an other, a contention examined by Weismantel (1988) 
in an ecuadorian context who demonstrates that the serving of food provides 
women with a sense of empowerment in an otherwise patriarchal society. as such, 
accepting food can be regarded as an act of voluntary subjugation to an other 
and an acknowledgement of their (not uncommonly temporary and transient) 
authority. returning to Jima and the migrant-peasantry, we see a similar relation 
in the practice of sending packages of cuy to migrated kin. on one hand, this can 
be regarded as an act of caring for physically absent loved ones and a token of 
ongoing affection. But on the other, it can be seen as a practice of governance, 
through which Jimeña women enact and maintain their authority within their 
distributed household, and ensure that their continued presence is felt through the 
foods they send and encourage their migrated male kin to ingest. Caring through 
feeding can consequently be regarded as an act of governance through which 
individuals inscribe themselves onto the body of others. as such, they establish a 
dynamic of distance and differentiation while simultaneously creating closeness. 
Caring-for others, therefore, can be – and is – a nurturing and loving act that 
facilitates proximity. But is also one that enables the construction of otherness, 
even in the most intimate of domains.

Conclusion

in this chapter i have traversed myriad ways through which otherness is produced 
through the entangled dynamics of eating and caring. these processes are situated 
at multiple scales and located within a range of social relations: within migrant 
peasant households, between the governing classes and the migrant-peasantry and 
between privileged migrants and the local Cuencano population. in so doing, i 
have drawn attention the ways in which individuals and social groups look to 
demonstrate that they care not only through their eating practices, but also their 
judgement of others’. as such, i have sought to show how care can be deployed 
and mobilized as a political tool that helps establish and maintain social distance, 
even in the most intimate of settings.

Care is a slippery concept that takes many different forms and guises. 
Moreover, it is also a concept that wraps and shrouds political dynamics: it is 
premised on taken-for-granted notions of what is good for self and society such 
as, in this context, cultural continuities, bodily health and local foods. However, 
it is this very shrouding, and the ease with which care is manipulated, that gives 
care its political and problematic characteristic. in the greater Cuencano region to 
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ostensibly care-for others is to care-about a range of wider concerns. However, in 
caring, i have contended, privileged migrants and the governing classes discursively 
construct others – the local Cuencano population and the migrant-peasantry – as 
lacking in care. this (assumed) absence, in turn, is produced as a problem that 
requires interventionist measures that concomitantly, following foucault (1978), 
legitimize the social authority of particular cares and carers and help minimize 
social distance between them while simultaneously establishing distance between 
self and the other. in the light of such interventions, it is tempting to regard the 
migrant-peasantry’s and Cuencano individuals’ continued consumption of ‘bad’ 
foods – or their lack of care – as an embodied challenge to such governance 
attempts. there is danger, however, of overlaying conscious political action onto 
practices about which individuals claim they ‘do not care’. Hence i am somewhat 
cautious in attempting to make such an argument, although i would like to raise 
the possibility that to not care, or to not demonstrate care in ways that are socially 
expected, is a form of appropriation and contestation of dominant discourses of 
what constitutes careful eating.

Whether or not Cuencanos and the migrant-peasantry care about what and how 
they eat is subject to question and in this chapter i have tried to tease out other 
ways that the enactment of care vis-à-vis eating can be glimpsed while also being 
faithful to my participants’ own voices that they do not care about such matters. 
However, we should, perhaps, not be asking how much people care about what 
they eat, but where their caring relations are directed and how they are enacted 
through their eating practices. Moreover, we need to ask what ‘to care’ means 
and what forms it can take in particular social contexts for particular individuals 
and social groups, as well as what care does. only then, i suggest, can we start to 
understand the ways that care – as both practice and sentiment – can be politically 
deployed as a governance tool.
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Part ii 
embodied encounters  

between eating and Caring

turning to focus on embodiment and corporeality, this central part interrogates 
encounters between food and care at the level of individual as well as social bodies. 
acting as the analytic pivot between Parts i and iii of the volume, it engages with 
the complex multi-directionality of relations between eating and caring, exploring 
how they diverge, overlap and take place at many scales. tracing how knowledge 
claims and registers of value around eating frame, shape and enter into bodies, the 
contributors also explore eating as an act that resists or repositions such discourses, 
offering up alternative modalities of care and self-care. across diverging empirical 
contexts they thereby challenge often taken-for-granted linkages between care, 
food and bodies, and take the body as the starting point from which to trace 
alternative relations engendered by both eating and caring.

the part begins by engaging with discourses of care that both shape but also 
emerge from the ‘foodwork’ of (not) eating practices in anorexia. these elucidate 
WKDW� VHHPLQJO\� GLVFRQQHFWHG� ÀRZV� RI� FDULQJ� PD\� VLPXOWDQHRXVO\� RYHUODS� DV�
well as clash in the processual shaping of selfhood and otherness. it is also 
these convergences and entanglements that emerge when turning to interrogate 
WKH� GLVFRQQHFW� EHWZHHQ� GLVFXUVLYH� IUDPLQJV� RI� UH¿QHG� VXJDU� DQG� WKH� UHODWLRQDO�
intimacies of ingesting sweet foods. Here we see that caring about what others eat 
in public health and biomedical discourses can eclipse the affective materialities 
of food and eating, as focus shifts towards the patrolling of body contours. By 
entering into clinical encounters that focus on weight, the part ends by drawing out 
WKLV�WURXEOLQJ�RI�PDWHULDOLW\��DV�ERWK�IRRGV�DQG�ERGLHV�EHFRPH�TXDQWL¿DEOH��$FURVV�
these chapters, then, food emerges as a problematic vector that can be set to care in 
particular ways whilst obscuring or truncating others. all three contexts highlight 
interplays of absence and presence as eating and caring are seen to obscure as well 
as engender one another.

this part demonstrates, thus, that interactions between food and care are 
multiply sited, taking place within and between, as well as beyond, bodies. their 
moments of encounter are lived and felt, and may be subjectively experienced 
as lacking in care. as such both eating and caring emerge as ways in which 
materialities, bodies and selves are produced and disrupted as well as mediated.
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Chapter 4 

&DUHIXO�6WDUYLQJ��5HÀHFWLRQV�RQ� 
(not) eating, Caring and anorexia

anna lavis

engaging with the volume’s interrogation of what is ‘brought to the table’ by 
exploring interplays between care and food across diverse contexts, this chapter 
engages with the question: why and how does not eating engender or mobilize 
care? to explore this, it draws on data from two qualitative studies within large 
1+6� LQQHU�FLW\�PHQWDO� KHDOWK� WUXVWV� LQ� (QJODQG�� 7KH� ¿UVW� LQYROYHG� SDUWLFLSDQW�
observation and interviews with service users in an eating disorders inpatient unit 
(2007-2008) and the second comprised interviews with users of eating disorders 
outpatient, daypatient and inpatient services (2013-2015). By engaging with 
individuals diagnosed with anorexia, alongside clinical and ethical discussions 
of treatment, this chapter traces how competing paradigms of caring and eating, 
illness and selfhood, touch edges in the bodies and lives of individuals living with 
anorexia. in so doing, it widens the question posed above to ask what food and 
care both are and do in the myriad moments of their embodied encounters.

in clinical terms, the self-starvation of anorexia nervosa is regarded as lacking 
in self-care and propelled by a loss of agency to the illness. this conceptualizes 
food not only as the vector through which to care for an individual with anorexia, 
but also as that which (re-)produces their self-care, where that comes to mean 
literally care of the self. feeding (as eating through caring) is positioned as forging 
a teleological pathway from a current illness to a future anorexia-free self. in the 
clinic (see foucault 2003) food is therefore ‘an essential therapeutic intervention’ 
(Powers and Cloak 2013: 82) not only for the integrity of the suffering body 
but also for the recovery of selfhood. However, engaging with individuals with 
anorexia elucidates not only how such care may be experienced as care-less, but 
also that embodied practices of not eating engender alternative modes of attention; 
anorexia, although recognized by participants as an illness, offers ways of caring 
both for oneself and for others. such caring through not eating maintains both 
anorexia and selfhood as the illness maps and matters the space of the present 
moment in ways that may render this endurable.

5HÀHFWLQJ� RQ� HQWDQJOHPHQWV� EHWZHHQ� IRRG� DQG� FDUH� LQ� DQRUH[LD�� WKHQ��
constitutes an argument for an analysis of anorexia that both engages with the lived 
vulnerabilities of material bodies whilst also going beyond a focus on emaciation 
as a goal of self-starvation (see also gooldin 2008; lavis 2013, 2014; Warin 2010). 
yet, this is also not to ignore the enormous suffering that anorexia can cause or to 
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regard practices of not eating as either fully agential or lacking in agency. there is 
no doubt that eating disorders are often, as Bob Palmer puts it, ‘miserable and life 
blighting’ (2014: iii) illnesses, but they also emerge from research participants’ 
narratives as integral to selfhood. as such, the distress that anorexia causes is 
intertwined with individuals’ ways of caring for self and others both through and 
in spite of the illness. exploring entanglements between food and care traces the 
texture and sociality of not eating practices, allowing anorexia’s clinical realities 
to remain acknowledged but ‘bracketed’ (see Biehl and locke 2010: 318) in order 
that other narratives may also be heard.

Central to this inquiry is the concept of ‘foodwork’. this has previously been 
used in relation to the feeding practices that are part of caregiving in clinical/
residential settings, such as with individuals with dementia (cf. Heaven et al. 2013; 
Pierson 1999). in that context, foodwork’s meaning is shaped by the analogous 
term, ‘bodywork’; this has been described as the ‘ambivalent, hidden work that 
WHQGV�WR�UHPDLQ�XQDUWLFXODWHG�ZLWKLQ�RI¿FLDO�GLVFRXUVHV¶�RI�FDUH��7ZLJJ������������
see also Mol et al. 2010b). recognizing bodywork as the conceptual underpinning 
of foodwork highlights the emotional labour and boundary-crossing intimacies of 
caring for another’s body in feeding as much as in other activities such as washing 
�FI��7ZLJJ�������3ROV��������$V�VXFK��ZKLOVW�KROGLQJ�¿UPO\�ZLWKLQ�LWV�SDUDPHWHUV�
a sense of how eating and feeding may be vectors of care, the concept of foodwork 
also highlights the potential tensions and regimes of value embedded in such 
mobilizations of caring. foodwork is thereby a productive concept; it allows us to 
hold together in one analytical space the (not) eating practices of individuals with 
anorexia, which we might term careful eating, and the feeding practices of the 
clinic, which we could term care-full feeding. exploring each of these as diverse 
modalities of foodwork offers insights into ways in which performances of caring 
about and for (fisher and tonto 1990) entangle food and bodies, and comprise 
both emotional labour and value constructions.

yet, while these modalities of caring may sometimes clash, sometimes co-
exist and often ‘map onto different dimensions’ (Mol 2010: 217), there are also 
convergences between the clinic and individuals with anorexia. although the 
chapter begins with mobilizations of eating through caring on the eating disorders 
unit (edu), and goes on to explore how individuals’ practices of not eating 
PRELOL]H� DOWHUQDWLYH� SDWKZD\V� RI� FDULQJ�� WKH� ÀRZV� RI� GLUHFWLRQDOLW\� DUH� QRW� VR�
neat; these entanglements between food and care do not overlay the two empirical 
contexts in such a binary way. it is particularly in paying attention to shifting 
positionings of the body that overlaps and mimeses emerge. food, bodies and 
care are all negotiated in relation to one another. foodwork therefore emerges as 
a ‘complex and embodied activity’ (Pierson 1999: 130) on the part of the clinic 
and research participants whilst also being related to bodily materialities and 
embodiment in uncertain ways. diverging conceptualizations of anorexia(s) and 
selves enacted through food and care produce, as well as intervene in, particular 
bodies. as such, this chapter echoes annemarie Mol by asking, ‘what kind of 
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matter is food? What kinds of bodies does it feed?’(Mol 2012: 2), and suggests 
that care offers a productive way to explore these questions.

The Clinic: Anorexia and Care

self-starvation is arguably central to a diagnosis of anorexia nervosa, and 
the illness is regarded as underpinned by ‘an intense fear of gaining weight or 
becoming fat’ (american Psychiatric association 2013). that an individual with 
anorexia often ‘neither gives up in the face of the negative consequences of eating 
restraint (not least hunger)’ (Palmer 2014: 5) means that anorexia has ‘one of 
the highest mortality rates of all psychiatric illnesses’ (Bogle 2000: 2). although 
‘most patients with anorexia nervosa receive treatment solely on an outpatient 
basis … a substantial minority receive inpatient treatment’ (niCe 2004: 6.5.2). it 
is suggested that ‘patients may require inpatient care if they are suicidal or have 
life-threatening medical complications … or weight below 85 percent of their 
healthy body weight’ (Williams et al. 2008: 187).

treatment can be enforced in england through sectioning under the mental 
health act ‘where substantial risk cannot be managed in any other way’ (niCe 2004: 
6.5.7.3), although only ‘a relatively low proportion of inpatients with anorexia 
nervosa are placed on formal compulsory treatment orders, with reports ranging 
IURP����WR����¶��7DQ�HW�DO�������������7KH�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�IRU�HQIRUFLQJ�WUHDWPHQW�
is underpinned by framing individuals with anorexia as lacking the capacity to 
make decisions regarding treatment as a result of their compromised physical state 
(see giordano 2005). on the other hand, scholars have argued that accepting an 
individual’s treatment refusal can be ethical, especially if this is an autonomous 
decision against a background of frequent or repeated treatment failure (see draper 
2000; Matusek and Wright 2010). attention on the part of medical ethicists in 
recent years to values, seeing these rather than individual autonomy as affected by 
the illness, has also challenged an assumed loss of capacity in anorexia, thereby 
furthering complexity (see tan and Hope 2008). as such, anorexia and its care 
present to professionals a nexus of complex issues.

However, it has been suggested that if we accept that ‘anorexia nervosa is 
not inevitably a progressive terminal illness … it is preferable that treating 
physicians focus on the preservation of life’ (Melamed et al. 2003: 62). given the 
risks of severe emaciation and the ‘intensive care’ (treasure and schmidt 2005: 
95) required by the starved body, it is clear how from a clinical point of view, 
‘there is no doubt that the appropriate treatment is food’ (ibid.: 95). thus, although 
guidelines state that ‘weight gain is only one outcome of interest’ (niCe 2004: 
SDUDJUDSK���������DUJXDEO\�µWKH�FRPPRQ�JRDO�LV�WR�UH�IHHG�WKH�SDWLHQW¶��*ULI¿WKV�
and russell 1998: 128), particularly in inpatient treatment. as such, although the 
heterogeneous nature of clinical practices must be acknowledged (see Berg and 
Mol 1998) with differing approaches existing alongside widespread recognition 
that psychological input is key, it is clear that food is a central vector of care. 
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glimpsed through the regular weigh-ins of outpatient treatment, where food 
consumed since the last appointment is measured through the body, this caring 
through food is most starkly brought to the fore in daycare and inpatient treatment.

on the eating disorders inpatient unit (edu) on which i conducted ethnographic 
¿HOGZRUN��PHDOV�DUH�RQO\�RQH�SDUW�RI�DQ�H[WHQVLYH�SURJUDPPH�RI�SV\FKRORJLFDO�
support. yet a pervasive focus on feeding structures the temporal rhythms of 
the unit as all other activities, from recreation to therapy, are arranged around 
mealtimes. if i bumped into someone i had not seen for a few hours and asked 
them what they ‘had been up to,’ many would reply with humour, ‘eating!’ as 
one participant, Kate1, put it, ‘every day is just, sort of, eating, to be honest … . 
My whole life is planned around meals’. likewise, in her interview, abigail said:

they [staff] always tell us ‘you have to eat, it’s normal’. oh yeah, cos, everyone 
has a sandwich an hour after they’ve had lunch! … all they do in inpatient 
treatment is feed you, food, food, food, more food … i wish they’d admit that 
all they do is feed you and then let you go. i just wish they’d admit that, or warn 
you that’s what’s going to happen when you go in. they say they’re going to 
change you and … and help and stuff. But they don’t, they just make you fatter. 
(abigail, inpatient, 2008)

it frequently infuriated participants when staff would not admit that three meals 
and three snacks amounting to 3,500 calories a day was, as one participant Chloe 
put it, ‘a shed load of food’. Peter, a temporary psychiatric nurse charged with 
WKH�WDVN�RI�ZDWFKLQJ�RYHU�OXQFK�RQ�KLV�¿UVW�GD\�RQ�WKH�XQLW�H[FODLPHG�LQ�D�ORXG�
whisper to the service user eating next to him, ‘gosh you really do have to eat a lot, 
don’t you!’ He was thoroughly chastised for this in a subsequent staff meeting but 
participants discussed how they ‘appreciated his honesty,’ which was contrasted 
to the discursive norms of the unit. these norms are twofold: on the one hand, as 
abigail suggests, there is a framing of eating as ‘normal’. on the other, when the 
amount of food was challenged by service users, staff would frequently move away 
from attempts at normalization to instead tell service users that ‘whilst you’re on 
the edu, food is medicine’ (see also long et al. 2012). this discursive framing 
positions mealtimes as clinical events that transact a substance – medicine – to be 
taken for one’s own good. in turn, any refusal to eat on the part of service users 
comes to be seen (and perhaps also felt by staff) as a refusal of their care.

on the edu such refusals to eat, alongside vocalizations of distress at eating 
or desire to talk about food or weight on the part of service users were often 
described by staff as ‘the anorexia talking’ (see tan 2003). this conceptualizes 
such articulations as ensuing from a loss of agency to anorexia and sees the illness 
as a current and temporary addendum to a patient’s ‘authentic self’ (Bruch 1974; 
tan 2003). it suggests that ‘the individual doesn’t really want to restrict her 
eating, lose weight, or resist treatment – her real self has been invaded/infected/

1௑$OO�QDPHV�DUH�SVHXGRQ\PV�
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colonized by an outside force’ (vitousek 2005: 3). expounding such a clear 
division aims to encourage service users to externalize their anorexia and thereby 
UH�¿QG�±�OLWHUDOO\�UHFRYHU�±�DQ�LOOQHVV�IUHH�VHOI�WKDW�LV�FRQFHSWXDOL]HG�QRW�RQO\�DV�
having become trapped in, or effaced by, anorexia, but also as having preceded it. 
What is advocated therefore is a change back into what one once was and, perhaps, 
should be again. this elucidates, as does this volume more widely, that ‘caring is 
an activity in which (often moral) valuing is implied’ (Heuts and Mol 2013: 130. 
see also Barnes 2012).

to claim that not eating, or refusing the caring-as-feeding on the edu, on the 
part of an anorexic individual is not an autonomous or ‘authentic’ decision in this 
ZD\�GRHV�VDYH�OLYHV��,W�IRUPV�SDUW�RI�WKH�DUFKLWHFWXUH�WKDW�MXVWL¿HV�HQIRUFHPHQW�RI�
treatment under the mental health act, noted above. yet, this not only is underpinned 
by a particular value-laden paradigm of selfhood and pathology but also offers 
a way in which to perform this as care; it cleaves a conceptual space between 
DQRUH[LD�DQG�VHOI�LQWR�ZKLFK�FDULQJ�WKURXJK�IRRG�FDQ�EH�¿WWHG��7KLV�±�LQ�UHODWLRQ�
to fisher and tronto’s (1990) four dimensions of care – forges a pathway from 
‘caring about’, framed as attentiveness, to ‘Caring for’, framed as the work of 
caring (see also tronto 1993; ungerson 1983). eating thereby becomes the vector 
through which selfhood is rematerialized through the measurably-expanding 
body – literally dripped back in through the swallowing of every mouthful. the 
so-called ‘authentic self’ is at once the receiver and also goal of care, and is thereby 
positioned tensely within two temporalities at once. food, likewise, is both the 
focus of this work, and also made to work in a particular way.

exploring these feeding practices as a form of foodwork highlights how 
nutritional value takes precedence over any other aspect of the sticky materiality 
of food. as food becomes medicine, bodily perimeters likewise become linear 
markers of illness or health, whilst intimate trajectories of food through corporeal 
spaces are rendered paradoxically ‘immaterial’; food as a vector of care does not 
‘matter’ in and of itself. in their exploration of care and food in a nursing home, 
Harbers et al. (2002) show how food is constructed differently within ethical and 
medical discussions of food refusal and feeding in the context of dementia. a 
‘medical attitude to food (appreciating it for its nutritional value)’ (ibid.: 216-17) 
is contrasted to an ethical paradigm of food as a ‘means to an end: survival, that 
may be desirable or not’ (ibid.: 217). on the edu, as the nutritional value of 
food also becomes enfolded into survival as an end goal, these discourses merge 
to coalesce into one teleological production of food as care. yet, not only is the 
sensory materiality of food missing from this, but so too perhaps is the lived 
experience of being cared for.

to suggest this is not to deny the care that is conducted in the clinic; participants 
invariably recognized its value for other service users if not for themselves. 
However, many also described the edu as ‘terrifying’ and ‘awful’, with mealtimes 
the focus of their fear and distress (see also eli 2014; gremillion 2003). Harbers 
et al. argue that a caring attitude is one ‘which tries to accommodate and please a 
person’ (2002: 217). arguably the edu’s foodwork, and its underpinning in ‘the 
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anorexia talking’, dislocate both caring and eating from ‘pleasing’ not only in terms 
of the materialities of food but also of the person. the person, it is suggested, is 
currently absent as the present is ¿OOHG�only with anorexia, which must be replaced 
by food. as such, the anorexia of the present is worked on through foodwork 
in order to teleologically care for the self of the future. if, then, care comprises 
sustained ‘tinkering towards improvement’ (Heuts and Mol 2013: 125. see also 
Mol et al. 2010a), it is clear that the edu’s foodwork does care but that it does so 
in a way that sees improvement as both in the future and in the body.

foregrounding the feeding of the body as the central element of care serves 
to locate anorexia in the body. it is clear that the suffering body is arguably one 
of the few ways that anorexia can be clinically ‘grasped’ in order that individuals 
may be cared for and so this positioning is pragmatic. However, it also serves to 
make bodies essentially anorexic and anorexia essentially bodily. Bodies thus are 
arguably not only made in the literal sense of nourishment on the edu, but also in 
a more conceptual way; the clinic maps a particular paradigm of anorexia through 
the corporeal depths of digestive geographies (see Willems 1998). it is against the 
background of this particular arrangement of self, body and anorexia performed 
by the clinic’s ways of caring that we now turn to engage with narratives of 
individuals with anorexia. from these emerge alternative arrangements of anorexia 
and corporeality, illness and self.

Anorexia as Self-Care

in her interview tammy recounted how her anorexia ‘was never kind of a 
deliberate diet to lose weight or anything like that’. she said: ‘it’s never been so 
much of a body image problem for me, it was more just kind of not wanting to 
eat and kind of regaining control over that’. tammy described how control was 
gained not only by ingesting as little as possible without dying, but also by an 
accompanying preoccupation with food that we might term ‘virtual foodwork’. 
this was also apparent in lacey’s interview:

i remember sitting on the bus on the way back from school … and i got off 
the bus and i realized that i’d spent the entire bus journey counting the calories 
that i’d eaten that day, and that i was going to have to eat when i got home. 
and then i was thinking about the calories that i’d eaten all week and all that 
kinda stuff and it was like … like looking back on that, it was just like i was 
thinking about probably so i don’t have to think about everything else. (lacey, 
daypatient, 2014)

i have explored elsewhere how practices, such as calorie counting and restricting 
food intake, which both enact and enframe not eating, illustrate that self-starvation 
does not simply constitute a lack in anorexia. rather, it comprises continual work 
in order to engender ‘relationships of absence’ with food through which anorexia 
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is processually maintained (lavis 2013). the illness is therefore both dependent 
XSRQ��EXW�DOVR�RI�JUHDWHU�VLJQL¿FDQFH�WKDQ��SUDFWLFHV�RI�QRW�HDWLQJ��$V�VXFK��WKH�
foodwork of not eating here is, on the one hand, in opposition to that of the clinic. 
<HW�WKHVH�DOVR�VKDUH�DQG�VHW�WR�ZRUN�D�FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQ�RI�IRRG�DV�TXDQWL¿DEOH�
in a way that belies any sense of its sticky materiality. above, i suggested this 
effacement in the clinic to be produced by the enfolding of a medical model of 
food into an ethical paradigm of saving lives. in participants’ narratives now, 
food’s materiality is again obscured in its intertwining with particular productions 
of value. However, these relate to the space of the present rather than future, as 
foodwork emerges as a way of producing anorexia to care for the self. this takes 
us beyond the clinic’s binaries of self and other, future and present.

in her interview, Josie, described her self-starvation and the virtual foodwork 
that accompanied it as:

a distraction and an escape from the real world, the pressures, the worries, the 
stress, things that i couldn’t control, things that i didn’t know how to handle. it’s 
a really easy thing to focus on and to let take up your mind … . it was something 
to focus on that didn’t hurt, that i could control when i couldn’t sort out some of 
the other issues. (Josie, inpatient, 2014)

that not eating offers a way of controlling and numbing emotions is recognized; 
anorexia has been described as ‘a functional coping strategy in which control of 
eating serve[s] as a means of coping with ongoing stress and exerting control’ 
(eivors et al. 2003: 96. see also treasure et al. 2007). yet these accounts of 
‘counting calories’, and thereby ‘escap[ing] from the real world’, also suggest 
that the numbness offered by virtual and actual self-starvation goes beyond the 
control of emotions. By letting anorexia ‘take up your mind’, as Josie put it, there 
would seem here to be an agential absenting of the self that both maps onto and 
yet importantly also contrasts with the conceptualizations of self and illness in the 
clinic, above. in her interview, Claudine said:

you just sit there and sometimes it [anorexia] manifests itself in a sort of 
numbness and i’ll just lie on my bed, stare into space and i’ll sleep a lot or 
something like that. i just want to stop thinking and you do almost zone out as it 
were. (Claudine, inpatient, 2008)

in many participants’ accounts there is a slippage between this zoning out through 
anorexia described by Claudine and the illness as a space to zone into. anorexia 
was described by one participant as ‘my space’ and another as a ‘my little bubble’, 
with emila saying ‘it’s almost like it’s a world that you live in, that’s separate from 
everybody else’. in her interview nita described this spatiality in terms of safety. 
she said that anorexia had ‘been a safety net for so long, removing it is the scariest 
thing in the world. … i think that’s what has stopped me getting better completely 
and being fully recovered, is that it’s a safety net that i don’t want to remove’. she 
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continued, ‘it becomes so much a part of you’ and asked, without it, ‘what would 
i be?’

the sense here of anorexia as a ‘safe space’ that offers ‘retreat’ is reminiscent 
of ellen Corin’s discussions of ‘positive withdrawal’ (Corin 2007) in psychosis. 
&RULQ�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�ZLWKGUDZDO�VLJQL¿HV�D�ZD\�WR�µGHIHQG�DQ�LQQHU�VSDFH¶��LELG���
283) through the construction of a kind of ‘psychic skin that parallels the social 
VNLQ¶� �LELG��� ������ 5HÀHFWLQJ� RQ� DQRUH[LD� DV� µSV\FKLF� VNLQ¶� LOOXVWUDWHV� WKDW� WKH�
illness, as a space of numbness or retreat, is not empty; it does not comprise a gap 
where the ‘authentic self’ used to, or should, be. rather, in participants’ accounts 
anorexia stills the present in a way that forges an alternative subjectivity of space 
and being; this is a space for and of selfhood whilst also, importantly, being 
recognized as a space forged through illness. yet, this is not to see the self simply 
as suspended or held within anorexia. rather, selfhood ‘manifests’, to borrow 
Claudine’s word, within and with the illness. Whilst poignantly elucidating how 
the cleaving attempts to remove anorexia from self on the part of the clinic may be 
experienced as care-less rather than care-full, nita’s questioning of ‘what would i 
be’ without anorexia, evinces an ‘intersubjective fusion’ (Jackson 2002: 340) with 
the illness that runs through many participants’ narratives. thus, if the foodwork 
of not eating processually maintains anorexia for participants, it also maintains 
their sense of self. in so doing, it is felt to be a modality of self-care that mediates 
how they live and move through the present moment.

Kate described anorexia as ‘how i do things. you do it quietly, you do it on 
your own’. likewise, elisa said of anorexia that it ‘would be probably the only 
thing in my life that’s been constant for the last, i don’t know, seven or eight years 
or something and i guess it’s become a part of me and a part of my routine’. these 
descriptions of anorexia as ‘part of my routine’ and ‘how i do things’, afford a 
glimpse into how, to participants, anorexia may be a way of making and mapping 
the space of the present; not eating thereby emerges as a form of care that ‘craft[s] 
more bearable ways of living with, or in, reality’ (Mol 2008: 53). the virtual and 
actual foodwork of not eating, albeit ambivalently, mediates how participants 
encounter the worlds around them; it processually reproduces an illness that offers 
a way to withdraw from, or interact with, these. such a conceptualization of the 
illness as ‘crafting’ the present is contrasted in some accounts with the uncertainty 
VLJQL¿HG� E\� WKH� IXWXUH��$V�(OLVD� SXW� LW�� µ\RX� GRQ¶W� TXLWH� NQRZ�ZKDW� WKH� IXWXUH�
holds’ and, to her, this emphasized anorexia’s safety. thus, if caring comprises 
‘persistent tinkering in a world full of complex ambivalence and shifting tensions’ 
(Mol et al. 2010b: 14), anorexia offers a way of caring for the self that navigates 
tensions; or, as leila put it, ‘anorexia looks after you’.

this sense of self-care through anorexia clearly diverges from the clinic’s 
conceptualization of the illness. But there are also overlaps not only between ways 
of caring but also between how the clinic and participants envision the object 
of care. in the edu the so-called ‘authentic self’ was at once the receiver and 
also goal of care, which positioned it within two temporalities at once. Here, as 
anorexia itself emerges as a modality of care, the self is cared for in the space of 
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the present moment but in a way that may not offer any other temporality. Caring 
through not eating performs stasis rather than teleology, with all the ambiguity that 
‘stasis’ suggests.

there is a precariousness to anorexia as a modality of self-care; its safe space 
is potentially consuming. Josie illustrated this in her interview by saying, ‘i felt 
like i wasn’t existing’. this slippage from a space of selfhood to one of effacement 
was also described by lacey, who said the process from one to the other was ‘like 
rolling down a slope’. yet, despite the distress expressed at this sense of a loss of 
agency to, and sometimes betrayal by, anorexia, participants do not always wish 
to give up this particular modality of self-care; rather, their narratives evince an 
accommodation to the ways in which caring may be a deeply painful activity. this 
was clear in Hadia’s interview when she recounted how she would sometimes 
sit and just, as she put it, ‘be alone with anorexia’; she described feeling ‘safe’ 
and ‘okay’ in this space. But, Hadia also described how she would sometimes 
feel her anorexia becoming too strong, too entrapping in a way that ‘pushed [her] 
out’. yet, instead of this statement signifying a wholesale alignment with clinical 
conceptualizations, within it diverging paradigms touch edges before quickly 
parting ways. in order to care for herself within this entrapment, Hadia described 
working harder at her foodwork to processually reproduce the space of her illness 
and align herself with(in) it.

it was arguably therefore her experience of anorexia’s narrowing of possibility 
that led Hadia to continually re-invent it as ‘[her] space’. in this, she illustrates 
that ‘people make-do with what they have’ (de Certeau 1984: 18), whilst also 
showing that anorexia as a mode of self-care could be regarded, following Plato, 
as a ‘pharmakon’ (2005; derrida 2004); it is not only both remedy and poison 
at once but, importantly, remedy for its own poison. evincing the doubledness 
encapsulated by the preposition ‘through’, self-care through anorexia sees anorexia 
DV�DW�RQFH�D�YHFWRU�RI�FDULQJ�EXW�DOVR�DV�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�LV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�OLYH�WKURXJK��
these become enfolded as participants like Hadia work harder to catch up with 
anorexia so that it may continue to ‘look after’ them. the illness is thus a way ‘to 
live with what would otherwise be unendurable’ (fischer 2007: 423) where the 
unendurable may be at once cause and effect.

therefore, care-full dynamics of ordering and producing the everyday through 
the foodwork of not eating have been seen to enable a particular selfhood to emerge, 
albeit painfully and precariously, within and through anorexia. this, however, does 
not simply constitute a reversal of the clinic’s paradigm of selfhood as in opposition 
to anorexia. rather, the processual mapping of the present in participants’ discussions 
points to an imagining of selfhood that is less bounded. although conceptualizations 
of anorexia as skin and space seem de-relational, there is a complex sociality to 
many participants’ narratives. returning to Corin’s metaphor of ‘psychic skin’ 
(2007: 283) illuminates this sense of connection as well as disconnection. as Michel 
serres reminds us, skin is porous as ‘in it, through it, with it, the world and my body 
touch each other’ (2008: 80). therefore, extending the existing sense of anorexia as 
WKDW�ZKLFK�PDSV�HQFRXQWHUV�EHWZHHQ�LQQHU�DQG�RXWHU�ZRUOGV��WKH�¿QDO�VHFWLRQ�ZLOO�
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now explore a more relational ordering enacted by participants through the careful 
sociality of foodwork. if, in rematerializing the self through the body, the clinic 
performed care in a paradoxically dual and yet embodied way, in this discussion 
of anorexia as care the body has hovered at the periphery of the page, seemingly 
unrelated to anorexia or food. By now turning to explore how not eating cares for 
2WKHUV��WURXEOHG�DQG�WURXEOLQJ�ERGLO\�PDWHULDOLW\�LV�EURXJKW�¿QDOO\�LQWR�DQDO\VLV�

Careful Sociality: (Not) Eating (and) others

in her interview rashida described how she had begun to self-starve after her 
father had been hospitalized for a terminal illness. she poignantly recounted having 
watched him ‘shrinking away’ and feeling that if she could ‘just eat less than him’, 
so that he would never become smaller than her, ‘things would be okay’. likewise, 
elisa said of her sister’s hospitalization when they were children:

What i really remember hating when she was ill is seeing everyone else at school 
and all of her friends and all of my friends carrying on as normally and being 
healthy and laughing with each other and i really hated that because, you know, 
my sister was in hospital, it was like the end of my world, um, and i think i 
want, i wanted that to be marked and almost by punishing myself and by making 
things bad for me i was marking that and almost not putting myself in the same 
boat as her but giving myself something, something bad because i would have 
preferred it was me to be ill. (elisa, outpatient, 2014)

Both rashida and elisa’s accounts echo the discussions above of not eating as 
a modality of gaining control, particularly in emotionally distressing situations. 
yet, they also evince the painful partiality of such control, as not eating may 
successfully map and maintain the space forged inside anorexia but is powerless 
beyond this. We might therefore be tempted to suggest that here we are confronted 
with the limits of conceptualizing – or even, experiencing – anorexia as caring. yet 
UHÀHFWLQJ�DJDLQ�RQ�QRW�HDWLQJ�DV�DFWLYH�IRRGZRUN�WDNHV�XV�EH\RQG�WKLV�WR�LOOXPLQDWH�
the place of emotional labour in this discussion; this elucidates how food, and its 
lack, are set to work here in a way that performs caring about others.

in contrast to explorations of the caring implicit in commensality (see Carsten 
1997), rashida and elisa’s narratives frame the sharing of a lack of food as 
engendering threads of care between bodies and persons. if care is at once ‘both 
a practice and a disposition’ (tronto 1993: 104) and the last section’s discussion 
of self-care explored practices, care emerges here as an embodied disposition. in 
their felt powerlessness to care for their family members in any other way – to 
map the future or indeed present for their loved ones – rashida and elisa entangle 
their bodies into a performance of care, enacting a mimetic alignment. elisa’s 
words that she ‘would have preferred it was [her] to be ill’ frame her not eating as 
a ‘somatic mode of attention’ (Csordas 1993). that this may be at once ‘attentive’ 
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(fisher and tronto 1990) and yet not necessarily fully agential resonates through 
elisa’s words above, and elucidates that not eating may be a way caring about in 
the face of an inability to care for.

although rashida and elisa’s performances of care are embedded in the 
intimacies of familial relations, a similar mimetic alignment of suffering bodies, 
but across geographical distances, occurs in other participants’ narratives of not 
HDWLQJ��6RPH�GHVFULEHG�KRZ�WKH\�KDG�EHHQ�FKDVWL]HG�DV�FKLOGUHQ�IRU�QRW�¿QLVKLQJ�
the food on their plates with variations on the line ‘think of the starving children’. 
they related this to a need to not consume ‘too much’, which was enacted through 
anorexia. similarly, in her interview, Juno likened her not eating to the sponsored 
24-hour famine established by the charity vision uK in which participants raise 
money to aid victims of famine. recent work has illuminated how eating is an 
act that engenders webs of sociality between eating bodies across spatial and 
temporal distances (abbots and lavis 2013). this has extended discussions of 
commensality to explore food as a substance that travels across distances, be those 
affective, material or both. Here Juno’s words instead evince the sociality of shared 
absence; not eating mobilizes caring as an engagement with others that seeks to 
µPDLQWDLQ¶�RU�µUHSDLU¶�WKH�ZRUOG��7URQWR���������������,W�VLJQL¿HV�DQ�DWWHQWLYHQHVV�
forged through ‘recognizing the needs of those around us’ (ibid.: 127). it was 
Milla who most deeply expressed this during her interview; she described her 
anorexia as both ‘an illness’ and also ‘a sort of testimony to the wrongness of 
the world’. in so doing, she referred to the philosophy of simone Weil. it was 
Weil herself who wrote about attention that it ‘consists in suspending thought, 
leaving it available, empty, and ready to be entered by its object’ (Weil in little 
1988: 130). as such, together, ‘testimony’ and ‘attention’ articulate a sense of self-
suspension that navigates between anorexia as self-protection and self-loss, whilst 
also intertwining these with the care of others. Milla recounted how she was told 
she was ‘too global’ by staff in the edu who felt she should ‘focus on [her]self’:

i know i’ve been told over and over again ‘your, your protest won’t stop 
exploitation in the third world just because you know, you boycott coca cola it 
isn’t going to stop them cutting down the rainforests’ … . erm and, ‘what do you 
think the starving people would say if they saw you doing this to yourself?’ all 
this stuff. of course i know, of course i know. (Milla, inpatient, 2008)

it is perhaps as anorexia compromises conditions of possibility in the mingled 
protection and engulfment, seen above, that caring for others offers a way of being 
oneself through the alternative becoming of mimesis. as such, linking one’s self-
starvation to other suffering bodies across geographical distances also reinforces 
a particular modality of self-production. it allows anorexia to be reinforced by 
the body of an imagined other. the illness thereby becomes, at once, legitimized 
and moralized.

scholars have previously explored anorexia in relation to cultural discourses 
of morality, arguing that ‘anorexics [are] misguided moralists’ (o’Connor and van 
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esterik 2008: 7). it has been suggested that eating disorders ‘are the symptoms 
of ordinary morality, which is just being taken seriously – or more seriously than 
usual’ (giordano 2005: 8-9). yet, with a few exceptions (see gooldin 2008; Warin 
2010), such discussions have tended to focus on anorexia’s intersections with 
the wider cultural valuing of ‘purity’ and ‘lightness’ (giordano 2005: 127) in a 
euro-american context. Here instead it is food itself (and its lack), rather than 
the secondary effect of this on bodies, that emerges as a ‘moral choice’ (Coveney 
1999: 33). as self-starvation maps nascent forms of careful sociality, it becomes 
‘an attempt to meet the other morally’ (noddings 2013: 707). this intersects with 
wider enactments of ethically concerned consumption (see Miele and evans 2010) 
whilst also framing not eating as ‘a moral achievement’ (tronto 1993: 127).

yet, drawing on a moral framework in this way is also performative; it serves 
not only to mime and mediate others but also produce them, mapping other bodies 
and other hungers over those of participants. as such not eating as a somatic 
modality of attending to the suffering of others enacts a complex interplay of 
visibility and invisibility. We saw this in the somatic echoing of her father’s illness 
in rashida’s narrative, above, as her not eating sought to nourish him by effacing 
her. Moreover, in this wider discussion of care in a global context, caring through 
not eating simultaneously forges links between bodies based on suffering, whilst 
also recognizing – or, perhaps, feeling – only the suffering of the other’s body. 
this gains a hyper-visibility whilst that of participants is maintained as peripheral. 
the doubledness and dualism in this is elucidated by turning to one participant, 
Michelle’s, slippers.

‘What can one say, i ask, about a slipper?’ says Michel serres (2008: 64). 
in the edu many things were asked and uttered about Michelle’s slippers. 
these were old, worn and not a little battered; her toe came through the end 
of one and the stripes had faded to grey. staff often tried to convince Michelle 
to buy a new pair of slippers, drawing her attention to their visual appearance, 
which they described as ‘uncared for’. to staff, thus, keeping these slippers was 
indicative of a wider lack of self-care. By delinking Michelle’s slippers from 
anything but her body and her anorexia through this paradigm of self-care, the 
clinic thereby bound these together, as we saw above. yet, Michelle felt that her 
slippers ‘would do’ as to replace them when they still ‘worked as slippers’, as 
she put it, would be ‘wasteful’. to Michelle her slippers were entangled with her 
ZLGHU�HWKLF�RI�FDUH�DV�µQRW�FRQVXPLQJ�WRR�PXFK¶��0LFKHOOH�MXVWL¿HG�NHHSLQJ�KHU�
slippers by saying:

the way society is now it just seems so complex and in terms of consumerism …  
there’s this constant effort to produce a new variety or just something different. 
2U�MXVW��µQHZ�H[WUD�WKLV¶�±�HYHQ�FRUQÀDNHV��\RX�NQRZ��µH[WUD�FUXQFK\¶�ZLWK�µH[WUD�
added this’ … . ‘added whatever’, something that people think might be good 
for their health or improve their teeth of whatever … . or types of teabags! it’s 
just ridiculous the amount of choice. and there is just such a lot of waste and 
it creates, whether it’s about food or anything, it creates an attitude that it’s ok. 
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But the amount of waste we produce is just ridiculous and it’s actually shameful 
i think. some people elsewhere would do anything for the minutest thing we 
throw away. (Michelle, inpatient, 2008)

thus, to conceptualize Michelle’s footwear only as metonymic of a lack of self-
care enacted through not eating would privilege the visual narrative of both her 
slippers and her body over her voice. this would perhaps be care-less rather than 
care-full. yet, the staff’s discussions of Michelle’s slippers have also highlighted 
a tension between embodiment and disembodiment that has resonated throughout 
this discussion of careful sociality. on the one hand, it has become clear that 
anorexia is about far more than a quest for corporeal emaciation; complex, 
relational and intimate practices of caring have shown the illness to be embodied 
and yet not about the body as a visual entity. as, at once, a profoundly ‘somatic 
mode of attention’ (Csordas 1993) to others that forges affective links through 
bodies and their suffering, anorexia has also paradoxically emerged as something 
that effaces the body and enacts dualism. as not eating as self-care and careful 
sociality are contrasted to the clinic’s vision of a lack of self-care within anorexia, 
competing paradigms of care not only frame bodily materialities in diverging 
ways but also ‘interfere’ (Haraway 2008) with these. Bodies become caught up 
in practices of caring for self and others through food in ways that engender 
moments of encounter between anorexic ways of caring and those of the clinic.

in her interview eva described the effects starvation had on her body; she 
recounted bones so sharp that when she turned over in bed she felt them scratching 
against her skin from within and described how her hair had fallen out and her 
VNLQ� GULHG� WR� ÀDNHV�� %HIRUH� HQWHULQJ� WKH� ('8� VKH� KDG� EHHQ� IULJKWHQHG� WKDW�
she was about to go blind because her vision was so blurred. Here the somatic 
vulnerability of eva’s suffering body does seem, in line with the clinic’s claims, 
to disrupt the caring performed by anorexia. indeed, tronto argues that ‘in order 
WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�QHHGV�RI�RWKHUV��RQH�PXVW�¿UVW�EH�DWWHQWLYH�WR�RQH¶V�RZQ�QHHGV�
for care’ (1993: 131). Here then, as in Michelle’s slippers, caring for others and 
VHOI�ZRXOG�VHHP�WR�EH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�DOLJQ��VHH�DOVR�$EERWV��WKLV�YROXPH���<HW��(YD�
said of this, ‘anorexia’s got nothing to do with my body. the physical bit’s just a 
symptom of my mind’. in this simultaneous foregrounding of bodily suffering and 
yet repudiating of the body as ‘important’ to anorexia, lived corporeal materiality 
is re-framed as outside the relationship – the careful sociality, perhaps – between 
anorexia and self. this disallows embodied suffering to disrupt caring. echoing 
+DGLD¶V�UHFRQ¿JXUDWLRQV�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�D�IHOW�ORVV�RI�DJHQF\�WR�DQRUH[LD�DERYH��KHUH�
self-care and careful sociality are enfolded and, once again, placed beyond the 
SDLQIXO�DV�ZHOO�DV�TXDQWL¿DEOH�SHULPHWUHV�RI�WKH�ERG\�

this delinking of body and self importantly also demonstrates how diverging 
ways of caring about, for, through and within anorexia, seen throughout this 
chapter, converge. this is because it allows eva to engage in clinical treatment, 
seeking care for her bodily suffering whilst also holding onto anorexia and its 
ways of caring. she described feeling ‘grateful’ that the clinic had enforced her 
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eating and thereby ‘taken away the pain, but not anorexia’. We see, thus, how 
within the intimacies of bodily depths, diverging paradigms and scales of care 
co-exist and that caring perhaps always entails negotiation of co-existing as well 
as competing ‘goods’ (see Mol et al. 2010a). eva allows herself to be cared for 
in a way that she feels to maintain her anorexia and selfhood. that this permits 
the illness to continue mapping the space of the present in ways that care for eva 
warrants recognition as we listen to her narrative. yet at the same time it perhaps 
also suggests that anorexia’s ‘careful sociality’ may be, most of all, with itself.

Conclusion

it is viscerally clear why, in anorexia, ‘the story of illness that trumps all others’ 
(frank 1997: 5) is the clinical. yet, this chapter has sought to show that there 
are other stories that need attending to. for both the clinic, and individuals with 
anorexia, not eating keeps the illness present. yet what is kept present, and indeed 
HIIDFHG��GLYHUJHV��7R�WKH�FOLQLF�DQRUH[LD�VLJQL¿HV�D�ODFN��WKH�SUHVHQW�LV�HIIDFHG�E\�
illness so that clinical care is both of – and has as its goal the recovery of – the 
‘authentic self’. through a food-as-medicine paradigm, eating becomes a linear 
modality of rematerializing this self, envisaged as lost through self-starvation. 
in contrast, to some individuals with anorexia the illness offers a way of living 
through the present; this is forged and mapped by, but also ambivalently contained 
within, anorexia. in these narratives, anorexia and self cannot be distinguished 
so neatly, as the illness offers a space of and for selfhood whilst also performing 
care about and for (imagined) others. in the introduction, i called on an idea of 
bracketing to allow recognition of the clinical realities of anorexia whilst opening 
up a space in which to explore beyond these. as the chapter has unfurled, we have 
seen how these are also in tension in the lives of participants; illness and selves, 
bodies and pain, eating and caring, are all divergently and procesually positioned 
and bracketed in relation to one another. in particular, the materialities of foods 
and bodies have shifted in and out of view as ways of caring have engendered 
interplays of visibility and invisibility. alongside this troubled and troubling 
materiality, it is perhaps both the distress and intermittent loss of agency in 
participants’ lived experiences of anorexia that most problematizes an idea of the 
illness as care. yet, it is also both of these that underpin its importance; caring is 
cyclical as care of the self necessarily instigates caring for anorexia so that it may 
continue to ‘look after you’. thus, this chapter has perhaps most shown that caring 
about individuals with anorexia depends ‘to an important extent, on one’s sense of 
empathy and compassion for a person’s suffering’ (2005: 261) as well, perhaps, on 
listening. By tracing along some of the sharper edges of both eating and caring, the 
discussion has sought to forge understandings of how care, food and anorexia are 
DOO�OLYHG�DQG�IHOW��UHVLVWHG�DQG�UHFRQ¿JXUHG��LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�GLVUXSW�EXW�DOVR�µPDWWHU¶�
the intimacies of individual bodies, selves and everyday lives.
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Chapter 5 

the sweetness of Care: Biographies,  
Bodies and Place

tanya Zivkovic, Megan Warin, vivienne Moore,  
Paul Ward and Michelle Jones

Introduction

/\Q�LV�DQ�RYHUZHLJKW�PRWKHU�RI�¿YH�FKLOGUHQ��6KH�LV�LQ�D�GRPHVWLFDOO\�YLROHQW�
relationship with a man on the methadone program and she has a heart condition. 
6LQFH�ORVLQJ�RYHU������D�ZHHN�IURP�KHU�JRYHUQPHQW�EHQH¿WV��VKH�FDQ�QR�ORQJHU�
run a car, safely transport her kids to school or pay for their uniforms. one of 
her children has asperger syndrome. While doing her food shopping she buys 
a cheap cake mix and tells me her body ‘craves sweet things’. she said ‘i really 
try to be healthy and to not eat crap but you know i’ve got a sweet tooth and 
sometimes when things really get under my skin, i’ll think to myself ‘go on then, 
have some chocolate’.

We begin with this vignette to illustrate how sweetness intersects bodies, place and 
care at a time when australia is running its largest obesity prevention program – 
oPal (obesity Prevention and lifestyle). We conducted ethnographic research 
over twenty-three months with socially disadvantaged families in adelaide, south 
australia (august 2012 – July 2014). our aim was to explore how families in 
this community respond to, negotiate and/or resist ‘healthy lifestyle’ messages 
when healthy living guidelines may present a ‘disconnect’ with the adversities of 
everyday life (lindsay 2010). Health promotion initiatives urge this population 
to care for their own bodies and those of their families through a range of social 
marketing messages, including reducing sugar intake.

tracing the historical development of nutritional science from its moral 
&KULVWLDQ�EHJLQQLQJV��&RYHQH\��������UHYHDOV�KRZ�IRRGV�WKDW�LPSDUW�ÀDYRXU�DQG�
pleasure (e.g. sugar, fat, salt) have been restricted (and constructed as ‘sinful’) 
in dietary discourse. in accordance with this moral weight attributed to food, 
not all sugars are created equal. australian (and international) dietary guidelines 
encourage populations to ‘eat more fruit and vegetables’ and to ‘eat less sugar’, 
taking for granted distinctions between foods that contain ‘natural’ sugars – and 
are viewed as ‘good’ – and the ‘harmful’, ‘added’ sugars of ‘bad’ processed foods 
DQG� FRQIHFWLRQDU\�� /\Q� KDV� DGRSWHG� WKLV� DGYLFH�� FDWHJRULVLQJ� UH¿QHG� VXJDUV� DV�
‘sometimes foods’. yet, whilst she constantly abstains from the ingredients that 
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VKH�DVVRFLDWHV�ZLWK�SOHDVXUH�DQG�WDVWH��HDWLQJ�VZHHW�WKLQJV�LQ�WKH�IRUP�RI�UH¿QHG�
sugars also provides her with the ‘small pleasures’ she needs to care for herself and 
to cope with the adverse circumstances of her everyday life. as such, lyn’s words 
show that, in places where hardship can ‘get under one’s skin’, people may care 
for themselves and others in ways that counter dominant healthy eating messages.

nutritional scientists assert that a preference for sweet tastes appears to be part 
of our ‘basic biology’ (Mennella and ventura 2010). Before birth, a sweet taste 
SURPSWV�LQFUHDVHG�VZDOORZLQJ�RI�DPQLRWLF�ÀXLG�DQG�LQ�HDUO\�LQIDQF\��VZHHW�VROXWLRQV�
elicit a variety of responses that are positive or hedonic (such as lip smacking or 
¿QJHU�VXFNLQJ���%UHDVW�PLON� LV�VZHHW�DV� LW� LV�KLJK� LQ� ODFWRVH�RU�PLON�VXJDU� �+DOO�
1979) as are commercial infant formulae based on the composition of breast milk. 
from very early in life, it is therefore suggested, we learn to associate sweetness 
with feeding and comfort. While this illustrates the bodily materialities of sugar (in 
utero, early life and taste receptors on a tongue), its reception is culturally shaped 
and embedded. in his classic study, Mintz (1985) shows how the taste of sweetness 
(associated particularly with sugar production) had a distinctive history that altered 
not only diets in the West, but equally impacted notions of time, gender and class, 
as well as senses of self – especially in relation to family, community and labour. 
extending Mintz’s groundbreaking work on the political economy of sweetness, 
other anthropologists using sensory approaches (seremetakis 1994; stoller 1989) 
have similarly shown how sugar is entangled in social relations (Cowan 1990, 
1991; Warin and dennis 2005). for example, Cowan (1991) and Warin and dennis 
(2005) have demonstrated how sweetness and the senses are deeply entwined, in 
that apparently natural or taken-for-granted practices of sensorily encountering 
sugar (e.g. eating it, tasting it, smelling it, seeing it) are invested with meaning, 
emotion, memory, and value. fragrant hot black tea sucked through lumps of hard 
Persian sugar connect otherwise distant sites of iranian homes, sociality, past and 
SUHVHQW��:DULQ�DQG�'HQQLV��������7KH�LQJHVWLRQ�RI�ORFDOO\�SURGXFHG�IUXLW�ÀDYRUHG�
liqueur in greece, served in ‘a richly adorned thin-stemmed glass [of] silver or 
crystal’ enables sohoian ‘girls and women [to] literally produce themselves as 
properly feminine persons’ (Cowan 1990: 65-6).

as recent research on care and food has elucidated, it is ‘not only the substance, 
food,’ that has value (e.g. nutritional value) but ‘the practice, eating, is at least as 
important’ (Mol 2010: 217, emphasis in original). as Mol argues, the ambience, 
aesthetics and relationality of food not only shape or constrain the practice of 
eating but also the nutritional value, the substance consumed. in this chapter we 
highlight how sugar as chemical substance and sweetness as relational experience 
are intimately, and at times uneasily, linked in the lives and lounge-rooms of our 
participants. We approach sweetening as a way to comfort and connect through 
momentary pleasures involving those ‘bad’ sugars which are constructed as sinful 
(ascetically and nutritionally) in health discourse. We propose that sweetening is 
a useful conceptual category for thinking through the discordance between public 
health understandings of sugar and how ethnography reveals local contingencies 
of care through sweetness.
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While sweetening is widespread and may operate in all of our lives, this 
chapter explores how it is enacted as a practice of care in Playford, a place of 
social disadvantage. following Mol’s idea of care as a process of ‘tinkering’ (2010; 
Mol et al. 2010a) that involves ‘crafting more bearable ways of living with, or in, 
UHDOLW\¶��0RO������������ZH�VKRZ�KRZ�FDUH�LV�FRQ¿JXUHG�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�IRRG��
eating and disadvantage. sweetness, we argue, emerges as a strategy of caring 
(for oneself and for others) practised by low-income families to negotiate social 
hierarchies and relations, and sweeten circumstances that have gone sour. families 
thereby reclaim the meanings of sugar beyond a nutritional discourse of ‘dietary 
sugar’ and ‘sweetness’ permeates everyday language as people are described as 
‘sweetie’ or ‘honey’, things are ‘sweet’ and circumstances become palatable. as 
such, we view sweetness as a practice of care.

it is therefore the everyday forms of resistance and the reclaiming of both care 
and sugar from public health discourse that we develop in this chapter through the 
concept of ‘sweetening’. Contrasting discourses and practices of care are contested 
in the meanings of sweet foods. anthropologists and care theorists highlight the 
political malleability of ‘care’: how care can be used to support different political 
agendas (tronto 1993) that inform cultural imaginings of food and eating (cf. 
Mol 2010). Care, as it is employed in healthcare or healthy lifestyle programs, is 
embedded in culturally-entrenched understandings of what is morally ‘right’ and 
what is ‘good’, both for bodies and for society (Barnes 2012; Held 2006). eating 
‘good’ food and performing the ‘right’ activities are valued by health interventions 
such as oPal as ways to educate and support families to care for themselves and 
for others (by eating and sharing these ‘right’ foods). ‘good intentions’ are implicit 
in these understandings of care (Mol et al. 2010a: 12) and are taken-for-granted 
in obesity prevention strategies. as this chapter demonstrates however, this caring 
that aims to stop people from eating and drinking the substances that are cheap, 
plentiful and tasty misses its mark because asking people to refrain from one of the 
few things that makes them feel good, feels uncaring. these tensions between how 
care is understood and experienced differently need to be foregrounded to account 
for the effects of socio-economic inequities on bodies.

Margaret lock’s concept of ‘local biologies’ (1993) has challenged the notion 
of a universal, ‘natural’ and readily standardizable body, and foregrounded 
bodies as at once both socio-political and material, whilst also being products 
RI� LQGLYLGXDO� OLYHG�H[SHULHQFHV� LQ� VSHFL¿F�HQYLURQPHQWDO��KLVWRULFDO�� DQG� VRFLR�
political contexts. We draw on this concept of local biologies to trace the ways 
in which sugar and sweetness are ‘craved’ by hungry bodies, and used in the 
everyday negotiation of social relations to enact care. in exploring how bodies, 
place and care meet in a semiotics and embodied politics of ‘sweetness’, we attend 
to the body as ‘embedded’ in both material and social processes and circumstances 
(niewöhner 2011), tracing the intimate entanglement of physiological responses 
to the taste of sugar and the sweetening of social relations. By considering the 
frictions and complexities that come together in families’ consumption of sweet 
foods, this chapter dislodges care from its associations with ‘good intent’ (Mol et 
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al. 2010b) and critically examines how care through sweetening is entangled with, 
and shapes, both bodies and lives.

Challenges to Care in a Place of Poor Health

Playford is a place that has pockets of Deep and Persistent Disadvantage 
(Mclachlan et al. 2013) and is rated as one of the most disadvantaged areas in 
australia (Hordacre et al. 2013). a third of households live in poverty and there 
is a high incidence of unemployment and sole parent families (ibid.: 2013). as 
comparative studies in low and high-income areas of adelaide show, low-income 
families spend a higher proportion of their income on food and this is constrained 
by other household expenses (including the rising costs in housing and utilities), 
leading to a greater prevalence of ‘food stress’ (Ward et al. 2013; Wong et al. 
2011). the majority of families in our study conveyed that healthy foods were 
outside their purchasing power and, as a result, cheaper foods, which tend to be 
higher in fat or sugar, became more enticing out of a ‘taste of necessity’ (Bourdieu 
1984: 178).

7KHUH� LV� D� VLJQL¿FDQW� ERG\� RI� UHVHDUFK� WKDW� KDV� H[SORUHG� UHODWLRQVKLSV�
between place and health inequalities (Popay et al. 2003; Pearce et al. 2012) 
and it is well established that people living in disadvantaged areas experience 
poorer health (Putland et al. 2011). a negative gradient between ses and health 
is typical of the relationship between class and most measures of health risk or 
outcome (Commission on social determinants of Health 2008). this is apparent 
in an analysis of 2010 australian Bureau of statistics data commissioned by the 
australian federal government, which found that almost a quarter of adults living 
in the City of Playford reported their health as ‘poor’ (24 percent compared to 
17 percent in the adelaide metropolitan area) (Hordacre et al. 2013). in a paper 
titled the Imperfect bodies of the poor, social historian Peel (2004), who grew 
up in Playford, points to how poverty is inscribed in place and also in bodies: in 
crooked backs, missing teeth, and prematurely aged, frail or obese bodies. these 
entanglements of place and poverty in the local biologies of bodies is evident 
in Playford, where obesity prevalence is high, with 70.7 percent of people self-
reporting as overweight or obese according to standard BMi measures (the 
university of adelaide 2014).

the oPal program was initiated in twenty south australian communities, 
LQFOXGLQJ� WZR� LQ� 3OD\IRUG�� ,GHQWL¿HG� XVLQJ� SODFH�EDVHG� VWUDWHJLHV�� VHOHFWHG�
geographical areas were marked as being ‘in need’ of obesity prevention and 
lifestyle change. obesity is approached as a public health issue in which unhealthy 
eating and lack of physical activity present risk factors for chronic disease and 
23$/�ZDV� RQH� RI� WKH� ¿UVW�$XVWUDOLDQ� SURJUDPV� WR� PDQDJH� WKLV� µULVN¶� WKURXJK�
partnerships with south australian local governments and local businesses. 
through cooperative partnerships with local businesses oPal has increased the 
availability and sales of fresh fruit and vegetables and lean cuts of meat at one 
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local supermarket and increased the sales of bottled water (by reducing its cost) 
instead of soft drinks at a local recreation centre. these efforts underscore taken-
for-granted hierarchies of nutritional value, elevating the status of some sugars and 
displacing the value and accessibility of others.

in the oPal programme, public health knowledge about added sugar is 
foregrounded by its ‘empty’ caloric character but not the satiating sensory and 
emotional dimensions that are experienced, and which are detailed in the following 
sections of this chapter.1 in training sessions and promotional materials for ‘healthy 
eating’ the unseen quantities of dissolved sugar in products like breakfast cereals 
DQG� ¿]]\� GULQNV� DUH� YLVXDOO\� GLVSOD\HG�� DQG� PHDVXUHG� LQ� WHDVSRRQ�HTXLYDOHQW�
cubes. Publically revealing sugar quantities becomes a way to educate people 
about the foods that are high in sugar, are not healthy and should be eaten, as per 
the federal government’s Australian Dietary Guidelines ‘only sometimes and in 
small amounts’ (national Health and Medical research Council 2013: 10). the 
relevance of corporeal engagements with both the substance of sugar and the 
feeling it provokes is thus overlooked. in prioritizing nutritional information over 
sensory encounters with food (Hartwick et al. 2014), sugar is framed as a substance 
to be measured, and its consumption controlled. this portrait of harm ignores how 
disadvantage, poverty, sustained unemployment and precarious livelihoods impact 
on people’s abilities to change ‘lifestyle behaviours’. Participants live in cycles of 
¿QDQFLDO�DQG�IRRG�VFDUFLW\��DQG�PDQ\�KDYH�OHDUQHG�WR�OLYH�WKULIW\�OLYHV�

Many participants admitted to skipping meals, particularly breakfast as a 
GHOLEHUDWH� ¿QDQFLDO� VWUDWHJ\� WR�PDNH� WKHLU�PRQH\� DQG� WKHLU� IRRG� µVWUHWFK¶�� OLNH�
John who in his early 40s lives on his newstart allowance. John admitted, ‘oh, 
i’ll often skip breakfast. if i’ve got no money, i gotta get by the cheapest way i 
can’. the challenges to caring for oneself and for others in this context of poverty 
and poor health was expressed by Ben. long-term unemployed, overweight and 
in poor health, Ben asserted that his work prospects were negligible. ‘i’ve got a 
bad back, depression and anxiety. i’m on the methadone program and i’ve also 
got a heart problem. Who on earth is going to employ me?’ living in a household 
RI�HLJKW�SHRSOH�ZKR�DUH�DOO� UHOLDQW�RQ�ZHOIDUH�SD\PHQWV� LV�D�FRQWLQXDO�¿QDQFLDO�
struggle for which his family had been referred by Centrelink, australia’s social 
security government welfare branch, for counselling:

We were left with only $25 a fortnight for all eight of us to live on after all 
expenses had been paid, the rent, bills etcetera. if anything unexpected came 
up we would be in the shit house … seriously though, how can we manage our 
¿QDQFHV�ZLWKRXW�EHLQJ� LQ�¿QDQFLDO�KDUGVKLS�ZKHQ�ZH¶UH�RQO\� OHIW�ZLWK�����D�
fortnight for eight people? 

1௑,Q� QXWULWLRQ� GLVFRXUVHV� WKH� WHUP� µHPSW\� FDORULHV¶� UHIHUV� WR� IRRG� DQG� GULQNV� WKDW�
supply energy but little or no nutrition.
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the unequal distributions of power, money and resources encountered in the 
day-to-day lives of Ben and his family structure the location and quality of their 
housing; educational opportunities; access to public transport, and food and 
PHGLFDO�FDUH��$OO�DUH�LQÀXHQWLDO�GHWHUPLQDQWV�RI�WKHLU�KHDOWK��'UHZQRZVNL�������
offer et al. 2012). 

that ‘inequality gets under the skin’ to affect the functioning of bodies has 
been raised by epidemiologists Wilkinson and Pickett in their book on societal 
inequalities, The Spirit Level (2009), which describes how population health and 
negative emotions, such as stress and anxiety, are intricately tied to social position. 
extending their argument, sociologists Peacock et al. analyse how people deploy 
µFROOHFWLYH� LPDJLQDULHV¶� DV� SDUW� RI� D� UHSHUWRLUH� RI� WHFKQLTXHV� IRU� UHFRQ¿JXULQJ�
identities and resisting structural inequalities which ‘get inside the body and impact 
on health’ (2014: 390). attending to an intertwining of bodies, place, and care 
reveals how social disadvantage enters the interiority of bodies; how, for example, 
housing and economic insecurities and addictions affect the physiology of nerves, 
EORRG�ÀRZ�WR�WKH�KHDUW�DQG�VNHOHWDO�IXQFWLRQLQJ�WKURXJK�DQ[LHW\��DQJLQD�DQG�DFKLQJ�
backs. these ‘local biologies’ (lock 1993, 2013) of disadvantage are situational 
and they traverse bodily boundaries: whether it is medicating with methadone or 
sweetening social life through sugar consumption, substances and addictions act 
on social life in ways that go far beyond notions of being ‘unhealthy’ to bodies. 
it is in this context that we explore opportunistic eating and the physiological 
responses to hunger, articulating the entanglements of both biology and culture.

Writing from a psychological perspective, Bryant et al. (2007) refer to 
‘opportunistic eating’ as disinhibition; ‘a tendency towards over-eating and eating 
opportunistically in an obesogenic environment’ (ibid.: 409). importantly, their 
study also highlights how factors such as stress and disadvantage are associated 
with making fewer healthful food choices (ibid.: 411) and increased consumption, 
especially of sweet foods. these authors suggest that along with gender and shared 
environmental factors – what we would call habitus (Bourdieu 1977) – that there 
may be some associated biological reasons for these sweet food preferences. 
While outside the scope of this chapter, there is certainly cause to examine the 
ways in which hunger, economic insecurity and abundance of high-sugar and 
high-fat foods are implicated in terms of adipose tissue processes, metabolism 
and muscle physiology, increased brain activity and differing levels of hunger and 
satiety related peptides. or as landecker suggests, how ‘things outside of the body 
are transformed into the biology of the body’ (2011: 178). Psychological studies 
on the adaptive physiological responses to the external world, such as ‘thrifty 
phenotypes’ and ‘disinhibition’ (Bryant et al. 2007), speak to the entanglements 
of biology and culture. anthropologically speaking, these local biologies are 
implicated in the competing paradigms of care that are embodied and negotiated 
in the everyday lives of research participants living in Playford.

2XU�¿QGLQJV�VXJJHVW� WKDW� LW� LV�HVVHQWLDO� WR�FRQVLGHU�KRZ�VRFLDO�GLVDGYDQWDJH�
creates conceptualizations of eating and care that are different from public 
KHDOWK� DGPRQLWLRQV�� DQG� WKDW� VZHHWHQLQJ�GLI¿FXOW� FLUFXPVWDQFHV� LV� LPSRUWDQW� WR�
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pleasure, place and social relations. for our research participants in Playford, the 
negotiation of their position in the world involved responding to circumstances of 
disadvantage with and through their bodies, by caring through food for themselves 
and for others.

Care for the Self

Participants involved in our study describe knowing that sugar is deemed in 
clinical terms to be unhealthy, implicating its consumption in diabetes and weight 
gain, but this understanding exists alongside other multiple meanings. sugar may 
be empty calories but it is not an empty category. Caring for oneself by eating 
sweet foods is associated in our participants’ narratives with cravings, desires 
DQG� WKHLU� IXO¿OPHQW�� EXW� DOVR�ZLWK� XQZDQWHG�ZHLJKW� JDLQ� DQG� KHDOWK� SUREOHPV��
these contrasting and at times competing experiences of sugar consumption and 
its effects are apparent in the disclosure of an 18 year old participant, sienna. 
describing herself as ‘skinny but a little pudgy’, sienna says that parts of her 
ERG\�DUH�µYHU\�ÀDEE\¶�DQG�VKH�FRQFHDOV�KHU�DUPV�DQG�VWRPDFK��DGPLWWLQJ�WKDW�VKH�
never wears tee-shirts but is fond of sporting tight stockings or long socks under 
short skirts.

sienna has a history of what she terms ‘severe depression and anxiety’ and 
reports being a ‘fussy eater’ since the age of four. sienna is disgusted by the taste 
of vegetables; she dislikes most meats; salads make her shudder; she despises the 
smell of mushrooms; can’t eat nuts; won’t touch seafood; rarely eats bread; avoids 
VSLF\�IRRG��KDWHV�WKH�WDVWH�RI�PLON��DEKRUV�ULFH�DQG�GRHVQ¶W�HDW�HJJV��,Q�RXU�¿UVW�
interview, sienna revealed that her self-described ‘fussiness’ emerged after her 
SDUHQWV¶�VHSDUDWLRQ�ZKHQ�VKH�ZDV�DURXQG�WZR�DQG�WKDW�LW�LQWHQVL¿HG�LQ�WKH�FRXUVH�
of a custody battle, after which her father moved interstate for a decade, an event 
which she described as ‘still reeling from’. sienna said, ‘i had no control over 
my life except for what i could eat because of all the custody drama, you know, i 
didn’t feel in control. so, i would pick what i ate. and it’s just kind of stuck with 
me’. it is not only the avoidance of some foods that forms part of sienna’s coping 
strategy, learnt from an early age, for dealing with the vicissitudes of social life. 
Conversely the taste and provision of other foods are equally important, marking 
levels of social cohesion. When asked what she does to get by when stressful 
things happen, sienna says she eats ‘comfort foods’.

While pleasure is constrained in sienna’s household by physical illness and 
psychological distress, sweetness is gained through the consumption of ‘junk food 
like chocolate, chips, anything your heart desires and craves at that moment, you 
know, soft drink … because if you’re stressed out, you kind of need something. i 
deserve this. this is going to help me. usually, for me, it’s comfort food’. While 
sweetening social life through sugary foods is a practice sienna uses to comfort 
and care for herself, she also positions sugar as dangerous saying: 
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Hey, i got to stop this ‘cause if i keep doing this i’m gonna get really fat, and 
that’s really bad … because you know, the larger you are, the more chance that, 
you know, the higher chance of you developing diabetes or, you know, being 
overweight means there’s a few years cut off your life, you know?

sienna’s knowledge about the harmful effects of sugar and fat does not instigate 
a change in her eating practices. observing a higher prevalence of obesity in her 
neighbourhood, sienna commented, ‘everything is just really crap around here it’s 
like you just want to comfort eat ‘cause everything sucks, so yeah’. Consuming 
sugar holds multiple meanings that surpass nutritional factors. it can be an active 
agent in achieving moments of pleasure and comfort amidst bitter circumstances, 
and sweetness can be embodied and experienced as self-care in the consumption 
of sweet foods. relishing comfort foods is also an act of resistance against public 
health imperative of healthy eating. Chocolates are sometimes squirreled away, 
hidden in sienna’s bedroom and eaten in secret. enacted at night either in the 
privacy of her bedroom or with her mother in the living-room, ‘comfort eating’ 
is a way to candy-coat the stressors of day-to-day social life; the threat of violent 
QHLJKERXUV��XELTXLWRXV�¿QDQFLDO� LQVHFXULW\�DQG� WKH�URXWLQH�RI�SHUIRUPLQJ�VRFLDO�
pleasantries in her poorly paid, part-time and precarious customer service job. to 
sienna, people who ‘come through my register and steal things’ or who are ‘just so 
rude’ and neighbours who can become violent and who threaten ‘to bash me with 
a metal pole’ are part and parcel of living in the area. ‘everyone up here is so rude. 
and like in the city they’re kind of snobby, but at least they’re nice if you talk to 
them. Here it’s like, ‘i hate you because you looked at me funny!’’

sienna’s statements echo with popular stereotypes about ‘ferals’ or ‘bogans’ 
who live north of adelaide and she reveals how these stereotypes also become 
a resource for the disadvantaged, as people ‘play up to’ and leverage on these 
VWHUHRW\SHV�IRU�WKHLU�RZQ�EHQH¿W�2�6RFLDO�VFLHQWLVWV�KDYH�ORQJ�UHÀHFWHG�RQ�KRZ�WKH�
limited agency of subordinate classes to mobilize and upset social hierarchies can 
facilitate the proliferation of small-scale acts of resistance (such as petty theft) 
(de Certeau 1984; scott 1985) and the regaining of symbolic power (Bourdieu 
1984). tactics used to subvert power relations can be seen amongst disadvantaged 
communities in newcastle upon tyne, in the uK, where a ‘black market’ trade 
in contraband ‘junk’ foods operates among disenfranchized students revealing 
UHVLVWDQFH�WR�KHDOWK\�VFKRRO�OXQFKHV��ZKLFK�LV�GRFXPHQWHG�LQ�D�¿OP�FOLS�HQWLWOHG�
Bro, are you selling? (ahmed 2013; see also truninger and teixeira, this volume). 
in this era of health and lifestyle management, we propose that these ‘weapons of 
the weak’ (scott 1985) be extended to other embodied activities. sweetening, we 
argue, serves to highlight structured cleavages of (bio)power and is a strategy of 
resistance against public health regulations on eating that people living in Playford 
creatively perform.

2௑µ)HUDO¶�RU�µERJDQ¶�DUH�$XVWUDOLDQ�WHUPV�WKDW�FRQQRWH�µURXJK¶�ZRUNLQJ�FODVV�FXOWXUDO�
identities, much like the ‘chav’ in the uK (Hollingworth and Williams 2009; nayak 2006).



Proof C
opy 

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

The Sweetness of Care: Biographies, Bodies and Place 117

it is in relation to this daily grind of disadvantage that some families living 
in Playford pose a challenge to public health conceptualizations of sugar as mere 
‘empty calories’, and reclaim the meanings of sweetness in their local worlds. 
sugary foods, in places of locational poverty, can sweeten moments of discomfort 
and, as in the following case of Jude, provide an accessible way to ‘tinker’ (Mol 
HW�DO������E������ZLWK�RQH¶V�ERG\�DQG�HPRWLRQV�WKURXJK�VHQVRU\�JUDWL¿FDWLRQ�DQG�
enacting care for oneself.

Jude was born to working class uK migrant parents struggling to make ends 
meet. she described her parents as ‘heavy drinkers’ and ‘hard on her’, recalling 
that they made her undertake the majority of household domestic tasks as a young 
girl. Being conceived out of an affair and living in a poor household were the two 
reasons Jude cited for her parents’ attitude to her. at the age of 11 she was sent 
to live with a family friend in a bakery where she worked the night shift until 
the age of 16. With disrupted educational opportunities Jude married a man in 
her late teens who beat her severely. ‘He was a real madman. He broke all my 
¿QJHUV��+H�VODVKHG�P\�IDFH�RSHQ¶��VKH�VDLG�ZKLOH�OLIWLQJ�KHU�FKLQ�WR�VKRZ�PH�WKH�
VFDU��7R�VWRS� WKH� µÀDVKEDFNV¶�RI� WKH�EHDWLQJV� �WKDW�RFFXUUHG����\HDUV�DJR�� -XGH�
takes anti-depressants. she said, ‘they stop me from remembering the things you 
GRQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�UHPHPEHU¶��:KHQ�WHQ�\HDUV�LQWR�WKH�PDUULDJH�WKH�DEXVH�ZDV�LQÀLFWHG�
onto their young son, Jude left her husband. soon after however, she entered into 
another domestically violent marriage and had a second son. in the course of the 
two abusive relationships Jude habitually overate, often seeking pleasure from 
LFH�FUHDP��5HÀHFWLQJ�RQ� WKLV�SHULRG�RI�KHU� OLIH� -XGH�H[FODLPHG�� µ,�ZDV� VWDUWLQJ�
depression then because of what i was going through’ and ‘i was eating really bad 
… i did not care about my body or weight’ which escalated to 140kg. indulging in 
ice-cream enabled Jude to experience some pleasure during discomfort, which she 
explained as a strategy to ‘survive in the moment the best way i could’.

this over-consumption of ‘comfort foods’ is no longer part of Jude’s 
repertoire of techniques for coping with adversity. now diabetic, and having had a 
gastrectomy to treat stomach cancer, she is unable to digest foods that are high in 
fat or sugar. By repositioning previous food practices as harmful, Jude described 
how her current ways of eating and preparing whole foods are informed by public 
health principles of healthy eating. she said, ‘in a way i was abusing my own self 
but not realizing that’s what i was doing’. as Jude’s biographical narrative shows, 
sugar can lead to weight gain and be harmful to the body, but its consumption may 
also be a strategy, albeit not necessarily a conscious one, to attenuate unhappiness 
and disadvantage through material and gustatory pleasure. for sienna and Jude 
eating sweet treats reveals tensions between contextual experiences of ‘comfort 
eating’ and the dietary discourses that construct high-sugar diets as careless eating. 
the practice of caring for the self by ‘sweetening’ social life can be biologically 
damaging and, at the same time, can enable ‘survival’, offering a taste of something 
pleasant during times of hardship.

in their work on the social aspects of dietary sugars, Mclennan et al. (2014) 
link the seemingly contradictory meanings of sugar as both ‘good’ and ‘bad’ to 
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WKH�FRPPRGL¿FDWLRQ�DQG�FRUSRUDWH�EUDQGLQJ�RI�VXJDU�SURGXFWV��6HOI�FDUH�WKURXJK�
consuming products that are bad for health is part of a pervasive marketing strategy. 
sugar is transformed into a commodity that is fetishized as imbued with elevated 
status or mood – including sexual arousal and climax ‘for pleasure seekers’ 
VDWLV¿HG�E\�0DJQXP�LFH�FUHDPV�VXFK�DV�µ/XVW¶�LQ�WKH�µ6HYHQ�'HDGO\�6LQV¶�UDQJH��
sugary products, their packaging and advertisements make possible an experience 
of luxury and happiness in an impoverished place. in the everyday advertising of 
popular chocolates, consumers of Cadbury chocolates are transported to ‘Joyville’ 
or invited by fererro rocher to ‘share the secret of gold’, while the purchase of 
Mars-owned dove confers an experience that is ‘silky smooth’ and Bounty LV�¿OOHG�
with a ‘taste of paradise’. these chocolates are frequently mentioned as desirable 
by participants such as Karen, a single mother of two, who buys blocks of dove in 
large quantities when they are on special. these chocolates enable the imagining, 
KRZHYHU�EULHÀ\��RI�D�WDVWH�RI�OX[XU\��UDWKHU�WKDQ�D�µWDVWH�RI�QHFHVVLW\¶��%RXUGLHX�
1984: 178).

Care for others: Social Relations

While sweetness is often used and marketed towards care for the self, it is also 
critical in our care for others. rewarding children with lollipops and ice-cream, 
demonstrating appreciation or adoration with a box of chocolates, and celebrating 
the progression of others’ years with a birthday cake are culturally normative 
exchanges that sweeten social relations. this sweetening of social life is played 
out in the relationship between sienna and her mother with whom she lives.

ironically having chosen the pseudonym Candy, sienna’s mother described 
purchasing the foods that sweeten her daughter’s moments of anxiety and 
depression. Candy’s identity is intricately related to her position as a mother. 
Having moved out of her natal home at the age of 13, Candy enjoys being the 
caretaker and provider for her 18 year old daughter and also nurtures other young 
boarders who live in her home. Candy buys the foods she knows sienna will eat 
and drink, usually sweet tasting soft drinks, processed pasta sachets and biscuits. 
Much of sienna’s socializing occurs at night at home with her mother and the 
house boarders sitting in front of the television, where they chat, and enjoy the 
pleasures of sharing sweet foods. in the household snacking is often restrained 
during the day but, as sienna explained ‘after dinner it’s like fair game. everyone 
is just like SNACK!’

if we’re, you know, if we’re sitting in the lounge and we’re like, ‘i feel like a 
snack,’ then we get up. and then like an hour later someone else would be like, 
‘i feel like a snack,’ and then someone will bring back other things. it’s a bad 
system, i must admit. But that’s what we do, so.
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Subversive Eating

in Candy and sienna’s lounge room the experience of sweetness operates to 
strengthen social relations through the sharing of taste, and also by making time 
and space for its consumption (Mclennan et al. 2014). sweet foods, like cigarettes 
before them, demarcates liminal zones where everyday concerns are temporarily 
suspended (in tea breaks, smokos3 and snack times) and commodities are fetishized 
and enjoyed. in her study on gender and class as dimensions of smoking behaviour 
in Britain, graham (1994) found that cigarette smoking was associated with 
women from low socio-economic classes who have caring responsibilities and 
OLPLWHG�¿QDQFLDO�UHVRXUFHV��,Q�KHU�VWXG\��VPRNLQJ�SXQFWXDWHG�WKH�SDVVLQJ�RI�WLPH��
it was a way of marking time and making time in an otherwise chaotic or boring 
day. Making time in the day for oneself is promoted in the long-running nestlé 
slogan that consumers should ‘Have a break … have a Kit Kat’, enacting self-
care through momentary pleasures. in a similar light, the australian confectionary 
EUDQG�$OOHQ¶V�UHPLQGV�XV�WKDW�SOHDVXUH�DQG�MR\��GHVSLWH�GLI¿FXOW�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��FDQ�
be experienced in the present hence the marketing line ‘it’s moments like these 
you need Minties’.4 

like smoko breaks, snack-time is processual, reproducing social relations 
night-by-night. this intimate and relational practice of snacking in front of the 
television can offer an escape from the stressors of life, where the commensality of 
EHLQJ�ZLWK�RWKHUV�HLWKHU�LQ�ÀHVK�RU�YLUWXDOO\�RQ�VFUHHQ�LV�VZHHWHQHG�WKURXJK�WKRVH�
foods and drinks that are promoted and advertised as associated with ‘enjoyment 
DQG�LPPHGLDWH�JUDWL¿FDWLRQ¶��+DUULV�HW�DO���������6XJDU\�SURGXFWV�PD\�SRVH�µULVNV¶�
to health but they are advertised and promoted as a reward, a ‘happy, sometimes 
secretive or ‘naughty’ indulgence’ (Mclennan et al. 2014). Candy buys large 
packets containing ‘fun sized chocolates’ or single servings of sweet biscuits such 
as tiny teddies. asserting that ‘it’s more expensive that way’ she pays heed to 
health advice by purchasing sugary foods ‘in small amounts’, and in line with her 
daughter’s desire to lose weight. ‘you know’ Candy said ‘a moment on the lips, 
a lifetime on the hips’. Competing paradigms of care collide as health discourses 
of ‘careful eating’ and relational practices of sweetening shape and constrain food 
SRUWLRQV�DQG�SUHIHUHQFHV��+RZHYHU��UHVWUDLQW�LV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�H[HUFLVH�DW�QLJKW�ZKHQ�
‘subversive’ eating (albon 2005) takes hold. as sienna conveyed guiltily: ‘it’s a 
bad system, i must admit. But that’s what we do’. Contested enactments of care are 
played out in Candy’s relationship with her obese stepdad. While her own mother 
worries about his weight and its impact on his health, Candy sneaks him lollipops 
asserting ‘you can’t deny the man everything’. 

‘subversive’ eating is not only a central impetus in children’s taste for sugar 
(albon 2005) but is sustained into adulthood, with a sense of ‘naughtiness’ 
around the consumption of sweet foods that is promoted in the marketing of 

3௑$�VODQJ�WHUP�XVHG�LQ�$XVWUDOLD�IRU�D�VKRUW�FLJDUHWWH�EUHDN�
4௑0LQWLHV�DUH�D�VRIW�FKHZDEOH�PLQW�ÀDYRXUHG�VZHHW��
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ready-made sugary products (Mclennan et al. 2014). in contrast, the social 
marketing that informs health and welfare programmes in Playford demonstrates 
a moral imperative to encourage people in the community to make the ‘right’ food 
decisions and, in turn, to care for themselves and their families. Care operates 
through food, explicitly healthy food, in obesity interventions like oPal, but 
this understanding of care is contested in Candy’s family where caring through 
food involves more than simply choosing or providing healthy options (fox and 
smith 2011).

2XU� HWKQRJUDSK\� UHYHDOV� µFDUH¶� WR� EH� D� PRUH� ÀXLG� FDWHJRU\�� DQG� RQH� WKDW�
operates through the nuanced day-to-day sweetening of social life. Care is thus 
embodied and negotiated in sharing the pleasures of sugar, and, conversely, in the 
public health imaginings that promote its restriction. in their discourse analysis 
of maternal resistance to Jamie oliver’s school dinners in the working class area 
of rotherham in the uK, fox and smith (2011) point to the ways in which media 
sources and government policies overlook the multiple meanings of care that are 
constructed and embodied in the provision of food. shunning homemade school 
meals and resisting health interventions, rotherham mothers caught media attention 
by passing burgers and buns to their children through the school railings. labelled 
LQ�WKH�SRSXODU�SUHVV�DV�µVLQQHU�ODGLHV¶��WKH�PRWKHUV�FDPH�WR�UHSUHVHQW�WKH�µÀDZHG�
consumption’ habits and practices of the uK working classes (Peacock et al. 2014. 
see also Warin 2011). resonant with tensions between the discursive framings 
of care in healthy lifestyle programs and the embodied practice of sweetening, 
the rotherham mothers’ offering of pleasant tasting foods to their children was 
represented in the media as a marker of ‘distorted priorities’ (Peacock et al. 2014). 
these examples point to the coalescence of class and gender in care contexts. Care 
through feeding is entrenched in cultural understandings of women’s roles and is 
positioned in the media as susceptible to working-class mothers’ poor ‘tastes’, 
their unhealthy diet and lifestyle choices (fox and smith 2011; gillies 2007). 
Public health notions of careful eating compete therefore with differing paradigms 
of care (including powerful connections of kinship, gender relations and care 
through food) in places of disadvantage.

Conclusion

,Q�WKH�OLYHV�RI�RXU�SDUWLFLSDQWV�UH¿QHG�VXJDUV�DUH�LPPHGLDWHO\�VDWLDWLQJ��HDV\�WR�
access and affordable. yet they are positioned as ‘sometimes’ or ‘discretionary 
foods’ in government advice. sociological literature has shown how, in the context 
of social disadvantage, public health care that asks people to refrain from the 
things that they take pleasure in ‘may do more harm than good’ (lindsay 2010. 
see also stead et al. 2011). the arguments in this chapter go beyond the troubling 
RI� SXEOLF� KHDOWK� FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV� RI� µFDUH¶� WKDW� SHUVLVW� LQ� QXWULWLRQDO� GLVFRXUVH� WR�
demonstrate how people care through sweetening. We agree with Mol et al. that 
‘writing about care’ requires a ‘need to juggle with our language and adapt it’ 
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to everyday situations where care ‘may involve jointly drinking a hot chocolate 
while chatting about nothing in particular’ (2010b: 10). in places of poverty and 
hardship, we argue, ‘tinkering’ with food, eating and bodies is instrumental to the 
sweetening of circumstances and social relations. 

our research on sweetening has parallels with studies on the relationship 
between bodies, place and smoking which demonstrate a class and gendered 
gradient to smoking behaviour. research conducted in a low income area in 
glasgow, scotland reveals how smoking is practised in order to deal with living 
in a stigmatized region (stead et al. 2001). similarly, studies in the uK show how 
socio-economic inequality contributes to the smoking activity of mothers from 
minority groups and in poor communities, as smoking can be associated with 
‘resting and refuelling’; the maintenance of usual routines; a way to cope with 
boredom and breakdowns in normal everyday life; a ‘break’ from the ongoing, 
intensive care of children (graham et al. 2006; Hawkins et al. 2010; Marsh and 
McKay 1994). in research conducted in Christchurch, new Zealand the double 
stigma of living in a socially disadvantaged neighbourhood and the habit of 
smoking (a stigmatizing activity) creates ‘smoking islands’ in which smoking 
LV� D� QRUPDOL]HG� EHKDYLRXU� �7KRPSVRQ� HW� DO�� ������� 6LPLODUO\�� RXU� ¿HOGZRUN�
demonstrates that sweetening operates among research participants living in 
Playford both as a visceral technique and as an everyday form of resistance, for 
ameliorating ‘inequalities in the social trajectories in which they are embedded’ 
(graham et al. 2006: 7).

Healthy lifestyle programs in Playford face challenges when the eating habits 
of people are unresponsive to health messages, which can be undermined by 
making them amenable to people’s own agendas or identities. this ‘normative 
dissonance’ (Popay et al. 2013) is played out in the living room of Candy who 
consumes ‘fun size’ chocolates because they are ‘in small amounts’. it is also 
embodied in the lives of sienna and Jude who deploy sweetening as a strategy for 
experiencing, albeit momentarily, the comfort and happiness that are eroded in 
personal histories of rejection, abuse, bullying, depression, and anxiety. assigning 
a positive value to sugar and sweetness is a technique used by this marginalized 
group to ‘upset sensory and social hierarchies’ (Howes and Classen 2014: 77) 
entrenched in mainstream public health campaigns that construct sugar as wholly 
negative. We propose that sweetening must be understood in its local context, as 
embedded in the bodies and social lives of those who sweeten in order to cope and 
to care when one’s place in the world diminishes possibilities for other securities 
(Peacock et al. 2014). Public health imperatives to reduce sugar consumption (and 
its multiple meanings) among those with what graham et al. term ‘biographies 
of disadvantage’ (2006: 7) may be marred then by the efforts and practices of the 
disenfranchized to make social life palatable, in effect, to make the bitter sweet. 
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Chapter 6 

food, Weight and Care in the Consultation
antje lindenmeyer

Invisibilities of Food

interactions around food, weight and eating that take place during health care 
consultations can bring up complex emotions. exploring the context for these 
emotions necessitates looking at, and linking, discourses and debates around food 
and eating, and care. above all, fisher and tronto’s (1990) four dimensions of 
care can shed light on different aspects of the consultation: on the side of the 
health professional, ‘caring about’ (attentiveness) aims to be mindful of the other’s 
need; within the biomedical paradigm, this could be seen as the doctor or nurse 
noticing that the patient is overweight and therefore in need of help. However, 
it might be more fruitful to interpret ‘caring about’ as attending to the patient 
more holistically, without prioritizing weight. ‘Caring for’ implies the doctor or 
nurse taking on responsibility for the patient, and initiating the actual work of 
‘caring’: the dialogue of the consultation which should include talking about food 
and eating in a sensitive manner. However, the care receiver is also involved by 
being receptive and judging the effectiveness of care. as food and eating are an 
important aspect of maintaining health in everyday life, ‘caring about’ what other 
people eat becomes an important aspect of ‘caring for’ the patient.

setting aside the debate over whether weight loss itself is desirable, achievable 
in the long term or salutogenic (aphramor 2005), this chapter initially set out to 
explore the entanglement of food and care in primary care consultations. i aimed 
to identify accounts of these consultations in the qualitative health literature 
WR� ¿QG� RXW� KRZ� GRFWRUV�� QXUVHV� DQG� SDWLHQWV� H[SHULHQFHG� WKHP� DQG� KRZ� µFDUH¶�
was understood in this context. for this, i aimed at a broad reading rather than a 
systematic approach1, with a review of qualitative and sociological journals backed 
up by a Medline and CinaHl search (using search terms such as weight/obesity 
in combination with primary care/consultation/doctor-patient relations), followed 
by snowballing from citations. i extracted quotes that illustrated interactions 
between health professionals and patients that took place during the consultations, 
focusing especially on emotions experienced by both parties. as many studies 
were quite descriptive, it was not possible to conduct a full meta-ethnography 

1௑6LPLODU�WR�TXDOLWDWLYH�UHYLHZV�ZLWK�D�PRUH�V\VWHPDWLF�DSSURDFK��FI��0DOWHUXG�DQG�
ulriksen 2011; Mold and forbes 2011), most articles discussed here are from the uK, us, 
australia or scandinavian countries and the majority of participants are female and white. 
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drawing together authors’ interpretations of what had occurred (see thorne et al. 
2004). instead, i conducted a secondary analysis of data from participant quotes 
and descriptive passages, including theoretical interpretations where they were 
given (cf. gronning 2013; tischner 2013). this enabled me to draw on a wide 
range of sources and develop a focus on care and emotion that would have not 
otherwise been possible.

When working through the literature, it soon became apparent that food is a 
curious absence in this literature, with weight taking centre stage. researchers 
looking at experiences of giving and receiving healthy eating advice have noted a 
curious slippage between ‘healthy eating’ and ‘weight management’, with healthy 
eating campaigns, dieticians, gPs and patients focusing on weight rather than 
what is eaten (McClinchy et al. 2013). While qualitative research has explored 
the complex individual meanings attached to food and eating practices, e.g. as an 
expression of personal memory and nostalgia (see for example ferzacca 2004; 
lupton 1994), interactions in the clinic sometimes boil down to exhortations to 
‘eat less’:

He said, ‘Well, you just have to stop eating’. and i said, ‘if it would have 
been easy for me, i would have done it a long time ago’. (Merrill and grassley 
2008: 143)

i went to see my doctor and he gave me the following comment: ‘eat less and 
exercise more and stop complaining!’ (gronning et al. 2013: 277)

Where food does appear, it emerges as a topic that doctors and nurses use to 
talk about their patients. this tends to come with a strong moral framework that 
differentiates between good and bad foods (see lupton 1996). for example, cream 
cakes and biscuits are mentioned by professionals to illustrate patients’ refusal to 
take on board their recommendations. Meanwhile, ‘good foods’ are introduced to 
give an exaggerated picture of patients being untruthful or in denial about their 
eating, with patients saying they are eating nothing but fruit and vegetables or 
lettuce. Both these usages are unlikely to lead to a meaningful discussion about 
food and eating in the consultation.

to begin with, i will trace how this slippage from food to weight is encouraged 
by a wider stigmatizing cultural and clinical focus on a need to ‘tackle’ what is 
widely, but possibly unhelpfully, termed an ‘obesity epidemic’ (flegal 2006; 
Mitchell and Mctigue 2007). this concept frames policies and practices of care, 
with ‘caring about’ obesity shaping ways of ‘caring for’ patients. i will argue 
that caring about obesity without also caring about the complexities of food and 
eating creates a disconnect between what both carers and cared-for ‘ought’ to do 
and their lived realities (see also Zivkovik et al. this volume). in turn, this gives 
ULVH� WR� GLI¿FXOW� HPRWLRQV� RI� DQJHU� DQG� IUXVWUDWLRQ� WKDW� FRPSOLFDWH� GLVFXVVLRQV�
around food and eating. this chapter, then, will look at the intersections between 
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weight discussions, emotions and bodies, exploring why these discussions are so 
extremely uncomfortable for doctors, nurses and patients.

The ‘obesity Crisis’: From Caring About to Caring For

Consultations on food and weight take place in the familiar context of obesity as 
a major public health crisis, with both the academic and professional literature, 
as well as the mass media, full of alarm on the impact of the ‘obesity epidemic’ 
(Campos 2004) and the cost especially to publicly-funded health services (Wang 
et al. 2011). a policy paper by the academy of Medical royal Colleges (2013) is 
one of many voices comparing the work of anti-obesity campaigners to those that 
championed tobacco control in earlier decades:

/LNH�WKRVH�GRFWRUV�ZKR�UHDOLVHG�WKDW�VPRNH�¿OOHG�KRPHV�DQG�RI¿FHV�RI�WKH�����V�
were creating a health time-bomb, we demand action today. Just as the challenge 
of persuading society that the deeply embedded habit of smoking was against its 
better interests, changing how we eat and exercise is now a matter of necessity. 
(academy of Medical royal Colleges 2013: 14)

food choice, however, is more than just a ‘deeply embedded habit’. sociologists 
and anthropologists have widely explored the myriad social, ritual and 
interactional functions of food (see for example lupton 1996; visser 1986; Wilk 
2010). furthermore, while tobacco can be simply, however painfully, ‘cut out’, 
food sustains life: ‘People do not need to smoke, but they do need to eat’; this 
common-sense statement has been used by the WHo director-general to urge 
the worldwide development of healthier food environments (Chan 2011). yet, 
current health policy initiatives tend to focus on the individual rather than the 
environment. a case in point is the uK based ‘Making every Contact Count’ 
(MeCC) which recommends that primary care professionals raise weight and 
eating with their overweight patients as often as possible. this means that ‘caring 
about’ what people eat could become an important part of doctors’ and nurses’ 
professional roles of ‘caring for’ patients.

However, a problem arises in the transition from ‘caring about’ to ‘caring for’ 
�RI¿FLDOO\� WDNLQJ� RQ� UHVSRQVLELOLW\� IRU� WKH� SDWLHQW��� HVSHFLDOO\�ZKHQ� WKH� GHWDLOV�
RI� WKDW�FDUH�DUH�SUH�¿JXUHG�E\�JXLGHOLQHV��)RU�H[DPSOH�� WKH�0(&&�SURJUDPPH�
stresses the importance of empowering individuals and helping them to make their 
own decisions (see for example the training materials published by nHs yorkshire 
and the Humber in 2010). yet, it can be assumed from the overall climate of 
urgency that weight will often be raised regardless of the original reason for the 
consultation and the patient’s wishes. this matters as ‘caring about’ includes 
focusing – for the moment – exclusively on intuiting what the individual person 
feels and needs: attentiveness (fisher and tronto 1990), or empathy (Mercer 
and reynolds 2002). in their extensive analysis of ‘kindness’ in modern health 
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care, Ballatt and Campling describe a virtuous cycle in which an underlying 
tenor of kindness (warmth, sympathy, compassion) can lead to attentiveness to 
the individual patient (noticing, thinking, feeling, learning), which in turn enables 
attunement (responsiveness, sensitive caring) and fosters trust and improved co-
operation between patient and health professional (Ballatt and Campling 2011: 45).

Qualitative research with overweight people, however, has found that this 
focus on what the patient feels and needs is often not realized in practice (Chugh 
et al. 2013; tischner 2013). since raising the topics of weight and eating is framed 
as potentially lifesaving by health policy, accepting responsibility for the patient 
(‘caring for’) can imply that the doctor or nurse now feels responsible for the 
patient’s eating; this leads the health professional to ‘care about’ obesity rather 
than the individual patient. this can result in ‘apparently appropriate advice 
[being] perceived as patronising by patients’ (Malterud and ulriksen 2011).

two exploratory frameworks are particularly valuable to contextualize the 
qualitative literature around consultations on weight. one very clearly is the 
existence of weight stigma and the ‘spoiled identity’ (goffman 1963) of obesity, 
which will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. the other is the 
embodied experience of being overweight, which is closely linked to emotions 
and relationships around food (tischner 2013). Qualitative studies offer rich 
descriptions of emotions unleashed during consultations which, with the unequal 
distribution of power in the consultation (foucault 2003; turner 1987), could 
inhibit the free, empowering dialogue envisioned by MeCC campaigners. the 
accounts of study participants also suggest that emotions are often not expressed 
LQ�WKH�FRQVXOWDWLRQ��HVSHFLDOO\�ZKHQ�WKH\�DUH�µGLI¿FXOW¶�HPRWLRQV�VXFK�DV�DQJHU��,W�
is however possible to imagine that they contribute to overweight people delaying 
to seek help for other health problems (Mold and forbes 2011).

the literature on doctors’ and nurses’ thoughts and experiences around raising 
weight in the consultation shows that, while many see making patients aware 
of their weight and the associated health risks as part of their duty to provide 
care (Hansson et al. 2011), some are also aware of the potential sensitivity of the 
topic. this could mean refraining from possibly-upsetting terms, and sometimes 
avoiding the topic altogether (Brown and thompson 2007). doctors and nurses 
may deliberately choose not to raise the topic of weight in order to avoid opening 
a ‘Pandora’s box of psychological problems’ (Michie 2007). on the other hand, 
WKHVH�FRQVXOWDWLRQV�HPHUJH�DV�GLI¿FXOW�VSDFHV�IRU�DOO�LQYROYHG��3DWLHQWV�PLJKW�IHHO�
patronized when being told what (not) to eat. However, doctors and nurses can feel 
vulnerable too, despite the power imbalance in the clinic discussed by foucault 
and others. trying to instigate behaviour change is often tinged with frustration 
when the patient does not lose weight. as weight is always visible and cannot be 
disguised, practitioners’ own struggles with their body can come uncomfortably to 
the fore when discussing weight and eating.

Primary care is different from other health encounters, such as with dieticians, 
in that there is the potential for an ongoing discussion around weight with the 
same doctor or nurse. Both patients and health professionals bring the memory of 
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earlier discussions about weight with them, and these are embedded in personal 
experiences over the whole lifecourse. not only do patients often have a history 
of struggling with weight that goes back to their childhood, but also a history of 
consultations about weight (in my own case, this goes back to my mother being 
given a booklet titled Your Overweight Child when i was 13). some patients may 
expect the history of past consultations to be taken into account when eating and 
weight is mentioned; doing so might make these discussions more fruitful and 
less painful.

Anger

in accounts from overweight research participants, anger towards a doctor or 
nurse is often palpable, emerging in the literature as well-honed stories outlining 
the impact of an insensitive or thoughtless remark in the consultation. as if in 
an attempt to diffuse the rawness of the pain felt by the teller, humour is often 
used when these stories are recounted. While open discrimination and humiliation 
by doctors or nurses is rarely recounted, weight stigma can still overshadow 
interactions with health professionals when the patient feels angry at being 
positioned as lazy and stupid:

[female participant]: My [overweight] friends and myself are all people who’ve 
got degrees … we can read the literature … and we fully understand what we 
should or shouldn’t eat. (tischner 2013: 81)

ostensibly neutral clinical terms such as ‘obese’ can also provoke negative 
emotions (gray et al. 2011):

[female participant]: ‘Morbidly obese’ i hate it. i hate that term. it just plays 
hell with my mind. i’m not morbid, i’m not ugly, i’m not a morbid person; i’m 
a happy person. (thomas et al. 2008: 324)

this account shows how being labelled ‘morbidly obese’ can be perceived as 
a hurtful and anger-inducing judgement of the whole person. as hinted above, 
considerable annoyance may also be caused by a doctor or nurse introducing 
obesity without asking about the patient’s history or any previous attempts to 
lose weight. this does not only move the consultation away from the immediate 
needs of the patient but also creates a disjoint between the consultation and the 
experience of a lifetime of struggling with weight:

[female participant]: the doctor said, ‘Well, your blood pressure is high. you 
need to lose weight’. and i said, ‘i realize that’. He said, ‘Well, you just have to 
stop eating’. and i said, ‘if it would have been easy for me, i would have done it 
a long time ago’. and he said, ‘Well, you just need to learn how to do that’. and 
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so to me it was like an impasse … i walked out of there … and i thought, ‘the 
hell i will!’ (laugh). (Merrill and grassley 2008: 143)

While this discussion creates a strong response of anger and rebellion, other 
patients recount feeling frustrated and angry by only being given standardized 
information without regard to past attempts at losing weight:

[female participant]: i think if they listened and respected you as an individual 
instead of lumping fat women together … you should be more interested in 
hearing me say, ‘i’ve tried a, B, C, and d. How do we get to g, f, H, i, J?’. 
(Chugh et al. 2013: 424)

[Male participant]: i went to see my doctor and he gave me the following 
comment: ‘eat less and exercise more and stop complaining!’ i thought ‘you 
don’t understand jack shit’. i asked him if he expected me to pay for the 
consultation and he said yes. i told him to forget about it and i haven’t seen him 
since. (gronning et al. 2013: 277)

interactions that imply a perception that every health condition is put down to 
a person’s weight may cause not just anger, but also worry that other problems 
might be overlooked:

[Participant, gender unclear]: you think, ‘Well, nobody’s going to tell you 
what’s wrong if you’ve got something wrong with you because they’re putting 
everything down to your weight,’ and to me that’s wrong. (Brown et al. 
2006: 670)

[female participant]: i’ve had medical professionals tell me that problems i’ve 
had are because of my weight when i’ve had the same problems for a number 
of years before i was at this weight … people try and make it easy for medical 
professionals not to address people’s actual real health problems and just say 
well if you go away and lose weight, you know, then you’ll be better. (tischner 
2013: 91)

Both male and female participants cited above show a strong sense of anger; 
EHFDXVH�DQJHU� LV�D�GLI¿FXOW�HPRWLRQ�IRU�SHRSOH� LQ�D�VLWXDWLRQ�RI�XQHTXDO�SRZHU��
and especially for women (Kring 2000), this may be more problematic for 
female patients. in the accounts above, anger is not expressed in the consultation, 
although some doctors and nurses recount how patients may become ‘furious’ if 
their weight is raised when they come in with an unrelated issue (Hansson et al. 
2011). nurses also realize that some patients may stay away once it becomes clear 
that they will be weighed (McClinchy et al. 2013).

it seems a common-sense proposition that some health professionals should 
respond emotionally to these consultations as well. the following accounts 
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show health professionals feeling frustrated and annoyed as the patient does not 
lose weight:

[Health professional]: But it’s when you get 6 weeks down the line and they’re 
still not losing weight and they swear blind they’re eating nothing that you start 
the struggling and you think, well, where do we go now? (McClinchy et al. 
2013: 502)

[Male gP]: you can lead a horse to water but you can’t stop it eating cream 
cakes. (gunther et al. 2012: 98)

[gP]: i end up feeling it isn’t possible for them to do it [lose weight], so i feel 
annoyed with them for not just doing it. (epstein and ogden 2005: 752)

While these responses could be seen as not very ‘caring’, Ballatt and Campling 
(2011) clearly link this kind of negative feelings to discourses around care. they 
describe how feelings of being a failure due to an inability to make a lasting 
difference – compounded by a target driven work culture – can lead to dislike 
and resentment towards patients. as these emotions contradict the self-image of 
‘caring’ professions, they are often not voiced and doctors and nurses can feel 
guilty about having them. in this context, it is ‘all too easy to feel furious with 
patients who appear to be undermining all efforts to help them’ (ibid.: 60).

in the accounts discussed here, professionals do not openly speak of showing 
their anger and frustration towards patients. However, one gP does discuss using 
anger as a motivator:

[female gP]: i express frustrations to my patients sometimes. … i think they 
have to see us getting a little bit upset or angry … i think some patients are 
moved by that, and i think it does get them going a little bit. (gudzune et al. 
2012: 154)

other health professionals described how they could retreat behind blocking 
communication and standard advice without expressing anger (ibid.), while 
patients might still perceive criticism from the tone of the doctor’s voice:

[female participant]: so, you’re on the receiving end of factual comments that 
are – the intonation is disapproving. … it’s not what you say; it’s how you say 
it. (Chugh et al. 2013: 424)

the experiences described above are highly personal but can still be divided 
into two broad typologies that seem especially prone to producing anger and 
frustration. on the one hand, a disconnect appears between the patient’s and the 
health professional’s understanding of what is important for the consultation, 
for example when weight is raised out of the blue, or when other health issues 
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are ignored in favour of weight. this means that ‘caring about’ obesity trumps 
‘caring about’ the patient. on the other hand, the persistence of weight over time 
may wear down both health professionals and patients: ‘it’s an issue every time 
they come in’ (Brown and thompson 2007). While patients may feel that their 
lifelong struggle with weight is being ignored, doctors and nurses are frustrated 
that patients seem not to be doing enough to help themselves. However, some 
health professionals acknowledge that rapport and trust is built up over time, with 
discussions of weight a ‘continuous conversation over many years’ (gudzune et 
al. 2012). in order to lead to the real partnership envisioned by gudzune et al., this 
conversation should acknowledge a patient’s lived experience of weight as well as 
the history of earlier discussions.

Shame, Guilt and ‘Saving Face’

the stigmatized nature of obesity is acknowledged by many qualitative studies 
of the patient experience (see gronning et al. 2013, Malterud and ulriksen 
2011). What makes the experience of weight stigma particularly distressing is 
the constant visibility of obesity. While someone who is smoking or regularly 
drinking alcohol may be able to ‘pass’ as healthy at times, the overweight body 
is always on display with some overweight people feeling constantly monitored, 
for example when eating in public or shopping for food (tischner 2013). this 
phenomenon may be reinforced by the ubiquity of de-humanized representations 
of ‘headless fatties’ in the media (Cooper 2007). the moral implications of obesity, 
LWV�FRQÀDWLRQ�ZLWK�JOXWWRQ\�DQG�OD]LQHVV�DQG�LWV�XVH�DV�D�YHKLFOH�IRU�XQHDVLQHVV�ZLWK�
a society driven by growth and consumption (see for example Bordo 2003), work 
WR�SRVLWLRQ�WKH�RYHUZHLJKW�SHUVRQ�DV�PRUDOO\�GH¿FLHQW��7KLV�FDQ�WDNH�WKH�IRUP�RI�
the body as ‘metonymically’ standing for the whole person which is then seen 
DV�PRUDOO\�GH¿FLHQW��7LVFKQHU�������������2YHUZHLJKW�SHRSOH�LQWHUYLHZHG�DERXW�
their experiences often stress that they are more than ‘just’ their weight but that 
they feel judged by other members of the public: ‘People think you’re stupid. if 
you’re fat you’re stupid or you’re a pig … you’re a glutton. you gorge yourself’ 
(Brown et al. 2006: 669).

When applying the concept of weight stigma to health interactions, some 
researchers focus on health professionals’ stigmatizing attitudes which, although 
not always conscious or directly expressed, can lead to patients experiencing 
labelling, stereotyping or discrimination. this, in turn, may render patients avoiding 
healthcare or screening (Malterud and ulriksen 2011; Mold and forbes 2011). on 
the other hand, some doctors and nurses were seen to respond compassionately to 
their patients’ distress:

[female gP]: there comes a time when you get so disappointed with yourself, 
because you just can’t lose weight. you think you’ve done everything, and you 
VWLOO�FDQ¶W�OLNH�\RXUVHOI��<RX�ORVH�FRQ¿GHQFH���+DQVVRQ�HW�DO����������
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the concept of stigma resulting in a ‘spoiled identity’ (goffman 1963) could be 
instrumental in understanding why some patients readily accept that only they 
are to blame for their weight and any medical conditions possibly related to it 
(Malterud and ulriksen 2011), while others attempt to resist the stigmatized 
identity (tischner 2013). gronning and colleagues (2013) link obesity stigma to 
goffman’s theory of a split between a socially acceptable, visible ‘front stage’ 
and an invisible, private ‘back stage’ persona (goffman 1969) to explore how 
overweight people manage shame and blame. as weight is always visible, it 
cannot be hidden back stage; however, people can avoid presenting themselves as 
lazy and greedy by explaining their weight problem through factors over which 
they have little or no control, such as physical or mental problems (gronning et al. 
2013: 274). others may portray themselves as ‘addicted’ to food or not in control 
of their eating as their families reject foods they dislike (see for example Peel et al. 
2005). However, doctors may interpret a self-presentation as powerless as pushing 
responsibility towards them:

[gP]: i think a lot of them believe that someone else is going to do the job for 
WKHP��«�7KH\�SXW�WKH�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�RQ�PH��,¶P�WKH�RQH�ZKR¶V�JRLQJ�WR�¿[�LW�VR�
they lose weight. (Hansson et al. 2011: 7)

as the stigmatized identity of obesity is strongly linked to ideas of responsibility 
for the self, some overweight people resist stigma by positioning themselves as 
a ‘responsible fat person’ who engages in activities seen as healthy in a medical 
SDUDGLJP�� VXFK� DV�NHHSLQJ�¿W� RU� HDWLQJ� ORWV� RI� YHJHWDEOHV� �7LVFKQHU������� �����
7DNLQJ�WKLV�SRVLWLRQ�FDQ�DOVR�OHDG�WR�WKH�FRQVXOWDWLRQ�EHFRPLQJ�GLI¿FXOW�DV�KHDOWK�
professionals believe that the patient would surely lose weight if they behaved in 
this way:

[nurse]: He tells me that he eats nothing but fruit and vegetables, and that he 
can’t understand why he hasn’t lost any weight … when a patient says that to 
\RX�� LW¶V� YHU\� GLI¿FXOW� WR� VD\�� µ/RRN�� ,� GRQ¶W� QHFHVVDULO\� EHOLHYH�ZKDW� \RX¶UH�
telling me because, if you did all that, you’d be losing weight’. (Brown and 
thompson 2007: 538)

[nurse]: they often say ‘i don’t understand it, i don’t eat anything’, but actually 
we know they do. (Hansson et al. 2011: 7)

[gP]: … almost a classic response from women who want to lose weight, but 
are big, is the sort of ‘but i only eat a lettuce leaf’ approach. (epstein and ogden 
2005: 752)

these accounts outline a disconnect between patients’ narratives and what the 
professional ‘sees’ and ‘knows’. instead of exploring what patients mean by 
their statements and understanding attempts to save face and avoid shame, health 
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professionals seem to interpret them as being untruthful. this, in turn, can lead to 
WKH�FRQVXOWDWLRQ�EHFRPLQJ�HYHQ�PRUH�GLI¿FXOW�DV�WKH\�GR�QRW�ZLVK�WR�FRQIURQW�WKH�
patient with accusations of lying. the hyperbole in recounting unrealistic patient 
narratives (‘only a lettuce leaf’) seems to express a great deal of frustration. the 
following account in which a gP recalls discussing eating with people who have 
recently consulted a dietician is very telling in this context:

>*3@��>7KH�SDWLHQW�VDLG@�µ:HOO��>WKH�GLHWLFLDQ@�VDLG�,¶P�GRLQJ�¿QH¶�DQG�\RX�FDQ�
see on the screen ‘cut down on cakes and biscuits’. the interpretation of what’s 
been said to them which has been a clear message and they come to me with 
WKH\�DUH�µGRLQJ�¿QH¶��WKH\�QHYHU�FRPH�WR�PH�DQG�VD\�µWKH\�VDLG�,�VKRXOG�HDW�OHVV�
fat’ or ‘i should stop having chocolate’. they say, ‘they told me to eat regularly’. 
(McClinchy et al. 2013: 502)

Here, the gP seems to interpret the patient’s narratives as wilfully ignoring 
professional advice, which is especially glaring as the message given by the 
dietician is clearly visible ‘on the screen’ (again, there is a difference between 
what the patient says and what the professional sees). However, they can be 
LQWHUSUHWHG�GLIIHUHQWO\��IRU�H[DPSOH�DV�IRFXVLQJ�RQ�SRVLWLYH�PHVVDJHV��µGRLQJ�¿QH¶��
‘eat regularly’) while avoiding negative messages (‘cutting down’ ‘eating less’ or 
‘stopping’). following gronning et al. (2013), it could also be seen as an attempt 
to save face (would anyone gladly report to their doctor that they were told to stop 
eating chocolate?)

the accounts cited in this section illustrate how feelings of shame and attempts 
to save face can make consultations around weight very fraught. a focus on visible 
and measurable weight serves to obscure lived complexities around eating. Health 
professionals privileging the visible and measurable weight and the report on the 
computer screen may set up an antagonistic relationship with their patients who 
feel that their struggles with weight or to achieve a healthier life are ignored (see 
tischner 2013):

this construction [by health professionals] of obese people as fundamentally 
unreliable, and even deceitful, fails to take account of the shame and guilt which 
might inhibit full disclosure of consumption, but also discredits people’s lived 
experiences and beliefs of their own bodies as responding differently to food. 
(throsby 2007: 1565)

0DQ\�GRFWRUV�DQG�QXUVHV�VHHP�WR�¿QG�LW�GLI¿FXOW�WR�¿QG�VSDFH�IRU�µFDULQJ�DERXW¶�
as the need to ‘care for’ patients, e.g. by preventing cardiovascular disease, looms 
large. doctors’ accounts tend to focus on the concept of responsibility (describing 
attempts at saving face as denying responsibility or even pushing responsibility 
on to them). an additional dynamic seems to operate between doctors and nurses, 
ZLWK�*3V� IHHOLQJ� WKDW� SDWLHQWV� ORRN� WR� WKHP� WR� µ¿[¶� WKHLU� SUREOHP� �+DQVVRQ� HW�
DO�� ������� DQG� QXUVHV� LQ� WXUQ� IHHOLQJ� IUXVWUDWHG� WKDW� *3V� RIÀRDG� UHVSRQVLELOLW\�
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onto them, leaving them in the role of intermediary between doctors and patients 
(Mercer and tessier 2001; Wright 1998). However, some health professionals are 
able to discuss the often psychological reasons for being overweight rather than 
focusing on responsibility:

[Health professional]: i tend to talk quite a bit about the psychology: a lot of them 
know what they’re doing wrong but they just can’t stop doing it. (McClinchy et 
al. 2013: 502)

[female gP]: it’s very much a question of comforting words or, so to speak, off-
loading the blame. (Hansson et al. 2011: 6)

doctors and nurses taking this approach might make the consultation less likely 
to lead to the feelings of guilt, shame and frustration described above. Meanwhile, 
for patients, removing the link between talking about weight and feelings of guilt 
and shame could make it easier to seek a frank and open discussion of eating, 
thereby reducing the invisibility of food.

Visible Embodiment in the Consultation Relationship

as discussed above, another important aspect of obesity is its visibility, not only 
in the literature, as noted, but also corporeally. in the consultation, the doctor or 
nurse is given an immediate cue for questions about weight (and possibly also for 
the assumption that the patient is not aware that they are overweight as they would 
aim to lose weight if they were):

[nurse]: every time they come in, it’s an issue, is very demoralizing for the 
patient and probably negative to the relationship we have with them. (Brown 
and thompson 2007: 478)

However, discussions of weight also put the body of the doctor or nurse centre 
stage. this can work to unsettle the ‘affectively neutral’ doctor role highlighted by 
classical medical sociology which is non-emotional and non-judgmental (Bury and 
Monaghan 2013); this implies that the doctors is perceived as disembodied while 
the body of the patient is foregrounded as an object of examination and treatment.2 
$�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�ERG\�RI�WKH�KHDOWK�SURIHVVLRQDO�EHFRPHV�HVSHFLDOO\�GLI¿FXOW�LI�WKH\�
are themselves overweight as it is increasingly seen as their responsibility to be of 

2௑6RPH� VRFLRORJLVWV� KDYH� DOVR� RXWOLQHG� D� JHQGHUHG� GLPHQVLRQ� WR� WKLV� G\QDPLF��
in which the doctor’s role is aligned with rationality and masculinity (dasgupta 2003), 
whereas the role of the nurse is more complex as there is a strong link to caring for the body 
of the patient and taking on a maternal role (allan 2005).



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

Proof C
opy 

Careful Eating: Bodies, Food and Care138

a normal weight (Monaghan 2010). therefore, the authority of the doctor or nurse 
as expert could suffer if they were seen not to follow their own advice:

>0DOH� SDUWLFLSDQW@�� ,I� >WKH� SUDFWLWLRQHU@�ZHUH� WKHPVHOYHV� LQ� VKDSH� DQG�¿W� DQG�
healthy and enthusiastic and driven and happy within themselves, i think that 
would all paint a picture of someone who is a success at what they are preaching. 
(leske et al. 2012: 312)

Brown and thompson’s (2007) study of the impact of nurses’ own body size 
on their interactions with obese patients provides additional examples of the 
uncomfortableness of nurses’ embodied presence. similar to the overweight 
patient who discerns criticism in the doctor’s voice, the gaze of patients can affect 
WKH�QXUVH¶V�VHOI�LPDJH�DQG�FRQ¿GHQFH�ZLWKRXW�DQ\WKLQJ�EHLQJ�VDLG�

[nurse]: With some patients, talking about healthier eating issues, i can see them 
focus on my stomach … i do feel very conscious of and sometimes i think 
maybe i should just move into something and go and do something else where i 
don’t have to feel self-conscious. (Brown and thompson 2007: 540)

some overweight nurses aim to overcome this by discussing their own struggles 
with weight in an attempt to create rapport with patients (Brown and thompson 
2007; gudzune et al. 2012). this could be a positive example for ‘caring about’ 
patients as sharing the struggle with weight also acknowledges lived realities 
and implies that it is a long-term process. However, there is also the worrying 
possibility that rapport-building between nurses and female patients may reinforce 
gendered stereotypes along similar lines to ‘fat talk’. first described by nichter 
(2000), ‘fat talk’ is self-depreciating discussion of weight which creates rapport 
LQ�VRFLDO�LQWHUDFWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�ZRPHQ�RU�JLUOV��7KH�ÀLS�VLGH�LV�WKDW�VHOI�HVWHHP�LV�
reduced and beauty norms are uncritically perpetuated. in discussions between 
nurses and patients, these patterns could possibly work to endanger rapport rather 
than enhancing it: Brown and thompson suggest that nurses who are critical of 
their own weight might be, in turn, more critical of their patients.

While a similarity between health professionals’ and patients’ weight could 
uncomfortably blur the boundaries between them as well as creating rapport, thin 
health professionals might be seen as not able to understand patients’ struggles:

[nurse]: if they don’t perceive you as ever having a problem with weight or with 
what you eat, then they obviously think you can’t possibly understand what i’m, 
\RX�NQRZ��RQ�DERXW��6R�LW�FDQ�EH�GLI¿FXOW���%URZQ�DQG�7KRPSVRQ�����������

the visual nature of the body then sets up the potential of caring relationships 
such as these developing into no-win situations in which the body of the health 
professional is always ‘wrong’: if they are overweight, their authority could suffer 
and their advice could be taken less seriously. if they are not overweight, they 
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could be seen as unable to understand a patient’s situation, thereby increasing the 
distance between them. on the other hand, creating rapport over weight issues 
could also be problematic as similarities between nurses and patients may be too 
easily assumed (Brown and thompson 2007).

Compassion

so far, i have focused on emotions that make consultations around weight 
GLI¿FXOW��HVSHFLDOO\�ZKHUH�WKH�LQWHUDFWLRQ�SURGXFHV�VWURQJ�UHVSRQVHV�VXFK�DV�DQJHU�
or frustration in both patients and health professionals. yet, the literature also 
shows that these situations can be at least partly overcome by doctors and nurses 
showing compassion for the patient. similar to the ‘kindness’ described by Ballatt 
and Campling (2011), compassion is an underlying ethos of care closely linked to 
‘caring about’ the patient, closely attending to their need as a fellow human being 
(Bradshaw 2011).3 However, as compassion also has an emotional component, it 
FDQ�EH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�VXVWDLQ��HVSHFLDOO\�WRZDUGV�SHRSOH�WKDW�VHHP�XQZLOOLQJ�RU�XQDEOH�
to improve their own health. some argue that the obesity discourse increases its 
VWDWXV�DV�D�µVHOI�LQÀLFWHG¶�FRQGLWLRQ�DQG�WKHUHIRUH�PDNHV�LW�KDUGHU�WR�IHHO�FRPSDVVLRQ�
for the overweight (fraser et al. 2010; Magliocca et al. 2005). Clearly, its absence 
can be acutely felt by some overweight people:

[female participant]: educate the doctors how we feel. do a video letting them 
ORRN��WKLV�LV�WKH�ZD\�WKDW�ZH�IHHO��,¶P�D�IXOO�¿JXUHG�ZRPDQ��EXW�,�KDYH�IHHOLQJV��
i care. i want you to care. (Chugh et al. 2013: 424)

+RZHYHU�� WKH� GLI¿FXOW\� RI� FRPSDVVLRQ� PLJKW� DOVR� EH� OLQNHG� WR� WKH� SDUWLFXODU�
dynamics of the doctor-patient relationship in primary care, not least when there is 
no opportunity to resolve the problem:

once the person says, ‘well, i’d like some help to lose weight but actually i don’t 
want [referral to commercial weight loss programmes]’ then you’re absolutely 
right the cupboard is bare. (aveyard 2014: no page)

Chew-graham and colleagues (2004) argue that patients who seem unable or 
unwilling to summon the motivation to recover are particularly toxic for the doctor-

3௑$V� FRPSDVVLRQ� KDV� EHHQ� LQFOXGHG� LQWR� RI¿FLDO� KHDOWK� SROLF\� IRU� QXUVHV�
�&RPPLVVLRQLQJ�%RDUG�&KLHI�1XUVLQJ�2I¿FHU��������WKHUH�QRZ�LV�WKH�WKRUQ\�TXHVWLRQ�RI�
whether it can be trained and tested; it might even constitute emotional labour if prescribed 
E\�RI¿FLDO�ERGLHV��VHH�IRU�H[DPSOH�$OGULGJH��������$QQ�%UDGVKDZ��������GHVFULEHV�LW�DV�
a virtue, i.e. a synergy of intention and practice aimed towards care for the stranger; this 
LV�D�GH¿QLWLRQ�,�ZRXOG�OLNH�WR�XVH�KHUH�DV�LW�LV�FORVHO\�OLQNHG�WR�)LVKHU�DQG�7URQWR¶V��������
description of care as both personal ‘caring-about’ and practical/institutional ‘caring-for’.
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patient relationship, as they make gPs feel powerless to bring about positive change. 
Moreover, an unrealistic emphasis on a good personal relationship between doctors 
and patients only adds to the pain and frustration for gPs who are unable to achieve 
it. this pattern is similar to the cycle of emotional overinvestment in the caring 
role, followed by negative feelings towards patients and guilt about these feelings 
described by Ballatt and Campling (2011). However, others claim that, given 
the right tools, doctors and nurses can overcome this impasse by acknowledging 
DQG�YDOLGDWLQJ�GLI¿FXOW�HPRWLRQV��ERWK�WKHLU�RZQ�DQG�WKRVH�RI�WKHLU�SDWLHQWV��DQG�
negotiating solutions in partnership with the patient (Cannarella lorenzetti et al. 
2013, Halpern 2007). in the context of consultations around weight, this could 
move the consultation towards a focus on lived experience which should include 
a discussion of lived realities of food and eating; however this is likely to rely on 
an ongoing relationship as there is very little time in the individual consultation.

A Different Conversation?

any conclusions regarding what is happening ‘in the consultation’ drawn from 
published qualitative research obviously need to be treated with caution. as i 
was looking for anything related to discussions around food and emotions during 
consultations in articles often focusing on other issues, i needed to ‘cherry pick’ 
passages and quotes that are illuminating in this context. Most researchers look 
at either health professionals or patients in isolation; while some studies draw on 
DFFRXQWV�IURP�ERWK��WKH\�GR�QRW�HOLFLW�UHÀHFWLRQV�RQ�D�VKDUHG�FRQVXOWDWLRQ��7KHUH�
DUH�SXEOLFDWLRQV� LQ�RWKHU�¿HOGV� WKDW� LOOXVWUDWH�KRZ�WKLV�FRXOG�ZRUN�� IRU�H[DPSOH�
green et al.’s (2009) in-depth exploration of one doctor’s and her patient’s 
interpretation of what was seen and said when they discussed a breast ultrasound 
image. throughout the literature there are plenty of examples of good care, either 
framed as compassion or as a creative tinkering and problem-solving process as 
described by Mol (2009). However, trying to talk about food and weight can be an 
intensely uncomfortable situation for both health professionals and patients, often 
ending with the patient not feeling ‘cared for’.

While i have described the development of clashing emotional responses 
above, these need to be set in the context of power in the consultation. Classically, 
‘the clinic’ has been theorized as empowering the doctor who enacts power by 
‘his’ dehumanizing gaze (foucault 2003) or performs a role of parental authority 
towards a childlike patient (Parsons 1951). this could be exacerbated by 
patients feeling treated like naughty children and therefore regaining a sense of 
autonomy by disregarding health professionals’ recommendations (Broom and 
Whittaker 2004). However, the picture here is more complex as doctors, nurses 
and patients are restricted by external social forces (guidelines, time allotted for 
the consultation) and more recent theories also focus more on interactional and 
relational forms of power. in Kwok-fu Wong’s (2003) four-part model of power, 
WKH� WUDGLWLRQDO� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI� SRZHU�ÀRZLQJ� IURP� WKH� SURIHVVLRQDO� LV� UHODWHG�
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to the most ‘negative’ force of power (power-over). as the gatekeeper to further 
treatment, the gP has some power over the patient, which becomes noticeable 
from patients’ fears that valid health concerns may be overlooked because of an 
overwhelming focus on weight. the situation becomes more equalized when 
looking at power-to (to act or effect change) as health professionals have power to 
advise and the patient equally has the power to ignore advice; however, this can 
be a very negative power that does not affect the professional very strongly and 
can lead to ‘irritability and dysfunctional frustration for a considerable amount of 
time’ (tuckett 1976: 192).

the more positive forms of power (power-from-within and power-with) are 
PRUH�GLI¿FXOW� WR�DWWDLQ� LQ� WKLV� VLWXDWLRQ��)LUVWO\��SRZHU�IURP�ZLWKLQ� UHTXLUHV� WKH�
GHYHORSPHQW�RI�VHOI�FRQ¿GHQFH�DQG�VHOI�DFFHSWDQFH�WKDW�LV�GLDPHWULFDOO\�RSSRVHG�
to the dynamics of weight stigma; secondly, power-with requires solidarity 
and therefore mutual support by overweight people or a strong collaborative 
relationship. this is seen in some of the health professionals’ and patients’ accounts 
but does not seem the norm for discussions of food and weight. What appears 
more pervasive is a dynamic of enacted powerlessness on both sides, leading to 
stagnation and frustration, where obesity itself seems to hold the greatest power. 
this can only be exacerbated by the discourse of obesity as an existential crisis 
with health bodies and politicians urging that ‘something must be done’. on the 
other hand, there are opportunities for starting ‘a different conversation’:

[gPs] might say, ‘well it would help your blood pressure if you lost weight or 
you’d help prevent a heart attack if you lost weight’ … probably the most helpful 
thing you can do … is to say, ‘would you like some help to lose weight?’ and 
then you’re into a kind of a different conversation. (aveyard 2014: no page)

While this approach moves away from using negative motivation and threat to 
achieve lifestyle change, it still assumes that patients will want or need ‘help’ 
and that the gP can provide it. in contrast, iona Heath, a general practitioner well 
known in the uK as a strong critic of over-zealous intervention, has described ‘the 
art of doing nothing’ as essential to her role:

i met a young doctor [who] is also a brilliant musician … she had written a piece 
of electronica music that she played for us. it had a repeating line … ‘i know i 
can see you through this’. as this phrase repeated in the music, i slowly realized 
how different this statement is from the more usual ‘i know i can help you with 
this ’ and the difference is about witnessing and about being there when there is 
little help to be had. it is an offer of companionship, of solidarity and a promise 
not to run away. it is part of the art of doing nothing. (Heath 2012: 244)

the ‘art of doing nothing’ includes thinking, waiting, listening, noticing, ‘being 
present’ as a compassionate human being and acknowledging that sometimes the 
practitioner cannot ‘help’, for example because the sources of the problem lie in the 
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socio-economic environment and not the individual. in the case of consultations 
around food and weight, a ‘doing-nothing’ approach might include listening to 
the patient’s history around food and being genuinely interested in the meaning of 
food in their life. it may also include political campaigning for a less obesogenic 
environment as ‘we have an obligation to speak out for those who have no voice 
and to describe to politicians and policy-makers, as often as we can, how their 
policies play out in the realities of daily life’ (ibid.: 244).

another approach to take would be to enact a paradigm shift away from a 
‘weight centred framework’ that seems to be effective only in the short term while 
leading to negative consequences such as weight cycling and other health goals 
being ignored (aphramor 2005). Bacon and aphramor (2011) have argued that 
a ‘Health at every size’ approach should focus on improving health by helping 
patients to build healthy eating and physical activity into their everyday lives, 
regardless of weight. a similar solution has been proposed for diabetes care:

:H�¿QG�WKDW�LI�SK\VLFLDQV�YLHZ�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�H[SHUWV�ZKRVH�MRE�LV�WR�JHW�SDWLHQWV�
WR�EHKDYH�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�UHÀHFW�WKDW�H[SHUWLVH��ERWK�ZLOO�FRQWLQXH�WR�EH�IUXVWUDWHG��
However, when health professionals let go of the traditional view of provider-
centred care and recognize the patient as the primary decision-maker, they 
become more effective practitioners. (funnell and anderson 2000: 1709)

i started this chapter with an interest in the links between discourses of food 
and care and the dynamics played out in the consultation. this was grounded 
both in my own experience and the existing qualitative research on overweight 
people’s perspectives. i found that interactions around weight could be intensely 
uncomfortable as they can unleash emotional responses in both health professionals 
and patients and have the potential for a mutual enactment of powerlessness in the 
face of obesity. discourses of care are crucial to understanding why this happens. 
unrealistic demands on the ‘caring’ professions could lead to exhaustion and 
becoming unable to care. ‘Caring for’ the patient is often dominated by struggles 
around assigning responsibility for obesity (to the patient, doctor or nurse). this 
means that ‘caring about’ the patient is superseded by modes of ‘caring for’ the 
patient dominated by attempts to effect behaviour change with little regard for 
the emotional aspects of food and the lived experience of being overweight. a 
way out of this impasse could be a focus on ‘caring with’, an underlying ethos 
of solidarity and trust between carer and cared-for (tronto 2013) . ‘Caring with’ 
includes letting go of trying to make patients lose weight and moving from an 
intervention centred framework to a focus on the individual history and experience 
(including earlier discussions about weight). this would hopefully open the way 
to a real conversation about food and eating in the consultation.
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Part iii 
Caring to eat: distances  

and (dis)Connects

7KLV� ¿QDO� SDUW� WXUQV� LWV� DWWHQWLRQ� WR� KRZ� FDUH� SHUIRUPV� DQG� SURYRNHV� HDWLQJ��
5HÀHFWLQJ�RQ� WKH�3DUW� ,��ZKHUH� HDWLQJ�ZDV� VKRZQ� WR�SURGXFH� UHODWLRQV�RI� FDUH��
the chapters in this part now reverse that focus to demonstrate not only how care 
is employed to frame, generate and suffuse food and eating, but also how this 
framing functions to establish (particular) foods as fair, right and good. Caring 
about food, and foods that are cared about, are further shown as placed – into 
agendas, ideologies and locations – so as to support regulatory systems and the 
personal visions of what careful food is, how it is perceived and how it should 
be organized. approaching this overall theme from diverging perspectives, all 
three chapters work to illustrate how assertions that claim to care-about food are 
PRELOL]HG� LQ�DVVRFLDWLRQ�ZLWK�QRWLRQV�RI�ZLGHU�PRUDO�EHQH¿FHQFH�� ,Q� VR�GRLQJ��
they demonstrate how frameworks of care enact and inform eating behaviours in 
multiple settings such as the market place, social institutions and on the internet. 
Consequently, these chapters also highlight the ways in which careful food is 
simultaneously constructed as safe and fair food – meaning, in this context, food 
that supports and sustains all parties involved. as such, careful eating becomes not 
only synonymous with goodness, but also emerges as a practice through which 
one can embody goodness. this part therefore further unpacks the bio- and socio-
political forces motivating careful eating. 

the chapters further expose how discourses of careful food are entangled with 
D�VHULHV�RI�LPDJLQDULHV�RU�VLJQL¿HG�SODFHV�±�GLVWDQFHG�DQG�FRQQHFWHG�±�DV�ZHOO�DV�
a rhetoric of the alternative, which together cohere to assemble and determine 
what constitutes careful, safe and socially responsible behaviour around eating. 
Here, then, place(s), the good and the safe are shown to be intertwined, uniting as 
PXWXDOO\�LQIRUPLQJ�SRWHQFLHV�WKDW�FRPSHO��GULYH�DQG�LQÀXHQFH�IRRG�SUHIHUHQFHV��
associatively, real and imagined distances between eaters and what ‘should’ be 
eaten emerge as instrumental to enacting careful eating. notions of proximity 
and distance are thereby demonstrated to be pivotal to how careful foods are 
conceptualized, with perceived disconnects from and around food production 
shown to strain and stretch how food is understood, embraced or rejected. 
furthermore, distances enable foods to embed into socially acceptable narratives 
and new social places, thereby fashioning places from which to care from and 
in. as the chapters demonstrate, new technologies are also actively supporting 
the emergence of these (imagined) geographies of careful eating. as such, 
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strangers deliver webs of anonymous (cyber)care, distances are transformed into 
proximities, and carers, eater and foods become ‘connected’. 
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Chapter 7 

Placing security: food, 
geographical Knowledge(s) and the 

reproduction of Place(less-ness)
Benjamin Coles

Food Security and Securing Food: A Geographer’s Perspective

one of the more profound shifts in contemporary food provision is consumers and 
producers variously seeking to reclaim food from agri-industrial capitalism. this 
shift has most typically been sited within a range of ‘alternative’ food networks 
and initiatives that articulate an array of ethics surrounding consumption and 
production. as such, it suggests that likeminded consumers and producers (and 
a host of interconnected actors within food provision more broadly) increasingly 
care about food and the modes, methods and ultimately places that are implicated 
in its production, processing, retail and consumption. along with this shift, various 
agents increasingly demonstrate a concern to secure food from what they perceive 
to be systems that reject the inequities, imbalances and injustices of agri-industrial 
food methods. By engaging with, and explicitly acknowledging, the geographies 
and geographical relations that underscore these efforts to secure food, their 
actions demonstrate the extent to which they care about food and the spaces and 
places from which it emerges. 

this chapter considers what happens to spaces and places when food is framed 
by entangled notions of security and care. it does this using the example of fred 
DQG�*LQJHU�� DQ� DIÀXHQW��PL[HG�UDFH� FRXSOH� IURP�/RQGRQ�ZKR� FODLP� WKH\� FDUH�
about the food they eat and use this caring to inform their consumption. the 
pseudonyms, which were chosen by the couple to signify comedic Hollywood 
actors and renowned dance partners fred astaire and ginger rogers, take on 
particular, though perhaps unknown (to fred and ginger), resonances within 
this account. in a comment attributed to former Whitehouse staff member 
faith Wittlesey and appropriated by former texas governor ann richards (in a 
speech at the 1988 democratic Convention), it was said that ginger rogers did 
everything that fred astaire did, only backwards and in heels. in the account i 
give here, ginger does quite a lot of the work when it comes to food provision and 
caring. as a couple, ginger and fred are an indicative (rather than representative) 
example, whom i present in order to provoke broader questions about food, 
consumption and practices that surround security and care – practices that, as 
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the other contributions to this volume demonstrate, are themselves multiple and 
partial. taking this perspective, this chapter thus confronts the contradictions and 
paradoxes that emerge in association with one form of caring about food, and, in 
the process, explores the other spaces that are produced when food is secured. 

owing to a range of ‘asymmetric threats best represented by concerns for 
FOLPDWH�FKDQJH��SHDN�RLO�DQG�¿QDQFLDO�WXUPRLO¶��6DJH�������������FRQWHPSRUDU\�
food provision is often cast as ‘insecure’ (Bohle et al. 1994; Brown and funk 2008; 
lang and Heasman 2004). furthermore, such insecurity is typically projected onto 
the ‘folk devil’ (see Jackson 2010) of ‘conventional’, ‘global’ agri-capitalism, and 
the seemingly inherent inequities that come along with a food system in which 
SUR¿W�VHHNLQJ� LV� WKH� RUJDQL]LQJ� SULQFLSOH�� 7KURXJK� WKH� VWDWH¶V� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ� LQ�
global commodity exchange and its compliance with international regulation and 
governance (Jarosz 2011), it ensures that enough food is made available to feed its 
population and that this is safe from pathogens, contamination and adulteration. 
the latter also posits food security into audit-based regulatory frameworks that 
help to detect threats and identify liability when things go wrong (dunn 2007). 
thus, food security is both about feeding people and ensuring the free movement 
of materials in order to reproduce the political economic function of the state. 
Crucially, food security becomes enmeshed with broader regulatory security 
regimes (see dikeç 2013) with remits that range from the capacity to mitigate 
fraud to the power to secure borders and control the movement of bodies. 

security implies a space free from care, worry or anxiety (Coles 2013). When 
it comes to food it means not only having enough food, but also having enough 
of the right kind of food. it also means not having to worry about these types 
of food issues – in effect, not having to care about food. as a spatial practice, 
security delineates the safe from the unsafe and the self from the other. a state 
of security in essence frees the self from having to be concerned with others 
by demarcating the spaces in which others, and the hazards they embody, can 
be safely deposited, and by policing the borders of such spaces. these spatial 
FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV�WKDW�VHFXUH�VHOI�IURP�2WKHU�DUH�HYLGHQW�LQ�SULVRQV��VHH�6LEOH\�DQG�
van Hoven 2009), gated communities (see low 2001), or indeed as i touch upon 
later, the banlieues of suburban france (see dikeç 2008), as well as in the everyday 
ideological assemblages that frame an array of class-based, ethnic, gendered 
DQG�RU�UDFLDOL]HG�SROLWLFV��6HFXULW\�WKXV�LPSOLHV�D�SROLWLFDO�SURFHVV�WKDW�LGHQWL¿HV�
hazards, territorializes differences and excludes them from space and place. 

When it comes to discourse and debate around food, spaces of security and 
insecurity are activated through multiple scales, spaces and materialities. food 
security is often tied to the big questions of gross national production and 
distribution, conditions of abject poverty and concerns over net caloric intake, 
and the ability of states to generate enough capital to feed their populations. 
food security is thereby often thought of a national problem, an issue for poor 
countries – particularly those in the global south – and it is addressed through 
increased production, international trade, aid, accord and goodwill (Clapp 2012; 
Mcdonald 2010). in this context, and at this scale, food security can also become a 
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state tool for the subjugation and control of populations (nally 2008; nally 2011), 
as well as a space of resistance, struggle and emancipatory potential (Heynen 
2009, 2010; Heynen et al. 2012; Wilson 2013). 

food security is also a technological problem, particularly from the perspective(s) 
of biosecurity, which secures food from infectious and hazardous agents. employing 
a complex array of actors, technologies and modes of governance, this type of 
security seeks to maintain bio-secure, safe spaces and, in the process, attempts 
to exclude actual and perceived threats. the purpose of such security is twofold; 
it seeks both to secure space by ensuring that pathogens do not contaminate the 
food supply, and also to secure economic function within a neoliberal food regime 
by facilitating the trade of foodstuffs throughout an international food system 
(Hinchliffe et al. 2013; Hinchliffe and Bingham 2008; Maye et al. 2012; Pechlaner 
DQG�2WHUR��������6HFXULW\��LQ�WKLV�VHQVH��LV�FRQVWLWXWHG�WKURXJK�VSHFL¿F�GLVFXUVLYH�
practices that assemble a multiplicity of local sites to respond to particular 
events in which biosecurity is threatened, breached or has failed (everts 2013). 
food biosecurity becomes interlinked with notions of geopolitical food security 
through an array of market devices and governance stratagems in which states and 
international bodies collaborate in the production and distribution of foodstuffs and 
come together to delineate secure spaces that protect and ensure the security of 
food – for the health and safety of populations (or their control) and to maintain 
trade as part of a neoliberal market-based food economy (Busch 2010). 

at the consumption level, however, efforts to secure food fall out of these 
systemic regulatory regimes and instead range from day-to-day struggles to afford 
and procure the body’s basic reproductive needs (see dowler et al. 2011; Kneafsey 
et al. 2013) to more nuanced forms of cultural reproduction in which food is secured 
from an affective register of socially reproduced anxieties (Milne et al. 2011; 
Jackson 2010). My focus here, however, is on end-consumers, such as ginger and 
fred, who are otherwise subjected to security’s top-down technological measures. 
i am interested in the ways in which they incorporate perspectives on security and 
fold them into their own praxes of care and caring. along the way, such consumers 
reproduce their own secure spaces and adapt them to variously reclaim or otherwise 
‘secure’ food from what they perceive to be its ‘insecurities’. Particularly, i focus 
RQ�WKH�ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�HQG�FRQVXPHUV�HPSOR\�JHRJUDSKLFDO�QDUUDWLYHV��VSHFL¿FDOO\�
discourses of place (and place-making), to secure their foods from the inequities 
and insecurities that characterise the agri-capitalist food system and ensure that 
their food supply is free from cares, worries and anxieties. Morgan (2010), focusing 
particularly on the exploration of ‘alternative food’ – foods that simultaneously 
highlight insecurity and seek to mitigate it – suggests food is ‘the ultimate index of 
our capacity to care for ourselves and for others, be they our ‘nearest and dearest’ or 
‘distant strangers’: he notes that food plays a ‘unique role in human reproduction, 
shaping our physical and cognitive development’, and that without it, ‘human life 
is “nasty, brutish and short”’ (ibid.: 1852). through this perspective, we see that 
food, security and care are interrelated and are made visible by consumers in the 
ways they articulate a range of concerns about personal and family health, other 
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people, animals and the environment. the practices of consumption shaped by such 
concerns ‘place’ and ‘re-place’ foods into a palatable imaginative geography of safe 
and, by extension, unsafe spaces and places.

alternative foods typically deploy a range of place narratives to highlight 
such imaginative geographies as ways to distinguish themselves from what is 
otherwise described as a ‘placeless foodscape’ (Holloway and Kneafsey 2000). 
Place is the frame through which people conceptualize and interact with the 
world around them (sack 1992, 2001a; tuan 1974). it is also the site onto which 
geographical imaginations – the ability to envision geographical connection – and 
imaginative geographies – the representations of those connections – are founded. 
Contemporary food provision is rife with such geographies that appear through 
various celebrations, narratives, ‘knowledges’ and representations of place and 
placeless-ness, and consumers are complicit in their reproduction (Coles and 
Crang 2011; Cook and Crang 1996). subsequently, owing to the wide assortment 
of places in which consumers engage with food, the ways places are assembled 
matter to how consumers experience food and conceptualize their consumption. 
this chapter demonstrates that the ways in which consumers articulate their 
practices of care and security map closely onto the discourses of ‘knowledges’ and 
visibilities that have come to be associated with alternative foods. indeed, perceived 
visibility and invisibility play important roles in shaping how consumers ‘see’ 
their consumption, whilst place and place-making are central to how consumers 
enact their consumption. 

Methodologically, as well as conceptually, this chapter is broadly topographic 
(Coles 2014). it is informed empirically by a long-term, multi-sited research 
programme comprised of structured and semi-structured interviews, informal 
chats, participant observation, site-writing, photography and archival research 
in and on an array of locales associated with food provision: street markets, 
supermarkets, farms, households and kitchens, abattoirs, corporate boardrooms 
and a host of other-such known and unknown, imagined and real places, whose 
interrelatedness make-up a geography of contemporary food provision. the aim of 
such topography in general is to articulate and analyse the role of place and place-
making in the constitution of food provisioning practices, Particular to this chapter 
and volume, the aim of the two topographic cuts presented is to highlight how the 
partiality of any one place and perspective within food provision (or indeed foods’ 
geographies more broadly), such as ginger and fred’s, can be mobilized to tease 
out other questions about foods’ consumption and its geographies, such as those 
around security or care. 

using the seeming ubiquity of chicken as a starting point, this chapter explores 
the dynamics between care and caring, security and securing, and place and place-
making across southeast london. i examine the ways in which ginger and fred, 
who reside in Camberwell, south london, deploy place to both secure food and 
to demonstrate that they care about it and its geographies. ginger and fred are 
DIÀXHQW� /RQGRQ� EDUULVWHUV� ZKR� LGHQWLI\� WKHPVHOYHV� DV� KLJK�LQYHVWRUV� LQWR� WKH�
ideologies that underlie alternative food. they express concern for their own 
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health and wellbeing, as well as those of the environment, people and animals that 
make up the food system, stating that they ‘care about their food, where it comes 
from and all of the things that goes along with that’. they both buy and buy into 
arguments that food should be produced as locally as possible, and tell me that ‘we 
as consumers should support British farming’, which also entangles the politics 
of care with those of class, ethnicity and nationalism. fred and ginger maintain 
that they focus their consumption on alternative and otherwise ‘ethical’ foods, 
shopping in ‘local’ markets for some items and ‘organic’ butchers for others, but 
also, primarily, through the web-based delivery service, ocado. furthermore as 
barristers who routinely work irregular hours, they also incorporate a range of 
other practices into their provisioning strategies ranging, as fred puts it, ‘from the 
dodgy Chinese take away down the street, where you don’t know what kind of 
meat you are eating, to train station sandwiches with chicken from anywhere, to 
a proper sunday roast’. fred and ginger’s perspective is not representative of the 
other consumers with whom i have worked over the course of this programme per 
se. However, their perspectives on and anxieties around food consumption, as well 
as attempts to utilize their consumption to address the multivalent contradictions 
presented within contemporary food, resonate across a broader spectrum of agents, 
discourses and places within food.

Chickens and Camberwell

Chickens represent a critical fulcrum in this discussion about the relationship 
between care and security, and about how consumers use narratives of place 
to reclaim and secure food from the placeless foodscape of contemporary agri-
capitalism. the spatial contradictions and paradoxes that i signalled earlier 
materialize in the bodies of these modern chickens and the ways in which they 
DUH�FRQVXPHG��7KH�PRGHUQ�EURLOHU�FKLFNHQ�VWHUHRW\SLFDOO\�HPERGLHV�DQG�UHÀHFWV�
notions of an uncaring food landscape – a place in which the birds are stripped of 
their identity by a techno-science and economic assemblage designed to reduce 
sentient beings into ‘crops’ – and subsequently re-think them in terms of ‘yields’, 
‘cycles’ and ‘production times’. indeed, nearly all chickens that we eat in the global 
north and west are the (bi)products of our agri-industrial food complex (see Boyd 
and Watts 1997; Buller and roe 2014; godley and Williams 2009). fashioned 
through research and development, corporate agri-business and shifting social 
and economic policy, the modern broiler chicken is actually a very successful 
EL�SURGXFW� RI� WKH� HJJ� LQGXVWU\�� 7KHLU� VFDOHV� RI� SURGXFWLRQ� UHÀHFW� WKDW� VXFFHVV��
‘[t]here are some 17 billion domestic chickens worldwide, being equivalent to a 
ratio of 2.5 of these birds for every human (fao 2007). there are approximately 
29 million laying hens and 116 million broilers in the uK at any one time’ (defra 
2010: 3). nearly all these chickens are from the seemingly placeless foodscape and 
they occupy some of the more troubling spaces within it, including high-density 
production facilities, and extremely high-capacity slaughterhouses. as a result, 
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their bodies become primary sites onto which the regimes of bio and geo-political 
security are projected, and which have the potential to represent a serious threat to 
food security and world health at large (lowe 2010).

Camberwell, like the rest of london and other cities and towns, contains a 
cosmopolitan foodscape in which consumers can opt in or out of an array of placed 
and placeless foods in order to secure food, and in the process draw their own 
boundaries around what is safe and unsafe (to eat). it is a rapidly gentrifying, up 
DQG�FRPLQJ�QHLJKERXUKRRG�LQ�6RXWK�/RQGRQ�DQG�LV�DW�WKH�FRQÀXHQFH�RI�D�YDULHW\�RI�
competing and often-contradictory food-sheds. there are local farmers’ markets, 
and other sites and opportunities to consume foods that align with typical alternative 
narratives of place, provenance and so-called good food.1 there is also a range of 
ethnic and ethnicized food outlets such as grocers, supermarkets and restaurants 
that, to varying degrees, highlight food provenances in which material authenticity 
rather than alternative food’s placed narratives are channelled. there are also 
other local markets, fruit and vegetable vendors, butchers and miscellaneous food 
purveyors in which narratives of place/alternative take a backseat to other qualities, 
VXFK�DV�FRQYHQLHQFH��HWKQLFLW\��DQG�RU�SULFH��)ODQNHG�E\�DIÀXHQW�'XOZLFK�RQ�RQH�
side and more deprived Peckham on the other, Camberwell functions as a security 
‘borderland’ in which multiple spaces of security and insecurity are enacted and 
come together (see Hincliffe et al. 2013).

ocado: Chickens in Camberwell

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�WKH�SDFNHW�RI�WKH�¿UVW�FKLFNHQ�,�ZDQW�WR�GLVFXVV��
it is ‘free range’, ‘organic’ and produced by ‘selected British farms’. the packet 
arrives in Camberwell at ginger and fred’s house in the back of an ocado delivery 
van. ocado is an online supermarket that allows customers to order deliveries 
either from their website or through a smartphone app that enables customers 
to browse goods, place them in a ‘trolley’ and ‘checkout’. the packet’s label is 
blue and green, with a union Jack in the top right corner, and text and images 
on the front. the text includes preparation and storage advice orientated around 
biosecurity, e.g. washing hands, keeping refrigerated, cooking to an adequate 
temperature (to kill bacteria such as campylobacter), and nutrition information, 
e.g. calories, protein, sugar and fat. it also contains a geographical narrative about 
chicken production and a line drawing of two chickens scratching around on the 
ground. the narrative text reads: 

our organic chickens are reared exclusively for Waitrose on small, organically-
FHUWL¿HG�IDUPV�LQ�1RUWKHUQ�,UHODQG��%\�GD\�WKH\�DUH�IUHH�WR�URDP�LQ�RSHQ�SDVWXUHV�

1௑*LEVRQ�*UDKDP��������SURYLGHV�D�OLVW�RI�NH\�EX]]ZRUGV�WKDW�DUH�XVHG�WR�GHVFULEH�
notions of ‘alternative’ economies from which the discourses of alternative foods are 
typically derived.
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and exhibit their natural behaviour. By night, they are protected in purpose built 
sheds and are fed an organic cereal based diet.

this text and image together evoke the familiar, albeit ambiguous, language and 
landscape of ‘good food’ (sage 2003). the explicit references to ‘small farms’, 
‘open pastures’, being ‘free to roam’ and ‘natural behaviour’ provide fred and 
ginger with a geographical imaginary that mobilizes a range of tropes associated 
with alternative and good food movements. this imaginary, when juxtaposed with 
blank packets of chicken without evocative descriptions, fashions an image of 
what the spaces of chicken production ought to be like, whilst also fashioning 
an image of what they ought not to be like. the former, according to the packet, 
is procured from Waitrose and makes further branding associations between 
Waitrose and a general sense of goodness within their foods. the latter refers, 
presumably, to their competition and associates it with whatever the opposite 
spaces of good food might be – bad food. sage (2003: 51) posits good food as 
a ‘dialectical alternative’ to the bad foods produced ‘without due consideration 
of the naturalness, provenance and quality of its ingredients, food which has not 
been produced with the highest regard for animal welfare, the environment and the 
nutritional well-being of its consumers’ (see also Maye et al. 2007). 

according to ginger, she cares about: 

 …the people who grow food…even the animals. if they’ve [the animals] had a 
happy life, i feel better about it because it probably means they’ve been looked 
after and are safer…i feel really strongly about it when it comes to chickens…i 
read something or saw a documentary about battery chickens and how horrible 
is that? that’s why we only eat free range and organic chickens...

ginger draws a connection between good animal husbandry practices (in her 
words animals that have been ‘looked after’) and food safety. to extrapolate, for 
ginger caring about production (e.g. free range, and/or organic chicken farming, 
etc), leads to at least some notion of safer, better food. While ginger and fred 
both comment that they care that the chickens they eat are allowed to roam and 
be natural in a protective environment, they also reveal that they (in their words) 
‘prefer British chickens’ because they are ‘safer’, more secure and ‘more ethical’ 
than chickens from ‘other countries like Brazil’. notions of safety and security 
become bound-up in both husbandry practices and also a nationalist discourse that 
places good within the uK and places bad in an othered foreign foodscape. 

the modern broiler chicken, however, regardless of how it has been farmed – 
whether it is organic, free range, or raised in a barn, or indeed grown in the uK 
or anywhere else – bears little resemblance to the ‘natural’ chicken evoked by 
the packet from which ginger and fred consume. instead it is produced through 
D� WHFKQR�VFLHQWL¿F� DVVHPEO\� RI� JHQHWLF� PDQLSXODWLRQ� �RI� ERWK� FKLFNHQ� ERGLHV�
and feed) that prioritizes particular features of the chicken’s body, such as larger 
EUHDVWV�IRU�ZKLWH�PHDW��DQG�SDUWLFXODU�DWWULEXWHV�RI�D�FKLFNHQ¶V�OLIH�±�VSHFL¿FDOO\�
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compressing the time from hatching to slaughter into as few weeks as possible, 
DQG� WKLV� LV� WUXH� IRU� DOO� FKLFNHQV� LQ� D� VXSHUPDUNHW� �VHH�6WULIÀHU� ������6WXOO� DQG�
Broadway 2013). additionally, modern chickens are produced through a system of 
industrialized cropping and contract farming, and ultimately large-scale slaughter, 
processing and packaging (see Boyd and Watts 1997). this, in turn, is only made 
possible through extensive, carbon-intensive systems of cold-chains, supermarket 
market consolidation, and centralized distribution that reduces the individuality of 
the animal into a crop (Buller 2013; godley and Williams 2009). When questioned, 
however, neither ginger nor fred is aware of these materialities. instead, they 
KDYH� WR� UHO\�RQ� WKH�GHVFULSWRUV�RQ� WKH�SDFNHW��*LQJHU��ZKR� LGHQWL¿HV�KHUVHOI� DV�
‘anxious’ about what she eats, is desperate for information about, as she puts it, 
‘the realities of food’ and turns to me with her questions, ‘it’s [organic/free range 
chicken] got to be better, right?’.

narratives like the one on the packet connect consumers with imagined 
materialities of food production that ultimately cannot exist within the ways in 
which contemporary food provision is organized, nor within the ways that fred 
and ginger procure food. rather, these narratives entangle food into a double fetish 
that deploys geographical knowledges to illuminate an imaginary of production, 
further obscures its materialities and insulates consumers from these materialities. 
*LQJHU¶V� NQRZOHGJH� RI� FKLFNHQ� SURGXFWLRQ� SOD\V� LQWR� D� FRQ¿JXUDWLRQ� WKDW�� LQ�
KHU�ZRUGV�� SURGXFHV� µVDIH¶� µKDSS\¶�%ULWLVK� FKLFNHQV�� FRQÀDWHV� WKHVH� LGHDV�ZLWK�
technical implications of ‘free range’ and ‘organic’, and juxtaposes them with the 
perceived horrors of ‘battery’ chicken farming from abroad. the result is that even 
though they are suspicious of supermarket practices (as discussed below), ginger 
and fred are willing to accept narratives on the package, if not as truth then at least 
as a proxy for greater equity in food. i argue, however, that as ginger and fred 
buy into such narratives, they simultaneously reinforce inherent and problematic 
binaries of happy and unhappy and of organic/free-range and ‘battery’ chickens. 
these narratives therefore contribute to putting practices into play that maintain 
the dualities that characterize contemporary food provision and further normalize 
the spaces of bad and good food whilst appearing to challenge them. 

fred and ginger use the stories on packets to place their consumption within 
a food landscape/imaginary they care about. likewise, they are aware of the 
limitations of such stories. they are aware that the landscape portrayed through 
the text and imagery on the packet, although factually accurate, may bear little 
resemblance to commercial chicken farms, where the two artfully-rendered birds 
pecking around a farmyard will be surrounded by thousands of others (lowry and 
Miele 2011). they are aware that the packaging does not signal the complexity 
of chicken farming; either its history or the current system of contract farms, 
centralized production controls, and the other elements that characterize modern 
food production. 

ginger and fred are less aware, however, of the label and packaging’s broader 
LPSOLFDWLRQV�� %\� ÀDJJLQJ� LWV� RZQ� IRRG� VSDFHV� DV� JRRG�� WKH� SDFNDJLQJ� WDFLWO\�
acknowledges the ethically and morally dubious practices that occur elsewhere 
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within chicken farming. it places these practices, however, onto other producers 
and retailers that subscribe to them. this suggestion is made by constructing an 
image through labelling and other geographical representations that counters the 
imagined images of battery chicken farms and industrial meat production at large – 
the images that shape ginger’s, in particular, understanding of food production. 
7KH�SDFNDJLQJ��PRUH�VLJQL¿FDQWO\��¿[HV�WKH�LPDJH�RI�µJRRG�IRRG¶�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�
QRUPDOL]HV� LW�ZLWKLQ� D� VSHFL¿F� VSDWLDO� LPDJLQDU\��RQH�RI�SDVWXUHV� DQG� IUHHGRP��
and healthy, happy, natural animals. the effect of this good food space is twofold: 
it reinforces the idea that unhappy, unhealthy animals also exist but that they are 
locked away in some other space. But more problematically, it also normalizes 
images of good food and, by extension, what caring about good food might entail 
and how these cares might be enacted – namely through a particular kind of 
consumption (see abbots and Coles 2013). 

:KDW� ,�¿QG� IDVFLQDWLQJ� DERXW� WKLV�¿UVW� FXW� LV� WKDW�� LQ� ORFDWLQJ� WKH� VRXUFH�RI�
their food, ginger and fred demonstrate their caring about food; in locating 
its production methods, its geographies become visible and appear secure. 
Paradoxically, as this happens, the rest of the process simultaneously dis/appears 
within the placeless realms of the neoliberal food regime(s) (Campbell 2009; 
Pechlaner and otero 2010). fred and ginger’s placed chicken arrives already 
processed into small parts and ready to be consumed. it emerges from the inside 
RI�D�YDQ�DQG��XSRQ�VFDQQLQJ��LW�¿JXUDWLYHO\��LI�QRW�OLWHUDOO\��OHDYHV�2FDGR¶V�QHWZRUN�
of inventory control where it was a unit with a barcode (dodge and Kitchin 2004). 
Before arriving at ocado, the chicken was slaughtered, butchered and packaged, 
yet the places in which these processes happen remain obfuscated. When pressed, 
ginger and fred are aware that these places must exist, but they are distanced from 
them, the ethical challenges they might present, and the moral imperatives to act 
that come with a more complete geographical awareness (sack 2001b). 

Hanging Chickens, ‘Safe’ Chickens

When we have time, we go to the good butcher… he knows what he’s talking 
about…he’s not like the supermarkets who are just out there to make money…i 
feel better about going to the butcher, and buying his meat (fred). 

on their website, this butcher states:

our main suppliers of beef are [X] who mature their beef traditionally on the 
bone and [y] [from] lakenheath in suffolk who specialise [sic] in pedigree rare 
breed beef. in pork we have welfare friendly suffolk pork from [Z]. We now 
stock [W] free range chicken, where happy birds taste better as well as organic 
free range [v] chickens, a treasure from suffolk.
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for ginger and fred, this is what a caring food landscape consists of: not only 
high-welfare, but also ‘pedigree’ ‘rare breed’ animals that appear in the butcher’s 
display as somehow not subsumed into an undifferentiated corporate industrial 
foodscape. in addition, and crucially, these qualities of care ultimately lead, 
according to the butcher, to better tasting food – a proposition that fred and 
*LQJHU�VXSSRUW��5HIHUHQFLQJ�VSHFL¿F�SODFHV�RI�SURGXFWLRQ�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�QDUUDWLYHV�
of place, and caring about places, matter to consumers. at the same time, however, 
it does not matter to consumers, such as fred and ginger, what places get evoked, 
whether it is somewhere in suffolk, or any number of other places that produce the 
kind of food that stock the butcher’s counter, so long as they conform to a shared 
understanding of ‘good food’ spaces, and so long as the food does indeed come 
IURP� VRPH� VSHFL¿F�� KRZHYHU� LPDJLQHG�� SODFH� ±� LQ� WKLV� FDVH�� µ6XIIRON¶�ZLWK� LWV�
‘good tasting’, ‘happy birds’, ‘welfare friendly’ pork and ‘traditional’ ‘pedigree’, 
‘rare-breed beef’, and indeed dulwich, where the good butcher resides. for fred 
and ginger, this butcher in dulwich and other similarly positioned food purveyors 
who deploy such discourses and imaginaries help to reproduce their image of a 
placed food landscape, one that is safe and secure so long as its geographies are 
LGHQWL¿DEOH�DQG�PDLQWDLQHG��7KH�DWWHQWLRQ�SDLG�WR�SURYHQDQFH�DQG�WUDGLWLRQ��ZKLOVW�
also ensuring welfare, presumably means that these food stuffs are ‘good to eat’, 
and ‘good’ for a number of other reasons (goodman et al. 2010). 

What they do not buy through ocado, or the good butcher, fred and ginger 
purchase locally: the delis, the multiple ethnic grocers and other such purveyors 
that make up Camberwell’s food landscape. ‘local’ for them, however, must 
VWLOO� FRQIRUP� WR� LGHDOL]HG� VSDFHV� WKDW�¿W� LQWR� WKHVH�JHRJUDSKLFDO� LPDJLQDULHV�RI�
good food. 

this butcher [the ‘good butcher’ in dulwich] has good quality meat, not like 
those ones that we saw on Peckham High street…you don’t know where that 
meat comes from…it could be anywhere. not all of it’s expensive at the butcher 
though…i also feel strongly about supporting British farmers. and in dulwich, 
everything is British, and is organic…’ (ginger). 

they do not buy meat in Peckham, which is closer and therefore more local than 
dulwich. they only go there to catch trains, for a ÀkQHXU experience in the market 
or on the high street, the odd trip to a Persian themed spice shop, or because 
ginger ‘can’t help buying household stuff like dishwasher tablets or laundry 
detergent …[at] the pound shop’.

rye lane, one of Peckham’s main shopping streets is a ten minute walk from 
fred and ginger’s house. dulwich, where the good butcher is, is a bit further away. 
during one of our sessions, we went to Peckham as part of their ‘saturday morning 
routine’. as usual for the couple, this includes a late breakfast at one of the nearby 
cafés that appeal to Camberwell’s emergent foodie culture by serving single origin 
coffee and ‘artisan’ pastries – and a trip to a spice shop on Peckham road before 
heading to a refurbished pub to read the papers and chat. Peckham is characterized 
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as a poor inner city borough of london comprising migrant and working class 
populations, but one that on the surface is socially mixed and appears to celebrate 
‘happy multiculturalism’ (see ahmed 2010). as Jackson and Benson (2014: 1201 
quoting Butler and robson 2001: 78) note, however, Peckham is also marked by 
‘tectonic’ relations, where ‘social groups or ‘plates’ overlap or run parallel to one 
another without much in the way of integrated experience in the areas’ social and 
cultural institutions’. 

5\H�/DQH�LV�OLQHG�ZLWK�VPDOO�VKRSV�DQG�QXPHURXV�EXWFKHUV�DQG�¿VKPRQJHUV�
catering to both the local diaspora and its working class population. unlike the 
more upmarket butcher’s in dulwich, those in Peckham offer ‘worryingly [to 
ginger] inexpensive meat’ – much of which is on display in conditions that ginger 
is unsure of. dead chickens and the odd duck hang in the windows – some have 
\HW�WR�EH�SOXFNHG��WKH�RGG�À\�EX]]HV�DURXQG��WKH�JXWWHU�LV�OLWWHUHG�ZLWK�UXEELVK��
and there are odours not only of raw meat but raw meat near (or past) its prime 
DQG�ROG�¿VK��

7KH�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�EXWFKHUV��ERWK�SDWURQV�DQG�ZRUNHUV��DUH�QRW�DV�LGHQWL¿DEO\�
middle class as those who inhabit the ‘good butcher’ in dulwich. signage around 
the products signals the bargains that are available, particularly in comparison 
to the nearby ‘Big 3’ supermarkets. the products themselves – an array of meat 
�HVSHFLDOO\�PXWWRQ�DQG�JRDW��SRXOWU\�DQG�¿VK�QRW�IRXQG�LQ�W\SLFDO�8.�YHQGRUV�>VHH�
Coles and Hallet 2012]); familiar and unfamiliar (to ginger and fred) fruit and 
vegetables; and a wide variety of packaged foodstuffs with labels in languages 
other than english – are indicative of the multi-classed, multi-racial, multi-ethnic 
food spaces in this area (lyon and Back 2012). the pricing, however, indicates that 
these shops are aimed towards lower social economic groups, which for ginger, 
who uses the price of meat as a marker for quality, also positions these shops as low 
quality. ginger speculates that ‘some of these butchers must also supply the local 
kebab shops… where you don’t know what you’re getting’. Beyond languages on 
the labels there does not appear to be any other mention of provenance. labels that 
claim products to be free range, organic or otherwise produced with these ideals in 
mind are not evident, suggesting that food here is sold based on their material and 
utilitarian properties and demand (e.g. for ingredients for the variety of dishes that 
represent the tastes of nearby community members), as well as price, as opposed 
to other qualities relating to welfare, sustainability and other issues that ginger 
and fred care about (cf. Harvey et al. 2004). 

this results in distinct food spaces for fred and ginger, the secure one that 
they inhabit and use to practise their politics of care and caring, and the other one 
from which they demarcate their spaces of security. i must stress here that although 
fred and ginger are a mixed-race couple, except in helping to delineate various 
other consumptive spaces that brush against each other but seldom overlap with 
ginger and fred’s, questions of race and ethnicity are less important in informing 
WKHLU�FRQVXPSWLRQ�WKDQ�TXHVWLRQV�RI�DIÀXHQFH�DQG�FODVV��$V�-DFNVRQ�DQG�%HQVRQ�
(2014: 1201) comment, rye lane, which provides people like ginger and fred 
with the opportunity to visually consume the other from a position of security, 
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bifurcates ‘two worlds marked by ethnic and social difference’: fred and ginger’s 
‘world’ juxtaposes middle class notions of security with the consumption (but not 
ingestion) of exotic dangers and the lived world of others. 

Care and caring are constructive processes. in order for fred and ginger to 
demonstrate that they care about their food, they must fashion its geographies. 
one geography imagines a food landscape of richly embedded social relations, 
high animal welfare, and a host of other positive associations and relationships 
around food production and consumption. this geography bypasses some of the 
messier places and spaces of food, such as slaughterhouses and meat packers, and 
is thus a partial representation of a caring food landscape (albeit one that only really 
exists in an imaginative form). the other geography is one of threats, dangers and 
others comprised of unknown food and food origins, viscerally shocking displays 
and a sense of foreignness – either of Brazilian chickens or various other, non-
British foodstuffs. fred and ginger’s geography of care, in other words, fashions 
a geography to care about. 

a tension, however, emerges between ‘knowing’ and ‘knowledges’. the 
dulwich butcher presents a sanitized version of meat production. although it 
makes claims towards provenance and signals taste, pedigree and tradition, 
it brings ginger and fred no closer to the materialities of production than the 
packet of chicken from ocado, or indeed the supermarket meat that fred eschews. 
ironically, the materialities that would bring the couple closer to production, 
such as the obviously dead, but not-quite meat, not-quite-plucked chickens in 
the butchers’ windows in Peckham, provoke a sense of danger and disgust and 
are subsequently dismissed. they are perhaps too close to the realities of meat 
production, as well as located in seemingly unsafe spaces that are consumed 
visually, but no further. for consumers like fred and ginger, there is a desire to get 
closer to the imagined materialities of food production, but in a distanced, clean 
and safe manner. food realities are messier, and evoke both feelings of disgust and 
insecurity and danger (see abbots 2014; West 2014). 

i am interested in the ways in which the visceral geographies of meat production 
that are presented in Peckham are refracted through sanitized narratives and secured 
in safe places like the dulwich butcher. ginger and fred object to the materialities 
that might bring them closer to production and instead rely on imaginative 
geographical narratives that produce the illusion of proximity. thus the illusion 
of being able to care is created for them, but this paradoxically also maintains, if 
not increases, the distances (and invisibilities) of their consumption. Where the 
supermarket (for fred) is ‘just out to make money’ and the shops in Peckham 
are a ‘bit too dodgy’ – and only good for the mundane placeless purchasing of 
GLVKZDVKHU�WDEOHWV�DQG�KDQG�VDQLWL]HU�±�WKH�'XOZLFK�EXWFKHU�VRPHKRZ�¿WV�EHWZHHQ�
the two: offering enough of a geographical narrative to bring farms close enough 
to verify that their cares and anxieties are met, but far enough away not to disturb 
ginger and fred’s sense of security.
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Placing Security and Securing Place

Perceptions of visibility are vital components to the reproduction of secure spaces. 
Whilst its internal mechanisms remain opaque, the war on terror, perhaps the 
supreme example of security in a contemporary age, ensures that both its mission 
(to prevent terrorism) and its target (terrorism) remain highly visible, and this state 
of visibility is maintained through a security theatre of checkpoints, colour coded 
alerts and visible technologies of ‘safety’ and surveillance. such security rests 
on the dichotomy between safe and unsafe spaces from which safety is wrought 
(dikeç 2013; ranciere 2004). ginger and fred operate within this dynamic of safe 
and unsafe in order to secure their food. By actively fashioning safe spaces they 
simultaneously fashion unsafe spaces in order to secure geographies that attend to 
their cares. these geographies reproduce so called ‘sensible objects’ that assemble 
into an ideology-reinforcing ‘aesthetic regime’ in which the need for security 
becomes normalized (dikeç 2013; ranciere 2004). 

for ginger, the images of ‘battery’ chickens and the well-documented ethical 
challenges that such chickens – and more generally contemporary food provision – 
present are superimposed onto the othered spaces of Peckham’s rye lane. these 
battery chickens, their images, their supposed (non-)places of production, and the 
discursive milieus in which they operate (particularly the ethical challenges they 
present) comprise one such distribution of ‘sensible evidences’ that justify fred 
and ginger’s need to secure ‘happy chickens’ (and their geographies). Peckham 
too is constructed through images, media and popular representations as a space 
of danger associated with class and a related ethnic struggle, within which, as 
%ORNODQG� ������� VXJJHVWV��PLGGOH�FODVV� JHQWUL¿HUV� VHHN� WR� FODLP� DQG�RWKHUZLVH�
secure their own territories from these others. in the words of Benson and Jackson 
(2013: 47), Peckham is a: 

ORDGHG�VLJQL¿HU��D�SODFH�ZLWK�D�UHSXWDWLRQ���>DVVRFLDWHG@�ZLWK�D�&RFNQH\�ZKLWH�
working class…and with gang and gun crime…[but also] … as a trendy, arty 
place…of (racialised) danger, an emerging cool art scene and an association 
with trotters independent traders.. 

Battery chickens and Peckham combine into a threatening geography that presents 
an affront to the issues around food and the body that ginger and fred care about. 
for them, these geographies are largely unknown but are represented by placeless 
battery chicken farms and invisible connections that link these to ‘dirty’ butchers 
in ‘dodgy’ Peckham; there, chickens are not expensive enough to guarantee the 
safety, health and welfare standards that the couple care about. the two visions, of 
chickens and of Peckham, consolidate an aesthetic regime in which both become 
parts of the same insecure space. ginger and fred utilize this insecurity to justify 
their consumption practices. they reinforce their own secure spaces when they 
travel to dulwich and when they purchase ‘happy chickens’ from ocado, each of 
which emerges as a secure space through similar aesthetic assemblages. 
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this fashioning of security and insecurity, in turn, reproduces an ideology of 
security that has spatial consequences – namely that actual places are impacted 
by the consumption practices that fred and ginger employ. Place and place-
making thus lies at the heart of this relationship between the secure and insecure. 
regardless of what they are really like (if such a statement can stand), Peckham 
and battery chickens, and dulwich and ‘happy meat’, are reproduced through co-
constitutive imaginative geographical processes as much as they are through the 
material practices of consumption. 

sack (1992) suggests that all places of consumption hide their geographical 
interrelatedness – the awareness of which, he posits, inhibits the ability of 
consumers to make informed and for him intrinsically moral decisions (see also 
sack 2003). notions of geographical awareness underlie fred and ginger’s 
concerns about health and wellbeing when it comes to food. i argue that this is 
why they go to the lengths they do to consume foods whose geographies are made 
seemingly apparent to them. likewise, when these geographies remain invisible, 
WKH\�VHHN�WR�FRQVXPH�QDUUDWLYHV�WKDW�µSODFH¶�WKHP�LQWR�D�JHRJUDSK\�WKDW�¿WV�WKHLU�
perceptions of safe and secure food. these visibilities allude to a geographical 
awareness that helps them to make sense of, and construct, places and geographies 
out of what is otherwise a placeless foodscape. 

Towards a Moral Geography of Care and Security 

visible geographies are an important component in ensuring that food is secure 
from outside ‘contaminants’, be they pathogens, modes of unethical practice or 
close/distant others that pose various threats to self-identity and society: ‘visibility 
is supposed to produce verity’ (dunn 2007: 49). Morgan (2010) suggests that 
‘alternative’ food is one space in which a wide range of cares about people, animals 
and the environment come together, and where the connections lost to the placeless 
foodscape are reconnected – making it a space in which consumers can secure 
food from a food system whose very opaqueness makes it insecure. Conceptually, 
at least, alternative foods emerge from a tradition of alternative economies that, 
through their organization and practice, challenge the hegemony of contemporary 
neoliberal capitalism (gibson-graham 2006). for food, this tradition variously 
seeks to unravel and unveil the commodity fetish, in order reveal what Harvey 
������������ UHIHUV� WR�DV� WKH�µ¿QJHUSULQWV�RI�H[SORLWDWLRQ¶� WKDW�XQGHUOLH�FDSLWDOLVW�
food production. Coles and Crang (2011) in an attempt to ‘get with’ commodity 
fetishism further argue that the appeal of alternative foods (and those that are 
positioned to appropriate the language and discourses of alternative foods) is that 
WKHLU�JHRJUDSKLHV�DSSHDU�WR�EH�WUDQVSDUHQW�DQG�RIIHU�IRRGVWXIIV�WKDW�GR�QRW�¿W�LQWR�
the conventional norms of agri-capitalism (see also Cook 2004; Cook and Crang 
1996; Cook et al. 2004). they note that such foods come packaged in a range of 
semiotic devices and material culture, as well as testimony and testimonials, which 
posit them into a visible geography. they further note that place and place-making 
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plays an important role in fashioning alternative foods. not only do particular 
types of places become stages on which these visible geographies are performed – 
and subsequently consumed – they comprise didactic retail spaces that look, feel, 
and provide consumption experiences that are alternatives to more mundane forms 
of food provision.

using these perspectives, i suggest that consumers, such as ginger and 
fred, buy into ‘good’ geographical narratives as a way to secure their own food 
consumption from that which is positioned as ‘bad’ and/or does not otherwise 
map onto good’s discursive spaces (goodman and goodman 2007; szasz 2007). 
When thinking about care it is easy to make ourselves believe that caring is a good 
thing; that it leads to better, more just, and indeed, ‘good’ outcomes because it not 
only raises awareness about the interconnections between the self and others and 
between one place and others, but also seeks to produce more equitable relations 
between ourselves and others, and ourselves and other places. Place, ‘the frame 
on which the object, subject and intersubjective is founded’ (Malpas 1999: 40), 
DQG�SODFH�PDNLQJ�DUH�FHQWUDO�WR�WKLV�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQ��DQ�DUJXPHQW�WKDW�/DUVRQ�DQG�
-RKQVRQ�GHYHORS�LQ�WKHLU�H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI�DI¿QLW\�SROLWLFV��LQ�DGYRFDWLQJ�DQ�µRSHQ�
sense of place’, they conclude that such a sense:

is guided by the recognition that situatedness is the singular motivating 
precondition for thought and action…sustained engagement with this place 
\LHOGV�DI¿QLWLHV�WKDW�DUH«XQSUHGLFWDEOH�DQG�KDSKD]DUG�EXW�DOVR�FRPSOHPHQWDU\�
to progressive political and moral praxis precisely because they are already 
attuned to humility and compassion (2012: 644) .

Care and caring are thus bound to how place is conceived and activated. 
When thinking about care and caring through the lens of consumption, 

however, it is possible to believe that these can be achieved (and demonstrated) 
by consuming – and leading others to consume – the right stuff. Particularly when 
it comes to foods that have been positioned as somehow alternative – and that 
subsequently slip into becoming somehow ethical – such consumption reveals the 
range of cares that are mobilized through food, its materialities and the places 
and spaces in which it is produced (and consumed). it is not too much of a stretch 
to then believe that such caring-through-consumption ultimately does good not 
only to the self, but to others and to other places and that this sense of goodness 
emerges from the supposedly increased awareness of geographical interconnection 
and connectivity that careful consumption engenders. additionally, it is possible 
to believe that caring not only secures food from a food system that, at least on 
the surface, appears to be rather uncaring, but also a broader range of individual, 
social, ecological and economic issues that are embedded into foods’ materialities. 
Caring, i argue, is thus not only bound to the ways in which places and their 
interconnectivity are conceived and activated, but also to the ways in which they 
are articulated. 
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Care and caring through consumption, however, leads to spatial contradictions. 
they are performative acts of place that make free spaces – free from the worries, 
anxieties and cares that seemingly plague contemporary food provision. these 
spaces are secured through a range of practices that further reveal a multitude of 
concerns over contemporary food provision and their possible effects on bodies, 
societies, cultures and environments. But, these practices themselves mobilize 
processes that displace these concerns onto other spaces and thereby fashion 
them. Making one space secure requires making another insecure. this results 
in a contradiction in which care(s) becomes individualized, and secure spaces 
maintained through exclusion and exclusivity. such consumption is ultimately 
predicated upon occluded geographies that proffer care to those who can afford it, 
and maintain it through regimes of isolated and marginalized spaces, which, when 
interrogated, reveal the very spatial unevenness that care is meant to resolve. 

fred and ginger’s story echoes that of nearly everyone i have talked with 
during the course of this project. they are interested in food, concerned about its 
production, willing to discuss how their cares translate into consumption practices, 
DQG�� VLJQL¿FDQWO\�� DEOH� WR� DIIRUG� WKH� LQFUHDVHG� SURGXFWLRQ� FRVWV� WR� ZKLFK� VXFK�
cares ultimately lead. at the same time, they are broadly ignorant of the material 
realities (and the hidden spaces) that underlie food production, particularly of 
meat, as evidenced by ginger turning to me for answers to assuage her self-
labelled anxiety. simply put, they have not been to the farms, abattoirs, factories 
and other such places that make up foods’ geography and instead rely on an array 
of mediated representations of both good and bad food. the rub, however, is that 
even if their awareness were complete, which sack (2004) argues is impossible, 
the ability to care, and also act, is contingent on a range of other factors – time and 
convenience being the main ones – but also a range of geographical knowledges 
about how places/spaces of food production interrelate with those of consumption. 
fred and ginger’s story ultimately suggests how truly complex contemporary food 
provisioning really is, and how its multi-faceted layers are variously mediated 
through a range of fetishistic geographical narratives and imaginations about 
food’s production spaces – narratives that both reveal and hide its materialities – 
and narratives about its spaces of consumption. the latter of these reveals that the 
cost of care and caring, through what always amount to partial perspectives, is the 
reproduction of exclusive spaces, the boundaries of which seem to be drawn along 
‘old’ socio-geographic lines and speak to the broader questions of the inherent 
spatial-unevenness of capitalism (smith 1984). 

so, then what would an inclusive space of caring food look like within 
contemporary capitalism? Bringing this to a short conclusion, there is no such 
thing. the nature of capitalism necessitates winners and losers – whether people, 
spaces, or indeed animals. and, if notions of care are indeed mobilized through 
an array of fetishistic properties that join together places and spaces, imaginative 
geographies with bodies and materialities, care becomes morally fraught unless 
LW�LV�SRVLWLRQHG�¿UVW�ZLWKLQ�D�SRVW�FDSLWDOLVW�ZRUOG�LQ�ZKLFK�VXFK�IHWLVKHV�YDQLVK��
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even then there is still the body of the chicken to contend with. even ‘happy’ 
farmyard chickens have their throats cut.
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Chapter 8 

&RQ¿JXULQJ�5HODWLRQV�RI�&DUH�LQ�DQ�2QOLQH�
Consumer Protection organization

Karin eli, amy K. Mclennan and tanja schneider

Introduction

in this chapter, we explore tensions between expertise, care, and social responsibility 
enacted through and within HowtoBuyWiki,1� D� &HQWUDO� (XURSHDQ� QRQ�SUR¿W�
organization dedicated to the development of an emerging, open-source internet 
platform which, as the members describe it, is designed to promote ‘product 
transparency’.2 We draw on interviews carried out with HowtoBuyWiki’s six 
active members, as well as formal written records of their meetings and workshops, 
to examine the sometimes divergent ways in which care and authority take shape 
in the members’ discourses of HowtoBuyWiki’s goals and methods, and their 
own positioning in the project. We pay particular attention to entanglements of 
responsibility, consumption, and care and, in so doing, highlight the ambiguities 
that inhere in this initiative to cultivate knowledgeable, caring, and careful 
FRQVXPHU�ERGLHV��6SHFL¿FDOO\��ZH�QRWH�WKH�UKHWRULFDO�DQG�PDWHULDO�UROHV�RI�IRRG�
LQ�+RZ7R%X\:LNL¶V� FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV�RI� FDUH�� XVLQJ� WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ¶V�GLVFXUVLYH�
construction of chocolate on its wiki-platform as a case example.

1௑+RZ7R%X\:LNL� LV� D� SVHXGRQ\P�� 7KURXJKRXW� WKLV� FKDSWHU�� ZH� XVH� µJURXS¶� RU�
‘organization’ to describe the HowtoBuyWiki organizing committee, and ‘member’ to 
refer to each individually. People who consult the HowtoBuyWiki website for information 
are referred to as ‘users’ or ‘consumers’, while those who add information are ‘editors’. 
users are generally not known to HowToBuyWiki members other than in the form of site-
usage statistics and imagined identities; editors are recognized only by a self-selected 
pseudonym. ‘Company’ refers to an organization that produces and/or markets products; 
company representatives may also act as editors if they wish, and this is the case for several 
products listed on the wiki-platform.

2௑$V�D�UHVXOW�RI�WKH�HYROXWLRQ�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�WHFKQRORJLHV��,&7V���
there has been a continued rise in the number of wiki-style websites: platforms that permit 
users to share information collaboratively and dynamically, rather than passively view 
content. in 2009, one of the most famous of these, Wikipedia, was used as an information 
source by over 50 per cent of internet users (reavley et al. 2013).
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from May to october 2013, we3 interviewed each of the six active committee 
PHPEHUV��KHUHDIWHU�PHPEHUV��RI�+RZ7R%X\:LNL��¿YH�LQ�SHUVRQ��DQG�RQH�RYHU�
skype). the interviews were conducted with each member individually; while the 
interviews were semi-structured, and as such included overlapping questions, they 
also allowed each member to direct the conversation toward the issues and ideas 
most salient to her or his experience of the project. as the interview process unfolded, 
we found that HowtoBuyWiki’s story is one told through multiple, intersecting 
tensions. through questions that called upon both actual and imagined experience, 
such as ‘How did HowtoBuyWiki start for you?’, ‘What would happen if users 
SURYLGHG�FRQÀLFWLQJ�LQIRUPDWLRQ"¶��DQG�µ:KR�GR�\RX�WKLQN�+RZ7R%X\:LNL¶V�XVHUV�
are?’, the interviews delved into the members’ dynamic framings of their project, 
which were entangled with negotiations of their own variable positioning as social 
entrepreneurs, leaders, knowledge brokers, and conscious consumers. in addition 
to the interviews, HowtoBuyWiki provided us with access to website analytics, 
as well as to various documents, including the organization’s constitution, student 
essays written about the platform, and archived meeting minutes, through which 
we could trace the development of HowtoBuyWiki from its inception. We draw 
on all of these materials in this chapter.

Enabling Cyber-Care

existing research has drawn attention to a multiplicity of ways in which care can 
be understood and practised (e.g. thomas 1993; Mol et al. 2010). Care practices, 
according to Jespersen et al., ‘involve both emotional and personal relationships 
as well as the ongoing inner workings of collectives’ (2014: 666); here, care 
invokes attentiveness to others, whether they are individuals or communities, and 
responsiveness to them. Caregivers in us medical practice, for example, work 
with patients to ‘decide how to balance the risks to the patient against the potential 
EHQH¿WV� WR� WKH� VDPH�SDWLHQW¶� �/RQGRQ�DQG�.DGDQH������������&DUH�SUDFWLFHV� LQ�
interventions for obesity trialled in denmark involve combined collective efforts 
to alter dietary and exercise habits in ambiguous and messy collaborations between 
care providers and patients (Jespersen et al. 2014). Changes are not necessarily 
prescriptive, but are instead constantly negotiated and adjusted in an effort to 
achieve, where possible, both clinical improvement and patient satisfaction. such 
interpersonal caring contrasts with other forms of care, such as governments’ 
caring for their citizens, which are associated with political, legal and moral 
responsibility and authority (tronto 1993; Williams 1995), and where care is 
determined and prescribed according to culturally-embedded notions of the ‘right’ 
and the ‘good’ (Barnes 2012).

3௑7KH� ¿UVW� DXWKRU� LQWHUYLHZHG� DOO� VL[� SDUWLFLSDQWV�� WKH� WKLUG� DXWKRU� MRLQHG� DV� FR�
interviewer in two of the six interviews; the second author transcribed all interviews verbatim.
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situated between interpersonal and authoritative care is the landscape of citizen-
led care initiatives. of particular salience to this chapter is community action for 
‘political consumerism’ (Balsiger 2013), a form of informed consumption where 
citizens make ‘choices among producers and products with the goal of changing 
objectionable institutional or market practices’ (Micheletti 2003: 2). While most 
studies on political consumerism have focused on individual consumers, more 
recent work has begun to explore social movement organizations as pivotal 
agents, mobilizing consumers toward particular, politically-informed, modes of 
consumption (forno and graziano 2014: 140). forno and graziano suggest that 
sustainable Community Movement organizations (sCMos) promoting political 
FRQVXPHULVP�FDQ�EH�FODVVL¿HG�ZLWKLQ�D�PDWUL[��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKHLU�µattitude towards 
consumption’ (alter- or anti-) and ‘predominant scale of action’ (local or global) 
(2014: 154, emphasis in original). the use of information and communication 
technologies (iCts) as a primary mode of social action, however, complicates the 
latter part of this proposed typology. as Parigi and gong argue, ‘digital ties’ (2014: 
250), operate identically to face-to-face ties, and hence strengthen participation and 
commitment to the movement’s cause, thus blurring the lines between local and 
global action. likewise, forno and graziano argue that successful boycotts initiated 
via the internet have resulted in ‘transnational awareness to step up pressure on 
corporations’ and ‘a broader sense of community’ (2014: 141). essential to such 
awareness and sense of community is the active forging of bonds of mutual solidarity 
and cooperation facilitated through the immediacy of social networking on the 
internet (lacey 2005). Perhaps the most prominent examples are the 2011 arab 
spring and occupy protests: citizen-led political initiatives that amassed popular 
support through social media – and where, as sutton et al. (2013) note, outrage over 
food prices and commodization, among other issues, played a catalyzing role.

While globalization and technical development may increase the global 
YLVLELOLW\�RI�D�FDXVH��WKH\�PD\�DOVR�LQÀXHQFH�KRZ�VRFLDO�PRYHPHQW�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�
conceptualize and enact community-level and interpersonal care. HowtoBuyWiki 
provides an example of a novel form of care that is facilitated by internet-based 
WHFKQRORJLHV�� $OWKRXJK� +RZ7R%X\:LNL¶V� PHPEHUV� GR� QRW� H[SOLFLWO\� GH¿QH�
their organization’s practices as ‘care’, their emphasis on attending to ethical 
consumption issues, providing a responsive forum for consumer concerns, 
and promoting responsible (or ‘conscious’) consumption via a dedicated user 
FRPPXQLW\�TXDOL¿HV�WKHLU�SUDFWLFHV�DV�FDULQJ��DV�GHVFULEHG�E\�-HVSHUVHQ�HW�DO��������
thomas 1993) across the micro and macro levels. Mediated through words on a 
screen, the relationships they (aim to) develop are overlaid with ambiguity: users 
are imagined and yet remain anonymous; they interact and yet never encounter 
each other; they are provided with a platform for negotiation and personalization 
of data, yet must share knowledge in a rigid framework that limits their options 
and choices in order to (ostensibly) care for them.

,QWHUZRYHQ�ZLWK�WKH�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQ�RI�+RZ7R%X\:LNL¶V�LPSOLFLW�REMHFWLYH�RI�
cyber-care is the negotiation of the authority to care. HowtoBuyWiki offers more 
than an online platform to enact and reproduce already-extant relationships of care. 
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Placing community participation and a re-structuring of knowledge at its core, 
HowtoBuyWiki is situated to create new dynamics that blur the directionality 
of expertise and care. like other wiki platforms, HowtoBuyWiki adheres to a 
governance structure which relies on community-building, user expertise, and 
an ethic of altruism and mutual responsibility. each user, then, is invested with 
the responsibility to provide and accept care in the form of community expertise. 
in practice, however, as this chapter will show, HowtoBuyWiki negotiates the 
multiple loci of expertise, and the multi-directionality of care they entail, through 
assuming primary responsibility for the enabling of cyber-care. 

:KLOH� +RZ7R%X\:LNL� FRQ¿JXUHV� F\EHU�FDUH� DV� �HQDEOLQJ�� WKH� VKDULQJ� RI�
information on consumer products online, the organization’s own relations of care 
are centred on the in-person, material sharing of a particular consumer product: 
food. Members enact caring relations through the provision and sharing of time, 
space and (edible) substance. the development of the HowtoBuyWiki platform 
depends on activities and decisions undertaken by the organization’s six active 
members, and the interpersonal networks between them. as we discuss in this 
chapter, the centrality of food in HowtoBuyWiki’s meetings – as a sensorially-
experienced material substance that is commensally incorporated into bodies – 
contrasts with, and accentuates, the non-sensorial, label-based format in which 
the organization frames food products on its wiki-platform. in this way, 
HowtoBuyWiki is a case study that illuminates multiple forms of food-related 
care which are enacted every day and which intersect in the organization itself. in 
looking more closely at these forms of care, we ask: how does HowtoBuyWiki 
construct the care relations that characterize its project? and how does it frame 
food products, and the roles thereof, in cultivating and maintaining care relations?

Making Chocolate on a Wiki-Platform

Central to HowtoBuyWiki’s online platform are comparative tables, which 
juxtapose various brands and models of similar products (e.g. mobile telephones, 
e-bikes) according to a list of applicable product attributes (e.g. weight, speed). 
the only food product currently featured in the comparative tables is chocolate – 
DQG��PRUH�VSHFL¿FDOO\��IDLU�WUDGH�FKRFRODWH�4 a close reading of the table – in both 
design and discourse – reveals that, as constructed by HowtoBuyWiki, chocolate 

4௑:H� H[DPLQH� +RZ7R%X\:LNL¶V� GLVFXUVLYH� FRQVWUXFWLRQ� RI� FKRFRODWH� DV� DQ�
example of how the organization frames food products and ‘conscious consumption’ 
more generally; however, it is important to note that HowtoBuyWiki’s focus on fair 
trade chocolate products is not coincidental. fair trade articulates concerns with labour- 
and sustainability-related issues, such as those connected with cocoa farming, that are 
central to HowtoBuyWiki’s vision of the good. and, having integrated successfully into 
mainstream market practices, fair trade labels also index everyday ethical consumption 
(cf. low and davenport 2005).
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is a product like any other. structured like the tables for all other products on the 
ZLNL�SODWIRUP��WKH�FKRFRODWH�WDEOH�SUHVHQWV�XVHUV�ZLWK�IDFWXDO��RIWHQ�TXDQWL¿DEOH��
information about the products it features – which, it should be noted, are commercial 
and mass-produced. in essence, the table provides a summary of the information 
already available on the products’ wrappers. first to be featured is the brand name; 
WKHQ��WKH�WDEOH�QDPHV�WKH�SURGXFW¶V�ÀDYRXU��PLON��GDUN��RU�KD]HOQXW���OLVWV�LQJUHGLHQWV�
and allergens, and states the product’s weight, the number of chocolate pieces in 
each packet, the percentage of fat content, the product’s organic label (if known), 
the percentage of cocoa content, and the product’s country of origin. the table 
also includes an image for each of the products. notably, just as the table restricts 
WKH�µÀDYRXU¶�DWWULEXWH�WR�WKH�IDFWXDO�WULDG�RI�PLON��GDUN��RU�KD]HOQXW��LW�OLPLWV�WKH�
images of the products themselves to their wrappers alone. thus, the table includes 
no sensory information on the chocolate products themselves – neither visual nor 
descriptive; seemingly biased, experience-based details about texture, aroma, and 
¿QHU�GLVWLQFWLRQV�RI�ÀDYRXU�DUH�RPLWWHG� LQ� IDYRXU�RI� LQIRUPDWLRQ� WKDW�TXDQWL¿HV�
and labels the (essentially hidden) materiality of the chocolate products featured. 
Chocolate, then, becomes quite literally enveloped in its brand. in the rest of the 
chapter, as we explore the ways in which HowtoBuyWiki’s members frame their 
project and the care relations it entails, we will return to the example of chocolate 
to examine how these discourses become embodied (or not) in the wiki-platform’s 
representation of this food product. 

organizing Around ‘Conscious Consumption’

HowtoBuyWiki was founded in 2006 by a self-described ‘group of friends’ – a 
WHUP�WKDW�ZDV�UHSHDWHG�LQ�HDFK�RI�WKH�LQWHUYLHZV��:KLOH�PHPEHUVKLS�KDV�ÀXFWXDWHG�
somewhat over the years, the organization continues to be maintained by the 
three core founding members alongside three members who joined in 2007, 
2008, and 2011, through friendship and familial networks. HowtoBuyWiki, as a 
founding member explained, is based on a ‘civil society’ concept, with emphasis 
on independence from other organizations and interests. the group has been 
managing its project as a registered charitable organization, a status which, as a 
founding member explained, protects the members from liability for the content 
users post on the platform. 

at the heart of HowtoBuyWiki is the establishment of an open-source internet-
based platform that promotes, in the members’ words, product transparency. 
Product transparency, as constructed on the HowtoBuyWiki platform, involves 
providing evidence-based information on various (user-selected) attributes of 
products, and the placement of similar products in direct comparison, such that 
users can compare attributes within different groups of product, or ‘product 
categories’. HowtoBuyWiki structures knowledge on products in table format: in 
each product category, various brands and models of similar products (e.g. mobile 
telephones, e-bikes) (rows) are tabulated against a list of applicable product 
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DWWULEXWHV��H�J��ZHLJKW��VSHHG��LQJUHGLHQWV��IXHO�HI¿FLHQF\���FROXPQV���,Q�SULQFLSOH��
products and attributes are limited only by user preference; insofar as attributes 
DUH�PHDQW�WR�UHÀHFW�XVHU�SULRULWLHV��SURGXFW�GDWD�PXVW�EH�HQWHUHG�E\�XVHUV�±�RU��DV�
the members call them, ‘editors’ – and comparisons can be tailored to user needs. 
the HowtoBuyWiki website is open to everyone and currently has approximately 
4,000 visitors per month, on average; however, if a reader wishes to become an 
editor, s/he must learn how to contribute to the HowtoBuyWiki database – a 
process which requires some time and effort. this investment of time and effort 
is, however, the only hurdle to becoming an editor; HowtoBuyWiki’s members 
do not employ a vetting process, and some members said they expect that product 
manufacturers will also join the wiki-platform as editors.

underlying HowtoBuyWiki’s vision of product transparency is the members’ 
VHOI�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ� DV� µFRQVFLRXV� FRQVXPHUV¶�� :KLOH� WKH� PHPEHUV¶� LQGLYLGXDO�
XQGHUVWDQGLQJV�RI�µFRQVFLRXV�FRQVXPSWLRQ¶�KDYH�QRW�EHHQ�LQFRUSRUDWHG�GH¿QLWLYHO\�
into HowtoBuyWiki’s mission statement, they share an implicit commonality:

in the group … there is some kind of common sense about, about conscious 
consuming. (…) in the meetings, we haven’t had so much discussions actually 
about this, because it’s more like implicit that we, we have a similar vision (e)

However unarticulated, ‘conscious consumption’, as constructed on the 
HowtoBuyWiki platform, is both informed and conscientious, and is the main 
focus of care. Premised on the assumption that lack of transparency – lack of 
comparative knowledge or information about products – is what impedes consumer 
action, HowtoBuyWiki engages in a data-centric form of consciousness-raising 
as a means to careful consumption. although HowtoBuyWiki focuses on the 
structuring and sharing of product information, rather than on product rating or 
recommendations, the members envision the platform as facilitating particular 
types of consumer action. in particular, the site was established as a response to 
companies and producers, implicitly understood as entities which cannot be trusted 
to act in a caring way towards their employees, consumers or the environment. for 
instance, upon founding the platform, the group set out to create product categories 
to exemplify how HowtoBuyWiki might be used. they chose to compare mobile 
telephones, where the main focus was radiation values and their health impacts, 
and cars, where the main focus was carbon emissions. as one member explained, 
the two foci were chosen as they related to ‘ecological impact’, and represented 
categories of information not easily searchable. thus, while the members did not 
rate mobile telephones or cars by ‘ecological impact’, they placed the information 
they provided, without (explicit) judgment, as a key element of ‘conscious 
consumption’. likewise, the wiki-platform’s chocolate category features 
attributes through which the members implicitly frame ‘conscious consumption’. 
the chocolate products the table compares are all labelled fair trade – indeed, the 
table is named ‘fair trade chocolate in comparison’ – and the absence of other 
chocolate products suggests an implicit linking of ‘conscious consumer’ identities 
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and fair trade labels (cf. Barnett et al. 2005). However, through including ‘organic 
labels’ and ‘country of origin’ among the attributes, the members highlight that, 
in addition to fair trade, conscious consumers should be aware of other product 
features that have ethical (and, in this case, ecological) bearing.

the form of care that HowtoBuyWiki promotes, then, positions ‘conscious 
consumption’ at its core. as an organization, HowtoBuyWiki members care for 
WKHLU� �LPDJLQHG�� XVHU� SXEOLF� WKURXJK� IDFLOLWDWLQJ� KHUHWRIRUH� GLI¿FXOW�WR�UHDOL]H�
‘conscious consumption’, and thereby enabling users to become informed, and 
then (potentially) take action by changing their purchasing habits. at the same 
time, HowtoBuyWiki constructs ‘conscious consumption’ as careful consumer 
action. that is, being careful in time and global space – to protect health, wellbeing 
and the environment in the present and for the future. in promoting transparency, 
the group also seeks to cultivate careful consumers, ones who make informed 
and conscientious decisions that consider the placement of each product, and 
purchasing decision thereof, within a network of environmental and other ethical 
relations. fuelled by comparative information, consumer decisions, as facilitated 
through the HowtoBuyWiki platform, are never neutral: they are always-already 
imbued with questions of care. 

the group members’ discourses of ‘conscious consumption’ materialized in 
their choices of interview venues. When we contacted the members to arrange 
interviews, we suggested meeting in any space of their choice. three of the 
members chose to meet in urban spaces that underlined a particular vision of 
‘conscious consumption’. in the venue chosen by member f, progressive politics 
and ‘conscious consumption’ are explicitly linked. the venue – a restaurant 
ORFDWHG� LQ� D� PXOWLIXQFWLRQDO� EXLOGLQJ� WKDW� LQFOXGHV� PHHWLQJ� URRPV�� RI¿FHV�� D�
public sauna, a pool, and a performance space – has a long history as a public 
meeting space, having been founded and used by the local workers’ movement, 
the women’s movement, and other social reformers. today, the restaurant offers a 
variety of ‘traditional’ dishes prepared with locally-sourced, seasonably available 
ingredients. another interview took place in a café/bar located in a converted 
RI¿FH� EORFN� LQ� WKH� LQGXVWULDO� SDUW� RI� WRZQ� ZKLFK� LV� QRZ� YLVLEO\� JHQWUL¿HG��
similarly to the restaurant described above, this is a multifunctional space that 
houses a book/magazine shop and a performance stage. the third café we visited 
KDG�D�VLPLODU�JHQWUL¿HG�LQGXVWULDO�ORRN��ZLWK�D�PHQX�IRFXVLQJ�RQ�IUHVK�IRRGV�DQG�
a variety of coffee concoctions. a local contact described the interview venues as 
frequented by young professionals with an apparent artistic or intellectual bent, 
who ‘consciously consume’ foods and spaces.

Caring about ‘The Good’

HowtoBuyWiki members endorse a number of values central to their vision of 
‘conscious consumption’ – values that can be described under the headings of 
fairness and sustainability. When we asked HowtoBuyWiki’s members which 
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issues mattered most to them individually, responses gravitated to the same 
categories: fair trade, ethical labour practices, durability and reliability, and 
ecological impact. these issues, as one member explained, are all linked through 
the common thread of seeking the good:

[What matters is] that these are the products which are produced in a good way. 
and ‘good’ means for me good for the nature, good for the people who make 
them. (d)

like ideas of ‘nature’ (Castree 1995), ideas of the good are neither self-evident nor 
universal. as Williams (1995) argues in his article on diverging discourses of the 
‘public good’ in opposing social movements, while rhetorics of the good appeal to 
an imagined consensus, they actually speak to group identities and actions. in their 
interviews, HowtoBuyWiki’s members did not discuss or debate what constitutes 
good products; their notions of goodness had already been established, and, as 
demonstrated in an earlier quote, made implicit, even tacit. and these notions of 
goodness were rooted in a mapping of careful global citizenship. a good product 
was one that was deemed to have positive impact within the broad ecology of 
production and consumption, with certain entities (labourers and the environment) 
EHLQJ� SULPDU\� EHQH¿FLDULHV�� DQG� RWKHUV� �JRYHUQPHQW�� LQGXVWU\�� UHWDLOHUV�� SODFHG�
lower on the hierarchy. to consume consciously, then, is to adhere to a vision 
of the good whereby the consumer, as a critical entity, cares for disadvantaged 
entities in the market economy. on the wiki-platform, this framing is apparent 
in HowtoBuyWiki’s exclusion of all non-fair trade chocolate products from its 
comparative table, and in its emphasis on ‘organic labels’ and ‘country of origin’ – 
indicators of labour- and sustainability-related concerns. 

although HowtoBuyWiki’s members all said they are committed to ‘conscious 
consumption’, they also explained that their personal convictions do not guide the 
construction of the wiki platform. rather than place issues of sustainability and 
justice as the core of their project, they said, the group situates public participation 
as its main value. this focus on public participation is closely linked to the very 
founding of HowtoBuyWiki, a process that started beyond the market context; 
indeed, the ‘origin myth’ of HowtoBuyWiki, as one of the founders related it, 
is located in a public library. it was there, during a city planning project, that the 
WKUHH�IRXQGLQJ�PHPEHUV�FRQYHUJHG��ZLWQHVVLQJ�¿UVW�KDQG�WKH�LQYROYHPHQW�RI�WKH�
public (in this case, city residents) in making a decision about a project that would 
affect them all:

[this city planning project] is surely something which brought us the idea how 
important – it has nothing to do with consumption, but – it was about participation 
and um, expressing an opinion, you know (…) we thought it would be also, 
if we offered the platform, there would be enough consumers who would be 
motivated enough to share their knowledge, motivated by the idea that they can 
help someone take a consumption decision which is well, um, argued. (C)
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What initially inspired the founding members, then, was the idea of involving 
the public (implicitly positioned as having less power, awareness, and potential 
LQÀXHQFH� WKDQ� WKH� µFRQVFLRXV� FRQVXPHU¶�� LQ� ODUJHU�VFDOH� GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ��
this idea has remained central to the way HowtoBuyWiki views itself and the 
product – the platform – it provides to consumers. Moving away from (direct) 
focus on the causes nearest to the members, HowtoBuyWiki is intended to elevate 
public participation above the top-down promotion of particular issues. this 
FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQ�RI� FDUH� QRWDEO\� GLIIHUV� IURP�SROLF\� DQG�1*2�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV��
HowtoBuyWiki ‘offer[s]’ a space where people can ‘share’, argue, offer advice, 
DQG� PDNH� WKHLU� YRLFHV� KHDUG� �ZLWKLQ� D� GH¿QHG� DQG� DGPLQLVWUDWHG� VSDFH�� ±� DV�
opposed to creating a site that provides users with ready-made recommendations 
to incorporate and enact. as described in the above quote, HowtoBuyWiki’s 
construction of public participation is based on an assumption of altruism; just 
as the group ‘offer[s]’ the platform to the unseen public, the users, according 
to member C, are expected to feel ‘motivated’ to ‘help’ other, equally unseen, 
consumers. the group, then, entangles actions and assumptions of care as the basic 
foundation of its wiki-platform, with the project premised both on enactments of 
‘conscious consumption’, and on the imagining of users as people who care. 

Framing Shared Values, Caring Leaders and (Imagined) Careful users

the members of HowtoBuyWiki, while committed to constructing a participatory 
platform, continue to be committed to consumption decisions that foster the good. 
7KLV�GXDO�FRPPLWPHQW� LV�QRW�ZLWKRXW�FRQÀLFW��DQG� WKH� UHODWLYH�VDOLHQFH�RI�HDFK�
value – public participation and the good – has shifted over time. in the words of 
one of the founders:

i think in the beginning it was more, there was a stronger normative touch to it. 
that we thought this should be a site – where we can see which products are 
good and we promote, you know, like, promoting a sustainable way of doing 
consumption, and i think we are moving slightly away from that. that i think we 
are still normative of course, but more on a second level. that we say we want 
transparency and not evaluation of products, you know? (a)

as this member implied, HowtoBuyWiki’s evolution from the evaluation of 
products to (apparently) neutral transparency – now the core of the project – is 
aligned with the members’ original emphasis on public participation as the project’s 
leading value. thus, rather than promoting ‘normative’ constructs of sustainability 
and justice, HowtoBuyWiki now promotes an open platform which aims to 
foreground the users’ own preferences and voices, rather than those of the 
organization’s members.

yet, while HowtoBuyWiki members cite the platform’s openness as central 
to its ethos (and even its raison d’être��� WKLV� RSHQQHVV� DOVR� OHDGV� WR� GLI¿FXOW\�
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in imagining how HowtoBuyWiki might be administrated. in the interviews, 
we posed a hypothetical scenario to the members: What would happen if two 
XVHUV� SRVWHG� FRQÀLFWLQJ� LQIRUPDWLRQ� DERXW� WKH� VDPH� SURGXFW"�:RXOG� WKHUH� EH�
URRP�IRU�WZR�QDUUDWLYHV��IRU�FRQÀLFW"�+RZ�ZRXOG�\RX�GHFLGH�ZKLFK�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
would appear on the site? their answers highlighted the ambiguity inherent in 
this situation. 

i can imagine that we can open a discussion forum in order to ask if the broader, 
the wider community, what their opinion is. umm, i don’t know. (…) But what 
we don’t want is that we decide about what should stay on the platform. We 
don’t want it, we really want to, just to give it, this platform, to our, to our 
editors. (…) my ideal would be that they should decide. (C)

do we, do we have the right to um, to edit some of the information which is put up 
by other people? Because then it becomes crucial. But because in the beginning 
it was really thought of as a participatory project, and everybody has the right to 
upload anything according to their, to the guidelines of the project. (e)

7KLV� VFHQDULR�� ZKLOH� K\SRWKHWLFDO�� UHYHDOHG� FHQWUDO� GH¿QLWLRQDO� FRQFHUQV� IRU�
HowtoBuyWiki’s members. in the interviews, each of the members engaged 
deeply with this question, speaking out an internal debate without attempting to 
polish uncertainties into clear-cut responses. Centering the debate in the question 
of editing, the members discursively negotiated their practical role as wiki-
platform administrators with their vision of creating an open, community-led 
platform. thus, although HowtoBuyWiki’s members could conceivably judge 
between reliable and unreliable information, they expressed the concern that to 
endorse certain ‘truths’ on the platform would amount to backtracking on their 
ethos. as member e argued, HowtoBuyWiki members did not ‘have the right’ 
to act as arbitrators of truth. rather, the platform, suggested member C, belonged 
to HowtoBuyWiki’s members only insofar as it was theirs to give away. in this 
instance, caring for users did not mean guaranteeing the accuracy of information 
on the platform, but rather maintaining the integrity of the vision that underlay it.

While cast as central to HowtoBuyWiki’s ethos, the openness of the platform 
also has the potential to jeopardize the ‘conscious consumption’ goals of 
HowtoBuyWiki’s members – who, after all, aim to foster consumption decisions 
that facilitate the good. When structuring product categories, users might not share 
the priorities that HowtoBuyWiki’s members endorse, and might privilege certain 
attributes (e.g. price) over others (e.g. carbon footprint) in ways that do not align 
with HowtoBuyWiki’s aims. However, in practice, as the members explain, their 
open platform continues to facilitate ‘normative’ discourses – in ways that perhaps 
do not undermine the project’s ethos, but do make it more ambivalent:

[W]e tried to ask, if we realize the potential consumers – editors, sorry – the 
potential editors. they have other needs. um, and important criteria to share 
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their knowledge. Maybe we can – leave it open. We can leave it open. um, but 
for us, these are still aspects we focus on, and when you go to the webpage this 
is something which you can actually … it becomes visible when you visit there 
that these are the issues which are important for us. (C)

as member C pointed out, while HowtoBuyWiki aims to provide an inclusive 
platform that would meet the diverse needs of users, the platform, in effect, directs 
users toward a particular form of engagement. Having created pages for product 
categories as examples of how the platform might be used, the members of 
HowtoBuyWiki structured tables of product attributes that privilege the group’s 
own priorities. as such, they not only made their own priorities visible, but also 
created a template – however unintentionally – that could focus future users/
editors on certain product attributes over others. as the example of the chocolate 
table demonstrates, while the members avoid the inclusion of product attributes 
that might be biased by individual experience (e.g. texture, aroma), their choice 
to include ‘fair trade labels’, ‘organic labels’, and ‘country of origin’, and exclude 
price-related information, frames which attributes are the expected foci. yet 
this latent ‘normativity’, as one founding member explained, is not necessarily 
opposed to the project’s ethos of openness:

But we want to make it easy so that they can also take into consideration this 
VSHFL¿F�YDOXH which is very much being suppressed by the communication of 
the company. (a)

although fostering an open platform may be HowtoBuyWiki’s form of caring for 
the user public, this openness is meant, ultimately, to facilitate the project’s main 
aim – promoting product transparency. users are expected to use the platform in 
SDUWLFXODU�ZD\V�� WR�HPSOR\�LWV�RSHQQHVV� WR�GHPDQG�KLGGHQ�RU�GLI¿FXOW�WR�REWDLQ�
information, to imagine which heretofore ignored product attributes should 
be brought into the forefront, to contest information and demand evidence. as 
HowtoBuyWiki’s members envision them, the users, then, are meant to use the 
platform’s openness with and for care, of themselves, others, the environment, and 
their health. the platform is not merely a tabula rasa the users are ‘given’ (to use 
member C’s earlier term); rather, being cared for through an open forum, they are 
expected to reciprocate with careful, altruistic, and goodness-driven action.

Caring as/for Consumers

in developing an open, community-based wiki platform, HowtoBuyWiki’s 
members both assume and relinquish leadership of their project: they are social 
entrepreneurs who aim to ‘give’ their project to users, who envision their project’s 
agenda being set by the public. at the same time, they do not imagine themselves 
as being clearly separate from the public to whom they reach out. as mentioned 
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earlier, HowtoBuyWiki endorses a ‘civil society’ concept, and members 
emphasize their organization’s independence from all other bodies – governmental, 
commercial, and even third-sector. as such, while at times drawing distinctions 
between ‘members’ and ‘users’ (as seen in the previous section), HowtoBuyWiki’s 
PHPEHUV�DOVR�GLVFXUVLYHO\�LGHQWLI\�DV�FRQVXPHUV�±�DQG��VSHFL¿FDOO\��DV�SDUW�RI�WKH�
platform’s user public. for example, when explaining why s/he found it valuable 
to be involved in HowtoBuyWiki, member B said,

>+RZ7R%X\:LNL@�ZRXOG�GH¿QLWHO\�PDNH�DOVR�P\� OLIH�HDVLHU� LI� LW�ZRXOG�H[LVW�
and would function. um, because i’m also consuming products every day. and 
,�RIWHQ�¿QG� LW�GLI¿FXOW� WR�¿QG�IUHH�DQG�FRPSDUDEOH� LQIRUPDWLRQ�ZKLFK� LV��XP��
useful to me. (B)

:KLOH�� LQ� WKLV� LQVWDQFH��PHPEHU�%� FOHDUO\� LGHQWL¿HG� DV� D� FRQVXPHU�ZKR�PLJKW�
EHQH¿W� IURP� +RZ7R%X\:LNL�� DOLJQLQJ� RQHVHOI� ZLWK� WKH� XVHU� SXEOLF� ZDV� DOVR�
achieved through less direct discourses. When we asked member d, ‘What do you 
know currently about the people who are contributing to the site?’, s/he replied:

i know that there are not only consumers, but also producers who write on the 
site. (…) we thought that it’s not bad, because they are – we actually give them 
OLNH�WKH�VWUXFWXUH�ZKHUH�WKH\�KDYH�WR�¿OO�LQ�WKH�LQIRUPDWLRQ��,W�PHDQV�WKDW�HYHQ�
though it’s the producer’s side, but the consumer side gives … the contents 
which we want to know. and most of that, these are not the contents that they 
always want to share with us. (d)

in this excerpt, member d seamlessly merged ‘we’ as HowtoBuyWiki members 
and ‘we’ as consumers. this discursive merging was telling: while HowtoBuyWiki 
aims to facilitate user-generated (as opposed to member-generated) priorities and 
structuring of knowledge, member d aligned HowtoBuyWiki’s interests with 
those of the user public. the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ dynamic that appeared in member 
'¶V�UHVSRQVH� LQYRNHG�PHPEHUV�DQG�XVHUV�YHUVXV�SURGXFHUV��¿UPO\�VLWXDWLQJ� WKH�
project in consumer-based origins and agendas.

While HowtoBuyWiki’s members discursively position themselves as 
consumers, they also distinguish themselves from the public(s) for whom they care – 
by virtue of responsibility, not expertise. as self-described ‘conscious consumers’, 
the members identify themselves as possessing awareness and conscientiousness 
WKDW�DOLJQ�WKHP�ZLWK�D�SDUWLFXODU�VHJPHQW�RI�WKH�SXEOLF��%\�LWVHOI��WKLV�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�
does not set the members apart from (potential) users. When we asked the members 
to describe how they imagined the wiki-platform’s users, each member said that 
the users of the site are most likely to be people who care about making informed 
consumption decisions, have awareness of particular consumption issues, and 
are actively searching for information about consumer products. the members’ 
imaginings of these users’ needs are actualized, discursively, in the wiki-platform’s 
comparative tables. for example, the chocolate table features information on 
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sustainability- and labour-related attributes, alongside information on allergens, 
underscoring that while the members conceptualize ‘conscious consumption’ as 
ethical consumption, they also imagine that some users are drawn to their site 
IRU�RWKHU�LQIRUPDWLRQ�QHHGV��,QGHHG��WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ¶V�PHHWLQJ�QRWHV�VSHFL¿FDOO\�
state that the project’s target population could be consumers with diabetes, or 
consumers who follow a kosher diet (Minutes of meeting, 01/02/2008). 

the imagined users largely resemble the members’ own ‘conscious consumer’ 
SUR¿OHV�� +RZHYHU�� ZKDW� VHWV� +RZ7R%X\:LNL¶V� PHPEHUV� DSDUW� IURP� RWKHU�
‘conscious consumers’ is the sense of bearing a special social responsibility. as 
seen in previous sections, members spoke of ‘offering’ the wiki platform to the 
public, of ‘giving’ it away – altruistic acts of fostering the public good. another 
recurrent discourse was that of being involved in HowtoBuyWiki despite lacking 
resources and, especially, time. in the interviews, each participant mentioned 
that all members had full-time jobs and busy lives, and that HowtoBuyWiki was 
a ‘spare-time’ project, even a ‘hobby’. this discourse was invoked, mostly, to 
explain the slow progress of the site; however, it was also used to underscore the 
importance that members ascribed to their project, and the pride with which they 
engaged in it.

[e]very one of us is very, very busy and we do it just by, because, as i said, 
because we’re doing something which is good (laughs), which would have a 
JRRG�LPSDFW�DQG�ZKLFK�FRQVXPHUV�FDQ�UHDOO\�ZRUN�DQG�EHQH¿W�IURP���&�

involvement in the project, then, is not merely a pleasurable challenge, or an 
exercise in activism; it is imbued with a sense of social responsibility. several 
members said they had no stake in the success of HowtoBuyWiki as individuals, 
and that they would be glad if another organization developed a similar platform 
with greater success. yet, they explained that they continued to be involved in 
the project given its (apparent) uniqueness in the consumer activist landscape. 
this uniqueness of the platform – its formulation as caring for consumers through 
openness, public participation, and transparency – was bound with a sense that the 
members themselves bore special responsibility for the realization of the project. 
as one founding member said, albeit with a humourous tone, when talking about 
the beginnings of the organization: ‘and yeah … then we thought we (laughs) if 
not we, who else would do something about food transparency?’

‘Conscious consumption’ and social responsibility, however, did not translate 
into (claims of) expertise. indeed, throughout the interviews, HowtoBuyWiki’s 
members discursively set themselves apart from those they considered 
‘professional’ experts in the consumer protection arena. such discourses of ‘us’ 
(lay) and ‘them’ (experts) were most pronounced when the members discussed 
plans for installing an advisory Board. the advisory Board, which has since been 
convened, now includes advisors who represent academic, political, and social 
entrepreneurship angles on consumer protection. at the time of the interviews, 
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when the advisory Board was still being discussed, we asked the members about 
plans for convening the Board.

>:H¶G�OLNH�WR@�LQVWDOO� WKH�$GYLVRU\�%RDUG��DOVR�WR�XP��¿UVW�RI�DOO�� WR�JHW�VRPH�
feedback on the project and of people who deal with consumer protection and 
XP��NQRZ��NQRZ�ZKDW¶V�JRLQJ�RQ�LQ�WKDW�¿HOG��EHFDXVH�WKDW¶V�QRW�RXU�SURIHVVLRQ��
We are doing this in our, as i said, in our spare time, as a kind of a hobby. (B)

[s]o we actually wanted to have this professional background on which we 
could um, we can um, lean on and on the other side it’s good for us, or for the 
project, it’s good to have the advisory Board with names on it which are known 
(…) as professionals. Knowing that what they say that’s, that’s [authoritative] in 
VRPH�FRPPXQLWLHV���«���HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�VFLHQWL¿F�FRPPXQLWLHV���'�

the line that member B drew between HowtoBuyWiki’s members and the 
potential advisors was clear: the former are lay activists who, without the 
‘professional’ expertise of the latter, have neither the time nor the experience 
to move the project forward. for member d, however, the boundary was less 
FOHDUO\�GH¿QHG��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�PHPEHU�'��ZKLOH�WKH�$GYLVRU\�%RDUG�ZRXOG�SURYLGH�
‘professional’ expertise on which HowtoBuyWiki can rely and build its future 
activities, the inclusion of known experts as advisors to the project would also be 
strategic, providing the project with recognition, legitimacy, and an authoritative 
tone it would not otherwise achieve. Member d’s account of the advisory Board 
points to an underlying question of impact. although the project places public 
SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�� DQG� WKH� OHYHOLQJ� RI� DXWKRULW\�� DV� LWV� GH¿QLQJ� FKDUDFWHULVWLF� ±� WKH�
XQLTXHQHVV�WKDW�MXVWL¿HV�LWV�H[LVWHQFH�±�WKH�UHDOLW\�RI�WKH�SURMHFW��LQ�ZKLFK�PHPEHUV�
have struggled for years to recruit users/editors, suggests that the wiki-platform has 
yet to gain momentum, or even a stable user base. turning to a more ‘traditional’ 
model of expertise, based in individuals of renown, rather than in a faceless user 
community, HowtoBuyWiki’s members both concede the need for authoritative 
HQGRUVHPHQW��DQG�VWUDWHJLFDOO\�VROLGLI\�WKHLU�VHOI�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�DV�QRQ�H[SHUWV��LW�
is their lay status, they suggest, not the actual merit of the project, which has 
impeded the platform’s success with potential users. With the convening of the 
advisory Board, the division of labour becomes clearer: the Board members are 
there to provide legitimacy and expert support, but the organization’s members 
are those who provide care, and mobilize both experts and companies to care, too.

Facilitating or Empowering Careful Action?

in keeping with the participatory ethos of their project, HowtoBuyWiki’s members 
cast themselves as responsible for the development and maintenance of an online 
platform – not for the provision of information. their role, they argue, is to enable 
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users to ‘organiz[e] information’, structure knowledge, and provide product data 
meaningful to them:

[i]t’s critical. it is not us who can make it move forward, i mean publish the 
content. it’s not the idea that we do the content. We just want to, to offer the 
SODWIRUP��EXW�LW�LV�WKH�HGLWRUV�DQG�WKH�FRQVXPHUV�ZKR�VKRXOG�¿OO�LW�ZLWK�FRQWHQW���&�

the information, we won’t provide it. it has to be either the producers or 
retailers or the consumers. But we want to put in place a structure which allows 
for a different way of organizing information. Making it accessible, distributing 
information. (a)

although HowtoBuyWiki’s members have provided content for certain 
product categories, to exemplify how the platform might be used, they view 
their stepping back from content-provision as crucial to the project’s aim and 
future. elsewhere in member a’s interview, s/he explained that HowtoBuyWiki 
members can contribute information, but only as individual consumers, not under 
the aegis of their organization. However, as evident in member C’s quote, while 
HowtoBuyWiki’s members may still (strategically) identify as consumers, they 
simultaneously draw a line between themselves and their user public. thus, when 
it comes to engaging with the wiki-platform, boundaries between members and 
users become more apparent, with members providing infrastructure, while users 
populate the site. 

as described by members, then, HowtoBuyWiki’s main role is facilitation, 
and the form of care that members provide to consumers is one of enabling the 
VWUXFWXULQJ�DQG�VKDULQJ�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DV�WKH�ODWWHU�VHH�¿W��<HW��DV�PHPEHU�$�LPSOLHG�
in the excerpt above, the organization’s focus on facilitating user engagement is 
not entirely neutral. in member a’s construction of user engagement, the wiki-
platform would provide space for dialogue – dialogue, which, notably, would occur 
not just between consumers, but also between consumers, retailers, and producers. 
indeed, the wiki community member a envisions not only shares information, but 
also demands it:

[Producers] in HowtoBuyWiki now have to enter a dialogue, and have to 
provide this and structure this information in dialogue with other producers and 
in dialogue with the consumers. yeah i think this is a fundamental change, i think 
this is very, very, different from advertisement. (…) and the idea is to say … the 
consumers also have a certain power, by consuming or not consuming, but they 
need to organize their interests and discourses which are important to them in a 
certain way that maybe yeah, as i said, forces the producers to enter a dialogue 
with them. (a)

Member a, then, cast HowtoBuyWiki as poised to create a new power 
dynamic. according to member a, through providing consumers with an open, 
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participatory wiki-platform, HowtoBuyWiki would foreground consumers’ 
voices and needs, and thereby highlight the power that consumers hold. the 
dialogue s/he imagined – a dialogue based on the categorizing and structuring of 
product information – would therefore overturn the extant vectors of the market. 
in alluding to advertising, member a underscored the (perceived) unidirectionality 
of communication between producers and consumers, and the suggested 
subversiveness of the wiki-platform, where consumers, no longer mere recipients 
of (potentially manipulative) messaging, would talk back. HowtoBuyWiki, then, 
FRXOG�HPSRZHU�FRQVXPHUV��WR�DFNQRZOHGJH�DQG�DI¿UP�WKHLU�HFRQRPLF�LPSRUWDQFH��
make demands of producers, and take informed – ‘conscious’ – action. in this 
conceptualization of HowtoBuyWiki, the organization would be a driving force 
for consumer empowerment through shifting dynamics of agency and power. 
such an overtly politicized stance, and the neoliberal visions of responsibilized 
consumers to which it alludes, might seem to be at odds with the form of care 
espoused by HowtoBuyWiki’s members, one which emphasizes community and 
facilitation. yet, as member a argued explicitly, and as other members suggested 
more implicitly, HowtoBuyWiki members view ‘conscious consumption’ as one 
which, of necessity, would alter the landscape of the market. Careful consumers, 
they posit, will establish not only the value of disadvantaged entities (labourers, 
the environment), but also their own position at the crux of the market economy.

Forming a Nexus of Care Relations

the forms of care that HowtoBuyWiki’s members described – the careful actions 
enacted through the wiki-platform – are not the only careful actions that underlie 
HowtoBuyWiki. Practices such as sharing time, food, and social activities have 
been central to the making and sustaining of HowtoBuyWiki from its inception, 
and members all describe their involvement in the project and the attendant 
meetings as a way of strengthening their friendships. as other researchers have 
emphasized, friendship ties are important in maintaining sCMos (forno and 
graziano 2014; grasseni 2013; Parigi and gong 2014). However, in the case of 
HowtoBuyWiki, the organization itself can be seen as a platform for cultivating 
attentiveness to, and care relations with, one’s friends.

When asked about how they keep in contact, members explained that day-to-
day contact was maintained through email, telephone, and skype, but that face-
to-face meetings were much more important. records of care practices feature 
centrally in the organization’s otherwise brief agendas and meeting minutes. the 
¿UVW�ERDUG�PHHWLQJ�ZDV�DFFRPSDQLHG�E\�µD�JODVV�RI�FKDPSDJQH�DQG�EDFRQ�SDQFDNHV¶�
(founding meeting agenda, 08/02/2006). While matters of taste and preference are 
omitted in the group’s online characterization of chocolate, the members attend 
to personal tastes and preferences in their meeting minutes. to-do lists for each 
PHPEHU� SULRU� WR� D� ZHHNHQG� ZRUNVKRS� LQFOXGHG� VSHFL¿F� SURMHFW�UHODWHG� WDVNV��
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as well as the light-hearted reminder to ‘[r]eport any special requests for pizza 
toppings and breakfast supplies to [member a]’ (Workshop schedule, 10/08/2013).

the project is also an initiative through which members’ friends and families 
can practise caring relations. these relations are expressed through the provision 
of money, encouragement and in-kind support. initial plans for HowtoBuyWiki 
ZHUH�YDOLGDWHG�E\�H[SHUWV�DV�ZHOO�DV�IULHQGV�DQG�IDPLO\��µ8QLYHUVLW\�IULHQGV�±�¿QG�
the idea very good’ (Minutes of meeting, 04/04/2008); this support from friends 
is noted in the minutes in a list which also includes records of positive responses 
from academic experts and other supporting information. Meetings are held at the 
homes of members or their families. at an early stage of the project, the father 
of one of the members wanted to donate money to support the project (Minutes 
of meeting, 04/03/2008). this suggestion is echoed in later records; a means for 
formally accepting donations was devised by the group and several ‘generous 
donations’ were received, the most recent in 2013 (Minutes of agM, 10/08/2013). 
Members also care for each other through support and encouragement, and by 
celebrating small successes: ‘this report was greeted with raging applause’, read 
agM minutes, ‘the continuation of the project was unanimously supported’ 
(Minutes of agM, 19/02/2011). in this way, HowtoBuyWiki is not simply an 
internet platform, but an entity which catalyzes and facilitates a network of care 
between and around its members.

Discussion: Matters of Care

in the scheme of caring relations constructed by HowtoBuyWiki’s members, the 
members themselves care for consumers (through developing and maintaining 
the wiki-platform), while the (cared-for) consumers, in turn, are expected to care 
for other consumers (through sharing knowledge), as well as for labourers, the 
environment, and their own wellbeing (through making ‘conscious consumption’ 
decisions). yet, although this directionality of care may seem to be clear-cut, the 
nature of HowtoBuyWiki’s caring action, as conceptualized by the organization’s 
members, is imbued with ambiguities. throughout the interviews, the members 
spoke alternately of enabling and empowering users, informing and educating 
the public, and locating expertise in individuals and in communities. While these 
pairings do not constitute polar contradictions, they do highlight the multiform 
nature of care in which HowtoBuyWiki’s members engage. Caring for consumers, 
as the members spoke of it, could equally be enacted through providing users with 
a platform that promotes certain ‘conscious consumption’ values, and through 
offering users an open platform, free of judgement and evaluation. although 
HowtoBuyWiki has shifted toward the latter form of care, in their accounts of 
their own identities, roles, and goals vis-à-vis the project, the members indicated 
that the realities of the organization’s acts of caring borrow from both forms, and 
are situated (albeit sometimes tensely) in a terrain of fruitful ambiguity. 
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Central to HowtoBuyWiki’s project is the act of mobilizing for care. 
in the interviews, the members mapped a network of care, one in which their 
organization holds a critical position. Comprised of key entities placed along a 
hierarchy of authority to care, this network relies on the different actions that, 
according to HowtoBuyWiki’s members, each entity is expected to take. the 
chain of caring action, as conceptualized by the members, is set in motion by 
HowtoBuyWiki, which mobilizes expert support (the advisory Board) and 
facilitates ‘conscious consumers’’ caring actions. in the reaction (anticipated) 
to follow, ‘conscious consumers’ (editors and users) mobilize the general 
public (who then join the ranks of ‘conscious consumption’), and put pressure 
on producers (for product transparency); experts (the advisory Board) inform 
and legitimize HowtoBuyWiki, thus further strengthening the organization’s 
empowerment of ‘conscious consumers’; and producers respond to consumer 
pressure by contributing information to HowtoBuyWiki. However, absent 
from HowtoBuyWiki’s network are all governmental institutions. While some 
members mentioned certain policy-makers in their interviews, they did so in the 
context of discussions about the advisory Board, discussions which, notably, 
HYRNHG� SROLWLFDO� ¿JXUHV� DV� RSLQLRQ�OHDGHUV�� UDWKHU� WKDQ� DV� SROLF\�PDNHUV��
HowtoBuyWiki’s network of care, then, is market-driven, with consumption as 
WKH�FXUUHQF\�RI�LQÀXHQFH��,Q�WKLV�QHWZRUN��FRQVXPHUV�DUH�SROLWLFDOO\�HPSRZHUHG�
through realizing, and acting on, their purchasing power: a neoliberal vision 
that casts individual users as rational decision-makers, responsible for their 
own choices, atomized though (paradoxically) linked as an online community. 
+RZ7R%X\:LNL¶V�PHPEHUV� WKXV�FRQ¿JXUH�FDULQJ�IRU�FRQVXPHUV�DV��HVVHQWLDOO\��
enabling them to practise informed self-care.

While HowtoBuyWiki was established for the purposes of caring for and 
about others – consumers, exploited workers, or future populations who may face 
problems resulting from environmental change – and while members construct 
a complex network of care, in which their organization is centrally positioned, 
D�GLIIHUHQW�IRUP�RI�FDULQJ�LV�LGHQWL¿DEOH�LQ�WKH�GD\�WR�GD\�SUDFWLFHV�RI�WKH�JURXS��
the members who launched the project were friends who shared common but 
unstated values. they began to discuss how they might be able to have an impact 
on the world with respect to these values, and HowtoBuyWiki grew out of 
these discussions. While HowtoBuyWiki has not managed to develop a stable 
community of users and editors, it has achieved its implicit project – that of 
members caring for their friendship group. the sort of everyday, interpersonal 
care described by Jespersen et al. (2014) is evident in the way that group members 
collaborate. the group functions well because members listen to each other and 
respond to one another’s needs; emotional and personal relationships are entangled 
amongst group members, and the project serves as a way for them to see each other 
regularly. the importance of interpersonal care for the success of HowtoBuyWiki, 
and vice-versa, is evident from the meeting minutes and workshop programmes in 
which food, social dinners, drinks and dancing are frequently planned alongside 
workshopping the web interface and writing funding proposals.
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Where is food in the forms of care relations discussed here? on the one hand, 
on the HowtoBuyWiki platform, food is just one product among many others: 
its ingredients and modes of production are, at least structurally, of equal weight 
to those of, for example, a deodorant. on the other hand, in HowtoBuyWiki’s 
meetings, food is a substance whose production and consumption are shared and 
carefully noted in meeting minutes. Here, food is central not only to interpersonal 
care relations, but also to the building and maintenance of the organization. While 
the platform is populated with images of packaging, lists of ingredients, and 
eco-labels, the organization’s meeting minutes are populated with foods which, 
for HowtoBuyWiki members, are fresh, seasonal, local, pleasurable, and not 
necessarily imbued with variable attributes. focusing on care therefore points to 
RQH�VLJQL¿FDQW�GLIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�IRRG�DV�H[SHULHQFHG�DQG�IRRG�DV�FRPPRGLWL]HG�
(or between ‘food’ and ‘food products’), and raises questions about the extent to 
ZKLFK�SURFHVVHV�RI�JOREDOL]DWLRQ�DQG�WHFKQRORJLFDO�GHYHORSPHQW�PLJKW�UHFRQ¿JXUH�
caring through food.

although the project’s success may be secondary to the group’s interpersonal 
acts of care, the project itself continues to be essential to their maintenance: 
through the process of establishing, maintaining, and editing the HowtoBuyWiki 
platform, the members’ acts of caring for one another (and for the wider public) 
are now bound with the object of care – the platform itself. ‘[t]ransforming things 
into matters of care’, argues Puig de la Bellacasa, ‘is a way of relating to them, of 
inevitably becoming affected by them, and of modifying their potential to affect 
others’ (2011: 99). for HowtoBuyWiki’s members, the platform becomes imbued 
not only with the values of ‘conscious consumption’ that underpin the project, 
but also with the affective social relationships this project has helped develop and 
PDLQWDLQ�RYHU�WLPH��$�QRQ�KXPDQ�REMHFW�RI�FDUH��WKHQ��FDQ�GH¿QH�LWV�KXPDQ�FDUHU��
or, as Heuts and Mol argue in their study of ‘good tomatoes’ and the experts who 
care for and about them: ‘the values targeted, the objects being valued and valuing 
subjects come to gradually co-constitute each other’ (2013: 141).

the example of HowtoBuyWiki illustrates the complexity and 
multidirectionality of care. the initiative permeates the virtual and the non-virtual, 
and collapses the boundary between ‘caring’ and ‘cared-for’. HowtoBuyWiki’s 
project is premised on a chain of care relations which, though not always 
directly reciprocal, implicate members and users in giving and receiving care: 
members care for users through providing the wiki-platform, while users care 
for HowtoBuyWiki by accepting this action of care and contributing to the 
platform, thereby also caring for one another through sharing information. in 
the organization itself, the members cultivate their care relations through regular 
meetings in which they attend to one another, organizing weekends away, engaging 
in small collaborations in pairs, sharing food, encouraging each other’s efforts, 
and celebrating small successes. With no clear-cut dichotomy between giver and 
UHFLSLHQW��+RZ7R%X\:LNL�H[HPSOL¿HV�KRZ�FDUH�LV�QRW�RQO\�DQ�RXWFRPH�RULHQWDWHG�
process of improvement (cf. Heuts and Mol 2013), but is also a practice of sharing 
time and attention, which is essential for creating and maintaining a community.
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Chapter 9 

Children’s engagements with food: 
an embodied Politics of Care through 

school Meals
Mónica truninger and José teixeira

Introduction

in Portugal, since the 1970s food made available in schools has played a chief 
role in the wider strategy of democratizing education through caring for children’s 
wellbeing (nunes de almeida 2011; stoer 1983). during this time, school meals 
have undergone gradual changes and innovations. these have been shaped by 
diverse rationalities and dynamics of power emerging from shifting processes 
in the organization of children’s food practices. these processes include: 
decentralization and privatization of the management of school meal services; 
the implementation of new food safety regulations; the setting up of modern 
cooking equipment; improving the nutritional value of school menus and the food 
portions made available to children; changing cooking practices; and limiting the 
kinds of food provided in schools’ coffee shops or vending machines (truninger 
et al. 2013). despite some degree of adaptation, the design of these policies has 
tended to favour children’s engagement with school meals through their minds – 
to change their understandings of health and nutrition – thereby marginalizing 
their bodies, and the visceral effects of food intake. in this chapter we argue that 
WKHVH�FKDQJHV� WR� WKH� OHJDO� IUDPHZRUN�RI� VFKRRO�PHDOV�KDYH�EHHQ� LQÀXHQFHG�E\�
multiple rationalities, such as nutrition, economics, environment, social justice, 
and culture. these have impacted on how care is mobilized in the context of 
school meal practices (i.e. their regulation, management, purchasing, preparation, 
cooking, eating and disposal) and, hence, on the ways in which children engage 
with food (i.e. accepting, cooperating or rejecting the food provided).

as argued by rummery and fine (2012), there is a relative consensus that care 
is a complex process, which entails emotional and cognitive dispositions towards 
others (i.e. caring about) and physical activities in the form of paid or unpaid 
labour (i.e. caring for). However, they call attention to the fact that care also 
comprises ‘interpersonal relationships involving both individual and structural 
SRZHU� G\QDPLFV¶� �LELG�� ������ 7KHVH� UHODWLRQVKLSV� DUH� RIWHQ� GLI¿FXOW� DQG� WHQVH�
because caring is both about being attentive and responsive to someone else’s needs 
and ensuring recognition, cooperation and social participation by care receivers. 
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these scholars also claim that care has become increasingly professionalized 
and technical, often governed by social care policies and legal frameworks that 
challenge ethical and emotional engagement with others’ needs (ibid: 326).

following Wright and Harwood (2009), children’s eating practices and the 
organization of school meals can also be framed in terms of biopedagogies. this 
concept is inspired by foucault’s notion of ‘biopower’ (1978), which frames 
power as being everywhere and not necessarily in the form of authority or top-
down mechanisms that regulate individual bodies and eating. thus, power also 
emerges from within individuals through disciplinary practices in the form of self-
monitoring, surveillance, and ultimately, self-care. in this vein, biopedagogies 
comprise both regulatory strategies and disciplinary techniques ‘that enable the 
governing of bodies in the name of health and life’ (Wright and Harwood 2009: 
8). acting as regulatory strategies, they are shaped by ‘discourses of truth’ based 
upon multiple rationales legitimizing particular regimes of ‘governmentality’ 
(Miller and rose 2008). that is to say that biopedagogies draw ‘attention to the 
pedagogical practices inhering in the biopolitical (for example, public health 
promotion)’ (Wright and Harwood 2009: 21). acting as disciplinary techniques, 
biopedagogies affect subjectivities that are produced, circulated and embodied. 
for example, in the case of school meals, subjects work on themselves in order to 
discipline their bodies and food tastes.

By engaging with school meal practices, authorities and kitchen staff make 
use of such biopedagogies as mechanisms of subjection (regularizing) and 
VXEMHFWL¿FDWLRQ� �GLVFLSOLQLQJ�� WR� DIIHFW� ERWK� HQWLUH� VFKRRO� SRSXODWLRQV� DV� ZHOO�
as individual bodies, their subjectivities and relations with food. although 
biopedagogies can be seen as ‘spaces of ordering’, on closer examination, such 
PRGHV�RI� VXEMHFWL¿FDWLRQ� UHYHDO� WKDW� WKH\� FDQ� DOVR�EH� FRQVLGHUHG� DV� µVSDFHV� RI�
resistance’ that disrupt the ‘homogenizing attempts of biopower’ (Harwood 
2009: 27).

in this chapter we show how the organization of school meals mobilizes care 
through the enactment of biopedagogies in their biopolitical and disciplining 
modes. We also show that this process can open up ‘spaces of tension’ or ‘buffer 
zones’ where the outcomes of rationalities and power dynamics do not necessarily 
manifest themselves in the form of resistance, opposition and outright rejection 
but instead as negotiation, continuous adjustment and ‘practical tinkering’ (Mol et 
al. 2010: 13). By contrasting both public and public-private partnership modes of 
food provisioning, our aim in this chapter is to look at the tensions, negotiations 
and adjustments that emerge from these processes. inspired by Carolan’s ideas 
around food ‘lived experiences’ (2011: 1), we think about food relationally through 
developing a ‘subject-decentred’ and generative approach to children’s food 
practices, which takes into consideration the multiple sites of their experiences 
and positions them as ‘becomings’ rather than ‘beings’ (Brembeck and Johansson 
2010. see also Carolan 2011). Children’s practices, senses and embodiment are all 
key elements of our approach to their engagement with food. rather than focusing 
uniquely on children’s voices and relationships with food providers, we explore 
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their food practices as interwoven with broader experiences in which bodies 
interact and engage with diverse socio-material arrangements.

7KLV�FKDSWHU�LV�RUJDQL]HG�LQWR�¿YH�SDUWV��)LUVW��ZH�GLVFXVV�WKH�PHWKRGV��WKH�FDVH�
studies and the materials collected. then we provide a brief historical overview of 
the evolution of school meal policies in Portugal in order to understand what ethics 
of care (i.e. knowledge and understandings promoting attentive responsiveness 
to another’s care needs) have been historically present and how they frame the 
organization of food practices in schools. thirdly, we analyse how interrogating 
biopedagogies of school meals reveals tensions and adjustments that often emerge 
during the performance of non-direct forms of care, such as designing school 
meal policies and implementing healthy food initiatives. in the fourth section we 
move our focus onto children’s bodies and eating practices in order to explore 
acceptance, negotiation and resistance strategies in which children often engage 
while embodying, and corporeally disrupting, school meal biopedagogies. in the 
¿QDO� VHFWLRQ� RI� WKH� FKDSWHU�ZH�PDNH� VRPH� FRQFOXGLQJ� UHPDUNV� DERXW� SUDFWLFDO�
FRQVWUDLQWV�WKDW�HPHUJH�GXULQJ�WKH�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�RI�VFKRRO�PHDOV�DQG�WKH�EHQH¿WV�RI�
perceiving an ethic of care as a process of mutual understanding wherein bodies 
often become entangled and negotiated things.

Methods

2XU�DQDO\VLV�LV�GUDZQ�IURP�WKH�¿QGLQJV�RI�D�WKUHH�\HDU�SURMHFW�HQWLWOHG�µ%HWZHHQ�
school and family: Children’s food Knowledge and eating Practices’1. this 
study aims to look at Portuguese school meal regulations alongside initiatives that 
encourage ‘healthy eating’, children’s food knowledge and the eating practices of 
their families. the data were collected in four primary and four secondary schools 
from three different regions in Portugal: lisbon, vila real and Madeira. While 
lisbon is predominantly an urban and cosmopolitan region, vila real and Madeira 
combine both urban and rural areas.

$�WRWDO�RI�QLQH�IRFXV�JURXSV�ZHUH�FDUULHG�RXW�ZLWK�FKLOGUHQ��¿YH�ZLWK�SULPDU\�
school children aged between seven and nine years old, and four with secondary 
children aged between ten and 14 years old). We also conducted nine focus groups 
with parents whose children attended the eight schools selected for study. these 
parents were not all related, however, to children participating in the focus groups. 

1௑7KH�SURMHFW�ZDV� VXSSRUWHG� E\� QDWLRQDO� VFLHQFH� IXQGV� WKURXJK� WKH�)RXQGDWLRQ� IRU�
science and technology (PtdC/Cs-soC/111214/2009 and Pest-oe/sadg/la0013/2013) 
and the design and methods were inspired by an esrC project hosted at Cardiff university 
(res-000-23-1095). one member of the team at Cardiff university, dr. Mara Miele, served 
as a consultant in our project. dr. Miele’s contribution to the conceptual thinking and 
research design of the project was invaluable. notably the methods designed by dr. Miele 
for the British project were replicated in this Portuguese one. the aim of this was to ensure 
the possibility of future comparative research.
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during the discussions we explored several aspects of children’s relationships 
with food, such as: their daily eating patterns and preferences; their participation 
in family food-related activities; the division of domestic food-centred labour 
practices, such as shopping, cooking and cleaning up; and their opinions on school 
PHDO�VHUYLFHV��'XULQJ�WKH�ZHHN�SULRU�WR�WKH�IRFXV�JURXSV��FKLOGUHQ�KDG�¿OOHG�LQ�
food diaries describing the meals they ate – where, at what time and with whom. 
Parents, in their turn, were asked to complete a brief survey for socio-demographic 
purposes after the focus group. thirty-nine interviews with stakeholders (i.e. 
school and kitchen staff; national, regional and local authorities; nutritionists; 
FDWHULQJ� ¿UPV��ZHUH� FRQGXFWHG� WRJHWKHU�ZLWK� SDUWLFLSDQW� REVHUYDWLRQ� LQ� VSDFHV�
of food consumption at the schools (e.g. canteens; coffee shops; playgrounds), as 
ZHOO�DV�LQ�WKHLU�VXUURXQGLQJ�DUHDV��7KH�DQDO\VLV�RI�VHYHUDO�RI¿FLDO�GRFXPHQWV��H�J��
european, national and regional legislation; good practice guidelines; school meal 
regulations, food education programmes) was also undertaken. interviews and 
focus groups were fully transcribed and analysed using nvivo 10, together with 
other materials that were collected in schools such as photos and video recordings. 
data were coded according to themes (and sub-themes) and the analysis took into 
account the relations established between these themes/nodes (e.g. links between 
textual and contextual information).

School Meal Biopolitics and Care in Portugal

in the years before the democratic turn in Portugal in the mid-1970s, school 
meals had a profoundly philanthropic and paternalistic character. informal food 
provision was commonly framed as a private issue and primarily the responsibility 
of the mother (nunes de almeida 2011; Pimentel 2001). since then, school meals 
have emerged as a ‘public concern’ alongside other social, economic, cultural and 
demographic changes. Welfare institutions have taken responsibility for children’s 
eating practices by designing school menus and implementing food education 
programmes, applying hygiene and food safety rules, setting up canteens, 
regulating opening times and also by establishing standards for various procedures 
such as scheduling staff, contacting food suppliers and ordering goods. although 
eating is usually referred to as a domestic and family-centred activity (devault 
1991; Jackson 2009), implementing such ‘vital politics’ (Harwood 2009: 21) that 
target lifestyle improvements has led food consumption among young people to 
become an important subject of state surveillance and public intervention. as care 
EHFDPH� LQFUHDVLQJO\� FRPPRGLWL]HG� DQG�PDUNHWL]HG�� LW� ZDV� QR� ORQJHU� FRQ¿QHG�
WR�µKRXVHKROG�SUHIHUHQFHV¶�DQG�µKDV�EHFRPH�LQVWHDG�DQ�DUHQD�IRU�VRFLDO�FRQÀLFW��
both implicit and explicit, marking out the important new social divisions and 
underlying tensions’ (fine 2005: 248).

even though public concern about children’s eating practices has increased 
more recently due to what some authors consider to be a ‘moral panic’ over 
childhood obesity (Wright and Harwood 2009), during the initial stages of the 
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democratization of school meals in Portugal (1970s-1980s), the food provided 
in schools was already conceived of as a ‘rational diet’ that had to follow the 
principles of a ‘balanced meal’ and supply enough energy for a population mostly 
characterized by few economic resources and nutritionally-poor diets (truninger et 
al. 2013). thus, notions of good care in school meal practices have been commonly 
framed in terms of their contribution to the improvement of children’s health status. 
this complies with a broader understanding of school meals as biopedagogies that 
implement and mobilize care. to recall, biopedagogies can be seen as practices 
through which regulatory and disciplinary mechanisms are arranged in the form 
of biopolitics and techniques of the self. Biopedagogies are mobilized through 
regulatory strategies (e.g. public policies, healthy food programmes) and self-
monitoring techniques (e.g. monitoring food choices or body aesthetics, complying 
with values on healthy eating), to subjectify and subjugate individuals’ minds 
and bodies to true discourses about life (Wright and Harwood 2009). they are 
organized by multiple forms of expert knowledge, such as biomedicine and socio-
technical arrangements (e.g. school menus), and they combine diverse materials 
(e.g. various kinds of foods, cooking and storage equipment) and spaces, such as 
kitchens and canteens, coffee shops and playgrounds.

,Q� WKLV� VHQVH�� GH¿QLQJ� VWDQGDUGV� RI� TXDOLW\� DQG� TXDQWLW\� IRU� VFKRRO� PHDOV��
buying and distributing food products, cooking, serving and monitoring school 
dinners, or negotiating the content of lunch boxes may mobilize care to govern 
children’s eating practices and discourses, and thus, the various ways their bodies 
engage with food (gibson and dempsey 2013). the negotiations of the content 
of both lunch boxes and school meals are sometimes established on the basis of 
cooperation and mutual understanding, thus suggesting an ethic of care wherein 
both technical and emotional orientations towards caring for and about others 
are intertwined.

during the 1990s, the number of school canteens continued to grow 
substantially, as did the number of children with access to school meals and other 
food programmes, such as free milk schemes. yet most children still had their 
lunches at home. despite their availability to almost every child, school meals 
were most effective at alleviating the effects of poverty and lack of access to food. 
over the following years, income inequalities eased within Portuguese society and 
both new educational opportunities and the growth of the middle class paved the 
way for new habits of consumption and the development of a consumer society 
(Cruz 2011). also, the management of school meals became decentralized and, in 
PRVW�FDVHV��ZDV�FRQWUDFWHG�RXW�WR�FDWHULQJ�¿UPV��9HQGLQJ�PDFKLQHV�ZHUH�LQVWDOOHG�
in schools and a greater variety of products made available. rather than following 
SULQFLSOHV�RI�KHDOWK\�HDWLQJ�LQ�VFKRROV��GH¿QHG�E\�SXEOLF�DXWKRULWLHV��H[FOXVLYHO\��
the food provided was targeted at children’s purchasing power and it encouraged 
‘consumer choice’, thereby illustrating a ‘marketization’ of care in which children 
came to be envisaged as ‘customers’ and individually responsible for making 
‘healthy’ choices.
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as Mol points out, the logics of choice and care ‘may sometimes complement 
each other, but more often they clash’ (Mol 2008: 1). Whereas in the 1990s 
they seemed to complement each other rather harmoniously, with vending 
machines and school coffee shops offering a wide choice of foods (e.g. snacks, 
FKRFRODWHV�� ¿]]\� GULQNV�� DORQJVLGH� WKH� VLQJOH� PHQX� SURYLGHG� LQ� WKH� FDQWHHQ��
nowadays school children’s food choices are more closely monitored in order 
to ensure that they follow stricter nutritional and safety guidelines. as the 
number of hours spent in school by primary school children has increased in 
tandem with their parents’ working hours, the demand for formal care services 
for children has followed the same trend, increasing their daily consumption of 
school meals, especially amongst six to nine-year-olds. additionally, concern 
about children’s lifestyles has grown as recent studies have positioned Portugal 
as having some of the highest childhood overweight and obesity rates in europe 
(WHo 2013). in response to this problem, healthy food initiatives (e.g. food 
education interventions, cooking events with chefs or healthcare professionals, 
BMi monitoring initiatives), food programmes (e.g. school fruit schemes) and 
adjustments to school meal regulations have been introduced to more rigorously 
control the nutritional intake of children and young people. stricter rules for food 
safety and hygiene were also implemented through new european Commission 
food regulations in the early 2000s (e.g. HaCCP)2.

the strategic value of school meals for monitoring and improving children’s 
health and to deal with this population’s high rates of overweight/obesity 
has been recognized. school meals are intended to compensate for what are 
considered to be children’s ‘unhealthy’ eating practices and deal with other 
risk factors, such as food contamination. such aims are accomplished through 
ULJRURXV�SURFHGXUHV�DQG�UXOHV�IRU�EX\LQJ��VWRULQJ�DQG�FRRNLQJ��E\�SUH�GH¿QHG�
single option menus offering nutritionally balanced meals where the caloric 
value of food is made visible (see table 9.1); by limiting the kinds of products 
available at school coffee shops and vending machines (e.g. crisps, chocolates, 
cakes); by circulating discourses on healthy lifestyles (e.g. being physically 
active); and through widening food choices (e.g. improving fruit, vegetable and 
¿VK�LQWDNH�ZKLOH�UHGXFLQJ�OHYHOV�RI�IDW��VXJDU�DQG�VDOW��

2௑6WDQGDUGV�RI�K\JLHQH�DQG�IRRG�VDIHW\�ZHUH�GH¿QHG�E\�5HJXODWLRQ��(&��Q������������
2I¿FLDO�-RXUQDO�RI�WKH�(XURSHDQ�8QLRQ�QR�����RI�$SULO�����������3DUOLDPHQW�DQG�(XURSHDQ�
Council. Brussels.
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approaching school meal practices through the lens of ‘biopower’ involves taking 
into account the multiple ‘truth’ discourses about people’s lives and the individuals 
and organizations that proclaim them. it also requires attention to population-wide 
VWUDWHJLHV� RI� LQWHUYHQWLRQ� DQG� PRGHV� RI� VXEMHFWL¿FDWLRQ� WKDW� DUH� HPERGLHG� E\�
individuals across different contexts of power relations with which they interact 
(Miller and rose 2008).

the mobilization of care in school meal practices is situated at multiple 
OHYHOV� RI� JRYHUQDQFH�� VXFK� DV�� SROLF\� PDNHUV¶� ¿OLQJ� FDELQHWV�� PXQLFLSDOLWLHV��
XQLYHUVLWLHV�� VFKRRO� ERDUGV� DQG� FDWHULQJ� ¿UPV�� ORFDO� DQG� FHQWUDO� NLWFKHQV��
canteens, coffee shops, lunchboxes, playgrounds and schools’ surrounding areas. 
in each of these, several actors take part in processes of decision-making that 
are mediated by emotional and normative orientations towards others. in recent 
years, care has become increasingly mobilized through normative and regulated 
food practices in schools. as schools have started to be perceived as spaces of 
health promotion, the topic of healthy food has gained greater importance in the 
regulation of school meals (Carvalho 2012; Horta et al. 2013). More recently, with 
the moralization of children’s food preferences, a particular emphasis on nutrition 
has been underpinned by stricter rules for food provided in schools (e.g. decree-
law nº55/2009, and subsequent revisions through Circular nº 3/2013). still, a 
different kind of approach is needed to understand how these rules are circulated 
and embodied in the context of micro interactions of care. that is, the particular 
situations where care is experienced (e.g. through self-care or bodily enactments 
of care by others), in contrast to the meso and macro levels, wherein narratives of 
FDUH�DUH�PHGLDWHG�E\�UHJXODWLRQV�DQG�UHDUUDQJHG��H�J��WKURXJK�VFLHQWL¿F��SROLWLFDO��
social and economic visions). in the following section we will draw attention to 
the ways in which school meal biopedagogies (in their disciplinary mode) are 
HQDFWHG�DQG�QHJRWLDWHG�E\�SROLF\�PDNHUV¶�¿OLQJ�FDELQHWV��VFKRRO�ERDUG�GLUHFWRUV��
FDWHULQJ�¿UPV¶�QXWULWLRQLVWV��VHUYLQJ�DQG�FRRNLQJ�VWDII�

Table 9.1 Example of two days (Monday and Tuesday) of a primary school 
menu in Greater Lisbon (school year 2012-13)

Day Lunch Calories
Monday Soup vegetables soup 128.4

Main dish grilled poultry burger with 
carrots and rice

528.2

Dessert seasonal fruit –
tuesday Soup Pea soup 127.8

Main dish fish pasta with salad 439.7
Dessert Jelly 69.8

Note: the full weekly menu was visible by the school gate.
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Disciplining Children’s Eating Practices in Schools: Tensions 
and Adjustments

in the previous section we used the concept of biopedagogies to highlight the 
existence of regulatory strategies impacting on school meals, such as healthy 
eating discourses and the regulation of school menus. However, the focus there 
was on the biopolitical mode of biopedagogies, which deals with the mechanisms 
intended to regulate and affect populations’ lifestyles (the collective) rather than 
individuals’ bodies and their subjectivities (the individual). in this section, we 
will look more closely at the disciplinary techniques of biopedagogies in order 
to explore individuals’ self-awareness. this is argued to be ‘mediated by their 
personal experiences, their own embodiment, their interactions with other ways 
of knowing, other truths and operations of power in relation to the knowledge 
produced around health, obesity and the body’ (Wright 2009: 9). although there 
is room for acceptance and discipline, there are also other possible tensions and 
outcomes to these power dynamics, such as resistance and rejection, negotiation 
and adjustment.

Kitchen staff are responsible for regulating children’s eating practices while 
performing their professional duties during school time. Children, in their turn, 
are expected to comply with these instructions. yet tensions emerge during these 
interactive processes. these can be seen within the initial stages of designing 
school meal regulations. as mentioned by one of the interviewees in our study – a 
nutritionist working in the Ministry of education and science – major changes in 
school meal regulations are dependent upon the timing of government decisions 
and the media agenda; they are often put under pressure by the interests of large 
economic and lobby groups. on one occasion, it was explained to us how policy 
designers had wanted to ‘ban’ certain kinds of foods from being available in 
schools, using this same terminology (‘to ban’) in the directives. after pressure 
from key economic players with interests in selling foods with excess fat, sugar or 
salt, such as chocolate and snacks, the policy designers were strongly encouraged 
to change their wording, using the milder verb ‘to avoid’ or the expression ‘not 
make available’ in the food recommendations for schools instead:

We had some objectives that could not be spelt out with the exact wording we 
wanted … namely using the term ‘ban’. We wanted to ban several foods … 
EXW� WKLV�ZDV�QRW�DOORZHG�E\�WRS�VHQLRU�RI¿FLDOV� LQ�WKH�PLQLVWU\�>RI�HGXFDWLRQ@�
under mounting pressures from the [names a strong economic food group in the 
country] … so the term approved was ‘not make available’ instead of ‘to ban’ 
or ‘to forbid’ (interview with a representative of the Ministry of education and 
science, lisbon 2011)

although the proposals of the Ministry of education and science are frequently 
in line with expert recommendations about healthy eating, the implementation 
of school meal biopolitics is mediated by policy makers linked into interwoven 
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webs of industry vested interests, media agenda setting and public expectations of 
‘proper’ food. at times, the outcomes of these decisions contradict the advice of 
health professionals, which suggests that resistance may emerge even within the 
interstitial spaces of central government practices. in other situations, school meal 
guidelines do not fully comply with the recommendations of health experts, as 
these are not sensitive to the target population. for example, another representative 
of the Ministry of education and science recalled that once, while updating the 
recommended quantities of ingredients and nutrients within each meal, she had to 
think not only about nutritional recommendations, but also about children’s taste 
preferences and, above all, about the effects of the current economic crisis on 
family budgets and consumption:

:H�DVNHG�WKH�)DFXOW\�RI�6FLHQFHV�DQG�1XWULWLRQ�WR�GH¿QH�TXDQWLWLHV�VXLWDEOH�IRU�
children from pre-school to secondary school because the current ones did not 
WDNH�LQWR�DFFRXQW�WKHLU�DJH�«�%XW��UHGXFLQJ�WKH�TXDQWLW\�RI�PHDW�LV�D�GLI¿FXOW�
task nowadays … during a time of crisis, to tell a boy that instead of eating 100 
JUDPV�KH�RQO\�QHHGV����JUDPV�«�LW¶V�GLI¿FXOW���,QWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�D�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�
of the Ministry of education and science, lisbon, 2011)

in the end, the values suggested were slightly above the stricter nutritional 
recommendations, particularly of the products children liked most, because 
the representatives of the Ministry of education and science were aware of the 
GLI¿FXOWLHV� H[SHULHQFHG� E\� VRPH� IDPLOLHV�� DQG� IHOW� WKDW� WKH� LQWURGXFWLRQ� RI� D�
radical change in values, such as reducing the amount of meat and increasing 
WKH� TXDQWLW\� RI� YHJHWDEOHV�� ZRXOG� HYHQWXDOO\� EH� UHÀHFWHG� GRZQ� WKH� OLQH� LQ� DQ�
increase in food waste in the canteen. Without necessarily ignoring expert advice, 
some stakeholders are sensitive to the importance of making small adjustments to 
QXWULWLRQDO�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�DQG�WDNLQJ�DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�VSHFL¿FLWLHV�RI�WKHLU�WDUJHW�
population. this example shows how caring can be adjusted at the intersection of 
state, taste preferences, children’s bodies and broader macro-economic tendencies 
OLNH�WKH�SRVW������FULVLV��6WLOO��µJRRG�FDUH¶�LV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�DFFRPSOLVK�E\�PHDQV�RI�
regulatory mechanisms, as these tend to normalize values around healthy eating 
and children’s bodies and diets.

according to school meal guidelines issued in 2009 by the Portuguese 
government (decree-law nº55/2009 and afterwards revised by Circular nº 
3/2013), following predetermined quantities for each food while preparing school 
meals has become mandatory. nevertheless, when visiting school canteens and 
FRIIHH�VKRSV�GXULQJ�¿HOGZRUN��ZH�UDSLGO\�XQGHUVWRRG�KRZ�WKLV�LV�XQGHUPLQHG�E\�
daily negotiations of food portions between children and serving staff. in fact, 
most children could ask for second helpings if they wanted (sometimes on the 
condition that they had eaten all of the previous serving). nowadays, it is easy for 
the kitchen staff to predict the number of meals they have to prepare each day, as 
children must book their meals in advance through an electronic card. on the one 
KDQG��WKLV�PHFKDQLVP�DOORZV�FDWHULQJ�¿UPV�WR�UHGXFH�WKHLU�ZDVWH�DQG�HFRQRPLF�
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losses, as the number of meals prepared is more accurate. on the other hand, it 
renders them less adaptable to last minute changes. still, most kitchens do cater for 
the possibility of children wanting second helpings.

Besides the issue of food portions, ensuring the quality of the food provided in 
terms of its alignment with children’s tastes requires overcoming various tensions. 
in fact, some schools have been able to maintain management of their canteen 
and coffee shop despite major pressures to privatize school meal services. Most 
of the time, this has to do with the fact that stakeholders such as school staff and 
HYHQ�VRPH�UHJLRQDO�DXWKRULWLHV�FRQVLGHU�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQ�WR�FDWHULQJ�¿UPV�WR�KDYH�D�
negative impact on the quality of food provided:

,¶YH�EHHQ�¿JKWLQJ�WR�NHHS�WKH�FDQWHHQ�XQGHU�RXU�PDQDJHPHQW�EHFDXVH�,�NQRZ�
what they are doing. if it’s a company i don’t know what they’re doing. i said [to 
the dinner ladies who were asking for extra help in the kitchen]: “the day i ask 
for another kitchen employee, they [the Ministry of education and science] will 
shut down the canteen … what would you prefer? to keep our in-house catering 
services?” this is a question of food quality! (Head of primary and secondary 
school, lisbon, 2011)

despite the wider trend for the marketization of school meal services, the school 
management board points out how greater control over the food supplied is ensured 
by an in-house catering model, which they believe can also contribute to long-
standing relations between children and the serving and cooking staff. likewise, 
having a functioning kitchen in the school is important because it allows the kitchen 
staff to more easily adapt their menus to children’s preferences, such as by cooking 
particular ethnic foods in schools situated near multicultural neighbourhoods or 
more cosmopolitan dishes in urban areas. However, some schools do not have 
the necessary cooking facilities and equipment. in these cases, the service is 
XVXDOO\�SHUIRUPHG�E\�FDWHULQJ�¿UPV�ZKHUHLQ�VFKRRO�PHDOV�DUH�SUHSDUHG�LQ�FHQWUDO�
kitchens responsible for providing food for several other schools sited in different 
localities. Meals sometimes travel several miles in thermostatic containers to their 
¿QDO�GHVWLQDWLRQ��$V�UHSRUWHG�E\�DQRWKHU�LQWHUYLHZHH��D�GLHWLFLDQ�IURP�D�FDWHULQJ�
¿UP��WKLV�PDNHV�LW�KDUG�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�FKLOGUHQ�IURP�GLIIHUHQW�VFKRROV�ZLOO�HTXDOO\�
accept the same cooked dish. as she put it: ‘it’s 52 schools and us [central kitchen 
staff]. there are two thousand children who are all eating at the same time and 
the same thing. We notice that there are schools where they accept a particular 
GLVK�EHWWHU� WKDQ� LQ�RWKHU�VFKRROV¶� �,QWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�D�FDWHULQJ�¿UP�GLHWLFLDQ��9LOD�
real, 2013).

,Q� DOPRVW� HYHU\� VFKRRO� LQ� RXU� FDVH� VWXGLHV�� FDWHULQJ�¿UPV�PDQDJH� ERWK� WKH�
coffee shop and canteen services. apart from providing food for the children, they 
are also responsible for hiring staff, such as cooks, serving staff and nutritionists. as 
reported by the school staff we interviewed, some of the more low-skilled workers 
are on precarious short-term contracts, with low pay, a situation aggravated by the 
economic crisis in the country over the past few years, putting a strain on catering 



Proof C
opy 

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

Children’s Engagements with Food 205

¿UPV�DQG�LQFUHDVLQJ�WKHLU�GHEWV��0RUHRYHU��NLWFKHQ�DQG�VHUYLQJ�VWDII�FDQ�EH�TXLFNO\�
replaced after a complaint by the school about their work or malpractice within the 
food service. Most workers in school coffee shops and canteens are women, some 
belonging to immigrant and ethnic communities, with insecure and poor working 
conditions, including little training, low income, and few career prospects, as 
well working hours limited by school opening times (fine 2005). these aspects 
RI�WKH�ZRUN�DOO�UDLVH�GLI¿FXOWLHV�IRU�WKH�FRQVROLGDWLRQ�RI�FKLOGUHQ¶V�UHODWLRQVKLSV�
with the kitchen staff, which in turn are considered to be important for ‘tuning’ 
children’s tastes and for adjusting menus and food preparation in accordance to 
their preferences (e.g. international or regional dishes, ways of cooking and the 
use of local products).

0RUHRYHU�� WHQVLRQV� DQG� DGMXVWPHQWV� KDYH� DOVR� EHHQ� LGHQWL¿HG� LQ� WKH�
management of school coffee shops and vending machines. despite the current 
restrictions, some schools are unable to remove certain kinds of products due to 
previously-established contractual agreements made with food manufacturers and 
retailers. on occasion, there is pressure to keep these contracts in place, as they are 
important sources of income for the school:

the problem with school coffee shops is the foods that are hard to remove: ice-
teas, sugary drinks, etc. Coca-Cola was removed. as to the vending machines, 
some schools have made an effort [to remove ‘unhealthy’ products], but teachers 
are not managers. there are contracts established with the vending machines 
franchisers and they can’t get round that. and they continue to have problems 
with some products such as chocolate … (representative of the Ministry of 
education and science, lisbon, 2011)

other schools have resisted some of the recommendations in order to enhance their 
surveillance over children’s food choices. for example, by keeping the school 
coffee shop open during the lunch hour and providing particular kinds of food, 
the school discourages children from going out of school to buy more attractive 
products like hotdogs, pizzas or burgers.

implementing food programmes and other interventions is not always an easy 
assignment. some involve a high burden of paperwork for schools’ internal senior 
managers, and the staff are not always willing to comply with this due to lack of 
time. other programmes have very restrictive terms in the tender contract giving 
less autonomy for local producers to step in as food suppliers. sometimes, one of 
the parties involved fails to comply with the established agreement, either within 
the local authority or the school management board. an example of this may 
EH�QRW�RIIHULQJ�D�JUHDWHU�DUUD\�RI�IUXLW��JLYHQ�WKH�GLI¿FXOW\�RI�DFFHVVLQJ�D�ZLGHU�
variety of producers as supply is centralized and concentrated on one or two large 
fruit companies.

governing children’s bodies through healthy eating norms, programmes and 
initiatives engenders resistance and adjustment at various sites. such processes 
are mediated by national and local stakeholders and conditioned by several 
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constraints that trump an ethic of care. for instance different understandings of 
‘good care’ (e.g. freedom of choice, health education, poverty alleviation); human 
UHVRXUFH¶V�PDQDJHPHQW�SROLFLHV��H�J��SRRU�ZRUNLQJ�FRQGLWLRQV�LQ�FDWHULQJ�¿UPV���
the availability of products (e.g. fruit variety); less-adaptable infrastructures (e.g. 
FHQWUDO�NLWFKHQV���EXUHDXFUDF\��H�J��ULJLG�SODQV�WR�IROORZ�DQG�SDSHUZRUN���DQG�SUR¿W�
or time constraints. although we have focused mostly on the tensions that might 
undermine the overall explicit aim to improve children’s food practices through 
school meals, central and local authorities also make adjustments to enhance the 
acceptability of school meal biopedagogies to children, such as ‘tuning’ school 
menus to local preferences.

Embodying School Meal Biopedagogies: Acceptance, Negotiation 
and Rejection

school meal practices and children’s bodies have become increasingly politicized 
spaces of intervention (Pike 2008). However, children interact with multiple 
contexts of consumption wherein norms and values around food nutrition and 
childhood are continuously negotiated and embodied (Brembeck and Johansson 
2010). even though children’s experiences might be perceived as being managed 
by adults who take the role of ‘carers’, children’s relationships with adults do 
not fully comply with the generational order that establishes both (children and 
adults) as socially distinct categories with marked imbalances of power. the lack 
RI�FRQWURO�FKLOGUHQ�PLJKW�VHHP�WR�KDYH�LQ�LQÀXHQFLQJ��RUJDQL]LQJ�DQG�FRRUGLQDWLQJ�
their daily practices stems from the constraints and opportunities exerted or 
GH¿QHG�E\�DGXOWV�UHJDUGLQJ�FKLOGUHQ¶V�DELOLW\�WR�HQJDJH�DXWRQRPRXVO\�ZLWK�VXFK�
activities. from this perspective, childhood comprises a continuously renegotiated 
contract between children and adults wherein autonomy is pursued by children 
through challenging or simply accepting what is imposed on them. Power 
balances in children’s relations with adults are dynamic and entail concessions or 
resistance from both sides (alanen and Mayall 2001). for example, some children 
who had permission to leave the school premises often made autonomous food 
choices, such as buying snacks at the coffee shops surrounding their school or 
organized between themselves ways of getting access to food outside the school 
(see below). Moreover, although school meals consisted of a single menu with one 
choice of dish3, in some cases these menus were adjusted to consider children’s 
previous experiences with the food prepared on the menu; if a certain ingredient 
was repeatedly rejected by children, caterers tended to provide it less often to 
avoid waste.

3௑3UHVHQW�3RUWXJXHVH�UXOHV�IRU�VFKRRO�PHDOV�VWDWH�WKDW�WKH�VLQJOH�PHQX�PXVW�FRQVLVW�RI�D�
VRXS�PDGH�RI�IUHVK�YHJHWDEOHV��RQH�GLVK�RI�PHDW�RU�¿VK��RQ�DOWHUQDWH�GD\V��DQG�VDODG��EURZQ�
bread, dessert (fruit, ice cream or yogurt) and water (this being the only drink allowed).
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By focusing on children’s agency, we take into consideration their active 
involvement in the negotiation of their eating habits (James et al. 2009). this 
SHUVSHFWLYH� JLYHV� XV� D� EHWWHU� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� RI� WKH� µHI¿FLHQF\¶� DQG� VWUHQJWK� RI�
school meal biopedagogies in children’s bodies, as well as the tensions emerging 
during those processes. according to Mol et al. (2010: 10) bodies are ‘unruly’ 
elements of care that often do not submit to one’s own wishes or those of carers. 
thus, mobilizing care cannot be reduced to a rationalist or authoritative experience 
but, above all, needs to take into account a ‘persistent tinkering in a world full of 
complex ambivalence and shifting tensions’ (ibid.: 14). thus, children continuously 
engage in different social, spatial and material relations affecting their bodies, 
senses and knowledge about food. their food lived experiences, to cite Carolan 
(2011), often collide with the regulatory mechanisms designed to normalize their 
bodies, such as school menus.

in the focus groups conducted with children, their opinions about school meals 
were ambiguous and, while some criticized certain aspects of the food provided, 
others admitted that they were pleased with it. Most children said they did not like 
HDWLQJ�VRXS�RU�YHJHWDEOHV��¿VK��DQG�VRPHWLPHV�� IUXLW��7KH\�FRPSODLQHG� WKDW� WKH�
soup was watery, unseasoned and had visible vegetable lumps in it, that the salad 
ZDV�WRR�VDOW\�RU�KDG�DQ�H[FHVV�RI�YLQHJDU��DQG�WKDW�¿VK�ZDV�VHUYHG�FRPSOHWH�ZLWK�
ERQHV�DQG�VNLQ��PDNLQJ�LW�GLI¿FXOW�WR�HDW��6RPH�FULWLFL]HG�IRRGV��VXFK�DV�IUXLW��IRU�
having a rotten-looking appearance after being sliced up (i.e. oxidized apples) and 
burgers for their greyish colour (as they were made of turkey meat, cooked in the 
oven and not in a frying pan). such critiques were usually followed by visceral 
reactions of disgust and repulsion, such as ‘yuk’ and ‘bluerghhh’.

interviewer: do you like the food here at the canteen?

various children: nooooo!

Patricia: yuk! [pulls a face]

Margarida: now they cook loads of vegetables! and i don’t like vegetables 
so … i eat half or almost nothing. and i eat fruit, bread and soup … 

(focus group with children, secondary school, lisbon, 2012)

Beyond embodied and visceral displays of food rejection, children’s resistance 
WR� VFKRRO� PHDOV� ZDV� DOVR� SHUIRUPHG� GXULQJ� RXU� ¿HOGZRUN� LQ� RWKHU� ZD\V�� )RU�
example, piling up soup plates to hide leftovers; hiding the salad inside the bread 
DQG�WKURZLQJ�LW�RQWR�WKH�ÀRRU�XQGHUQHDWK�WKH�WDEOH��VZDSSLQJ�IRRG�ZLWK�FROOHDJXHV�
or even force vomiting when asked to eat foods they disliked. still, the most 
common mode of resistance was simply to not eat their meals (boycotting) or to 
only eat the products they liked the most (food discrimination), thus leaving food 
behind on their trays (which eventually ended up in the waste).
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We also observed children’s more sophisticated strategies for avoiding 
adults’ control over their food choices as they tried to gain access to products not 
available in school coffee shops. While primary school pupils are not allowed to 
leave school premises, those in secondary school can leave, but only with their 
SDUHQWV¶�SHUPLVVLRQ��6WLOO��DV�REVHUYHG�LQ�WKH�SOD\JURXQG��FKLOGUHQ�GR�¿QG�ZD\V�WR�
leave school or, if not, they ask others who have permission to leave to buy them 
food from outside. on one occasion, we witnessed several children giving money 
to a young girl so that she could buy them food from the retail shops outside the 
school. on her return she carefully passed the snacks, chocolates and sweets to 
the children who had ordered them through the school fence in order to avoid the 
security at the main gate. When we discussed this episode with the school security 
guard he told us that he was well aware of these ‘sneaky’ strategies, and that some 
FKLOGUHQ�HYHQ�SUR¿WHG��E\�DVNLQJ�IRU�D�VPDOO�IHH��IURP�FROOHFWLQJ�IRRG�RUGHUV�IRU�
others who could not leave school. yet, he added that his hands were tied because 
these children had permission from their parents to go outside.

Children frequently compared school meals to their family meals, such as those 
cooked by their parents and grandparents, in order to establish quality standards. 
in almost every case, the latter were commonly perceived as the standard of good 
food quality. as recounted in the focus groups with children and their parents, 
family meals tend to accommodate family members’ food preferences through a 
continuous and systematic daily negotiation of likes and dislikes, which can be 
seen as a continuous ‘tinkering’ (Mol et al. 2010) of careful eating practices.

inês: i like the taste of my mother’s food better … i often say, ‘Mum i’d much 
rather eat at home than at school’.

nuno: for me [the food at school] is different because at home i like the food, i 
think it tastes better … because i’ve known it since my childhood and because 
it’s cooked by my grandmothers.

ricardo: i prefer homemade food mainly because of its taste.

(focus group with children, primary school, lisbon, 2012)

although school kitchen staff told us how they make an effort to prepare meals in 
a similar way to home cooking, the fact is that preparing dozens of meals requires 
GLIIHUHQW�VNLOOV�DQG�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�LW�LV�RIWHQ�GLI¿FXOW�WR�DFFRPPRGDWH�HYHU\RQH¶V�
WDVWH��,Q�VRPH�FDVHV�WKH\�KDG�WULHG�WR�DGDSW�WKHLU�PHQXV�E\�WHVWLQJ�QHZ�ÀDYRXUV�
and removing old ones in accordance with children’s preferences. they also 
prepared children’s favourite meals on special days. such dishes were often meat-
based or inspired by national and local cuisine (e.g. grilled beef, roasts, and salted 
GULHG�FRG¿VK���LQWHUQDWLRQDO�GLVKHV��H�J��ODVDJQH��VSDJKHWWL�%RORJQHVH��SL]]D���IDVW�
food (e.g. chips, burgers, chicken nuggets) and ethnic foods (e.g. african curries, 
Chinese and Mexican food).
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+RZHYHU��ZH� LGHQWL¿HG�GLIIHUHQFHV� LQ� WKH�ZD\V�FKLOGUHQ�HQJDJHG�ZLWK� IRRG�
DFURVV�WKH�YDULRXV�VFKRROV��,Q�XUEDQ�DQG�VXEXUEDQ�DUHDV��WKHVH�YDULHG�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�
according to the different socio-economic status of children’s families. in the 
PRVW�DIÀXHQW�VFKRROV�XQGHU�VWXG\��FKLOGUHQ¶V�IRRG�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFHV�FRQVLVWHG�RI�
regular family meals, eating out during the weekends, a few outings to fast food 
restaurants, tasting international cuisine while travelling to other countries, having 
lunch at home or in restaurants during the week, bringing snacks from home or 
buying them at the school coffee shops or in the surrounding area.

interviewer: What is the strangest fruit you have ever eaten?

frederico: it’s a Brazilian fruit. it is yellow, with spikes. it’s weird … 

Marta: one that my mother brought from China. i don’t know what it is.

%HUQDUGR��,�FDQ¶W�UHPHPEHU�WKH�QDPH�EXW�LW� LV�D�¿J�WKDW�KDV�SHDNV�DQG�JURZV�
in cactus

(…)

interviewer: What restaurants do you usually go to? the fast-food chains, 
Mcdonalds, pizzerias … ?

João: i go to a pizzeria that makes homemade pizzas called [says the name of a 
local italian restaurant], which is close to my house but we stopped going there 
because once we were not served very well.

interviewer: What about you Carlota?

Carlota: i go to [says the name of the same local italian restaurant], it’s 
underneath my building, and i go to Mcdonalds, but not often – only once a 
month – and whenever i go to the shopping centre.

(focus group with children, secondary school, lisbon, 2012)

these children often avoided having lunch at school, and when they did, it was 
mostly on the days in which the menu was offering their favourite dishes. in terms 
of their food preferences, we noticed that they varied greatly and included national 
DQG� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� GLVKHV� FRQWDLQLQJ� ¿VK�� VHDIRRG� DQG�PHDW�� VXFK� DV� VWHDN�ZLWK�
coffee sauce, shrimps, salmon, wild-boar meat, and pizza.

,Q�WKH�OHVV�DIÀXHQW�VFKRROV�VWXGLHG��WKH�FKLOGUHQ�ZRXOG�VHOGRP�JR�WR�UHVWDXUDQWV��
they mentioned having breakfast or buying snacks outside school more often than 
WKH�DIÀXHQW�RQHV�DQG�WKH\�ZHUH�DOVR�PRUH�GHSHQGHQW�RQ�KDYLQJ�OXQFK�DW�VFKRRO��
their food preferences in turn were primarily composed of fast food, such as 
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pizza, hamburgers and frozen lasagnes, and take-away, such as chicken. in the 
schools under study in predominantly rural areas, socio-economic differences 
were not so explicit in children’s engagements with school meals. in most cases, 
their food preferences consisted primarily of dishes from their regions, such as 
meat roasts cooked at home and less frequently, international fast-food dishes such 
as pizza or burgers. for example, in the focus group with primary school children 
from a rural area close to the northern city of vila real, when asked whether they 
liked to go to Mcdonalds (even though a few admitted they liked it), one boy 
replied ‘i don’t like plastic food! i’m used to homemade food … ’ regarding their 
acceptance of school meals, most declared they liked the food provided though 
they still preferred the food cooked at home. Plus, a considerable number of these 
children had vegetable gardens at home and their families kept animals such as 
cows, chickens, ducks, and horses. in these cases, children were used to playing 
around the animals and to helping their parents collect certain kinds of foods like 
eggs, aromatic herbs and vegetables.

interviewer: What animals do you have in your farm?

Pedro: i have horses, cows, calves and a donkey.

Carlos: i’ve got … not horses, but ducks, chickens, pigs, dogs and cats.

(focus groups with children, primary school, vila real, 2012)

despite the disciplining ambitions of regulatory mechanisms such as school meal 
regulations, practical adjustments emerged as almost inevitable and, in some 
cases, necessary to promote the acceptability of school meals. although there 
DUH�VHYHUDO�IDFWRUV�LQÀXHQFLQJ�WKHLU�GHJUHH�RI�ÀH[LELOLW\��H�J��VFKRRO�RU�FDWHULQJ�
¿UP�PDQDJHPHQW��VWDII�FRQWLQXLW\��ORFDO�FHQWUDO�SUHSDUDWLRQ�RI�PHDOV���DGMXVWLQJ�
procedures for food provision in schools requires negotiating with and learning 
from children’s food lived experiences and therefore listening to their bodies. 
While some schools were attentive to such issues, others lacked the resources to 
develop solutions that match both the recommendations for healthy eating and 
children’s preferences.

Concluding Remarks

the organization of school meals entails a wide range of practices that make it 
possible to mobilize care through providing food for children. By perceiving 
school meal biopedagogies as devices for governing children’s food practices and 
bodies, an ethic of care implies negotiating knowledge and understandings that are 
produced during the exercise of ‘biopower’ (Wright and Harwood 2009). as we 
have shown, school meals’ biopedagogies in their biopolitical mode often interfere 
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with negotiations between different governmental stakeholders (e.g. central 
DQG� ORFDO� DXWKRULWLHV�� SXEOLF� RI¿FHUV¶� ¿OLQJ� FDELQHWV�� PDUNHW� HQWLWLHV�� VFLHQWL¿F�
communities). still, the ways in which carers (e.g. serving and cooking staff, 
WHDFKHUV��QXWULWLRQLVWV�ZLWKLQ�FDWHULQJ�¿UPV�DQG�ORFDO�PXQLFLSDOLWLHV��DQG�FKLOGUHQ�
engage with such rules that instruct their food practices are conditioned by practical 
constraints and lived experiences. as a result, mobilizing care is carried out in 
spaces of tension where children’s bodies often collide with these biopedagogies 
by performing resistance, rejection and adjustment through negotiation. although 
some adjustments may compromise the principles of healthy eating, they are 
important forms of promoting acceptability and embodiment.

Moreover, by perceiving school meal practices to be innovative and creative 
rather than mechanically determined, we have been able to redirect our focus of 
analysis to the tensions and contradictions emerging from the processes of food 
embodied politics. as argued by Mol et al. (2010: 13) dealing with insurgent 
ERGLHV� DQG� LPSURYLQJ� WKH� HI¿FLHQF\� RI� FDUH� LV� PRVWO\� D� PDWWHU� RI� µSUDFWLFDO�
tinkering’ and ‘attentive experimentation’. Care, as observed, is about negotiating 
institutional notions of ‘good care’ with children and their bodies’ whims. despite 
different lived experiences leading to variations in the ways in which children 
engage with the meals provided by schools, they are involved in a continuous 
process of learning and of ‘becoming’ where tinkering is important to mobilize 
an ethic of care. thus, self-awareness and monitoring strategies should perhaps 
be downplayed in school meal policies. an attention to careful eating through 
enacting an embodied food politics should be more emphasized to establish new 
ways of (even if always precariously) ordering children’s food practices.
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afterword 

the everyday Biopolitics  
of Care-full eating

Michael K. goodman

the fascinating chapters in this book critically analyse the deeply theoretical, 
empirical and practical relationalities of eating, care and embodiment. as argued 
across the volume, multi-directional mediations among bodies, foods and caring 
create and are created by contingent assemblages of being in the worlds of eating. 
But, as the chapters also show, these relationalities are nothing if not fully political 
and politicized, in addition to being culturally and economically conditioned, 
across the scales of the personal and individual to those of the family, community, 
region, nation and globe. thus, what is being spelled out in the vibrant and 
multi-coloured backlight of this volume is a biopolitics of the everyday: eating 
DQG� FDULQJ�PDWWHU� IRU� RXU� RZQ� DQG�2WKHUV¶� ÀHVK\� ERGLHV��ZKLOVW� HDWLQJ� ERGLHV�
transform, disrupt and co-constitute caring, not just in the multiple spaces of daily 
reproduction and routine, but also in those social spaces embedded with multiple 
ideologies and moral economies.

Caring for one’s own eating body through the ingestion of food is a daily 
requirement as is, for many (but arguably mostly women), caring for others 
through the provisioning of food for children, partners, parents and friends. But 
so too can we now, through globalized commodity networks such as fair trade, 
relatively easily care for those others and other ecologies we, in the relatively 
well-fed global north, have deemed suitable to be cared for through ethical 
consumption. in this, ethical consumption is as much about caring for the self in 
drinking high quality coffee and/or eating tasty, organic meats as it is about the 
care for and about the others who are able to grow and supply this quality. yet, 
these requirements for quality and distinction throw up a number of biopolitical 
complications and borders at the heart of market-led, neoliberal forms of care-
full sustainability that selectively connect us to particular others and particular 
ecologies (goodman 2013). Care, in this instance, facilitates and continues the 
processes of uneven development (goodman et al. 2012).

simultaneously, however, through global food and eating networks of the likes 
of fair trade, we seem to have overcome that bedevilling problem of caring about 
and for bodies and ecologies over spatial distance, given that ethical consumption 
challenges the assumption that we care most for those geographically close to us 
(cf. Barnett et al. 2005; smith 1998). in essence, distance is much less of a problem 
for more contemporary practices of care as globalization and global connections 
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through material and virtual means continue apace. rather, it is social distance 
between bodies that seems much harder to overcome and which continues to 
bedevil. think about it: We often avoid and step-over – both psychologically and 
physically – the homeless person asking for spare change outside the supermarket 
on our way to spend that money on a nice bag or cup of fair trade coffee. in a way, 
the immediacies of care can now quite easily traverse spatial distance through the 
immediacies of shopping for particularly ‘care-full’ foods. Bodies a world away 
are connected through fairness and care, while other closer, but perhaps more 
socially-distant and stigma-laden, bodies are often avoided so as to evade those 
more uncomfortable, bodily-present relations.

in all of this, the hunger to care for ourselves and o/others – as mediated by the 
eating of food – is as much bodily and visceral as it is thought-about and chewed 
over; as much individualized as it is social; as much open and choice-laden as it 
is constrained and conditioned; as much about taste (in all its senses) as it is about 
access and ability. this, then, gets at what the volume’s editors and several of its 
authors implicitly and explicitly refer to as the ‘slipperiness’ of the meanings, 
SUDFWLFHV� DQG� RXWFRPHV� RI� FDUH��'H¿QLQJ� FDUH� DV� VOLSSHU\� VKLQHV�PXFK� QHHGHG�
intellectual light not only on care’s meaningful and practical multiplicities across 
the foodscape, but also on how the weavings of care in, out and around eating 
point to its spatial and temporal contingencies. exploring these multiplicities and 
the geographical and temporal contingencies of food and care is something that 
scholars of both foodscapes (e.g. Johnston and goodman 2015) and ‘carescapes’ 
(Bowlby 2012) are at increasing pains to critically interrogate. refracting these 
TXHVWLRQV�WKURXJK�WKH�VSHFL¿F�UHODWLRQDOLWLHV�RI�HDWLQJ�ERGLHV�DQG�WKH�SROLWLFV�RI�
caring, as is done in this volume, signals their conceptual and practical centrality 
to everyday biopolitics.

importantly, the ways and means by which caring and eating are slippery 
but also made to be slippery points not only to these relative contingencies of 
food and care, but also to the ways in which they are fundamentally enmeshed 
with questions of power across food’s carescapes. take, as a combined example, 
foodbanks in the uK and foodstamps in the us. Both are seemingly provisioned 
under the guise of caring for the most marginal, needy and food-insecure in their 
respective societies, the former mostly provided by a Christian charity known as 
the Trussell Trust, the latter provided through the means-testing processes of the 
us government. statistics show that at the moment, close to a million people 
access and use foodbanks in the uK (trussell trust 2014) and the number of 
foodstamp recipients in the us has skyrocketed post-2008, with 50 percent of 
$PHULFDQ�VFKRRO�DJH�FKLOGUHQ�QRZ�FODVVL¿HG�DV�µORZ�LQFRPH¶��6RXWKHUQ�(GXFDWLRQ�
foundation 2015).

and, yet, if one were to listen to and believe the current mean-spirited chorus 
of conservative and right-wing pundits, commentators and politicians, these 
spaces and instruments of food care, however minimal they might be, are the 
H[DFW� RSSRVLWH�� )RU� WKHVH� ¿JXUHV�� WKH\� DUH� VSDFHV� DQG� LQVWUXPHQWV� RI� un-care 
that reproduce relations of dependence through the perpetuation of a culture of 
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‘taking’ without ‘making’ that creates ‘bad’ citizens, bodies and individuals. as 
highly visible commentators – almost none of whom have ever experienced the 
VWUXJJOH��DQJHU�DQG�VKDPH�RI�EHLQJ�KXQJU\�±�WKH\�KDYH�ZRUNHG�WR�ÀLS�WKLV�SUREOHP�
on its head. as they have it, instead of providing further and greater sources of 
IRRG� LQ� VRFLHWLHV�GH¿QHG�E\� UHFHVVLRQ��ZDJH� VWDJQDWLRQ��JUHDWHU� WD[�EXUGHQV�RQ�
the poor and vastly unequal political power, care should be provisioned through 
the reduction of welfare payments and the demonization of foodbank clients and 
foodstamp recipients. Without these sources of ‘free’ food, these people will, 
therefore, ‘bootstrap’ themselves out of poverty, with the spectre of hunger acting 
as a motivational force to work that much harder for themselves and their families. 
the ideology and logic is thus: taking away these ‘free’ goods is a form of care 
in the ‘tough love’ that motivates society’s takers and skivers. so while, in these 
discourses and policies, un-care is positioned neatly as a form of care, the debates 
over food welfare have worked to demonize and exclude those with the least 
DPRQJVW�XV��FRQ¿QLQJ�WKHP�HYHQ�IXUWKHU�WR�WKH�PDUJLQV�RI�VRFLHW\�

indeed, food has historically always been at the centre of the powerful and 
FRQÀLFWLQJ�SROLWLFV�RI�FDUH�DQG�XQ�FDUH� WKURXJK�� IRU�H[DPSOH�� IDPLQHV�DQG� WKHLU�
UHVSRQVHV��KRZ�DQG�E\�ZKRP�µGHVHUYLQJ¶�SRSXODWLRQV�DUH�GH¿QHG��DQG�ZKR�LV�DQG�
is not a ‘good’ eating citizen (e.g. nally 2011). a more contemporary example of 
this is, of course, obesity, whereby the overweight are either simply dismissed or 
H[FOXGHG�DV�µEDG¶��RYHUO\�ÀHVK\�FLWL]HQV�XQDEOH�WR�NHHS�WKHLU�PRXWKV�VKXW�DQG�WKHLU�
bodies under control (Colls and evans 2013). Most broadly, then, at this rather 
austere and insecure moment in history, we are seeing the growing expansion of 
a revanchist food and care politics designed for and affecting a maximum ‘mean-
ness’ bereft of empathy or a desire to understand the daily stresses, routines or 
capabilities of some of society’s most vulnerable citizens.

for me, the intellectual and affective inspiration to overcoming these 
revanchist movements is located at the centre of the two fundamental questions 
animated in this book: Why and how do we care about what others eat? Posing, 
exploring and analysing these two questions are themselves a form of care about 
and for ourselves, for o/others and for our wider socio-spatial worlds. they have, 
or at least should have, a normative penchant for social justice – the bigger, older 
brother of food justice (e.g. Cadieux and slocum 2015; guthman 2014; slocum 
and Cadieux 2015) – at their very centre. Much beyond their robust scholarly 
interest, these two questions have, or again at least should have, at their core a 
sense of curiosity, understanding, and most importantly, empathy and compassion 
for the socio-economic situation of those with less than we have. these are, at their 
essence, humanizing questions about the biopolitics of the everyday that contain 
within them the crucial possibility of teasing out what it means to be eating, caring 
and embodied humans in an increasingly dour world of inequality.

But, really, why do we care about what others eat? in addition to the 
illuminating reasons examined in this volume, i think we care because it allows us 
WR�GH¿QH�WKH�VLPLODULWLHV�DQG�GLIIHUHQFHV�WKDW�GH¿QH�ZKR�ZH�DUH�DV�LQGLYLGXDOV��DV�
families and as communities. this question of ‘why’ is about both the negative and 
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SRVLWLYH�HIIHFWV�RI�GH¿QLQJ�PHPEHUV�RI�RXU� LPPHGLDWH�RU� IDU�ÀXQJ�FRPPXQLW\��
who we might bring into that community as well as what cultural and cuisine-
related common ground we might or might not hold. food, eating and caring 
GH¿QH�DQG�ERXQG�FRPPXQLWLHV�RI�DQG� WKURXJK�DIIHFW�� UHODWLRQV�DQG� IHHOLQJ��:H�
care because this is a shorthand for who we know and should know, engage with 
and be around or, put in a different way, with whom we should be breaking bread. 
finding, analysing and theorizing about these common culinary – and indeed, 
social and cultural – grounds is a critical step in pushing back against the current 
tide of food’s revanchist cultural politics.

drawing on some of my own contributions (e.g. goodman 2014; goodman in 
press; goodman and sage 2014), i feel that there are two further reasons for why 
ZH�PLJKW�FDUH�DERXW�HDWLQJ��7KH�¿UVW�LQYROYHV�DQG�RUELWV�DURXQG�ERG\�VL]HV�DQG�
shapes. Here, we anxiously care about o/others who are deemed too fat or too thin, 
that they eat too much or too little and/or that they eat the ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ foods 
that then sculpt their bodies in particular ways. this, of course, is tied directly 
to the patriarchal gaze and its processes of disciplinary ‘normalization’ of the 
female/male body. for many people, this is experienced as the troubling, socially 
FRQVWUXFWHG��SRZHU�ODGHQ�DQ[LHWLHV�RI�EHORQJLQJ�DQG�� OLWHUDOO\��¿WWLQJ�LQ� WKURXJK�
particularlized regimes of eating that are relational to caring for and about bodies.

secondly, we seem to care about what o/others are eating in the context of 
ecological health and the desire for them to do their part for the planet. Meat 
and products produced and shipped over long ‘food-miles’ have come in for a 
particularly bad time (cf. sage 2012). the problem here is that, as Julie guthman 
(2011) has continually pointed out, this works to overtly responsibilize consumers 
and their choices into the actors and actions that will make the planet a better 
place. this, of course, is something that not all of us are able to do. indeed, 
here is another place where those without the means have been harangued into 
submission through the continuing chorus that food is too cheap (cf. abbots and 
Coles 2013) and that saving the planet is merely a function of choice, which, of 
course, says nothing about costs, access and actual planetary impacts of these 
forms of individualized responsibilization. thus, being unable to care through 
organic and more sustainable food has, too, become a kind of trope of un-care – as 
well as one barren of any political economic sensibilities – for those with the least 
among us.

even Jamie oliver has gotten into the act, but this time by haranguing the poor 
for not buying, cooking or eating healthier foods (Barnes 2015). Jamie certainly 
cares about what we eat – the sales of his healthy eating cookbooks notwithstanding 
of course! – but he does this in ways that are seemingly bereft of understanding of 
the experiences of those not in his circumstances. thus, care embodied in the likes 
of Jamie and other, similar tv and media personalities crosses into the territory 
of interference (rousseau 2012) and a powerful way through which otherness 
is created, established and embedded in contemporary foodscapes (cf. leer and 
Kjoer 2015).
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turning to the second question – how do we care about what others eat? – the 
obvious and most salient answer is, from my perspective, through the media 
and its representations of food, eating and bodies. from competitive weight-
loss programmes, to competitive cooking, to the more voyeuristic shows on 
the struggles of obese/thin individuals, to ‘freaky eaters’, to the more standard 
documentaries, chop-and-chat shows, to those dedicated, pedagogical ‘healthy 
eating’, quick recipe cooking programmes (and related cookbooks), media content 
seems overtly obsessed with what, how, and why we eat the things we do. and 
yet, many of these how-to-cook-healthy-meals-quick shows along with the thank-
goodness-i-don’t-eat-that voyeuristic programmes simply get it wrong, both in 
terms of their moralizing as well as their practical advice (eli and lavis 2014). 
indeed, what could be more care-full when cooking for someone than preparing 
their favourite dish regardless of health or time? and, as research shows, many 
poor mothers, as the primary carers and preparers of meals, tend to cook meals 
WKH\�NQRZ�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ�ZLOO�HDW��ZLWK�FRQFHUQV�DERXW�KHDOWK�SXVKHG�¿UPO\�DQG�
frequently into the background (Bowen et al. 2014; Cairns and Johnston 2015). 
feeding children foods they enjoy is a rational, adaptive strategy that works to not 
only ensure their children are not hungry but also, for those on a limited budget, 
that food does not go to waste. in a very real way, food and eating experimentation 
through taste innovation and development – what we are continually encouraged 
to do by tv shows and other food media – is now more than ever limited to the 
VSHFL¿F�DXGLHQFHV�RI�WKH�µZRUULHG�ZHOO¶�PLGGOH�DQG�XSSHU�FODVVHV�

taking this a bit further, Mike Carolan’s (2011) concept of ‘tuning’ – deployed 
to describe the ways corporations have ‘tuned’ bodies for the tastes of industrial 
foods – can be re-purposed here in the context of the media, eating, caring and bodies. 
in short, this is a powerful idea embedded with notions of practice, embodiment 
and viscerality. food media, with its growing penchant for moralization, pedagogy 
and boundary-making, is, thus, a powerful force in ‘tuning’ us to whom and 
what we should care about – and how to do this – across our foodscapes. food 
media, whether a cooking show, a documentary or news coverage of politicians 
disparaging foodbank clients, is now central to the biopolitics of the everyday 
through its tuning of ‘good’ food, ‘good’ eaters and ‘good’ citizens. the follow 
up to this is, of course, a rather pointed set of questions: How do we re-tune food 
PHGLD�WR��¿UVW�RI�DOO��QRWLFH�VRFLR�HFRQRPLF�GLIIHUHQFH�DQG�WDNH�WKLV�VHULRXVO\�DQG��
second, approach this difference with empathy, understanding and, as in this book, 
care and caring as normative means and ends? these are critical questions for 
future work around careful eating that, at least for my money, might just have food 
justice situated at their intellectual core.

overall, the power of the intellectual, analytical and practical questions 
put forward in this book should not be underestimated. to care about and for 
IRRG��FDUH��HDWLQJ�DQG�ERGLHV� LV� WR�EH�FRQFHUQHG�DERXW�¿QGLQJ�D� WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�
care politics and carescape, to care about people as humans with anxieties and 
FRQFHUQV� DERXW� WKHPVHOYHV� DQG� RWKHUV�� DV� ZHOO� DV� WKH�PXOWLSOH� DQG� FRQÀLFWLQJ�
understandings and practices of what food, eating and care is and should be. it 
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LV�DERXW�UHFODLPLQJ�WKHVH�UHYDQFKLVW�IRRG�VSDFHV�EDFN�DQG�ÀLSSLQJ�them on their 
head in the kitchen, in the cafeteria, in the restaurant, in food media and in society 
more broadly. understanding and bettering the relationalities of caring, eating and 
bodies is central to the functioning of a just and civil society and Careful Eating 
unequivocally sets us on these critical and uncompromising pathways.
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128, 138, 142, 196-7, 199, 200-2, 
205, 210-11, 216-17

eating disorders 3, 9, 92; see also anorexia 
nervosa

eating disorders treatment 91, 93-6
ecuador 69-87
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education 11, 13, 23, 30, 48, 53, 73, 76-7, 
79-82, 195, 198-206; see also 
knowledge; pedagogy

educational opportunities 114, 117
embodiment 8, 10, 89, 92, 103, 137-9, 196, 

202, 211, 213 
disembodiment 103 

emotion(s) 31-6, 38-40, 50, 83, 97, 100, 
110, 113-4, 117, 127-43, 174, 190, 
195-6, 199, 201; see also affect; 
anger; happiness; shame

emotional labour, see labour, emotional
empathy 104, 129, 215, 217; see also 

compassion 
environment 45, 48, 49, 74, 129, 154, 155, 

157, 164, 166, 178, 179, 180, 183, 
189-90, 195; see also obesogenic 
environment

ethic(s) of care 6, 12, 102, 197, 199, 206, 
210-11; see also Mol, a; tronto, J.; 
ungerson, C.

ethical consumption, 102, 175-6, 179-80, 
185, 213-14, see also alternative 
food; fair trade

ethical food, 49, 155, 157-9, 165 
ethnicity 5, 11, 14, 23, 40, 69, 152, 155-6, 

161-3, 205; see also inequality; 
race

ethnic food 26-9, 34, 38-9, 156, 204, 
208

ethnic neighbourhoods 28-30, 39, 
160-2

ethnic tourism 28-30, 39; see also taste 
tours

ethnography 4, 9, 11, 27-8, 69, 77, 94, 
109-10, 120

meta-ethnography 127
participant observation 27, 70, 91, 154, 

198 
european Commission 200
exercise 58, 119, 128, 129, 132, 174
experts 38, 53, 56, 59, 61, 62, 138, 142, 

185, 186, 190, 191, 202, 203 
knowledge 6, 199; see also knowledge

fair trade 12-13, 82, 176-80, 183, 213-14; 
see also alternative food; ethical 
consumption 

fast food 81, 208, 210; see also 
Mcdonalds; junk food 

global chains and restaurants 46, 72, 
75-9, 209

fat 
of bodies 8, 45, 53, 56-9, 93, 94, 116, 

132, 134-6, 138, 216; see also 
body weight; Health at every size; 
obesity
fat acceptance Movement 56
fat talk 138
#notyourgoodfatty 45, 56-9

of food 52-5, 78, 82, 109, 112, 114, 
116, 117, 156, 177, 200, 202

feeding 1-5, 8, 10, 39-40, 83-4, 91-2, 
94-6, 110, 120, 152, 217; see also 
breastfeeding; labour; provisioning 
of food

food, see also eating
alternative, see alternative food
bad, see bad food
comfort, see comfort
complex 74, 82; see also capitalism; 

agro-industrial; industrial food 
V\VWHP�V���IRRG��VFLHQWL¿FDOO\�
engineered

ethical, see ethical consumption
fast, see fast food
fatty, see fat, in food
fresh 72, 179, 191; see also fruit; 

vegetables
good, see good, good food
insecurity, see food security
junk, see junk food
local, see local food
materiality of, see materiality/ies, of 

food
modern, see modern food
organic, see organic food
practices, see practice, of eating
programmes, see media, food
regulation of, 80-1, 116, 152, 195, 197-

8, 200-2, 210; see also governance; 
food safety

safety of, see food safety
VFLHQWL¿FDOO\�HQJLQHHUHG������������see 

also capitalism, agro-industrial; food, 
complex; industrial food system
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security, see food security
simple, see simple food
sweet, see sweet, sweet food
unhealthy, see fast food; junk food 

food justice 1, 3, 151, 215, 217; see also 
social justice

food safety 74, 81, 157, 163, 195, 198, 
200; see also food, regulation of

food security 81, 151-67
insecurity 7, 152-3 156, 164; see also 

foodbanks; foodstamps; hunger; 
malnutrition 

foodbanks 8, 214; see also foodstamps; 
hunger; malnutrition

foodscapes 214, 216, 217
foodstamps 214; see also foodbanks; 

hunger; malnutrition
foodwork 89, 92, 95-100; see also 

bodywork
foucault, M. 6-8, 71, 80-1, 91, 130, 140, 

196
frankenfood, see�IRRG��VFLHQWL¿FDOO\�

engineered 
fruit 71-2, 77, 109-10, 112, 128, 135, 156, 

161, 200, 201, 205-7, 209; see also 
food, fresh; vegetables

gastrectomy 117
gender 8, 14, 25, 30-2, 39, 110, 114, 119-

21, 138, 152; see also inequality
geographies 96, 149, 151, 154, 159-66
globalization 72, 75, 78, 175, 191, 213; see 

also fast food, global chains and 
restaurants

goffman, e. 130, 135; see also stigma
good 179-183

good care 199, 203, 206, 211 
good food 2, 4, 9, 12, 13, 23, 46, 49-50, 

62, 69-70, 75, 77, 80, 83, 102, 109, 
111, 117, 128, 149, 156-60, 166, 
191, 208, 217; see also bad food

governance 2, 69, 71, 80-5, 152-3, 176, 
201; see also discipline

of bodies 2, 6, 70-1, 81, 84, 196, 205, 
210

of eating 3, 6, 46, 49, 55, 69, 199, 210
of food 152-3; see also food, regulation 

of

governmentality 9, 73
guthman, J. 8, 73, 216

Haes, see Health at every size
happiness 32, 34-5, 37, 117-19, 121, 131, 

138, 158-60, 161, 163-4, 167; see 
also emotion; wellbeing

unhappiness 117, 158 
health 1, 3, 9, 23, 25, 45, 51-2, 55, 56-8, 

69, 71-5, 77-9, 81, 84, 93, 95, 100, 
102, 109, 112-14, 116-19, 127, 
129-30, 132, 135, 142, 153-6, 159, 
163-4, 178-9, 183, 195-6, 199, 202, 
216-17; see also body; ill-health; 
inequality; wellbeing

determinants of, 114, 
intervention(s) into, 7-8, 9-11, 23, 51, 

55, 76, 78-81 85, 91, 111, 120-21, 
128, 141-2, 174, 198, 201

mental, see mental health
policy 129-30, 139, 141, 
promotion 109, 113, 196, 200-1, 
public, see public health 

Health at every size 56, 59, 142
healthcare 127-134, 200, 62, 134; see also 

national Health service (uK)
healthcare professionals 78, 127, 

130-34, 136-42, 200, 203; see 
also biomedicine; mental health; 
primary care

healthy eating, see eating 
healthy obesity, see obesity
hegemony 164
hostessing 14, 23, 30-33, 36-9; see also 

labour, emotional
hunger 93, 102, 114, 215; see also 

foodbanks; food security, 
insecurity; foodstamps; 
malnutrition; starvation

ideology/ies 2, 149, 154, 163-4, 213, 215
ill-health 8, 91-105, 115
illness, see ill-health
industrial food system(s) 51, 71, 74-6, 

78-9, 82, 158-60, 217; see also 
capitalism, agro-industrial; food, 
FRPSOH[��IRRG��VFLHQWL¿FDOO\�
engineered 
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inequality/ies 3, 15, 32, 39-40, 112, 
114, 121; see also class; 
ethnicity; gender; poverty; social 
disadvantage

insecurity, see food security, insecurity
internet 45, 47, 48, 51, 56, 149, 173, 175, 

177, 189; see also communication 
technologies; website 

internet platform(s) 12, 13, 45, 46, 47, 
48, 50, 58, 60, 62, 173-91
Wiki platform 173, 176-78, 180, 

184, 186, 188
intervention(s) 1, 7-11, 23, 45, 51, 55, 59, 

61, 71, 76, 78-81, 85, 91, 111, 120, 
141-2, 174, 198-201, 205-6; see 
also health, interventions into

intimacy/ies 1, 5, 10-11, 14, 71, 82-4, 89, 
92, 101, 104-5; see also closeness; 
proximities

islam 36
islamaphobia 26, 30, 35, 40

junk food 48, 71, 115-6; see also comfort 
food; fast food

kinship 4, 69, 82-4, 120
knowledge 6, 13, 23, 29, 38, 73-6, 79, 

82, 89, 113, 116, 151, 154, 158, 
162, 166, 174-8, 184, 186, 189, 
197, 199, 202, 207, 210; see also 
education; pedagogy

acquisition of, 36, 54, 73
claims 2, 8
democratization 59, 63, 176
expert, see experts, knowledge
lack of, 73-5

labour 5, 13-14, 83, 110, 180, 184, 186, 
188-9, 195, 198; see also feeding; 
provisioning of food

emotional 14, 28-36, 38-40, 92, 100, 
139; see also hostessing

gendered relations 14, 31-2, 40
migrant 32-40
racialization of, 32-3 

lCHf, see diet(s) 
liminal 119 

lived experience 95, 104, 134, 136, 140, 
142, 196, 207, 209, 210, 211

local food 53, 62, 71, 77-80, 84, 110, 155-
6, 160-1, 179, 191, 205, 208 

malnutrition 7-8; see also food security, 
insecurity; hunger; starvation

market, the 1, 4, 14, 61, 80, 149, 153, 175, 
180, 187-8, 190, 213 

black 116
labour 40

marketization 190, 198-9, 204
marketing 12, 37, 69, 109, 118-20 
markets 76, 154-6, 160; see also retailers; 

supermarket(s) 
materiality/ies 3, 8-11, 13, 46-7, 89, 95, 

104, 152, 164
of bodies 9-11, 91-2, 100, 103, 110, 

155
of food 27, 83, 96-7, 104, 110, 158, 

162, 165-6, 173, 176-7 
Mcdonalds 209, 210; see also fast food, 

global chains and restaurants
Mcdonaldization 46

meat 53, 81, 83, 112, 115, 155, 159-164, 
166, 203, 207-10, 213, 216; see 
also chicken; retailers, butcher(s) 

cultured beef, see meat, test-tube 
burger

hamburger 77, 210
test-tube burger 48-51; see also food, 

VFLHQWL¿FDOO\�HQJLQHHUHG
media 8, 14, 25-6, 29, 35, 80, 120, 129, 

134, 163, 203, 216-7; see also 
social media

food media 217, 139, 217; see also 
weight-loss, media

personalities 60, 216; see also oliver, 
Jamie

mediation(s) 89, 98, 102, 166, 175, 201-2, 
205, 214

mediated mobilism 46-7, 49, 63
mental health 8, 91, 93, 95, 135; see 

also anorexia nervosa; dementia; 
depression; eating disorders

metabolism 114
migration 5, 25-40, 69-85, 117, 161, 168, 205
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Mintz, s. 110
modern food 50, 52, 74, 76-7, 155, 157-

8; see�DOVR�IRRG��VFLHQWL¿FDOO\�
engineered 

modernity 70, 74-5
PRGL¿HG�IRRG��see�IRRG��VFLHQWL¿FDOO\�

engineered 
Mol, a. 6, 10, 71, 92-3, 95-6, 98, 104, 110-

111, 117, 120, 140, 174, 191, 196, 
200, 207-8, 211; see also tinkering 

moral 2, 7, 12, 14, 49, 50, 70, 95, 102, 109, 
120, 128, 134, 149, 159, 164-6, 
174

moral economies 213
moral panic 198
morality 102
moralization 201, 217
morally 111, 158

multiculturalism 5, 26-7, 30, 40, 161

national Health service (uK) 91, 105, 
129; see also healthcare 

natural 49, 83, 109, 110, 111, 157, 159
environment 74

neoliberalism 8, 32, 73, 153, 159, 164, 188, 
190, 213; see also responsibility 

nHs, see national Health service (uK)
QRQ�SUR¿W������see also SUR¿W

QRW�IRU�SUR¿W���
normative 7, 9, 62, 76, 77, 118, 121, 181, 

182, 201, 215, 217
nurture 4, 5, 45, 53, 55, 59, 84, 118, 
nutrition 51, 111, 113, 116, 120, 157, 200, 

203; see also diet(s)
nutritional guidelines 53, 55, 200; see 

also diet(s), dietary guidelines
nutritional science 109-110, 203; see 

also dieticians
nutritional value 95, 110, 113, 195, 

199; see also calories 

obesity 14, 45, 51-3, 55, 59, 73-4, 109, 
111, 112, 114, 116, 119-20, 127-31, 
134-42, 174, 198, 200, 202, 215, 
217 see also fat; body weight

childhood 14, 61, 198, 200, 202; see 
also bodies, of children; children 

interventions, see health, 
intervention(s) into; public health
healthy obesity 59

obesogenic environment 114, 142
oliver, J. 60-62, 120, 216; see also media
organic food 12, 62, 71-2, 82, 155-61, 177, 

179-80, 183, 213, 216
other 13, 5, 6-12, 14-15, 23, 26-7, 29-30, 

33, 39-40, 69, 71, 73, 76, 82, 84-5, 
91-2, 97, 100-4, 152, 157, 159, 
161-5, 213, 215-16

othered 39
othering 26, 30
otherness 84, 89

packaging 118, 158, 159, 191
pain 10, 12, 99-100, 103-4, 129, 131, 140
participant observation, see ethnography 
peasantry 7, 9, 23, 69-71, 77-85; see also 

small-scale agriculture
agrarian myth 80
romanticization of, 80

personhood 32; see also selfhood
place 6, 12, 14, 76, 89, 109, 112, 114, 

120-1, 149, 152-60, 162-6; see also 
work place

placeless 154-9, 162-4
pleasure 31, 35, 60, 109-10, 114-20; see 

also comfort food; taste
policy 7, 129, 130, 139, 155, 181, 202; see 

also care; food
policy makers 142, 190, 201

Portugal 79, 195, 197-200
Portuguese 11, 14, 197, 199, 203, 206

poverty 3, 7, 8, 61, 112-13, 117, 121-
2, 152, 199, 206, 215; see also 
inequality/ies; social disadvantage

power 2, 3, 9-11, 29, 31, 38-9, 57, 63, 71, 
84, 114, 116, 130, 132, 135, 140-2, 
152, 181, 187-9, 195,-6, 199, 201-
2, 206, 214-17; see also biopower

empowerment 63, 84, 129-30, 140, 
186-90

powerlessness 100, 135, 140-2, 
practice(s) 6, 9, 10, 47, 70, 80, 84, 93, 110, 

115, 119, 120, 121, 130, 139, 149, 
151, 152, 153, 155, 157-9, 164, 
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166, 174-5, 180, 190-1, 198, 203, 
210, 217

of caring 1-2, 6-7, 9, 30, 40, 71, 82, 
100, 103, 111, 117, 128, 154, 174-
5, 188, 208, 213-14, 217

of eating 2-5, 6, 11, 12, 23, 70-2, 74-7, 
79, 80, 84-5, 92, 95, 110, 116-7, 
128, 149, 151, 154, 163-4, 166, 
195, 196-202, 206, 211, 217
of not eating 89, 91, 92, 96-7; 

see also anorexia nervosa; 
starvation

primary care 14, 127, 129, 130, 139; see 
also healthcare

products 29, 31, 54-5, 72, 76, 81, 113, 
118-20, 161, 175-84, 86-7, 190, 
199-200, 203, 205-8, 216

product transparency 173, 190
sugary products 113, 118-20

SUR¿W���������������see also�QRQ�SUR¿W��
QRW�IRU�SUR¿W

prosumption 46-7, 55; see also 
consumption

provisioning,
of care 31, 188, 214-5; see also care; 

caring
of food 14, 115, 120, 151-2, 154-5, 158, 

163, 165-6, 166, 176, 196, 198, 210, 
213-4; see also feeding; labour

proximities, 4, 11-12, 23, 76, 82-4, 149-
150, 162; see also closeness; 
intimacy/ies

public health 7, 8-9, 13, 14, 51-3, 59, 61-2, 
89, 110-11, 113, 116-17, 120-21; 
see also health

race 13, 30-40, 69, 151-2, 161; see also 
ethnicity

critical race theory 28-30, 33
racialization of labour, see labour
racialized bodies 26, 33-5
racism 11, 26, 30, 32-3, 36, 39-40

ramadan 36-7
relationality/ies 2, 3, 13-14, 30-1, 71, 89, 

100, 103, 110, 196, 213, 217 
relations 2, 8, 10-11, 13, 29, 39, 80, 112, 

151, 164, 179, 198, 207; see also 
class; labour

of caring, 1, 4, 5, 9, 13-14, 23, 27, 31, 
34, 82, 85, 89, 138, 149, 155, 173, 
175-7, 188-91, 214,

of food and eating, 1, 3, 8, 27, 82, 89, 
97, 130, 162, 196, 198, 214 

of otherness, 4 
political 2
power 31, 38, 116, 140, 201 
social 5, 6, 9, 10, 12, 23, 27, 34, 38, 

70, 76, 82, 84, 99-102, 103, 109-
11, 115, 117, 118-21, 127, 136-7, 
139-40, 141, 161-2, 165, 174, 175, 
190-1, 195-6, 204-6, 216 

remittances 70, 77, 79
responsibility 6, 38, 60, 119, 127, 129-30, 

135-7, 142, 173-4, 176, 185, 198
individual 8, 73-4, 176, 184-5, 188, 

216; see also guthman, J.; 
neoliberal, see neoliberalism
political 174
social 173, 185; see also social justice

retailers 4, 159, 180, 187, 205; see also 
markets; supermarket(s)

butcher(s) 155-6, 160-3
risk 8, 27, 50, 57, 62, 73-4, 76, 93, 112, 

119, 130, 174, 200; see also danger

school(s) 4, 27, 72, 76, 78, 80, 96, 100, 
109, 116, 209, 214; see also 
children

meals 7, 11, 14, 116, 120, 195-208, 
206-11

population 196
security 81, 113, 151-6, 163-4, 208 see 

also food security, insecurity; 
welfare

selfhood 89, 91-2, 95, 98-9, 104; see also 
authentic self; personhood

senses 28, 36, 39, 110, 196, 207; see also 
taste, smell

shame 134-37, 103, 215 
simple food 71-4, 76, 80
small-scale agriculture 69, 77, 79-80; see 

also peasantry
smell 31, 39, 110, 115; see also senses; 

taste
smoking 37, 119, 121, 129, 134
snacking 94, 118-19, 200, 202, 206, 208-9
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social body, see bodies, social
social disadvantage 9, 109, 111-17, 120-21, 

180, 188; see also inequality/ies; 
poverty

social enterprise 25, 30, 34, 37-40; see also 
taste tours

social justice 1, 3, 6-8, 15, 180-1, 195, 215; 
see also food justice

social media 12-13, 45-64, 173-191; see 
also media

and social hierarchies, see knowledge, 
democratization

trolls 57-8
Twitter 45, 47-54, 56-58
websites 29-30, 156, 159
Wiki 173-191

somatic 101-103; see also body; bodies
space(s) 12, 32, 97-100, 104, 119, 130, 

136, 151-166, 176, 179, 181, 196, 
199, 201, 203, 206, 211, 213-4

conceptual 91-2, 95
cyber, see internet; communication 

technologies; social media; website
for debate and dialogue 45, 187
domestic 14
of food 13, 157-162, 166, 198, 217
non-productive 80
of ordering 196
of the present 97, 99, 104
of resistance 153, 196
of security 152-3, 156, 161, 163-5; see 

also space(s), un/safe
of tension 196, 211
public 9, 33-5
racialized 39; see also race
un/safe 98-9, 153-4, 162-3

starvation 91, 93, 95-7, 99, 100-4; see also 
hunger; malnutrition

stigma 8, 121, 128, 130-1, 134-5, 141, 
214 

sugar 9, 55, 72, 77, 109-21, 156, 200, 202, 
205; see also carbohydrates; sweet 

natural 109, 117
UH¿QHG������������������������������

supermarket(s) 76, 112, 154, 156, 158-9, 
161-2; see also markets; retailers

sweet,
sweetening 110-12, 114-21 

sweet food 72, 89, 109, 110, 111, 114-
16, 118-19; see also carbohydrates; 
sugar

sweetness 9, 109, 110-12, 116-19, 121 
sweets 37, 111, 117, 208; see also 

chocolate 
sweet tooth 109

taste 11, 28, 36, 39, 48, 83, 110-12, 115, 
117-20, 159, 161, 162, 188, 196, 
203-5, 208, 214, 217; see also 
pleasure; smell; senses

taste tours 11, 25-30, 33-4, 36-40; see 
also social enterprise; tourism, 
culinary

tinkering 96, 98, 111, 117, 121, 140, 196, 
207-8, 211; see also Mol, a.

tourism 25-40 
culinary 14, 25-26
ethnic, see taste tours
tour guiding, see hostessing 
WRXULVWL¿FDWLRQ���

tradition(s) 13, 23, 25, 36, 49, 71-4, 77-80, 
159-60, 162, 179

tronto, J. 2, 6, 71, 75, 95, 100-103, 111, 
127, 129, 139, 142, 174; see also 
ethic(s) of care

unhappiness, see happiness, unhappiness
unhealthy, see ill-health; see also healthy
ungerson, C. 5, 71, 75, 95; see also 

ethic(s) of care

vegetables 61, 72, 77, 109, 112, 115, 128, 
135, 156, 161, 200, 201, 2013, 
206-7, 210; see also food, fresh; 
fruit

viscerality 11, 27, 50, 104, 121, 162, 214, 
217

waste 71, 74, 102-3, 203, 206-7, 217
website 17, 29, 30, 50, 60, 156, 159, 173, 

174, 178; see also communication 
technologies; internet; social media

weight, see body weight; fat; obesity; 
weight-loss

weight-loss 52, 127, 139; see also diet(s)
media 8, 216
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welfare 
of animal 49, 82, 157, 159-63 
payments 113, 120, 198, 215

wellbeing 7, 8, 78, 155, 164, 179, 189, 195 
see also happiness; health

WHo, see World Health organization
Wiki, see internet, Wiki platform; social 

media, Wiki  
workplace 1, 30-33, 40
World Health organization 8, 200


